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Nation, Ethnicity and the
Conflict in Afghanistan

Ethnic and tribal loyalties in Afghanistan provided the lethal cocktail for the violent
conflict that engulfed the country following the collapse of the Soviet backed
government in 1992. The ensuing fighting between mujahideen groups paved the
way for the tectonic social and political shifts that continue to shape events today.
What accounts for the emergence of ethnicity, as the main cause of conflict in
Afghanistan? What moved people to respond with such fervour and intensity to
calls for ethnic solidarity?

This book attempts to make sense of ethnicity’s decisive role in Afghanistan
through a comprehensive exploration of its nature and perception. Based on new
data, generated through interviews, field notes and participant observations,
Sharma maps the increased role of ethnicity in Afghan national politics. Key social,
political and historical processes that facilitated its emergence as the pre-dominant
fault line of conflict are explored, moving away from grand political and military
narrative to instead engage with zones of conflict as social spaces. This book will
be of interest to students and scholars working in politics, ethnic studies and security
studies.

Raghav Sharma is an Assistant Professor at the Jindal School of International
Affairs, O.P Jindal Global University, India. He is also the Director of the Jindal
Center on Afghanistan Studies.
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Preface

Afghanistan returned to the international spotlight after two decades of amnesia
in the wake of the 9/11 attacks. Contemporary political sociology in Afghanistan
bears a strong impression of the bloody conflict, in which various world and
regional powers have been involved in varied ways that have ravaged the country
for nearly four decades.

Crafting new civic institutions and decent political norms in the face of dramatic
reconfiguration of the socio-political landscape has been a grave and complex
challenge. The international community continues to grapple with it, invariably
in disjointed fragments, despite the fifteen year-long US led intervention in
Afghanistan. The most telling sign of the deep social—political metamorphosis the
long conflict has spawned is the explicit ethno-political salience on a scale unlike
any in the past. Inevitably that deep fact colours contemporary discourse in as
also on Afghanistan. This is the context in which this book focuses upon the period
1992-1996; seminal years in the making and consolidation of the ethno-political
salience as pre-eminent.

Attempts to make sense of and respond to social-political changes engin-
eered by prolonged armed conflict have often in considerable measure been
informed by simplistic frames of reference and analysis. That has often entailed
a projection of the Afghan social setting through a rigid ethnic prism, invariably
conceptualized as pitting the Pashtun majority vis-a-vis the non-Pashtun minority.

The cardinal argument of the research is that the nature and duration of the
conflict has fundamentally changed the basic contours of the social—political
relations of groups in Afghanistan. ‘Ethnicity’, an ancient Afghan social fact, has
been politicized by the conflict well beyond its original frame and pushed, by
enduring ‘disarticulation’ between the national minorities and the Afghan state,
to the political centre-stage.

This seminal shift is marked by the entry of new social groups into the political
arena, accentuated by the active involvement of external actors through their ethnic
or sectarian proxies. These critical shifts began in the late 1980s and crystallized
during the years of incessant violence under mujahideen rule (1992-1996). Its
implications are vividly borne out in the changing conceptions of ‘nation’ and
‘ethnicity’. Hence the proposition that conflict despite its lethal destructive edge
also carries a certain transformative dimension.



xii  Preface

In the Afghan case this transformative dimension may be seen in the renegoti-
ated social equations, moved by the emergence of new social-political formations
and normative expectations of equal standing and opportunity as Afghan nationals.
The tragic irony that informs this rhetoric of parity is instructive. Insistence on
ethnic parity happened in the midst of the general breakdown of institutions and
norms. Shifts induced by the conflict in long entrenched social equations dramatic-
ally underscore the meaning and significance of a ‘conflict zone’ as a ‘social space’
inhabited by living people with robust human expectations. That also enables
us to grasp the vehemently simplistic analytic frames that posit ethnicity as
primordial, unchanging social substance. Specifically, such analysis sees the
Afghan conflict as a battle between neatly ascribed groups locked in blind binary
opposition. Equally misplaced are explanations that see the conflict solely as a
naked contest for power; ethnicity merely a powerful instrument for personal
aggrandisement.

The primacy of ethnicity has been characterized by Olivier Roy as the ‘fail-
ure of political Islam’. That in some measure indeed holds true. But the word
“failure’ here sounds excessive. It fails for instance, to account for the enduring
power of pan-Islamic rhetoric — ISIS or Daesh in recent years its most radical
avataar — to mobilize and compel legitimacy even within the discourse of national
minorities. Hence the attempt to take a rigorous look at ‘ethnicity’ and ‘nation’
as both concept and lived experience, over a long duration of extreme violence
and militarization. In the Afghan case under study that has meant the enigmatic
prevalence and valorization simultaneously of raw brute force and the rhetoric of
some overarching normative: pre-eminently, Islam and ethnic parity.

This work is the outcome of pointed thick conversation between deep
anthropological facts, political theory, historical works and field interviews notes
on Afghan socio-political responses gathered over the last few years under the
lengthening shadow of armed conflict.
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1 Introduction

It is very difficult to have a unified narrative or understanding of the period
between 1992 and 1995/1996. Everybody has a different understanding of it.
For some groups for instance such as the Hazaras and the Uzbeks that was
the first time in over 100 years that they emerged as players in the national
politics ... developments between 1992 and 1996 completely shifted the
balance of power. It in a sense moderated a lot of claims and at the end it
created a lot of space that will effect Afghanistan’s history for the course
of the next 100 years in terms of power sharing, in terms of the definition of
legitimacy and in terms of whole idea of citizenship.

(Interview, Sharifi, Kabul, 2012)

The cardinal argument of this book is that the nature and sheer duration of the
conflict has fundamentally changed the basic contours of social—political relations
of groups and communities with each other as well as with the state in Afghanistan.
‘Ethnicity’, an ancient Afghan social fact, has been politicized by the conflict well
beyond its original frame and pushed, by heightened ‘disarticulation’ between
national minorities and the Afghan state, to the political centre-stage. This seminal
shift is marked by the entry of new social groups into the political arena,
accentuated by the active involvement of external actors through their ethnic or
sectarian proxies. These critical shifts began to crystallize during the years of
incessant extreme violence under mujahideen rule (1992—1996). Its far-reaching
implications are vividly borne out in the changing conceptions of ‘nation’ and
‘ethnicity’. Hence the disturbing irony that ‘conflict’, despite its lethal destructive
edge, carries a certain transformative dimension.

Consider in this context the clarification in the aftermath of the defeat of
Kabul’s Taliban rulers by Lakhdar Brahmi, United Nations’ Special Representa-
tive in Afghanistan, concerning the ‘ethnic balance’ in the proposed new order of
Constitutional Governance: ‘the ethnic balance we have tried to work out here
is, I think, 11 for the Pashtuns, eight for the Tajiks, five for the Hazaras, three for
the Uzbeks and one or two for the others, the smaller groups’.!

Lakhdar Brahimi’s clarification concerning the social composition of the
proposed post-Taliban Afghan order of Governance was reflective as much of a
desire on the part of the international community to put in place a more orderly



