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Key findings

Introduction

• Many ex-Taleban combatants are
forced to stay in cities, making it
difficult to reengage in economic
activities

There have been extensive efforts to reintegrate former combatants
in Afghanistan during the last decade. In contrast to other “conventional” disarmament, demobilization and reintegration interventions, reintegration efforts have been repeatedly attempted in the
midst of violent conflict. Current reintegration efforts in Afghanistan today (the Afghanistan Peace and Reconciliation Programme,
APRP) are no exception. Reintegration during, as opposed to after
conflict, has introduced considerable difficulties.
A key finding in our research is that Afghan fighters that have
embarked upon reintegration often experience a “double disillusionment”. They are deeply disillusioned with the actors driving the
insurgency and have lost faith in Jehad. While the original Jehad
was a means of mobilizing considerable numbers of members to its
cause, ex-fighters interviewed in the course of preparing this brief
express grave disappointment with what they regard as self-serving
leaders who have strayed away from the defence of Islam and the

• Ex-Taleban and their families are
vulnerable to attack from the
Taleban, who seek revenge over
those that have left
• The difficulties might be deterring
others that are considering exit
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• Many ex-Taleban are disillusioned
with self- serving leaders and
dysfunction in the movement
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mission to restore a religiously-based Afghanistan
free from foreign influence.
This brief also finds that low-ranking combatants, and to some extent higher-level commanders
that have disengaged from the war effort, are also
deeply disappointed with the APRP. Such an outcome is not entirely surprising. Fighters demobilized from a number of conflict zones around the
world typically voice regret and disappointment.1
But the fighters interviewed during the course of
this study are also experiencing something far
worse than disillusionment. Many report being
trapped in a difficult security and economic situation: their departure from the Taliban has resulted in their becoming a key target of their former
comrades.
These findings form an interesting contrast to
other reports that stress perseverance and continued commitment among Taleban soldiers.2
This indicates that the Taleban soldiers are by no
means a homogenous group and that while some
segments are disillusioned others continue to be
dedicated to the movement and its modus operandi. This divergence is, however, an important
finding in and of itself as it cautions against concluding on the nature of Taleban sentiments on
the basis of singular reports.
The latent insecurity facing many ex-Taleban
soldiers has resulted in demonstrable constraints
to the mobility of former fighters in Afghanistan.
Indeed, many ex-fighters feel compelled to stay
in the cities since they feel they are more vulnerable to attack in the countryside. Moreover, they
express concern that the ANSF and police are unable to protect them, in spite of the fact that many
ex-fighters themselves herald from these same ru1 Kathleen Jennings 2008 “Unclear Ends, Unclear Means: Reintegration in Postwar Societies – The case of Liberia,” Global
Governance vol. 14, no. 3 pp. 327-345 David Keen 2009 “A
Tale of two Wars: Great Expectations, Hard Times” Journal of
Conflict Security and Development Vol 9, no 5
2 New York Times Taliban captives dispute U.S view on Afghanistan war, 1 February 2012
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ral areas. Insecurity combined with the inability
to return to their home communities has tangible
implications for livelihoods whether agricultural
activities, trade or other forms of employment.
Reintegration is at best partial for the ex-combatants - with a full integration into home villages or
urban dwellings difficult and resumption of legal
economic activities often derailed entirely. At its
worst ”reintegration” as it is currently practiced
constitutes a dangerous security trap where unprotected fighters and related family members become exposed to the insurgency.

About this brief
This brief highlights key findings of a larger report,
also entitled Double Disillusionment: Disengaging
from the insurgency in Afghanistan.3 This is part
of a larger IRGR research endeavour where reintegration processes in Somalia and Nepal are also
studied. In the following we highlight how the difficulties faced by ex-Taleban deter others remaining in the movement, but may me contemplating
disengagement; we identify some of the distinct
features of reintegration in
Afghanistan when compared with other contexts; and list recommendations for APRP and
wider UN programming on DDR.
Sixteen in-depth and semi-structured interviews with former combatants and commanders
were undertaken as part of this study. We also
interviewed two serving members of the Taleban
and two female NGO activists.
The in-depth conversations touched on central
themes and challenges facing the ex-fighters, and
these can shed important insights and lessons.
However, sixteen interviews is a limited sample
and this ensures that we are unable to make wider
claims about the nature of the reintegration process in Afghanistan.
3 Zuhra Bahman and Stina Torjesen “Double Disillusionment:
Disengaging form the insurgency in Afghanistan”, Tromsø:
Centre for Peace Studies (forthcoming March 2012)
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The majority of interviewees resided in Kabul
and northern parts of Afghanistan (Balkh province), although some also hailed from other provinces. There is an important bias associated with
the provinces that the fighters interviewed in this
brief have operated in:
• The provinces have a population with mainly
anti-insurgency and anti-Taleban attitude.
Therefore those that join the insurgency are
likely to face extra social pressure from the
wider community to leave the movement.
• These provinces have stronger government
presence that can act as a deterrent and act as
a push factor in reintegration.
• These are provinces not bordering Pakistan
and southern Afghanistan (including Kandahar) and therefore have limited access to
the resources for the insurgents

Difficulties faced by the ex-combatants
deter others
We are potentially watching yet another lost opportunity in Afghanistan. The success or failure of
disengagement is being closely monitored by many
in the Taleban movement who are also considering their own futures. Yet the twin risks associated
with personal insecurity and related economic
challenges are dissuading future DDR candidates.
The APRP specifically and the government more
generally are perceived as incapable of providing
security and issuing constructive economic support. Swaying a larger number of the war-wary
segment of foot soldiers away from the Taleban is
crucial for the government’s wider peace and reconciliation efforts. It may well be that there is a
considerable number of low-ranking Taleban soldiers that wish to lay down their arms.
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It bears stressing that even as many of the
fighters are wary of war and disillusioned with
the Taleban, this frustration is primarily linked
to a malfunctioning organisation such as observations of Taleban representatives collecting tax
from villagers for personal gain or observations
of civilians hurt by Taleban operations. The fighters that have departed are not necessarily critical
of the underlying aims of the Taleban and many
retain an association with the values and ideology
behind the movement
This means that reconciliation and reintegration cannot be solely about practical matters such
as economic incentives and provision of security
– however paramount these may be. Forging compromises on the role of religion, values and ideology is also important, both at national and local
levels.

Positive contributions by the APRP
The APRP has been criticised for a number of organisational failures.4 Notwithstanding these critiques, there are nevertheless some measurable
achievements, however frail and partial. Indeed,
in the absence of other externally-mandated security measures, the provision of urban safe houses
by the APRP for ex-fighters has served, quite literally, to be a life saver. Most of the interviewees also
note that they have been issued monetary compensation from the APRP, and that this has been
issued directly without involving commanders as
middle-men. The provision of direct support is a
considerable improvement from previous assistance offered as part of reintegration programmes
in Afghanistan
4 Se for example Deedee Derksen 2011 Peace from the
bottom up? The Afghanistan Peace and Reintegration
Programme (Oslo, PRIO) http://www.prio.no/News/
NewsItem/?oid=1926814
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Distinct features of reintegration in
Afghanistan
Afghanistan is an interesting case for a number
of reasons, not least because it constitutes a case
where reintegration is attempted to be undertaken during, as opposed to after conflict. Below
we highlight some distinct features of the Afghan
case, a few of which may bear relevance to similar country cases such as Colombia and Uganda
where reintegration has been promoted before final political settlements have been established.
First, there appears to be profound insecurities
stemming from the fact that the war continues.
The fact that there is no clear political settlement
or decline in the intensity of violence influences
the calculations of actual and would be “former”
combatants.
Second, it is important to consider the prominent role of religion and ideology in shaping the
decision of fighters to reintegration. For example,
one fighter noted how he believed that his afterlife
was secure as a member of the Taleban, but that
now he was less sure after being reintegrated. Religion and religious leaders were central in mobilising the fighters and religious and political issues
are continuing concerns as the fighters disengage.
Third, is the centrality of the family in shaping many decisions around reintegration. All the
fighters interviewed were married and many noted their relief to be able to spend more time with
their wives and children following reintegration.
Afghan fighters are to some extent different from
many young men disengaging in other country
contexts – men who may often be unmarried or
have broken family ties.5 The tight social fabric
that Afghan ex-fighters form part of can poten5 Micheal Vinay Bhatia and Robert Muggah ’The politics of
demobilization in Afghanistan’ in Muggah eds. Security and
post-conflict reconstruction: dealing with fighters in the aftermath of war (London: Routledge) 2009

tially facilitate social reintegration, and may make
this aspect of reintegration more successful than
in other settings.
Finally, the Afghan case is interesting for the
way in which it highlights urban-rural differences.
While many of the fighters hail from the countryside, they find that returning to their home village
is difficult for security reasons. Many note how
personal feuds from the war years or threats from
current Taleban forces bar them from returning to
rural areas. By contrast the urban areas are perceived as safe havens and with considerable economic prospects. However, high living costs, especially for accommodation, make it difficult for
the fighters to establish themselves in the city and
embark upon a quest to make an acceptable living
that would allow for them and their families to live
together in the city.
These four distinct features of the Afghan case
have broader relevance for how one conceptualises
reintegration and associated DDR interventions.
Some of these implications are highlighted below.
Ultimately, it is worth recalling that persistent security concerns are a major factor hindering reintegration. Insecurity negatively impacts economic
reintegration since few of the ex-fighters are able
to draw on their full potential for income generation due to threats of retaliation from the Taleban.
The prospects for social reintegration are by contrast positive due to the tight family relations. Few
findings relate to political reintegration, but we
might note that the place of ex-Taleban fighters in
the political make-up of Afghanistan will depend
on what kind of, if any, political compromise may
be forged between the national
Taleban leadership and the mainstream legitimate political forces in Afghanistan. For now
though, security concerns trump all other concerns for the ex-fighters and any reintegration assistance needs to tackle this issues head on.

Programming recommendations
Our findings have implications both for the APRP
specifically and reintegration programming more
generally for a number of country settings. We
highlight these implications below.
• Avoid ‘home village’ bias: Programming
needs to understand the different connotations that ex-fighters place in urban versus
rural areas. Assumptions cannot be made
that a return to home communities in rural
areas can be done easily. Programming need
to assess how these issues play out on a case
by case basis and consider whether prospects
for urban settlement may be more likely. If so
programme interventions must be tailored
accordingly.
• Assess value of combatants’ networks:
There is considerable cohesion in the immediate group of that a fighter has served with
in Afghanistan. This raises the question as
to whether this network should be seen as a
central asset for the ex-fighter, which offers
security and contacts that may be useful in
for the ex-fighter as he/she navigates in the
post-war economy. Programmers should explicitly assess whether these networks should
be supported or discouraged: does it hinder
or enable reintegration?
• Draw on private sector: The government has
very little implementing capacity in Afghanistan and this delays provision of support
packages, including temporary employment.
It may be that constructive cooperation with
the private sector is a more efficient way of
supporting economic reintegration on the
part of ex-fighters. Programming need to
finds way of more proactively engage with
the private sector – preferably at an early
stage.
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• Engage with families: The prospects of
spending more time with the family is an
important pull factor that encourages disengagement in Afghanistan. The family is also a
vehicle for social reintegration and also, possibly, rehabilitation of a fighter’s social reputation. Programming need to understand
the distinct role played by different types of
family members in particular post-conflict
settings and think of ways to play with and
strengthen these positive contributions.

• Include attention to religion and ideology:
Ideology and role of religious leaders is central in Afghanistan and they shape how exfighters think about their time as fighters and
status as ex-fighter. This has important bearings for the prospects of political reintegration. Programmes must assess what kinds of
ideological, religious or values based dimensions shape a fighters perspectives on reintegration, and, where resources are available,
seek to engage with these in a respectful and
constructive manner.
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The International Research Group on Reintegration
Efforts to ensure social, political and economic reintegration of former combatants are persistently neglected in
peacebuilding interventions. This is so, even as reintegration of former fighters is a central prerequisite for durable
peace to take hold and for post-war economic reconstruction to be kick-started.
The Centre for Peace Studies’ (CPS) International Research Group on Reintegration (IRGR) is currently in
cooperation with other applied academic institutions and
international agencies, including the United Nations Interagency Working Group on DDR (IAWG-DDR), undertaking interdisciplinary and comparative studies of
reintegration. Current initiatives build on a four years
in-depth project with the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs (NUPI) on the contexts of DDR. Ongoing
applied research will enable the group to assess strengths
and weaknesses in current DDR policy formulation and
programming and contribute to a bolstering of reintegration efforts in key conflict zones.
The research initiative will solidify the standing of the
Centre for Peace Studies at the University of Tromsø and
associated partners as an international hub for expertise
on reintegration. Complementary to the ongoing IAWGCPS collaboration, which also has a focus on customization of DDR knowledge products, CPS is in collaboration
with UNIDIR (Geneva) and Livework (a leading innovator of service design), developing prototypes which may
enable CPS gradually to take on global service functions
on reintegration.
Disarmament and demobilization, the shorter and technical sides of DDR, usually receive considerable focus and

resources. Reintegration, however, is understudied and
critically underfinanced. The work of the IRGR may help
rectify this by maintaining a deliberate focus on reintegration and substantiate why long-term funding will enhance cost-effectiveness of peacebuilding. An underlying
premise of current initiatives is that if reintegration, in all
its facets, is systematically studied, we can generate new
important evidence-based knowledge that will help future
reintegration programming. Too little is known about the
mechanisms that facilitate and play into reintegration processes. These need to be recorded, distilled and analyzed
in order for researchers and practitioners to see common
patterns and processes, which in turn can shed new light
on why and how reintegration processes unfold in the way
they do. Reintegration is an issue gaining importance in
inter-agency efforts - helping to develop UN-wide tools
and approaches will therefore provide important support
to the Integrated Missions concept.
The IRGR comprises both faculty staff and affiliated leading scholars on DDR and global security. Furthermore,
CPS currently supports young researchers to develop expert knowledge on DDR and Reintegration in particular.
CPS’s own PhD and MA students in Peace and Conflict
Transformation are affiliated with the expert group and
receive guidance from a group who combine academic
excellence with dedicated work as practitioners. Several
of the groups’ members are current or former UN staff,
including from agencies such as DPKO, UNDP, UNIFEM
and UNESCAP. The DDR team will offer advice on design, implementation and evaluation of DDR, as well as
on institutional capacity building and on mainstreaming
gender-aware reintegration concerns into large-scale reconstruction and recovery efforts.
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