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their commander, who was meeting with the leader of the Border Police in
Maymana, Afhanistan.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The stories about any war, any phase of a war, even any single event in a
war reflect their tellers’ temporal and geographic proximity to the events
and are influenced by the actors they choose to feature in the drama: the
governing bodies who launch a war, the generals and admirals who give
the orders, those boots on the ground who carry them out, or the com-
batants and noncombatants upon whose soil the war is fought. Tellers
bring to their telling their personal attitudes toward the war: whether they
see the war as just or unjust and whether they are open to changing atti-
tudes if evidence points to the contrary.

Western philosophers and legal scholars have grappled with the deter-
mination of the justice of wars since the early Christian theologians
Augustine and Aquinas first argued that although Christianity forbids the
killing of ones’ fellows, killing can be justified when a set of conditions are
met: other forms of conflict resolution have been tried and failed, the war
is undertaken for a just cause (e.g. to fend off an attack) by an appropriate
authority, there is a reasonable possibility of success, and peace is the ulti-
mate goal. An even earlier text, the Hindu epic The Mahabharata describes
a similar set of conditions.

Just war theory today is generally applied to defend going to war. It
implies that if the cause is just and the war proportionate to the threat,
civilians protected, and any prisoners well treated, then that war can be
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2  C.BURKE

considered just. The problem is that war is not static and can morph over
time from one type of war into another. Although the reason for going to
war may be just (jus ad bellum), conduct within war (jus in bello) may be
unjust. An important concept in just war theory is proportional-
ity. Indiscriminate bombings of cities, for example, that target combatants
and noncombatants alike are considered a violation of just war. Captives
are noncombatants and must be well treated, a concept clearly stated in
the 1949 Geneva Convention. Recent wars, however, have served up
ample examples of the unjust treatment of prisoners of war. And how
much unjust conduct calls into question the ultimate justice of a war?
Furthermore, tellers of war stories often speak or write about what they
know and from what side of the conflict they come. Certainly an American
colonist fighting for freedom from British control would write a different
story about the Revolutionary War than a British officer, far from home
trying to put down what he believes to be an insurgency threatening to
destabilize a legitimate government—nhis British monarchy.

In writing an account of a war that took place in the distant past, writers
have the official records and, if they are lucky, the personal reflections of
participants or chroniclers, noting what these participants and witnesses
saw and heard at the time or upon reflection. In deciding how to read the
preserved documents of war, writers must always ask what has, in fact,
been preserved. By whom? And why? Whose perspectives do they docu-
ment? Whose do they omit? Understandings of conflicts change over time.
New documents appear and individual recollections fade, replaced often
by collective narratives.

In representing war, a writer can focus on the part or the whole. Those
who examine a small piece of a war, often concentrate on a single battle, a
single unit, a single scandal, or, in my case, a single year in a two-decade
war. The historians and political scientists who examine the whole con-
sider its political and economic causes, the strategies that determined the
victors, and the changes a war made to the world or to a part of it. In
recent American wars, we can easily see how the geographic proximity of
the participants affects their experience of a war.

On another level, consider the experience of two groups of pilots oper-
ating in a war: those who fly fighter jets and those who pilot drones.
Fighter pilots, called to provide air support for ground troops engaging
with insurgents, watch their digital screens from inside their cockpits and
look out at the vast stretch of landscape. Drone pilots, on the other hand,
drive from their homes to a base, where, from a cubicle, they prepare for
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and carry out targeted killings. They keep those they target under surveil-
lance often for weeks, studying the habits of their prey and focusing on the
fine detail of all who come and go. Former Air Force drone pilot Brandon
Bryant describes it this way:

I felt like a pervert a lot of the time. I am sitting in this cold, dark bunker,
an air-conditioned steel box, in the middle of the Nevada or New Mexico
desert, watching people live their lives out, while I’m behind a computer
screen like the f**king Matrix. I had no life of my own. (Mitchell)

After delivering their deadly payload, drone pilots often circle back to
ensure that the desired target was hit and to report any collaterals taken
out in the operation. The fighter pilot flies a more “dangerous” mission,
but the drone pilot comes visually much closer to the bloody reality of war.
This explains, I believe, why drone pilots have such elevated rates of job-
related psychiatric symptoms. They not only drop their bomb, but they
see in fine detail its destructive power. Fighter pilots take the long shots;
drone pilots the close-ups.

Consider, too, the intelligence soldiers and civilians who sit in front of
multiple computer screens twelve hours a day and never leave a headquar-
ters base except for rest and recuperation (R&R), or the EOD (Explosive
Ordnance Disposal) team members who know the danger they face in
diffusing an improvised explosive device (IED) along a rural road, or the
Army medics and the Marine corpsmen who tend to the wounded until
they can be medevac’d to a field hospital or on to Germany if the injury is
serious enough. Although all of these groups share a general mission, their
views of the war are radically different, as if they inhabit different wars.

Journalists, who go to war to describe it for those who don’t go, have
more choice about proximity than members of the military. They can
report from secure areas or from volatile ones, locations the Army calls
“kinetic.” In our last two wars, some reporters arranged to embed with
frontline forces or found a driver who would take them close to the action
while others reported from the relative safety of Kabul or from Baghdad’s
Green Zone. While awaiting a helicopter ride to the unit I was to embed
with, I spent Christmas day and two other long and eerie days in the
Baghdad compound for journalists, the dark basement of a parking garage
with a line of small white trailers located inside the well-fortified and heav-
ily monitored Green Zone, Baghdad’s ten square kilometers of palaces
and government buildings, surrounded by concrete walls and secured by
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US troops. To write about the war from a safe press haven like this one, a
journalist must rely for the meat of her stories on the frequent military
press releases written by unit public affairs officers, scattered on bases
throughout the country, reporting the news they want to share with
the world.

On the other hand, reporters who venture out into the thick of the war
can see for themselves as long as they find a unit willing to take them oft-
base on a routine patrol or a planned mission. They face a different prob-
lem from those who never venture far from safety. Can they be sure that
their narrowed focus on a single incident with a single unit isn’t simply an
idiosyncratic glimpse of the war? Their concern, however, is less about
whether the truth they report says something about the whole; their job is
to deliver on a tight deadline a story of the war that readers of their dailies
or their weeklies will eagerly consume.

Journalists, historians, sociologists, political scientists, even folklorists
and ethnographers like myself write about war, and as we engage in our
tasks of research and writing, the questions we ask are informed by our
training. Some of us do fieldwork while embedded with combat forces.
Some conduct interviews back in the States. Others rely on reports issued
by national and international groups, including nongovernmental agen-
cies. Some of us work in the weeds; others rise above the fray to take the
long view. I focus on the former, investigating how our own forces spend
their time in deployment, how they interact with those they perceive to be
friendly and those they regard as hostile, and how, in some instances, it can
be hard to make such distinctions.

All writers bring to any topic their personal interests, their previous
experiences, their attitudes, even their prejudices. Those of us who get
close to those we write about, sharing sleeping quarters, sharing meals,
sharing close calls, even performing tasks for the group, know that pure
objectivity is elusive. In my career, whether I’ve been collecting the stories
of Midwestern farmers, inmates in maximum security prisons, or members
of the armed services, I’ve welcomed opportunities to get to know as indi-
viduals those with whom I interacted. In this book about the War in
Afghanistan, I’ve traded the arm’s length view, grounded in historical
accounts and interviews with participants for the intimacy of living and
working with troops on FOBs, on remote command outposts, and on mis-
sions oft-base into sometimes calm, sometimes hostile territory. With that
proximity, I have tried to tell the story of what played out before me along
with the cultural contexts of those I observed. I readily acknowledge that
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every account, every story about a war or a single event in that war is an
interpretation, and every interpretation a simplification. I believe that
there is no single truth about a war, but there are many honest ways of
describing it, and I have tried to follow one of those paths in this first-
person description of what I witnessed and participated in. I have observed
life in deployment, listened to what others shared with me, on and oft-
base, and offered cultural context to what I saw and heard.

No stranger to military institutions, I taught for six years and received
tenure at the US Naval Academy before accepting a position at Johns
Hopkins University, where I continued my research on military culture.
Over the years, I have conducted research on military culture in America,
Canada, Australia, New Zealand, England, India, and while embedded
with the US Army in Iraq and Afghanistan. In addition to research in
scholarly collections, I have also gathered ethnographic information from
observations and interviews at military bases throughout the United States
and abroad. I serve as the Director of the Military Culture Archive, a col-
lection of personal recollections and memorabilia contributed by veterans.

Throughout my scholarly career, I have written about military culture,
both its official traditions and its unofficial folk customs. I have written
about the power of military culture to transform the citizen into the sol-
dier, to define insiders from outsiders, and to instill a class structure in a
rigidly controlled hierarchical institution. I have written about the ways in
which cultural assumptions and practices in the military have historically
retarded change, particularly when it came to welcoming women in the
ranks. For the past decade and a half, my writing has examined the experi-
ences of members of our all-volunteer military, particularly those “boots on
the ground” who have been sent on repeated deployments to wage wars of
counterinsurgency. In 2008, I embedded with the 10th Mountain’s 3rd
Brigade in northern Iraq to write about the US Army’s use of cultural advi-
sors. In 2010-2011, I took a leave from the University of California, Irvine
to serve as a cultural advisor to two US Army combat units (the 10th
Mountain’s 1st Brigade and the 170th Infantry Brigade) in Afghanistan.

In this book, I examine the ways in which culture complicates counter-
insurgency, both the military culture that troops bring with them and the
cultures they encounter when they leave their bases and engage with the
population in an area in which insurgents vie for control. The book opens
with the Army’s four-month training program for cultural advisors, my
pre-deployment preparations, and my travels downrange to arrive at the
beginning of an Afghan winter. I write not only about the routine life on



6  C.BURKE

a secure headquarters base but also about the Spartan and unpredictable
life on a rustic, remote combat outpost in the middle of an insurgent-
controlled district from which I ventured “outside the wire” to interview
local farmers and merchants trying to survive and to provide for their
families’ survival in the middle of a multi-year drought and a decades-
long war.

I examine the relation between the sacred and the profane in war and
about the deaths of two sergeants in my unit who often protected me
when I went into harm’s way, deaths that would not have taken place had
not an American evangelical pastor video-taped his burning of a Quran. I
write about the ease with which technicians manning surveillance devices
in hostile areas can misinterpret what they see because their training has
included little about Afghan culture. The book’s last formal chapter exam-
ines my own return from war, subsequent PTSD, and the power of narra-
tive to suture the memory of an event with the emotions it produced,
emotions that at the time were bracketed by the numbness that allows one
to soldier on.
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CHAPTER 2

Training for COIN (Counterinsurgency)

“In the Army, there are both meat eaters and plant eaters. You are the
plant eaters,” Captain Chris explains to an audience of trainees. Those
who complete this four-month training program will form small teams of
cultural advisors to embed for a year with either an Army brigade in Iraq
or one in Afghanistan. On the one hand, Captain Chris knows that it’s
nearly impossible to describe life on a FOB to the few civilians in his audi-
ence who have never lived it. On the other hand, he knows that anything
he might say to the larger group of veterans, many who outrank him and
several who have lived far more of the downrange dark and dirty than he
has, will ring as cliché. So he opts for the clichés and directs his comments
to the neophytes.

“You’re not about the red [bad guys]; you’re about the green [civil-
ians].” With a dose of the disgruntled and the disinterested, this slightly
disheveled, cynical young officer is clearly marking the days till he can
leave his current assignment. He’s speaking to the three dozen of us in a
basement classroom in a large brick building that in its heyday housed
thriving retail businesses but now is home to a few low-inventory shops
and the Tampico Mexican restaurant that seems to serve only a few
patrons, no matter the time of day.

The rent for classroom space in downtown Leavenworth is probably
the only thing that’s cheap about this four-month training program.
Although the Army is footing the bill for lodging in extended-stay hotels
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and rental cars for all trainees, British Aerospace Systems (BAE) is the
contractor hired to manage the program. Formed in 1999 in a merger of
British Aerospace and a subsidy of General Electric, within a few years
BAE expanded into one of the largest international defense contractors.
It’s baffling to think that a defense contractor developing Typhoon air-
craft for the Royal Saudi Air Force, new products of cyber-warfare, and
“cutting-edge autonomous platforms that will shape the air, land and sea
markets in the future,” could lend any expertise to the cultural under-
standing of Iraqi and Afghan civilians whom the coalition forces have
committed to protect and whom we have come here to learn more about.

A glossy 16-page BAE brochure we receive on the first day offers little
clarity. It opens with a statement by Chief Executive Ian King character-
izing his corporation as one “with an absolute commitment to Total
Performance.” How can a commitment to “total performance” distin-
guish this corporation from any other? What company would ever commit
to “partial performance” I wonder. But maybe Chief Executive King, or
the PR firm he hired to generate the company puff, should have used the
word “dominance.” “Performance” suggests efficiency and productivity,
whereas “dominance” describes a corporation aspiring to lift its status
among the top ten defense contractors, maybe muscling out one of the
old reliables like Northrop Grumman, General Dynamics, Raytheon,
Boeing, or Lockheed Martin by broadening its focus from hardware and
technology to “the human terrain,” from the meat eaters to the plant eaters.

It is a little confusing initially to those of us without defense contractor
backgrounds to understand how the corporate and the military mesh, but
Mark, the BAE representative in his late thirties who manages this training
program, makes it clear. He puts his corporate spin on our task by explain-
ing how to win friends and influence commanders. Like those selling the
machines of war to various defense departments, we, in our small ways,
will “sell” what we learn of the culture and history of our small slice of the
war zone to our commanders. Mark doesn’t stress courage in the face of
danger or the ethical waters that some of us may find ourselves having to
navigate. No, armed with a bachelor’s degree frrom Iowa State, an online
MBA from the University of Phoenix, and a license in real estate sales,
Mark speaks with the confidence that he represents one of the giants in the
military—industrial complex that Eisenhower warned about in his final
address to the nation.

He explains that although every brigade has a different character, we
must regard the one we join as our “customer” and “sell them products



