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Rule of Law and 
Expanding the 
Reach of Government
Lessons Learned from an AFPAK 
Hands Foxhole
Maj. Theresa Ford, JD, U.S. Army, Retired 

Preparing for redeployment to the United States, Lt. Col. Michael King is presented with a farewell gift from a former Afghan mujahedin 
leader whom King had befriended during his deployment as a member of the Afghanistan-Pakistan Hands Program (circa 2010–2011). 
King had spent more than year undergoing Dari language and cultural immersion as part of a Pentagon-led effort to develop a cadre of lan-
guage-capable and culturally astute personnel capable of returning to Afghanistan to support further stabilization efforts. While deployed 
to Afghanistan, King had lived in an Afghan Training Center, using his language skills to interact personally with Afghan police instructors, 
trainees, local contractors, local village elders, and other members of the populace. (Photo courtesy of the U.S. Army)
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We were told after the surrender at Bataan that the men 
were so weakened by malaria caused by a lack of quinine 
that they were too weak to continue … Has anyone en-
quired why there was a shortage of quinine on Bataan when 
that defense was prepared for many long years in advance …
Why, when quinine was as important as ammunition and 
food, was it not provided in comparable quantities? 

—Ernest Hemingway 

W riting in 1942, Ernest Hemingway was 
trying to make sense of the surrender at 
Bataan, involving the surrender of twelve 

thousand U.S. troops, the largest surrender ever in U.S. 
history. The surrender in Afghanistan in August 2021 
was not due to a lack of medicine or from sickness, it 
was due to decisions that fell outside the soldiers’ pur-
view. As early as 2009, the United States had decided 
on a timetable for exiting Afghanistan:

As Commander-in-Chief, I have deter-
mined that it is in our vital national interest 
to send an additional 30,000 U.S. troops to 
Afghanistan. After 18 months, our troops 
will begin to come home … these additional 
American and international troops will … 
allow us to begin the transfer of our forces 
out of Afghanistan in July of 2011.1 

Like Hemingway, who traversed the battlefields of 
World War I and who was trying to make sense of 
mission failure at Bataan, veterans of the Afghanistan 
war are similarly trying to make sense of the war and 
its abrupt end.

Since the withdrawal from Afghanistan, many have 
discussed the lessons the United States should learn 
from our years of engagement there.2 As one of the 
few soldiers who spoke Dari, my perspective is shaped 
in large part from my interactions with Afghans over 
the course of my deployment in 2013. I was a member 
of the Afghanistan-Pakistan Hands Program (AFPAK 
Hands), a program created in 2009, designed to bolster 
language and cultural competency to mentor Afghans 
in critical nodes of government.3

Lesson 1: Use Language Skills to 
Expand the Reach of Government 
There is justice for all Afghanistan. 

—Afghan Border Police Commander4 

My experience in Afghanistan taught me that if 
a mission is to train a foreign military and aid secu-
rity and governance, we need to have soldiers able to 
speak the language of those we are training. Army 
doctrine regarding linguists says to “treat language 
training with the same priority given to physical 
fitness training, Soldier common skill training, and 
MOS training.”5 One of the most important lessons 
I learned was that language training is as vital to the 
linguist as it is to the infantryman, and that if more 
soldiers had been afforded language training over the 
course of the twenty-year conflict, the outcome might 
have been different, and we would have more linguists 
or language-capable soldiers in our ranks and likely 
fewer “green-on-blue” attacks.6 Two examples will help 
illustrate the importance of language training.

The border commander goes to court. On 15 April 
2010, an Afghan Border Police commander was driving 
down the road when something caught his attention. 
He told his driver to back up the vehicle as another 
officer got out to inspect the object in the road. As soon 
as the officer exited the vehicle and touched the object, 
he was killed by an improvised explosive device (IED). 
The commander collected his officer’s remains and 
the IED remnants and turned them in to authorities. 
Three years later, the commander received a phone call 

These two uniform patches were worn by AFPAK Hands members 
so they could be identified by U.S. military personnel in the event 
they needed assistance during their travels around the country. 
(Photo courtesy of the author)
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informing him that the person that made the IED was 
standing trial at Afghanistan’s National Security Court, 
referred to here as the Justice Center in Parwan (JCIP). 
He was asked if he would come testify at the trial and 
he said that he would.

The above facts are from an actual case at the JCIP. 
Biometric evidence linked the detainee to the IED, but 
we knew nothing about the victim except his name.7 
While at the JCIP, I noticed that no Afghan witness-
es—elders, villagers, or family members—came to 
testify. In fact, family members were never informed 
that a trial had taken place. I thought this was a missed 
opportunity to spread the word across the country that 
justice was being delivered for the Afghan people by 
their government. Prosecutors presented their cases by 
reading the charges and presented evidence in the form 
of a weapon or other property seized at the point of 
capture, along with biometric evidence. They generally 
did not have the time or inclination to seek out wit-
nesses, which was a cumbersome task.

I decided to use my issued Afghan cell phone to call 
other AFPAK Hands across the country to find any wit-
nesses that might have known the victim or were familiar 
with the incident. Through a stroke of luck, I was able to 
locate the victim’s commander and learned the circum-
stances surrounding the IED blast. When I spoke to him 
on the telephone and said I was a U.S. soldier, he seemed 
surprised to hear an American speaking Dari, and equally 
surprised to learn that the perpetrator had been caught 
and was standing trial.

The morning of the trial came, and as time went 
by, the commander was nowhere to be seen. Finally, 
he appeared at the gate, and I introduced myself, 
placing my hand on my heart. His words and de-
meanor reflected a deep sadness and guilt, as he felt 
responsible for his officer’s death. The Afghan court 
personnel were equally shocked to see him, word 
spread, and the judges heard of his arrival and invited 
him to their chambers to have tea as a way of thank-
ing him for coming.8

Officers with the “Mustang” Squadron attend Dari language training September 2012 at Fort Stewart, Georgia, in preparation for deploy-
ment to Afghanistan. (Photo courtesy of the U.S. Army)
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The courtroom was packed, and the commander 
was calm as he explained what had happened on that 
tragic day three years earlier when he made the deci-
sion to have his officer inspect the object in the road. 
He calmly said that he did not know the detainee or 
anything about him, but that he knew what took place 
that day and was there to tell the court what happened 
and to get justice for his fallen officer. The detainee 
became belligerent, and when fingerprint evidence was 
introduced showing that he had made the IED, said 
that he “did not believe in fingerprints.” The three-judge 
panel found that the detainee violated the Afghan Law 
on Combat against Terrorism Offenses and issued 
a seventeen-year sentence. When the commander 
exited the courtroom, he said, “There is justice for all 
Afghanistan.” He said that when he returned home, 

he would tell the victim’s family, villagers, and fellow 
officers about the case and the outcome. In addition, he 
said morale of his men had been low as they lost many 
officers to IEDs and did not know that the JCIP was 
prosecuting perpetrators of the attacks.

This case helped to link Afghan officials in remote 
parts of the country to each other to achieve a common 
purpose. After the commander came to testify in the 
case, the prosecutors took greater pride in their work 
and felt that their actions were making a difference.

The elders go to court. Unlike most of the other 
cases I worked on at the JCIP, a case involving the 
death of an elder in Helmand Province lacked forensic 
evidence and consisted solely of witness statements. 
The killing of an elder is a significant injustice and 
particularly heinous given the standing of elders in 
the community, especially in the southern Pashtun 
heartland of Helmand Province. Targeting elders was 
a tactic used by the Taliban to diminish the traditional 
roles of the elders as key decision-makers in a com-
munity and replace them with the Taliban. Therefore, 
getting justice for the elder who was killed would show 
the village that the Afghan government could effectu-
ate a meaningful outcome, despite the large distance 
between the two.

The court granted a continuance in the case to give 
the prosecutor time to obtain evidence and said the 
charges would be dropped if no witness statements or 
other evidence was obtained. Like the border patrol 
case, this case had similar difficulties; how would we 
find witnesses familiar with the death of an elder in one 
of the most remote villages in the most violent district 
in Afghanistan?9

Nahr-e-Saraj District, located in Helmand Province, 
was at the opposite end of the country from the JCIP. 
Once again, I made a call with my Afghan cell phone 
and called the prosecutor for Nahr-e-Saraj District who 
I had met a few months earlier when I was stationed 
in the district of Musa Qala in Helmand Province. The 
prosecutor at the JCIP did not know or have any con-
tacts with the Nahr-e-Saraj prosecutor, likely because 
he was from Kabul and had very little dealings with his 
counterparts in the southern part of the country.

I found that I was able to bridge the gap between 
the two of them. I also contacted a U.S. Army Special 
Forces unit that was operating in the area and sought 
its assistance in locating any elders that might have 

This book, translated as Crime Investigation, was written by for
mer Afghan Supreme Court Justice Muhammad Omar Babrakzai. 
Babrakzai served on the Afghan Supreme Court from August 2006 
to July 2013 and promoted the use of fingerprint and DNA evi-
dence. He came to the Justice Center in Parwan and presented a 
discussion about his book and fingerprint evidence to judges from 
across the country. (Photo courtesy of the author)
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known the victim in the case. Local elders were locat-
ed, and they fully supported the efforts at ensuring the 
detainee would never harm anyone again. The elders 
agreed to write sworn statements that contained their 
thumbprints, as this was the customary method of 
signing a sworn statement and was the procedure the 
Afghan judge had specifically requested. The elders 

said that the detainee was “a very dangerous man” and 
agreed to make video statements, an idea proposed 

by the Special Forces 
team. The elders pro-
vided both written and 
videotaped statements 
and asked that only the 
judge and the defense 
attorney be allowed to 
see their faces, for fear 
of retribution.

I informed the pros-
ecutor that the elders 
had been located, and 
that they made both 
written and videotaped 
statements and asked 
how he wanted this 
evidence to get to the 
court. The prosecu-
tor was clear that the 
evidence come through 
Afghan channels. Based 
on his guidance, the 
Special Forces team 
worked with the local 
National Directorate 
of Security and handed 
the evidence to them 
for forwarding to the 
JCIP.10

Weeks went by until the prosecutor announced on 
18 November 2013 that the evidence had arrived. He 
had a sense of accomplishment that the Afghan process 
had worked, as I was skeptical it would ever arrive. This 
was a collaborative effort, as the Special Forces team 
miraculously found the elders, the elders took great risk 
in making the statements, and the National Directorate 

of Security managed to get the evidence to the court. 
The court sentenced the detainee to a sixteen-year 
prison sentence.

As some have correctly concluded, when the United 
States and international partners were successful in a 
particular area, such as education, health, or the rule 
of law, we made “these gains in the form of ‘islands’ of 
progress that were largely urban or highly local.”11 I 
found that the JCIP could go beyond a mere “island” 
of progress and instead could reach out and touch the 
Taliban in the remotest corners of the country, deliv-
ering justice for the Afghan people, effectively under-
mining and marginalizing Taliban influence. I could not 
have accomplished what I did at the JCIP without the 
extensive language and cultural training that I received 
as a member of the AFPAK Hands Program.

Evaluation of Rule of Law Programs 
in Afghanistan 

The Special Inspector General for Afghanistan 
Reconstruction (SIGAR) conducted numerous in-
quiries of various aspects of the U.S. government’s 
involvement in Afghanistan. Germane to my work at 
the JCIP, the SIGAR conducted an audit in 2015 of rule 
of law programs and came to an interesting conclusion 
regarding the Rule of Law Field Force-Afghanistan 
(ROLFF-A), of which I had been a part. The SIGAR 
found that the “DOD does not have a complete picture 
of what the program accomplished.”12 Surprised to learn 
that the Department of Defense was unaware of the 
progress made at the JCIP, I was even more surprised to 

When the United States and international partners were 
successful in a particular area, such as education, health, 
or the rule of law, we made ‘these gains in the form of “is-
lands” of progress that were largely urban or highly local.’
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read the SIGAR’s testimony before Congress in 2020, 
where he stated that the U.S. rule of law strategy for 
2013 “contained no performance measures at all. If you 
have no metrics for success, how can you tell if you are 
succeeding?”13

As I was at the JCIP in 2013 during the period that the 
SIGAR addressed and saw how the judges braved IEDs 
on their way to and from Bagram and looked into the eyes 
of terrorists every day that were successfully prosecuted 
and removed from the battlefield, the metrics for success 
seemed rather clear. I reported on 
the results of the proceedings, and 
every day discussed cases with the 
prosecutors, mentored and advised 
them, and translated documents 
and exhibits so that they could 
be used in the proceedings. The 
number of cases prosecuted at the 
JCIP was no mystery and had been 
reported in various reports and 
speak for themselves.14

In a letter to the SIGAR, the 
U.S. Agency for International 
Development stated that the 
JCIP primary court conducted 
thirty-one trials in 2010, 288 in 
2011, 974 in 2012, and 780 in the 
first four months of 2013.15 The 
State Department issued a report 
in 2016 that provided additional 
details on progress at the JCIP in 
the years 2014 and 2015.16 It was 
reported in 2015 that “the JCIP 
successfully conducted over 7,000 
primary and appellate trials … 
maintained an overall conviction rate of over 75% and a 
conviction rate of 98% if there was DNA or a fingerprint 
match to an IED.”17 In short, the SIGAR’s conclusions are 
contrary to my own experiences at the JCIP, the publicly 
available data, as well as the former commander of U.S. 
and NATO forces in Afghanistan, Gen. John Nicholson.18 

Lesson 2: The Afghanistan-Pakistan 
Hands Program Worked 
Through what you do, you have a chance to be special here 
… you can be special if you are that connective tissue that 
connects people … you get Afghans working with Afghans. 

And you, by virtue of your skills; by virtue of your language 
skills; by virtue of your contacts … you become that connec-
tive tissue wherever you happen to be assigned. 

—Maj. Gen. William Rapp19 

The AFPAK Hands Program was modeled after a 
U.S. program in 1919 with the Military Intelligence 
Division that sent officers to foreign countries to be 
immersed in the culture and language.20 The expe-
rience of Gen. Joseph W. Stilwell, one of the only 

American generals fluent in Chinese, tasked with 
training Chinese forces, was similar in many ways to 
our mission in Afghanistan. Like Afghanistan, he en-
countered corruption and a Chinese leader fearful of a 
Western-trained Army.21

The SIGAR reported on the training that AFPAK 
Hands members received, quoting officials at Combined 
Security Transition Command–Afghanistan: “An individ-
ual who is coming here to be an advisor better understand 
Afghanistan and her culture.”22 Another said, AFPAK 
Hands members “who frequently have more substantial 
language training than other advisors, have the most 

Generalissimo and Madame Chiang Kai Shek and Lt. Gen. Joseph W. Stilwell, commanding 
general of the China Expeditionary Forces, in Maymyo, Burma, 19 May 1942. Due to earlier 
training and experience in China, Stilwell was conversant in Chinese and familiar with Chi-
nese culture. (Photo courtesy of the Department of Defense)
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advisor training among uniformed personnel.”23 I credit 
the training I received with keeping me and my fellow sol-
diers and marines safe.24 For many other soldiers deployed 
to Afghanistan, the pre-deployment training fell far short 
of what was required.25 One soldier, who was preparing 
to deploy as an advisor to the Afghan army, said that 
during his cultural awareness training, the trainer said, “All 
right, when you get to Iraq …”; after being corrected that 
he was going to Afghanistan, the trainer said, “Oh, Iraq, 
Afghanistan. It’s the same thing.”26

In my opinion, language and cultural competency 
should not reside with a limited few but is instead a ne-
cessity for all soldiers.27 Like quinine on Bataan, language 
and cultural training was just as important as the weapon 
I carried. The Army needs to create incentives for soldiers 
to learn foreign languages, whether Dari or Ukrainian, 
Polish, or Chinese. The Army recently announced changes 
to the Selective Retention Bonus Program; however, just 
three of the career fields listed required language ability 
to receive a bonus.28 If the Army does not want to give 
bonuses for learning a foreign language, it should give 
credit in the form of promotion points, and officers should 
receive favorable consideration in their promotion boards. 
The Army needs to understand and cultivate an apprecia-
tion, like it did in 1919, for the importance of language and 
cultural training. Adopting a program like the Air Force’s 

Language Enabled Airmen Program would be a significant 
step in cultivating a bench of language capable soldiers.29

As this article has shown, I expanded the reach 
of the Afghan government through my work at the 
JCIP and built an informal network to reduce Taliban 
influence. I formed relationships with prosecutors, 
Afghan military, and police personnel in the southern 
part of the country, and most importantly, enabled 
them to build connections with their counterparts in 
the northern part of the country. None of this would 
have been possible but for the great language instruc-
tion that I received, and the insights and cultural 
nuance that I learned from the Afghans that taught 
me so well in the AFPAK Hands Program.

The AFPAK Hands Program has ended, but that 
does not mean that the lessons it taught should end. 
Just like the linguist, language training should be on the 
training schedule of every unit, with soldiers rewarded 
for progress made and scores achieved in language test-
ing. As Hemingway said, “Once a nation has entered 
into a policy of foreign wars, there is no withdrawing. 
If you do not go to them then they will come to you. 
It was April 1917 that ended our isolation—it was 
not Pearl Harbor.”30 If Hemingway is correct, then we 
will find ourselves needing the skills of AFPAK Hands 
again in the future.   
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