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ABSTRACT 

          Since the US-led invasion began in October 2001, the United States has 
spent $440 billion on military operations in Afghanistan. Afghanistan still 
suffers from widespread corruption, ineffective government agencies, daily 
attacks taking place by both US-led forces and the Taliban – not to mention 
that 4 million refugees remain dislocated around the countryThe United States  
declared political objectives in the country are to -disrupt, disable, dismantle al-
Qaeda in Afghanistan, to prevent it from using Afghanistan and Pakistan as a 
base to attack the United States.  The U.S. and its military officials feel the best 
way to achieve this is by building a functioning Afghan Government that can 
secure its populations, protect its borders, keep Al-Qaeda out of Afghanistan 
and create a democratic social culture.  For them to achieve this it is going to 
take a generational effort and billions of dollars.  With the war entering its 
tenth year with no clear-cut victory in sight, the US-led forces will either have 
to leave Afghanistan due to enormous cost and domestic political pressure, or 
refocus its allocation of resources and redefine its objectives.                                      
  The best way the U.S. will be able to leave Afghanistan but still help sustain 
and create a working stable and effective democratic government is through 
the use of ‘soft power.   Soft power can help accomplish US objectives at 
significantly lower economic and human costs than hard power.  
 
          This paper will argue and prove that increased effort by the United States 
both in terms of policy and finical recourses toward the implication of soft 
power along side a well executed hard power policy is key for the long term 
success of Afghanistan’s democracy and the United States clarified objectives. 
More specifically because of democratic institutions free and open media 
promote and support, and the civic engagement and education that flourishes 
under these conditions a high level of free and open media is the most effective 
means in this particular situation in Afghanistan to achieve the state objectives.   
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Thesis Statement: 
 “To achieve its stated political objective of sustaining a functional Afghan democracy 
capable of stopping terrorist cells or organizations from actively plotting, training and 
carrying out acts of terrorism against the United States and its allies, the United States must 
invest more economic resources into instruments of soft power, particularly in radio 
broadcasting outlets such as Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty’s Afghanistan service Radio 
Azadi.”   
 
 

Hypotheses: 
1. The United States and NATO mission to create a Afghan Democracy that can create 

stability in the country while preventing terrorists from organizing or carrying out actions 
against the US and NATO will depend on the policies that are in place on the ground 
that attract the people of Afghanistan to reaching these conclusions of democracy, 
security, and preventing terrorist actions.  

2. Soft Power Policies and resources increase the environment for the cultivation of 
Democracy and Democratic ideas and institutions.  

3. High quality community based independent media helps stabilize a democratic Afghan 
government.  

4. High quality community based independent media educates the afghan people, keeps 
the government accountable to the Afghan population in ways never before seen and is 
an instrumental tool in having the government communicate and inform citizens and vise 
versa – this is key to stability and collaboration from all sides of society.   

5. The United States and NATO need to have both a effective hard and soft power strategy 
to achieve their desired policy outcomes in the Afghan war and drawdown.  

6. Congressional funded Radio Free Europe’s, Radio Azadi is an effective soft power tool 
in supporting democratic ideas and a democratic central government in Afghanistan. 
This can be measured by listening rates over time and polling of perception and trust 
toward this media outlet.  

7.  

 
 
  
Methodology: 
Concerning the effectiveness of soft power resources and more specifically international media 
and broadcasting, I am going to employ a quantitative literature review of the arguments both for 
and against the use of soft power in the form of international broadcasting the its effectiveness 
over time. I will analyze the different forms of soft power then dive into the use of both hard and 
soft power forms being used in Afghanistan by the United States and NATO. I will give a brief 
history of the media climate in Afghanistan over time and give a outline of the current media 
climate and its effectiveness.  This will be based on a variety of studies and reports.  Then I will 
highlight how Radio broadcasting efforts employed by the United States are both effective and 
not and the structure and implementation of this means of soft power.  I will go into how Radio 
Azadi, the independent broadcasting arm of the United States in Afghanistan,  carries out it 
operations and how each part of their programming support democracy, the people of 
Afghanistan and its government and how this is imperative for the united States to achieve is 
desired objective and shared interest of supporting the people and stable democracy in 
Afghanistan long after the US withdrawal of troops. And last I will propose a long-term policy 
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recommendation for the United State Foreign Policy in its over seas engagements in the region  
that will cost less, be for effective and be more attractive in support democracy and its ideals.  
 
Means: 

• Exclusive interviews with Radio Azadi Management, broad-casters, and critics.    
• News Articles  
• Congressional Publications  
• Books 
• Blogs 
• Websites  
• Independent Academic Publications  
• Travel to Kabul to do on location research 
• Pictures  
• Statistics 

 

Major Academic Cited Works:  

• Geiger, Till, 2010. ‘The Power Game, Soft Power and the International Historian’. In: 
Inderjeet Parmar and Michael Cox (eds), Soft Power and US Foreign Policy: 
Theoretical, Historical, and Contemporary Perspectives. New York, NY: Routledge 
 

• McCullough, Leanne, Laura McGinnis and Simone Perszyk, 2011. ‘U.S. Radio 
Broadcasting in Iraq and Afghanistan: A Grand Soliloquy?’ Journal of International 
Service, vol. 2 
 

• Nye, Joseph S. Jr. 2004a. Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics. 1st 
edition. New York, NY: Public Affairs. 
 

• Nye, Joseph S. Jr. 2002 The Paradox of American Power: Why the World’s Only 
Superpower 
 

• Nye, Joseph S. Jr. 2010. ‘The Future of Soft Power in US Foreign Policy’. In: Inderjeet 
Parmar and Michael Cox (eds), Soft Power and US Foreign Policy: Theoretical, 
Historical, and Contemporary Perspectives. New York: NY 
 

• Zahran, Geraldo and Leonardo Ramos, 2010. ‘From Hegemony to Soft Power: 
Implications of a Conceptual Change’. In: Inderjeet Parmar and Michael Cox (eds), 
Soft Power and US Foreign Policy: Theoretical, Historical, and Contemporary 
Perspectives. New York, NY: Routledge 
 



 5 

• USAID, 2010. Afghan Media in 2010 – Synthesis Report [Internet]. USAID, 13 October 
2010  

 

 



 6 

Table of Contents 

Chapter One: Introduction   ............................................................................................................... 7 

Chapter Two: Power and Soft Power Defined ............................................................................. 9 
     2.1 Instruments of Soft Power ............................................................................................................................... 17 
     2.2 Non-official Instruments ................................................................................................................................... 17 

2.3 Official Instruments  ........................................................................................................................................... 24 
2.4 Point of Debate ...................................................................................................................................................... 30 

Chapter Three: Afghanistan in Conflict........................................................................................ 36 
     3.1 Afghanistan in Context ....................................................................................................................................... 38 
     3.2 U.S. Hard Power in Afghanistan ..................................................................................................................... 41 

Chapter Four: Non-Official and Official Forms of U.S. Soft Power in Afghanistan......... 43 
     4.1 Non-Official ............................................................................................................................................................. 43 

4.2 Official Forms of Soft Power ............................................................................................................................ 44 
4.3 Military Soft Power.............................................................................................................................................. 52 

Chapter Five: Broadcasting in Afghanistan ................................................................................ 60 
5.1 Background............................................................................................................................................................. 60 
5.2 History of Afghan Media .................................................................................................................................... 61 
5.3 Current Media Climate ....................................................................................................................................... 64 
5.4 Local Media Outlets ............................................................................................................................................. 68 
5.5 International Broadcasting .............................................................................................................................. 71 

Chapter Six: U.S. Broadcasting in Afghanistan .......................................................................... 75 
6.1 Broadcasting Board of Governors ................................................................................................................. 77 
6.2 Voice of America ................................................................................................................................................... 81 
6.3 Radio Ashna ............................................................................................................................................................ 84 
6.4 Deewa Radio .......................................................................................................................................................... 85 
6.5 Overall VOA Viewership .................................................................................................................................... 86 

Chapter Seven: Radio Free Europe/ Radio Liberty .................................................................. 87 
7.1 Radio Azadi ............................................................................................................................................................. 91 
7.2 Call-in Programs ................................................................................................................................................... 94 
7.3 Other Programming ......................................................................................................................................... 101 
7.4 Radio Azadi Services and Highlights ......................................................................................................... 108 
7.5 Reach ...................................................................................................................................................................... 113 

Conclusion and Policy Recommendation ................................................................................. 123 

Work Cited .......................................................................................................................................... 126 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 



 7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 8 

 

 

Chapter One: Introduction 

 

On September 11, 2001 United States foreign policy changed when a group of 

terrorists belonging to the terrorist organization Al Qaeda hijacked and crashed four 

airplanes into the World Trade Center and the Pentagon.  In 1996 the country of 

Afghanistan was taken over by the Taliban, a radical group of extremists who imposed an 

archaic Islamic regime in the country.  Under the Taliban regime, Al Qaeda – including its 

leader Osama bin Laden, mastermind of the 9/11 attacks – and other terrorist groups 

found safe haven in Afghanistan.  In October 2001, the United States, aided by an 

international coalition of nations, invaded the country, quickly overthrew the Taliban, and 

helped install a fragile democratically elected Islamic Republic government.  In the 

subsequent years, the United States shifted its attention to Iraq and diminished its 

presence in Afghanistan.  As a result, the Taliban reorganized and stepped up an insurgent 

military campaign in 2006 against the US-led forces that led the United States to commit 

more soldiers and resources to the region.  Despite a surge of 30,000 additional troops in 

December 2009, the security situation in Afghanistan remains unstable and the future of 

the current democratic government is uncertain. 

  Though there has been some debate and vagueness about the U.S. objective in 

Afghanistan, President Barack Obama has asserted that the main goal is to “disable, disrupt, 

dismantle al-Qaeda in Afghanistan, to prevent it from using Afghanistan and Pakistan as a 
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base to attack the United States.”1  Two things must happen to achieve this mission.  In the 

short term, the US must use it’s military to capture or kill al-Qaeda leaders in Afghanistan 

and Pakistan.  The United States has enjoyed recent success on this front, with the 

assassination of Osama bin Laden and the drone-killing of al-Qaeda operational 

commander Ilyas Kashmiri in the first half of 2011.  In the long term, the United States 

must ensure that Afghanistan doesn’t become a haven and breeding ground for terrorists, 

as it was before the US military invaded in September 2001.  To accomplish this, the United 

States must help “build a functioning Afghan government that can secure its populations, 

protect its borders, [and] keep al-Qaeda out of Afghanistan.”2  With a high level of 

corruption and an inability to maintain internal security, the Afghan national government is 

far from the label “functioning.” 

 In June 2011, President Obama declared that 10,000 U.S. troops would be 

withdrawn by the end of the year, 23,000 by the end of 2012, and all by 2014.3  Right now, 

the presence of international forces is integral to maintaining security and preventing the 

Taliban from retaking the country.  Given that these soldiers will be gone or drastically 

decreased in the near future, the United States needs to rethink its strategy in Afghanistan, 

and a big part of that will entail investing more heavily in different instruments of power.  

To achieve its stated political objective of sustaining a functional Afghan democracy 

capable of stopping terrorist cells or organizations from actively plotting, training 

and carrying out acts of terrorism against the United States and its allies, the United 

                                                        
1 Gwertzman 2010.  
2 Gwertzman 2010.  
3 Landler and Cooper 2011. 
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States must invest more economic resources into instruments of soft power, 

particularly in radio broadcasting outlets such as Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty’s 

Afghanistan service Radio Azadi.  This paper will introduce and explicate the concept of 

soft power, examine how soft power is currently being used by the United States in 

Afghanistan, and finally, analyze one particular instrument of soft power – international 

radio broadcasting – and thus prove its effectiveness in strengthening the Afghan 

democratic government. 

 

Chapter Two: Power and Soft Power Defined 

 

Much of human history has been defined by the allocation and implementation of 

power.  Many thinkers and scholars, ranging from Niccolo Machiavelli to Michel Foucalt, 

have studied the concept of power and defined it in various ways using different 

interpretations and frameworks.  Though in political theory it remains a heavily debated 

concept, power, as it applies to all arenas of human activity, can be simply and conveniently 

defined as, “The ability to get the outcomes one wants”4.  A mother makes her son take a 

bath to get the outcome she wants called “clean child”; a boss makes his employees work 

harder to attain his desired outcome of higher production; Napoleon marches an army 

across Europe so he can become ruler of the continent, the outcome he wants.  Each is 

exercising power. 

All of these examples, however, indicate another dimension to power – namely, the 

capability to influence the behavior of others.  Therefore, a more complete definition of 

                                                        
4 Nye 2004a, 1. 



 11

power is, “the ability to effect the outcomes you want and, if necessary, to change the 

behavior of others to make this happen.”5  In other words, power is not merely getting 

what one wants, it is also getting others to do what one wants.  In the context of geopolitics 

– that is, considering the behavior and relationships of state actors – there are three ways 

for a state to get another state to do what it wants.  Of these forms of power, two are more 

traditional and better understood, and the third is a more novel and slippery concept.  

First, one can influence the behavior of others by means of coercion or force.  In 

foreign affairs, there are two primary ways for one state to coerce another into doing 

something: through the application of military strength, or through economic leverage.  

Throughout history, the threat or use of military force has been the dominant exercise of 

power.  The Romans forced the Mediterranean world into acquiescence using a large and 

efficient army; the British Empire wielded power through its superior navy; and the United 

States today also coerces nations with the deployment or the threat of military force.  

Moreover, states use economic sanctions to influence the behavior of others.  For instance, 

when the United States wanted Iran to abandon its nuclear weapons program in 2010, 

lawmakers passed legislation that imposed heavy trade restrictions on the nation.  Though 

this form of coercion is less costly, it is ultimately less effective than military force.  The UN 

Security Council imposed a near-total trade embargo on Iraq under Saddam Hussein for 

two decades, but it did little to alter the regime’s behavior. 

The second way for one state to get another to do what it wants is through 

inducement.  Though similar to coercion, inducement entails persuading an actor to do 

something not with negative resources such as force or sanctions, but with payments or 

                                                        
5 Nye 2002, 4. 
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bribes.  For instance, in 2010 the United States gave $4.5 billion in unspecified foreign aid 

to Pakistan to combat terrorism – in essence, a large bribe to induce the nation to assist 

with US foreign policy objectives.6  Like coercion, the concept of inducement has a long and 

well-understood history. 

According to Harvard foreign policy theorist Joseph Nye, these first two forms of 

power can be together characterized as “hard power.”7  As the name suggests, hard power 

is concrete and physical.  It is wielded through command behaviors, i.e. coercion and 

inducement, and a nation’s hard power resources are force, sanctions, payments and 

bribes.  Hard power instruments that leverage these resources are soldiers, tanks, fighter 

jets and other military units, unilateral or multilateral treaties and laws that impose 

sanctions, and foreign assistance packages or other forms of payment aimed at inducing a 

specific behavior.  Hard power “obliges its addressees to consider their interests in terms 

mainly of calculable costs and benefits,”8 and a nation’s stock of hard power is often easily 

measurable.  With its massive military – Defense Department expenditures were nearly 

$700 billion for FY2010, which accounted for 43 percent of total world military spending9 -

- and position as the world’s largest economy, the United States currently has more hard 

power than any other nation. 

The third and final way to alter the behaviors of others is by utilizing “soft power.”  

Coined by Joseph Nye in 1990, soft power is the ability to influence others so that they 

“want the outcomes that you want.”10  Nye writes, “A country may obtain the outcomes it 

                                                        
6 Wright 2011. 
7 Nye 2004a, 2. 
8 Gray 2011, v. 
9 Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 2011. 
10 Nye 2004a, 5. 
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wants in world politics because other countries – admiring its values, emulating its 

example, aspiring to its level of prosperity and openness – want to follow it.”11  While hard 

power is leveraged through command behaviors, i.e. coercion and inducement, soft power 

is co-optive and “rests on the attraction a set of ideas exerts, or on the capacity to set 

political agendas that shape the preferences of others.”12  It is about winning hearts and 

minds.  Though the term soft power emerged only two decades ago, it was recognized as an 

important component of foreign relations long before that.  E.H. Carr, the British realist, 

wrote in 1939 that international power falls into three categories: military (coercion), 

economic (inducement), and “power over opinion” (soft power).13 

A nation’s soft power is generated from the following resources: “its culture (where 

it is attractive to others); its values (where they are attractive and not undercut by 

inconsistent practices) and its policies (where they are seen as inclusive and legitimate in 

the eyes of others)”.14  Culture can be loosely defined as “the set of values and practices that 

create meaning for a society.”15  Typically, it is divided into two realms: high culture – 

which is conveyed through instruments such as literature, art, and education – and popular 

culture – i.e. sources of mass entertainment and consumption.  Values are a nation’s 

principles; for example, democracy, openness, or personal liberty.  Finally, policies include 

both the domestic policies a country pursues as well as its foreign policies.  The substance 

and consequences of a certain policy can either attract or repel people to or from a nation.  

                                                        
11 Nye 2004a, 5. 
12 Zahran and Ramos 2010, 13. 
13 Nye 2004a, 8. 
14 Nye 2010, 4. 
15 Nye 2004a, 11. 



 14

Nye points out that reaction to policies is more fickle than reaction to values and culture.16  

The instruments through which these hard power resources are leveraged will be 

discussed in the following section. 

Whereas hard power can be easily quantified in terms of both input and results, soft 

power is more difficult to measure.  The best way to do so is by opinion polling that gauges 

a population’s preferences and sentiments towards certain soft power resources.  Though 

undertakings such as the Pew Global Attitudes Project do provide useful data on 

international opinion, polling is not only imprecise, but also sometimes unavailable or 

undoable, especially in poorer, developing regions.  This problem of measurability is 

further compounded by the intangible nature of most soft power resources.  It’s much more 

difficult to pin down the quantitative and qualitative traits of a nation’s values than those of 

its military.  Soft Power isn’t fungible either, so unlike money it can’t be interchanged nor 

accounted for in absolute terms. 

Nonetheless, soft power has become increasingly relevant in international relations, 

and nations are becoming more conscious of their soft power strategies.  When Nye 

introduced the concept of soft power, his “key point was that in an increasingly 

interdependent world, ‘hard power’ resources…were of less utility than they had been in 

earlier eras of international politics.”17  This is primarily the result of the spread of 

peaceful, democratic governance.  According to the Economist Intelligence Unit’s 

Democracy Index 2010, which ranked 167 nations on their level of democratic governance, 

79 countries, or 47 percent, were “full democracies” or “flawed democracies.”18  For 

                                                        
16 Nye 2004a, 38. 
17 Lock 2010, 32. 
18 Economist Intelligence Unit 2010. 
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advanced, democratic nations, quality of life and economic success are the most important 

goals, and, given the interdependent nature of the global economy, warfare is severely 

detrimental to both.  It is almost inconceivable nowadays that advanced democracies 

would use force against each other, and even developing, nondemocratic nations have 

more to lose economically from warfare.19  

While democracy has lessened the utility of hard power, the information revolution 

and explosive proliferation of communications has increased the presence of soft power.  

According to Indian MP Shashi Tharoor, as recently as three decades ago, telephone service 

was rare in India; in 2009, over 500 million people in India had cell phones.20  With the 

spread of telephone and internet service, people have more access to the platforms for 

culture and values that come from other nations.  Because it is based on co-option, soft 

power inherently requires willing listeners to work.  The spread of communications 

technology has created more listeners.  As will be discussed later on, even admiration for 

the technology itself is an instrument of soft power. 

Although the balance of utility between hard and soft power has tilted in recent 

decades, that’s not to diminish the importance or necessity of hard power.  Sometimes, a 

country’s objectives can only be achieved only through coercion or inducement.  In World 

War II for instance, no amount of soft power would have stopped Nazi Germany from 

conquering Europe; military force was absolutely necessary.  Moreover, soft power is 

highly dependent on the context within which it’s leveraged: “All power depends on 

context…but soft power depends more than hard power upon the existence of willing 

                                                        
19 Nye 2004a, 20. 
20 Tharoor 2009. 
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interpreters and receivers.”21  As a result, soft power is often much more efficacious in 

countries with developed economies, where shared values or culture might already exist, 

but less effective in developing nations with greater cultural dissimilarities.  For example, 

in Afghanistan and Pakistan, soft power is more difficult to use against the Taliban or other 

extremists who are not in the slightest way receptive to western ideas.  Furthermore, hard 

power can be used to achieve outcomes in the short term.  Soldiers can be deployed 

rapidly, cruise missiles fired at the touch of a button, and warships mobilized quickly.  Most 

instruments of soft power depend on long-term cooperation and take time to produce 

results. 

Soft power, however, is much cheaper than hard power, in terms of both human and 

economic capital, and sometimes it can be more successful at achieving desired outcomes 

than hard power.  Many official US instruments of soft power, which will be discussed in 

full subsequently, are implemented by the State Department and the US Agency for 

International Development (USAID).  In comparison to the Defense Department’s budget of 

nearly $700 billion for FY2010, the US State Department and USAID were allocated less 

than $50 billion.22  Military force and even economic sanctions often cause civilian deaths 

and can inspire resentment and anger not only from the targeted country, but from the 

international community as well.  The international backlash against the US invasion and 

subsequent occupation of Iraq in 2003 provides a good example.  Furthermore, the 

reconstruction of Europe after World War II would not have been as successful had 

                                                        
21 Nye 2004a, 16. 
22 Clinton 2009. 
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Washington relied solely on hard power.  Instead, the US “used soft-power resources to 

draw others into a system of alliances and institutions that has lasted for 60 years.”23 

Ultimately, the most desirable strategy for a nation is one that strikes a balance 

between soft and hard power.  Nye calls this smart power: “Smart power is the ability to 

combine the hard power of coercion or payment with the soft power of attraction into a 

successful strategy.”24  Several US policymakers in recent years have explicitly called for 

increasing the nation’s stock of soft power and building a balanced smart power approach.  

Secretary of State Hilary Clinton “spoke of the importance of a smart power strategy” when 

she took office25; Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Admiral Mike Mullen said in a 2010 speech, 

“U.S. foreign policy is still too dominated by the military, too dependent on the generals and 

admiral who lead our major overseas commands, and not enough on the State 

Department”26; and even Secretary of Defense Robert Gates said to an audience, “I am here 

to make the case for strengthening our capacity to use ‘soft’ power and for better 

integrating it with ‘hard’ power.”27 

The following will provide a discussion of soft power, the instruments through 

which it’s leveraged, and the debate surrounding it. 

 

2.1 Instruments of Soft Power 

 

                                                        
23 Nye 2004b. 
24 Nye 2011. 
25 Nye 2011. 
26 Kruzel 2010. 
27 Gates 2007. 
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 As previously noted, resources that generate soft power are culture, values and 

policies.  These resources are projected via various instruments by different actors from 

both the state and civil society.  Those instruments of soft power that are created and 

implemented by the state are called official forms; those generated from civil society – i.e. 

from companies, NGOs, or individuals – are known as non-official forms of soft power.  

Since the government can’t control non-official soft power instruments, they at times can 

produce outcomes detrimental to a nation’s goals.  Images of scantily clad women in 

Hollywood movies, for instance, make fundamentalists in the Muslim world less attracted 

to the United States.  The following seeks not to give a complete list of soft power 

instruments, but a cursory overview with illustrative examples. Because the United States 

is the focus of this paper and the world’s most powerful nation in terms of both hard and 

soft, examples will be drawn primarily from the United States. 

2.2 Non-official Instruments  

 Undoubtedly, the most pervasive and perhaps most effective non-official 

instruments of soft power stem from popular culture.  Pop culture is the aggregation of the 

ideas, attitudes and images – all usually commercialized – that are preferred by popular 

taste.  Of the instruments of pop culture, mass entertainment – film, television, sports, and 

pop music – may be the most influential.  Film and television disseminate images and 

stories all over the globe, and no nation does so more than the United States. “Pictures 

often convey values more powerfully than words, and Hollywood is the world’s greatest 

promoter and exporter of visual symbols.”28  India produces the most films and takes in the 

most box office revenue each year, but it is largely a domestic industry.  Hollywood films 

                                                        
28 Nye 2004a, 27. 
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reach a larger international audience and are the most iconic in the world.  While 2010 saw 

a decline in the number of Hollywood studio movies released and a decrease in the 

domestic movie-going population, international box office revenue from outside North 

America was $21.2 billion, two-thirds of the global total Hollywood box office revenue and 

an increase of 13 percent from 2009.29  In 1961, the poet Carl Sandburg said, “Hollywood is 

the foremost educational institution on earth. What, Hollywood more important than 

Harvard? The answer is, not as clean as Harvard, but nevertheless farther reaching.”30 

 Professional sports have a similar global appeal and also project attractive values.  

The 2006 FIFA World Cup was aired on a total of 43,600 broadcasts in 214 countries and 

territories, and 715.1 million viewers watched the final match.31  The 2010 NBA Finals 

were broadcast to 215 countries and territories in 41 languages.32  Even though American 

football traditionally enjoys limited overseas popularity, international viewership of the 

Super Bowl has grown by 7 percent since 2003.33  Popular sports communicate values, 

such as upward mobility – the notion that through hard work one can become famous and 

rich doing something as simple as kicking a ball around.  

For America especially, popular entertainment is a powerful vehicle for 

disseminating values and culture.  In fact, popular entertainment is so attractive precisely 

because of its content, i.e. the values and culture that it contains.  According to 

neoconservative author Ben Wattenberg, “It is that content, whether reflected favourably 

or unfavourably, that brings people to the box office. That content is more powerful than 

                                                        
29 Block 2011. 
30 Wagnleitner 1994, 222. 
31 FIFA 2010. 
32 Abelson 2010. 
33 McLaughlin 2010. 
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politics or economics.”34  Though sometimes the content portrays negative values such as 

sex, materialism and violence, Nye argues, “It also portrays American values that are open, 

mobile, individualistic, anti-establishment, pluralistic, voluntaristic, populist, and free.”35  

Global public opinion polling shows that American movies, music and television are among 

the most admired aspects of the United States by populations of other countries.   Indeed, 

“US pop culture receives largely positive reviews in several nations where negative 

attitudes toward the United States have become increasingly common over the last few 

years.”36 

 Fast food, fashion and other mass-produced brand name products constitute 

another component of popular culture.  According to its corporate website, McDonald’s has 

more than 32,000 restaurants serving 64 million people in 117 countries daily. 37  Coca-

Cola is available in more than 200 countries and territories worldwide.38  These products 

don’t create attraction simply because they’re pervasive, but they also hold meaningful 

symbolic value.  Dutch historian Rob Kroes writes, “Generation upon generation of 

youngsters, growing up in a variety of European settings, West and East of the Iron Curtain, 

have vicariously enjoyed the pleasures of cultural alternatives…Simple items like blue 

jeans, Coca-Cola, or a cigarette brand acquired an added value that helped these younger 

generations to give expression to an identity all their own.”39  Moreover, these symbols 

                                                        
34 Jones 2004. 
35 Nye 2004a, 46-47. 
36 Wike and Kohut 2009. 
37 McDonald’s 2010. 
38 The Coca-Cola Company 2011. 
39 Kroes 1999, 470. 
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often come to represent real economic opportunity.  McDonald’s employs 1.7 million 

people, and 80 percent of McDonald’s restaurants are franchises with local owners.40   

 Through the power of attraction, popular culture can and has helped the United 

States achieve a number of important policy goals: “the undercutting of the apartheid 

regime in South Africa, the increase in the number of democratic governments in Latin 

America and parts of East Asia, the overthrow of the Milosevic regime in Serbia, pressure 

for liberalization in Iran, and the consolidation of an open international economic 

system.”41  During the Cold War, the proliferation of rock and roll music played a 

meaningful role in dismantling the Soviet Union from within.  Despite Soviet efforts to 

block it, rock and roll music from the West exploded amongst the youth behind the iron 

curtain and became a powerful vehicle for Western values and culture.  “[Rock and roll] 

was a window to American and Western culture — to the image of all that from which their 

own governments were protecting them.  It was a link to the rest of the world and a 

freedom from the cultural oppression of their planned societies.  Furthermore, it was an 

avenue for political and cultural revolt against the communist system.”42  A black market 

emerged for instruments and recordings from the West, and underground concerts became 

too numerous for authorities to stamp out.  By the late eighties, "Three generations of 

Soviet-bloc youths had compelled governments to accept outgrowth of Western 

capitalism.”43  Hard power, the arms race and economic hardship,  was instrumental in 

winning the Cold War, but soft power too played a crucial role. 

                                                        
40 McDonald’s 2010. 
41 Nye 2004a, 32. 
42 Ebeling 1990. 
43 Ebeling 1990. 
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Popular culture can cut the other way as a form of soft power, however.  Because it 

is generated by civil society actors outside the auspices of the state, certain pop culture 

forms can be detrimental to a nation’s goals.  Zahran and Ramos give the examples of the 

Iranian reaction to the film 300, which presented a highly stylized and overall negative 

view of ancient Persia, and how the soft power resources of European nations were 

undermined by the Islamic outrage over the publication of cartoons featuring the prophet 

Mohammed.44  Especially with instruments of popular culture, the “state cannot fully 

control its soft power resources.”45 

 Though popular culture is far more pervasive, high culture also generates soft 

power.  For example, companies of the famous Bolshoi Ballet toured internationally during 

the Cold War and became a source of attraction for Russia.  “The company became the 

symbol of excellence in the classical tradition of Soviet-era in Russia, and the company 

gained a nearly mythical reputation in the West.”46    Many are attracted to Europe for its 

art, architecture and museums.  Also, despite having a smaller population than Asia or 

Africa, European languages – Spanish, English, Portuguese, Russian, and German – 

constitute half of the ten most spoken languages in the world. 

Of all the forms of soft power, none may be more effective than university 

exchanges.  Not only do students and potential students worldwide admire American 

universities, but also the best way to share culture and values is through face-to-face 

contact.  “Through their lived experience and intimate knowledge of American society, 

foreign students are likely to promote a better understanding of American politics, society 
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and culture after their return to their countries of origin.”47  Foreigners who attend 

American universities often adopt certain values and practices and bring them back to their 

home countries.  And, since most exchange students are from the elite of their nation, those 

values will be present amongst those most capable of influencing national decision-making.  

Nye gives examples of Soviet political leaders who studied at American universities and 

later had a liberalizing effect on the USSR government.48  Former Secretary of State Colin 

Powell once said, “I can think of no more valuable asset to our country than the friendship 

of future world leaders who have been educated here.”49  Promisingly, more and more 

foreign students are attracted every year to American universities. According to the 

Institute for International Education, there were 671,616 foreign students in American 

universities in 2010, an 8 percent increase from the year before.50  The drawback to 

educational exchanges, however, is that the payoffs take years or decades to develop.  The 

provost of the American University in Cairo, which provides a US-style liberal education to 

Arab elites, says, “education…was not a remedy that would work overnight.”51 

Another instrument of soft power can be a nation’s technological and scientific 

prowess.  Iphones, fast cars, and scientific breakthroughs generate attraction worldwide.  

Krige points out that globally, technology is perhaps the most admired aspect of the United 

States.  Drawing on opinion polling from the 2002 Pew Global Attitudes Project, he writes, 

“American scientific and technological advances were admired by almost 80% of those 
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questioned” in Europe, the Americas, Africa, SE Asia, and seven major Muslim countries.52  

Comparatively, only 60% admired American music, television and film.  Moreover, he notes 

the tangible impact technology and science had on reconstructing Europe after World War 

II: “American scientific, technical and intellectual leadership…were as important as its 

economic and military power in making world order cohere and, more important, in 

developing and organizing the consent of subordinate participants.”53  Indeed, sharing 

technology and science is an effective way for a nation to co-opt others. 

 Though a strong economy is usually associated with hard power, it can also be a soft 

power instrument.  According to Nye, “Economic prowess contributes not only to wealth 

but also to reputation and attractiveness.”54  In the decades after World War II, Japan’s 

standing in the world increased because of its economic growth and perceived dexterity.  

Throughout the late 1970s and 80s, American managers sought to emulate Japanese 

business practices.55  Even nowadays, the reputation for quality and reliability enjoyed by 

Japanese brands such as Honda and Sony is a source of international admiration for the 

nation.   

 Non-official soft power is also generated by NGOs and prominent personalities.  

Groups such as Amnesty International, Greenpeace, and the International Red Cross rely on 

co-opting others to tackle global causes.  “Influential individuals…also generate soft power 

on their own.”56  For instance, Bono’s public pressuring of President Bush to increase 

funding for AIDS in Africa bore results, and Bill Gates has raised millions of dollars to fight 
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Malaria and other diseases in the third world.  Furthermore, following the Bush years of 

notoriously low American favorability ratings, the United States’ image improved in the 

eyes of the world with the election of Barack Obama.  The US favorability rating in the 

United Kingdom went from 53 percent in 2008 to 69 percent in 2009; in Indonesia, from 37 

percent to 63 percent; in Nigeria, 64 percent to 79 percent.57  “’Obama gets a big bounce 

just by being Obama,’ said Price Floyd, a former State Department official, now director of 

external affairs at the Center for a New American Security.  ‘There is increased good will 

toward the United States just because Obama was elected.’”58  That attractiveness 

undoubtedly makes it easier for the United States to leverage political power globally. 

2.3 Official Instruments 

 Official instruments of soft power are those directly generated and wielded by the 

state.  Exchange programs can be implemented by universities and various other non-

governmental organizations and associations, but they are also created and administered 

by government bodies.  As an example, the U.S. State Department has the Fulbright 

Program, an international exchange created by Congress in 1946 to promote “international 

good will through the exchange of students in the fields of education, culture and 

science.”59  The program works both ways: it brings talented foreign students to US 

universities, and also sends American students and scholars abroad to act as unofficial 

ambassadors and encourage cultural understanding.  The program itself seeks to be co-

optive: “From its inception, the Fulbright Program has fostered bilateral relationships in 

which other countries and governments work with the U.S. to set joint priorities and shape 
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the program to meet shared needs.”60  Academic exchanges such as Fulbright have an 

explicit political agenda, as they target the best and brightest of other nations, the future 

and current leaders whose acquiescence helps achieve US political goals.  Nye writes, “Over 

the postwar decades, about 700,000 people have participated in American cultural and 

academic exchanges,” including more than 200 current or former heads of state.61 

 Furthermore, military-to-military exchanges – which include foreign officers 

studying at US war colleges, as well as collaborative operations and training programs – are 

an effective tool of co-option and an important soft power instrument.  For example, during 

the tumultuous revolution in Egypt that saw Hosni Mubarak ousted from power, US leaders 

certainly took solace in the fact that “thousands of Egyptian officers have studied and 

trained in the US.”62  The Wall Street Journal reported that throughout the crisis, US 

Defense Secretary Robert Gates was in “direct” and “frequent” communication with his 

Egyptian counterpart. Looking forward, such relationships between the US and Egyptian 

militaries “could be pivotal in building a new government in Cairo.”63 

 Though primarily a source of hard power, a nation’s military both generates and 

wields soft power in other ways as well.  Like a successful economy, “A well-run military 

can be a source of prestige”64 that others find attractive.  Moreover, soft power is becoming 

increasingly recognized as an important component of combat operations: “Mobilizing, 

informing and persuading are integral to the conduct of war.”65  With the proliferation of 

communications, it is more important than ever for militaries to run successful information 
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campaigns aimed at winning over local, international, and domestic opinion.  This includes 

framing (the more cynical would read: “spinning”) the military’s objectives to mass media 

channels and local individuals in an appealing way that gives the army moral high 

ground.66  Especially in the fight against an elusive army such as Al Qaeda, “The current 

struggle is not only about whose army wins but also whose story wins.”67   Recognizing that 

it is much cheaper to persuade an enemy than coerce him, psychological operations (“Psy-

ops”) are also utilized by armies, for instance, the gathering of “soft intelligence – how 

people think, who they listen to, what attracts and disgusts them, and who are the key 

decision takers.”68  Such operations are sometimes difficult, however, in places with 

staunch cultural or socioeconomic barriers, e.g. Afghanistan, as their success “depends on 

close civilian cooperation.”69 

 A military can also utilize soft power through disaster relief efforts in foreign 

countries.  Former U.S. Ambassador to the UN Ken Adelman cites recent cases where the US 

military assisted a disaster-stricken country: “The U.S. Navy's quick, effective reaction to 

the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, its timely assistance to Cyclone Nargis in Burma, its relief 

from awful flooding in Pakistan, and now its efforts in Japan have all been superb.”70  All of 

these actions helped to “[boost] America’s reputation and [enhance] its influence abroad.”71  

Other non-governmental organizations and agencies also provide disaster relief, such as 

the International Red Cross, but because of the immense resources at its disposal and its 

ability to mobilize quickly, the US military can be a more effective arm for disaster relief.   
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 Foreign aid is also a valuable and widely recognized instrument of official soft 

power.  It cannot, however, be categorized singularly as soft power and must be examined 

to see exactly where and for what purpose the money is going to.  Foreign aid takes two 

forms, development assistance (economic aid) and military aid for armaments.  The latter 

is obviously a form of hard power, but the former can also be hard power if it takes the 

form of inducement.  For instance, of the $4.5 billion the US gave in aid to Pakistan FY2010, 

$1.3 billion was through USAID for development assistance;72 however, that funding is 

conditional upon Pakistan supporting the US War on Terror – essentially, a bribe. 

One of the most successful U.S. foreign policy initiatives ever involved using 

development assistance as an instrument of soft power.  At the end of World War II, Europe 

was economically and psychologically devastated, and, to the fear of US leaders, leaning 

towards communism in both the East and the West.  To co-opt Europe and have weaster 

western values be the preferred structure of society, the United States launched a massive 

aid effort known as the Marshall Plan.  The plan relied neither on coercion nor inducement 

to rebuild Europe, but on cooperation: “The Marshall Plan was about putting American 

dollars in the hands of Europeans to buy the tools of recovery,” said British diplomat Oliver 

Franks.73  The U.S. planners knew that if aid was provisioned and allocated to European 

countries as inducements with strings attached, then it would be construed as imperialist 

and resisted by European governments and peoples alike.  Instead, the Europeans were left 

to decide not only whether or not to accept Marshall Aid, but also how to use it.  Aid was 

offered to every European nation, though countries in the East already under the Soviet 

sphere of influence did not accept it.  By 1952, over $13 billion had been spent, “more than 
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all previous US overseas aid combined.”74  In the short term, Western European GDP 

increased by 30 percent from 1948-1951 and some countries, such as Greece, were saved 

from total economic ruin; in the long term, it guaranteed a peaceful consensus between the 

United States and Western Europe that has lasted for more than 60 years. 

 Another instrument of official soft power is a nation’s domestic policies.  A country’s 

internal laws reflect its national values, for instance, rule of law, liberty, judicial 

independence, etc.  In the United States, some policies, such as laws that ensure freedom of 

speech, tend to generate attraction, while others, such as lack of gun control and capital 

punishment, repel other nations, especially Europeans.75  A domestic policy consistent with 

a nation’s values, given that they’re attractive values to begin with, increases its reputation 

globally.  Hypocrisy between a nation’s purported values and the reality of its laws at home 

can undermine soft power.  For example, the United States’ high incarceration rate 

contradicts its expressed values of freedom and liberty in the eyes of the world.  

 More importantly, a nation’s foreign policy can attract or repel others to a nation’s 

values.  Speaking about the United States, Nye writes, “Attractiveness…depends very much 

upon the values we express through the substance and style of our foreign policy.”76  

Important is not only the content of the policy (the action or strategy itself), but also the 

way in which it’s framed, for style conveys values as well.  For instance, if the United States 

wants to initiate a policy that will take military action against another nation, it can do so 

unilaterally and risk international condemnation, as was largely the case with the 2003 

invasion of Iraq; or, it can work multilaterally through institutions such as the UN or NATO.  

                                                        
74 Judt 2007, 91. 
75 Nye 2004a, 59. 
76 Nye 2004a, 60. 



 30

As Fareed Zakaria argues, such multilateralism legitimizes a foreign policy in the eyes of 

the world.77  Whether or not legitimacy makes a nation more powerful is a debatable point 

that will be covered in the following section. 

 Also in a nation’s soft power arsenal is international broadcasting.  Television and 

radio news programs and information programs disseminated internationally can generate 

attraction for a nation by helping to frame its foreign policy, reflecting its values and 

principles, and by being a source of prestige.  The government-run British Broadcasting 

Corporation (BBC) for example, is widely recognized as the largest and most respected 

broadcaster in the world, and by disseminating fair, impartial news and information 

programming globally it aims to “[project] British values of trustworthiness, openness, fair 

dealing, creativity, enterprise and community.”78  The BBC is a large instrument of soft 

power for the United Kingdom.  The United States also has and continues to use 

international broadcasting as an instrument of soft power, and, as the focus of this paper, 

its efforts will be discussed in depth later on. 

 International broadcasting often falls under the umbrella of public diplomacy, a 

strategy for increasing a nation’s soft power.  Loosely defined, public diplomacy refers to 

the “coordinated efforts by the government of one country to communicate with the public 

of another.”79  Such a definition invokes the use of propaganda, but to be effective public 

diplomacy must be credible, thus propaganda often depletes a nation’s soft power rather 

than increases it.  Nye breaks up public diplomacy into three components.  The first are 

daily communications and “involves explaining the context of domestic and foreign policy 
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decisions.”80  Such communications must be immediate, and are conducted through radio 

and television.  Second are what Nye calls strategic communications – longer-term 

campaigns with recurring themes and consistent messages, also usually conducted through 

broadcasting.  Like with daily communications, strategic relies on “the ability to convey a 

message to a targeted audience in a convincing manner through an appropriate instrument 

of dissemination suited to the targeted audience.”81  Finally, there is long-term relationship 

building with foreign individuals.  Academic exchanges, scholarships, trainings, seminars, 

conferences, etc. are means for generating attraction amongst foreigners.  Nye argues it is a 

more effective instrument of soft power than broadcasting because it entails face-to-face 

contact; however, it is a long-term strategy that, as mentioned previously, can take a 

generation to bear fruit.  

2.4 Points of Debate 

 In recent years, soft power has become an increasingly important concept in foreign 

affairs.  The world’s most important policymakers – namely, US Secretary of State Hilary 

Clinton, US Defense Secretary Robert Gates, and US President Barack Obama – have 

invoked soft power and see the necessity of creating an effective soft power strategy.  Other 

nations are also recognizing the importance of soft power strategy to gaining an 

international presence.  For instance, China, understanding that it will have difficulty 

competing militarily with the United States, is increasingly utilizing soft power instruments 

to bolster its global influence.82  Nevertheless, soft power is still heavily debated amongst 

foreign policy theorists.  Some notable fault lines in the debate include problems with the 
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concept itself, with the efficacy of certain instruments of soft power, and with whether or 

not it’s desirable for a nation to have an immense amount of soft power. 

The main argument against the concept of soft power itself is one of causality: 

namely, does attraction really lead to acquiescence?  Many argue that just because someone 

likes a soft power instrument, it doesn’t necessarily mean they like the country from which 

it came.  Many Belgians are native French speakers, but that doesn’t mean they admire 

France.  Kim Jong II famously loves Hollywood movies, but he obviously doesn’t love the 

United States.  Theorist Josef Joffe argues for this line, saying, “There may be little or no 

relationship between America’s ubiquity and its actual influence…These American 

products shape images, not sympathies, and there is little, if any, relationship between 

artifact and affection.”83 

Historian and foreign policy theorist Niall Ferguson also dismissed soft power on 

similar grounds: “The trouble with soft power is that it's, well, soft.  All over the Islamic 

world kids enjoy (or would like to enjoy) bottles of Coke, Big Macs, cds by Britney Spears 

and DVDs starring Tom Cruise.  Do any of these things make them love the United States 

more?  Strangely not.”84  He reiterates Joffe’s argument, which is a valid one and may be 

true; but like Joffe, he’s limiting his analysis of the topic to a narrow definition.  Ferguson 

defines soft power as, “the notion that nontraditional forces such as cultural and 

commercial goods can exert influence in world affairs.”85  He reduces soft power to non-

official, cultural forms.  He doesn’t speak of any official forms of soft power.  Certainly he 

wouldn’t say there was anything “soft” about US military leaders advising their Egyptian 
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counterparts safely through a popular revolution that could have plunged the region into 

turmoil? 

Addressing non-official soft power instruments as well as concerted public 

diplomacy efforts, Layne also makes the causality argument against soft power.  

Specifically, he refutes the claim that soft power played a big role in ending the Cold War, 

an example often cited by Nye as proof of the concept’s efficacy.  Layne writes, “It is difficult 

to demonstrate that American soft power had any causal significance in bringing about the 

Cold War’s end.”86  Though he appears to be arguing against causality, really, he is 

critiquing the measurability of soft power – that it is “difficult to demonstrate.”  Because 

hard power is often tangible and easy to quantify, it is easier to prove the connection 

between hard power instruments, such as the Reagan defense build up, and the collapse of 

the Soviet Union, than it is to prove the same for soft power, i.e. the spread of Western 

values behind the Iron Curtain.  Washington Post columnist Jim Hoagland has echoed this 

problem of measurability, saying that soft power is too “elastic” a concept to be useful.87  

It is true that methods for measuring soft power are rather unsophisticated.  Global 

public opinion polling is the main way, but as mentioned earlier it is both limited and 

biased.  Even then, there’s no guarantee that a favorable opinion of the United States 

translates to greater influence.  But just because soft power is an abstract concept that is 

difficult to measure, doesn’t mean it’s not significant.  Measuring quality of life is also 

difficult, but it has real political consequences and even before more sophisticated indices 

and indicators for tracking it had been developed, policymakers took quality of life into 

account.  Soft power too has real political consequences.  The hard fact is that the spread of 
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Western, free market values via music, film, and consumer goods, along with access to fair, 

impartial news from international broadcasters, did erode the credibility of Soviet culture 

from within and help bring about the fall of the USSR.  Hoagland is right in saying that soft 

power is an elastic concept, but he’s wrong in saying it’s not useful. 

There are also critiques focusing not on the concept itself, but on the efficacy of 

specific soft power instruments.  For example, foreign policy theorist Ken Adelman argues 

that foreign aid provided by the United States to other countries has largely failed to attract 

them.  He states, “Four of the largest U.S. foreign-aid recipients today -- Egypt, Israel, 

Pakistan, and Afghanistan -- all take contrary positions on issues of critical importance to 

the White House.”88  His point is a valid one.  Over the last few decades, the United States 

has given billions of dollars to Pakistan, yet only 11 percent of Pakistanis have a favorable 

opinion of the United States.89  From these numbers, Adelman draws the following 

conclusion: “Put bluntly, this aspect of soft power -- foreign aid, by far the biggest in dollar 

terms, amounting to some $30 billion a year -- may not constitute much power at all.”90 

Undoubtedly, Adelman is correct that some foreign aid has failed to co-opt foreign 

populations.  He fails, however, to make a few important distinctions.  Foreign aid 

comprises not only soft power resources, but hard power ones as well.  In the case of 

Pakistan for instance, lots of US aid money goes towards military equipment, intelligence 

services, and inducements aimed not at development assistance but at fighting the War on 

Terror.  Moreover, the unsuccessfulness of foreign aid to create attraction in certain cases 

should not be taken as an indictment of foreign aid as a soft power tool overall.  Adelman 
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doesn’t consider that soft power, like any form of power, depends on the context within 

which it’s leveraged.  An aid package that may help bring people out of poverty and win 

over hearts and minds in Indonesia may be completely ineffective in Somalia, where 

corruption prevents its proper distribution.  The same is true for hard power: “Having a 

larger tank army may produce military victory if a battle is fought in the desert, but not if it 

is fought in a swamp.”91  Given the success of Marshall Aid, it’s difficult to say that 

development assistance can never be a powerful tool for attracting populations to the 

United States. 

 The example of foreign aid to Pakistan underscores another complication with the 

concept of soft power raised by some critics.  Kazuo Ogoura, president of the Japan 

Foundation, argues that the concept of soft power, as it’s defined by Nye, isn’t distinct 

enough and that it’s entangled with hard power.  Coercion, inducement and attraction are 

usually a package deal when nations are leveraging power, he says.  Ogoura gives the 

example of religion and ideology, saying both are forms of soft power that spread around 

the world, but they’re always accompanied by military might.92  While it’s true that soft 

power and hard power instruments often overlap and accompany each other (in fact, it’s 

desirable that they do, according to Nye’s call for smart power), Ogoura is generalizing.  

There are exclusively soft power instruments; for instance, no aspect of the BBC World 

Service involves coercion or inducement.  Soft and hard power are difficult to distinguish 

sometimes, but distinctions can be made and doing so helps a country create a more 

effective overall foreign policy. 
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 Finally, some thinkers contest the notion that a country should seek to wield a large 

stock of soft power.  As previously noted, several of the United States’ most important 

foreign policymakers have recently argued that the nation needs to invest more in its 

supply of soft power.  Joffe, however, disagrees.  He believes that soft power can be more 

negative than positive if a country leverages too much of it.  He says, “In the affairs of 

nations, too much hard power ends up breeding not submission but resistance.  Likewise, 

great soft power does not bend hearts; it twists minds in resentment and rage.”93  In fact, 

he argues it can be even more dangerous, as hard power can be “defanged by coalitions and 

alliances,” but “no confederation of European universities can dethrone Harvard and 

Stanford.”94   

 Saying that an Ivy League university is potentially more dangerous and difficult to 

control than the Axis defies common sense, but his first point that too much soft power can 

have a negative impact has some truth to it.  For example, the spread of consumer products, 

Hollywood movies, and Western fashion makes more enemies than in it attracts amongst 

Islamic extremists.  The publication of cartoons depicting the prophet Mohammed even 

resulted in civilian deaths.  Most examples of “soft power gone wrong,” however, usually 

come from non-official forms of soft power.  Even so, official soft power instruments – 

broadcasting that is construed as propaganda for instance – can also be counterproductive 

to a nation’s goals. 

That being said, Joffe is incorrect in saying that the United States doesn’t need more 

soft power.  There is a strong consensus amongst the foreign policy community that says 

the United States doesn’t utilize enough soft power.  Especially in the wake of the Iraq War, 
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during which America focused almost singularly on hard power (when asked about soft 

power in 2003, then Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld said, “I don’t know what it 

means”95), soft power is not a funding priority.  Despite the calls for more soft power by 

leading foreign policymakers, for FY2011 Congress slashed the State Department and 

USAID’s budget by $8.5 billion.96   

 

Chapter Three: Afghanistan 

 

Though there has been some debate and vagueness about the U.S. objective in 

Afghanistan, President Barack Obama has asserted that the main goal is to “disable, disrupt, 

dismantle al-Qaeda in Afghanistan, to prevent it from using Afghanistan and Pakistan as a 

base to attack the United States.”97  Two things must happen to achieve this mission.  In the 

short term, the US must use it’s military to capture or kill al-Qaeda leaders in Afghanistan 

and Pakistan.  The United States has enjoyed recent success on this front, with the 

assassination of Osama bin Laden and the drone-killing of al-Qaeda operational 

commander Ilyas Kashmiri in the first half of 2011.  In the long term, the United States 

must ensure that Afghanistan doesn’t become a haven and breeding ground for terrorists, 

as it was before the US military invaded in September 2001.  To accomplish this, the United 

States must help “build a functioning Afghan government that can secure its populations, 

protect its borders, [and] keep al-Qaeda out of Afghanistan.”98  On this front, the US mission 

has struggled.  Currently, the US and NATO ISAF military presence keeps the Taliban and 
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other extremists from re-taking control of the country, but such groups remain strong and 

the nation remains terribly insecure.  According to the United Nations, the Afghan civilian 

death toll rose 15 percent in 2010 on the previous year.99  Though labeled as one, the 

Afghan government is hardly a functioning democracy.  The Economist Intelligence Unit’s 

Democracy Index 2010 ranked Afghanistan an “Authoritarian Regime,”100 and in 

Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index 2010, which ranks levels of 

public sector corruption in 178 countries, Afghanistan places as the second most corrupt 

nation in the world, ahead of only Somalia.101  Over the past 4 years Afghans confidence in 

the government doing a good job fell from 80 percent to 49 percent.102   The poor security 

situation is in itself a testament to the weakness of the central government, as the primary 

role of any government is to guarantee the safety of its people.  As former Secretary 

General of NATO Jaap de Hoop Scheffer wrote, “The basic problem in Afghanistan is not too 

much Taliban; it’s too little good governance.”103 

It’s clear that hard power alone will not be able to achieve the United States’ 

long-term objective of building a stable democratic government in Afghanistan.  With no 

clear end in sight and domestic popularity dwindling, the United States cannot send more 

troops to Afghanistan and will have to begin pulling out the majority of those already there.  

The military hasn’t yet been able to build a strong, sustainable government, and will not be 

able to especially with a decreased American and NATO presence.  Though some military 

presence will remain necessary – mainly for providing security assistance – the United 
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States is going to have to invest more heavily in soft power instruments to achieve the long-

term goal of helping build an Afghan democracy robust and stable enough to prevent the 

country from devolving into a breeding ground for terrorists.  

As mentioned before, U.S. policymakers only have control over official soft power 

instruments, so these – and one in particular, international broadcasting – will constitute 

the main focus of this paper.  First, however, this examination will provide brief 

background on the main instruments of US power, both hard and soft, that are currently at 

work in Afghanistan. 

3.1 Afghanistan in Context 

 As previously mentioned, power, in any form, depends on context.  Thus, a good 

place to begin is with a discussion of the “Afghan context.”  Geographically, Afghanistan is 

mostly mountainous with an arid to semiarid climate.  It is located at a strategically 

important position, between the Middle East, Central Asia, and the Indian subcontinent and 

accordingly has a long history of conflict and foreign intervention. The population is 29 

million, and nearly 80 percent of people live in rural areas.  Identity is based more on 

ethnic – Pashtun being the largest grouping – and tribal affiliation than on a shared sense of 

nationalism.  Ninety-nine percent of Afghanis are Muslim, with 80 percent being Sunni.  

Afghanistan is one of the poorest countries in the world, and “much of the population 

continues to suffer from shortages of housing, clean water, electricity, medical care, and 

jobs.”104  Although “only 12 percent of Afghanistan’s total land area is arable and less than 6 

percent is currently cultivated, more than 80 percent of Afghanistan’s population is 
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involved in farming, herding or both.”105  The literacy rate is only 28 percent, 12 percent for 

women.106 

 Undoubtedly, the two most important values in Afghanistan are family and trust: 

“Afghan society, being tribal, is built upon the foundations of family bloodlines and trust. 

The tribe almost always sticks together, since they are family.  Family is virtually 

everything in Afghanistan. Trust is the other building block of the society.”107  Society is 

patriarchal, and women are often in a subservient role.  During the period of Taliban rule, 

women were in a position akin to slavery, forbidden from working, going to school, or even 

leaving the home unless accompanied by a male relative. 

 Almost continuously for the last four decades, Afghanistan has been wracked with 

war, and even today it has the second highest death rate in the world.  The steady conflict 

has left Afghanistan’s communications and transportation infrastructure in shambles.  The 

Asia Foundation, in conjunction with the Kabul-based Afghan Center for Socio-economic 

and Opinion Research, conducted a survey of almost 6,500 adult Afghan men and women in 

all of Afghanistan’s 34 provinces during June and July 2010, and reported that for Afghans 

“basic infrastructure and public services, such as electricity, roads, water and healthcare, 

continue to dominate the list of major problems at the local level.”108  According to a BBC 

World Service survey conducted in 2010, only 6 percent of Afghans have access to 

internet.109 

  Furthermore, according to the Brookings Institute, Afghanistan is the world’s 
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second weakest state, and it has the 5th lowest rating on the Human Development Index 

sponsored by the United Nations Human Development Project.110   As already noted, it is 

ranked the second most corrupt state in the world, and according to the Asia Foundation’s 

survey, “The majority of Afghans continue to say that corruption is a major problem in all 

facets of life and at all levels of government.”111  Several factions and militias compete for 

political power and “warlordism continues to rule the country with a heavy hand.”112  In 

Reporters Sans Frontieres’ 2010 World Press Freedom Index, Afghanistan ranked 147 out 

of 178 countries listed, and the organization says that due to rising levels of violence and 

repression in the media, along with tight government controls, “The Afghan media is in its 

worst state in six years.”113 

  There are, however, signs of improvement.  In the Asia Foundation’s 2010 

survey, 47 percent of respondents said they felt the country was moving in the right 

direction, up from 42 percent in 2009 and 38 percent in 2008.114  The top three reasons 

respondents cited for their optimism were improving security, construction-rebuilding, 

and opening schools for girls.  Another survey of 1,500 Afghans conducted by the BBC and 

ABC News found that at the start of 2010, 70 percent of respondents felt their living 

conditions overall were better than they had been before the fall of the Taliban in 2001.115 

As you can see Afghanistan has come along way recently but has an extremely long way to 

go before it could ever be considered a success story.  
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3.2 U.S. Hard Power in Afghanistan 
 

 
The United States has had an extensive hard power presence in Afghanistan since 

2001. Troop levels have been steadily increasing since the initial military engagement, with 

only 1,300 in 2001 to 23,300 in 2004 to 68,000 in 2009.116  In December 2009, President 

Obama approved a troop surge of 30,000 more combat troops, which will bring the total 

number in 2011 to more than 102,000.117  The United States also uses a substantial amount 

of military hardware – tanks, drones, helicopters, etc.  Overall, the United States is 

projected to spend $114 Billion on the war in Afghanistan in FY2011, which will bring the 

total operating cost of the war to $557 billion by 2012.  Already, an estimated $444 billion 

has been spent since 2001.118   

Moreover, the United States has spent heavily on inducements to Afghanistan.  

Though packaged alongside development assistance, most U.S. foreign aid to Afghanistan is 

hard power.  Of the approximately $56.10 billion that the U.S. government has 

appropriated for relief and reconstruction in Afghanistan from FY 2002 to FY2010, a 

majority has gone towards funding security-related activities: “Since 2001, more than half 

(56 percent) of total U.S. assistance has gone to the Afghan Security Forces Fund, the 

account supporting the training and equipping of Afghan security forces, and related 

military aid accounts.”119  Moreover, of that total, $4.49 billion has gone towards counter-
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narcotics efforts,120 another instrument of hard power.  All of these payments qualify as 

hard power because they are intended to induce an outcome, not create attraction. 

 121 

  Furthermore, even some of the foreign aid funding labeled “development” and 

“humanitarian” is actually inducement and therefore hard power.  For example, 

agricultural subsidies have been provided to limit poppy production in the country.  Since 

2002, USAID has awarded over $1.4 billion for agricultural programs to increase 

productivity, accelerate economic growth, and eliminate illicit drug cultivation.122  In 2010, 

Congress allocated $135 million to induce the development of alternative agriculture in 

mostly poppy production areas.123  Subsidizing farms to grow legal crops is an effective 

way to combat the Afghan drug trade.  This battle unfortunately is being lost, “The 
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Afghanistan drug trade has grown since 2001 now producing 82 percent of the world’s 

poppy and 93 percent of the world’s heroin making the drug trade worth an estimated $4 

billion – half of the country’s total GDP.”124   

  Overall, of official US expenditures in Afghanistan since 2002, roughly 96 percent is 

devoted to hard power instruments.  As noted above, hard power has been moderately 

successful in achieving the United States’ short-term goal of rooting out al-Qaeda 

operatives in the region.  While hard power is absolutely necessary for providing the 

security necessary to create and sustain a stable government, all this spending has failed to 

produce such a body in Afghanistan, and it is evident that soft power will also be required. 

 

Chapter Four: Non-Official and Official Forms of U.S. Soft Power In Afghanistan. 

 

4.1 Non-Official 

  Generally speaking, American non-official soft power instruments in Afghanistan 

have either a marginal effect or a negative one because of the circumstances of the country.  

Isolation and lack of literacy make it difficult for several U.S. forms of non-official soft 

power to gain traction.  This condition was exacerbated by Taliban rule, under which 

television, the internet and most modern forms of communication were banned to the 

general public, thus putting Afghanistan in the back seat of modernization while the rest of 

the world was experiencing the communications revolution that came with globalization in 

the 1990s.  With the population being traditional and heavily Muslim, even in areas with 

access to Hollywood movies or US consumer goods, many aspects of U.S. culture are seen as 
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destructive and negative.  For example, U.S. popular music showcasing scantily-clad women 

in promiscuous situations often repels, rather than attracts most Afghanis.  Anti-Western 

Taliban propaganda further engendered skepticism and sometimes outright disgust 

towards the American way of life.  

  Currently, there are more than 70 fully or partially US-based NGOs working in 

Afghanistan – ranging from Afghans for Civil Society to International Orphan Care – which 

convey, amongst others, the values listed above.125  Several of these organizations provide 

humanitarian relief and development assistance, which further generates attraction; 

generosity tends to be a value with universal appeal.  Many academic exchange programs 

also exist that are supported by US NGOs and universities.  The largest and most effective of 

these are co-opted by the US Government; therefore, they will be considered as official 

instruments of soft power and discussed later on.  

4.2 Official Forms of Soft Power 

Aid Programs 

 The most touted and well-funded instrument of U.S. soft power in Afghanistan is 

development and humanitarian assistance.  As previously mentioned, foreign aid from the 

United States to Afghanistan is provided through USAID.  Of the $56.1 billion distributed 

since 2002, 31 percent has gone towards development and governance programs, and four 

percent has gone towards humanitarian programs.126  Development and humanitarian 

assistance is integral in creating the initial conditions necessary for a strong, democratic 

government to take hold.  For instance, people must be able to read an election ballot; there 

must be roads for them to get to polls; they must have their basic necessities of life met in 
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order to participate in a political system.  Development, governance, and humanitarian 

assistance can help achieve these conditions, and in doing so generate attraction for US 

values.  Some of these undertakings will be discussed and their efficacy will be considered. 

127 

First, infrastructure development accounts for a sizable portion of USAID 

assistance in Afghanistan.  In fact, almost 25% of funds allocated for development have 

gone to road construction, and to date USAID has constructed over 1,650 miles of roads in 

the country.128  Other infrastructure efforts include building power plants, dams, railroads 

and sanitation facilities.  The objectives of infrastructure aid, as stated by the Afghanistan 
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Infrastructure and Rehabilitation Program, are to bolster “the availability of secure, reliable 

and affordable supplies of power and energy; and the nation’s ability to provide safe and 

reliable transport systems allowing cost efficient and timely movement of goods and 

people.”129  Infrastructure is vital to improving the condition of the Afghan people, and 

nearly all other development and assistance efforts depend on it.  

Along a similar vein, USAID distributes funds to Afghanistan’s woeful 

healthcare sector.  At the end of Taliban rule in 2001, Afghanistan’s public healthcare sector 

was largely non-existent, and the country had the second highest infant mortality rate in 

the world and an average life expectancy of just over 44 years.130  Today, thanks in large 

part to USAID disbursements, the situation has improved for Afghans.  The United States 

has already dispersed over $110 million to international and local NGOs to support the 

distribution of food and medical supplies and has pledged another $320 million.131  The U.S. 

Congress in 2010 set aside $50 million to expand Ministry of Health Services for the Afghan 

government.132  This effort has produced positive results, as more than “90 percent of 

children are now immunized against polio. Deaths of infants before age 1 have dropped by 

22 percent, to 129 deaths per 1,000 live births. The number of TB treatment facilities has 

tripled, and TB cases have fallen by 60 percent.” 133  In addition, more than 670 health 

facilities have been constructed or renovated, and thousands of health workers, including 

physicians, midwives, community health workers, nurses, and laboratory technicians, have 
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received pre- or in-service training.”134  In 2008, it was reported that 80 percent of the 

population now has access to basic healthcare services.135  While healthcare remains a 

severely underdeveloped sector in Afghanistan, improvements have been made, due in part 

to U.S. assistance. 

Another arena in which Afghanistan is sorely lacking is education.  Through 

USAID, the United States has built over 600 schools, trained over 50,000 teachers, and 

provided millions of textbooks. 136  Furthermore the U.S. Congress has set aside another 

$50 million to expand secondary and vocational education in Afghanistan.  Education is one 

of the best and most effective sources of soft power for the United States to use in 

Afghanistan, as it is necessary for creating the participatory political culture necessary for a 

democratic government. 137  Moreover, education is probably the most effective tool for 

combating radical ideology.  An educated population will prove vital to guaranteeing that 

Afghanistan doesn’t revert to Taliban, or otherwise extremist control.  

US development efforts also focus on enhancing the role of women in society, 

and thus promoting gender equality.  During the era of Taliban rule, women were 

forbidden from working, going to school, or leaving their homes unless accompanied by a 

male relative, under an edict that established “gender apartheid.”138   Due to this, the United 

States has specifically targeted woman and girls for aid and assistance.  In 2010, U.S. 

Congress put aside $175 million for supporting Afghan women-led NGOs, and for training 

woman investigators, police officers, judges, and social workers to respond to crimes and 
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violent acts against women.139  Among these efforts, the United States has a rule of law 

project that raises awareness for women’s issues via seminars, forums, and media 

discussions, and teaches women that they are now considered equal in the eyes of the new 

Afghan judicial system.140  Through such programs, the United States is co-opting Afghan 

women and facilitating their participation in the political system, which is necessary for a 

functioning democracy. 

Moreover, U.S. governance assistance has sought to strengthen democratic 

institutions and political society. “As of December 31, 2010, the United States had provided 

more than $16.15 billion to support governance and development in Afghanistan since 

2002.”141  In 2010 alone, the U.S. Congress set aside $760 million to strengthen Afghan 

government agencies.142  Democracy programs have included efforts to support the 2009 

Presidential and Provincial Council elections, the Independent Elections Commission, the 

Civil Voter Registry, increasing local governance and projects, and public administration 

reforms.143 

Given the diffuse nature of Afghan society, efforts to bolster local governance 

are critical.  In cooperation with the United States, the Afghan Ministry of Rural 

Rehabilitation and Development created the National Solidarity Program in 2003 to 

strengthen community decision-making bodies. 144  The program facilitates local elections 

and establishes Community Development Councils – i.e. locally elected governing bodies.  
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Once elected, the United States assists in building capacity for the Community Development 

Councils and helping to identify priority sub-projects, preparing Community Development 

Plans, and implementing approved sub-projects. This involves directly training people in 

participation, consensus-building, accounting, procurement and contract management, 

operations and maintenance, and monitoring.  Once projects and objectives have been 

clarified, the program will provide direct block grant transfers to fund sub-projects; this 

links local Community Development Councils to federal government agencies.145 In 2010 

alone, Congress appropriated over $175 million to the program and has so far set up an 

astounding 22,000 Community Development Councils.  The funding has gone to a variety of 

different programs, from building schools and community centers to providing clean 

drinking water and irrigation systems.146 

Furthermore, US funding has been distributed to strengthen Afghanistan’s 

judicial system, which is crucial for guaranteeing rule of law, private property, and 

individual rights – all necessary conditions for a democracy.  To date, USAID and the States 

Department’s Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement (INL) programs 

“have built or renovated 40 provincial courthouses and trained more than 900 sitting 

judges—over half of the judiciary—and more than 400 judicial candidates. “147  Also, the 

U.S. Justice Sector Program, which aims to “develop the capacity of the Afghan criminal 

justice system by working with Afghan justice professionals, including prosecutors,” is 

working towards this goal by providing legal aid, creating legal awareness and using 
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exchange programs to train legal professionals. 148  Other U.S. commitments in 2010 to the 

rule of law and the Afghan judicial system include $60 million to expand the corrections 

program, $25 million for model prisons, $50 million to increase the number of judges, 

prosecutors, criminal investigators, $5 million to support legal aid and $8 million 

specifically for women’s justice activities.149  

 The United States also funds development programs aimed at bolstering trust in the 

Afghan National Government.  Given the importance of trust to Afghanis, such efforts are 

vital to creating a credible government.  The Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund is an 

international endowment set up through the World Bank and is a partnership between the 

international community and the Afghan government for improving the effectiveness of 

reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan.  Its key mission is to align the Afghan Government 

with reconstruction priorities, promote transparency and accountability in the 

reconstruction effort, reduce the burden of reconstruction on the Afghan government and 

enhance donations for specific target reconstruction projects.150  Currently this fund 

supports 17 active projects valued at over $861 million. The projects range from 

horticulture and livestock programs to education programs and even micro finance 

projects.  The United States is the largest international contributor to this fund with an 

already allocated $215 million with another $590 million pledged.151  By leading in 

donations, the United States sets a powerful example for other nations to do the same. 
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Though there are some real success stories and promising facts and figures 

within these U.S. foreign aid projects, their overall success in supporting democratic 

governance in Afghanistan is limited.  For one thing, given the high levels of corruption and 

poor security situation in the country, funding doesn’t always go to its intended targert.  As 

Scott Amey, general counsel for the Project on Government Oversight, an independent 

nonprofit that investigates government corruption writes, “There’s no mechanism to track 

where this money is going,” and often times “this money doesn’t seem to be accomplishing 

a real mission.”152  The United States has failed to demand accountability from the Afghan 

government and local organizations.  There have been reports that “the U.S. Agency for 

International Development (USAID) couldn’t account for nearly $18 billion that was paid to 

some 7,000 U.S. and Afghan contractors for development projects since 2001.”153  Instead 

of going to its intended targets, this money has wound up in the pockets of corrupt officials, 

warlords, and businessmen.  Another supporting report found that “nearly half of the aid in 

Afghanistan is spent on consultants and contractors, and the Afghan government cannot 

account for an additional $5.3 billion.”154  Such corruption can have the opposite effect, and 

instead of attracting the population repel it.   

 Furthermore, as noted before, soft power depends heavily on willing receivers, and 

Afghanis can be less than receptive due to mistrust.  Due to a long history of foreign 

intervention, Afghans are wary of outsiders and can be dubious of their intentions.  

Therefore, aid programs that are stamped with a U.S. logo often incite resistance from the 

populations they’re intended to help.  The Afghan population increasingly distrusts even 
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the programs that are operated by NGOs.  The Asia Foundation’s survey found, “In 2010, 

there has been a significant fall in confidence in both national and international non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) compared to previous years. This lower confidence 

corresponds with the perception that both NGOs and the donors who fund them more often 

make decisions that serve their own interests rather than the interests of the Afghan 

public.”155  The poll conducted by the BBC and ABC News reiterated this point: in 2010, 66 

percent of respondents said that foreign aid coming into the country had not helped them 

personally.156  Thus, while foreign aid can be a useful soft power instrument for 

strengthening the Afghan democracy, it suffers from some significant limitations. 

4.3 Military Soft Power 

Next to the State Department and USAID, the U.S. military is the primary 

conduit through which America uses soft power in Afghanistan.  In this war more than in 

any other previous, U.S. armed forces have utilized soft power.  The U.S. military strategy in 

Afghanistan centers on COIN (Counter-insurgency), and crucial to its success is co-opting 

the local population.  For instance, several units contain “psychological teams” that go into 

targeted areas and poll the local population to determine the major challenges that a 

particular community is facing.157  With this information, soldiers are able to be sensitive to 

local concerns.  Moreover, the commanders of these teams conduct face-to-face 

engagements with local leaders in order to build trust and confidence and then recommend 
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operations to help find solutions to certain problems, such as inadequate medical services 

or lack of clean drinking water.158   

Also, under COIN the military conducts humanitarian and emergency relief 

campaigns.  Such actions have been incorporated into the day-to-day operations of U.S. 

forces.  As U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert Gates said, “This type of assistance may be 

provided in conjunction with military operations and exercises, and must fulfill unit 

training requirements that incidentally create humanitarian benefit to the local 

populace.”159  Independent operations also fulfill this charge.  For instance, the 

Commander’s Emergency Response Program (CERP) is specifically designed to “meet 

emergency needs of civilians and help to win trust and promote civil infrastructures in 

Afghanistan.”160  The program offers small and large-scale funding to local villages to 

address critical humanitarian and reconstruction needs.161  In Afghanistan most projects 

funded by this program have been used for infrastructure, with nearly two-thirds going to 

road repair and construction.162  This program has been so effective that the Obama 

administration has nearly doubled its funding from 2009 to 2010, from just under $600 

million to $1 billion.  This fund has provided much needed assistance for local communities 

and as a consequence helped improve the image of the U.S. military with the local 

population.  

Exchange Programs 
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Since the fall of the Taliban in 2001, the United States has been funding and 

implementing several exchange programs in Afghanistan, ranging from academic to 

administrative to military-to-military.  Because of security concerns, all exchanges are 

operated through U.S. agencies, mostly the U.S. State Department or USAID.  The following 

will present a sampling of different exchange programs the United States is conducing in 

Afghanistan.  

The gold standard for U.S. international academic exchanges since 1946 has 

been the State Department’s Fulbright Exchange Program, and ending a 23-year hiatus it 

was re-established in Afghanistan in 2003.  As its flagship, Fulbright sponsors both Afghan 

post-secondary students to come study in U.S. universities and American students to 

conduct research in Afghanistan for the stated goal of “[increasing] mutual understanding 

between the people of the United States and the people of other countries.”163  Thus far, 

Fulbright in Afghanistan has “sponsored over 105 American and 250 Afghan students in 

fields such as architecture, law and economics.”164   

Furthermore, the U.S. government has been funding teacher exchanges with 

Afghanistan.  Training Afghan teachers will be essential in exporting and supporting the 

educational system in Afghanistan; one of the best ways for this to be accomplished is by 

providing current professors and teachers in Afghanistan with new updated materials, 

training and mentoring.  As one example of such a program, the U.S. government funds the 

Afghan Facility Exchange Program operated through Purdue University. The program is 

primarily focused on agriculture, which is the most vital sector of the Afghan economy.  

Afghan teachers are brought to Purdue in Indiana where they are “paired with a Purdue 
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mentor in his/her disciplinary area to work on course development and curriculum 

development. The participants are engaged in a variety of extra- and co-curricular activities 

to learn about Purdue University programs and to gain a better understanding of the 

United States.”165 Most programs including this one will have participants spend a week or 

so in Washington D.C. visiting different experts in the related field that work with the U.S. 

State department then from their move on to the specific university where the program is 

held.  After a substantial amount of training is finished, the participant will go back to 

Afghanistan where they will share their experience and knowledge with their students and 

fellow instructors.  

Internet service in Afghanistan is still quite scarce but more and more schools 

have been gaining access and the United States is taking advantage of this advent to create 

virtual academic exchanges.  For instance, the Global Connections and Exchange Program 

in Afghanistan is funded by the U.S. State Department and creates a collaborative, web-

based partnership between pre-secondary schools in Jalalabad, Afghanistan and San Diego, 

California.  The program aims to “address the goal of civil society by focusing on 

achievement through education, with issues of ethnic and religious tolerance, gender 

equity, community service, rights, activism, responsibilities, and law,” as well as providing 

support “to teach English, mathematics, science, and general education in Afghanistan and 

develop familiarity with the Afghan people and culture for those in the U.S.”166  Students 

and teachers engage in online training and education seminars, and in doing so, Afghan and 

American students build relationships while learning valuable skills and promoting mutual 

understanding.   
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  In addition to academic exchanges, the United States finances several political and 

administrative exchanges with Afghanistan as well.  For example, in January 2002, 

President Bush and Afghan President Hamid Karzai created the U.S.-Afghan Women’s 

Council, a program that seeks to “identify concrete actions to bring real and practical 

benefits to the women of Afghanistan and to enable them to participate and take leadership 

roles in the political and economic life of their country.”167  The program is an exchange 

between American and Afghan professionals for creating projects that benefit the woman 

of Afghanistan.  The specifics of each exchange depends on the specific project, but since its 

inception personnel have been coming to and from Afghanistan training people and 

working on projects.  Some of the accomplishments of the program have been, “Helping 

establish the American University of Afghanistan and providing scholarships for students 

to receive a world-class education there, opening Afghanistan’s first reconstruction and 

burn center in Kabul, training and employing midwives to address the Afghan maternal 

mortality crisis, and providing leadership training to senior women in the Afghan civil 

service.”168  A long-term commitment to empowering the women of Afghanistan will be 

necessary to creating a sustainable Afghan democracy.   

  Finally, the United States has created several military-to-military exchanges in 

Afghanistan.  Already a substantial amount of U.S. and ISAF forces are engaged in training 

programs for the Afghan National Army.  These efforts are well covered in the media, but 

lesser known are training programs the U.S. military conducts on American soil with 

Afghan officers.  For instance, one such program began operating in Texas in 2004 aimed at 

teaching officers in the Afghan National Army U.S. military techniques as well as English 
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language in hopes of better working alongside each other in the on-going conflict and 

increasing the Afghan Army’s international credibility.  

Undoubtedly, exchange programs are valuable instruments of U.S. official soft power 

in Afghanistan and are helping engender U.S. culture and values in Afghanis.  Two 

limitations, however, exist.  First, as previously mentioned, exchange programs often take 

years or even decades to bear fruit.  They are important to long-term soft power strategy, 

but in the short term produce marginal results.  Secondly, they are only available to a small 

percentage of the Afghan population, and almost exclusively to the elite at that.  While 

focusing funding on programs that win over the cream of a population maximizes output, 

as the elite have the capacity to make the biggest difference, exchanges will do nothing to 

co-opt the 82 percent of Afghanis who can’t read.  It is from this group, the uneducated, 

rural and traditional, that extremists who pose a threat to U.S. national security are most 

likely to emerge.  Therefore, soft power instruments are also needed that are more focused 

on the masses. 

Foreign Policy and Public Diplomacy 

 The military is often the only direct association that the people of Afghanistan have 

with the United States, thus the conduct of its personnel and the way in which it 

communicates its actions and policies is vital to local perceptions.  Overall, the military’s 

track record has not been sterling.  In March 2011, Rolling Stone magazine published a 

story about soldiers in a U.S. Army platoon that for months had been killing innocent 

civilians while their superior officers and the Pentagon looked the other way.169  Incidents 

of U.S. soldiers harming civilians, of which there have been several, have hurt the United 
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States’ image and created hostility towards U.S. foreign policy.  For this reason, the military 

strategy in Afghanistan now focuses heavily on reducing civilian causalities and building 

trust with locals. 

 Furthermore, U.S. public diplomacy has also been greatly lacking.  One, May 2011, poll 

of Afghan civilians found that support for the war in Afghanistan has been declining, with 

only 37 percent of respondents saying they support the war, down from 44 percent in 

2009.  Moreover, 80 percent of respondents said they want U.S. and NATO troops to begin 

leaving Afghanistan in 2011 and be fully gone by 2014.170  Such dissatisfaction with the U.S. 

presence in the country can be tied directly to poor public diplomacy by the United States.  

In the Asia Foundation’s 2010 poll, 47 percent of all respondents said they felt Afghanistan 

was moving in the right direction, up from 42 percent in 2009 and 38 percent in 2008.171  

Of those who said the country was moving in the right direction, the most cited reason for 

optimism was the improving security situation in the country. 172  Undoubtedly, improved 

security is a testament to the success of the efforts of U.S. and NATO forces, both in keeping 

the peace and in training Afghan National Army and police units.  Thus, the local population 

is becoming increasingly dissatisfied with the U.S. military presence while at the same time 

it’s making real progress, is due to poor messaging on the part of the United States.  On the 

issue of failure of public diplomacy in Afghanistan, former NATO Secretary General Jaap de 

Hoop Scheffer wrote, “Great attention is rightly paid to occurrences of civilian casualties 

accidentally caused by our forces; much less attention is paid to the deliberate killings of 

civilians by the Taliban, which happens five times more often. The international community 
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must prioritize strategic communications. We must do better in showing that there is 

tangible, steady progress in reaching our goal.”173 

 Aside from communications originating directly from the military itself, U.S. public 

diplomacy is conducted primarily through international broadcasting.  U.S.-funded 

broadcasters such as Voice of America and Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty are integral in 

clarifying and contextualizing U.S. foreign policy actions, so as to generate attraction and 

not hostility from the local population.  Not just because of its importance to public 

diplomacy and foreign policy, broadcasting is the most effective instrument in the United 

States soft power arsenal in Afghanistan.  Though United States aid programs aimed at 

reconstruction, education and bolstering democratic governance have also been successful, 

two pitfalls limit their efficacy.  One, funding and aid resources are explicitly branded “U.S.” 

and are forced on the local population.  As previously mentioned, Afghans – to whom trust 

is extremely important – are understandably distrustful of foreign influence.  Secondly, the 

aid programs that aren’t operated directly by the United States are channeled through 

usually the national or local governments where corruption is rampant.  Exchange 

problems have also proven to be effective soft power instruments in Afghanistan; however, 

they tend to be long-term endeavors and may not produce immediate results.   

 Undoubtedly, an effective U.S. soft power strategy in Afghanistan will have to 

incorporate both aid and exchange programs, as both can help create a functioning 

democracy in the country.  International broadcasting, however, is the most important.  

The rest of this paper will examine broadcasting in Afghanistan and prove why U.S.-funded 

radio stations, and one in particular, can make the most immediate and powerful impact on 
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building a sustainable, functioning democracy in Afghanistan. 

 

Chapter Five: Broadcasting in Afghanistan 

 

  Due to high illiteracy rates and poor infrastructure, radio broadcasting is the most 

pervasive form of media in Afghanistan.  According to some estimates, 88 percent of Afghan 

people own a functioning radio and 63 percent of the population listen to the radio daily.174  

The Asia Foundation reported that 79 percent of respondents in its 2010 survey said they 

listen to radio programs.175  46 percent of respondents said they get their news from radio 

broadcasts, compared to 28 percent from television.176  Radios are currently affordable and 

widely available, even for those living in rural areas.  Accordingly, radio is the most 

important medium in the country.  The following will discuss the history of radio 

broadcasting and the current radio broadcasting environment in Afghanistan. 

5.1 Background 

 For most of the last century, the landscape of media in Afghanistan was more or less 

consistent.  Because of illiteracy, lack of infrastructure, poverty, and lack of competitive 

journalism, Afghans by and large did not consume what we would consider forms of 

traditional media.  Most information was passed along through Mosque’s and Bazaar’s or 

from person to person, village-to-village and tribe-to-tribe. The majority of traditional 

media consumption, as we in the west consider it, through out the years has been left to the 

few privileged and the highly educated. Since the cold war began the highest quality and 
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most used source of media has been international radio broadcasting.  However there have 

been attempts to bring other forms of media to the Afghan people over the years.   

5.2 History of Afghan Media 

The first attempt to introduce media into Afghanistan started in January 1906 

with the first Afghan newspaper, published in Dari, called Saraj-ul-Akhbar (“Lamp of the 

News”).177  The publication only had one edition and production was halted until the so-

called “Father of Afghan Journalism,” Mahmoud Tarzi, reintroduced the paper in October of 

1911. 178  As the editor and owner of Saraj-ul-Akhbar, he revitalized the publication and 

won local praise because the paper became known for its open criticism of the relationship 

between the United Kingdom (then the colonial occupier) and the leaders of Afghanistan.   

The paper had a brief history until King Amanullah, the first Amir in Afghanistan’s history, 

replaced it with the new publication Aman-e-Afghan (“Afghan Peace”), the only legal, 

government-censored form of media in the kingdom until radio broadcasting began years 

later.179  In 1925, international radio broadcasting was introduced, but it was not widely 

consumed, and not until the late 1940s was there a first experiment with an actual 

independent media sector.180   The Prime Minister at the time, Shah Mahmud, allowed 

relatively open elections and shortly thereafter passed the liberalization of press laws that 

led to the launch of several new newspapers.  The papers created in this wake of this 

limited liberalization mostly took stances in opposition to the ruling government, and often 

targeted religious and government officials.  Accordingly, just as this experiment with a free 

press began to gain momentum, it was abruptly stopped in 1953 when Mohammad Daud 
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became prime minister and ordered all of the independent newspapers to close.181  Upon 

Mohammad Daud’s resignation in 1964, the King of Afghanistan Zahir Shah appointed a 

caretaker government headed by Dr. Mohammad Yosuf.  His main accomplishment was the 

creation and passing of the 1964 Afghan Constitution, which began a ten-year experiment 

in democratic governance known as the “Decade of Democracy” in Afghanistan.182  The 

constitution declared, "Every Afghan has the right to express his thoughts in speech, in 

writing, in pictures, and by other means, in accordance with the provisions of the law." 183  

The 1964 constitution further stipulated, “every Afghan has the right to print and publish 

ideas in accordance with the law, without prior screening by state authorities.”184   After 

one year, however, restrictions were put on the media to ensure it ran according to the 

government line.  “The press was editorially independent from the government but it was 

instructed to safeguard the interests of the state and constitutional monarchy, Islam and 

public order.”185  Still, despite these new restrictions and government regulations, 

independent media progressed like never before in Afghanistan.   

The next media era in Afghanistan began with the 1973 government 

overthrow by former Prime Minister Mohammad Daud, who installed himself as the first 

President Afghanistan after successfully leading a coup d’etat that ended the country’s 

monarchical system.186  After the coup, the new regime ended all freedom of press, shutting 

down 19 newspapers and any other independent media sources.  The only real media 

highlight during this period was the introduction of color TV broadcasting in 1978.  Daud 
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was assassinated in 1978 and shortly after the media fell under Soviet control after the 

USSR invaded Afghanistan in 1979.187  While local broadcasting was heavily censored, 

international radio broadcasting emerged as the primary source of reliable news, and 

Afghans started tuning in to BBC, Voice of America, Deutschewelle, Radio Iran, Radio 

Pakistan and All India Radio.  These outlets all started broadcasting into Afghanistan during 

the early part of the Cold War and during the Afghan resistance to the Soviet occupation.  

The BBC emerged as the most popular and trusted news source, having “an unrivalled 

reputation for fair reporting and analysis of a vicious and largely secret war between the 

Soviet occupiers with their Afghan government allies and the various bands of mujahedin 

and their supports during the 1980s.”188  

In September 1996 the Taliban took over Kabul and dragged the ousted ex-

president Najibullah and his brother out into a city square for a public execution.189  Media 

in Afghanistan under the Taliban regime was characterized by strict regulations, 

crackdowns and dogmatic coercion, including the banning of all television and music in 

1996.  Both were cited as "morally corrupt" and if someone was caught listening to music 

or watching television, he was subjected to imprisonment or severe punishment. 190  The 

Taliban even went so far as to make it a priority to destroy every television or music 

studio.191  Heavy restrictions were also imposed on radio broadcasts and printed 

publications.  Some resistance to the Taliban media crackdown did exist, however.  In the 

northeast region of Afghanistan television was able to broadcast new and old movies for 
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three hours every evening, though the station's audience was limited to around 5,000 

viewers.192 Opposition groups were also publishing periodicals outside of the country in 

Pakistan and distributing them inside of Afghanistan.193  The only sanctioned source of 

news under the Taliban was “The Radio Voice of Sharia” (Islamic Law), which comprised a 

10-hour-a-day broadcast in Dari and Pashtu; a 50-minute broadcast in Nurestani, Pashai, 

Turkmen, and Uzbek; and 30 minutes of foreign service in English and Urdu that focused 

solely on religious orientations and programs.194   

Up until the U.S. invasion in 2001, Afghanistan had only one decade of free and open 

media (1964-1973).  Due to authoritative regimes or foreign occupiers, the rest of 

Afghanistan’s media history has been marred with censorship and heavily enforced anti-

expression laws.  To make things worse, under the Taliban women were forbidden to go to 

school or learn how to read or write and very few men were able to get an education that 

would help them learn how to consume different forms of media.195  Given such a history, 

trying to introduce a media landscape where people can educate themselves on issues and 

topics has created an important challenge for the United States and for the new Afghan 

government.  Radio remains the best source for information distribution and media 

consumption available.     

5.3 Current Media Climate  

Afghan radio listeners today have many different broadcasts to choose from.  Since 

2002, local and international broadcast have filled the airways, because the media 
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environment in Afghanistan today is freer than ever.  In January 2004, the Constitutional 

Laya Jirga (Grand Assembly) approved a new constitution for Afghanistan that declared 

"freedom of expression is inviolable...[and] every Afghan has the right to express his 

thought through speech, writing, or illustration or other means, by observing the 

provisions" of the constitution. 196  The same article (Article 34) further gives every Afghan 

the "right to print or publish topics without prior submission to the state authorities in 

accordance with the law."197  The constitution also stipulates that directives related to the 

media "will be regulated by the law."198   

Though the media environment is relatively robust by Afghan standards, there are 

still limits and legal restrictions that censor how local media can operate, and the media is 

still far from free and open.  The Religious and Cultural Affairs Commission, which has been 

given constitutional authority to oversee and regulate media in Afghanistan, passed 

restrictions to free press, including: "matters contrary to Islam or insulting to other 

religions"; "insulting or accusative matters concerning individuals"; “matters contrary to 

the Afghan Constitution or Afghan criminal codes, and the exposure of the identities of 

victims of violence”; "material jeopardizing stability, national security and territorial 

integrity of Afghanistan"; "material providing false information which might disrupt public 

opinion"; "publicity and promotion of any other religion other than Islam"; and "material 

which might damage physical well-being, psychological and moral security of people, 

especially children and the youth."199  These ambiguously worded prohibitions mean the 
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defamation, or alleged defamation, of any person, company, or of the Islamic Sharia Law 

can result in imprisonment or closure of the media outlet.200   

Furthermore, journalists in Afghanistan not only have to contend with draconian 

media laws, they also have to deal with intimidation and manipulation.  “Heavy handed 

government controls on radio, television and newspapers and the harassment and 

intimidation of journalists remain a major problem.”201  According to the Afghan media 

development organization Nai, acts of violence against journalists rose by 70 percent in 

2009 alone, with the majority of the attacks being reportedly committed by government 

security personnel.202  This has led to a lack of impartial and authoritative analysis in the 

local Afghan media.  The government has even used its powers granted to it by the Mass 

Media Law to shut down many privately owned media operations and even has banned a 

number of radio and TV programs.  In July 2010, “the government shut down Emroz TV, a 

privately-owned Dari-language station based in the western city of Herat. Emroz TV was 

well known for its fierce criticism of the Iranian government. It was taken off air for being 

accused of spreading hatred.”203  Also in 2010, the government shut down Benawa Media 

after it mistakenly reported that Vice-President Mohammad Qasim Fahim had died.  Within 

one hour, the media company corrected the mistake and admitted to the error.  Yet the 

company was still shut down by Information Minster Sayed Makhdum Rahin, who claimed 

that the website published unflattering stories about him.204 
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Despite these cases of repression, however, the media climate in Afghanistan 

is as free and the most diverse it’s ever been. When the Taliban were taken out of power in 

2001, Afghanistan had no functioning press.  For its complete history, Afghan broadcast 

media was state-run, and private press, if allowed under the various regimes, was 

frequently censored by authorities.  Given this background, developments across the media 

sector in the past decade should be seen as an immense improvement.  Despite some of 

these strict media regulations, Afghanistan’s local media is flourishing and now comprises 

over 300 newspapers and more than 80 FM radio stations.205  There are now more than 10 

independent television stations in addition to the 11 state-owned stations.206  More than 

500 periodicals are also produced, usually with the help of NGOs, most of which are 

weeklies and are available in almost every province.  Over 40 private websites are 

registered and operating under certification with the Ministry of Communication.207   
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 208 

5.4 Local (Domestic) Media Outlets 

 

State-run Radio Afghanistan/ Radio Kabul is the most popular local station in 

Afghanistan.  According to Altai Consulting, Radio Afghanistan has 18 percent of the 

national radio audience tuning in regularly.209  It has been in existence since the 1920s and 

has had periods of going on and off the air depending on the current political situation. 

Examples of programs on the station are Good Morning Afghanistan and Good Evening 

Afghanistan.  These programs deliver news service announcements on the latest 

developments in Afghanistan and discuss political, social and cultural events.210  It 

broadcasts 24 hours a day and claims to “ help the democratic development of Afghanistan 

via promoting and strengthening freedom of speech and independent media in the 
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country.“211  Radio Afghanistan/Radio Kabul, however, is not fully trusted because it is the 

fully state sponsored media outlet in the country.  The independence of Radio Afghanistan 

has been repeatedly called into question. “In September 2010, the former chief of the RTA’s 

Kapisa bureau resigned after he refused to store military equipment in the RTA buildings.  

He was subsequently arrested… there have continued to be several reported instances of 

government ministers intervening with its supposed neutrality.”212  Such government 

control breeds mistrust in the Afghan population. 

Arman FM 

  

Another example of a popular local radio station available is Arman FM.  It is 

the first ever privately owned radio station in Afghanistan.  For 24 hours a day it 

broadcasts music, entertainment and programs highlighting artists and other forms of 

Afghan culture.  It has been in operation since 2003 and initially received start-up capital 

from USAID.  It is one of the ways for Afghan culture to be cultivated and disseminated in 

Afghanistan.  This station highlights one of the problems with locally owned and operated 

media services in Afghanistan: lack of local investment necessary to start stations such as 

this one.  Often they have to be supported from an outside government or NGO.  

Arinan FM is another private radio station that is available in Afghanistan.  It is 

the most popular commercial music radio station in Afghanistan, providing “music and 
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content that helps re-kindle Afghan traditions and culture, as well as English-language and 

international programming that will help offer ‘a window for a better tomorrow’ and bring 

the world to all Afghans.  Arinan FM programming places particular emphasis on education, 

health, children's programming, women's and world issues.”213  The station has news 

updates, multiple educational and cultural programs and even music and entertainment 

segments.  This is one of many stations that provide this type of content and has to make 

compromises to operate under the current media laws inside of the country.  Due to 

resources and financing, Arinan and Arman FM only house a small staff capable of 

providing a limited amount of original and exclusive content.  

One important aspect of local radio in Afghanistan that needs attention is 

Taliban or Mullah radio. Taliban or Mullah radio outlets have been broadcasting on and off 

since 2003 and jamming or destroying these operations have been a key objective for the 

U.S. and Afghan officials in the on-going war.  Between 1996 and 2001 the Taliban operated 

Kabul’s Radio Afghanistan locally known as Shari'a Zhagh (Voice of the Shari'a); upon the 

2001 U.S. intervention, the transmitter and studio was destroyed and shortly thereafter 

was taken over and continued to operate under the new and current Afghan government.  

This did not stop the Taliban from using radio broadcasting as a means of disseminating 

radical, anti-U.S. propaganda. Through pirate FM transmitters, the Swat Taliban leader 

Maulana Fazlullah, also know as “Mullah FM,” started operating a local extremist radio 

station in December 2003, promoting a strict version of Islam and a anti-Western 

message.214  In 2005 Fazlullah started another major radio broadcast for the Taliban, 

called, after its predecessor, Shari'a Zhagh radio, which “raises the voice of the Islamic 
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brotherhood against the superpower, United States of America, and its associates who have 

been insulting the honor of the Muslim world and its religion and who [have] harmed 

Islamic rule."215  Through these outlets, the Taliban have demanded such things as, “local 

parliamentarians, security forces and other government officials resign from their 

positions as a mark of protest against the military operations; otherwise they should be 

prepared for a jihad directed against them.”216  This operation has been a success and after 

only one year of broadcasting Fazlullah became a household name in Afghanistan and has 

recruited many locals to the Taliban cause.  The Taliban today also use these outlets as a 

means of damaging the U.S. and Afghan governments and sending out their own messages 

to try and garner support.  It is believed that since 2003 there have been anywhere from 

125 to 200 illegal radio stations used by the Taliban or the Mullahs.  The U.S. and Afghan 

officials have blocked or destroyed many of those in operation over time, but disruption 

efforts have had minimal success because it is very cheap to set up a radio broadcast; some 

estimates say that it only takes about $200 USD to buy and operate an FM transmitters in 

Afghanistan.217  The best way to combat these stations is by drowning them out with 

broadcasting that gets out a competing, non-radical message.  All of this said, today the 

Taliban or Mullah radios are listening options for Afghans.  

5.5 International Broadcasting 

International broadcasting has played the largest role in the Afghan media 

environment over the last century including the current conflict.  This is because outside 
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entities are able to spend more and use their advanced media services to provide more 

content, coverage and better services than local Afghan operations, which have only been 

around since 2001-2002 and have limited funding.  With several major world powers 

running some sort of broadcasting operation, it is important to highlight some of these 

sources in order to get a better idea of the media landscape and the information war taking 

place for the hearts and minds of the Afghan people. 

BBC World Service  

  

The BBC has been the de facto national broadcaster for Afghanistan over the 

last quarter century as well as the most popular.  The BBC has been available in Parisian to 

Afghanistan since 1940, and since 1981 has had both Pashtun and Dari broadcast service 

for Afghanistan.218  It is been considered the gold standard of international broadcasting 

for over 50 years in the Middle East and today it still widely trusted and listened to.  “The 

BBC brand is strong in Afghanistan and BBC news is widely trusted. In October 2010, the 

BBC claimed a total weekly audience of 6.5 million people in Afghanistan for all its language 

services.”219  It got this reputation in large part because it was considered the most trusted 

news sources for Afghans during the Soviet occupation in the 1980s.220  Today, it 

broadcasts 24 hours a day in FM from Kabul in Dari, Pashto and English.  The BBC has 
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provided news and educational services since it first started broadcasting.  An example of 

other services it offers today is the Afghan Educational Project, which produces educational 

and development-oriented programming through the soap opera programs New Home and 

New Life, which deals with the current refugee crisis.221  The BBC also provides a wide 

range of programming devoted to development issues such as socially taboo subjects like 

family planning products, HIV-AIDS prevention measures, human rights violations, and 

women’s issues.222  Up until 2008, the BBC had been the most popular radio station in the 

country and is still considered one of these most trusted and useful information providers 

in the country.  This decline in popularity has been primarily due to the ascension of other 

broadcasters in the country.  “An audience survey carried out for the BBC World Service 

Trust in 2010, indicated that only 40% of Afghan adults listened regularly to the BBC, down 

from 60% in 2006. This was thought to reflect increased competition from new Afghan 

radio stations…According to the 2010 Altai Consulting survey, the BBC is the fourth most 

popular radio network in Afghanistan, with an audience share of 7%.”223  In 2008 the U.S.-

funded international broadcast service Radio Azadi took over the top stop of being the 

most listened to network in the country.224  One obstacle that the BBC faces is that locals 

know it is operated and funded through the British government, a foreign source that 

draws the circumspection of Afghans.  According to its mission statement, the BBC World 

Service believes that independent and vibrant media are critical to the development of free 

and just societies. It provides accurate, impartial and reliable information to enable people 
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to make informed decisions.225  As will be discussed later on, this mission closely aligns 

with that of United States international broadcasting. 

Deutsche Welle 

  

Another international broadcasting option available to the Afghan population 

is the German-funded broadcasting company Deutsche Welle, which has been broadcasting 

to Afghanistan since 1971 and continues to be a media presence in the country.  Today it is 

not the most popular media outlet in the country; however, it does have many listeners that 

tune into its news and lifestyle programs.  The station aims to enhance bilateral relations 

with the Afghan government and the Afghan people with Germany and its EU partners.226  

It provides a series of news and lifestyle programs that aim to contribute to the Afghan 

culture, while also disseminating news on the different topics and issues the people of 

Afghanistan face on a daily basis.  

Other foreign broadcasters also disseminate content to the population of 

Afghanistan.  Other broadcasts in Pashto/Dari to Afghanistan include Radio Pakistan, China 

Radio International, All India Radio, Radio Cairo, Voice of the Islamic Republic of Iran 

(IRIB), Voice of Russia, Tajik Radio and Radio Tashkent (Uzbekistan), all of which are state 

sponsored outlets trying to inform the population with content that represents their 
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interests and agenda in Afghanistan.227  IRIB is one of the most prominent and in the eyes 

of the U.S. and NATO a controversial broadcast in Afghanistan.  IRIB broadcasts 13 hours 

per day in Afghanistan from 7:00 to 22:00 in both Dari and Pashto.228  This service 

explicitly pushes an Iranian agenda inside of Afghanistan.  It seeks to “[familiarize] 

different world nations with Iran’s history and culture as well as its different regions and 

historical sites. The radio’s schedule includes the recitation of Quranic verses, news, 

political commentaries, different series and features on special occasions and is aimed for 

those people who are considered to be truth-seekers and not influenced by the U.S. or other 

‘Imperial Powers’”.229  Iran and other nations try to use broadcasting to attract Afghans to 

their different values and ideas.  For Iran, it may be an anti-Western pro-Islamic message; 

for EU nations, it is democratic ideals and liberal education.  

 

Chapter Six: U.S. Broadcasting in Afghanistan 

 

The U.S. media broadcasting effort in Afghanistan is two fold: first, the United 

States is broadcasting directly into Afghanistan from two outlets provided by Voice of 

America called Radio Ashna and Deewa Radio, and another two outlets provided by Radio 

Free Europe/ Radio Liberty called Radio Azadi and the newly launched Radio Mashall.  

Second, through USAID, the United States has provided the funding, technology and the 

expertise necessary to support local Afghan providers for a variety of stations and 

programs.  The previous sections have covered what soft power is, how the U.S. wields this 
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power, the different means of soft power the United States is using in Afghanistan and a the 

background of broadcasting as a whole.  The following section will cover U.S. broadcasting 

efforts in Afghanistan from start to finish, why Radio Azadi and Radio Marshall are the 

most effective and useful networks, and how the increased funding to these efforts will 

help support a strong, stable and secure democratic Afghan government.  

In February 2002, the United States through USAID in association with the 

NGO Internews Network implemented a program in Afghanistan that aimed to produce a 

local media environment outside of the major cities for the first time in Afghanistan’s 

history.  The project thus far has “built the capacity of local independent media through 

technical support, equipment upgrades, hands-on training, business development, and 

strengthening of media industry institutions, networks, and associations to increase media 

professionalism and standards of practice.”230  Millions of dollars have supported the 

creation of 42 community-run, independent radio stations that provide unique and local 

broadcasting, along with 11 multimedia production centers and 10 provincial independent 

TV stations.231  The project has also taken up the mission of promoting media literacy and 

media law advocacy to continue to push for more journalistic independence inside of the 

legal system.  It has given rural Afghans with vast isolation and communication issues a 

platform of representation and has connected various communities around the country.  

Most of the programming is produced in Kabul and averages about 4 to 6 hours of 

programming a day per station.   This operation is aimed to ensure a local media with the 

understanding that without the assistance of United States financing and expertise 
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Afghanistan would not be able to create and sustain a functional and trusted local media 

landscape.232 

6.1 Broadcasting Board of Governors  

 

 All government-sponsored, non-military, international U.S. generated 

broadcasting into Afghanistan is governed and administered through the independent 

federal agency known as the Broadcasting Board of Governors (BBG).  The United States 

has been using international broadcasting as a public diplomacy tool since World War II, 

when it was administered by the military through the Office of War Information (OWI).  

After the World War 2 ended in 1945, the OWI was dissolved and the State Department’s 

US Information Agency (USIA) took over international broadcasting efforts.233  The United 

States operated its various broadcasting services under USIA until 1990 when USAID 

established the Bureau of Broadcasting to better integrate and utilize the different services 

the United States provided worldwide.  Then in 1994 President Bill Clinton signed the 

International Broadcasting Act, which consolidated international broadcasting agencies 

even further and formally created the Broadcasting Board of Governors within the USIA.  

The BBG became an independent agency on October 1st, 1999 after the Restructuring Act of 

1998 came into effect, a bill which disbanded USIA and gave the BBG responsibility for all 

U.S. non-military international broadcasting.   
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The BBG is comprised of 8 members, 4 Democrats and 4 Republicans, 

appointed by the President and confirmed by the Senate.  The Secretary of State sits as an 

ex-officio member.234 President Obama appointed new members to the BBG in 2010, with 

the new head being former CNN Chairman Walter Isaacson.  The BBG encompasses all U.S. 

civilian international broadcasting, which includes the Voice of America (VOA), Radio and 

TV Martí, and grantee organizations Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (RFE/RL), Radio 

Free Asia (RFA), and the Middle East Broadcasting Networks (MBN).  In all, BBG services 

disseminate information in 59 different languages to over 100 countries using radio, the 

internet, and television and boast a total worldwide audience of 165 million people, more 

than all of America’s prominent news stations, CNN, Fox News, ABC, CBS, and NBC 

combined.235  As its declared mission, the BBG seeks to generate attraction for U.S. values 

and policies: “The historic contribution of international broadcasting to the broad foreign 

policy interests of the United States is grounded in the belief that when given accurate 

information and a clear understanding of their own countries, of the United States, and of 

the world, people will make informed decisions that, in the long run, will be in their own 

interests and those of the United States. Given access to full, balanced, and objective 

information, people around the world will be more likely to embrace democratic ideals, 

respect for the rule of law, principles of free trade, non-proliferation of weapons of mass 

destruction, environmental responsibility, and other values that, combined, will result in a 

more prosperous, healthy, and secure world.”236   
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Funding for the BBG is a directly allocated by the U.S. Congress.  Total 

appropriations to BBG operations have gradually increased, from $425 million in FY2001 

to $750 million in FY2010 and $760 million in 2011.237    For FY2012, the BBG is requesting 

$767 million, of which almost $207 million will go to Voice of America.  The BGG is widely 

considered “one of the highest yielding, low cost initiatives within public diplomacy.  Over 

80 percent of BBG language services cost less than $5 million per year to operate, and 

approximately two-thirds of these cost less than $2 

million.”238
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239 

The BBG has a proven track record of supporting democracy in the 20th 

Century.  For instance, broadcasts of Voice of America and Radio Free Europe during the 

Cold War were influential in engendering democratic ideals within the populations behind 

the Iron Curtain. “During the Cold War, radio broadcasts funded by Washington reached 

half the Soviet population and 70 to 80 percent of the population in Eastern Europe every 

week.”240  Important dissident leaders such as Lech Walesa in Poland and Vaclav Havel in 

Czechoslovakia were avid listeners, who strained to hear political opinions from outside 
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the monotonous media of the one-party state.241  U.S. President Ronald Regan lauded the 

role of BBG broadcasting to the Soviet Union, saying, “The Voice of America has been a 

strong voice for the truth.” 242  More recently, BBG broadcasting services contributed to 

democratization in the Balkans. “Prior to the demonstrations that led to the overthrow of 

Slobodan Milosevic in October 2000, 45 percent of Serb adults were tuned into Radio Free 

Europe and VOA, whereas only 31 percent listened to the state-controlled radio station, 

Radio Belgrade.”243  People listening to the broadcasts were not susceptible to censored 

state-sponsored news and were able to gather accurate information thanks in large part to 

these operations.  Nowadays, BBG operations are some of the most listened to and followed 

media sources in un-free media environments such as Iraq, Iran, Indonesia, Russia, 

Kazakhstan, and Afghanistan.   

Despite the low cost and proven reach of BBG services, several U.S. 

policymakers dispute its efficacy.  Accordingly, every year the BBG has to lobby, advocate 

and fight for funding, and often runs into staunch resistance in Congress.  For instance, in 

2009 Oklahoma Republican Sen. Tom Coburn said, “The BBG is the most worthless 

organization in the federal government.  It’s full of people who know nothing about the 

media or foreign policy.  All they are doing is spending money.”244 This type of un-

thoughtful, uneducated, talking point rhetoric is a challenge the BBG has to face each fiscal 

cycle to maintain its funding.  

BBG operations in Afghanistan consist of two outlets provided by Voice of 

America (VOA) – Radio Ashna and Deewa Radio – and two outlets provided by Radio Free 
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Europe/Radio Liberty (RFE/RL) – Radio Azadi and Radio Mashall.  Broadcasting in 

Afghanistan is one of the top priorities for the BBG because of the region’s current 

significance to U.S. foreign policy goals.  Between these two outlets, the BBG has had great 

success in providing news and media broadcasting: between Voice of America and Radio 

Azadi, BBG media broadcasting reaches 65 percent of the Afghan population per week.245  

However, VOA and RFE/RL services to Afghanistan are very different and serve different 

purposes for the U.S. and Afghan populations.  Looking at each operation in depth will 

highlight how Radio Free Europe’s service to Afghanistan through Radio Azadi and Radio 

Mashall is more effective and useful because unlike VOA, it is more co-optive and 

community based, and has thus gained the trust and credibility of the Afghan people and 

become the most popular media outlet in the country. 

 

6.2 Voice of America 

 

  

VOA was the first historical apparatus of international broadcasting for the 

United States.  In 1942, fifty-six days after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, the U.S. 

government contracted to build a radio station in Union Township, Ohio capable of 

broadcasting its message around the globe.  The United States wanted to counteract the 

propaganda disseminated by Hitler and the Nazi regime and provide people in Europe with 
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information on the United States war effort.  The United States called this broadcasting 

effort the Voice of America.246  At the end of World War II, VOA’s operations were cut and 

almost eliminated until 1947 when U.S. officials decided to use VOA as a weapon against 

the Soviet Union.  VOA was placed under the auspices of the State Department and was 

used to serve long-term interests of the United States by directly communicating with the 

peoples of the world.247  VOA broadcast worldwide during the Cold War in 45 languages.  In 

1976, President Gerald Ford signed into law the VOA charter, which sought to protect the 

independence and integrity of all VOA programming by establishing the following tenets:  

1. VOA will serve as a consistently reliable and authoritative source of news. VOA news 

will be accurate, objective, and comprehensive. 

2. VOA will represent America, not any single segment of American society, and will 

therefore present a balanced and comprehensive projection of significant American 

thought and institutions.  

3. VOA will present the policies of the United States clearly and effectively, and will 

also    present responsible discussions and opinion on these policies.248 

This charter still governs all VOA operations, including those in Afghanistan.  Its mission is 

directly aimed at supporting the influence and interests of the United States while 

providing reliable and authoritative news.   

Today, VOA operates in 44 languages in every region of the world and 

provides a total of 1,200 hours of news and programming that reaches an estimated 125 
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million people a week on radio, television, and digital media. 249  While VOA’s methods of 

reaching audiences have changed a great deal since its first shortwave broadcast 69 years 

ago, its message and mission remain the same. VOA strives to provide accurate, objective, 

and comprehensive news and information to audiences around the world with a mix of 

news reports, feature magazines, and live call-in shows.250  

Funding for VOA comes from the congressional appropriations that are 

delegated to the Broadcasting Board of Governors.  VOA is the largest and most funded 

operation under the BBG with around 27% of the BBG operating budget going to Voice of 

America.251  VOA has been somewhat revived in the recent decade, as in 2003 the VOA 

operating budget was $160 million; for FY2010 it received $208 million for its global 

operations. 252 

Voice of America started broadcasting to Afghanistan in 1980, nine months 

after the Soviet invasion.  VOA started providing news and information programs in Dari in 

1980 and then in Pashto in 1982.253  After the Soviet Union left, VOA continued to operate 

in Afghanistan with a minimal broadcasting effort until after the September 11, 2001 

terrorist attacks when the United States renewed its focus on broadcasting to the region.  

On January 30, 2002, VOA increased its Dari and Pashto services from 1.35 hours to 3 hours 

a day.254  In April 2004, the Dari and Pashto language services combined to launch VOA 

Radio Ashna, which is now a daily 12-hour broadcast.  In 2006, Voice of America expanded 

its operations further in Afghanistan by launching Deewa Radio providing an additional 
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nine hours of original programming.  Total 2010 operational costs for VOA in Afghanistan 

are around $6.6 million.255  

6.3 Radio Ashna  

As mentioned before, Radio Ashna was officially created in 2004, replacing the 

United States broadcast simply known as VOA.  It broadcasts 12 hours per day in both Dari 

and Pashto and is the most listened to of the two services provided by VOA.  The content is 

mostly produced in its Washington office and then sent to the bureau in Kabul.256  When 

tuning into Radio Ashna, audiences can hear a full range of programming, from in-depth 

news to poetry, literature, music, sports and entertainment.  Call-in-shows feature Afghan 

experts and officials and seek to allow people to express opinions and ask officials 

questions. Radio Ashna has gained a nationwide audience because it broadcasts in both 

Dari and Pashto and has major frequencies in five major Afghan cities.257  VOA also has 

started a VOA TV service call TV Ashna, which is “delivered live throughout Afghanistan on 

RTA, Afghanistan’s state-owned television network. The first half hour is in Dari and the 

second in Pashto.  VOA’s TV Ashna continues its dominance in urban markets, where 

almost half of all adults watch the newscast at least once a week.  In addition to its news of 

Afghanistan, TV Ashna also provides audiences with a full range of news and views from 

the United States.  Top officials from the Obama Administration as well as members of 

Congress are frequent guests.”258  Radio Ashna also has a popular website, which received 

more than 111,000 online hits in 2010.259 
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6.4 Deewa Radio  

Deewa Radio is the other branch of VOA’s Afghan service and broadcasts in 

Pashto only.  Created in 2006, it focuses specifically on the Pashto-speaking audiences 

living in troubled border region between Afghanistan and Pakistan.260  Deewa Radio began 

only broadcasting 6 hours of content a day, but has recently added an additional 3 hours of 

programming service.  The majority of programming for Deewa Radio consists of news, 

current event, and four different call-in-shows much like those found on Radio Ashna.  “We 

at Deewa Radio work to explain complex and regional politics as well as local issues of 

concern to the Pashtun people,” said Deewa Radio’s Managing Editor, Nafees Takar.261  An 

example of Deewa Radio programming is a drama series about drug addiction that seeks to 

educate the local population.262  Deewa Radio tailors its programs to the specific needs of 

its audience, covering such matters as health issues or the role of women in the 

conservative Pashto society.  The goal of Deewa Radio is to provide accurate and balanced 

news and information while maintaining compliance with the VOA charter.263   

Both VOA operations use “stringers,” regular freelance reporters, to gather 

local reports and information.  Often both services will share information to fill up the daily 

dose of content.  “VOA stringers have frequently been threatened by Taliban militants, and 

some of the threats have been followed by attacks. One VOA Deewa stringer’s home was 

blown up, and he was subsequently attacked by masked men who claimed to be members 

of the Taliban retaliating for VOA’s reporting.”264  All U.S. broadcasting efforts have to adapt 
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and learn to work in these unsecure and often violent media climates.  Due to budgetary 

restraints both services share office and studio space in Afghanistan and receive most of 

their programming from the VOA Washington head quarters. 265  

6.5 Overall VOA Viewership 

VOA Radio Ashna Dari language services provide 84 hours of original radio 

programming per week and 6 hours of original TV programming per week.  In a nation 

with a total population of 28.4 million people, Radio Ashna radio broadcasting reaches 3.6 

million viewers a week or 22.4% of the market share; TV Ashna reaches 2.3 million viewers 

per week or 14% of the market share.266  Deewa Radio services provide 9 hours of 

programming per week with broadcasts reaching 3.2 million viewers a week, which is 

22.2% of the market share.  In the Af-Pak border region, 1.1 million tune into VOA 

television broadcasts per week, which is 6.9% of the market share.  The combined force of 

VOA’s broadcasting makes it the 10th most viewed media outlet and 4th most used source of 

news in Afghanistan behind Radio Azadi, the BBC and Tolo TV.267  

 

Chapter Seven: Radio Free Europe/ Radio Liberty 

 

 

                                                        
265 Office of the Inspector General 2006. 
266 Broadcasting Board of Governors 2010b. 
267 Broadcasting Board of Governors 2010b. 



 89

The other BBG broadcasting agent in Afghanistan is Radio Free Europe/Radio 

Liberty (RFE/RL), which has two operations called Radio Azadi and Radio Mashall.  

RFE/RL was established at the beginning of the Cold War in 1950 to transmit uncensored 

news and information to audiences behind the Iron Curtain that could not receive free and 

open information due to government censorship by the Soviet Union.  RFE/RL was 

originally conceived by American diplomat George F. Kennan as way to co-opt populations 

in Eastern Europe by providing an “unbiased, professional substitute for the free media 

that countries behind the Iron Curtain lacked.”268  It initially broadcast to Bulgaria, 

Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland and Romania, and then shortly after began broadcasting 

to countries within the Soviet Union, in Russian and 15 other national languages.269  At 

first, Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty were separate organizations until merging in 

1976.  Prior to the merger, both broadcast to Soviet Bloc countries, had the same mission 

and were operated and funded by the U.S. Congress through the Central Intelligence 

Agency.  All CIA involvement stopped after 1971, and Radio Free Europe began operating 

underneath the Board of International Broadcasting until 1995 when the Broadcasting 

Board of Governors was created.270   

RFE/RL broadcasting was influential in eroding Soviet influence, and thus 

helping to bring about the eventual collapse of the USSR, and later in supporting the rise of 

democracies in post-communist Eastern Europe.  It helped accomplish this by setting up 

“surrogate” broadcast stations, covering local news and disseminating programming on 

religion, science, sports, and Western music.  All broadcasts were aimed at Communist and 
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non-Communist elites as well as the general population.  Communists had been using radio 

as a means of keeping their populations in the dark and disseminating a strictly pro-Soviet 

agenda.  Conversely, the United States through RFE/RL promoted democratic ideals and 

accurate news within those same countries.  Many world leaders in these regions have paid 

tribute to the importance of RFE/RL broadcasts in helping erode Soviet influence, including 

Vaclav Havel and Boris Yeltsen.  RFE /RL was even nominated for a Nobel Peace Prize in 

1991 by Estonian President Lannart Meri.271 

 The way RFE/RL disseminates information has somewhat changed since the Cold 

War, having added television and internet programming, but it still relies primarily on 

radio broadcasts.  RFE/RL operates in 21 countries, mostly in Central Asia and the Middle 

East, in 28 different languages.272  Its headquarters are in Washington D.C. and Prague, 

Czech Republic, where all corporate operations are administered and where around 60% of 

content is created.  RFE/RL also has bureaus in every country where it broadcasts, except 

Iran, with many on-staff administrators, reporters and paid stringers in the field.  All of 

RFE/RL’s in-country bureau operations are ran by professionals from that country.  This 

keeps broadcasts more local, more community-based, and thus, more trusted.  In total, 

RFE/RL broadcasts 1,000 hours of content daily worldwide, reaching 17.6 million viewers 

a week. 273  The entire organization comprises more than 500 employees in Prague and 

Washington, 400 full-time journalists, and another 750 freelancers in bureaus across its 

broadcasting region.274  Reporters often operate in dangerous conditions where they are 
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often subjected to threats, assault, imprisonment, or even death.  All RFE/RL operations are 

governed and conducted within the guidelines of its mission statement: 

“To promote democratic values and institutions by reporting the news in countries where a 

free press is banned by the government or not fully established. Our journalists provide what 

many people cannot get locally: uncensored news, responsible discussion, and open debate. 

Based on the conviction that the first requirement of democracy is a well informed citizenry, 

and building on over a half-century of surrogate broadcasting: 

1. RFE/RL provides objective news, analysis, and discussion of domestic and regional issues 

crucial to successful democratic and free-market transformations. 

2. RFE/RL strengthens civil societies by projecting democratic values. 

3. RFE/RL combats ethnic and religious intolerance and promotes mutual understanding 

among peoples. 

4. RFE/RL provides a model for local media, assists in training to enhance media 

professionalism and independence, and develops partnerships with local media outlets. 

5. RFE/RL fosters closer ties between the countries of the region and the world's established 

democracies.”275   

Notably, not once does the RFE/RL mission statement mention the United States or its 

objectives.  It is intentionally based solely on the democratic ideal of freedom of 

information and media which the United States adheres to. 
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(RFE/RL Broadcast Region)276 

RFE/RL implements this mission by installing media platforms in countries 

deemed un-free or censored and staying there until the nation has achieved a certain level 

of democratic society:  “When a country becomes free, when it has fully established 

independent media, when it has an independent judiciary, when it has fair and free 

elections, there’s no need for us. They generate this domestically, it’s all indigenous.”277  

This has happened in many RFE/RL broadcast nations over the decades, such as RFE/RL’s 

Estonian, Latvian, Lithuanian, Slovakian, Romanian, Bulgarian and Croatian services.278  

The emergence of free media environments in these nations is a testament to the success of 

RFE/RL.  

The U.S. Congress allocated $92.8 million for all of RFE/RL’s operations in 

FY2011. For FY2012, the organization requested $96.8 million, which is 12.5% of the entire 
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BBG operating budget.279  RFE at its peak during the Cold War received $230 million 

annually in congressional funding.  Funds pay for transmitters, salaries, security, anti-

jamming technology, programming, and web content.280  Compared to expenditures on 

other U.S. instruments of power, RFE/RL receives a pittance.  As former RFE/RL President 

Jeff Gedmin said, “RFE/RL operates on a little over $80 million dollars, or about the cost of 

4 Apache Helicopters.”281 

7.1 Radio Azadi  

 

Radio Azadi is RFE/RL’s largest operation in Afghanistan.  Since it began 

broadcasting in its modern form in 2002 it has become the most trusted, most listened to, 

and thus most important to news sources in Afghanistan.  Because of its prominent 

position, Radio Azadi can and has proven to be an integral tool for cultivating democratic 

governance and society in Afghanistan.  An in-depth look into Radio Azadi will show how 

the station co-opts the Afghan people to democratic values, and thus helps to achieve the 

United States’ objective of creating a stable and functioning democratic government in 

Afghanistan that will prevent the terrorist activity in the region.  Such analysis will reveal 

that community-based, surrogate broadcast services in the model of Radio Azadi are an 

immensely cost-effective instrument of U.S. soft power.  This paper will recommend that 
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investing more funding and resources in Radio Azadi will help the United States achieve its 

objective in Afghanistan. 

A predecessor to Radio Azadi started broadcasting to Afghanistan in 1985 

after the Soviet Union invaded the country.  Radio Azadi broadcast in Dari and Pashto in a 

limited fashion until 1993, “when the services were closed down as part of an overall 

restructuring of RFE/RL operations following the end of the Cold War.”282  RFE/RL 

Broadcasting to Afghanistan ceased to exist until after the September 11th terrorist attacks 

on the United States when Congress approved legislation that appropriated funds to 

resume the Afghan broadcasts.283  A revamped Radio Azadi first aired across Afghanistan in 

January 2002 following the ouster of the Taliban by U.S.-led forces.284  

The structure of Radio Azadi is crucial to its success.  Professional journalists 

and administrators that are from Afghanistan independently conduct all programming.  

Radio Azadi has its headquarters in Prague, where 40 percent of broadcast material is 

prepared, and a bureau in Kabul, Afghanistan that accounts for the other 60 percent.285  

Thirty-five Azadi employees work in Prague, 45 in Kabul, and another 100 stringers 

dispersed throughout 20 of the 34 Afghan provinces, the best coverage of any news 

organization in the country.286  It is imperative for Radio Azadi to have a headquarters 

outside of Afghanistan for a few reasons.  First, when covering certain sensitive topics, 

many journalists will face intimidation, threats, or worse from warlords, Taliban, and even 
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government officials. 287 In March 2003, Radio Azadi correspondent Ahmad Behzad was 

beaten, detained the thrown out of Heart province by government officials while 

conducting an interview with Interior Minister Jalali, during which Behzad asked questions 

concerning the human rights situation in Herat.288  Being able to report on stories from 

outside of the country helps guarantee the safety of journalists and thus allows the level of 

autonomy and journalistic standards needed to cover corruption and hold the government 

officials accountable. Furthermore, maintaining a foreign office is helpful because 

Afghanistan is under-developed and the cost of installing a state of the art media company 

and broadcasting center in Afghanistan is not feasible due to infrastructure constraints.  

Initially, Radio Azadi’s programming comprised just two hours of original 

programming daily, airing from 2:00 to 3:00 pm and 6:00 to 7:00 pm with one hour of 

repeat programming from 4:00 to 5:00 am.  The first 30 minutes were broadcast in Pashto 

followed by 30 minutes in Dari.289  Programming quickly increased in March 2002, adding 

another 4 hours each day of original content in both Pashto and Dari with repeats in the 

evening.290  With Radio Azadi instantly gaining a warm reception and strong viewership, 

the station once again increased programming again in May 2002, bringing the daily total 

to 10.5 hours of original programming.  This additional airtime was devoted to providing 

expanded news coverage during the day and cultural programming in the evening.291  In 

order to provide a 24-hour news stream, Radio Azadi and Voice of America started sharing 

the same radio frequency in August 2002.  Radio Azadi accounted for 12 hours original 
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programming.  Joining these two operations under the same frequency raised the question 

of whether these two stations could share a radio frequency and maintain separation while 

fulfilling their different missions.  Then RFE/RL President Thomas A. Dine reassured it 

could be done, stating this is “another demonstration of how RFE/RL and VOA can combine 

forces to better serve our listeners while maintaining each U.S. international broadcaster's 

distinctive and complementary mission."292  This is how Radio Azadi still operates today, 

providing 12 hours of original news coverage per day, alongside VOA’s 12 hours of 

coverage.  The frequency, either through shortwave or affiliate radio frequencies, can be 

heard in all parts of Afghanistan.  

 Radio Azadi’s entire operation for FY2010 cost only $5.8 million, an all-time high, 

and up from the $4.08 million it received in FY2009.  Radio Azadi received the third most 

funding of any RFE/RL service behind its Russian and Iranian services.293 

7.2 Programming 

Call-in Programs  

Radio Azadi was the first broadcaster to introduce call-in shows to 

Afghanistan specifically where the audience could call-in to programs and voice their 

opinions, seek answers and discuss important issues or directly ask questions to an expert 

or government official.294  Such interactive programming is highly effective in promoting 

government effectiveness, civil society and democratic ideals.  

Today Radio Azadi has 6 call-in shows that are actively creating different 

public forums aimed at serving different needs of Afghan society.  
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1. Liberty Listeners 

In Afghanistan where the new government sometimes struggles to meet the 

needs of the Afghan people, Radio Azadi has created a live call-in show called Liberty 

Listeners to help compensate.  This program aims to create an alternative avenue for 

organized problem solving by “providing a much needed intermediary between Afghans 

and the government in Kabul, creating a forum for civilians to reach out to government 

officials and community leaders in an effort to find solutions to the many infrastructural 

and security-based problems facing Afghanistan today.”295  The program is moderated by 

veteran broadcaster Zarif Nazar, who receives calls from two hotline numbers, on which 

callers leave messages throughout the week about problems or issues they care about.  

During each broadcast, Zarif will take on one of the prominent issues that many people call 

in about by creating a community discussion that leads to local action or by petitioning the 

government directly.  According to Zarif, “Ordinary people lack access to the government 

and the media. Therefore the central government is not aware of what is happening in 

various parts of the country. We are providing people with the opportunity to voice their 

issues and concerns. This enables them to participate more actively in the country's 

political life.”296  There are several examples of how this program has created real solutions 

within Afghan communities.  For instance, in 2010 “Liberty Listeners received a call from 

the residents of a mountain village hit hard by severe flooding that cut off supply routes to 

the region. Facing starvation, and unable to contact local authorities, villagers called Azadi 

to spread news of their predicament. Nazar in turn called officials, who sent equipment and 
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help to the beleaguered village.”297  In another case, Zarif, seeing that many callers were 

complaining about the low quality of education, called Education Minister Asif Nang on the 

program and had him listen to several people’s issues with their local educational systems.  

Nang admitted on-air that he had no idea about many of these problems and even was able 

to immediately address some of the raised issues, firing some teachers and getting certain 

schools the materials that they were missing.  Since then, the Ministry of Education has 

started to listen to the program on a regular basis and consequently the Ministry of 

Education has now begun receiving significantly more feedback from the local 

population.298   

Moreover, Liberty Listeners has also made a commitment to national security.  

Recently, the program devoted a show to “Arbaky forces – Afghan civilians who have taken 

up arms in order to protect themselves from the Taliban when the government has failed to 

do so.”299  These vigilantes have helped the security situation in many Afghan areas, but 

many have now started to abuse the local people by stealing, taking bribes, or abusing 

civilians.  A year ago, the government in Kabul pledged to incorporate these forces into the 

government, supplying them with a salary and needed supplies. Little has been done - and 

as a result these ragtag militias remain unregulated.  Upon request, Liberty Listeners called 

Mr. Zamarai Bashari, a spokesman for the Interior Ministry, and demanded an explanation 

for the government’s inaction.  Mr. Bashari replied that the effort to organize and regulate 
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Arbaky forces was underway, and that he would personally look into the individual 

complaints in the messages.300   

This program is an example of how Radio Azadi is committed to promoting 

community development, free and open discussion, and government accountability in 

Afghanistan. “Liberty Listeners is leading the way in the fields of citizen journalism and 

investigative reporting” says host Zarif Nazar. 301  He hopes that the show can help the 

Afghan people realize that they can speak up about injustices that the Afghan people face 

without fear of punishment or persecution.302  

2. On The Waves of Freedom  

Historically, government accountability and transparency have been sorely 

lacking in Afghanistan, especially during the period of Taliban rule.  Understanding that 

government accountability is essential to building a democratic government and 

strengthening civil society, Radio Azadi created On the Waves of Freedom, a 2 hour call-in 

show that connects experts and high-ranking government officials with the Afghan public 

to discuss different aspects of the countries current affairs.303  Hosted by Radio Azadi’s Jan 

Alekozai and Zarif Nazar, On the Waves of Freedom started broadcasting in 2003 and each 

week brings in a different government official to have a live on-air conversation about the 

weeks issues facing the nation and people.  According to Alekozai, “Since the first broadcast 

in 2003, On the Waves of Freedom has brought important subjects such as property rights, 

women's rights, corruption, and competent governance into the spotlight of Afghan 

discussion, and helped educate citizens about peaceful ways to influence their 
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government's domestic policies.”304  The show has become a success with even President 

Hamid Karzai, saying that he regularly listens and receives the written transcript of the 

show in order to better understand the issues the Afghan people are facing.305  The hosts of 

the show say they have gained the trust of the people by not being biased and by covering 

sensitive topics without reservations.  The show has had many high ranking and important 

officials such as Minister of Foreign Affairs Dr. Abdullah Abdullah and Deputy Defense 

Minister Gen. Atiqullah Baryalai.  U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton even once came into 

the studio to take questions submitted by listeners.306  The show’s main purpose is to 

create a democratic forum to enable Afghans to engage the government in a peaceful and 

productive way.  Also, the program is a tool for the government, allowing it to hear the 

needs and concerns of the people on a day-to-day basis.  Accountability, participation, and 

government responsiveness are all indispensable to a functioning democratic society.307  

3. From Province to Province 

In an effort to connect different provinces in Afghanistan while creating local 

government accountability and transparency, Radio Azadi broadcasts a weekly program 

called From Province to Province that discusses provincial issues with experts, deputies and 

government officials of a particular province.  Veteran Radio Azadi broadcaster Jan 

Alekozai describes the show as an exciting, exclusive, interactive program that “invites a 

governor of the province, the head of the provincial council or some other expert to discuss 

the problems of their province, such as security, reconstruction and nation building.”308  
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This official expert will simply come on the program and take callers’ question and foster a 

constructive, peaceful conversation. The expert will be able to learn about the problems 

some of the people are facing in their province while also informing the people about how 

to use government services.  

4. Under the Blue Sky  

Under the Blue Sky is another call-in program Radio Azadi operates and has the 

same concept as Liberty Listeners and On the Waves of Freedom but adopts a different 

mission.  The mission of Under the Blue Sky is to cultivate, share and spread Afghan social 

and cultural traditions by having artists, personalities and other guests come in to the 

Kabul studio to share forms of artistic expression and answer live questions about different 

cultural aspects of Afghan society.  For example, writers will come on and read original 

poetry, or a musician will play music and then take questions from callers or talk about 

different cultural movements happening in the country.  Shared cultural instruments such 

as art and music can help cultivate a national identity and promote unity in Afghanistan.  As 

Gross writes, “national identity will be important in creating a stable and effective national 

democratic government that can serve all Afghans under one constitution.”309  Under the 

Blue Sky celebrates and supports the Afghan cultural tradition and by doing so spreads the 

concept of national unity around the country through radio.  

5. Health Call-in Program 

Healthcare is a major issue for the population of Afghanistan.  The system has 

improved since the U.S. intervention – a USAID study shows the now 85 percent of Afghans 

                                                        
309 Gross, Nasrine. 2000. Current Problems of Reaching Peace and Reconciliation in Afghanistan, in Gross, Nasrine 
Abou-Bakre, Compiler/Editor, Qadam-ha-ye Awshti wa Massouliat-e Ma Afghan-ha (Steps of Peace and our 
Responsibility as Afghans), First Edition, Falls Church. 



 102

have access to basic healthcare – yet due to poor communications, many do not know how 

to get access to this care.310  Radio Azadi’s “Health Call-in Show” disseminates information 

about how Afghans can receive healthcare services and also covers a different healthcare 

topic each week, bringing in a medical specialist to answer live calls from listeners.  

Healthcare for women is a particular focus, given that under Taliban rule it was virtually 

non-existent.311  Many callers are women, who ask basic healthcare questions.  

Undoubtedly, education can be crucial to enhancing quality of life and healthcare.  

6. In the Search of Missing People 

One of the most impactful programs Radio Azadi has is an interactive program 

called In the Search of Missing People, in which people post notices on a website with 

pictures of friends, colleagues, loved ones and any other of the millions of people who have 

been misplaced and gone missing due to ongoing conflict in Afghanistan.312  These postings 

are visible to the public, and people can write in if they have any information about the 

whereabouts of a posted missing person.  Every Wednesday and Sunday the show 

broadcasts stories of people being reunited with their family and friends after years of 

separation.  The program is effective, powerful and the only one of it kind in Afghanistan.  

To date, In the Search of Missing People has reunited over a thousand people who were 

previously missing.  On a recent broadcast, host Zarif Nazar helped reunite a man with his 

wife and four children live on-air, he fled Afghanistan 10 years ago to Canada to escape 

Taliban rule.  On the show the man broke down crying, saying that God has created a 

miracle through Radio Azadi to reunite him with his family, who thought that he died by 
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the hands of the Taliban.313  Such stories create trust and even devotion to the program and 

station amongst listeners.  

Through call-in programs like Liberty Listeners, On the Waves of Freedom, In 

Search of the Missing People, From Province to Province and the healthcare program, Radio 

Azadi uses civic forums to instill democratic values and bolster democratic institutions in 

Afghanistan.  Democracy is by definition participatory, and these programs create a 

platform for citizens to interact with their government.  Healthy public discourse can have 

a transformational effect on a war-torn, politically weak nation like Afghanistan, as it forces 

government accountability, creates avenues for community problem-solving and fosters 

democratic values such as freedom of speech.  Undoubtedly, Radio Azadi’s call-in programs, 

novel in a society long marred by political repression, are powerful instruments for 

cultivating a democratic government and the active civil society needed to participate in it. 

7.3 Other Programming: 

Pepper Jam  

When trying to highlight sensitive issues or taboo topics such as corruption, 

comedy can be an effective method.  “In a context where there would appear to be 

increasing political apathy, the use of political satire is a means of engaging listeners in 

learning about political processes as well as to be political thinkers and highlight 

corruption and therefore create a level of government accountability.”314  Radio Azadi has 

created a comedy program that airs every Thursday call Pepper Jam, a radio soap opera 

that uses satire reach its audience.  Radio Azadi’s Zarif Nazar describes Pepper Jam as, “one 

of the most popular and effective programs Radio Azadi has.  It highlights corruption, 
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cultural issues, news stories, and government actions and policies through satirical 

comedy.  This is effective because we can criticize sensitive issues that people care about in 

a comedic way that makes people laugh while seriously thinking about these important 

issues.”315  This program has become a success among its viewers and many other outlets 

have caught on to the idea. “This program was the first of it kind in Afghanistan and others 

have taken this platform and used it in their programming.  Through this program we can 

create a culture of criticizing the government and other issues in a funny peaceful way that 

inspires dialogue and peaceful civil action,” Zarif claims.316   Pepper Jam is another way 

Radio Azadi facilitates civil discourse and holds the government to account.  

Youth Programs  

Youth programs have become a high priority for Radio Azadi, which now 

broadcasts three different youth programs aimed at educating young people.  The three 

weekly programs are Afghan Youth Generation, Family Program, and Violence Against 

Children.317  Radio Azadi’s head of programming Zarif Nazar explains that these youth 

programs, which each focus on different aspects of life, are “targeted to serving and 

educating the youth on providing things like education, healthcare and job information 

among other things.“318  Afghan Youth Generation highlights and celebrates different social 

and cultural aspects that this current young generation is subject to and tries to put them 

into context to build generational unity.  Family Program covers educational and legal 

issues new families might need to know in order to better protect and govern their families. 

Finally, Violence Against Children discusses the roots and psychological effects of violence 
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against children.  As to the purpose of these programs, Nazar says, “We do this because in 

Afghanistan is a closed Islamic society especially for women, and the youth are not able to 

use their rights and often the older generation dictates to the youth.  But they do have 

rights and need to start participating in their country, especially woman.  They need to do 

this in order to change the system and start learning how to speak up and take actions and 

control their futures.”319  These programs invest in the long-term sustainability of a 

democratic Afghan government by instilling democratic values in the next generation.  As 

Zarif says, “Radio Azadi wants to empower the youth to help their country succeed for the 

future.”320   

Women’s Program  

As mentioned before, women today in Afghanistan are playing new roles due 

to the rights they gained under the Afghan constitution.321  However, because of years of 

suppression under both the Soviet and Taliban regimes, women still have a long way to go 

in the fight for equality and their political and societal participation in Afghanistan.  Radio 

Azadi is committed to educating women on their rights and how they can now participate 

in the newly formed Afghan government.  Radio Azadi broadcasts a women’s program 

every Monday from their Kabul studio that is fully dedicated to educating and highlighting 

the social and political problems women face every day in Afghanistan.  The participation 

of women is essential to a robust democratic society, and Radio Azadi’s programming for 

women helps to achieve this end.  
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Environmental Programs  

With most of the Afghan population living off the land in rural areas, the 

environment is critical to life in Afghanistan.  “Afghanistan today is in a state of severe 

environmental crisis. The major environmental issues today for Afghanistan are soil 

degradation, air and water pollution, deforestation at an alarming rate, overgrazing, 

desertification, and overpopulation in its already fragile urban areas.”322  In order to help 

Afghans understand these issues, Radio Azadi has created two weekly programs devoted 

solely to education about the environment, Be Kind to your Environment and How to Protect 

Afghan Forests.323  The former shares information about the environment and the different 

environmental challenges Afghanistan faces so as to raise awareness about environmental 

issues.324  How to Protect Afghan Forests focuses on protecting Afghanistan’s eastern and 

southern forests.  Over the last 30 years of war, these forests have had many damages 

inflicted upon them.  Radio Azadi is committed to raising national awareness about these 

forests by bringing on environmental experts to teach people about what they can do and 

to answer callers’ questions.325  This is a simple way Radio Azadi can highlight a national 

issue and instigate community action.  

Music, Art, Myths and Folklore 

Afghan society has a rich history of art, myths, folklore and music, and these 

instruments can all help engender national unity and identity.  Radio Azadi has three 
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programs devoted to promoting these traditions while provide tasteful entrainment to 

their viewers: World of Arts, Domestic Matters, and a daily musical program called Sorood 

wa Sukhan.  World of Arts focuses on Afghan poetry and literature; Domestic Matters is a 

storytelling program in which different historical and contemporary myths, folklore and 

legends are read on air; and Sorood wa Sukhan is a musical program that plays music 

requested by the audience through letters, e-mails and messages.326  Each of these 

programs attempts to promote the Afghan culture and meet the entertainment 

programming demands of the Afghan population.   

Religious Programming 

Afghanistan today has a government based in democracy but is still an Islamic 

Republic.  As the national religion, Islam informs all parts of life, and for any person to hold 

office one has to be a devoted Muslim.327  Radio Azadi contributes to the nation’s religious 

discourse by broadcasting the program Free Al Azhar, “a religious program celebrating, 

educating and explaining the soft face of Sharia.”328  The program airs weekly and teaches 

different aspects of peaceful Islam and how it applies to all levels of life including 

democracy and separation of government.  This is an important tool for curbing radical 

fundamentalism and creating peaceful civil dialogue around Islam.329  

News Programming 
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News is the bread and butter of Radio Azadi.  It has news updates on every 

hour and half-hour, and a variety of news shows devoted to both domestic and 

international news events. In an internal poll, most Radio Azadi listeners say they tune into 

Radio Azadi first for news and then for other programming.330  Radio Azadi has two hour-

long programs that are fully dedicated to broadcasting the news in different ways.  Radio 

Azadi’s Roundtable airs on Wednesday with veteran Afghan journalists coming into the 

studio for a round table discussion on the hottest news items of the week.  New Magazine 

airs daily and covers the day’s news events in both Dari and Pashto.  These programs are 

aimed at educating the Afghans population in the belief that an educated populace is 

essential for the success of a democratic government in Afghanistan.331  

Sports  

Radio Azadi has created a weekly sports program called World of Sports 

devoted to highlighting the different athletic events happening in the country.  Since the 

U.S.-led invasion, Afghanistan has created both a football and cricket national team that has 

captured the attention and hopes of Afghans across the country.   These teams have been 

sources of national pride and unity since their inception in 2002, and Radio Azadi felt it 

necessary to devote a program to covering them.332  Moreover, the program focuses on 

local sports as a means of building community through peaceful competition and local 

pride.  Sports can be a helpful tool in building a unity and a national identity. 

Self Criticism   
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Inevitably, every 24-hour broadcasting outlet will make some mistakes during 

the course of its daily programming.  Radio Azadi, as will be discussed later, is the most 

trusted broadcaster in Afghanistan and one reason why is that the station believes “news is 

better slow and accurate than fast and wrong.”333  Every Friday, Radio Azadi devotes time 

for pointing out elements of critical self-reflection of both the actions and behavior of Radio 

Azadi broadcasters and programs.  Not only is such reflection a testament to the station’s 

journalistic integrity, but it also instills the values of transparency and open criticism, both 

of which are paramount to a functioning democracy.  In creating a platform for criticism 

and talking openly about its own mistakes, Radio Azadi is setting an example for other 

institutions in Afghanistan.  

10.4 Radio Azadi Services and Highlights (Outside of Programming)  

Radio Distribution  

Radio Azadi, in a joint initiative with the Afghan Air Force and U.S. Military, 

launched a program that distributed free radios to Afghan citizens.  On the eve of the 

September 2010 Afghan parliamentary elections, Radio Azadi distributed “20,000 solar-

powered hand-cranked radios to Afghans who live in remote places or the lack the means 

to access news and information.”334  The radios were distributed by hand and by Mi-17 

helicopters to remote villages throughout the country.  Then-president of RFE/RL Jeff 

Gedmin described the action, saying, "Many of Afghanistan's displaced persons camps and 

remote villages have limited electricity… these battery-free radios are similar to the ones 

distributed in Haiti after the earthquake. Our objective is to ensure that Afghans 

everywhere have access to the kind of reliable information necessary to make important 
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decisions about their lives."335  The radios had Radio Azadi logos on them and were paid for 

by Radio Azadi.    

SMS Services 

In 2007, around 12 percent of Afghans owned mobile phones; by 2010 that 

number had risen to 61 percent, with another 150,000 people subscribe to cell phone 

service each month with no end in sight.336   In an attempt to connect the station more 

directly with its audience and provide more people with access to news and information 

especially in remote regions, Radio Azadi launched an interactive SMS service in November 

2010.  Mobile phone users in Afghanistan can now subscribe to “free SMS news updates 

and emergency alerts from Radio Azadi.”337  Director of Broadcasting for Radio Azadi Akbar 

Ayazi describes the intent of this initiative, saying, “The exciting thing is that it's not just 

Radio Azadi sending news to subscribers, it's our subscribers sending news back to us. 

Since the project launched less than a month ago, we've already received more than 5,000 

text messages from people all around the country - this 'citizen journalism' is unique in 

Afghanistan."338  The idea is eventually to have subscribers send Radio Azadi photos and 

videos from their mobile phones, creating a community of citizen journalists.  This is an 

effort to create a co-optive community of informed citizens to help build a peaceful and 

democratic Afghanistan.   

Radio Azadi Journalist Training Program 

For an enduring, open and free media landscape to take hold and prosper it is 

imperative that the next generation of Afghan journalists are adequately trained in 
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international journalistic standards for the sake of not just efficacy but of credibility also.  

Radio Azadi is committed to the highest level of journalistic standards and since 2003 has 

sent Afghan journalists to RFE/RL headquarters in Prague to complete a journalist-training 

program.  “This program is part of a Congressionally-funded effort designed to train young 

Afghans to work in that country's re-emerging radio market,” said former RFE/RL 

President Thomas Dine.  "Training Afghan journalists in the basics of modern, responsible 

radio broadcasting is a good fit with our mission of providing a model for the development 

of local media. I am confident that this effort will make a valuable contribution to the 

building of a civil society in Afghanistan."339  Radio Azadi chose 25 young Afghan 

journalists to participate in four basic skills courses and two advanced courses that focus 

on programming and production in Afghanistan, along with any additional training they 

want from Prague’s in house staff.340  This effort is an investment in the future of 

Afghanistan’s media landscape. 

Presidential Debate  

The Afghan National Government is still in its infancy and has faced many 

hurdles in conducting democratic elections and campaigns.  In the 2009 Presidential 

Election, voters had few options for learning about the candidates running for office.  

Understanding this, Radio Azadi, successfully organized, sponsored, hosted, and broadcast 

the first ever Afghan Presidential debate.  The debate featured President Hamid Karzai and 

his two main challengers, independent lawmaker Ramazan Bashardost and former Finance 
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Minister Ashraf Ghani.341  The debate took place in Kabul on August 20th 2009 and focused 

on the security situation and conduct of the current president, Hamid Karzai.  Director of 

Broadcasting for Radio Azadi Akbar Ayazi said, "This event represents democracy in action 

for the Afghan people. As the first and only presidential debate to include the incumbent, 

it's an extraordinary opportunity for Afghans to participate in a peaceful, free exchange of 

ideas."  Debates are an important component of an election, and in this case, Radio Azadi 

directly strengthened this vital political institution.   

Diplomacy 

Since 2003, Radio Azadi has also been a platform for U.S. government public 

diplomacy efforts in Afghanistan.  Several times, top U.S. officials have come on-air to 

deliver messages clarifying United States actions and involvement in Afghanistan and even 

answer audience questions.  Former Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice came on Radio 

Azadi in 2004, Laura Bush came on in 2005, and in 2009 current Secretary of State Hilary 

Clinton sat down for an interview with Radio Azadi director Akbar Ayazi.  In that interview, 

Clinton “argued for the rights of Afghan women, expressed her optimism for the future of 

the country, and stressed the administration's ‘enduring commitment to Afghanistan.’"342  

Because of its popularity and level of trust with its viewers, Radio Azadi can be an 

important tool for the both U.S. and Afghan officials to connect and communicate with 

Afghan citizens.  

Person of the Year 

In a democratic system that espouses merit, highlighting extraordinary people 

can generate national pride, unity and set an example for other citizens.  Every year, Radio 
                                                        
341 RFE/RL Communications 2009.  
342 RFE/RL Features 2009. 



 113

Azadi recognizes an Afghan “Person of the Year,” an individual who has made outstanding 

contributions to democracy and civil society in Afghanistan.  In 2008, Radio Azadi gave the 

first award to Afghan Governor Gul Agha Sherzai for his role in keeping the peace and 

reconstructing his war-torn Nangather province.343  The 2009 award went to 25-year-old 

human rights activist and member of Afghanistan’s Constitutional Committee Anarkali 

Honaryar, who is known for helping women who suffer from domestic abuse, forced 

marriages, and gender discrimination.344 The 2010 award went to Ramzan Bashardost for 

fighting government corruption, and the 2011 award has gone to Afghan music superstar 

and UN Goodwill Ambassador Farhad Darya for “his exceptional dedication to promoting 

music and cultural tolerance throughout the country.”345  Every one of these people has 

contributed Afghanistan’s democratic society by promoting peace and raising awareness to 

injustices.  Celebrating these achievements and bringing attention to their causes helps to 

influence positive behavior and create national pride.  

Letters (Voices) from Afghanistan  

Since 2002, nearly 15,000 pieces of fan mail have been sent to Radio Azadi.   

These letters have come from a wide range of Afghanis – merchants, clerics, farmers, 

university students, and school children – and their content varies greatly: “teenagers 

discuss conditions at their schools, villagers complain about corrupt officials, refugees 

describe their plight, and young lovers make song requests.” 346  These letters further 

represent Afghan culture and society because they are often forms of artistic expression.  
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“Drawing on a centuries-long tradition of calligraphic art and miniature paintings, many 

writers painstakingly adorn their letters and scrolls with elaborate, ornate designs and 

colorful pictures.”347  In February 2010, several of these letters were put on display in a U.S. 

Library of Congress exhibition in Washington D.C. called Voices from Afghanistan.348  

Obviously, this extraordinary outreach by Radio Azadi listeners is a measure 

of how well received the outlet is in Afghanistan; but also, it is a direct example of how 

Radio Azadi is successfully cultivating western democratic values of self-determination and 

national participation.  “Voices from Afghanistan demonstrates the power U.S. radio 

broadcasts can have when they welcome input from their audiences and allow listeners to 

help shape the narrative of their country.”349  Because of differing circumstances from 

country to country, democracy can never simply be transplanted; it must take root and 

develop organically within the unique context of a particular nation.  Self-determination is 

essential and without it, an experiment in democracy will inevitably fail. 

7.5 Reach  

Radio Azadi has been overwhelmingly successful in Afghanistan.  In 2005, only 

three years after Radio Azadi started broadcasting to Afghanistan, it became the most 

popular radio broadcaster in Afghanistan.  According to a survey of 2,038 adults in 31 of 

Afghanistan’s 34 provinces commissioned by the BBG, in 2005 Radio Azadi garnered “a 

nationwide weekly listening rate of 75.3 percent to [its] broadcasts in Dari and Pashto -- 

the highest unduplicated listening rate from among all international radio/television 
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broadcasters operating in Afghanistan, including the BBC.”350  Radio Azadi has continued to 

grow and remains the most well-known and listened to media outlet in Afghanistan.  

According to a 2010 report on media in Afghanistan, “When 4,571 people from all over 

Afghanistan were asked what radio station they knew, a majority of respondents answered 

Azadi”351  Radio Azadi also has the highest Cumulative share of audience viewers with a 

total of 28 percent of the market share.  

  352 

353 
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Furthermore, the same report found that Radio Azadi is the most trusted radio 

station in Afghanistan.  In a nationwide poll where 6,700 people from all over Afghanistan 

participated, Radio Azadi was considered the most trusted news source by 44 percent of 

respondents, coming in first ahead of the BBC, which 41 percent called the most trusted.354   

Given the BBC’s historical dominance as the most credible news source in the region, 

Azadi’s ascension in such a short period of time is truly a remarkable achievement. 

355 

Moreover, Radio Azadi has won many awards for journalistic excellence.  In 

2008, two young Azadi journalists named Hassiba Shaheed and Lina Sharifi were 

recognized by the Afghan National Union of Journalists for “superior reporting on 

international and domestic issues facing Afghanistan for their broadcasts on the life of 
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Afghan nomadic peoples and another series on the rights of women in Afghanistan.”356  

Radio Azadi’s Brishna Nazari also won an award from the Afghan National Union of 

Journalists in 2008 for aiding the reconstruction of Afghan society through balanced and 

objective reporting.357  Khan Mohammad Seend and Abdul Hameed Pazhman, both Kabul-

based reporters for Azadi, received certificates of appreciation from ACCI President Qurban 

Mohammad Haqjo on August 9 for their “work in covering the Chamber's recent elections 

and efforts to forge unity within the Afghan business community.”358  In 2009, the entire 

Radio Azadi service won the prestigious David Burke Distinguished Journalism award for 

reporting in “"one of the most dangerous places in the world and displaying the enormous 

courage it takes in continuing to deliver the news to their fellow citizens.”359 

There are a few primary reasons why Radio Azadi is the most listened to, 

recognized and trusted media outlet in Afghanistan.  Firstly, it upholds rigorous, 

international standards of journalistic excellence, ensuring that the news it provides is 

factual and unbiased.  Second, it provides diverse programming tailored to the wants and 

interests of the Afghan population.  Also, it produces measurable results within Afghan 

communities, holding government officials to account, reuniting families, and addressing 

citizens’ complaints.  Finally, and most importantly, Radio Azadi is successful in 

Afghanistan because it is community-based – operated by Afghans and, despite the fact that 

it receives U.S funding – which consequently allows it to have state-of-the art facilities and 
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technologies unavailable to most other Afghan stations – the average Afghani does not 

know that Azadi is backed by the United States.360   

Community-Based  

By definition, a community-based radio station is a station that operates 

within its broadcasting region and is accountable to it.  It must be independent of any 

government’s control and participatory in that it allows the local population to contribute 

to the station.361  Historically, such a broadcaster has not existed in Afghanistan.  “For the 

Afghan population in general, radio has traditionally been the voice of authority. There is 

no tradition of radio as a democratic, participatory medium that can be used to satisfy the 

needs of local communities before 2002.”362  Though Radio Azadi is funded by the U.S. 

government and is operated through RFE/RL, it is undoubtedly community-based.  It is 

allowed to operate independent of the oversight and intervention of any government.  

Azadi’s main bureau is located in Kabul, and native Afghanis run its supporting office in 

Prague.  Also, Radio Azadi often focuses broadcasts and resources specifically on local, 

community issues. 

 As previously noted, trust is essential to Afghan society and next to family, 

probably the most closely held value in the country.  Radio Azadi, because it is based in the 

community, has become so successful, as not only a radio station but also as an instrument 

of soft power, because it is trusted by the local population.  Historically, “Afghan 

perceptions of media content have been based on decades of exposure to propaganda.”363  

                                                        
360 Ayazi 2011. 
361 Girard 2002, 4. 
362 Girard 2002, 3. 
363 Fraenkel Eran Et.all. 2007. Afghanistan Media Assessment- Opportunities and Challenges for Peace building. 
Peaceworks.inc  



 119

Therefore, “Afghans reject certain information because they do not trust the source.”364  

Not only are Afghans largely unaware that it’s U.S.-funded, which would invoke skepticism, 

but also Radio Azadi employees some of the most trusted and well-known journalists in 

Afghanistan.  According to veteran Afghan broadcaster Jan Alekozai, “Since 2002 when 

Radio Azadi was launched, Radio Free Europe hired the most well known and professional 

journalists.  The people they hired, including myself, have been working for years in Afghan 

radio and TV.  People already knew us…and we made sure to hire trusted local reporters 

for our stringers and freelancers.”365  Because it is so trusted, the Afghan population is 

receptive to the democratic values it conveys. 

In contrast, Voice of America has failed to gain the popularity that Radio Azadi 

has because it is explicitly branded “Made in the USA,” and has a decidedly pro-American 

slant.  As McCullough argues, VOA-style institutions are ineffective in co-opting a local, 

foreign population: “Although many scholars argue that soft power is most effective when 

it involves collaborative action and knowledge-building, many of the traditional tools of 

soft power — for example, propaganda and information campaigns, radio and television 

broadcasting, cultural exhibits, language lessons and cultural centers — involve the 

distribution of a government-approved message to a foreign audience. This is particularly 

evident in U.S. international broadcasting, which generally follows a cybernetic model of 

communication in which the United States is the sender and foreign audiences are the 

receivers.”366  VOA falls victim to this trap, but Radio Azadi breaks the mould.  According to 

former VOA Director of Broadcasting to Afghanistan and current Associate Director of 
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Broadcasting for Afghanistan and Pakistan Akber Ayazi, “We at Radio Azadi are not obliged 

to give the American perspective…We are a surrogate radio and therefore we are not as 

focused on international stories whereas Voice of America is.  The common man is focused 

on what is going on in his village and this is where Radio Azadi is focused.”367  VOA covers 

stories with United States interests in mind; Afghani interests inform Radio Azadi’s 

operations.  Radio Azadi broadcaster Zarif Nazar says that the station’s sole focus is on 

“what is best for Afghanistan and the Afghan people.  No other agenda or interests 

matter…we represent our own people and reflect what they want.”368   

Moreover, the local population trusts Radio Azadi not only because it is 

community-based, but also because the news it provides is accurate and unbiased.  In a 

country that for so long has been subjected to propaganda from both foreign and domestic 

sources, stations that disseminate truthful information are well received.  According to 

Nazar, “[Azadi] is the only radio that listens to people and does not put any bias toward the 

U.S. or the Afghan government or any other entity in our stories and programs.”369  

Moreover, Radio Azadi listens to all sides.  Azadi broadcaster Alekozai says, “We don’t have 

any censorship and even a sympathizer of the Taliban can call.  We argue with them and 

bring the issue and facts, and we challenge them.  The trust is there from all sides, we tell 

them the truth, we give them the right information…If you ask anyone in Afghanistan, 

whether it is a Taliban sympathizer, pro-government or anti-government person, 

everybody will say ‘I trust Radio Azadi.’”370 

                                                        
367 Ayazi 2011. 
368 Nazar 2011.  
369 Nazar 2011.  
370 Alekozai 2011.  



 121

Radio Azadi has been so successful in fact, that RFE/RL has emulated its mission and 

much of its programming in a recently launched station specifically targeting the 

Afghanistan-Pakistan (Af-Pak) border region.  In January 2010, Radio Mashaal was 

launched “in order to provide reliable reporting in Pakistan’s Northwest Frontier Province 

and the Federally Administered Tribal Areas.”371  Radio Mashaal operates under the same 

conditions as Radio Azadi: it is community based, independent of government oversight 

and has a local bureau in Islamabad, Pakistan.  Like Azadi, Mashaal also receives help from 

the RFE/RL headquarters in Prague, Czech Republic.   

While Radio Azadi broadcasts to the all of Afghanistan Radio Mashaal has a 

more specific targeted area of not greater Pakistan or Afghanistan but just the border 

region.  It provides 9 hours of daily programming in the Pashto language and has 19 staff 

members in Prague and another 23 staff, reporters and stringers in the Af-Pak region.372  

The station has a variety of programs that are similar in content to Radio Azadi, with call-in 

shows and programs covering health care issues, women’s rights, youth programs, local 

and international news and in-depth political reporting featuring local policymakers and 

tribal elders.  “Other prominent programs include “War Stories”, where listeners tell tales 

of Taliban atrocities, a series of profiles of tribal elders that have been assassinated by 

extremists, and a health care program offering the advice of expert physicians.”373  Because 

it’s been operating for only one year, Radio Mashaal still has a long way to go in creating a 

following of listeners.  However, it is seeing serious progress in listenership, with a 

respectable 7.9 percent of the market total, coming in 4th behind BBC Pashto’s 13.0 
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percent.374  Most impressively, a recent Pakistan media poll ranked Radio Mashaal the most 

trusted news outlet in the Af-Pak region, with 84 percent of respondents saying it was a 

trusted media outlet.375 

 

Undoubtedly, both of these stations (Radio Azadi more so because it is more 

fully established) serve as invaluable instruments of U.S. soft power.  A 2002 assessment 

study found that in Afghanistan “community radio is…a low-cost and effective way of 

contributing to reconstruction and development, democracy and national building.”376  

Azadi is directly bolstering the nascent Afghan democracy, by helping improve government 

accountability, encouraging political participation, and strengthening democratic 

institutions such as elections and presidential debates.  Quietly without most of the 

population being aware of it, Radio Azadi is increasing the attractiveness of U.S. democratic 

values like freedom of speech, peaceful political participation, gender equality, government 

transparency, and self-determination.  Results from the Asia Foundation’s 2010 Afghan 

survey showed that the number of respondents who sympathize with armed opposition 

groups had fallen from 56 percent in 2009 to 40 percent in 2010.377  Alternatively, support 

for allowing peaceful opposition rose from 77 percent in 2009 to 83 percent in 2010.378  

Eighty-one percent of respondents said they “agree with the democratic principle of equal 

                                                        
374 Broadcasting Board of Governors. November 2010. International Broadcasting in 
Pakistan (FATA.) Broadcasting Board of Governors Special report page 3 and 7.  
375 Broadcasting Board of Governors. November 2010. International Broadcasting in 
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377 The Asia Foundation 2010, 5. 
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rights for all groups to participation and representation.”379  Furthermore, 80 percent 

agreed “everyone should have equal rights under the law, regardless of their gender, 

ethnicity or religion.”380  Finally, the survey concluded, “Support for the application of 

democratic principles of governance is high” in Afghanistan.381  This paper argues that the 

increase in support for these democratic values and the increased popularity for Radio 

Azadi is not coincidental. 

Because it so effectively co-opts the Afghan population to U.S. values and 

directly helps build a functioning democracy in Afghanistan, the United States should invest 

more money in community-based radio in the country.  Of all the tools available in the U.S. 

soft power arsenal, community-based radio produces the greatest gains in the short-term 

and it is the most cost-effective.  All of RFE/RL operates for under $100 million a year, and 

according to a BBG budget request for FY 2012, “U.S. International Broadcasting is one of 

the highest yielding, low cost initiatives within public diplomacy.  Over 80 percent of BBG 

language services cost less than $5 million per year to operate, and approximately two-

thirds of these cost less than $2 million.”382  In comparison to the official $114 billion (this 

is not including black budget and extra unknown special expenditures) the United States 

will spend on hard power in Afghanistan in FY2011, the money it takes to fund community-

based radio stations is a pittance.  

Moreover, Radio Azadi has been an effective public diplomacy, as it provides 

accurate, unbiased information about the presence of U.S. soldiers in Afghanistan.  A 2010 

BBC and ABC News opinion poll of the Afghan people asked which group is most 
                                                        
379 The Asia Foundation 2010, 6. 
380 The Asia Foundation 2010, 109. 
381 The Asia Foundation 2010, 12. 
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responsible for the violence in the country.  In 2010, 42 percent of respondents said the 

Taliban was most responsible, followed by Al-Qaeda/foreign jihadists (24 percent).  Only 

five percent said U.S. forces were most responsible.  In 2009, 27 percent of respondents 

believed the Taliban were most responsible, 22 percent that Al-Qaeda/foreign jihadists 

were, and 12 percent that U.S. forces were the most to blame.383  Obviously, U.S. public 

diplomacy has improved, and accurate information provided by broadcasters such as Radio 

Azadi contribute to this improvement. 

 

Conclusion and Policy Recommendation 

 

 In conclusion, the understanding of power in international affairs has advanced 

considerably in the last few decades, and recent wars especially have shown that wielding 

power effectively is a much more complicated endeavor than it seems.  This paper has been 

devoted to analyzing soft power and its application by the United States in Afghanistan.  

For the United States, success in Afghanistan entails the creation of a stable, functioning 

democratic government, one able to prevent the state from reverting to a breeding ground 

for terrorism as it was during the years of Taliban rule.  Because such distinctions are 

ultimately relative, this paper has declined from arguing for the creation of a democracy on 

moral or humanitarian grounds – i.e. that a democratic government is somehow more right 

or more just, which it very well may be – but rather only that such a system of governance 

in Afghanistan is the best way to achieve the United States’ stated objective of preventing 

terrorism in the country. 
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 Ultimately, this mission is a complex and difficult one, and in arguing for the efficacy 

of community-based radio broadcasting, specifically RFE/RL’s Radio Azadi, this paper is 

not claiming that such instruments of power are the only way to achieve the U.S. objective 

in Afghanistan, nor are they some kind of silver bullet.  Creating a stable democracy in 

Afghanistan will require the effective implementation of several instruments of both soft 

power – along with broadcasting, aid programs, exchanges, and ‘soft’ military operations 

keeping in line with COIN – and hard power.  Such a mix of hard and soft power 

instruments is what Nye calls smart power, and it is necessary for successful foreign policy 

strategy.   

 However, as the war in Afghanistan continues to lose popularity in the United States, 

military forces will be withdrawn in greater and greater numbers, and the mission is going 

to have to rely more heavily on soft power to achieve its objective.  This paper has sought 

to prove that given the context of Afghanistan, community-based radio is one of the most 

effective and cheapest instruments of soft power at the United States’ disposal.  It is also 

one of the most unheralded and underfunded.  This examination recommends that more 

resources be devoted to not only existing RFE/RL broadcasters in Afghanistan – i.e. Radio 

Azadi and Radio Mashaal – but also that more surrogate stations be created to co-opt the 

Afghan population.  In the specific case of Radio Azadi, more funding could expand the 

reach, longevity and platforms of the station.  Associate Broadcast Director for RFE/RL 

operations in Afghanistan and Pakistan Akber Ayazi said that with more funding Azadi 

could have more reporters and freelancers working in Afghanistan, covering even more of 

the region; the station could have more frequencies to reach listeners in more areas of the 

country; Azadi could pursue social media platforms as more and more Afghans gain access 
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to the internet; and finally, the next generation of journalists could be trained and 

participate in exchange programs with the RFE/RL Prague headquarters to ensure the 

continued success of the station.384 

 Ultimately, if it wants to achieve its objective in Afghanistan and for that matter 

wield power effectively in every arena of foreign affairs, it would behoove the United States 

to invest more in soft power. 
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