
The Elderâ??s Gambit and the Practice of Narrative Warfare

Description

â??If one individual can be influenced by activating identity over ideology, then influence in
modern conflict is less about information superiority and more about narrative precision.â?•

What is more powerful: a learned ideology or an inherited identity?

For years, the U.S. national security apparatus has grappled with influencing adversaries by
confronting their ideological convictions head-on. This approach often hardens resistance rather than
dissolving it. But what if, instead of attacking a hostile narrative, we could activate a deeper, more
resonant one within the subject?

This approach is the essence of population-centric warfare, which prioritizes understanding and
influencing the human domain over purely kinetic action. While the doctrine is widely discussed at the
strategic level, its tactical application remains less understood.

This article argues that identity-based narrativesâ??especially those rooted in honor and social
obligationâ??are more powerful than ideological persuasion in tactical engagements, and that
practitioners can deliberately activate these narratives to achieve effects in the human domain.

Years ago, in a small room in eastern Afghanistan, I encountered a practical answer. The subject was
a young Pashtun manâ??a captured Taliban fighter walled off behind a barrier of defiance. The key to
unlocking him was not in the doctrine he had been taught, but in the ancient honor code of his tribal
culture.

A Stalemate

It was the winter of 2010â??2011, and I was conducting in Information Operations in far eastern
Afghanistan. My mission often included interviewing individuals of intelligence interestâ??a task
requiring a blend of psychology, cultural understanding, and identity-based communication.

We had in custody a young Pashtun man captured during an operation against a local Taliban cell. He
was an enemy fighter, and I was tasked with engaging him as part of a broader effort to understand
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and counter a complex insurgent network.

From the moment he entered the room, it was clear this would be difficult. He was a true
believerâ??young, rigid, and steeped in ideological conviction. For hours, I applied standard, by-the-
book techniques that had produced limited results in similar cases. He remained silent, disciplined, and
unmoved.

He saw me not as a person, but as a symbol of foreign power. We were locked in the familiar dynamic
of the Liberatorâ??s Dilemma: anything I said would be filtered through his perception of occupation
and resistance.

Yet something was different. My civilian attire, age, and demeanor introduced a degree of ambiguity. I
did not fit his expectations. While this subtle dissonance lowered his defenses slightly, it was not
enough to overcome his commitment to resistance. His silence was not just tacticalâ??it was a matter
of honor.

It was clear that continuing along this path would yield nothing. The stalemate was complete.

Shifting from Ideology to Identity

Between deployments, I had reflected on this exact problem: how to move beyond rehearsed
resistance and access something more fundamental. I came to believe that the answer was not to
confront a subjectâ??s ideology, but to activate a deeper identityâ??one that could displace the
ideological frame entirely.

In this case, that meant engaging not the Taliban fighter, but the Pashtun man.

I shifted my approach completely. My posture changed. My tone softened. Even the rhythm of my
speech slowed. I adopted the demeanor of a village elderâ??calm, deliberate, and authoritative. I
stopped asking questions altogether.

Instead, I began to tell a story.

In Pashtun culture, when an elder speaks, one listens. This is not a choice but a deeply ingrained
social expectation. For the first time, he looked directly at meâ??not as an adversary, but as something
familiar. His attention shifted.
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My objective was to engage the identity beneath the ideology by leveraging Pashtunwaliâ??the
unwritten, honor-based code that governs Pashtun social life. I needed him to evaluate himself not as a
mujahid, but as a son, a brother, and a member of a specific tribe.

This approach aligns with identity-based influence theory and reinforces what modern practitioners
increasingly recognize: individuals do not make decisions solely through rational or ideological
frameworks, but through deeply embedded social identities.

Activating Honor

I began by speaking about his villageâ??its history, its people, its reputation. I spoke of his family, his
father, and the honor associated with their name. I painted a picture of his world, not mine.

Then, gradually, I introduced tension into that narrative.

I described how his actionsâ??when viewed through the lens of Pashtunwaliâ??had brought shame
upon that legacy. I did not frame these actions as violations of our laws or norms. Instead, I framed
them as violations of his own.

I spoke of nanawatai (asylum) and melmastia (hospitality), core tenets of Pashtunwali, and how
association with external actors who brought violence into his community corrupted these sacred
obligations. I explained that his choices, when judged within his own cultural framework, were
dishonorable.

I never raised my voice. I did not accuse. I simply held up a mirrorâ??constructed entirely from his
identity.

At that point, something shifted.

His posture softened. His rigid composure gave way to visible internal conflict. The ideological certainty
that had defined him began to erode, replaced by something more powerful: self-reflection rooted in
identity.

He was no longer evaluating himself through the narrative of jihad, but through the expectations of his
family, his tribe, and his ancestors.

The narrative had taken hold.
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The Inflection Point

After establishing this identity-based frame, I moved toward a decisive moment.

Leaning forward slightly, maintaining the calm authority of an elder, I posed a simple question:

Should I speak with local elders to better understand the situation?

The effect was immediate.

His resistance collapsed. The ideological faÃ§ade that had sustained him dissolved in an instant,
replaced by a profound sense of shame. His reaction was not one of fear of punishment, but fear of
social judgmentâ??of dishonor.

He pleaded with urgency:

â??Pleaseâ?¦ do not speak to the elders.â?•

In that moment, the transformation was complete.

He had not been persuaded by argument or evidence. He had judged himselfâ??through the lens of
his own identityâ??and found himself wanting. The prospect of that judgment being validated by
respected members of his community was unbearable.

He was no longer a fighter engaged in resistance. He was a son who had failed to uphold the
expectations of his family and culture.

The shift was decisive, and it was entirely self-generated.

Implications for the Human Domain

Looking back, this encounter was more than a successful engagementâ??it was a practical
demonstration of how influence operates at the most granular level.

It revealed that the true center of gravity in many conflicts is not ideology, but identity.

This case illustrates â??narrative in practiceâ?•â??the translation of abstract influence theory into
tactical execution. It demonstrates that influence is not achieved by overpowering an adversaryâ??s
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beliefs, but by activating internal narratives that reshape how those beliefs are interpreted.

In modern conflict, where the â??super-empowered individualâ?• can shape perceptions and outcomes
far beyond traditional hierarchies, this approach becomes even more critical. Influence is no longer
confined to strategic messaging or information campaigns. It occurs in conversations, relationships,
and moments of personal decision.

If one individual can be influenced by activating identity over ideology, then influence in modern conflict
is less about information superiority and more about narrative precision.

The implications are significant. Practitioners operating in the human domain must move beyond
messaging and toward understandingâ??beyond persuasion and toward alignment with the identities
that truly drive behavior.

Key Takeaways for Practitioners

Identity-based narratives often outweigh ideological commitments
Cultural frameworks can be leveraged without direct confrontation
Influence is most effective when the subject arrives at self-judgment
Tactical success in the human domain depends on narrative alignment, not argument
Small, interpersonal engagements can produce strategic-level effects when identity is engaged
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