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“Historic Perspective on Afghanistan, its People and Culture”
Afghan historians write of a 5,000 years of recorded history for the land we know as Afghanistan.  This land, over these millennia, has been an arena for wars and invasions by many conquerors.  Some historian have called Afghanistan the “round about of empires,” while others described it as “the cross-road of Asia”.   

Many empires from Alexander the Great in the fourth Century BC, to Genghis Khan in the 13 Century, Tamurlane in the 14 Century, the Indian Moghul in the 16th and 17th Century, the Persians in 17th and 18th Century, the British in 19th Century, the Soviets at the end of the 20th Century and now Americans in the beginning of the 21st Century, have all traversed the length and breath of the Afghanistan, leaving their marks on the country and its population. A lasting sign of some of these invading forces is the people they left behind, (to which I shall return later). 
These centuries of wars and occupation have turned Afghans into a warlike people, not only defending their own land but also invading others.  The Afghan Pashtuns used to be recruited by the ancient Persians in their forays into Middle East and Greece. The Greek historian, Herodotus in his book, the Persian Wars, talks of a people who wear animal skins, fight with bows and arrows and speak a strange Persian language and call themselves from Paktuike, Pakticus and Paktika. These are no doubt present day Pashtuns from the provinces of Paktia, which is my place of birth, and Paktika. They no longer wear animal skins and have replaced their bows and arrows with machineguns, rocket launchers and an array of comparatively modern weapons, thanks to British, Soviets and American occupations.  
Pashtuns were also the majority of Sultan Mahmmund of Ghazni soldiers in the 10th century who built an empire extending from Ghazni the then capital of Afghanistan, eastwards to Delhi and westward to the Mediterranean. Pashtun rule in India continued on and off for several centuries by three main dynasties: The Ghories, the Lodies and the Suries, who are historically referred to as the Delhi sultanates.  
Pashtuns and Afghans in their involvement in the west with the Persians and in the east with India have learned a great deal about the art of governing and wars. But since the neighboring powers have not been willing to let Afghans govern themselves, it has become part of the Afghan psyche to take on a super power at least once every century. For example,
In the 18th Century the western Pashtuns rose against the Persian Safavids, in 1709 and overthrew that 150 year-old empire and then proceeded to occupy the whole of the present day Iran for three decades. In the 19th Century Afghans twice (1839-42 & 1879-81) fought against the British Indian forces and again in 1919 for the last time; In the twentieth Century, Afghans defeated the Soviet Union after ten years of war and occupation leading to an implosion of that Evil empire, and the liberation of Eastern Europe.  It is with great regret that Afghans are now facing another (American) super power at the turn of the 21st Century. This regret stems from the fact that America helped them to fight the Soviet Union and now, some Afghans are faced with fighting a former friend and well-wisher. 
Culture:
The culture of war in Afghans is primarily a well-developed response to relentless, almost unceasing external interferences and occupations. Most of these invaders left behind some of their peoples who make up the population of present day Afghanistan.  The Shabanide Uzbeks, Turkmen and Tajiks from across the river Amu, the Persian Shi’its from the west and various Indian groups from the main land of the subcontinent of India have settled in Afghanistan over the years. The only people (unless we go back over 5,000 years) who do not have another country or land that they came from is the Pashtuns. But Pashtuns included, Afghanistan is (-just like the relatively young America,) a country of minorities; people whose ethnic majority live across the international border.  
There are two categories of people in Afghanistan: the tribes and the ethnic groups. Tribal people live on what they call their tribal land, speak the same language, and believe in a genealogy which connects them to one ancestor.  Thus Pashtuns, Turkmen and Baluchis are the only three tribal groups in Afghanistan.  While the Pashtuns are one of the largest tribal groups in the world, numbering over 40 million people in both Afghanistan and Pakistan, the Turkmen and the Baluch are small groups with their majority living in Turkmenistan and for the Baluch in Iran and Pakistan. 
The rest of the population belonging to a dozen small ethnic groups, the largest of which is Tajik.    Ethnic groups are social groups and in Afghanistan they are known after the place of their residence, thus  those Dari speakers who live in Kabul, call themselves Kabuli, in Mazar as Mazari, and in one of the many valleys of central and north eastern Afghanistan after those valleys like andarabi, punjshiri etc.
As for culture, there is an Afghan culture as there is an American culture, but all these groups have their own traditions, values and norms which are called resum, adaat, rawaj just name a few and these differ from one group to the other.  However, the Pashtuns on the other hand, who make up some 63 Per cent of the population, believe in a common code of behavior which, as their cultural norms, is called Pashtunwali. 
Pashtunwali has several institutions and it is through the observance of these institutions that disputes at all levels are settled, armies raised and the day to day life is lived.  
I want to briefly talk about Pashtunwali and then how this code of the Pashtuns which is much older is often in conflict, at spiritual level with Islam:
Pashtunwali is the code of honor and shame embedded in Pashtun customs and laws. Although the tribal Pashtuns have changed with time and some no longer live in the tribal area, this tribal code still remains an ideal-type of upbringing and socializing.  ‘Throughout the Pashto-speaking area it is virtually impossible to find even a child - male or female - who is not keenly aware of the main elements of Pashtunwali’ (Spain 1962:26).  Even those Pashtuns who have settled in northern Afghanistan amongst other ethnic groups for over a century and half, or have moved to the West or Middle East, are keenly aware of it and uphold its major institutions.  ‘Pashtunwali…sets…limits of acceptable behavior within the community and governs the relations between tribes,’ (Gregorian 1969: 41). Pashtunwali sets the requirements and the conduct of the tribes and the relationship of the individual to elements within his tribe such as koranay family, kahole household, taber lineage and qawm tribe.  The institutions of Pashtunwali (bellow) are melmastia or hospitality, badal or revenge, badragah or escort and nanawatai or refuge and asylum.

Pashtunwali through these institutions lays down the rules of conduct in Pashtun tribal environments.  It emphasizes, honor and plays down and scolds shame. These notions are often opposed to Islamic spiritual principles of iman, steadfastness of belief, isteqamat or sobat, tenacity and perseverance.  

The spirit of pride in oneself, one’s family, tribe and nation is also very strongly felt amongst the Pashtuns.  At the level of province and nation, Pashtunwali forms a part of what could be termed ‘Pashtun nationalism’, while in Ideal Islam, borders do not exist and nationalism is deemphasized for bringing disunity among the  (umma) the believers.  Afghans are one of the most conservative Muslim in the world, yet when it comes to the custom of Pashtunwali, there are contradictory levels of belief.
Islam, as a universal religion, transcends other values and permeates every Muslim individual and group. Islam has been the unifying factor for centuries, but in the post-Soviet period (1989 to date), political groups in Afghanistan have made use of Islam in a divisive way. For these groups, the belief and adherence to Islam tends to be ignored when some aspect of social organization (and/or political power?) is considered separately.  In Pashtun traditional areas, as I have pointed out, Islam is sometimes in conflict with the much older customary tribal code, of Pashtunwali.
These contrasting spheres- Islam and Pashtunwali- articulate tension in Pashtun society, but also demonstrate that there are Pashtun tribal democratic ways of coming to terms with these divergences. It also further indicates that Islam is not the only institution among Pashtuns that regulates everyday affairs. Instead, Islam coexists with other traditional sources that have been around from times well before the advent of Islam. So, in order to resolve any tension, Pashtun common-law experts, or merakchian, integrate and articulate those shared ideological elements that are the product of centuries old political discourse with a view to resolving or neutralizing antagonistic approaches, whether between Islam and Pashtunwali or in tribal conflicts. All such approaches are regarded to be Islamic by the actors.
In Islam, for example, a woman’s consent is necessary for marriage. In Pashtunwali if a girl’s scarf is snatched from her head, or a man starts firing into the air, announcing his engagement to a girl, she has to be given to him in marriage. But normally the high bride price and the years it would take for a father to agree in such cases deters most men from such bravados. Also in Pashtunwali, a woman whose husband dies may be remarried to the man’s brother or another close relative. But in Islam, a woman can not be re-married without her consent and her husband’s family has no right of possession over her. In Islam, [providing that the immediate family has decided against forgiveness and mercy] A must die for unjustly killing B (an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth), and that is the end of the matter. In Pashtunwali revenge killing continues for generations. In short, for the rural Pashtun restoration of honor, and in order to not give the impression of being weak, redress is preferable when it is in accordance with Pashtunwali rather than Islam. In rural Pashtun society, asking for justice under Islamic injunctions would indicate a man’s weakness and thus leave him wide-open to further encroachments by his rivals. However, in non-Pashtun ethnic areas, Islamic decisions often override local customs, rawaj or 'adat

Pashtunwali institutions are: Hospitality. Revenge, Escort and asylum.
A. Melmastia or hospitality is the requirement Pashtunwali places on all its tribesmen towards others, whether they are strangers or members of one’s own tribe. Elphinstone in 1815 observed: ‘The most remarkable characteristic of the Afghans is their hospitality. The practice of this virtue is so much a point of national honor, that their reproach to an inhospitable man is that he has no Pushtoonwali’ (Elphinston 1969: 226). Hospitality to strangers is an obligation and is offered free, without expecting any reciprocity. But hospitality to one’s kinsmen or tribesmen puts the recipient under reciprocal obligation, accompanied by the ‘fear that he will not be in the position to return it adequately when the occasion demands’ (Spain 1962: 64). For the Pashtuns there are many reasons why they should abide by the requirements of melmastia: 

1. It is the way of their ancestors.

2. It is an integral part of the code of honor and shame.

3. Hospitality increases one’s fame and makes a person more honorable in the eyes of his community. 
4. Through hospitality one gains support and followers (Barth 1959: 11-12).} 

5. The prestige thus gained places the person higher than his peers. This gives him an aura of authority; others will listen and seek his advice, and the process will help prevent threats of dishonour to his achieved prestige. 

B. Badal, revenge/retribution under Pashtunwali, is the right of every Pashtun, regardless of its consequences. Revenge is both individual and collective. If one is wronged within one’s own lineage, or the forceful capture of one’s, honor is only reinstated when restoration takes place. In the case of adultery or murder, the honor of the victim and that of his family and kinsmen are only restored by the ultimate act of killing the offender. 

Badal , revenge, allows no limitation in time and space and the obligation remains as long as a single individual of his lineage survives. ‘Occasionally killing in such non-Pashtun environments like in India, Middle East or Far East are found to be the result of a feud which had its beginnings in some distant years’ (Spain 1962). The Pashtun saying:  ‘I took my revenge after a hundred years and people say I hurried.’  This epitomizes the constant fear that hangs over the head of the wrongdoer and his family.

C. Badraga, escort or safe passage through one’s tribal land, is another aspect of Pashtun hospitality. Anyone in fear of being robbed or shot may ask a host for Badraga and he is then under obligation to freely escort the man out of his territory. Should anyone reprimand him, they will face not only the wrath of the escorted person but that of his host as well, a price few would want to entertain. Hence, those who ask for Badraga are always mindful of choosing someone who can deliver them safely out of their area, not choosing a man who has the blood of someone a few villages down the road on his hands. Prominent families in adjacent tribes sometimes work out reciprocal Badraga arrangements and escort one another whenever needed.

D. Nanawatai, or asylum, is from the Pashto word nanah watel, to enter, which could be translated as asylum or sanctuary. In other words, the act of giving up oneself to the person whose protection is asked. The person asking for Nanawatai signifies his inferior position with respect to the protector. Thus, unlike Melmastia or Badraga, the request for Nanawatai puts the protégé in a permanently inferior position vis-à-vis his patron. One would only ask for such a “disgrace” in the following situations:

1. When one is in debt and wishes to avoid payment for whatever reason. 

2. When homicide is involved and the murderer has no courage to face the consequences of his action, either he himself or an elder or female member of his family is sent to take Nanawatai in the bereaved house. Pashtunwali dictates that instead of lynching the person, he is given food, immunity, and his appeal accepted. After the acceptance of his Nanawatai, blood compensation may be arranged through elders without the presence of either party. Since no amount can restore the last life, the amount is usually small and the injured party often refuses to take it.
3. When one has dealings with another clan or tribe and cannot handle it on one’s own. In this case the suppliant will take a goat or a sheep and kill it at the door of the protector as a sign of offering. In such cases asylum, according to Pashtunwali, cannot be denied or else ‘the honor of the party thus solicited will incur a stain if he does not grant the favour asked of him’ (Elphinstone 1965: 226). 

The majority of Taliban are Pashtuns and most foreign groups or individuals, in the present ongoing tense period have used Pashtunwali to their advantage. When Tora bora was under bombing, the Badraga or escort institution of Pashtunwali was used to guide the “guest fighters” out of danger. Those who have taken refuge in the Pashtun area, no doubt are using Pashtunwali code of hospitality. Even when Mr. Bush was giving the Taliban an ultimatum in October 2001 to hand over Bin Laden and al-Qaeda leaders, or face the consequences, the Taliban held a meeting of the religious leaders to come with an answer. The answer was, we cannot hand our guest to its enemies and it will be against our code of Hospitality to ask them to go, but if they go of their own will, we will not stop them. Soon after, Taliban were saying they do not know where Bin Laden and his people were. This disappearance lasted some six weeks. This was, in their way, an invitation to the American forces to come and take them, no one here seem to have understood this Pashtun cultural nuance.  
President Obama, without waiting for results of his own reassessment of the war in Afghanistan, has already committed over 17 thousand troops while saying that military is not the solution. 

The lesson from Iraq that can be applied to Afghanistan is a start in the most difficult area, which is the 17 thousand kilometer long border with Pakistan. 90,000 Iraqi Sunnis, getting $300 per month was the main reason of turning the tide against al-Qaeda. Afghanistan is twice as big as Iraq and also has twice the population. If let us say 300,000 tribesmen according to their tribal code of forming a lashkar or army are recruited by coalition forced from both sides of the border, under American or NATO leadership, they will put an end to the daily violation which in turn will put pressure on the Taliban to come to negotiating table.
Military force alone never works, especially in Afghanistan. The German philosopher and economist, Ludwig Von Mises wrote: “History has witnessed the failure of many endeavors to impose peace by war, co-operation by coercion; unanimity by slaughtering dissidents… a lasting order cannot be established by bayonets”.
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