
The Road to Tarin Kowt  107

tenets of Pashtunwali stress aspects of hospitality, bravery, and justice, which 
means that “honor and hospitality, hostility and ambush, are paired in the 
Afghan mind.”3

In Pashtun society, no adult male has the authority to tell another man 
what to do. Unlike the neighboring Baluchi ethnic group, whose sardars have 
many of the powers of a traditional tribal chief, “any sort of external direc-
tion is not merely abhorrent to Pashtuns, but lies beyond their mental com-
pass.”4 In the absence of traditional tribal leadership, informal patronage 
networks have come to determine politics in Afghanistan’s provincial regions. 
Whereas Pashtunwali and Islam are time honored, patronage networks are 
temporary constructs. Local patrons—khans, or warlords—are not elected 
and do not hold any formal office. A warlord’s power is based on his ability 
“to distribute resources to make a convincing case for his leadership.”5 As a 
result, the dynamics are unique to the network, reflecting shifts in local 
power relationships.6

Although all Pashtuns practice Pashtunwali, there are significant differences 
between those farming at lower elevations, who have historically been susceptible 

Table 6.1 ▸ Tenets of Pashtunwali

A Pashtun derives honor from practicing the following tenets of Pashtunwali: 

To avenge blood.

To fight to the death for a person who has taken refuge with me no matter what his 
lineage.

To defend to the last any property entrusted to me.

To be hospitable and provide for the safety of the person and property of guests.

To refrain from killing a woman, a Hindu, a minstrel, or a boy not yet circumcised.

To pardon an offense on the intercession of a woman of the offender’s lineage, a sayyid 
[Islamic chief], or a mullah [Islamic cleric].

To punish all adulterers to the death.

To refrain from killing a man who has entered a mosque or the shrine of a holy man so 
long as he remains within its precincts; also to spare a man in battle who begs for 
quarter.

Source: Louis Dupree, Afghanistan (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980), 126.




