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Abstract
The US military’s surge in Afghanistan from 2009 through 2012 was designed to blunt Taliban momentum and
ultimately allow international forces to significantly reduce their presence and transition full responsibility for
security to the Afghan government by 2015. In May of 2011, near the height of the surge, the Taliban leadership
countered the international coalition by opening a distinct new front in their asymmetric battle; one waged not
with bullets and bombs, but with regular English language posts on Twitter. This article utilizes public relations
and communications theory to analyze a sample of these Tweets alongside Mullah Omar’s yearly Eid messages.
In doing so, the argument is made that Taliban information operations on both the tactical and strategic levels
promoted a narrative of the conflict designed to weaken the international public’s resolve to actively oppose the
Taliban through a long-term deployment of primarily Western military forces to the country. For policymakers,
the Taliban’s own chronicling of the war on social media indicates that insurgent forces are not nearly as capable
of waging a jihad across all regions of the country as they might wish to be, nor are they in command of a large
network of infiltrators willing and able to attack their international trainers and Afghan military partners on
command. Academically, the Taliban’s use of Twitter reinforces other research showing that even in the more
diffuse, less restrictive atmosphere of social media, the leadership of armed Islamist groups often attempt to exert
control over internet-based information operations through the establishment of official social media accounts.
Keywords: Afghanistan, Taliban, social media
Introduction
The exigencies of war have a profound influence on organizations. The protracted insurgency in Afghanistan
forced each belligerent party to develop innovative strategies in an effort to achieve victory. For forces
of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), this largely comprised the adoption of full-scale
counterinsurgency. The Taliban, a radical Islamist movement, also evolved in unexpected ways. For some,
it may come as a bit of surprise that a group that once banned most forms of modern entertainment in a
self-styled effort to “return to the early days of Islam” would nevertheless come to utilize the internet and
social media as part of their campaign to return to power.[1] With a recent survey of the Afghan population
reporting that only 3% of respondents utilized the internet to gather news, it seems highly unlikely that the
Taliban’s regular Twitter posts and online distribution of strategic messages are designed for consumption by
a domestic constituency.[2]
This analysis addresses a key question about the Taliban’s internet presence. How can we classify the Taliban’s
digital information operations in terms of public relations and communications theory? It can be argued
that the Taliban social media presence and the online publication of Mullah Omar’s yearly Eid messages
represent a “press agentry” communications model (explained below) designed to draw attention to a Taliban
narrative positioned to weaken the international public’s resolve to actively oppose the Taliban through
military means.[3] From a communications theory perspective, the Taliban believe they can accomplish
their objectives by casting key stakeholders in the following roles: the members of the International Security
Assistance Force (ISAF) are brutal “invaders”, the Afghan government and security forces are feckless stooges
of the international forces, while the Taliban are a moderate force seeking to deliver a sovereign and Islamic
Afghanistan to its people. Finally, the Taliban—by their own accounting on Twitter—contradict their claims
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of an expansive countrywide insurgency and are less responsible for infiltration type attacks then they might
wish to be.
Sample Selection and Methodology
A comprehensive longitudinal examination of messages produced by the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan
(Taliban) is beyond the scope of this work.[4] While such an examination would undoubtedly add statistical
validity to the model used herein, the communications selected for this study were chosen based on their
qualitative significance: that is to say that the sum total of the social media posts and annual Eid messages
offer the Taliban’s narrative during a period encompassing the height of Obama’s surge strategy through the
ultimate withdrawal of those roughly 30,000 extra U.S. soldiers in 2012.[5] This research design juxtaposes
the Taliban accounting of attack data against US Department of Defense reports to Congress. The latter
reports detail, among other variables, “Enemy Initiated Attacks” per month as reported by each regional
command, regardless of whether or not they caused fatalities.[6] While organizations such as the RAND
Corporation have noted a number of problems with certain metrics utilized by ISAF and the Department of
Defense in the Afghan war effort, the attack statistics used herein comprise the only available comprehensive
data set that reports attacks against ISAF units throughout the country.[7] For an official measure of ISAF
fatalities which detail the type, date, and location of an attack, this report also utilizes the data set compiled
by iCasualties.org.[8] Finally, a precise and detailed account of Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF)
fatalities occurring since 2009 does not exist. However the Brookings Institution’s Afghanistan Index provides
a monthly estimate of ANSF fatalities based on quotes from Afghan officials and secondary source reporting.
[9]
In sum, the data gathered from the Taliban Twitter feed can be compared to official reporting of anti-ISAF
attacks and estimates of ANSF fatalities as a means to determine how the organization desires to portray its
insurgency effort to a largely Western audience. This same analysis will also provide a comparative means by
which to assess the Taliban’s military performance. While it would be valuable to utilize a sample of Tweets
that encompasses the period from the start of the English language postings in May of 2011 through at least
the publication date of this article, doing so would require a major change in the design of this study. In
particular, the limited availability of historical Twitter postings, coupled with the fact that ISAF and the US
Department of Defense quit recording the number of “Enemy Initiated Attacks” in March of 2013, means
the analysis herein represents more of a natural experiment. In essence, this research takes advantage of a
limited window of time during a critical period–the denouement of the U.S. surge–of Afghanistan’s recent
history in which data from two competing sources of information could reliably be compared to one another.
Thus, the remaining sections of this essay detail how the insights extracted from the dueling figures provided
by the Taliban and international community relate to the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan’s larger strategic
messaging initiatives. First, this study analyzes non-administrative, English language Tweets of the Taliban
Twitter handle “@alemarahweb” during the fighting season of 2012. This particular time period and the
Taliban feed selected for study comprise a data set that meets the following conditions: international media
recognizes the account producing the Tweets as Taliban affiliated, the relevant time period allows comparison
with data gathered by alternative sources (ISAF and iCasualties.org), and Taliban messages on alternative
online platforms help place the Tweets in a more holistic context.[10] The subsequent paragraphs offer both a
detailed explanation of the data selection process and the methodology of analysis.
The Twitter feed “@alemarahweb” began to post in English in May of 2011.[11] However, the only Tweets
freely accessible are those posted after November of 2011.[12] Existing freeware programs focused on metrics
such as a Twitter account’s relative influence in the “Twitterverse” or tracking the most commonly used
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hashtags are largely useless in analyzing the content of a Taliban Twitter feed that is not wholly integrated
into a likeminded network of insurgent members and rarely, if ever, uses English hashtags. Other studies of
the social media engagement of Middle Eastern groups focused on waging a global jihad utilize these types
of Twitter analytics with some success. In such cases, researchers measured the relative influence of jihadis
operating among a digital community of believers in which the senders, receivers, and sharers of ideas all
have access to computers.[13] If a significant number of Taliban fighters across Afghanistan were utilizing
laptops to communicate with each other and their leaders in the social media environment, then standard
Twitter analytic metrics would be useful. In this case, a study of the Taliban’s social media efforts requires
either tailor-made software or manual coding by a human; this article utilizes the latter method.
To whittle the volume of the data set down to a manageable yet topically relevant size, the decision was
made to examine Tweets from the summer fighting season of 2012, a period encompassing May through
September.[14] This study purposely excludes Tweets from “@alemarahweb” that reference administrative
details, such as the posting of a new video to the Islamic Emirate’s webpage, since these Tweets do not
intrinsically contain information of relevance. Essentially, this research design only involved coding Tweets
that reported on direct actions by insurgents or those which highlighted current events perceived by the
Taliban to be beneficial to their cause (a protest against “American desecration of a Qur’an”, for example).
Each of the 349 Tweets from the resulting sample was then coded based on the manner in which they utilize
terms like “invader”, “puppet”, or “minion” to categorize individuals opposed to the Taliban. From each
Tweet, the study also tabulated the alleged number of fatalities inflicted on civilians or counterinsurgent
forces, along with the manner of attack, and any aerial assets that may have been destroyed. The final element
of coding for each Tweet included a location categorization by correlating the listed area of an event to a
specific ISAF regional command (RC).[15]
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Figure 1. Map of ISAF Regional Commands (Dated September 2011) [16]
Take the following Tweet as an example:
3 invaders killed as their tank blown up in IED blast: LOGAR, Sept. 24 – A roadside bomb blast planted by
Muja... http://bit.ly/VwBe7p.[17]
In this case, the attack would be coded as an event in which ISAF is referenced using some derivation of
the word “invader”. The mode of attack is an improvised explosive device (IED) resulting in three ISAF
fatalities, one tank destroyed, and the event occurred in the RC-East area of responsibility. Most of the Tweets
from this Taliban account utilize some derivative of this particular format and usually detail the method of
attack, number of fatalities inflicted, any equipment destroyed, the province in which the event occurred,
and the date of the event. The end product thus includes a number of quantifiable metrics from the Taliban
perspective, such as ISAF or ANSF fatalities by month by region, which can then be compared against similar
data gathered by other organizations. In order to more thoroughly analyze such data, this essay will combine
aspects of marketing and public relations theory previously applied to cases similar to the one presented in
this work.
Applying Theory
According to Zelin, the major growth in jihadi social media can generally be attributed to the 2010 efforts of
the now deceased Anwar al-Awlaki.[18] One of the main findings of Zelin’s work, though it focuses almost
exclusively on Arabic speaking jihadi groups, is that affiliated individuals tend to shun Twitter in favor of the
exclusivity of online forums and do not regularly use English in their postings.[19] However, one recent work
analyzing the social media usage of Western nationals fighting in Syria showed that “most groups’ media
outlets still
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post their content to jihadi forums but will simultaneously create sponsored Twitter accounts where they
release new statements or videos” and that much of the content, often in English, posted by these individual
fighters remains more heavily influenced by a group’s central leadership than a casual observer might
otherwise expect.[20] The Taliban case, therefore, is more reflective of the latter trend where message content
is controlled through the use of official or semi-official social media accounts. The notable exception however,
is that there is no evidence to show that the Islamic Emirate’s English language posts result from the presence
of Western citizens who have joined the Taliban’s cause. Nevertheless, to more effectively examine why and
how an organization—corporate, militant, or otherwise—utilizes Twitter, it is useful to look at research from
the field of public relations.
Waters and Williams provide an excellent summary of organizational practices on Twitter in stating that
“research has shown that advocacy organizations rarely use social networking sites or blogs to create
dialogue; instead, their primary focus is information sharing.”[21] Though the Taliban are not an advocacy
organization of the same type included in the Waters and Williams study, they view themselves as a legitimate
governing entity (albeit in a militarily imposed exile) that is nevertheless communicating to an audience
about a desire to return to power. The aforementioned study goes on to highlight four particular models of
public relations. The first is known as “press agentry” and is classified as a “one way asymmetrical model” in
which communications are designed to “catch attention and interest and to convince the audience of an idea,
using any means necessary.”[22] Additional characteristics of the press agentry manner of communication
include “sensationalism” and “embellishment” that “stretch or abandon the truth” and contain few, if any,
“backup or references” in support of the particular claim.
A detailed look at the Taliban Twitter feed shows that it is clearly engaged in this method of public relations.
Taliban reporting of attacks through the summer of 2012 is rife with embellishment in terms of damage
inflicted on ISAF forces, but appears to understate the effectiveness of their attacks against ANSF elements.
Specifically, based on Twitter reporting, the Taliban claim to kill an average of 196 ANSF personnel per
month during this period; resulting in a total of 980 fatalities. Estimates based on data compiled in the
Brookings Institutions’ Afghanistan Index, suggests an average monthly death toll of closer to 309 ANSF
personnel, though a lack of regular, detailed reporting from the Afghan government negatively impacts the
precision of such an aggregated estimate.[23] Nevertheless, the overall trends illustrate a messaging campaign
primarily targeted to demoralize a Western audience. Table 1 shows a brief sample of the comparative
difference in attack metrics between ISAF and the Taliban.
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Table 1. ISAF Fatalities and Helicopter Crashes by Reporting Source for Summer 2012

Type of Attack
IED/Suicide IED
Hostile Action (not «insider
attack»)
Hostile Action («insider attack»)
Total ISAF Fatalities by Hostile
Action

Taliban Reported

ISAF Reported *

Taliban Error

139

77

+62

460

76

+384

20

30

-10

619

183

+436

Equipment Destroyed
Helicopters Downed Due to Hostile
6
3
+3
Fire (resulting in fatalities)
Helicopters Downed Due to
Non-Hostile Causes (resulting in
0
2
-2
fatalities)
*Data based on iCasualties.org independent analysis of official ISAF news releases and other media reporting
[24]
What is also interesting is the extent to which the Taliban Twitter feed tends to understate casualties caused
by attacks in which an ANSF member turns his weapon on an ISAF soldier. This will be discussed in
more detail in the strategic messaging portion, but this is indicative of the Taliban’s general lack of direct
responsibility for insider attacks even though they recognize their tactical effectiveness and propaganda
value.[25] As a final specific example of the Taliban’s attempt to utilize Twitter to sensationalize the impact
of an attack on Western personnel, one needs to look little further than the reporting surrounding a suicide
attack in Kabul (RC-Capital) on May 2, 2012. Although the Taliban Twitter account claimed this resulted
in the death of 43 “invaders”—the largest single day death toll for an attack in which the Taliban “confirm”
killing foreigners—in fact the only non-Afghan citizen killed was a private security guard.[26] In any event,
they also failed to mention the associated deaths of six civilians, which is not surprising given that the Taliban
Twitter account does not contain a single post in which insurgents acknowledge that their actions may have
caused civilian casualties. Overall, the general character of the Taliban’s sensational and unsubstantiated
claims exemplifies the press agentry model. Importantly though, these mostly tactical reports are less
concerned about accurately conveying the numbers of ISAF personnel killed in Afghanistan so long as they
serve to draw attention to the Taliban’s larger strategic messaging themes. As we will see in the next section,
the Islamic Emirate delivers its respective narrative via a bi-level communications scheme in which regular
Twitter messaging attempts to reinforce the material in Mullah Omar’s annual Eid ul-Adha and Eid ul-Fitr
manifestos.
One particularly prescient study that provides an appropriate manner of assessing the content, delivery, and
interpretation of jihadi media is that of Baines and O’Shaughnessy who describe terrorism as a “deviant
sub-branch of political marketing”.[27] These authors rely on concepts from marketing theory known as
“intended positioning” and “cultural interpretation” to indirectly determine what particular message(s) the
producer of a video glorifying jihad is attempting to convey. Most specifically, they utilize a deconstruction
technique attributed to Jacques Derrida which attempts to identify “privileged themes” and “binary pairs
or opposites” in an effort to reveal what message a work is designed to portray and the manner in which it
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is conveyed.[28] Utilizing this same technique, it is argued here that the adoption of the internet in general
and Twitter, in particular, is designed to deliver the Taliban’s privileged themes (its intended position) in a
manner that is readily used and understood by citizens of Western societies (cultural interpretation).
Regardless of whether or not Mullah Omar actually writes the Taliban’s annual messages for Eid ul-Adha
and Eid ul-Fitr, the Taliban leadership is increasingly aware of the importance of influencing Western public
opinion.[29] The Taliban no longer appear hesitant to engage in the media war, which may be a direct
influence of the senior leadership’s interactions with Bin Laden in which the latter is reported to have advised
his Afghan hosts that “it is obvious that the media war in this century is one of the strongest methods; in
fact, its ratio may reach 90% of the total preparation for the battles.”[30] In other words, media engagement
is perhaps even more important to winning a campaign than the actual tactical or operational task itself. In
embracing the media as an additional tool of asymmetric warfare, the Taliban’s 2011 Eid ul-Adha message
mentions the Islamic Emirate’s “official Spokesmen, Websites and Press Releases” while encouraging “the
men of letters” to “put to work their pens in the cause of defense of their religion.”[31] The Taliban leadership
seems to most poignantly address both the audience and purpose of their information operations in stating
that “the American and Western people have no further taste for extending the Afghan war and seeing their
soldiers return in coffins.”[32] The Taliban thus have identified the Western citizenry as the center of gravity
of the international war effort and target this audience through a number of privileged themes portrayed in
different mediums.
As the aforementioned excerpts from Mullah Omar demonstrate, the Taliban look to the internet in general
and social media in particular as an operational front complementary to actual violent action against ISAF
and ANSF targets. Ultimately, both components are part of a strategy to force a complete and permanent
withdrawal of an international security force presence in Afghanistan. Communications theory states that the
presence of “opposites or binary pairs” in the text will ultimately reflect the intended message of the author.
For the Taliban, Twitter is a means of pumping out a consistent stream of alternative identities: ISAF soldiers
are “invaders” and “terrorists”, not liberators; and Afghans serving in the security services or government
are neither patriots nor true Muslims, but “puppets”.[33] Chart 1 demonstrates a Taliban preference for
portraying ANSF and ISAF personnel not as worthy military “enemies”, but as a less legitimate type of
opponent.

Chart 1: Taliban Twitter and the Creation of “Alternative Identities” ofr ANSF/ISAF
With the “binary pairs” of the Twitter feed identified, it is important to examine the extent to which these
Tweets support the deliverance of the Taliban’s privileged strategic messaging themes.
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One major theme that the Taliban attempted to reinforce following the 2012 fighting season is that of a more
effective jihad expanding to all parts of the country. In Mullah Omar’s 2012 Eid ul-Adha message he states:
The ranks of Jihad do strengthen, experiencing expansion in every part of the country because of the
close support of [our] brave people with the Mujahideen and their sacrifices. Massive aggressive and
Jihadic [sic] tactical attacks are carried out against the grand bases of the invaders.[34]
Given the limitations of available data, it is not possible to accurately assess the claim of an expansion of
jihad to all regions of the country. However, Table 2 shows that much of the fighting occurs in the Pashtu
dominated South and East of the country, as a relative proportion of overall attacks.
Table 2. Attacks by Region as Reported by the Taliban and ISAF for Summer 2012
Taliban Reported Anti-ISAF Attacks

ISAF Reported Anti-ISAF Attacks*

RC-South
21%
21%
RC-Southwest
14%
30%
RC-East
58%
41%
RC-West
3%
5%
RC-North
2%
4%
RC-Capital
1%
**
*ISAF reported percentages equal 101% due to rounding (and raw figures are unavailable)
** ISAF reports this as statistically negligible in respect to the total number of attacks
Though the Department of Defense acknowledges that regional commands outside of these areas are clearly
not immune to Taliban penetration, the Taliban’s reach into places like Mazar-e-Sharif (RC-North) and Kabul
(RC-Capital) is likely blunted by the enmity they created during their years in power.[35]
A second privileged theme the Taliban attempt to convey to the West in their effort to erode public morale is
the insurgents’ ability to deliberately plan and execute “insider attacks”. In the Eid ul-Fitr address following
the 2012 fighting season, the Taliban appeared ready to portray themselves as key facilitators, if not direct
planners, of past attacks while also demonstrating a capability to conduct them in the future. In addition to
allegedly creating a “Guidance, Luring and Integration” operational wing, the Taliban take responsibility for
the season’s attacks in stating that “Mujahideen have cleverly infiltrated the ranks of the enemy according to
the plan given to them last year”.[36] However, as mentioned earlier in this analysis, Taliban Tweets fail to
account for the full range of fatalities resulting from the incidents and they do not provide Tweets claiming
responsibility for a number of insider attacks reported by ISAF. Ultimately, because the Taliban are likely not
the proximate cause of a number of insider attacks they are forced to retroactively claim responsibility in
order to strengthen the narrative that they are able to penetrate ISAF’s most secure locations.[37]
Conclusion
From the outset, this study sought to analyze the Taliban’s social media and general internet presence in an
effort to better classify the organization’s information operations while also gaining a new perspective on
insurgent operations. Assessments and statements from both sides of the military divide acknowledge that
the Taliban’s ability to use the media became an increasingly important front in the war for Afghanistan.[38]
The analysis of Tweets from a Taliban social media account illustrates how the Taliban are primarily engaged
in a model of public relations dominated by an effort to draw attention to a number of themes designed to
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drain Western support for a prolonged military effort. While the Taliban have largely been successful in
adopting and experimenting with a platform capable of delivering their competing narrative to Western
audiences, their own tactical reporting on Twitter does not fully complement key strategic themes. The
Taliban, as much as they might wish themselves to be, are not waging a jihad that is consistently effective in
attacking their enemies across all regions of Afghanistan nor are they in command of a network of sleeper
cells willing and able to conduct insider attacks on demand. Yet, unquestionable military effectiveness is not
necessary to force the permanent withdrawal of international forces. For the Taliban, their goals cannot be
achieved through social media outreach and internet proclamations alone, but their narratives can garner
increased attention if they are built on a steady stream of newsworthy tactical victories.
Accordingly, Taliban social media activity presents a rich opportunity for continued study. Future
research utilizing computer programming to analyze a greater sampling of Tweets from multiple Taliban
accountscould improve on the sample utilized in this research, leading to more accurate predictions about
how the insurgents will counter the body of international forces remaining in the country after 2014. With
the government of Afghanistan, the US, and NATO recently signing new security mandates, other studies
could continue to track the Taliban social media presence to see if it changes to address new audiences,
convey different themes, or disappears altogether. Ultimately, this study provides a basic foundation from
which to start.
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