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More Praise for

AFGHANISTAN


“Barfield, an anthropologist and old Afghanistan hand, has written a history of Afghanistan that weaves in geography, economics, and culture (think tribes, rural-urban dichotomies, value systems) while maintaining a focus throughout on Afghan rulers’ relations with their own people and the outside world.… [The book] is lightened by many breaks in the narrative to address broad themes or make intriguing comparisons, such as likening patrimonial Afghanistan to medieval Europe.”



—Foreign Affairs


“Barfield has given us a valuable effort by a Westerner to decode a very foreign society—never an easy task.… This book reminds us that war is about politics and that politics is about who rules and how rule is legitimated.”



—MARIN STRMECKI, American Interest


“A primer for anyone seeking to understand the region.”



—RAGHU MOHAN, Businessworld


“In his admirable volume on Afghanistan, Thomas Barfield has written a real tour de force.… No one should venture today into Afghanistan, in whatever capacity, without first reading this guide for the perplexed.”



—RAPHAEL ISRAELI, European Legacy


“Barfield has written a magnificent, learned, provoking book. He knows Afghanistan better than almost anyone writing on the topic today. He matches that knowledge with keen insight into how human societies grow and change. Barfield helps us think well about a complex and distant land, which is no small achievement.”



—PAUL D. MILLER, Books and Culture


“Barfield offers a critique of U.S. and Western strategy in Afghanistan that will likely generate controversy, but strategists, planners, and those on missions in Afghanistan ignore them at their peril. Highly recommended.”



—PRISCO R. HERNÁNDEZ, Military Review


“Extraordinary.… [Barfield’s] deep knowledge brings clarity to a frightfully complicated region that has been and will continue to be of extraordinary importance to policy debates. Scholarly experts in search of an exhaustive reference to the region and those seeking an introduction to the ins and outs of Afghan history will find this book of interest.”



—MALOU INNOCENT, Cato Journal


“Afghanistan: A Cultural and Political History makes a serious attempt to survey and analyze the changing political, cultural, and social landscapes of the country from the ancient time to the present. It provides meaningful and objective insights into governance, state legitimacy, social and economic development, and foreign interventions, and Afghan responses to them, with an admirable degree of thoughtfulness and fluency.”



—AMIN SAIKAL, Marine Corps University Journal


“Barfield shows how Afghan notions of political legitimacy and social organization are eerily timeless.… This book may change the way you think about Afghanistan.”



—BRIAN KAPPLER, Montreal Gazette


“In this riveting study, Barfield does a splendid job of informing us why Afghanistan is the way it has always been.”



—Daily Star


“[Barfield’s] clear and approachable writing style, use of narrative, metaphor and personal stories to illustrate his arguments, thoroughness and quickness of pace, and his clear personal joy, investment and fascination with the country make this a highly readable—and more—digestible, historical account.… A fascinating read and a tremendous resource.”



—REBECCA GANG, Jura Gentium


“Impressive.… Barfield traces much of what Afghanistan is about to its geography and to developments from thousands of years ago, but he also asserts that the decade of Russian occupation changed Afghanistan permanently.”



—HARRY EAGAR, Maui News


“Barfield’s new book offers a remedy for Americans’ pervasive ignorance of Afghanistan.… An invaluable book.”



—DOUG BANDOW, Washington Times


“Barfield’s book will become the single best source on Afghan history and politics virtually overnight. His deep knowledge of Afghanistan enables him to range widely and knit together a very coherent narrative with a conceptual clarity that is pretty rare. A great deal of learning is evident here, but Barfield wears it lightly.”



—JAMES C. SCOTT, author of Seeing Like a State


“Barfield’s book is an excellent general introduction to the country and will be a source of wider debate within and beyond the scholarly community. I am not aware of a history of this kind that explores governance and state legitimacy as its organizing themes.”



—MAGNUS MARSDEN, author of Living Islam: Muslim Religious Experience in Pakistan’s North-West Frontier
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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION


Afghanistan: A Cultural and Political History has been in print for more than a decade and is still widely read. Over the years, I have been asked to bring out a second edition covering the events since its publication. I always declined because while leaders changed in Afghanistan and American policies shifted from surges to withdrawals, the fundamentals remained much as I described them in early 2010. Perhaps out of laziness as much as principle, I said I would only consider doing an updated second edition when there was a fundamental change to the situation in Afghanistan. That came to pass on August 15, 2021, when the Ghani government collapsed and the Taliban declared the restoration of their Islamic Emirate.

While an enormously significant event, ending as it did the American era in Afghanistan after twenty years and dissolving Afghanistan’s first and only representative government, it followed patterns that were all too familiar. The United States was now the fourth world power to invade Afghanistan during the past 180 years with the expectation of transforming it and to depart when that project became a political liability at home. I say political because none of these world powers were driven from Afghanistan militarily; rather, their governments decided it was no longer in their national interest to keep troops there. The United States had these previous examples to learn from and yet repeated their mistakes—plus a few new ones. For Afghans, too much was also familiar. The clash between factions holding progressive values espoused by urban-based regimes and their opponents who championed the rural conservative values (cloaked in Islamic rhetoric) remained unresolved a century after King Amanullah’s social reform policies first sparked this conflict. The structural weaknesses of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan were clear in the early 2000s, but there was no incentive to remedy them as long as international troops backed the government in Kabul. That one can blame the architects for a building’s collapse is cold comfort for those who lost homes and loved ones as a result.

There has been an explosion of excellent research on Afghanistan carried out by a new generation of scholars (Afghan and international) over the past decade. The only way to properly recognize it would be to start the book anew to include it. But books are of their time and place, so I have chosen to keep the original text intact, adding only a new chapter that covers the past decade with a coda on the challenges facing the new Taliban government. Since so many of the themes here were developed earlier in the book, I simply started writing where I left off, but this time knowing that the Titanic would hit the iceberg and not dock happily in New York. I have left the concluding chapter intact. Although the long-term issues of governance and economic development described there were written as a critique of the Karzai government, they are just as relevant for a Taliban government today, and the reader can fill in the blanks.

The year 2021 marked the fiftieth anniversary of my first visit to Afghanistan. I would have wished for a happier update to commemorate it. If Afghanistan’s governments and leaders had the practicality and common sense of its people, the country would have been peaceful and prosperous long ago. No one who has spent time in Afghanistan has left unimpressed by its people’s hospitality, dignity, and firm sense of cultural identity. The ability of Afghans to persist in the face of adversity is a virtue that has been called on far too often during the past four decades, but it is one that has served them well. I can only hope that they get the future they deserve on terms of their own making.

TJB

February 2, 2022

Cambridge, MA





PREFACE TO THE 2010 EDITION


I first entered Afghanistan traveling overland as a young student almost forty years ago. Like many travelers, I was awed by the country’s scenery and fascinated by its people. Unlike most others I returned to learn more. That journey never ended but has often been detoured. It first encompassed years of ethnographic fieldwork among nomads in northern Afghanistan in the mid-1970s. I had a unique opportunity to experience life as it is actually lived in rural Afghanistan—something that seemed so easy to come by then and is so difficult now. It was a time of peace and security, when foreigners could travel the breadth of the country alone, armed only with a bit of common sense to ensure their safety. Political changes in Kabul rarely had any serious impact outside the capital. I was in Kabul the day that Zahir Shah (r. 1933–73) was overthrown in 1973. The biggest change was how quickly his pictures disappeared and how soon they were replaced by those of his cousin Daud.

This calm was deceptive, however, because others seeking power in Kabul, Communists and Islamists, sought to transform the country in radically different directions. The leftists had the first go in 1978 and provoked an insurgency, which the Soviet invasion in late 1979 was designed to quell. During the ten-year Soviet occupation I observed the country from the outside, informed by occasional trips to Pakistan to work with Afghan refugees. The Russian withdrawal in 1989 proved to be a false dawn of optimism. None of the great powers was willing to provide the necessary political and economic investment to forge an agreement between the Pakistan-based mujahideen (holy warriors) parties in Peshawar and the Soviet-backed regime in Kabul. The Russians wanted nothing more to do with the country, and the Americans lost all interest in it when the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991. This opened a ten-year civil war in which the Islamist leaders became dominate, and proved they could be every bit as ruthless and power hungry as the Communists they replaced. The nadir of this period produced the Taliban in the late 1990s.

From my safe perch in the United States I continued to follow the few reports that came out of Afghanistan, but was rarely asked about the country or its people. Critics of the university tenure system undoubtedly put me among those useless faculty who purveyed esoteric and irrelevant knowledge to the young without fear of termination. Wise policymakers had already determined that such remote places and people could be safely excluded from America’s New World Order.

On September 11, 2001, Afghanistan suddenly became relevant. Now people wanted to know why we did not have more information on the country and its people. In 2002, I returned to northern Afghanistan after a twenty-five-year absence. The nomads I had lived with had survived and even prospered. (Regardless of ideology, everyone was still in the market for the mutton that the nomads produced.) But the country’s infrastructure was destroyed and its security remained fragile. I began publishing more extensively, particularly on issues of customary law. In collaboration with other scholars, in 2003 I helped establish the American Institute for Afghanistan Studies. I was asked to give many scholarly presentations and occasionally advise policymakers. It proved difficult to explain Afghanistan and its politics to those who took an interest in it only after 2001. Not that it mattered much. Tired clichés passed as insights, and few policymakers thought of consulting any Afghans who could not speak English. There was, in any event, little appetite for real engagement in Afghanistan after 2002 because the Bush administration was preoccupied with Iraq.

During this period of neglect I began work on this book and its completion was made possible with the support of a Guggenheim Fellowship in 2007. Like the Afghans themselves, I take history seriously as the foundation for understanding the present. Because I am an anthropologist, I need to both give thanks and apologize to the historians whose work I use. They have provided me with the raw material to make my case but as a profession would be more conservative about drawing conclusions from it. They would certainly hesitate to comment on recent events. But with so much new attention on Afghanistan under the Obama administration, I have taken the risk of doing so.

There are far too many people who have helped me over the years to be able to thank individually. Nevertheless, I owe a particular debt to Awsif Nawsiri, my host and friend in Kunduz Province, for making my research in the 1970s possible and providing so many expert insights on what I was observing. A generation later I owed thanks to Neamat Nojumi, whose experience in the war against the Soviets in the 1980s and search for peace in its aftermath have helped me understand that period better. For understanding today’s Afghanistan better I wish to thank Omar Sharifi, the Kabul director of the American Institute for Afghanistan Studies, who represents a new generation of Afghans keen to carve out a better future for their country. I received excellent advice on improving the book manuscript itself from Professor James Scott, Ambassador Ronald Neumann, and Dr. Whitney Azoy. I thank them for their close readings, suggestions, and corrections of errors. All remaining errors in fact or interpretation are, of course, my responsibility.

I dedicate this work to my father, whose continuing determination, intelligence, and energy make me proud of the old southern American tradition that gives us the same name.
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Introduction


Landlocked Afghanistan lies in the heart of Asia, and links three major cultural and geographic regions: the Indian subcontinent to the southeast, central Asia to the north, and the Iranian plateau in the west. Geography may not be destiny but it has set the course of Afghan history for millennia as the gateway for invaders spilling out of Iran or central Asia and into India: Cyrus the Great, Alexander the Great, Mahmud of Ghazni, Chinggis Khan, Tamerlane, and Babur, to mention some of the most illustrious examples. During this period, Afghanistan was part of many different empires ruled by outsiders and the center of a couple of its own. Its emergence in its modern guise began in the nineteenth century when the territory of Afghanistan was caught up in the great power rivalry between British India and czarist Russia, including two wars with the British. It remained peacefully neutral in the first and second world wars, although it experienced a brief civil war in 1929. But then in the mid-twentieth century Afghanistan was transformed into a cockpit for the cold war struggle between the United States and the Soviet Union that reached its climax with the Soviet invasion in 1979 and its withdrawal ten years later. In the subsequent civil war that erupted in the 1990s, Afghanistan became a failed state, ignored by the world. At the beginning of the twenty-first century it burst back on to the world scene when radical Muslim jihadists planned the 9/11 attack against the United States from there and provoked a U.S. invasion in retaliation. Since that time, a new Afghan government has struggled to bring stability to the country in the face of an Islamist insurgency.

All this focus on war and visiting conquerors overshadows the country’s own inhabitants, except as the rough warriors who served as speed bumps on the highway of conquest or more recently earned a reputation for making the place ungovernable. As a result, Afghanistan itself remains just the vague backdrop in a long-running international drama where others hold the speaking parts. It often appears that the Afghans provide only an unchanging, turbaned chorus in this play—that is, except for their ever-newer weapons. This book takes a different tack. It views the Afghans themselves as the main players to understand the country and its political dynamics, examining the question of how rulers in Afghanistan obtained political legitimacy over the centuries and brought order to the land.

Discussing political order in the abstract often ignores culture and shies away from history, but the anthropological approach of this book gives prominence to both. This seems natural enough when discussing the differences, for example, between a multiethnic Switzerland and Yugoslavia, even though both are European and not so distant geographically. Yet for remote and culturally alien Afghanistan, such specificity seems a luxury that can be easily dispensed with. If the truth be told, the less the world knows about a place, the easier it is to generalize about it. Are not all ethnic and religious conflicts, Muslim societies, underdeveloped economies, terrorist movements, and failed states fundamentally alike in most ways, especially in poor countries? Unfortunately they are not, and assuming that they are imposes a uniformity that is dangerously deceptive. Afghanistan may well share similarities with other countries and societies, but these elements need to be documented rather than assumed.


THEMES

This book addresses four major questions that have particular relevance for understanding the country and its problems today.


International


	How did Afghanistan, which was overrun and ruled by a series of foreign dynasties for more than a thousand years, became renowned as the “graveyard of empires” in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries after forcing the withdrawal of both the British and Russians in a series of wars?

	Why did the U.S. invasion of 2001 that toppled the Taliban not immediately set off a similar national insurgency (as it did in Iraq), and despite that, still fail to bring stability to the country?

	Why have foreign attempts to change Afghanistan’s politics, social structures, and government proved so ineffective?





Internal


	How did a ruling dynasty established in 1747 manage to hold power over such a fractious people until 1978, and why has the Afghan state since then experienced such difficulties in reestablishing a legitimate political order?

	Why did a country for which the term “Balkanized” appeared ideally suited show so few signs of disintegration as a national state in spite of its many divisions?

	How and why have splits in Afghan society since the 1920s over the structure of government and its policies led to so many periods of state collapse?



This book will argue that the most fruitful way to approach these questions is by examining the changing notions of power and political legitimacy in Afghanistan over a long period to understand how participation in national politics came to encompass an ever-wider circle of people. When the political structure was least open to competition, rulers found it easiest to maintain their legitimacy and authority because threats came from only a limited number of contenders. It was much harder to gain exclusive authority when the political system was more open and included more participants competing for power. Indeed, in the absence of an alternative political structure, such struggles for power threatened to disrupt society as a whole. In the worst cases it produced an unstable situation where no one could achieve enough power and legitimacy to restore political order without resort to continual armed conflict.

Afghanistan avoided this type of state collapse and political disorder for most of its history because the only people who competed for power were “professional rulers,” hereditary elites who saw government as their business. The right to rule was established by conquest and had two characteristics. The first was a lack of involvement (militarily or politically) by the subject population, which was often compared to a flock of sheep. The second characteristic was that competition for supreme power came only from within the dynastic elite or from outside invaders. Established rulers never feared replacement by subordinate groups within the polity because while such groups might act as their allies or enemies in political struggles, they did not conceive of themselves as potential rulers. Both of these charac-teristics were particularly evident in empires established by the Turko-Mongolian rulers who founded almost all the dynasties in the region from modern Turkey to northern India from the mid-tenth century to the beginning of the Western colonial era.

The emergence of a class of professional rulers was the product of a hierarchical political culture in which only men from certain elite descent groups were believed to have the right to rule or even compete for power. They did not have to rely on popular support because they employed mercenary armies (financed by tribute, or taxes on trade and agriculture) and feudal levies (provided by those to whom the ruler had granted landed estates). The only significant internal challengers to this exclusive political system were the tribal warriors organized into segmentary descent groups who inhabited marginal zones that states could not administer directly. They were egalitarian and rejected the legitimacy of any outside authority, but played a minor role in politics except when state power grew weak. In such a situation, tribal groups on the edge of the polity could topple a dynasty and seize the state for themselves. The structure of the system did not change, however, because the leaders of these tribal groups quickly monopolized power themselves and pushed their old followers back into the margins. For example, while Afghanistan’s Durrani rulers (1747–1978) may have originated in an egalitarian Pashtun tribal system, they employed a classic hierarchical model of governance to maintain power exclusively within their own dynastic lines. They abandoned the democratic and federal political institutions commonly used among the Pashtun tribes at the local level, and replaced them with autocracy. Because of this, the relationship between the Pashtun tribes and their putative dynastic leaders was always a troubled one, in which cooperation (or conflict) depended on the issues involved.

This well-established tradition of exclusive elite authority began to erode in the nineteenth century as the increasing sway of Western colonial powers changed the political ecology of the region. Thus, from the founding of the Durrani dynasty in 1747 until 1838, Afghan rulers had only close relatives as rivals. Tribal groups stood aloof from such dynastic struggles, and only demanded that any victor continue to respect their traditional rights or pay them off. When the British invaded in 1839 and again in 1878, the pattern changed. The Afghans expelled the British each time, but only by employing rural militias in rebellions over which the dynastic elite had no control. This set up a contradictory dynamic in which the Afghan rulers encouraged armed resistance to expel foreign invaders, but then refused to share power when the war was over. It also valorized the defense of Islam and the Afghan nation as principles, yet at the cost of undermining the exclusivity of dynastic privilege. With each succeeding crisis and popular military mobilization, the restoration of state authority became harder and disputes over who had the right to rule the state became fiercer. During the nineteenth century such challenges to elite power remained largely inchoate because the cultural tradition of dynastic exclusivity remained so strong. After the First Anglo-Afghan War ended in 1842, the existing Muhammadzai dynasty continued to maintain its grip on power with no significant challenges by non-Muhammadzai rivals.

The situation changed in the wake of the Second Anglo-Afghan War after 1880. The new amir, Abdur Rahman, abolished the decentralized governmental system in which tribes and regions maintained a high degree of autonomy in exchange for submitting to the legal authority of the Kabul government. When faced with numerous revolts by his own relatives and regional groups, he waged war against his own people until he and his government had no rivals of any type. While effective, resentment of Abdur Rahman’s heavy hand created a political backlash that over the longer term undermined his successors and led to a civil war in 1929 that forced the abdication of his grandson, King Amanullah (r. 1919–29). In the aftermath a Tajik usurper took power in Kabul for nine months until the royal elite rallied the Pashtun tribes against him and put a distant cousin, Nadir Shah, on the throne. Political participation appeared to widen with the establishment of a parliamentary system in 1964, but King Zahir Shah refused to cede any of his executive authority to it. He was ousted in a republican coup by his cousin, Daud in 1973. A Communist coup in 1978 ended Daud’s life and his republic, terminating 230 years of dynastic rule. This change, however, ignited an uncontainable conflict in the wake of the Soviet invasion and occupation of Afghanistan (1979–89) that replicated on a grand scale the pattern of the Anglo-Afghan wars: the mobilization of groups throughout the country in resistance to (or support of) the new regime.

More than any other set of events, the Communist coup and Soviet invasion opened the question of political legitimacy in Afghanistan. The old dynastic tradition was in ruins, but there was nothing to replace it. This issue of who had the right to rule and on what basis was not resolved even after the Soviet Union withdrew in 1989 and its client regime collapsed in 1992. Lacking any overarching political unity among themselves, the various mujahideen resistance factions led the country into civil war and lay the groundwork for the rise of the Taliban. These conflicts eviscerated the formal state structure they were fighting to control and engulfed an ever-larger part of the Afghan population into political struggles from which they had been previously isolated. All the ethnic and regional groups in Afghanistan became politically and militarily empowered, reversing the process of centralization that had been imposed by Abdur Rahman.

Unfortunately the successful resistance strategy of making the country ungovernable for the Soviet occupier also ended up making Afghanistan ungovernable for the Afghans themselves. While the Afghans had recovered from many earlier periods of state collapse, the body politic was now afflicted with an autoimmune disorder in which the antibodies of resistance threatened to destroy any state structure, regardless of who controlled it or its ideology. Compounding this problem was a centuries-old structural weakness: the dependency of all Afghan governments on outside aid for financial stability. In the wake of the collapse of the Soviet Union, Afghanistan found itself without world-power patrons for the first time in 150 years and hence had no significant sources of outside revenue with which to fund a central government. In the face of indifference and a lack of aid by the major foreign powers and the international community in general, the country could no longer right itself as it had done so many times in the past.

The stalemated mujahideen civil war opened the door to interference in Afghan affairs by neighboring states, strengthened regional ethnic power brokers, and facilitated the exploitation of Afghanistan’s weakness by foreign Islamist groups. At the forefront of these Islamist groups was the Afghan Taliban, which with the support of Pakistan and foreign jihadists, took power in Kabul in 1996. Although they justified their rule in Islamic terms, the Taliban were largely Pashtuns who saw all other ethnic groups as enemies. Even after they had conquered almost all the country, they never created a real government, and Afghanistan became a classic failed state. As an ally of Osama bin Laden’s al Qaeda, the Taliban were the immediate target of U.S. retribution following the 9/11 attacks on New York and Washington, DC. The Taliban fell even more quickly than they rose: once it became clear that they would lose, every region of the country (including the Pashtun south) turned against them. Foreign troops were welcomed, against all expectations, because the Afghans saw them as a bulwark of protection against the very Afghan forces that had driven the country into ruin. More pragmatically it was equally clear that the Afghan government and economy could not be revived without massive infusions of foreign aid. If other wars had driven Afghans out of the country, the end of this one brought back about four million people, the largest repatriation of refugees ever seen (and one done largely by the Afghans themselves).

The question of creating political legitimacy was at the heart of reconstituting the Afghan government after its installation in 2002. A particularly delicate task would be installing a new political system without giving it the stigma of foreign imposition. Nothing undermined the legitimacy of any Afghan government faster than the charge that it was beholden to foreign masters. Despite the best of intentions, though, Afghan state building in the twenty-first century was fatally flawed because it attempted to restore a system designed for autocrats in a land where autocracy was no longer politically sustainable. The international community assumed that such a system would be considered legitimate if validated by elections. But Afghanistan had its own political traditions, in which elections played no part, and the virtues of majoritarian rule were not immediately obvious to the country’s regional and ethnic minorities. Moreover, talk of democracy was difficult to reconcile with just how little power was delegated to any institution not part of the central government. The constitution of 2004 created a government barely distinguishable from the centralized monarchies and dictatorships that had characterized earlier regimes. Similarly, notwithstanding discussions about inclusivity and popular participation, neither were allowed at the local level. Provincial governors, police officials, and even schoolteachers would still be appointed exclusively by the central government in Kabul without consultation.

The rationale for this push toward centralization was the assertion that the country would break apart without firm control at the top. With the recent example of the former Yugoslavia firmly in mind, many international actors feared that the Afghans would inevitably seek to splinter the country along ethnic and regional lines if given the opportunity. Yet of all the country’s many problems the push toward ethnic fragmentation had never been a powerful political force in Afghanistan because of a seeming paradox: ethnicity without nationalism and a pragmatic politics that was largely immune to ideology. While Afghanistan was divided into distinct regional and ethnic groups that could quite easily live without one another’s company, there was no pressure to break the country into smaller parts. Afghans found the existence of a unitary state more advantageous than the alternatives, particularly because a larger state served as a barrier against undue meddling by its neighbors. Nor did Afghans have the political enthusiasm for such a project. Having suffered through both a radical socialist regime and a radical Islamist one, Afghans were not likely to be moved by anyone’s new ethnic nationalist ideology.

The best means of attaining legitimacy in post-2001 Afghanistan would have been to recognize that the government’s function was more important than its form: what it could do for the people who lived there. After a quarter century of war and social disruption, ordinary Afghans sought security, economic stability, and a chance to live normal lives. Ironically, this was what the traditional systems of elite dynastic rule historically provided over the centuries: security of life and property in exchange for obedience. Political participation of a modern democratic type was of course a nobler goal, and given the de facto autonomy of Afghanistan’s regional and ethnic groups, more rather than less of it might be required to bring stability to the country today. But as the current difficulties suggest, practitioners of older and less attractive traditions of power understood that the first role of government was to offer security for its people from enemies without and against disorder from within. Before rejecting the past wholesale, it would be best to understand how Afghans achieved the feat so often.




STRUCTURE

The themes outlined above take place within a cultural and historic context, and this book presents them in this fashion. Chapter 1 provides a basic outline of Afghanistan’s land and peoples. Specialists may wish to skip the descriptive parts because they are already familiar with them, but those for whom Afghanistan is largely a blank need to acquire a basic grasp of the country to make the more detailed material presented later comprehensible. Readers who fear they cannot possibly keep track of so many different groups should remember that they do so with ease when following their favorite sports teams, so thinking of this section as the “Afghan League” roster will make the task easier. So will remembering that some teams are more significant than others (the Manchester Uniteds or New York Yankees of Afghan politics), and that they generate similar passions of loyalty and hatred that more neutral observers find difficult to comprehend.

As important as knowing who the people are is also understanding how they live. Afghanistan is invariably described by casual visitors as “biblical” or “medieval.” Rather than chide such observers for their ethnocentricity or Orientalist biases, I might note that there is some validity to this common trope. Afghanistan is medieval in the sense that religion still plays a determinative role in culture and politics, much as it did in Europe before the Enlightenment set the West on the road to secularization. Afghanistan is also biblical in the sense that it retains a nonmechanized rural subsistence economy, mud-brick architecture, and caravans of nomads that would not have appeared out of place two millennia ago. But physical appearances can be deceiving: these same “timeless” people shot Soviet helicopters from the sky using U.S. Stinger missiles in the 1980s and are now as addicted to cell phones as anyone else on the planet.

People also live their lives in a physical world. Afghanistan’s mountain ranges and river systems define a number of distinct regions that are much older than the nation-state called Afghanistan today. These regions are more than just some names on a map; they have determined settlement patterns and trade routes as well as created different local cultures through the millennia. Each is centered around one of the country’s major cities (Herat, Qandahar, Mazar-i-sharif, and Kabul), which serve as regional hubs within Afghanistan and link it with the outside world. Beyond the local identities that separate them, these regions share a common history and political-cultural tradition as part of Turko-Persia. Geographically, Turko-Persia encompasses the highlands stretching west to east from Anatolia and the Zagros Mountains through the Iranian plateau to the ragged edges of the Indian Plains, and north to south from central Asia to the Indian Ocean. It shares a common city-based Persianate culture interwoven with the legacy of the formerly nomadic Turkish ruling dynasties that came to dominate the region from the eleventh through the nineteenth centuries.

The final section of chapter 1 applies ibn Khaldun’s classic model of Middle Eastern political organization to Afghanistan. In that fourteenth-century work he posited two quite different types of societies: a “desert civilization” based on subsistence agriculture and pastoralism in marginal zones; and a “sedentary civilization” based on the surplus agricultural production of the irrigated river valleys or plains that supported the cities. The social organization of the former was based on kinship ties, was relatively egalitarian, and displayed strong bonds of social solidarity in the midst of a general poverty of material resources. The latter’s population maintained hierarchical social classes, concentrations of great wealth, and residence-based identities with little social solidarity but strong economic interdependence. This distinction still typifies Afghanistan and continues to have a profound impact on the country’s governance. Far from participating in a single political sphere, Afghanistan has always been two worlds, interacting but unintegrated. These contrasting patterns of subsistence, social organization, and regional political structures underlie long-standing ethnic and tribal divisions. They also constitute elements of material life and social organization that have persisted for centuries, even millennia, and set the framework for daily life as it is ordinarily lived.

Chapter 2 examines the premodern patterns of political authority and the groups that wielded it. During this period nation-states did not exist and regions found themselves as parts of various empires. This chapter focuses on how (and what kinds of) territory was conquered, how conquerors legitimated their rule, and the relationship of such states with peoples at their margins.

In Turko-Persia, rulers did not seek to impose their authority uniformly across the landscape. Instead they imposed direct rule only in urban areas and on productive agricultural lands that paid more than it cost to administer them. They employed strategies of indirect rule when dealing with the peoples who had poor subsistence economies. These did not repay the cost of administration, and their location in remote mountains, deserts, and steppes provided natural bulwarks against attack. But the relationship between the center and these hinterlands was of great significance because when state authority weakened, it was tribal groups from the hinterlands that most often toppled existing regimes. The tribal groups that most commonly succeeded at this task were the Turks of central Asian steppe origin. Their hierarchical tribal structure gave them an advantage over more egalitarian tribal groups, which had more difficulty unifying and supporting a single leader. The Turks were also heirs to a horse cavalry tradition that remained militarily decisive against people who fought on foot until gunpowder weapons entered the picture.

The long-term dominance of Turkish dynasties in the region has been underplayed in a modern Afghan history that gives primacy to the Pashtuns as the country’s rulers. But in reality the Pashtuns were never rulers in Afghanistan before the mid-eighteenth century. Only at that time, after serving as military auxiliaries to the Safavid and Afsharid empires in Iran, did the Durrani Pashtuns come to power by adopting the governmental structure and military organization of their former overlords. Indeed Ahmad Shah Durrani, the founder of the Afghan Empire, inherited the lands he ruled only after his Iranian patron, Nadir Shah Afshar, was assassinated. He and his heirs imposed the Turkish tradition of royal succession that demanded the ruler be chosen from only within the royal lineage. During this period the Afghan Empire slowly lost its most valuable provinces and retreated into the boundaries similar to those of today’s Afghanistan.

Chapter 3 examines the erosion of traditional elite authority and new models of modern state building in the nineteenth century. The Anglo-Afghan wars were the crucibles that transformed the Afghan state and society. The focus is less on the wars themselves than the consequences they had for Afghanistan. In terms of foreign relations, the rulers of Afghanistan found themselves in the paradoxical state of becoming ever more dependent on the subsidies from the British raj even as they pushed the Afghan people to become more antiforeign. Domestically successive rulers sought to make the central government more powerful, but did not succeed until Amir Abdur Rahman took the throne in 1880. Understanding what he did and at what cost remains significant for Afghanistan today. Every ruler in his wake has attempted to maintain his model of government even when it brought ruin on the country. They all subscribed to Abdur Rahman’s belief that rulers should resist sharing power and that the Afghan population had no role in government. Although the “Iron Amir” has been dead for well over a century, his zombielike shadow still looms large over the country and its politics.

Chapter 4 analyzes the fate of Afghan rulers and their regimes in the twentieth century. Some were more successful than others, but one thing they had in common was unexpected ends to their reigns. Every Afghan leader during this period was either assassinated while in power or driven into exile. While these events may seem unduly complex on first encounter, they can be broken down into three distinctive periods: 1901–29, 1929–78, and 1978–2001.


	1901–29: This period was characterized by demands for constitutional reform in Afghanistan and independence from British control. Both were achieved in the reign of Amanullah (1919–29), but the king’s attempts to modernize Afghanistan led to a backlash and civil war that forced his abdication. A new Musahiban dynasty then took the throne under Nadir Shah after he rallied the eastern Pashtun tribes in opposition to the country’s first Tajik amir.

	1929–78: The Musahiban period was characterized by cautious economic and social reforms. Only after being on the throne for three decades did Zahir Shah agree to establish a limited parliamentary system in the constitution of 1964. But such political tinkering could not contain the pressures created by the military and economic modernization of the country, which was funded by the cold war competition between the United States and the Soviet Union. Zahir Shah was ousted in 1973 by his cousin Daud who reigned until his murder in 1978.

	1978–2001: The last two decades of the twentieth century were bookmarked by the imposition of two extreme ideologies on Afghanistan. The first was a failed attempt to implement revolutionary social and economic policies by a Communist regime. It led to the Soviet invasion and occupation of the country in the 1980s. Russia’s withdrawal in 1989 began a period of civil war that destroyed the formal state structure, and gave rise to the Taliban and their reactionary Islamist regime. Taliban policies for changing Afghan society were equally as radical as those of the Communists, but in the opposite direction.



Throughout this period there were a number of recurring conflicts. The most volatile was the issue of social change and its direction. Often described as a rural/urban or religious/secular divide, in reality the division was more complex since positions differed depending on the issue involved. What could not be denied, however, was that over the course of the twentieth century, a pattern developed in which factions with opposing ideologies replaced one another in an ever more violent manner—and displayed less willingness to compromise each time. As a result, the process of re-creating the state in the aftermath of conflict got progressively more difficult. The seemingly easy restoration of a central government after the civil war in 1929 can be contrasted with the absolute inability to restore internal stability during the 1990s. External factors that had changed included a lack of interest in Afghanistan by any major foreign power. This reduced the flow of aid to the county to a trickle and allowed neighboring states to interfere in Afghan affairs. There were also internal factors that made the restoration of political order more difficult. Regional and ethnic power brokers had emerged that stood in opposition to Kabul-based elite. Foreign Islamist groups had a greater role in Afghan politics and exploited Afghanistan’s weakness for their own purposes. The state structure itself was also so weak that those who held the formal reins of power were not markedly stronger than their rivals who did not. But the most important wound was self-inflicted: having made Afghanistan ungovernable to induce a foreign occupier to withdraw, the Afghans found that they had inadvertently made it ungovernable by anyone else.

Chapter 5 looks at the first decade of the twenty-first century in Afghanistan. As the twentieth century ended, ever-larger numbers of Afghans had become caught up in political and military struggles from which they had been previously isolated. Whether as fighters, refugees, or just victims of war and disorder, few escaped the turmoil that roiled the country. Ethnic and regional groups in Afghanistan had become politically and militarily empowered, reversing the process of centralization that had been imposed by Amir Abdur Rahman. Yet when the international community set about creating the new Afghan constitution, it did not start afresh but attempted to restore the institutions of old. This brought to the surface long-simmering disputes about the relationship of the national government to local communities, the legitimacy of governments and rulers, and the relationship that Afghanistan should have with the outside world. Little attention was given to the consequences of promoting social policies concerning women, individual rights, and secular education in a country where these had long been contested. The initial success of the process stalled and started to break down by 2005. The Taliban, who had been driven from the country in 2001, returned to begin an insurgency in the south and east.

Chapter 6 examines the second decade of the twenty-first century, during which the weaknesses of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan became more apparent and the Taliban insurgency began making significant gains. Despite its lack of faith in the Karzai government, the new Obama administration put 100,000 troops into Afghanistan to fight a counterinsurgency in 2010. This pushed the Taliban out of the populated regions of the south but only temporarily because most of these were withdrawn by 2014. The U.S. and NATO troops that remained provided support for Afghan security forces that kept the Taliban at bay for the next seven years, a stalemate that the Ghani government assumed would last forever. When the Biden administration unexpectedly announced that all Western troops would be withdrawn from Afghanistan precipitously, confidence in the Ghani government collapsed, and the Taliban captured Kabul without a fight in August 2021. The Afghanistan the Taliban inherited, however, was quite different from the country they ruled in the 1990s, particularly in urban areas. Without new policies to end old divisions and a resumption of international aid on which government operations depend, their Islamic Emirate will not open a new chapter in Afghan history but resume an existing one whose conclusion has yet to be written.

As I explain with some closing thoughts in chapter 7, the twenty-first-century failure to achieve stability in Afghanistan was a product of both too little change and too much—of seeking an ideal state rather than dealing with the country’s realities and thinking clearly about its future. The Ghani government and the Taliban were equally blinded by their visions of government and social policy that brooked no compromise. The prospects for bringing stability to Afghanistan now hinge on whether the issues that have so long divided it can be bridged in a way that Afghans find acceptable. It also requires developing Afghanistan’s abundant resources (human and natural) to make its economy self-sustaining. Although I wrote this section in 2010, my conclusions have not changed and so I have left the text unaltered.



APPROACH

Although this book is firmly grounded in the history of Afghanistan and its ruling elite, as an anthropologist, my original research experience was framed by ethnographic encounters with ordinary people. These people had little interest in anyone’s ideology, in part because their own cultural and religious identities were so strongly fixed. If the book could be expanded beyond its already-considerable scope, it would be through the addition of a thicker description of how such peoples on the receiving end evaluated their leaders and their policies. But their role in national politics has always been restricted because they were more concerned with local issues. Should a government meet basic expectations and leave them alone, there was little concern with what rulers in Kabul chose to do. Should a government fail to meet basic expectations, then woe to the ruler who mistook people’s traditional acquiescence of that leader’s right to rule for political passivity in the face of policies that disrupted their lives. Emphasis on the tip of the iceberg should never blind one to the fact that it floats on a much larger mass, which although out of direct sight, sets the rhythm of its movement.

Combining an analysis of the contemporary Afghanistan and its longer-term history presents its own difficulties. The more distant past is always easier to condense than recent events, but comparing Afghanistan’s last fifty years with earlier patterns provides an excellent opportunity to explore some of the underlying forces and structures that have shaped contemporary Afghan politics and distinguish it from previous centuries. Still, writing authoritatively of the twentieth century (let alone the twenty-first) as history does not come easily to one who has spent his life within it, and for good reason. As William Faulkner said of the American South, in Afghanistan (where centuries merge as fluidly as decades do in other countries) the past isn’t even past there yet. The obstacles are also great: people are still alive who will object that they were there and saw it differently. On the other hand, such contemporary observers almost always failed to recognize the significance of events as they happened, and were prone to partisanship and wishful thinking. (Read any yellowing old newspaper if you want proof.) While the history of contemporary Afghanistan is complex, it is not opaque; rather, it is best understood by giving historical context its due because it still plays a crucial role in politics today. Future readers will have the luxury of more accurately determining whether I was insightful or woefully misleading.

The underlying structure of analysis seeks to test theoretical models against events and events against theoretical models to throw light on both. At the same time, the material is presented with a story line, so those readers who have little interest in the models may still find the book engaging. This approach violates a postmodern axiom that authors should avoid imposing a “master narrative” on events, particularly recent ones, since no one view or interpretation should be privileged over any other. Alas, this author is as addicted to narrative (master or otherwise) as any opium smoker is to their pipe. It is useless to chide him for privileging his own interpretations in his own book. It will not stop or even embarrass him. Other writers fired up to prove him wrong can be counted on to do that, and the more wrong he is, the better their books will be. While no interpretation can ever truly stand as the last word, each book should present its own. This is mine.






CHAPTER ONE

People and Places


Political scientists often give primacy to individuals, political parties, and ideologies in their studies. Those that employ models of “rational choice” assume that individuals always try to maximize their interests or minimize their pain when it comes to making decisions. When people are presented with the same alternatives, they will respond in the same way whether you are in Kansas or Qandahar. Anthropologists are less keen on this approach and its assumptions, not because they believe people to be less rational, but because they are familiar with societies in which group interest regularly trumps individual interest. That is, individuals support decisions made by their group even when such support has negative consequences for themselves. Anthropologists also believe that cost-benefit calculations are shaped by cultural predispositions about what is considered important. In an aristocratic society where honor is the highest ideal, the willingness to die to preserve it strikes observers as noble; in a commercial society where money takes precedence, such behavior is considered lunacy.

Afghanistan, particularly rural Afghanistan, provides an excellent example of a place where tribal and ethnic groups take primacy over the individual. As a result, any student of Afghan politics must become intimately familiar with such groups and their relationships with one another. This chapter outlines them and describes how they work because they have all played key roles in Afghanistan history. They remain vital in understanding current events there. Furthermore, this chapter introduces what Afghans themselves take for granted: their geography, religion, subsistence economy, and architecture, along with the persistent aspects of social organization in which they ground their lives. Whether one traveled to the land of the Hindu Kush when the region was Zoroastrian and Buddhist or after it became thoroughly Islamic, many of these factors would strike an observer as similar over time. Even as new peoples and languages entered the region, the continuities remained more profound than the discontinuities. They constitute, as noted in the introduction, what the French historian, Fernand Braudel, classically defined as elements of the longue durée: aspects of material life and social organization that have persisted for centuries, even millennia, and set the framework for daily life as it is ordinarily lived.1 This is the context out of which politics and government emerges in Afghanistan. Though more subject to change, political institutions remain deeply rooted in Afghan cultural values and social organization, which outsiders ignore at their peril.


THE SOCIAL CONTEXT OF TRIBES AND ETHNIC GROUPS

The outstanding social feature of life in Afghanistan is its local tribal or ethnic divisions. People’s primary loyalty is, respectively, to their own kin, village, tribe, or ethnic group, generally glossed as qawm. Afghanistan’s population is divided into a myriad of these groups at the local level. But the term qawm is flexible and expandable, so its reference is contextual depending on who is asking. It therefore applies not only to these smallest units but by extension to the country’s major ethnic groups as well. The most important of these by population are the Pashtuns, Tajiks, Hazaras, Uzbeks, Turkmen, and Aimaqs, although a number of smaller ethnic groups have regionally important roles (most notably the Nuristanis and Baluch). While a simplified map of these ethnic groups at the national level is useful and orients an outsider to gross patterns, it is also misleading. First, ethnic group definitions are based on multiple criteria that are often locally idiosyncratic. Criteria considered critical in one region may be deemed irrelevant in another. Moreover, two groups in a local context may declare themselves distinct (and even hostile), but also accept as unproblematic a common ethnic label at the regional or national level. Ethnic groups, in this respect, are more descriptive than operational. Thus, the larger the ethnic category being mapped, the less meaning that category will have. It is a mistake to see Afghan ethnic groups as fixed “nationalities” that have some overriding commonality and history that demands political unity. Finally, even when mapped at a fine scale, ethnic boundaries are always problematic on the ground. They frequently overlap in areas with mixed populations, and hide the crosscutting patterns of intermarriage, bilingualism, and unity through common geography. People of a shared locality (manteqa) may display more solidarity with their immediate neighbors of different ethnicities than they do with coethnics from other parts of the country.
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Map 2.  Distribution of ethnic groups


Whether large or small, the varied ethnic groups residing in Afghanistan are all products of history. Since the end of the Bronze Age, if not before, new peoples have arrived (mostly from the north and west), bringing with them new languages and cultural practices. These new groups partially displaced, but more often amalgamated with, older populations in the major river valleys and urban centers. At the same time, Afghanistan’s rugged terrain provided refuge for older groups to maintain their distinct ways of life beyond the control of rulers in distant cities. Even today the lofty eastern mountain region of Afghanistan remains a linguist’s paradise where narrow valleys shelter communities speaking a dozen distinct languages, many representing language families that were once widespread but are now otherwise extinct.

Unlike other parts of the world, no group in Afghanistan makes mythical claims of having always been on the same plot of land since creation. Instead one listens gravely to stories of how the ancestors of one group conquered the land and bequeathed it to their descendants. Or how pressure from below pushed people into the mountains, where they could live as they pleased. Or how nomads seeking new pasture and farmers seeking new land were invited (or forcibly deported) by one ruler or another to settle where they live now. Such recounted stories are deeply rooted in the past, but remain such vital memories that they might as well have occurred yesterday. An illiterate man in northern Afghanistan gave me a detailed (and historically accurate) account of the Mongol destruction there while excoriating the memory of that “pure infidel” Chinggis Khan (who he claimed was an Uzbek). He then described a great irrigation system that originally had six major canals, of which only three operated today. “Afghanistan was a much better place then; you should have visited us at that time,” he declared, as if I had just missed this golden age. I agreed, but knew that he was speaking of an age well beyond my own time horizon, since the Mongols had attacked in 1222. But by Afghan standards that was still recent enough to provoke strong emotion; an Uzbek listening to this story vehemently denied that his group had any relationship to the pagan Mongols. Across the border, a Pashtun example of taking the long view was famously expressed by the activist politician Abdul Wali Khan in the 1970s when questioned about his loyalty to Pakistan. He scornfully declared, “I have been a Pakistani for thirty years, a Muslim for fourteen hundred years, and a Pashtun for five thousand years.”2

But what do I mean by the term ethnic identity, and how are ethnic groups in Afghanistan to be distinguished? Following the work of Fredrik Barth, they are most commonly defined as social groups that meet four criteria: they are biologically replicating, share fundamental cultural values, constitute a field of communication and interaction, and are defined through self-definition and definition by others.3 The last criterion is the most important because it sets the boundaries of an ethnic group, and it is at the boundaries where we discern the most critical variables that people actually employ to distinguish themselves from others living beside them. The specific cultural content they share or the signs that mark that identity may change, but the group remains distinct as long its members assert (or are forced to accept) an identity that outsiders recognize and respond to. It does not matter whether that group defines itself primarily by descent from a common ancestor, language, religion, cultural practice, place of birth, physical characteristic, or (most commonly) combination of these. Nor does it matter whether their claim of distinction can be empirically validated. Whether rooted in documented history or invented whole cloth, its members (or the people around them) believe that it is true and unchangeable, and act accordingly. There is a practical rule of thumb for sorting out the large number of ethnic groups in Afghanistan: if people identify themselves as the “such and such,” and their neighbors agree that they are the such and such, then they are the such and such.

This practical definition has not stopped scholars from crossing swords over just how fixed and unchanging ethnic identity really is.4 Political scientists in particular tend to see ethnic groups as fixed and primordial, the product of a deep history that produces permanent groups with firm and unchanging boundaries. Conflict between ethnic groups is therefore especially difficult to resolve because the group identity is so inflexible. Anthropologists, on the other hand, are all too prone to argue that ethnicity is only circumstantial, and open to both choice and change, with individuals making strategic decisions on how to define themselves. For them, changing identity often appears to involve little more than picking the costume most appropriate to the situation at hand—a popular fiction that can be rewritten at will. Neither of these perspectives captures the essence of ethnicity in Afghanistan. People do assert that ethnicity is both fixed and historically rooted. All ethnic groups give themselves elaborate histories that stress their unchanging character. Specifically, they deny that an individual or group could change identity.

In practice, however, it is clear that flexibility and the strategic manipulation of identity has and does occur in Afghanistan. Within a tribal group it can be manipulated by changing a significant ancestor in an oral genealogy to reflect social distance. Groups in conflict prune ties to make their lineages appear more distant and hence less worthy of cooperation. This can also justify cooperation by incorporating a neighboring group and grafting their genealogy onto one’s own at a higher level—a process that happened frequently enough among Pashtuns to create internal arguments as to which groups were the “true” Pashtuns. An individual or group could also convert to a different religious sect, where membership creates ethnic boundaries. The current distribution of sects in central Afghanistan must have been the product of such a process, even though current residents state that coversion from one sect to another never occurred.5 So another rule of thumb is this: the success in manipulating personal, ethnic, or tribal identity in Afghanistan is inversely related to the degree of public suspicion induced by the change. Like the well-crafted patina on fake antiquities that convinces a buyer they are genuine, a successful social fabrication has the greatest legitimacy when its genuineness appears unquestionable or is at least difficult to challenge.

Ethnic groups in Afghanistan come in two flavors: tribal and nontribal. Tribes are a type of ethnic group that defines its membership through the unilineal descent from a common ancestor, real or assumed. In Afghanistan such descent is through the male line. The Pashtuns are the best example of this, with their ability to link scores of lineages comprising millions of people into a single genealogy backward through time to their founding ancestor. When the common ancestor is not known or is simply assumed to exist, the highest level of organization is a set of clans that assert a relationship with one another as a single group but cannot trace it. This system—characteristic of the Uzbeks, Turkmen, Hazaras, Kirghiz, and Aimaqs—is somewhat easier to manipulate, since it is easier to drop or add clans to the system. While the Turkmen and many Uzbeks maintain detailed lineages within their own clans, there is a tendency over time for these systems to lose their genealogical character, at which point it is only the clan name that is inherited. By contrast, nontribal ethnic groups make no claim of genealogical relationship among their members. The Persian-speaking Tajiks are the largest such nontribal group in Afghanistan. Mostly Sunni by sect, they do not assert a common descent but do maintain a common identity, distinguishing themselves primarily by residence. And, although the Hazaras have a tribal organization internally, externally they are defined not by this descent but rather by their common Shia religious faith, Persian language, and reputed Mongol ancestry.

Afghans often assert that ethnic groups are so distinct that they can be identified by their physical appearance alone, which is sometimes true when an individual fits an ethnic stereotype. Still, because of long-standing intermarriage, there is such a wide diversity within any single ethnic group, particularly large ones, that exceptions are as common as the rule. In practice, the belief that ethnic identity can be recognized visually stems as much from cues that men themselves provide through their style of dress (robes and headgear particularly). Women in rural areas often have even more ethnically distinct styles of dress and jewelry, but most never appear before strangers or are anonymously veiled when in public.



ETHNIC GROUPS IN AFGHANISTAN

There are dozens of major and minor ethnic groups in Afghanistan, few of which have been well studied.6 Two caveats must be tied to any estimates of their numbers. The first is that statistics in Afghanistan are validated more through repetition than by any data. The second is that partisans of different ethnic groups, even scholarly ones, turn chauvinistic when estimating their own group’s numbers.

No one has ever really agreed on Afghanistan’s population. From the 1970s to 1990s, sixteen million was the most frequently cited figure.a Today it is thirty million. This may or may not be an accurate figure. As a common Pashto saying has it, “God knows; I don’t.” It would be a useful piece of information to have, but promised surveys always seem to have a way of ending before their results become known. This is because population figures by region, let alone by ethnic group, are politically sensitive. Census takers have generally been prohibited from asking about group membership.

In the absence of real data, Pashtun-dominated governments have always asserted that Pashtuns constitute an absolute majority in Afghanistan, although they probably comprise only its largest plurality. More recently, Hazaras have entered the numbers game to make themselves equal to the Tajiks. The Uzbeks have similarly inflated the number of Turkish speakers. And Tajiks are either a larger or smaller part of the total depending on whether they are subdivided by region or included as a single group. If one were to give equal weight to all of these partisan estimates and offer offense to none, it would be safe to say that the five largest ethnic groups in Afghanistan comprise approximately 185 percent of the country’s total population with smaller groups accounting for another 15 percent. This is not a statistic I expect will be validated through repetition, so below I employ the most common ones that add up to 100 percent.


Large Groups


PASHTUNS

Pashtuns have been the dominant ethnic group in modern Afghanistan since the mid-eighteenth century and currently comprise about 40 percent of the country’s total population. An even larger number of Pashtuns reside on the Pakistan side of the border concentrated in the Northwest Frontier Province (NWFP) and the northern parts of Baluchistan. Historically, “Afghan” was so synonymous with “Pashtun” that Afghanistan could be equally glossed not only as the “land of the Afghans” but the “land of the Pashtuns” as well. More recently, Afghan has acquired a more national character, especially because this is how the outside world labels its people regardless of ethnic origin. Yet the use of Afghan in this national context is still contested. Some non-Pashtuns argue for the use of “Afghani” (formerly used only to denote the country’s unit of currency) or “Afghanistani” as a national label on the grounds that Afghan still implies Pashtun identity inside the country.

Pashtun-descent groups are composed of lineages (Pashto -zai, “sons of”) that trace their origin to Qais, the putative common ancestor of all Pashtuns.7 These lineages unite into larger clans (Pashto -khel), which in turn are grouped in four maximal-descent groups:


	The Durrani (known earlier as the Abdali) are the descendants from Qais’s first son. In Afghanistan, they are located in the south and southwest. Their major tribal components are divided between the Zirak (Popalzai, Alikozai, Barakzai, and Achakzai,) and the Panjpao (Nurzai, Alizai, and Isaqzai). The most prominent Pashtun tribes in Peshawar, such as the Yusefzai, Shinwari, and Mohmand, also claim descent through this line.

	The Ghilzais (also called Khalji or Ghalji) are descendants of Qais’ second son, but through his daughter. Located throughout the east they are Afghanistan’s largest Pashtun group, and include tribes such as the Hotaki, Tokhi, Kharoti, Nasiri, Taraki, Sulaiman khel, and Ahmadzai, among others.

	The Gurghusht are descendants of Qais’s third son. They include tribes such as the Kakar and Musa Khel (bordering the Baluch) and the Safi (in the Kunar region).

	The Karlanri (often labeled Pathans by the British) are asserted to be descendants of an adopted child of uncertain origin. They straddle the Afghan Pakistan border, but the bulk of their population lies in the NWFP. Their tribal components include the Wardak, Orakzai, Afridi, Wazir, Jaji, Tani, Khattak, Zadran, Mangal, Mahsud, and Khu-giani.



In addition to descent, the Pashtuns ideally define themselves by their adherence to a code of conduct, the Pashtunwali, and their ability to speak Pashto. Many Pashtuns by descent who have lived for generations in Persian-speaking towns, though, no longer speak Pashto or conduct themselves according to tribal honor codes. These lapses call their Pashtun identity into question in the eyes of hill tribesmen, but since they also constituted the country’s ruling elite, this opinion has never been shared by Afghan governments or the country’s other ethnic groups. Most rural Pashtuns are subsistence farmers, but a minority of them are nomads. These seasonally migrating pastoralists (kuchi or maldar) do not constitute exclusive descent groups. Among the Durrani, the bulk of them are Nurzai, while the Kharoti and Nasiri have the largest nomadic components among the Ghilzais. There are also large migrant Pashtun communities in the north—a product of the Afghan government policies of ethnic transfer begun in the 1880s.



TAJIKS

The Tajiks, usually defined as nontribal Persian-speaking Sunni Muslims, constitute about 30 percent of Afghanistan’s population. Of all the ethnic groups in Afghanistan, the Tajiks have the least internal coherence. They traditionally made up the majority of urban residents in Kabul, Herat, and Mazar, but the bulk of their population is spread out over the mountains of the northeast. If asked about their identity, most so-called Tajiks will respond only by giving you their regional affiliation (Badakhshi, Panjshiri, Shomali, Salangi, etc.) or city residence (Kabuli or Herati). Rural Tajiks practice subsistence farming, but those in urban areas have historically been the bedrock of the merchant community, bureaucrats, and educated clergy. Their literacy in Persian, long the regional language of government administration, high culture, and foreign relations, gave them a powerful role no matter who was ruling the country.8



HAZARAS

The Hazaras make up about 15 percent of Afghanistan’s population. Their homeland lies in the central range of the Hindu Kush, a region known as Hazarajat. They are Shia Muslims who engage in alpine subsistence agriculture and livestock breeding. Although their language is a dialect of Persian, the Hazaras are said to descend from the Mongol armies that conquered Iran and often display strong Mongoloid features. They maintained independent control of Hazarajat until the end of the nineteenth century, when Amir Abdur Rahman conquered the region. At that time the Hazaras were victimized and even sold as slaves in Kabul. But this population transfer, reinforced by the later settlement of migrant workers seeking casual employment in the capital, increased their numbers to such an extent that they made up a third of Kabul’s population in the 1970s. As historic victims of prejudice on religious and racial grounds, the Hazaras found social mobility difficult. They ranked at the bottom of Afghanistan’s ethnic hierarchy, and were systematically excluded from almost all government positions and educational opportunities by the Pashtun-dominated governments. They were particular targets of persecution by the Taliban, but most recently achieved parity with other groups under the constitution of 2004, which specifically recognized the legitimacy of Shia legal practices.9



UZBEKS AND TURKMEN

The Uzbeks and Turkmen make up about 10 percent of the country’s population. They are Sunni Turkish-speaking groups that descend from nomadic tribal confederations that arrived in a series of waves from central Asia. They became politically dominant in the region from about AD 950. The Uzbeks arrived in northern Afghanistan during the sixteenth century as nomadic conquerors, but most later settled in the irrigated valleys or loess steppes, where they became sedentary farmers. The Uzbeks in Afghanistan are an extension of the Uzbek population across the border in Uzbekistan.10 A large number fled from there to Afghanistan following the Russian revolution and later during the Stalinist period.11 The related Turkmen tribes are found in the northwest on the borders with Turkmenistan and Iran. They remained much more nomadic than the Uzbeks, and often raided northern Iran and northern Afghanistan for slaves and other loot until the late nineteenth century, when the Russian conquest of Khiva and Merv ended their autonomy.12 A number of Turkmen groups moved to Afghan territory after this, particularly following the establishment of the Soviet Union. They are closely related to the larger Turkmen populations in Turkmenistan and Iran. The Turkmen play an important economic role because they produce Afghanistan’s famed carpets and karakul sheepskins, both of which are major export earners. Until recently, Turkish speakers were an invisible minority in Afghanistan. They had few representatives in government, and their languages were not taught in schools. During the Soviet war period and the civil war, they regained considerable autonomy and once again became a political force in the north.



AIMAQS

The Aimaqs are tribally organized Sunni Muslims who speak Persian but are sometimes said to be of Turkish descent.13 They are the smallest of the regionally important groups, probably about half the size of the neighboring Uzbeks and Turkmen. Historically, they occupied the mountainous territory east of Herat and west of Hazarajat, the ancient territory of Ghor. They also occupied some of the steppes and desert lands north and east of Herat. Often known as “Chahar Aimaq” (Four Tribes), their major divisions include the Jamshidi, Firozkohi, Taimani, and Taimuri. The Aimaqs suffered greatly during the wars launched by the Kabul government in the late nineteenth century, and many were dispersed to parts of northern Afghanistan. They probably number about a half-million people, although estimates vary widely. There is even some dispute as to whether they should be considered a set of small groups rather than one larger ethnic group. The term aimaq itself is a generic Turkish idiom for tribe. In rural areas they are seminomadic, with more emphasis on pastoralism than their neighbors.




Smaller Groups

The remaining ethnic groups of Afghanistan are quite diverse, but represent only 3 percent or less of the country’s population. Individually, their populations range from one to two hundred thousand. Some of these groups, however, have had historical significance beyond their numbers. Afghan rulers frequently followed an old political strategy of appointing members of small ethnic minorities to high positions in the government and military. It was believed that they would be more loyal because they had no political base of their own within the larger population and were therefore less likely to betray their masters.


NURISTANIS AND PASHAI

The Nuristanis live in the mountains northeast of Kabul, where they inhabit isolated valleys.14 Until the late nineteenth century they were independent, maintaining their own polytheistic religion and a distinctive culture based on goats and cattle as well as terraced agriculture. Forcibly converted to Islam after the conquest in 1895, the descendants of those who were moved to Kabul later became a critical part of the government and military in spite of their small numbers. Their languages are unrelated to any others in Afghanistan, and the population shows a high rate of blondism (a characteristic associated in legend with the conquest of Alexander the Great). Nuristani is an example of an imposed ethnonym, since internally the Nuristanis are divided into a number of distinct tribes that occupy separate valleys and speak different languages. The Pashais are culturally similar to their immediate neighbors in Nuristan, but maintain their own identity and adopted Islam earlier.15



QIZILBASH

The Qizilbash originally made up the Shiite Turkish military units that helped to found the Afghan state during the turmoil of the mid-eighteenth century. They played a vital political role as defenders of the Afghan state against tribal revolts in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Today they are a Persian-speaking urban population, key in government and trade. As Shias, they were distinct from the Sunni population, but they did not suffer from the severe discrimination inflicted on the Hazaras because of their long incorporation into the Kabul elite.



BALUCH

The Baluch are located south of the Pashtuns in the desert. They are extensions of much larger populations found in Iran and Pakistan. The Baluch have their own language, Baluchi, which (like Pashto) is related to Persian. On their ethnic border with Pashtun areas many Baluch speak Pashto, and the distinction between Baluch and Pashtun rests primarily on political allegiance to Baluch khans rather than language or descent. They are mostly pastoral nomads in Afghanistan. In the past they often made ends meet by raiding villages; today the Baluch are still renowned as smugglers linking Iran and India.



ARABS

The Arabs of Afghanistan claim descent from the Arabian armies that conquered central Asia in the eighth century, but none of these groups still speak Arabic as a native language. They are now Persian speakers, and in the north they are bilingual in Uzbeki as well. They have a tradition of pastoralism, yet one that is well integrated into market production. These Arabs are frequently confused with sayyids (descendants of the Prophet), but they claim no such descent for themselves, and sayyids (representatives of which can be found among a variety of ethnic groups) reject any kinship with them. The Arabs have been relatively invisible in Afghanistan’s ethnic politics. In part this is because culturally and linguistically, they have assimilated into the regional culture.16



PAMIRIS

Russian ethnographers have misleadingly referred to all the Ismaili groups inhabiting the headwaters of the Oxus River (Darya Panj) on both sides of the border as the “mountain Tajiks” or “Pamir Tajiks”—a tradition still followed in neighboring Tajikistan. As non-Sunnis speaking their own languages, however, they are not considered Tajiks in Afghanistan and often have antagonistic relations with their Persian-speaking Sunni neighbors in Badakhshan. They tend to identify themselves by valley, each of which has its own language, such as Wakhi, Shugni, or Roshani. There is a striking cultural difference between those Pamiris living in Tajikistan—who received infrastructure development and high levels of education under Soviet rule—and those on the Afghan side—who are largely illiterate and engage in subsistence agriculture.17




And Yes, Even Smaller Groups


JUGIS AND JATS

In Afghanistan, there are a variety of endogamous itinerant communities, which engage in specialized crafts (such as sieve and knife making or haircutting), or are peddlers and providers of exotic services (monkey and snake trainers or prostitution). Attributed with foreign (generally Indian) origins, their communities are typically labeled Jugis and Jats, a gloss similar to the use of “gypsy” in Europe. They reject such labels and use more specific terms (Shaykh Mohammad and Ghorbat), but all share a common marginal social status in Afghan society.18



KIRGHIZ

The Kirghiz are the smallest of the Turkic groups in Afghanistan. Numbering less than a thousand people today, they are pastoral nomads inhabiting the Wakhan corridor, and are related to larger Kirghiz populations residing in the Pamir range of Tajikistan, Kirghizstan, and Chinese Xinjiang. Their strategic location on “the roof of the world” has given them a political significance well beyond their numbers in this remote territory.19



NON-MUSLIMS

Afghanistan has only a tiny non-Muslim population, consisting of perhaps ten to twenty thousand Sikhs and Hindus long resident in Kabul and a few other cities. They were particularly important historically in Afghanistan’s international trade and still play a large role in the currency market. Until the mid-twentieth century Afghanistan had small but old Jewish communities in Kabul, Herat, and the cities of the north. Most Afghan Jews emigrated to Israel in the 1950s, and the older members who stayed behind died off, so the community has now disappeared.





WAYS OF LIVING

One of the earliest sociological definitions of “culture” described it as the “complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society.”20 This holistic aspect has inspired anthropologists to stress the interconnections among these elements and not simply run a checklist on each society they encounter. Here I will sketch what the French anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu has called a “habitus,” the ingrained patterns of apprehending the world and interacting with it.21 In the realm of the power of ideas, the two most significant are conceptions of group identity (explored above) and the cultural framework of Islam. But people also exist in a material world that encompasses how they live their lives on a daily basis and the built environments they inhabit. This material habitus is as unremarkable to Afghans as it is distinct to outsiders. Indeed, it is so taken for granted that it is invisible, even when of critical importance. This is not surprising. Anyone who has experienced living in another culture soon realizes that the things that most struck them as unique and remarkable on first encounter quite quickly recede into the commonplace, everyday, and unremarkable with the passing of time. The human psyche seems to be hardwired into fixating on the exceptional while passing over the conventional.b Accounts of outsiders (like Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, or Mountstuart Elphinstone’s Kingdom of Caubul) retain their value centuries after they were written precisely because they cogently analyzed what their interlocutors took as boringly self-evident.


Rural Economy

Afghanistan is a land of small villages, which traditionally accounted for about 80 percent of the population, spread out over a territory the size of France (or Texas, if you prefer). The practice of subsistence farming and pastoralism has always given these villages considerable autonomy. Although agricultural practices and crops vary from region to region, the national economy is based on rural production with no modern industries. Cities, although always politically dominant historically, constituted no greater percentage of the country’s population than did the country’s nomads (about one million each before 1978). The population throughout the first three-quarters of the twentieth century was about twelve million—a figure first estimated by the British in 1912 and reconfirmed in an unpublished Afghan census in 1974. This lack of growth is simple to explain. Afghanistan had a demographic profile typical of a premodern society in which a high birthrate was matched by a high death rate. In part because of higher growth rates among refugee populations that have returned to Afghanistan, the country’s current estimated population of twenty-five to thirty million is now significantly larger, although neighboring Pakistan and Iran showed much higher rates of growth over the same period. As part of a war-induced urbanization that began with the Soviet invasion, cities and towns also now house a much greater percentage of the population. Before 1978 Kabul had about a population of a half million, and today is home to between three and four million.

Until only a couple centuries ago the vast majority of the world’s people everywhere engaged in agriculture, mostly of a subsistence variety. In only the past century and a half, this formerly pervasive economic activity has been reduced to a specialty in industrial societies involving less than 2 percent of the population. But people still eat, and given growing rates of obesity worldwide, they eat much more and do much less physical work than when most everyone was a farmer. A corollary of this fact is that few readers of this book are likely to be familiar with the world of subsistence agricultural production that their immediate ancestors took for granted. Worse, wealthy residents of Europe and the United States are now prone to idealize it as “closer to nature”—and to boot, organic. So another set of caveats and fair warnings are noted below.

On the negative side: Subsistence agriculture in Afghanistan involves an almost-unimaginable daily life of toil, where one gets up at dawn because there is light and goes to sleep soon after dark because there is not. Such a physically demanding life makes people appear a lot older than they really are—that is, if they even survive long enough to look old. Rural Afghanistan has some of the highest infant and maternal mortality rates in the world. The seasonality of work is based on men plowing, sowing, harvesting, threshing, and then milling grain. The bulk of this will be set aside for a family’s use, not sold on the market. Women spend most of their time doing basic tasks, such as getting water, making wood fires and meals from scratch, taking care of children, and engaging in household management, sometimes also combined with craft production. This work is done through human and animal labor because machines are rare, and electricity or piped water are rarer. There is the communal labor of cleaning irrigation channels and repairing any damage wrought by floods. There are heated disputes about the distribution of water when shortages occur, and the sometimes deadlier arguments over property boundaries. After all, just by plowing one extra furrow into your neighbor’s land each year and moving the boundary marker a little, you can make a lot of their land your own in a decade. People kill neighbors over such issues. And farmers who do not have irrigation and rely on rain-fed fields are at the mercy of the weather. A good rain or snowfall produces a bumper crop; if there is no rain or snow, there may be a famine. Being a nomad isn’t any easier either, even though they insist it is a better way of life than farming. A nomad will extol the virtues of sheep that reproduce geometrically while wheatfields remain fixed—a Malthusian road to pastoral wealth. But then after listing incidents of early blizzards, epidemics, droughts, thefts, and other disasters that can cut a flock in half overnight, the nomad will tell you the best strategy is to use sheep profits to buy irrigated land because “land never dies.” When I once opined that perhaps the Afghan government should help its pastoralists through price supports as is done in other countries, a shepherd laughed and retorted sarcastically that “here, when the price of sheep gets too low, we eat them.”

On the positive side: Subsistence agriculture provides its practitioners with a degree of autonomy unknown in a market economy. Prices for grain may fluctuate widely and often severely, but since farmers first set aside grain for their own consumption, such swings have less impact than in urban areas. From seed to wheat to flour to bread, every aspect of production remains at the household or village level. What they cannot produce themselves, farmers buy from local merchants and artisans, often by growing some cash crops, selling domestic animals, or engaging in craft production. But maximizing cash income is not their goal; they sell just enough to buy the items they need to consume. Similarly, after they satisfy their subsistence needs, they stop working. As the nineteenth-century Russian economist Alexander Chayanov documented among peasants there, given a choice between producing more or working less, subsistence farmers opt to work less (see the baseline of daily toil above).22 It is a world of reciprocal obligations where hired domestic laborers are for all practical purposes incorporated into the extended household. Sharecroppers are generally neighbors of the landlords from whom they rent the land they farm. Such a robust structure can weather major economic and political disruptions that would collapse more complex systems. To those who wonder how the Afghans survived the recent decades of war and political disorder in better shape than other places in the world, look to this strategy of production to meet basic economic needs, and the tight network of family and social ties that draw people together as well as protect them.



Settlement Patterns

Settlement patterns in Afghanistan can be divided into three basic types: rural villages, nomadic encampments, and towns. There is a close link among them. Villages depend on towns to supply them with manufactured goods, and the wealth of the towns depends on the surplus that their hinterlands provide. Nowhere is this clearer than on “bazaar day,” a once or twice weekly event during which the people of the countryside swarm into town to buy or sell, or just to experience the crowd. Sleepy towns that on other days of the week do not seem to justify the scores of shops lining their unpaved streets are on these days bustling with mercantile activity, with the caravansaries full of parked donkeys, and the teahouses overflowing with people eager for news and gossip. Nomads camped on uncultivated land away from towns and villages, by contrast, seem to live in a world of their own. But this is an illusion. In spite of their migrations and mobile tents, nomads travel by regular routes, and have close economic connections with towns in their winter areas and rural villages in their summer areas. In many parts of the country they also own land, so the distinction between nomad and villager is not a strict one.

The wide-ranging cultural diversity in Afghanistan can be seen in the amazing variety of building types found there. One study documented forty-four distinct types of nomadic, transhumant, and sedentary structures in rural areas.23 This wide variety of tents, huts, yurts, flat and curved roofs, stone or mud walls, single buildings, and village complexes is large because it all evolved to meet a range of geographic conditions, climatic variations, and inherited cultural traditions. Each building type is specialized and refined in a way that maintains an equilibrium between the physical context and cultural needs. More remarkably to outsiders, buildings in rural areas are constructed by their inhabitants, not specialists, and they make use of the most common materials at hand. The adaptation of materials to the sites is such that they often appear to be an organic part of the landscape rather than intruders.


VILLAGES

Villages follow a number of settlement patterns depending on the availability of water and the need for defense. The key distinction in agriculture is whether the land is irrigated (abi) or unirrigated (lalmi). Except for the mountain and foothill regions that depend on unirrigated agriculture, most villages are sited in relation to an irrigation network of jui or channels. In large valleys, these may depend on a barrage or dam system that diverts river water in the main canals, from which it is then moved by gravity to smaller channels and finally to the fields. In mountainous areas, small streams may be diverted at high elevations for use by the villages below. In the western and southern parts of Afghanistan a system of underground conduits (qanat or karez) are also employed, but these require a large capital investment and need more maintenance than other systems. In all of these cases, the villages are located on the least fertile areas so that little agricultural land is lost. Village houses on the plains are usually surrounded by three- to four-meter-high mud walls. Indeed in those villages of the qala houses (see figures 1 and 2), walls are an integral part of the structure itself and are designed to serve as fortresses as well as houses.

Another house type found in the area from Herat to Tashqurghan employs domed roofs, while in most other parts of Afghanistan village houses use flat roofs. Typically square or rectangular in plan, they make use of sun-dried clay brick as their main building material. In the treeless high mountain areas, stone replaces mud, and in forested Nuristan the extensive use of wooden beams, frames, and columns creates a style of architecture unique to the region.

Village life is based on households working small plots of land, usually owned by an individual household. Tenant farming has always been far less prevalent in Afghanistan than in neighboring Iran or Pakistan. Wheat is the basic crop throughout the country. In irrigated lowland regions rice, cotton, melons, and citrus fruit are also grown. Most highland agriculture is unirrigated, with wheat the preferred crop at lower altitudes and barley the preferred one at higher elevations. Large tracts of land are plowed and sown in anticipation that a good snowfall or spring rains will produce a good crop. Highland villages tend to be smaller in population than those in the lowland areas. Mountain villages also irrigate groves of trees to produce crops such as mulberries, stone fruit, and nuts. Livestock, mostly cows and goats, are an important component of the economy, but mountain villagers must limit their numbers to those that can be stall fed through the winter. The livestock is moved to available pasture in the summer. To facilitate this, people establish special summer villages (ailoq) or, particularly in central Afghanistan, make use of portable huts that provide seasonal dwellings.


[image: This device does not support SVG]
Figure 1.  A high-prestige qala, measured in meters. Source: Albert Szabo and Thomas Barfield, Afghanistan: An Atlas of Indigenous Domestic Architecture. Austin, 1991: University of Texas Press, p. 188.
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Figure 2.  A farm village qala, measured in meters. Source: Albert Szabo and Thomas Barfield, An Atlas of Indigenous Domestic Architecture. Austin, 1991: University of Texas Press, p. 164.




PASTORAL NOMADS

Raising livestock is the primary occupation of nomadic pastoralists in Afghanistan, who by some estimates number more than a million people.24 These nomads take advantage of seasonally changing pastures, spending the winter in the lowlands and the summers in the mountains. They raise sheep and use camels to transport their baggage. The map of nomadic migrations shows that nomads move toward the highlands of the Hindu Kush in the center of the country or the northeast toward the highland pastures of Badakhshan. Most of the nomads involved in these long-range migrations are Pashtuns, who use black goat-hair tents. Nomads from the Uzbek, Turkmen, or Kirghiz groups normally move their animals only short distances, often moving from winter pastures in the valleys to spring and summer pastures on the steppes and nearby foothills. They live in yurts. A few groups also engage in the caravan trade. All are dependent on the sale of animals, cheese, clarified butter, dried yogurt, wool, or skins to urban markets for cash, with which they then buy wheat. Wheat bread is the main food even of nomads in Afghanistan.


[image: This device does not support SVG]
Map 3.  Nomadic migration routes




TOWNS

Towns act as centers of trade, where agricultural and pastoral products are exchanged for manufactured goods. Local artisans produce many of the items that are essential for village and nomadic life. Town populations are diverse, including members of many different ethnic groups. In the winter especially, young men from mountain villages will seek temporary work in the towns, returning home in time to help with the new agricultural season. Other migrants settle to form ethnic communities within an urban setting. Because of this, no matter how remote a village may seem, it often has links to regional urban centers. Towns are also centers of government administration, but links between officials there and more rural villagers have traditionally been brittle. While frequently more elaborate in towns, house forms employ the same type of construction techniques as do those in the villages. Like their village counterparts, urban houses are normally surrounded by high walls so that little detail of domestic architecture is visible from the street. In large cities multistoried buildings are common, based on multiples of the same construction type.




Religion

It perhaps goes without saying that Afghanistan is a Muslim country, mostly Sunni (85 percent) with a minority (15 percent) of Shias and Ismailis. While today it seems that every book on Afghanistan has “Islam” somewhere in the title or subtitle, earlier works did not. Some suggest this is evidence that past researchers underestimated the significance of Islam in the country, deceived by the values of the small secular elite in Kabul.25 I would argue that a different dynamic was at work, and that it is relevant to this day. Afghanistan is an example of an older form of Islamic society in which religion is not an ideology but remains an all-encompassing way of life. If earlier investigators did not give Islam priority, it was because they took its overwhelming importance too much for granted and therefore in little need of explication. Today, by contrast, there is an intense focus on Islam, but one largely limited to its political guise—a perspective that flattens the distinctions between Afghanistan and other Muslim societies.

When religion is a way of life, it permeates all aspects of everyday social relations, and nothing is separate from it. This is the state of Islam in Afghanistan. Its influence is ever present in people’s everyday conversations, business transactions, dispute resolutions, and moral judgments. There is no relationship, whether political, economic, or social, that is not validated by religion. Hard bargaining can be brought to a smooth end by a simple prayer that blesses and sanctifies the final agreement. Similarly, disputing parties that refuse to give any ground (because it might show weakness) can be moved to compromise when a mediator asks for it “in the name of God.” Who can refuse a request like that?

In such a society it is impossible to separate religion from politics because the two are so closely intertwined. It is therefore hard for most Afghans to even conceive of the separation of religion and government because in their minds the two are so intrinsically linked. It would be like asking a fish to separate itself from the water it swims in.c Indeed, because Islam is so much a part of everyday life, the declaration of an “Islamic Republic of Afghanistan” in the constitution of 2004 provoked neither discussion nor concern. This was because the Afghan view of an Islamic government is descriptive, not prescriptive. It is a government composed of good Muslims, not one empowered to impose a particular religious or political agenda.26

In Afghanistan, this intrinsic Islamic identity is also fused with a strong cultural identity. Issues of identity politics and cultural practice that spark debate in other Islamic countries, which originated in their experiences of a colonial past, mass education, urbanization, rapid economic changes, and mass mobilization through explicitly political parties, have had little resonance in Afghanistan. Afghanistan was never a colony. It has low levels of literacy and an economy that is still overwhelmingly agrarian. Kinship and ethnic ties have always trumped political relations based on ideologies. Afghanistan is a place where the concept of Islamic politics is little debated, but only because its people assume there can be any be no other type.

Few peoples in the world, particularly the Islamic world, have maintained such a strong and unproblematic sense of themselves, their culture, and their superiority as the Afghans.
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