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    Foreword



    It is an honour to be asked to write this foreword, for it offers me yet another opportunity to pay homage to our wonderful troops, their leaders, and the entire group of men and women who have served and continue to serve Canada so well in Afghanistan. From the most junior soldier to our senior non-commissioned officers (NCOs) and junior officers, unit commanders, civilians, contractors, and staff, right up to Task Force Commanders, all have given of themselves in the pursuit of excellence in the face of dire threat. To be included in these ranks is a privilege without equal.


    I think it essential that we attempt to capture everything we can about our operations in Afghanistan. From the tactical to the strategic levels, there is much to learn and remember. There are truths to be maintained and myths to shatter, lessons to be learned and work to be done to prepare for continued operations in Afghanistan and the future conflict zones we will inevitably be asked to serve in. All who have served in Joint Task Force Afghanistan, in whatever capacity, have an obligation to ensure future generations of the Canadian Forces (CF) benefit from our experience, while remembering that we must never allow our service there to create an exclusive group within the CF. Let us all remember that while the CF performed well in this conflict, there were many areas in which we had to adapt, change, and improve. Similarly, we must remember that future conflicts will probably present many new challenges, some that our Afghanistan experience may well prepare us for and others that will represent new obstacles. As such, we must always learn from experience but maintain an open, analytical, and agile mind.


    As we study our Afghan experience, I think it useful to place the war in some important context over time. From rotation to rotation the war evolved. Therefore, without first establishing the proper context, we risk talking past each other as we try to explain to ourselves and others what we did and why we did it. The history will be written about this conflict over a very long period, giving us all greater perspective and a fuller understanding of the many complexities that factored into decisions made and actions taken. For now, however, as we try to grapple with our understanding of the war, I will lay out my basic contextual framework. First and foremost, I maintain, and always will, that every rotation of Canadian headquarters and units did exactly the right things for the right reasons. As military factors changed, so did we. Indeed, we can celebrate the professionalism, innovation, and dedication of each rotation as they kept pace with a changing enemy, evolving strategies from Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF), and the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), as well as the ever-important Canadian imperatives.


    Our rotations fall into three important and distinct timeframes — the understanding of which is essential to place “what right looks like” in proper context. From the narrow perspective of December 2010, I believe each stage is quite distinct, and each demanded very different actions and plans from our forces. The first stage was the immediate response to the 9/11 attacks that was intended as a counter-terrorist and regime-change campaign. This stage evolved to include the establishment of the ISAF mission intended to assist the Afghan government in re-establishing itself throughout the country. Throughout this stage, in the aftermath of the regime change, an insurgency began and grew with the benefit of safe havens outside Afghanistan. Interesting to note is that it was not universally accepted, nor was it particularly evident in the official policy approach of troop contributing nations, that an insurgency was actually underway.


    By 2006 the beginning of the second stage commenced, coincident with our large move from Kabul to Kandahar. It was now universally agreed, at least within informed military circles, that an insurgency was well established, particularly in the South. However — and this is an important distinction — as an international community and force, we were still resourced to conduct counter-terror and regime-change activities. The resources necessary to conduct effective counter-insurgency (COIN) operations were absent: more troops, more capacity to apply “civil effects” in a timely and focused manner, more effective indigenous forces, more emphasis on civil policing capacity, and so on. Without these enablers, we were left to use our sparse resources selectively to deal with the most urgent and immediate threats while building a base upon which future and better resourced COIN operations could be conducted.


    Nonetheless, during this second stage between 2006 and 2009, we did not lose. We did not lose the airhead, the seat of the central Afghan government remained intact, albeit imperfect, and we did not allow the defeat or rout of Afghan security forces. Furthermore, we significantly hurt the insurgency, making everything the enemy tried to do hard to achieve. We bought valuable time and set conditions for the third stage.


    The third stage began in 2009 with a massive reinforcement of international forces, mainly American, as well as a civilian cohort that was to grow and create increasingly larger and more focused civil effects so that the overall COIN effect could be achieved. Afghan security forces underwent better-resourced training and mentoring and they, too, grew. In this environment, where the military factor of “forces available” shifted radically, the doctrine we had wanted to apply fully for so long was finally realized. One need only think of the military transformation at a place such as Forward Operating Base (FOB) Wilson in Zharey District. In 2006 we had, at most, a platoon in that location, with hard working civil-military co-operation (CIMIC) teams working as closely as they could with the resident district staff and police. By 2010, multiple Afghan and U.S. battalions, as well as the headquarters of 2/101 Brigade Combat Team were in location. Where we once had a platoon, in 2010 we had multiple units and enablers along with a full civilian District Stabilization Team. These units, like their Canadian counterparts, lived and worked off that FOB among Afghan citizens in Zharey, providing direct and continuous security support while also assisting in the bringing to bear of important game-changing civil effects that continue to be the critical path to decent governance and the ultimate hope for a better future for Afghans.


    In the end, we fought well when we had to fight, we conducted COIN operations when we could, and we consistently and continually supported our allies and coalition partners. Moreover, we provided a solid base upon which future Canadian military-civilian efforts will be applied in conflict zones around the world to increasingly powerful effect. We have much to be proud of and yet much to learn. One way to make sure we learn properly is to study and discuss the lessons of our participation in Afghanistan.


    One can rarely, if ever, predict the outcome of a complex counter-insurgency. However, we do know that it requires unrelenting effort to the bitter end. Conventional wisdom puts the lifespan of effective counter-insurgency campaigns in the 10–15 year range. Given that a fully resourced campaign only began in 2009, there is still a long way to go. Part of this path is to ensure the necessary transition of the management and execution of the COIN campaign to the Afghans themselves. Nonetheless, we should be rightfully proud of the part we played. Moreover, we need to remember that to be successful in future conflict, particularly of this sort, we must nurture Canada’s greatest strategic asset: the very junior but well-trained CF service members who never failed to amaze us all with that well-balanced blend of aggression, compassion, courage, and humility. Those of us who get requests to write forewords and present speeches do well to remember that we are nothing without them.


    Major-General Jonathan H. Vance


    Ottawa, Ontario


    December 2010
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    Introduction



    Afghanistan has long been considered the graveyard of empires. Throughout its history, its inhabitants have been forced to endure the ravishes of foreign invaders, including marauding hordes, Imperial armies, global superpowers, as well as coalitions of allied states. What has always remained constant is the fierce Afghan independence and resistance to outside occupiers. For those who have ventured into Afghanistan with notions of occupying or controlling its people, they have found that fighting in that rugged, hostile land is no easy task.


    To the chagrin of those waging war in Afghanistan, Afghans have proven to be tenacious, clever, and unrelenting foes. Using the harsh, formidable terrain of their country, tribal affiliations, and relying on a warrior ethos rooted in centuries of conflict, Afghans have always employed tactics that played to their strengths and taken advantage of the weaknesses of those attempting to occupy or control their land.


    Canadians have come to realize these challenges first hand. The war in Afghanistan has shocked both the Canadian Forces (CF) and Canadians in general. It has returned the CF to a combat role and shattered the long-standing Canadian peacekeeper myth.


    Canadian troops deployed to Afghanistan for the first time in 2001, as part of the American response to the al Qaeda terrorist attacks in New York on 11 September 2001. As such, in December 2001, Canadian Special Operations Forces (SOF) began operations as part of U.S. Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF). Subsequently, a light infantry battle group, based on the 3rd Battalion, Princess Patricia’s Light Infantry (3 PPCLI), arrived in February 2002 and conducted combat missions with their American colleagues.


    Importantly, Canadian SOF and 3 PPCLI began to rebuild the CF’s reputation amongst the militaries of Allied nations. During the 1990s in the Former Yugoslavia, Canadian troops had been so limited in what they could do in theatre by the national restrictions imposed on them by their civilian and military chains of command that they had been nicknamed by some of their Allies “Can’t Bat” instead of Can Bat, the abbreviated form of Canadian Battalion. However, things changed. Canadians pushed for challenging missions, and their subsequent successes made a strong impression on their allies as well as the public at home. In fact, the death of four Canadian soldiers in a friendly fire incident at Tarnak Farms, on the night of 18 April 2002, galvanized the nation. This loss struck a chord with Canadians and caused a large public outpouring of support and sympathy for CF members and, in particular, the families of the fallen. Although not realized at the time, it was a foreshadowing of what was to come.


    The Canadian soldiers that had redeployed to Canada in the summer of 2002, however, returned to Afghanistan a year later at the behest of Canada’s European allies. In the late summer of 2003, the 3rd Battalion, The Royal Canadian Regiment (3 RCR) joined the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Kabul. The Royals had no idea what to expect. Although Taliban resistance was just in the rebuilding phase, the Royals suffered casualties, both dead and wounded, to mine strikes as well as the first suicide bomber who directly targeted the CF.


    Despite this, Canada’s resolve to stay the course was unaltered. Two years and several rotations later, the Canadians moved south to Kandahar Province to establish a Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT). In addition, Canada also deployed an infantry battle group. By the summer of 2006, the Canadians were embroiled in a savage and desperate insurgency that challenged both the Government of Afghanistan and the NATO coalition forces supporting it for control of large swaths of the province. As the principal battle group in the South available for combat operations, the Canadian battle group was fed a daily diet of combat.


    In September 2006, the Taliban had become so confident in their strength and control of the Pashmul area that they dug-in fortified positions and challenged the Canadians to remove them. After a tenaciously fought and bloody two-week struggle, Canadian soldiers and their coalition allies conducted Operation Medusa and inflicted severe casualties on the Taliban, finally pushing them out of the contested area.


    Operation Medusa proved to be a turning point in the war in Afghanistan. The Taliban relearned the lesson that they should never confront their foe in a conventional battle of attrition, because the overwhelming technology and firepower of the coalition was just too great. As a result, the Taliban reverted to a much more deadly strategy of ambush and the use of improvised explosive devices (IEDs) and suicide bombers. The change in methodology paid off for the enemy as casualties for the Afghanistan National Security Forces (ANSF), the coalition, and the CF quickly mounted. The asymmetry in tactics that the Taliban began to employ was difficult to overcome.


    Operation Medusa was a turning point in the war in Afghanistan from the Canadian perspective as well. First, it signalled to the world that Canada was once again ready to commit its sons and daughters to combat. In addition, the casualties suffered during the operation and in its aftermath, as well as the commitment in resources and effort to fight the continuing insurgency, now consumed the army and became, arguably, its singular focus.


    In many ways, the war has been an enormous learning experience for the CF, and particularly the Canadian Army. The complexity of fighting in Afghanistan cannot be underestimated. The enemy is clever; he completely understands the battle space and uses it to his advantage. He adapts adeptly and quickly to changes in coalition tactics, techniques, and procedures. The Taliban is innovative, tenacious, and ruthless.


    Further adding to the complexity is the weak Afghan national government that is fraught with corruption and incompetence. Moreover, competing coalition agendas and the ever-present national caveats restrict ISAF’s ability to fully take the fight to the enemy.


    Unfortunately, the realities that Canada, other Western governments, and their militaries face in the complex theatre of war in Afghanistan are often overshadowed by simple news bites that resonate with the public. Indeed, Canadians and other Western populations, often plagued by short attention spans, form their opinions on very complex issues through simplified 90-second news bites. This can have far-reaching consequences for Western governments, since, as democratically elected representatives, they are required to reflect the beliefs and values of their citizenry. As such, Western governments often determine national policy with public sentiment. In the end, Canadian military commanders respond to their civilian masters and must ultimately align with government wishes, regardless of any disconnect between the “reality” of the situation on the ground and the perception of the situation by the Canadian public. In difficult theatres such as Afghanistan, commanders come to grips with the Afghan paradigm and do the best that can be done in light of the challenging circumstances.


    As the title of this book makes clear, prosecuting the war in Afghanistan is no easy task. Soldiers must use their limited resources to provide security, fight a difficult and savage enemy, work within a xenophobic, medieval culture, improve a backwards economy, and attempt to raise the standard of living for Afghans in a bid to provide them a reason for supporting their national government. Compounding the difficulty, soldiers must accomplish all of this in a way that resonates with their home populations, even if home and host nation populations hold quite different beliefs and values.


    With a collection of essays that explore the historical and contemporary challenges to conflict and war in Afghanistan, No Easy Task: Fighting in Afghanistan highlights some of the complexity that Canadian commanders and soldiers now face there. Notably, each chapter is written by a Canadian practitioner or scholar, which furnishes a distinctly Canadian perspective on fighting in Afghanistan. The chapters also provide insight into the theory behind and practice of counterinsurgency, as well as specific analysis of Canadian, Afghan, coalition, and Taliban strategies and actions. In sum, they underscore the reality that fighting in Afghanistan is no easy task.
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    Adjust Your Sights


    Leading Issues Likely to Arise in Any Counter-Insurgency Campaign


    Dr. Michael A. Hennessy


    As the title indicates, this chapter will provide a short primer, or extended aide memoire, for those who find themselves embroiled in a counter-insurgency (COIN) struggle. Note the use of the word struggle. War might come to mind, but that may not be a wholly adequate, or for that matter acceptable, descriptor. That one employs the term COIN implies there is an insurgency to be countered. It is to the nature of insurgency that we must first cast our minds.


    Why do men rebel? Not a small question, and not one to be avoided by the counter-insurgent. There are many theories that the student of war would be wise to consult, and we shall review several inter alia; however, no single theory has proven applicable to all circumstances. Rather than belabour the theory here, it suffices to note there are often multiple motives at work. Does poverty cause rebellion? Maybe. Does ideology cause rebellion? Maybe. Does ethnic/social/religious identity fuel rebellion? Again, maybe. Does state repression cause rebellion? Maybe. Does bad national government, corruption, or poor administration cause insurgency? Again, the answer is maybe. We could add to the list of attributed causes but find no definitive answer. Much theoretical work has gone toward supporting or refuting such motive causes, and no definitive answer will be given here. The truth of the matter is each or all of these elements may be present where a rebellion takes root. While there may well be other such “causes,” there is neither sufficient proof nor agreement for any cause and effect model.[1] These facts should be kept in mind by those who find themselves thrust into the role of counter-insurgent, as efforts to ameliorate such causes will likely be part of the COIN strategy.


    Whatever the true reasons an insurgency takes hold, almost all insurgencies have their own internal narrative that motivates and justifies the actions of the insurgents and undermines the legitimacy of the COIN forces. The narrative of grievance, injustice, and necessary change through a call to arms can vary greatly between insurgencies but is a powerful tool in harnessing recruits, undermining the established government, undercutting the vigour of partners, and sowing doubt within the minds of the many undecided members of the domestic population.[2]


    While there are many insurgencies active in the world today, a study of several older campaigns from the twentieth century can help establish the contours of what one may encounter in any insurgency. As such, this chapter will provide some of those examples.


    Pro Insurgency: Patterns and Observations


    Understanding how insurgencies work is fundamental to understanding how they may be overcome. Given the interest in COIN, one might think we have a good understanding of insurgency; however, there is little comparative work on the dynamics and successful techniques of insurgents.[3] Both solid knowledge and abstract theorizing remains contentious. Nevertheless, there are a number of individual studies that explain how a particular insurgency has fared; for brevity, only three will be examined here.


    The first is the “Arab revolt” of 1917–18. Writing about how he fomented the Arab revolt, T.E. Lawrence provides a useful estimate of the situation that guided his actions. Recognizing that his adversaries, the Ottoman Empire, found it necessary to garrison population centres along the main rail lines of the Arabian Peninsula, he chose not to strike at their garrisons directly. Force against force attacks would give advantage to the Turks. His rag-tag volunteer army of tribal nomads would not stand heavy losses and required careful direction. Instead, the Turks would be left to wither on the vine. In avoiding standing fights and set piece battles, the aim was to preserve his own forces and whittle down the physical and psychological will of the enemy. Eventually, the Turkish commanders conceded the ground and abandoned their outposts. Externally supplied arms and the strategic depth for manoeuvre presented by the vast wilderness and topography of the theatre of operations made such a campaign possible — he likened it to a campaign of commerce raiding at sea.


    Also factored into Lawrence’s concept of operations was the inability of the enemy to swamp the theatre with reinforcements. Protracting the struggle through avoiding battle on unfavourable terms, using the theatre’s physical geography, and taking advantage of the adversary’s geopolitical limits figured large in Lawrence’s campaign design.[4]


    A similar constraint played a role in the Anglo-Irish War, or War of Irish Independence, of 1919–21. The rural insurgency that took hold in Ireland in 1919 aimed to wrest control of the countryside from the representatives and functionaries of the British-controlled government. Police stations, post offices, local courts, and tax collection were targeted, and their functions were replicated by the republican forces, who established a parallel, or shadow, government. To further their aim of rendering Ireland ungovernable, republicans ran for election to parliament. If elected, these members of parliament (MPs) refused to sit in the British parliament and instead agitated for a local parliament to be formed. Such action undercut the legitimacy of the British government and military action.


    British reprisal policies, many of which originated during the Boer War at the turn of the century, included mass internment without trial for suspects and the summary eviction of families and destruction of their homes on suspicion of shielding republicans. These measures further fuelled resentment. Several well-reported breakdowns of police discipline — particularly the police riot, torching of Cork city, and later murder of the mayor — brought international criticism and concern in London.


    Weary of war after the experiences of 1914–18, and recognizing that Britain had been preparing to offer Ireland its own parliament on the eve of that struggle, few in Britain favoured using all the resources of the Empire or unrestrained warfare to attack the republicans. The commander of British forces requested authority to begin a campaign of summary justice, particularly the execution (judicial or otherwise) of suspects, and suggested that, if that policy could not be followed, the government would be better off seeking a negotiated peace.


    The government followed this recommendation. Although the republicans settled for the partition of Ireland, their relatively small guerrilla campaign, with probably less than 4,000 armed members at its peak during pre-peace talks, enjoyed very real, though limited, tactical success; nevertheless, it achieved its strategic purpose because of Britain’s geopolitical context. The power potential of that state was not fully exercised, because of historical circumstances — such limitations should be considered in all cases of responses to an insurgency.[5]


    The Irish example was not lost on others. Coming to prominence during the long struggle of the Chinese Communist Party, Mao Zedong masterminded the building of a large guerrilla army, and its eventual transformation into a large conventional army. Mao helped the party pick up the pieces after being routed from cities by Chinese nationalists, the Kuomintang Party (KMT) forces, in 1927. He studied the actions of Lawrence and the Irish republicans. Losing access to its urban support base, Mao argued, required the party to harness support from the Chinese rural peasantry.


    Gaining their trust and active support became the foundation for Mao’s success in resisting the conventional forces of the KMT and then the Imperial Japanese Army, which invaded mainland China in 1936. The triumph of the Chinese People’s Party (CPP) against the KMT in 1949 marked the end of a 22-year protracted struggle for dominance. In that long struggle, Mao Zedong became chief political and military architect of victory.


    There is a vast literature on Mao, but for our purposes only several elements of his theories need exploration here. Mao did not write a simple how-to guide. Rather, most of his writings were produced under particular historical circumstances, often after serious set-backs or on the eve of redirecting the war effort, and were aimed at mobilizing or retaining morale among his followers and encouraging the internal audience within the Party. His approach to what he termed variously as “guerrilla war,” “people’s war,” “protracted war,” “revolutionary war,” and the “war of resistance” changed with the circumstances confronting him. He fought first for survival against the KMT, then made common cause with them against the Japanese, and then fought against the KMT once again.


    Many writers attempting to summarize or distill Mao’s military theory have reduced his writing on guerrilla warfare into an overly simple construct of a three-phased guerrilla campaign aimed at “first the mountains, then the valleys, then the cities.”[6] This oversimplification ignores much. Rather than argue that he presented a single unified theory, which he did not, it is more appropriate to look for the enduring elements of his approach to organic guerrilla warfare, particularly the need to move into conventional positional warfare to obtain a final victory.


    First, his forces had to remain agile and not allow themselves to be isolated and destroyed — objectives any conventional enemy would pursue. Second, building and transforming a guerrilla force into one capable of waging battle successfully against a conventional enemy would be necessary.[7] To build his forces, he would rely on mobilizing the Chinese peasantry. To that end, he espoused a series of social mobilization measures for organizing whole populations within rural villages, from elders to school-aged children, via a host of non-military structures. Sociologists might term this a form of structural functionalism aimed at channelling support for his cause.[8]


    If his first aim was to survive, his second was to grow. This required harnessing the people to the cause through any means available, whether psychological, social, economical in nature, and with the use of coercion when necessary.[9] Many of these structures remain active in Chinese society today. Against both the KMT and Japanese he traded space for time, abandoning outposts and vulnerable areas rather than risking unfavourable pitched battles. Against both he also preached that the CPP was more virtuous and disciplined in its dealings with the local population than either adversary.


    Mao’s talk was more than hollow rhetoric. For instance, whereas both lived off the land, often stealing from the peasants, his forces paid, or promised to pay, for items taken — such acts were aimed at winning local loyalties and aimed at helping the peasants determine what side they would prefer to support. Against the Japanese, he furthered this effort by highlighting their total foreignness to Chinese culture.[10] Such measures were aimed at mobilizing deep loyalties and building support vital for first survival, then information and tacit support. Later, this support would allow further exploitation toward the cause as new circumstances, domestic and international, presented opportunities toward the ultimate ends of victory. Such measures proved invaluable for undercutting support for the purely indigenous and equally nationalist KMT regime.


    Insurgency Today


    The passage of time and a better understanding of past events let us speak with some confidence about the workings of previous insurgencies. The accounts above omitted tremendous detail, and they obscure how vicious or bloody the campaigns were. Internal warfare has always been particularly harsh, because so many segments of society are in conflict.[11] Acts of extreme violence by insurgent and counter-insurgent alike marked the three example cases.


    Modern insurgencies are no less vicious. Some insurgencies have intentionally inflicted outrages to spark extreme reactions from security forces. Most modern insurgencies are led by a few key, highly motivated personnel seeking to make a coherent design for their campaigns, playing space for time and growing support for their struggle domestically and internationally. Many have struggled with the problem of transitioning guerrilla bands into larger forces capable of waging positional warfare. Many have sought to create parallel governments and social networks. All have striven to avoid cataclysmic defeat by taking advantage of changing circumstances.[12]


    Understanding the particular and organic nature of a given insurgency is the first task of a commander dispatched to counter it. Although the challenges of COIN are not new, the response now open to Western military forces that find themselves thrust into such struggles tends to be more constrained or bounded in ways not universally recognized. Some of these bounds have to do with evolving legal protocols adopted by their nations. Some are tied to new social mores, or sensitivities, which shape the logic and acceptable forms of military action.[13] There are several ways to classify possible responses but not all are acceptable to modern Western forces — particularly those forces playing only a bit part in the campaign.


    Faced with insurgency, target governments may see logic in calling for a war of extermination — an object, for instance, rejected by the British government in Ireland, but one that was demonstrated recently in the final campaign in Sri Lanka against the Tamil Tigers. There, after a very protracted stop-and-start campaign, the government proved finally able to isolate the Tigers from their external supporters. The Sri Lankan government rejected domestic and international calls for a return to the negotiating table, and heedless to other calls for restraint or calls to give quarter, prosecuted their offensives until they surrounded and killed the Tigers’ leadership. The settling of accounts may have continued well thereafter within the detention centers.


    The particular geo-political configuration of events that sparked and allowed such a campaign to be conducted are germane to this discussion. The Tamil Tigers had grown isolated and internally divided, with some significant defection once it resumed its armed campaign. Its repudiation of several previous ceasefires enabled the Sri Lankan government to reject its late-found calls for a ceasefire. That government also had a strong mandate for decisive action from its electorate, tired of many years of internal warfare. Further, the government was not dependent on external allies to do the fighting. With neither strategic depth nor room to manoeuvre in Sri Lanka or internationally, the Tamil Tigers were isolated and destroyed in detail.[14] So definitive an outcome is rare among Western military forces.[15]


    Other COIN campaigns have sought to emulate the methods of the insurgents. The French military response in Algeria was remarkably unrestrained by due process, and it employed counter-terror, torture, kidnappings, broad-ranging psychological warfare, intrusive population control measures, and rural mobilization tactics. French military theorists argued these methods were justified merely as mirror images of what their enemy would do and moreover appeared to yield real tactical success. But these methods proved unpopular within metropolitan France and called into question the legitimacy of French actions against its own citizens, Algeria being considered not a colony but a province of France. The tactics may have dealt the guerrillas several telling blows but also brought the army into disrepute and undermined domestic support for the war effort. These actions fuelled a change in government that then reigned in the army, elements of which then launched several rebellions of their own. Such consequences brought the almost complete repudiation of French military doctrine that was written with regard to counter-insurgency theory.[16]


    No Western army has attempted to follow the strict precepts of that doctrine since; rather, they have avoided all such totalitarian approaches to the problem. Instead, Western intervening forces find themselves waging protracted campaigns to help impose or restore the rule of law and assist a host government that has either sought help or been imposed by an outside power — as is the case in both Iraq and Afghanistan.[17] Acting to support a recently created government, rather than shore up an established government, poses its own unique problems, particularly regarding the perceived legitimacy by domestic political actors, neighbours, and the wider international community. If many insurgencies have enjoyed success by creating a parallel political hierarchy, a new government is challenged to make its machinery of government exist and then operate under fire — literally and figuratively. COIN forces, then, are both weeding out the insurgents and rooting in the new administration. Such activities clearly range well beyond conventional military operations; it is a different problem than supporting a well-established government.[18]


    The minor players in a coalition may find themselves only supporting players in the effort to create and impose the new order while countering the rise of the insurgent order. Mere tactical military operations may be called for — indeed, may be essential in many areas — but junior coalition partners may be very far removed from influencing key higher-level activities, let alone objectives.[19] Even if one’s own forces are truly able to operate with a whole of government approach, the span of influence may be limited to the tactical area of operations where one can be master of the house. Even so, knowing what to do may not be easy.[20]


    What level of risk one should take, given that constraint is a thorny question, every force commander will have to answer. Consider, however, that domestic support is necessary to ensure participation in a protracted struggle, and most insurgencies are protracted campaigns of 10 years or longer — the casualty-commitment equation is of strategic significance. Our staff colleges pay little attention to the challenges of coalition warfare, but surely how coalitions maintain their cohesion through protracted struggles is not a problem unique to COIN. Such concerns are perhaps of greater importance to minor, force-contributing nations than larger questions about the course of the overall campaign, because minor nations have neither sufficient weight to dictate objectives — political or military — nor are they able to bring all their military potential to bear; they can only master their own game. Minor contributing nations face war in an increasingly and incredibly constrained environment.


    Even if the Western form of COIN has now become stylized as offering tactical security operations for the enduring security of target populations, there remain many useful bromides for military leaders to absorb. Writing over forty years ago, the British COIN theorist Sir Robert Thompson distilled the lessons of post-colonial COIN campaigns into several direct principles: the government required a clear aim; it needed to follow the rule of law rather than the jungle; its entire campaign plan needed overall coherence, coordination, and control; the political counter-subversion campaign had to be active; and it should proceed slowly and only after establishing a secure base upon which to expand — it could not try to do all things, everywhere, at once. Many of these conclusions remain true today.[21]


    Modern commanders must recognize the political arena they operate within. As the aim of the struggle is ultimately political, most of the actions their forces take will have political dimensions, not just kinetic targets. Maintaining or developing the political legitimacy of their forces and the host government are major objectives. Destroying the enemy, providing security assistance, rural development, or giving local security, and all other activities are means to those ends.


    Ultimately, isolating the insurgent armed elements from their base of support — if possible — is both a tactical necessity and a political one. Taking steps to ensure such opportunities can be exploited fully by the host government must also be a priority. Weeding out the enemy does not ensure the “rooting in” of the government. The actions of the COIN forces must not undercut the legitimacy of the governance efforts that follow, either by promising too much too soon or by replacing one faulty system of administration, taxation, laws, and so on with one more faulty, or one so alien as to be rejected as a mere foreign imposition.


    That COIN campaigns also represent a long-term commitment raises political issues. For intervening forces managing expectations of performance amongst their own forces, other entities must be part of the campaign plan, namely their allies, home front, host government, and target populations. The more that the bit players in the coalition leave such issues to others to decide, the more likely they are to be disappointed by the outcomes. Gaining a voice on such issues at the right level is difficult, and may ultimately be political, but should not be left to chance. The entrails of military history foretell that leaving such issues to others to decide will result in disharmony, discord, and disillusionment of the coalition — or defeat.


    On the more strictly military side of the ledger, the number of troops available will be highly controlled. Force use will be highly constrained. Troops will be required to adapt rapidly to the complex but rather opaque operating environment. COIN warfare has long been regarded as a subaltern’s campaign, epitomized most often by small unit actions. There, too, senior non-commissioned officers will play a disproportionate role in direct interaction with local population and insurgent groups.[22]


    The role of good intelligence and very particular knowledge of the complex social, economic, and political environment must be generated, widely disseminated, and used to inform all local interactions, not just in generating target lists.[23] Actions to win over opinion makers, local leaders, and social groups must inform the campaign design. The rise of Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) and Human Terrain Teams (HTTs) is testimony to these truisms, but only the names are new; the lessons have been learned before.[24]


    One may never win over local hearts, but their minds will always remain fixed on the absence or presence of enduring local security. Even if these steps lead to tactical or local successes — a pacified area here, new popular leaders there — it will count for little if there is no consistent game plan and a true unity of effort between all “friendlies.” This idea is very easy to assert, but, as history demonstrates, it is difficult to achieve.


    Allies and partners may have mixed motives and different agendas. The host government may never perform as promised, or according to some other nation’s standards, or ever be seen as popular domestically. Isolating the insurgents may prove too difficult to achieve. Other dilemmas can confound the best of intentions — and not all allies necessarily have those. Napoleon once quipped that everything in war is simple, but even the simple things prove difficult. That remains true today.


    In the contemporary struggle, supporting a protracted campaign may be more important than winning. Outlasting may be more important than destroying. Providing support may be more important than getting the job done. Maintaining domestic support may be more important than bringing the enemy to death. All such considerations will cloud the campaign plan and impinge on freedom of action among the alliance. Maintaining the home fires while waging limited warfare poses one of the greatest professional conundrums any Canadian commander will face.


    This tour d’horizon reveals some of the many contours any COIN campaign may encounter. Time, local and international circumstances, allied proclivities, the physical dictates of the terrain — human, physical, and geopolitical — will impinge all of them, as in any war. On top of those common elements will be the unique features of the particular struggle. There is no simple target. Sights must be adjusted. It is suggested fortune favours the prepared mind.
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    The Quagmire of Great Powers


    Dealing with the Afghan Way of War


    Major Tony Balasevicius


    For North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) coalition forces caught in the quagmire of the war in Afghanistan, the enemy’s methods have proven perplexing. Although NATO has had little difficulty winning tactical victories on the battlefield, operational success in establishing security and developing governance has proven elusive. Yet, for the Afghans, this conflict is like most others they have fought over the centuries. In fact, the strategy and tactics currently being employed by the insurgents fighting against the central government’s authority are little more than an adaptation of the methods that were used by their forefathers, at least since Alexander the Great’s invasion of the region in 330 B.C.E. The style and longevity of this Afghan “way of war” has evolved from the country’s rugged topography and its unique social structure, which is based on a tribal system.


    Historically, the country’s mountainous terrain and lack of well-developed transportation routes has fostered a degree of isolation between its inhabitants. This isolation has encouraged a spirit of self-reliance and circumscribed social units, fostering loyalties toward family, community, and tribe.[1] This social construct has been the cause of many historic rivalries among tribal groups and has tended to produce a great deal of localized infighting and occasionally civil war. Ali Ahmad Jalali and Lester W. Grau, authorities on the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, describe that the country “has mostly been a loose collection of tribes and nationalities over which central governments had varying degrees of influence and control at different times.”[2] They explain, “Tribal rivalries and blood feuds, ambitions of local chieftains, and tribal defiance of pervasive interference by the central government have kept the different parts of the land at war at different times.”[3]


    This constant infighting and lack of national unity leads outsiders to the false perception of military weakness. Combined with the country’s geographic location, this misconception has helped to make Afghanistan a tempting target for takeover by powerful empires with interest in the region.[4] Although invading armies have found Afghanistan very easy to occupy, they have also learned that it is extremely difficult to conquer its people. The reason for this paradox can be largely attributed to the fragmented nature of Afghanistan’s tribal-based warriors and their unique style of fighting.


    Individually, each tribe is capable of quickly mobilizing a cadre of experience warriors to defend its tribal area or any specific interest it may have. However, tribes can and will also unite to fight a common enemy and when they do so, they create a potent military capability. It is this ability to transition, seemingly within hours, from independent, local irregular defence forces fighting a guerrilla war to large armies employing more conventional types of operations and back again that has confused all but the most capable military commanders.[5]


    Since the beginning of the nineteenth century, a number of contemporary powers have had the unfortunate experience of dealing with this confusing quagmire of guerrilla and conventional warfare. For example, the British fought several wars in Afghanistan yet were never able to fully establish their authority over the people.[6] Since then, Afghanistan has remained fragmented by internal strife while also having to deal with two major interventions: the Soviet Union’s invasion in 1979, and more recently, NATO’s involvement fighting the Taliban.


    Remarkably, despite a history of internal strife and frequent interventions by major powers, Afghanistan has managed to survive. Afghanistan’s survival in the face of these frequent interventions has been no accident. In fact, it is based on a well-developed tribal structure and unique fighting style that takes advantage of the terrain and weather to compound its effectiveness. This chapter will explore the Afghan way of war and provide an overview of the tribal system, with specific regard to its effect on war fighting in the country. It will then look at how some invading armies have attempted to deal with the fragmented nature of Afghanistan’s tribal warriors during different historical periods, proving that the Afghan way of war presents a formidable obstacle to those who wish to exert control over the Afghan people.


    Afghanistan’s Tribal Culture


    Brigadier-General David Fraser, a former commander of the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), Multi-National Brigade in Regional Command South once remarked, of his time as commander in Afghanistan, “I underestimated one factor — culture.” He then went on to lament, “I was looking at the wrong map — I needed to look at the tribal map not the geographic map”[7] This frank admission by a senior NATO commander is interesting, in that it provides insight into understanding (or lack of understanding of) a key component of the Afghan way of war, namely the country’s social makeup.


    Within Afghanistan, tribes are viewed as large kin groups consisting of persons allegedly descended through the male line from a common ancestor. Tribes are also looked upon as semiautonomous political units that occupy and exert control over certain territories.[8] Within these territories, most tribal members live in small rural villages, with each village comprising a single ethnic community, and its inhabitants are usually related by a complex network of family relationships.[9] Authority within the village is usually vested with the local chief, who is referred to as malik and is elected into the position by the villagers. The duties of the malik can include everything from tax collection and settling local disputes to occasionally looking for and apprehending criminals. He is also the village leader and spokesperson when dealing with senior tribal or central government authorities.[10]


    A local council advises the malik and is composed of the heads of the various lineages present within the village.[11] As authors Seth G. Jones and Arturo Muñoz note, “The malik is expected to make his authority felt, but at the same time he must also be guided by tribal customs and precedent in the execution of his duties. For major decisions where there is no precedent, or which may run counter to earlier practices, he is expected to consult the [council].” Thus, in many respects, the malik is viewed within the community as a first among equals rather than an absolute ruler.[12] As a result, he normally exercises his authority very loosely, unless stricter discipline is needed, such as in the case where the security of the village is at risk or when intertribal warfare is in progress.


    Local security fighters are drawn from the village population and, as such, are usually only part-time soldiers mobilized for a very specific reason. To mobilize this local defence force, the village council will put out a call-to-arms, and the close relationship between the various families within the village usually aids in this process.[13] As Ahmad and Grau point out, “The kinship-based identity has been the major means of the community’s political and military mobilization.”[14]


    Village mobilization can range from a few men being called out for local defence to much larger and better-equipped units capable of offensive operations throughout the region. In cases where regional mobilization is occurring, or when a number of tribes are being called out, the size of the forces can be significant.[15] For example, in 1919 when the Afghan regular army was getting ready to attack the British in India, they were able to field a 50,000 man conventional force and had between 20,000 or 30,000 additional tribal fighters in the Khyber area available to support their operations.[16]


    Geography


    The second component that has influenced the style of fighting within Afghanistan has been its geography. Afghanistan is a landlocked country with a total land mass of about 652,680 square kilometres, and it is shaped by physical extremes, from flat, arid deserts to towering mountain ranges.[17] The geography has made transportation and communication within this primarily rural country extremely difficult.


    Although the lack of transportation infrastructure has hampered economic development and centralized political structure, it has been a significant benefit to the Afghan warrior in times of conflict. As scholar Donald P. Wright remarks, “The mountains and the lack of roads have prevented outsiders from using military force to dominate the country. Moreover, for Afghan irregular forces, which for centuries have fought ferociously to expel outsiders, the terrain served as sanctuary from which they could attack invading armies, making their hold on the country tenuous.”[18]


    The Afghan Way of War


    This focus on smaller, village-level irregular forces and the difficult geography of the country has meant that Afghans traditionally fought a version of la petite guerre or guerrilla warfare. Guerrilla warfare has been described as “warfare by harassment through surprise” and features the use of ambushes, hit-and-run raids, sabotage, and, on occasion, terrorism to wear down the enemy.[19] This style of fighting is often used by weak nations and has proven extremely effective in offsetting the advantages in firepower, mobility, and numbers of a larger, stronger foe. Within the context of Afghanistan, this type of warfare has evolved to include fighting from fortified strong points, sometimes even from caves within the mountains.[20] Tailored to the Afghan defenders, these tactics have proven both adaptable and extremely durable. According to Afghan scholars Jalali and Grau, the tactics used by the Afghans during the Anglo-Afghan Wars (1839–1842, 1878–1880, and 1919) were still being used during the Soviet invasion and occupation of the 1970s and 1980s. They assert, “Although technology has added range and accuracy to armies, the terrain still dictates tactics and in this respect, the Afghans are still quite comfortable applying their time-honoured tactics against a modem foe.”[21]


    Historically, Afghanistan’s use of guerrilla warfare has also been combined with conventional operations, usually when Afghan tribes work with an occupying force or when they are developed as part of a national army. This combination of guerrilla and conventional warfare has given the country a more flexible fighting doctrine than would normally be the case. Coupled with the fighting spirit of the tribal warrior, this explains the Afghan way of war’s legendary resilience.[22]


    The Individual Fighting Spirit


    Throughout Afghanistan’s history, a tribe’s security and continued existence have relied on its warriors, and as such, warriors are highly regarded within the community.[23] It is therefore not surprising to see that the attributes and skills of the warrior are models that young Afghan boys attempt to emulate. In Pashtun tribal society, for example, “the admired male is the statuesque tribesman, armed with bandoleer and rifle, whose erect posture and lithe movements dispel any doubt as to his effectiveness in hand-to-hand combat against his enemies.”[24] It is believed that this ideal tribal warrior overcomes his enemies by moral and physical vigour. As scholar Harvey Henry Smith has noted, “Integrity and honour are highly emphasized [and] a favourite theme of Afghan literature is that of the indomitable warrior who is always a just man, true to his word.”[25]


    Personal pride is an integral within Afghan tribal culture, and if a warrior feels he has been wronged or insulted, he is quick to retaliate either verbally or physically — a key aspect of redeeming personal pride is vengeance, and this concept cannot be underestimated within the context of Afghanistan’s fighters. According to Smith, an authority on Afghanistan, “The awesomeness of Afghan vengeance is reflected in the Hindu saying ‘Oh Gods! From the venom of the cobra, the teeth of the tiger and the vengeance of the Afghan, deliver us.’”[26] As a result, physical conflict and blood feuds have arisen over such things as “problems of water distribution, cattle rustling, pasturage trespassing and wife stealing.”[27]


    Afghan warriors regard death in battle as honourable, and there is little or no hesitation to give up one’s life in defence of tribal honour or to resist encroachment on tribal territory.[28] As Soviet Commander Alexander Lyakhovsky, who commanded troops in Afghanistan during the Russian occupation, wrote, “[We] completely disregarded the most important national and historical factors, above all the fact that the appearance of armed foreigners in Afghanistan was always met with arms in the hands [of the population]. This is how it was in the past, and this is how it happened when our troops entered [Afghanistan].”[29] Indeed, this willingness to do battle in order to defend against any type of encroachment, a unique fighting style, and the ruggedness of the country severely challenged the Macedonian king Alexander the Great and his Greek army when they entered Afghanistan in 330 B.C.E.


    Alexander the Great in Afghanistan


    Alexander’s campaign in Afghanistan was part of a much larger effort to conquer the Persian Empire. After winning a series of decisive victories against the Persians at the Battle of the Granicus, 334 B.C.E.; the Battle of Issus, 333 B.C.E.; and the Battle of Gaugamela, 331 B.C.E.; the Macedonians went on to capture Persepolis (in modern day Iran) in 330 B.C.E.[30]


    During the winter of 330–329 B.C.E., Alexander began his advance into Afghanistan by marching up the Helmand River valley. He had planned to advance over the mountains past what is today modern Kabul.[31] However, he encountered difficulties with the weather and terrain and halted around Kandahar to await the end of winter before moving north in late April or early May of 329 B.C.E. As the weather began to warm, Alexander decided to set out for Kabul. Unfortunately, as the army was en route, winter storms and freezing temperatures moved into the region and created a number of problems for his ill-prepared army. The Macedonians had no experience dealing with the cold, and combined with a lack of provisions, these conditions claimed many lives.[32]


    Having endured the march to Kabul, Alexander then crossed the mountains of the Hindu Kush and proceeded northward over the Khawak Pass, eventually advancing into Bactria in order to engage what was left of the Persian army.[33] When Alexander arrived in the area, Bessus, the Persian king, retreated and crossed over the Oxus River into Sogdiana, where he hoped to establish allegiances with the various satrapies and tribes in the region.[34] Concerned by the approaching Macedonians, and hoping to stop further advances by the oncoming invaders, the satrapies decided to hand Bessus over to Alexander. Unfortunately for them, the gesture was of little value, as the Greeks continued on to the Jaxartes River.[35]


    Upon reaching the Jaxartes River, Alexander quickly occupied Cyropolis and a number of fortified posts that had been constructed by the Persians to guard their northeastern frontier. Having secured a quick and easy victory over what was left of the Persian Empire, Alexander felt his position within the region was now secure, and he summoned the leading nobles of Sogdiana and Bactria to a meeting with him in Bactra.


    Nonetheless, he still had much to learn about the Afghan way of war. While he was on his way to the meeting, the country erupted into insurgency as Scythian[36] warriors retook Cyropolis and its forts and massacred the Macedonian garrisons.[37] The loss was a significant blow for the Macedonian king, as it meant that other Scythian tribes could now cross the river and raid Sogdiana at will. Moreover, Alexander realized that if the various Scythian tribes decided to link up with tribal forces gathering in Sogdiana, the situation might turn into a very long and exhausting campaign. He also realized that he needed to regain his authority, and to do this he felt “he would not only have to reoccupy Cyropolis and the fortified posts; he would also have to capture and execute their garrisons.”[38]


    Before moving on the posts, he ordered one of his commanders to lay siege to Cyropolis while he sent part of his cavalry to the more distant posts with orders to prevent their garrisons from escaping. While this was happening, he dealt with the three nearest positions.[39] Fortunately for him, the Macedonians were able to make short work of the first fort, which was surrounded by little more than a low mud wall. Once the wall was overcome, the garrison was quickly put to the sword, and Alexander moved on the next two forts, both of which were also taken quickly. The tribesmen, still holding onto the remaining positions, could see the smoke from the retaken forts and attempted to withdraw, but they were cut down by the blocking forces that had already moved into position.[40]


    Unfortunately for Alexander, such operations that afforded the possibility of a quick and decisive victory were to be short-lived. The Afghans quickly realized they were outmatched in these conventional assaults and reverted to hit-and-run tactics, which played to their strengths. A return to guerrilla operations, combined with the fragmented nature of Afghan tribal fighting, put the Macedonians off balance for a period of time. As Alexander continued his attempts to stabilize the situation, uprisings in eastern Sogdia started to spread throughout much of the region. One such outbreak came when a group of Massagetae tribal warriors fighting under the capable leadership of Spitamenes, a Sogdian warlord, laid siege to Maracanda. Alexander, not fully realizing the potency of the Afghan threat or the capabilities of this particular leader, decided to send a small relief force under the command of Pharnuches, a Lycian commander, to the garrison.


    While Pharnuches and his force were en route to Maracanda, Alexander got to work supervising the construction of a new city, Alexandria Eskhata (Alexandria the Furthest), on the Jaxartes River. As construction was underway, Scythian tribal nomads started harassing the Macedonians from the far side of the river. Alexander decided to take the initiative and crossed the river under covering fire from his catapults, which kept the enemy away from the river banks.[41] Once on the other side of the river, Alexander was introduced to the Scythians’ guerrilla tactics, which “consisted of the mounted Scythians circling around concentrated troops firing arrows into the group then withdrawing before they could be attacked.”[42]


    To deal with these unconventional tactics, Alexander needed to respond quickly. He consolidated his position on the far bank. Once this was done, he massed a small force forward of his main position in an effort to make it a tempting target for attack by the more mobile Scythians. The ploy worked, as the Scythians attacked, confident that they could easily manage to outmanoeuvre the Macedonians. When the enemy had committed itself, Alexander ordered his main force forward while his Companions (heavy cavalry), which were positioned on the flanks, attempted to outflank the enemy formation. This tactic surprised the Scythians, and as they realized they were about to be surrounded, they lost their composure long enough for the Macedonians to exploit the situation.[43]


    During the battle, it is estimated that some 1,000 Scythians were killed and about 150 taken prisoner, while the Macedonians lost about 60 cavalry and 100 infantry. However, the victory had far more operational significance than the number killed or captured. It resulted in the surrender of the Scythian king, who put himself at Alexander’s disposal. This was an extremely important psychological victory for the Macedonian king. As historian James Ashley points out, “in Asia, the Scythians were widely believed to be invincible, and Alexander’s’ victory over them convinced many that it was impossible for any single nation to defeat him.”[44] The victory also meant that a number of Scythian tribes either remained neutral or actively provided Alexander with support while he remained in Afghanistan. In fact, Alexander realized the benefits derived from forming alliances with tribes, and whenever possible, he tried to win them over with generous inducements.


    Meanwhile, as Pharnuches approached Maracanda on his mission to relieve the city, Spitamenes was prepared for him. He broke his siege and slowly retreated to the edge of the desert, where he was joined by an additional 600 Sacae horsemen. As Pharnuches pursued the retreating guerrillas, he advanced into a well-prepared ambush. From the outset, Pharnuches was at a disadvantage, as Spitamenes commanded a light cavalry force that had greater mobility in an open area and was capable of delivering a high volume of missile fire from a distance.[45] Moreover, Pharnuches did not have Alexander’s skill, and he was unable to withstand the ferocity of the assault. His troops broke formation and were annihilated.[46] When Alexander learned of Pharnuches’s defeat, he quickly assembled a force of infantry, archers, and cavalry and marched 135 miles to Maracanda. After relieving the city, he instituted a scorched-earth policy and destroyed everything in the valley in order to deprive Spitamenes of food supplies.[47]


    Although these battles were relatively minor affairs, they forced Alexander to confront the fact that he was fighting a completely different type of war than he was accustomed to, meaning he would have to adjust his operational approach. He returned to Balkh for the winter of 329–328 B.C.E. to come up with a strategy that could deal with this perplexing Afghan way of war. He realized that his forces were still able to succeed, but his victories were not decisive. Resistance seemed to continue even as the Afghans were consistently defeated at the tactical level, and the reason for this was simple: the Afghan tribes were far more mobile than Alexander’s army and were using their long-range weapons (bow and arrows), along with hit and run tactics, to keep the Macedonians at bay, thus avoiding decisive engagement. Alexander also realized that the Afghan warriors were being supported by the local population, who provided them with food, shelter, and intelligence. This particular problem was compounded by a lack of precedent from which Alexander could draw upon. As Fuller states, “For great battles he had many masters to turn to; for mountain warfare he had Xenophon; but for a battle on the plains against an enemy who possessed neither base, nor communications, nor organization, he had no predecessor in tactics, for even Cyrus, the Great Persian ruler, had been defeated by the Scythians.”[48]


    In the end, Alexander’s solution to the problem was both innovative and simple. He would attempt to limit the mobility of the enemy while denying them their support base. To accomplish this, Alexander established a number of fortified garrisons throughout the region at specific intervals on dominating terrain. He then divided a large part of his force into mobile columns that had the task of raiding enemy camps and rounding up the population.[49]


    The plan worked, for without the local population, Spitamenes and other tribes lost their easy access to supplies, forcing them to search for food elsewhere. Wherever they moved, they came up against the strategically sited forts or ran into the mobile columns. Eventually, they were forced to conduct conventional attacks for food, and when they did, they were easily defeated. In fact, Spitamenes was forced to attack the Macedonian general Coenus and was decisively defeated, suffering heavy losses. After that battle, the Massagetae warriors decided they were nearly done with fighting,[50] and they turned on Spitamenes with lethal force.[51]


    The defeat of the Persian army and the Scythians, along with the death of an innovative and charismatic leader like Spitamenes, should have ended resistance in the region, but such was not the case. Despite his impressive accomplishments, Alexander now had to focus his attention on even greater challenges: the mountain fortresses of Sogdiana. To be successful in taking the fortresses, he would not only have to conquer the will of the Afghan warrior, but also the geography of Afghanistan.


    The most famous of these mountain fortresses was the Sogdian Rock, where the Bactrian noble Oxyartes had taken refuge.[52] When Oxyartes’s envoys refused Alexander’s demand to surrender, he decided to attack the fortress. Sogdian Rock was last major stronghold in Sogdiana, the final province of the Persian Empire still unconquered, and Alexander believed that all resistance in the region would stop if he could take it. However, taking the fortress would be a difficult task. It was protected by a rock wall on almost every approach. Moreover, it was provisioned for a long siege and had an unlimited supply of water.


    To attack the fortress, Alexander asked for volunteers with rock-climbing experience. Under the cover of darkness, a 300-man team started climbing the steepest part of the rock-face, which they assumed would be the least likely to be guarded. Although some thirty soldiers lost their lives during the ascent, as dawn was breaking they were able to reach and capture the summit.[53] The sight of Greek soldiers positioned above the fortress shocked the defenders, and they decided to surrender.[54] Along with the soldiers garrisoned within, there were many women and children, including Oxyartes’s wife and daughters.[55] It is said that Alexander was so taken by the beauty of Roxana, one of Oxyartes’s daughters, that he made her his wife. He then appointed Oxyartes satrap of the province of Paropamisadae, India, where he remained until Alexander’s death in 323 B.C.E. The marriage and appointment helped to secure alliances for the Macedonians in the region.[56]


    After taking Sogdian Rock, Alexander’s hope of peace was not realized, and he went on to take the Rock of Chorienes before moving into the Swat region, which was also eventually captured. Only then was he in a position to begin preparations for the conquest of India.


    Summary of Alexander’s Experience


    Major-General John Frederick, a military officer of great renown, best described Alexander’s experience fighting the Afghans when he stated, “No great battles awaited Alexander [in Afghanistan], he was to be faced by a people’s war of mounted guerrillas who, when he advanced would suddenly appear in his rear, who entrenched themselves in inaccessible caves, and when pursued, vanished into the Turkoman steppes.”[57] In his analysis of Alexander’s performance during the campaign, historian Charles Fuller brings out an interesting point: “In all his great battles, the organization of his enemy’s army automatically created a decisive point, the brain of the organization — its command — to strike at, and in his mountain campaigns he [Alexander] could always strike at the villages of the hill men, and so attack them economically; but nomads have no villages and no organization demanding a military brain.” Fuller further explains that “against such an antagonist the only sure method is to compel him by ruse to mass in an area in which his mobility will be restricted, and when such cannot be found, then by manoeuvring a hedge of moving men to fence him round and besiege him in the open.”[58] Of course, compelling the tribes to fight on their enemy’s terms is, at best, extremely difficult; however, that is precisely what Alexander was able to do.


    Alexander’s success in this regard was largely based on his ability to adjust his style of fighting to the conditions he was facing. He quickly realized that he needed to force the more mobile enemy to concentrate in areas where that mobility would be severely restricted, or he would need to surround them. To accomplish this, Alexander used a number of fighting techniques, but the most common and effective was the placement of well-situated, fortified posts. Once the forts were in place, he deployed a number of mobile columns in an attempt to round up the population. As a result, the population was unable to help the warriors with food, shelter, or intelligence. This forced the mobile fighters make conventional attacks against fixed installations, where Alexander was stronger, and more importantly, these attacks gave the Macedonians the opportunity to achieve decisive victory.[59]


    Such policies showed Alexander’s flexibility in dealing with unfamiliar tactical problems relating to the tribes and their particular style of warfare. Not only did Alexander quickly grasp the tactical conditions that were at the heart of the tribesmen’s success, many of his innovated solutions to counter their tactics, such as fortified posts and mobile columns, are viewed as standard counter-insurgency tactics to this day.


    Afghanistan After Alexander


    After Alexander left the country, the Afghans fought a succession of outside rulers and eventually formed a number of semi-independent states. However, these local dynasties were crushed during the Mongolian invasions of the 1200s, which left a lasting scar on the country.


    When the Mongol army invaded Afghanistan, it killed many of the people and destroyed much of the country’s infrastructure, particularly the greatly valued irrigation systems.[60] According to Stephen Tanner, a military historian and author, “the fact that today Afghanistan is considered a rough rather than a fragile country — inured to warfare rather than prone to passive resistance — stems largely from the wholesale destruction of its sedentary element at this time.” As Tanner goes on to note, “Towns and farms based on centuries-old cultivation techniques lay naked in the path of the Mongol[s]”[61] The Mongols occupied the country until around the 1500s. Between the 16th and early 18th century, different parts of Afghanistan were governed by three major powers: the Khanate of Bukhara ruled the north, Safavid Persians controlled much of the west, and the remaining area was overseen by the Mughals.[62]


    In 1747 Ahmed Shah, a Pashtu, was finally able to unify many of the different Afghan tribes. This brief period of unity would provide a glimpse into Afghanistan’s military potential as a nation, for by 1751, Shah and his Afghan army had conquered an empire that extended from the Amu Darya to the Indian Ocean and from Khorasan to present-day northern India.[63] Unfortunately, after his death, his successors were unable to hold onto his legacy, and by the early 1800s, Afghanistan’s central location became of increasing interest to the new world powers operating in the region, particularly the British and Russian empires.


    During this period, the British were consolidating their colonial holdings on the Indian subcontinent and were looking at the Hindu Kush Mountains as a natural barrier to invasion or incursion by rival powers, such as the Russians. As the Russian Empire was expanding into Central Asia from the north, the two eventually collided in Afghanistan in what became known as “the Great Game.”[64]


    British Experience in the Afghan Quagmire


    British concerns over Russian encroachment into Central Asia led to the “Great Game,” and it was the cause of two of the three Anglo-Afghan wars. The first war (1839–1842) resulted from the arrival of a Russian diplomat in Kabul. The British demanded that Afghanistan expel the diplomatic mission and cease contact with both Russia and Iran. Moreover, it ordered the Afghan government to hand over vast tracts of Pashtun inhabited land (regions of Pakistan). Dost Mohammad, the Afghan ruler, quickly agreed to the demands, but the British decided to occupy the country anyway.[65]


    The British army entered Afghanistan by way of the Hindu Kush and Kandahar. After occupying the city, they advanced onto the fortress city of Ghazni and moved on to seize Kabul with little resistance. Despite their initial success, the British, like Alexander, were soon embroiled in a popular uprising, largely because they had failed to appreciate the tribal dynamics at work within Afghanistan.


    The British had assumed that if they controlled the major centres of power — the government and the ruler — by default they controlled the country. However, in Afghanistan this was not the case. Mohammed was designated as the national leader, but he had little authority over much of the country. Stephen Tanner articulates this point: “The Ghilzai tribes who oversaw the passes between Kabul and the Punjab had no use for government or taxation; [while] the Durranis, who roamed free in the south and west, were entirely content with local rule.” Tanner concludes that “the cities of Kandahar, Farah, and Herat, and the entire territory north of the Hindu Kush would have to be wrested away from their princes or warlords anew if they were to succumb to the King’s rule.”[66]


    British ignorance regarding tribal dynamics created additional confusion on the ground as uprisings were breaking out spontaneously, in different districts, apparently without any real reason and with little or no coordination. In fact, these tribal uprisings were part of the normal power structure within the country, as changes in stature of the local leaders and even the perception of reduced importance were factors that resulted in these outbreaks of fighting.[67]


    As a result, the British army was thrown into the middle of a confusing situation with little understanding of what they should do next. Consequently, the occupation developed into a very distinct pattern of operations. As the British attempted to extend their control over the tribe areas, especially near the cities, they met stiff resistance. When attacked with any force, the Afghan fighters would simply fall back into the mountains; if the British did not maintain constant pressure on them, the fighters would quickly return. If the British army moved too far into the mountains, however, they were met by a series of well-sighted ambushes, where the Afghan’s understanding of the terrain and control of the high ground proved decisive.


    Many engagements proved even more devastating for the British, as the Afghans held a significant tactical advantage in small arms.[68] The British standard issue firearm at the time was the smoothbore Brown Bess. It was accurate to about 50 yards, and effective out to about 150, while the Afghans used the jezail, a hand-made muzzle loaded musket, which was effective out to 500 yards. This gave the Afghans a considerable range advantage over the British, and, in some cases, this difference had a significant effect on the outcome of battles.[69] For example, during fighting around the village of Baymaroo in 1841, a small British force tried to secure the village but was quickly pinned down by jezail fire from various buildings. As one account described, “As the battle continued Afghan fighters began arriving from the surrounding areas to help out and occupied the high ground overlooking the British positions. As the Afghans started to surge over the slopes towards the enemy’s position the British formed squares, whereupon the Afghans stayed on the high ground and simply fired into the ranks with their long-range rifles.”[70]


    The Afghan’s tactical range advantage also meant that the British were never able to bring the tribal worriers into close combat, where British discipline might prove decisive. As a result, the fighting tended to go on longer, and this extension worked to the advantage of the Afghans, as it gave them time to mobilize reinforcements from the local area, even as the battle continued. This ad hoc mobilization also confused the British, as they were never sure how many warriors they were fighting and when enemy reinforcements would arrive on the battlefield.


    For the British, these problems on the ground at the tactical and operational level were compounded by a clear disconnect between what the front-line commanders were experiencing and what their political leaders in India and England were saying about the mission. As Richard Shultz and Andrea Dew explain, “While the British envoy was puffing up success in Kabul for the audience back home, General Nott was locked in an unending struggle with Afghan tribes in the south the Ghilzais and Durranis. [Meanwhile,] west of Kabul, Uzbeks and Baluchi tribal warriors roamed unchecked.”[71]


    Political belief that all was going well in Afghanistan from a military perspective would contribute to British defeat in the country. By the summer of 1841, the operational situation began to get much worse for the British as tribes started to unite as part of a holy war or jihad in order to drive the British out of Afghanistan. Amazingly, at the same time as the situation on the ground was becoming extremely unstable, with a united resistance movement gaining momentum, the British, in an attempt to save money, began to downsize their forces in the country. More incredibly, they started cutting back on bribes to the various tribes, including payments to the Ghilzais.[72] These payments were of great significance, because the tribe controlled the Khyber region, and the British were dependent on the revenue generated from tributes for safe passage through the Khyber Pass, the main British supply route between India and Afghanistan. Upon receiving news of the cuts, the Ghilzais began attacking British caravans travelling to and from India.[73]


    Toward the end of 1841, discontent was so widespread that mobs were beginning to openly attack British soldiers on the streets of Kabul. As British authority eroded with the continued removal of troops from the country, outright fighting erupted within the city. Moreover, the resistance grew confident that, united, they could defeat the common enemy. In early January 1842, the British garrison in Kabul was forced to abandon the city and withdraw to India.


    Paradoxically, the retreating British now had to travel through the Khyber Pass, which they believed they had secured with an agreement of safe passage. However, this was not the case, and as they moved through the pass, the Ghilzai tribesman opened fire on them from the top ledges.[74] For the next two days, the British attempted to push through the pass but were unable to fight off the incessant attacks. Receiving constant reinforcement from the surrounding area, the tribesmen also held the tactical advantage, as they controlled the high ground overlooking the pass. In the end, due to the tenacity of the Ghilzais, who were helped by nearby reinforcements and the freezing-cold weather, every member of the British contingent that had not been captured was killed, except one.[75] With this defeat, Great Britain’s first experience in Afghanistan all but ended.


    The Second Anglo-Afghan War


    Much like the first war, the Second Anglo-Afghan War, in 1878, had its genesis in an uninvited Russian diplomatic mission to Kabul. This time the British simply demanded that Afghanistan also accept a British contingent, but the request was denied.[76] With Afghanistan acting as a buffer zone between Russian and British territorial interest, the British perceived the move as an encroachment, and in response, in November 1878, they invaded the country with a 40,000-man force.[77]


    The initial British invasion force was broken down into three military columns that penetrated Afghanistan at different locations in order to occupy key points throughout the country as quickly as possible. The initial occupation was achieved swiftly and with little difficulty.[78] The Afghan ruler, Mohammad Yaqub Khan, decided to put an end to the conflict and signed a treaty with the British in May 1879. Assured that they had achieved their aims, the British army withdrew.[79] However, on 3 September 1879, an uprising in Kabul led to the killing of Sir Pierre Cavagnari and members of his escort. This provoked the second phase of the war, and the British army returned again with a strong military presence.[80]


    This second force was led by Major-General Sir Frederick Robert, who moved into central Afghanistan and quickly defeated the Afghan national forces at Char Asiab on 6 October 1879. After the battle, he moved on to occupy Kabul on 13 October. However, the character of this war would be different from the last, as the British had learned from their mistakes. The most important change to British operational procedure was their reluctance to get heavily involved in occupation duties, and they thus avoided fighting a guerrilla war, particularly in the mountains. They accomplished this by departing as soon as their political objectives were reached. Moreover, the British decision not to fight a guerrilla war was aided, to a large extent, by the Afghan decision to deploy larger, more conventional forces to engage the British.


    Within a matter of weeks, the Afghan way of war had once again revealed itself, but in a more conventional form, as Ghazi Mohammad Jan Khan Wardak staged a major uprising with over 10,000 tribal warriors under his control. On 11 December, a small British detachment encountered Mohammed Jan’s force advancing on Kabul.[81] Initially, the detachment was able to delay the Afghan advance, but it did so only at the cost of heavy casualties. Despite this initial setback, Mohammed Jan continued his advance, and on 15 December, he laid siege to British forces defending the Sherpur Cantonment, which was located just north of Kabul. Upon learning that British reinforcements were moving in to relieve the garrison, Mohammed Jan ordered his troops to storm the cantonment on 23 December in a conventional assault. However, the assault was defeated by superior British firepower, and Jan was forced to withdraw, effectively ending the rebellion.[82] Yet the Afghans would not remain content with the British occupation, and in July 1880, Ayub Khan, the governor of Herat, decided he would revolt in the southern part of the country with an attack on Kandahar. The British were warned about the uprising and sent a brigade from Kandahar to intercept the force, which they were able to do at Maiwand.


    As the battle developed, on 27 July 1880, Ayub took advantage of the ground to outflank the British force. One British officer, after the battle, explained how this was possible: “The enemy, cleverly using dry watercourses and folds in the ground as covered approaches, now succeeded in establishing positions only about 500 yards away in a ravine running parallel to our front.”[83] As the Afghans started to outmanoeuvre their forward positions, the British were forced to withdraw under the protection of a small but effective rear guard action. The rear guard was able to keep the Afghans away from the withdrawing and somewhat disorganized columns. Unfortunately for the British, Ayub Khan was able to follow them back to Kandahar and promptly laid siege to the city.


    In order to break the siege, the British sent a large relief column of 10,000 soldiers from Kabul on 8 August. The resulting Battle of Kandahar, on 1 September 1880, proved to be a decisive victory for the British.[84] More importantly, the Battle of Kandahar signalled the end to the Second Anglo-Afghan War. As Ayub Khan had been decisively beaten, the British were able to position their appointee, Abdur Rahman Khan, as emir of Afghanistan. Having achieved the political aims of their invasion, the British wisely withdrew before they became embroiled in another protracted guerrilla-style war.[85]


    Summary of the British Experience During the 1800s


    Alexander’s success in Afghanistan was based on his ability to understand the conditions he was fighting under and adapt accordingly. He realized that the only way of dealing with the tribes was to force them into an area where their mobility was restricted. To accomplish this, he used mobile columns that were adapted for the terrain and operated from fixed bases, allowing them to raid the independent nomads while concentrating and controlling the population so that they could not help the warriors. Moreover, he understood the need to make peace and, where possible, bring the tribes onto his side.


    During the First Anglo-Afghan War, the British generally lacked the leadership, political savvy, and tactical advantages to replicate Alexander’s feats. From the beginning of the campaign, it was clear that the British did not understand the Afghan way of war. Even when they did employ innovative tactics, it appeared to be haphazard, and they failed to learn the valuable lessons that could have aided them in future encounters with the enemy. For example, when they entered Afghanistan, they advanced on the fortress city of Ghazni. Rather than attempt to take the city by direct assault, however, the British commander decided to employ a man with knowledge of the local language to find a way into the fortress. He accomplished this task and the city fell quickly. Richard H. Shultz and Andrea J. Dew contend that the victory at Ghazni held many important lessons for the British on how they should fight the Afghans. They argue that these lessons included “the importance of co-opting local individuals to exploit tribal rivalries, the importance of subterfuge [a trick or ruse], and a comprehension of just how deep the sentiment ran against the infidel invaders.”[86] Unfortunately, the British failed to see any lasting military relevance to the battle. They never really understood the dynamics of the tribal system or the importance of maintaining good relations with tribes, particularly ones such as the Ghilzais, who controlled important tactical features. Nor did they see the importance of playing the tribes against one another, if for no other reason than to keep them from uniting.


    Thus, while victorious in 1880, the British had simply stacked the deck against themselves for future engagements. Indeed, these oversights contributed to the development of a patriotic war for the Afghans, and the tribes united to drive the British out of Afghanistan. Since they were also at a significant tactical disadvantage in small arms, the British were unable to compensate for operational deficiencies with tactical success.


    During the Second Afghan War, the British were better prepared for their Afghan experience. Specifically, they were tactically more proficient and were able to capitalize on the fact that the Afghans revolted with large forces that remained intact for longer periods of time. The British seized the opportunity to bring the tribes to battle and used their superior firepower to defeat the Afghans. In fact, with the exception of the Battle of Maiwand, British firepower and discipline easily overcame the ferocity of the tribal attacks, even when heavily outnumbered.


    However, despite installing a friendly government and maintaining control of the country’s foreign policy, they failed to achieve a resolution of the Afghan issue. Although the British were better prepared to fight in the terrain of Afghanistan, they did not attempt to win over the tribes or come to terms with how to fight a guerrilla war, which was the likely outcome once the British army defeated Afghan forces on the field of battle. Prudently, the British departed shortly after the battle of Kandahar, avoiding what could have become a very long and costly guerrilla war. Nonetheless, this evacuation meant that they never really dealt with — or defeated — the Afghan way of war.


    The Road to Independence: The Third Anglo-Afghan War of 1919


    Although Afghanistan officially remained neutral during the First World War, there was a great deal of anti-British sentiment within the country, and it resulted in sporadic fighting along the Afghanistan-Indian border during the conflict. After the hostilities ceased, King Amanullah was looking for a diversion from the internal strife within the Afghan court and decided to take advantage of civil unrest in India to attack the British. His attack on British positions in India launched the Third Anglo-Afghan War.[87]


    Operations began on 6 May 1919 with an Afghan army of about 50,000 attacking British positions along the border. After a brief period of skirmishing, the British gained the upper hand and started to advance into Afghanistan. However, as they started making headway, the conflict ended with an armistice on 8 August 1919. Although the Afghans were defeated militarily, they gained much from the war. The British conceded complete independence to Afghanistan with the signing of the Treaty of Rawalpindi.[88] They did not end their involvement in the country, however.


    Over the next ten years, fears about Soviet encroachment into Afghanistan continued to haunt the British, and this fear led them to work with various dissident groups, who forced Amanullah to abdicate in 1929. As a result, different warlords contended for power until a new king, Muhammad Nadir Shah, was crowned. He was assassinated four years later and succeeded by Muhammad Zahir Shah, Afghanistan’s final king, who ruled for the next 40 years.[89]


    Zahir Shah’s rule was autocratic, and while he maintained a variety of councils and assemblies to advise him, in reality they had no real power. Under Zahir’s rule, political parties were outlawed and protesters were imprisoned or killed.[90] By the early 1970s, discontent was such that the Peoples Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) decided to aid Mohammed Daoud Khan, who was the cousin and brother-in-law of King Zahir, in seizing power. In return the party was to receive a number of government posts. However, once Daoud had consolidated his power, he instead ordered a crackdown on the party.[91]


    In 1978 the PDPA was able to seize control of the government from Daoud in a military coup. Shortly after they had taken over the reins of power, they announced a number of broad but ill-conceived reforms that alienated large segments of the population. Moreover, they did little to actually implement the reforms, thereby also alienating those groups that might have supported them.[92] The discontent became violence when rebellion broke out in the Nuristan region of Eastern Afghanistan and, in the following months, spread to other parts of the country. In order to contain the growing unrest, the PDPA requested increases in Soviet military assistance. Unfortunately, this assistance did little to alleviate the problem, and by October 1979, rebellion had become widespread. The situation had become so dire that the Afghan government formally requested Soviet intervention.


    Soviet Experience in the Quagmire


    Although initially hesitant, the Soviets eventually acquiesced to the requests and deployed the 40th army into Afghanistan in December 1979. The force consisted of three motorized rifle divisions, an airborne division, an assault brigade, and two independent motorized rifle brigades along with five separate motorized rifle regiments.[93] Like the British in the 1800s, they rapidly took control of the large population centres and quickly secured all government buildings along with the key lines of communication.[94] While the occupation of the country was both swift and impressive in its military efficiency, pacification of Afghanistan’s rural warrior society would prove impossible.


    Almost from the beginning of their occupation, the Soviets were confronted by the same difficulties that had plagued the British’s first experience in dealing with the Afghan way of war. Specifically, the Soviets had agreed to deal with a national rebellion that was complicated by the geography of the country, a fragmented society that held no allegiance to a central authority, and a security force structure that proved totally inadequate for the type of conflict they were engaged in.[95] Moreover, the Soviets, like the British, had also underestimated the reaction of the Afghan people to their presence and ended up fighting an Afghan tribal society that was engaged in holy war. These warriors were referred to in the Western media as the mujahideen.[96]


    Like their predecessors, the mujahideen fought the Soviets under the guidance of tribal leaders, using the assortment of proven guerrilla tactics such as ambushes of convoys along key supply routes, sabotage and raids on key government infrastructure, and various acts of terror. However, operations were updated to include defensive operations to counter raids, helicopter insertions, cordon and search, counter ambush, and fighting against and in encirclement.[97]


    Tactics were also adjusted for new technology, as most of the weapons that were used by Afghan fighters were taken from the Soviets. These included the AK-47 and RPG-7 antitank grenade launcher, which became the mujahideen’s weapon of choice. This favouritism was due to the fact that the grenade launchers were capable of taking out tanks, armored personnel carriers, and in some cases helicopters.[98]


    Armed with these weapons, the Afghans were cunning at executing ambushes. For example, a mujahideen warrior recounted:


    We were 11 Mujahideen with an RPG-7, seven Kalashnikovs and two Enfields. We moved into the area the night before, spent the night in a village and set up our ambush site the next morning north of Kolangar

    District Headquarters. We were told that a column was coming from Kabul to Gardez, and so we had time to set up during the daylight before the column arrived, since the convoys always left Kabul in the morning well after dawn. Kabul is about 50 kilometers north of the ambush site. We set our ambush just south of the Tangi Waghjan Gorge. There, the river continues to run parallel to the road and restricts maneuver while providing better firing positions for the ambush force. We had a collapsed electric pylon that we stretched across the road as a road block. We put in an RPG firing position for Mulla Latif, our RPG gunner, and put two other Mujahideen on the edge of the river in positions.


    At about 1000 hours … the lead tank in the column came to our roadblock. The tank driver stopped his tank, got out of the tank and moved the barrier. He had gotten back into his tank and driven past as we reached our positions. Mulla Latif … hit the tank this time and it burst into flames … This burning tank stopped the convoy since there was no room to maneuver or pass. Other Mujahideen from other areas and groups ran to the area and moved up the gorge by the trapped column and started firing at the vehicles. There was not much resistance from this supply convoy.[99]


    Like both Alexander and the British, the Soviets initially attempted to overcome this type of warfare with a large conventional army designed for battle against other heavy conventional forces. Ahmad and Grau point out that during the initial stages of the Afghan conflict, “the Soviet army was trained for large-scale, rapid-tempo operations. They were not trained for the platoon leaders’ war of finding and closing with small, indigenous forces which would only stand and fight when the terrain and circumstances were to their advantage.”[100] Initially employing techniques that the Western media referred to as “Hammer and Anvil” operations, the Soviets attempted to establish blocking positions and then conduct massive mechanized sweeps over wide areas, intending to crush any tribal fighters that were caught between the two forces.[101]


    These large-scale operations proved futile because they were totally inappropriate for fighting the Afghan way of war. Eventually, the Soviets realized the limitations of these tactics and adapted their organizations and operations accordingly. Moving away from their reliance on motor rifle units, they started employing lighter, better trained, and more professional soldiers, including airborne, air assault, and special purpose (spetsnaz) forces. They also introduced new types of lighter, more mobile formations, such as mountain motor rifle battalions, and developed training and tactics that were more suited to the operational requirements in-theatre.[102] Despite these reforms, which increased their tactical efficiency, the Soviets were unable to achieve decisive operational results. Much of this failure can be attributed to their inability to destroy the mujahideen’s ability to fight a guerrilla war and, similarly, the Soviets’ inability to effectively exploit the fragmented nature of the country’s tribal structure.


    The Soviets did initially attempt to bring the Afghans, particularly in the south, on side by trying to convince them of the legitimacy and benefits of their occupation, but these efforts proved to be unsuccessful, and they eventually ended all programs aimed at winning over the people in these areas.[103] Instead, they tried gaining control of the population by using reprisals and harsh punitive measures to frighten the populace into supporting the security forces.[104] Over the course of the war, such harsh measures became a key part of Soviet strategy in areas where the mujahideen had firmly established their authority. Unable to put sufficient forces into these areas, the Soviets ruthlessly attempted to separate the mujahideen from the villages. Using Mao Zedong’s metaphor that guerrillas are supported by the population the way fish swimming in the sea are supported by the water, the Soviet approach in Afghanistan was to progressively empty the water out of the bowl, thereby killing the fish.[105]


    The Soviets also used reprisal attacks, causing what has often been referred to as migratory genocide.[106] This strategy was based on rapidly responding against any rebel attack on Soviet troops with an overwhelming military retaliation against villages in the immediate area of the assault.[107] In certain rural areas where the rebel forces were strong, the Soviets deployed heavy mechanized forces with the simple goal of exterminating the local population.[108] During these operations, the Soviets destroyed the agricultural system upon which the rural population depended. Irrigation facilities, livestock, orchards, vineyards, water wells, and crops were actively targeted with the express purpose of forcing civilians to choose between flight and starvation.[109] After one such attack, a Swedish official reported that “Russian soldiers shot at anything alive in six villages — people, hens, donkeys — and then they plundered what remained of value.”[110]


    The scope of this effort and the results were staggering. At the end of 1986, the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) stated there were approximately 3.2 million Afghan refugees in Pakistan with a further fifty thousand scattered in Europe, India, and the United States.[111] Toward the end of the war, it was believed that there were upwards of five million refugees in Pakistan and India, with a further two million rural Afghans seeking refuge in Kabul and other Afghan population centres. In their efforts to eliminate potential bases of support, it is believed that the Soviets killed as much as 9 percent of Afghanistan’s pre-invasion population.[112] However, despite this destruction and massed killings, the will of the Afghans to keep fighting remained intact.


    Critical to the mujahideen’s ability to continue fighting was preventing the Soviets from destroying their bases. In addition to the bases located in various villages and in the mountains, the mujahideen had also established a number of sanctuaries along both sides of the Afghan-Pakistani border where they were able to regroup and continue operations.[113]


    Understanding the significance of these safe havens, the Soviets made a concerted effort to close the border area in an attempt to cut the rebels off from their sanctuaries.[114] Initially, they attempted to do this by creating government posts along the Afghan-Pakistani border from which they could launch attacks against mujahideen columns. This proved unsuccessful due to the sheer length of the border and the inability to establish sufficient posts or manpower to interdict the infiltrations. As a result, the Soviets tried to financially co-opt tribes living in the area to harass the mujahideen bands as they attempted to move back and forth, which also proved ineffective.[115]


    In the end, various measures to separate the mujahideen from the people and their sanctuaries did not work. The Soviets’ failure to destroy the sanctuaries allowed the mujahideen to continue long-term operations, meaning they could wear down the Russians’ strength with the cumulative effect of fighting.[116]


    One interesting aspect of Soviet tactics was their attempt to disrupt rebel actions and gain information through subversion operations, which were carried out by the Soviet intelligence services, using Afghan spies and collaborators. Exploiting the fragmented nature of the country, the Soviets were able to persuade some villages to form a truce and reject rebel demands for logistic support. Such villages were often found near major population centres and would form their own militia groups that protected the village and enforced law and order within the community. In certain cases, rebel groups were bribed into switching allegiances, while tribal chiefs were bribed with land and money to renounce support for the mujahideen. These techniques of co-opting the population have the effect of creating “a stratum of people in the countryside that have a vested political and economic stake in the system and are likely to defend it.”[117] Subversion was particularly successful when used to spread conflict and division among the various resistance groups. Afghan society, and the rebel groups it produced, was inherently fragmented and fraught with disunity.[118] The Soviets repeatedly attempted to exploit these divisions and turn the groups against one another. Agents infiltrated these rebel organizations and attempted to assassinate mujahideen leaders, or they tried to turn the insurgent organizations against one another by providing information on insurgent movements and tactics. Agents also spread rumours between resistance groups and employed disinformation to create conflict between bands or to discredit the mujahideen leaders in the eyes of others. The fact that the rebels acted independently and did not possess modern means of communication to resolve these artificial conflicts made this technique all the more effective. One mujahideen leader discussed the effectiveness of these techniques in some areas, stating, “The KHAD (Democratic Republic of Afghanistan’s secret police) agents have rendered mujahideen groups completely useless by getting them to fight among themselves.” He added, “Why should the Soviets worry about killing Afghans if the mujahideen do it for them?”[119]


    Despite some success, the Soviet policy of pitting the various mujahideen bands against each other proved to be of limited value. The Soviets found their subversive tactics were often disrupted by the same weaknesses they were trying to exploit: the fragmented nature of the Afghan tribal system. “At the root of the Soviet difficulties, military as well as political,” one military analyst noted, “lies the fact that Afghanistan is less a nation than an agglomeration of some 25,000 village-states, each of which is largely self-governing and self-sufficient.”[120] As one scholar put it, “Much has been written about the lack of unity within insurgent ranks, but little note has been taken of the extraordinary difficulties that such disunity poses to the counter-insurgent.”[121]


    Although overcoming the disunity of the country would have been key to the Soviets winning the counter-insurgency campaign and pacifying Afghanistan, the reality on the ground was that they were never really able to start the process. This is because they lacked the necessary resources to do the job they were asked to carry out. As General (Ret.) M.Y. Nawroz and Lieutenant-Colonel (Ret.) L.W. Grau state, “The Afghanistan War forced the 40th Army to change tactics, equipment, training, and force structure. However, despite these changes, the Soviet army never had enough forces in Afghanistan to win. Initially, the Soviets had underestimated the strength of their enemy. Logistically, they were hard-pressed to maintain a larger force and, even if they could have tripled the size of their force, they probably would still have been unable to win.”[122]


    By 1988 the Soviets had mostly given up, and their first contingent departed in May of that year. Before departing completely, though, the Soviets attempted to transfer the burden of fighting to the Afghan armed forces by increasing their numbers and training. As a result, the Soviets restricted their support of the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan (DRA) to providing artillery, air support, and technical assistance. It was hoped that over time the DRA armed forces would number 302,000; however, these numbers were never achieved. The second and final Soviet pullout occurred in February 1989. In order to ensure a safe passage, the Soviets negotiated ceasefires with local mujahideen commanders, so the withdrawal was generally executed without incident.[123]


    Summary of the Soviet Experience


    Like the British during First Anglo-Afghan War, the Soviets entered Afghanistan not fully understanding the conditions under which they would have to fight or how effective and resilient the Afghan way of war could be. They started off with tactical operations focused on large-scale conventional heavy mechanized forces, which were totally inappropriate for the counter-insurgency operations required in the mountainous terrain of Afghanistan. Tactical deficiencies were compounded by the inability of the Soviets to achieve surprise anywhere they went. Moreover, the Soviets were unable to control the population or eliminate rebel bases and their sanctuaries in Pakistan.


    Despite some success in pitting the various mujahideen tribes against each other, the overall effort proved to be of limited value; the Soviets never really understood the tribal system or the resilience of the Afghan people. Evidence suggests that the Soviets initially entered Afghanistan with the limited mandate of providing support to the established authority. In fact, declassified U.S. reports suggest that the Soviets imposed limitations on the size of their forces in Afghanistan because they believed “that the primary purpose of [the] Soviet intervention of December 1979 was to take over security responsibilities in the cities so that [Afghan] government forces could concentrate on putting down the ever-growing insurgency.”[124] Although the Soviets may have initially expected the Afghan army to carry the main burden of the fighting against the insurgents, the idea quickly proved unrealistic — at least in the short term.[125]


    The most significant problem the Soviets faced, and one they never rectified, was a lack of resources, specifically the necessary “boots on the ground” to establish the necessary security of the country.[126] In fact, the Soviets never had sufficient resources to move beyond these major centres, as almost 85 percent of the approximately 100,000 troops they had available in theatre were used for basic security tasks, such as protecting key locations within their strategic bases and the outposts along vital supply routes to and from the Soviet Union.[127] This shortfall proved costly for the Soviets, as more than 80 percent of the country’s population lived in rural areas and these people were left to the mujahideen’s influence.[128] This single factor prevented them from creating the basic security conditions necessary for winning over or controlling the people, and without their support, defeat was inevitable.


    Rise of the Taliban


    In 1989 the Soviets withdrew, leaving the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) government to deal with the situation by itself. However, with the common threat from the outside gone, the tribal factions again turned inward to deal with old rivalries and began fighting as much between themselves as with the government forces. As a result, it was not until 1992 that mujahideen fighters were able to topple the PDPA.[129] Nonetheless, the collapse of the government did not mark the end of Afghanistan’s civil war. Different tribal leaders and warlords claimed and occupied different cities and regions of the country. These warlords continued fighting as they collected the spoils of victory and sought to enlarge their regions at the expense of their rivals.[130] Pakistan also maintained a keen interest in the country.


    Seeking to end the civil war that threatened the stability of their own country, the Pakistani intelligence service aided in the creation of a new Islamic fundamentalist movement, known to the West as the Taliban. The word Taliban is Pashto and means “students.” The movement was born in the Islamic schools that had sprung up in Afghan refugee camps inside Pakistan. Scholars who studied the Taliban noted, “Its leadership and the bulk of its initial ranks were made up of young religious students, primarily Pashtuns, motivated by the zeal of religion and the belief that they were ordained to bring stability and the ways of Allah back to their war torn land.”[131] As the Taliban mounted a military push to take over the country in 1994, they were well received by a war-weary population. Taliban expert Ahmed Rashid observed, “As they gained momentum and success their ranks were filled by rank and file Mujahideen fighters and young idealists from inside the country, and city-by-city they were able to occupy much of the country.”[132]


    According to Rashid, the Taliban’s first major military operation was carried out in 1994, “when they marched northward from Maiwand and captured Kandahar City and the surrounding provinces, losing only a few dozen men.”[133] In 1996 they captured the capital city of Kabul and had forced the remaining warlords into the far north of the country. These warlords subsequently formed a defensive alliance termed “the United Front,” but it was often referred to in the Western media as the Northern Alliance. Fighting between the two groups continued off and on until the Northern Alliance, with the help of the Americans, drove the Taliban out of the country in the fall of 2001.[134]


    NATO Involvement in the Quagmire


    Following the 11 September 2001 World Trade Center bombings in New York, the United States had evidence to suggest that Osama Bin Laden, the leader of al Qaeda, was responsible for the attacks. At the time, Bin Laden was living in Afghanistan and the American government demanded that the Taliban hand him over. However, the request was refused based on insufficient evidence of Bin Laden’s involvement.


    Within weeks of the 9/11 attacks, the United States began providing active support to the Northern Alliance in their efforts to overthrow the Taliban. With the addition of a significant military commitment in the form of Special Operations Forces (SOF) and close air support, the Northern Alliance quickly succeeded in routing the Taliban and seizing the city of Mazaar-e-Sharif before moving on and taking Kabul. With the fall of Kabul, the Taliban began abandoning other major cities as they retreated into the mountains along the Pakistani border.[135]


    As the Americans started to consolidate their military position in Afghanistan, things were moving on the diplomatic front as well. The United Nations Security Council passed Resolution 1386, creating the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), and NATO took over command of the force from the U.S. in August 2003. The security council then passed Resolution 1883, which called upon NATO to provide “security, law and order, promote governance and development, help reform the justice system, train a national police force and army, provide security for elections, and provide assistance to the local effort addressing the narcotics industry.”[136]


    Since their initial deployment into Afghanistan, NATO forces have had little success at adapting to the Afghan way of war. Although they have proven they have a clear firepower and mobility advantage over the Taliban, they are still perplexed by the dynamics of the conflict. According to Brian Hutchinson of the Edmonton Journal, “after four years of effort and heavy sacrifices, Canada’s military is still confounded by this place, the seat of Taliban power and home to a tiny, unhappy populace. Panjwaii is not secure. Insurgents continue to assemble here, kill troops and plan attacks on Kandahar City and places beyond.”[137]


    Canadian frustration is not unique within NATO, and evidence suggests that the Taliban clearly understand NATO’s limitations and have evolved their tactics to attack perceived weaknesses. Since 2004 there has been a clear shift in the Taliban tactics in order off set NATO’s firepower and take advantage of the coalition’s limited resources.[138] At the tactical level, the Taliban’s strategy is now in line with the Afghan way of war and is based on guerrilla warfare, improvised explosive device (IED) attacks, and suicide bombing.


    These tactics have been used successfully in attacks along coalition supply routes in different parts of the country. Using small arms, mortars, and rocket-propelled grenades, insurgents have also attempted to attack NATO strong points and have stopped only in the face of superior firepower. Moreover, over the past three years the Taliban appears to be getting stronger, as attacks have increased both in scope and numbers. For example, in January 2008, a report issued by the Afghanistan Study Group claimed that “the year 2007 was the deadliest for American and international troops in Afghanistan since the 2001 invasion of Afghanistan.”[139]


    On 18 August 2008, eighteen French soldiers were killed and twenty-one were wounded when a joint French and Afghan force was ambushed by the Taliban in Kabul province, just thirty-five miles from the capital.[140]


    Swapna Kona of the Institute of Peace and Conflict Studies offers the following assessment of the situation:


    
      The Taliban attacks, the coalition forces counter attack and the Taliban retreats. After a period of time they return to some other part in the country and the process starts again…. Taliban tactics seem to focus on wearing out the coalition forces and to diminish their credibility among the Afghan population.… These attacks have helped to create a security void that insurgents are stepping in to fill by setting up shadow administrations, offering people a chance to cultivate their drugs unmolested and promising a return to law and order they [the Taliban] enforced before 2001.... In carrying out this strategy the Taliban have some important advantages over the coalition forces. First they have a wide recruiting base as long as they can maintain the support of the population and this will give them the necessary staying power.[141]

    


    As the coalition forces’ credibility diminishes, the number of individuals who volunteer to serve with the Taliban increases. More importantly, the Taliban continues to have access to sanctuaries in Pakistani borders that provide them with both shelter and training camps.[142]


    In an attempt to overcome this problem, President Barack Obama developed a new strategy in 2010 that was designed to increase resources for the stabilization effort in Afghanistan. The strategy called for an additional seventeen thousand American combat troops to be deployed into the volatile southern and eastern regions of Afghanistan. Moreover, it directed that an additional four thousand U.S. military personnel be deployed as training cadre for the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF). The Obama administration believed that this level of training support would allow the Afghan National Army (ANA) to achieve its target of 134,000 troops (from its existing strength of eighty-five thousand) by 2011. The strategy also emphasized the need to strengthen and reform the Afghan government, increasing civilian expertise in order to help the central government, but at the provincial and local levels.[143]


    How these reforms and troop increases will impact NATO’s current stalemate in Afghanistan is difficult to assess. As we have seen, the major problem with the Soviet deployment in Afghanistan was the lack of manpower — much more was needed to establish security throughout the country. The Soviets deployed and maintained a force of about 100,000 troops in Afghanistan, which was generally believed to have been totally inadequate for the task they were expected to undertake. CIA estimates at the time reveal how underequipped the Soviets really were: “An increase of perhaps 100,000 to 150,000 men might [have allowed] the Soviets to clear and hold major cities and large parts of the countryside or block infiltration from Pakistan and Iran, although it probably could not do both…. An even larger reinforcement of 200,000 to 400,000 men probably would [have allowed] Moscow to make serious inroads against the insurgency if the efforts could be sustained.” This assessment compares to the current ISAF troop strength of about 119,819, with 47 troop-contributing nations providing support.[144]


    To date, NATO has not been able to destroy the foundation of the Afghan way of war, separate the population from the Taliban, or eliminate the sanctuaries in Pakistan that provide the Taliban with shelter and training camps for its fighters. According to a March 2008 report issued by the Atlantic Council of the United States, the situation on the ground has settled into a strategic stalemate. It states that “Afghanistan’s political transition was completed with the convening of a parliament in December 2005, however, after seven years of a new national government neither the government in Kabul nor the international community has made much progress toward its goals of peace, security, and development.” The report suggests NATO and Afghan forces cannot eliminate the Taliban threat by military means as long as they have sanctuary in Pakistan, and the civil development efforts are not bringing sufficient results.[145] The Atlantic Council concludes that currently “the Taliban’s strategy appears to be working as they are holding out until NATO goes home.”[146] Additionally, it appears that NATO does not have the will or resources to counter this strategy. Moreover, time is always on the side of the Afghan Warrior.


    Conclusion


    The longevity of the Afghan way of war derives from the country’s unique tribal structure, which has served to evolve a version of la petite guerre or guerrilla warfare, sometimes in the form of regular forces from the country’s central authority and other times by combining warriors of different tribes. This model of combining regular and irregular forces is what has made fighting Afghans so difficult.


    As a result, Alexander, the British, and the Soviets all started off employing unsuitable tactical operations focused on large-scale conventional heavy forces, which were inappropriate for the counter-insurgency operations that were needed in the mountainous terrain of Afghanistan. Moreover, the evidence shows that each initially failed to see any military relevance to the tribal system. As a result, each was forced to readjust their tactics to deal with the Afghan war of war.


    The British and the Soviets in particular had little understanding of the tribal dynamics at play and found little use for developing or maintaining good relations with tribal leaders. During the First Anglo-Afghan War, this oversight contributed to the development of a patriotic war, as the Afghan tribes united to drive the British out of Afghanistan. Although the British were better prepared to fight in the terrain of Afghanistan in their second attempt, they never tried to win over the tribes or deal with following guerrilla war that, based on history, was likely to come after the major military defeats of large Afghan forces in the field. Prudently, the British departed shortly after the battle of Kandahar, avoiding what could have become a very long and costly guerrilla war, yet, in the process, they never really dealt with the key issues of the Afghan way of war. For their part, the Soviets were embroiled in a holy war from the beginning of their occupation; however, their attempts to play the tribes against one another other did not work. This failure was due in large part to the fact that the Soviets also never really understood the dynamics at work within the tribal system or appreciated the resilience of the Afghan people.


    The Soviets also had to contend with the problem of not having sufficient resources to deal with the problems they were facing. The Soviets never had the required “boots on the ground” to establish the levels of security they needed to effectively control the country. In fact, the Soviets never had sufficient resources to move beyond Afghanistan’s major centres. This shortfall proved costly for the Soviets, as more than 80 percent of the country’s population lived in rural areas, and these people were left to the mujahideen’s influence.


    Alexander had the greatest success in fighting the Afghan way of war. His ability to subdue the Afghan tribes had to evolve, and his skill in adjusting his style of fighting to the conditions he was facing played no small part. Specifically, he was able to compel the Afghans to mass in areas where their mobility was restricted. Operationally, he developed this concept by using a number of different fighting techniques, but the most common and effective of these was the placement of well-situated fortified posts.


    Once the forts were in place, he deployed mobile columns to round up the population and attack the mobile warriors. As a result, the population was unable to help the warriors with food, shelter, or intelligence. This forced the tribes to make conventional attacks against fixed installations, where Alexander was strongest, but more importantly these attacks gave the Macedonians the opportunity to achieve decisive victory. The British were able to achieve similar successes during the Second Anglo-Afghan War, because they were able to capitalize on the Afghans’ tendency to revolt with large forces that remained intact for longer periods of time. This situation gave the British an opportunity to use their superior firepower to defeat the tribes in battle. However, it should be pointed out that historically such opportunities have been few and far between, as the Afghans prefer fighting a guerrilla war. More importantly, the Afghans have learned that when an enemy occupies their land, the clock starts ticking and time is on their side. The terrain, the extremely durable type of warfare, and the unpredictability of tribal motivations and participation have proven to be too much for even the best armies in the world.
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