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THE PROBLEM 

A NY ATTEMPT TO EXPLAIN how the various peoples of Afghanistan 
align themselves must give close attention to what they are like in 
their rural settings, for, as it happens, the rural peoples—ethnically 
diverse and politically divided as they are—have more political influ-
ence than some observers have recognized.1 One reputed authority of 
the region has said that "politics [in Afghanistan] had been confined 
mainly to Kabul," confined, in fact, "mainly to the royal family, to an 
urban elite . . . to a very select group of people."2 Quite the contrary, 
the rural populations of this nation have repeatedly exerted a decisive 
influence on public affairs. These groups—tribal, ethnic, sectarian, 
and regional in their loyalties—have quarreled among themselves 
and with the government, particularly when administrative vigor 
was either too harsh or too lax, so as repeatedly to distract the gov-
ernment with fresh provincial brushfires. A few times—actually only 
rarely, but the social implications were momentous—large numbers 
of the provincial peoples collectively, as much by fortuitous coinci-
dence as by coordination, have risen up against the government.3 But 
their importance to national affairs goes beyond their periodic squab-
bles and localized restiveness. They are, in fact, numerically quite 
preponderant. Before the current civil war, in which, as is well 
known, thousands have been killed and millions dislocated, the rural 
Populations accounted for 87 percent of the nation.4 Of their number 
about a fifth were pastoral nomads and the rest were mainly seden-
tary agriculturalists. So by virtue of sheer numerical strength the ru-
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ral peoples have exerted a powerful distinctive influence on public 
affairs for the nation as a whole. That influence may have been some-
what intensified by the decline of the cities in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, the result of a general decline in economic and 
cultural interchange throughout Central Asia.5 The Second Anglo-
Afghan War culminated the process, leaving the cities—especially Ka-
bul, but also Qandahar and Herat—in ruins. Yaqub Khan, who 
succeeded Sher Ali Khan as ruler of the nation in 1879, complained 
that "the troops, the city [Kabul] and surrounding country have 
thrown off their yoke of allegiance [to the government]. The work-
shops and magazines are totally gutted. . . . In fact, my kingdom is 
ruined/'6 Because the peoples of the provincial areas had been spared 
much of this calamity, it was on them that the government, strug-
gling to lift itself out of the ashes, had to rely for stability and 
strength. Eventually, of course, the government regained its footing 
and the national economy recovered a degree of health. But the rural 
populations, restive and factious as they were, continued to act as a 
distinctive influence on national affairs. 

Thus, in order to assess how, within the context of this book, 
the ethnic minorities articulate with the Afghan^goyernment, we 
have to rephrase the question so as to place the focus on the sienifi-mnm^rn »«.• m m , A * «> in MiliM H lln • j w 

cant units of sociopolitical action. Contrary to what might be sup-
posed, the actual operating units of sociopolitical coalition among 
these populations are rarely genuinely "ethnic" in composition. The 
collectivities of people who act together for social or political pur-
poses are better identifiable by some other term, such as "subtribe," 
"regional group," or "Islamic coalition." Even if these terms lack spe-
cificity, and so must be explained as to their actual content in Afghan-
• i . ^ * 

istan, they in any event diverge far from what is implied by the term 
"ethnic." There are, to be sure, "ethnic types" in Afghanistan, in the 
sense of bodies of people who share common linguistic and cultural 
heritages and are regarded by most people as being distinctive in 
some sense. In fact, there are perhaps two dozen such ethnolinguis-
tic types, depending on how one counts. But the main ones—that is, 
the largest and most influential ones—never act as a single social unit 
and 

are, on the contrary, riven with internal factions. Except in the 
cases of the smallest ethnolinguistic types, such as the Qirghiz, in 
which the boundaries of the type coincide with some other social 
unit, the real units °£fggperation are normally based on other 
grounds of loyalty than common ethnic identity. The categories of 
ethnic ascription are not in fact the categories of sociopolitical action.7 
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Accordingly, this chapter will raise and attempt to answer8 

the following set of questions: 

1. What are, in fact, the characteristic units of social and cultural 
significance (including the units of ethnic ascription)? 

2. What conditions control the alignment and composition of the 
viable sociopolitical units among the rural populations? 

3. What impact has Afghan government policy and practice had on 
these populations over the years and how have they responded? 

This discussion will suggest in the concluding section some of the 
reasons why these peoples have responded as they have to the recent 
Marxist and Soviet regimes. 

The main ethnolinguistic types in Afghanistan are listed in Table 2.1. 
Their locations are indicated on Figure 2.1. As already stated, the 
actual units of sociopolitical action—except in the cases of the very 
small ethnolinguistic types—are not coterminous with ethnolinguistic 
boundaries. These social units will here be called "coalitions," but 
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seem to be what Whiteford and Adams9 have called "operating 
units." I describe the actual units of sociopolitical cooperation-
coalitions—as three types: those that commonly exist among "triba-
lized" societies, those that exist among "peasantized" societies, and 
those that unite people from different ethnolinguistic types. 

One type of coalition exists within the "tribalized" ethnolin-
guistic types. The term "tribalized" here suggests segmentary sys-
tems based on agnatic relationships; they are nested systems of 
obligation based upon degree of relationship through male ancestors. 
The more closely related people are, the stronger their obligations to 
cooperate, help, avenge, and so forth. The less closely related they 
are, the less their obligation. The widest lines of connection are sel-
dom activated; some have not been active for generations. This is the 
system of alignments extant among the Pashtuns, Turkomans, Ba-
luch, Qirghiz, and some others. A similar structure exists among the 
Nuristani peoples, except that their lineages, unlike those in the 
other "tribal" societies, are ranked. 

IMPORTANT SOCIAL AND ASCRIPTIVE UNITS 
IN RURAL AFGHANISTAN 



TABLE 2.1 MAJOR ETHNOLINGUISTIC GROUPS in AFGHANISTAN 

Group 

Pashtun (Afghan) 

Tajik (eastern 
and northern) 

Farsiwant 

Hazara 

Uzbek Aimaq tribes 

Brahui 
Turkoman 
Baluch 
Nuristani 

Pa m iris 

Kohistani 
Gujar 

Qirghiz 
Jat 

Language 

"Arab // 

Pashtu 

Mongol 

Dari (Persian) 

Darit 
Dari 

Uzbek (Turkic) 
Dari (some Turkic 

words) 
Brahui (Dravidian) 
Turkic dialects 
Baluchi 
"Katiri" languages 

(Indo-European) 
Indo-Iranian dialects 

Dardic dialects 
Indo-European 

dialects, Pashtu 
Turkic 

Indo-European, Pashtu 

Dari 
Dari (with some 

Mongol words) 

Religion 

Sunni (a few Imami 
Shi'ites) Islam 

Sunni (Ismai'li in 
NE) Islam 

Imami Shi'ite Islam 
Imami (a few Isma'-

ilis, Sunnis) Islam 
Sunni Islam 
Sunni Islam 

Sunni Islam 
Sunni Islam 
Sunni Islam 
Sunni Islam 

Sunni and Isma'ili 
Islam 

Sunni Islam 
Sunni Islam 

Sunni Islam 
Sunni Islam 

Sunni Islam 

Sunni Islam 

// 

Population Estimates}: 

6,500,000 

3,500,000 

600,000 
1,000,000 

1,000,000 
800,000 

200,000 
125,000 
100,000 
100,000 

several thousand"* 

n.a. 
n.a. 

n.a. 
// several thousand"*§ 

n.a. 

// several thousand"* 

Location 

All over; concentrated 
in South and Southwest 

North, northeastern 

Western Hazarajat, Northwest 
(Qala-i Nao) 

North 
West Central 

Southwest 
North, Northwest 
South, Southwest 
Northeast 

Northeast 

Northeast 
Northeast 

Northeast 
Pamir (now Turkey); 

gypsy-like, itinerant 
North; Sayyid Arabs 

widely dispersed 
West Central 

'Adapted from Dupree, Afghanistan, pp. 58-64 . 

tThese populations are sometimes called "Tajiks," but, being Imami Shi'ite 
and distinctly Mediterranean in appearance, they are clearly different from 
the northeastern Tajiks, who are either Sunni or Isma'ili and bear traces of 
Mongoloid ancestty. Dupree reports (in a personal communication) that 
part of the confusion results from the tendency for Farsiwans to identify 
themselves as "Tajik" when in other parts of the country, especially in 
Kabul, probably because "Tajik" is a rather generalized, nonspecific ethnic 
category. However, compare the somewhat different usage of Richard Tap-

per, "Ethnicity and Class: Dimensions of Intergroup Conflict in North-
dlions in Afghanistan: Anthropo-Central Afghanistan," in Revolutions and Rebellions 

logical Approaches, ed. M. Nazif Shahrani and Robert L. Canfield, pp 
Berkeley, C w T " " ~ " 

ogm 
230-46 (Berkeley, Calif.: Institute of International Studies, 1984). 

^Figures on total population are only estimates. They range from 15 million 
to 18 million. 

§Shahrani now says the number is less than 1,000. They fled and are now in 
Turkey. 
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From Louis Dupree, Afghanistan, (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1973), p. 58. Reprinted by permission of Princeton University Press 
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The actual size of the social unit suggested by the word 
"tribe" varies significantly among the largest tribalized group. The 
Pashtuns as a whole have, as already stated, rarely acted together. 
They are divided into two main branches, the Durrani and Ghilzai, 
and the various sub-branches of these have likewise seldom united 
for political action. It is the subbranches of these—or some subdivi-
sion within them—that are the viable sociopolitical units entailed in 
the concept of tribe. Because the Pashtuns are segmentary, some-
times broken into smaller localized agnatic groups, and sometimes 
drawn together on a larger scale, depending on issues and circum-
stances, the "tribe" that is extant at a given time can be a larger or 
smaller unit, a higher or lower level of agnatic coalition. Circum-
stances in different areas can favor the persistence of larger units 
than in others. Kakar, for example, notes that the Durrani tribes are 
larger than those of the Ghilzai.10 Using the term "tribe" for what I 
have just called a "subbranch," he says, "the Ghilzai elders . . . exer-
cized only limited authority over the nearest sections of their tribe. 
The Ghilzai tribe, as a whole, was broken up into small independent 
groups ['tribe' as used here]. But in a state of emergency, such as 
war, this was altered. Among the Sulaiman Khel [for example] chel 
washtees (fighting forces?), commanded by an able person who was 
given wide power . . . were organized. During the campaign each 
clan ['tribe'] of the Ghilzais elected leaders, presumably in the above 
manner."11 

A different type of coalition exists among "peasantized" eth-
nolinguistic types and includes the Tajiks, Farsiwans, Hazaras, 
Pamiris, and perhaps also the Uzbeks. The term "peasantized" is 
used here to suggest that the higher-level agnatic associations that 
unite the subunits of "tribes" are no longer significant; the viable 
units of sociopolitical affiliation are smaller. They include, as they do 
among tribes, patrilineal extended families, localized agnatic groups, 
and regional or neighborhood groupings whose members recognize 
affiliation through agnates. 

A The important-^QdopQUticsd alignment beyond the agnatic 
community and neighborhood are patron-client networks. These 

i may bejhighly agnatic in composition, one of the agnates being the 
preeminent person of wealth and influence, and hisjdose kinsmen 
serving as loyal colleagues and supporters. But there may be other 

^ X X m 
kinds of loyal "friends" in the network as well: the patron's affines, 
affines of his neighbors, and the like. The strength and wealth of 
such a person may change or vary partly in respect to the fortunes of 
other prominent patrons, for there are other prominent men who 
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with their relatives and friends form other nuclei of social and politi-
cal activity. Sometimes the prominent person becomes a malik, or 
arbab, an official government representative of some of the people in 
his area. Sometimes he and his friends may support another person 
to be the malik, often a close relative or loyal associate. Patron-client 
networks appear to vary greatly in size; such networks appear to be 
larger among the Uzbeks than the Hazaras.12 Specific patron-client 
networks may also vary a great deal over time; a patron's fortunes 
rise and fall, depending on how he handles his affairs since social 
influence can very much be a matter of impression management. 

The third type of coalition includes people from different eth-
nolinguistic types that unite under religious authorities. But they are 
religious authorities of a certain type. They are learned in Islam, like 
mullahs, but in addition they are reputed to have special access to 
God and His blessing. This reputation may derive, depending on the 
emphases of the sect, mainly from their descent from Muhammad 
(and his son-in-law Ali) or from one of the caliphs or another ancient 
person that is sacred to some Muslim groups, or it may derive from 
an extreme piety that has enabled them putatively to be infused with 
the character of God, or it may derive from their control of spiritual 
powers, such as the jinns. Such people are known variously as pirs 
or shaykhs or ruhanis, among the Sunnis and are the focal persons of 
the Sufi orders; among the Shi'ites they are the paramount Sayyids; 
they are called "saints" in Western literature.13 Believed to be walis, 
"friends" of God, their favor, because of their unusual access to the 
blessing of God, which brings prosperity and healing in this life and 
the next, is highly valued. The great "saints" are sought for advice, 
favor, and blessing by people from far and wide. This makes them 
nodes of informal "friendship" networks. Some of these "saints" 
would never use their social position for political, or at least material-
istic, ends. But under certain circumstances some of them have in-
duced, or allowed, their followers to act collectively on some public 
issue. In such a case, the saint may avoid becoming personally in-
volved, but nevertheless assign one or several of his prominent 
"friends" to take the lead in the matter. When the members of a 
"saint's" personal network of friends act in concert to bring some-
thing about in a public arena, they may be called a "saint coalition." 

There is yet a wider network than this that can become acti-
vated as a coalition. This occurs when the saints presiding over dif-
ferent coalitions decide for some special purpose to work together in 
common cause. This may be called an "Islamic coalition." Coalitions 
of this type have rarely arisen, and when they have, they have been 
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short-lived. Always, of course, they have arisen in special and ex-
treme circumstances. But they are nonetheless potential, for it is com-
mon for Islamic authorities to maintain contacts with other 
authorities in their own sect. If they have bjen in association for a 
long time, their "friends" may intermarry with members of their fam-
ily. This tends to integrate the "friends" more firmly into a network of 
associations having not only religious or sectarian loyalties but also 
affinal and agnatic ones. Because "saints" of different Islamic sects do 
not recognize each other, the outer limits of such Islamic coalitions 
are the sect. 

Such are the units of active cooperation among the rural pop-
ulations of Afghanistan. Let us now examine the conditions that af-
fect their emergence as political units. 

CONDITIONS AFFECTING the SOCIOPOLITICAL ALIGNMENTS 
of the RURAL POPULATIONS 

As should be evident, some of the sociopolitical groupings men-
tioned or described above are perpetually operational; extended fami-
lies are an example. Others are operational only on specific occasions 
for specific tasks, such as tribal movements. Some are rarely opera-
tional; they only take shape under extreme circumstances and per-
haps only because of the Herculean efforts of some key individuals; 
Islamic coalitions are presumably of this sort.14 It should also be evi-
dent that ephemeral social units can be especially important in the 
relations of the rural populations to the Afghan government, for by 
virtue of their size they can exert a significant influence on public 
affairs. The next three sections seek to explain the conditions under 
which ephemeral coalitions take form.15 Three kinds of determinative 
circumstances will be described, the material conditions, the relevant 
cultural heritages of these peoples, and the policies and practices of 
the Afghan government. 

Important Material Conditions 

The material16 conditions to be emphasized here are associ-
ated with the geophysical conditions of this region. These signifi-
cantly affect—in the sense of setting a limiting context for—the 
sociopolitical alignments of Afghanistan's rural populations. They are 
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(1) the terrain, which, because of its dramatic features, drastically 
affects spatial relations among these peoples; (2) the climate and ecol-
ogy, which influence the production systems of these peoples; and 
(3) the location of the country as a whole, which establishes its geo-
political context. 

Few regions of the world are topographically more various 
and abrupt than Afghanistan. Descending from northeast to south-
west through the heart of the country, the Hindu Kush mountain 
range, which is the westernmost spur of the Himalayas, lifts dozens 
of peaks higher than any in Europe or the continental United States, 
the highest to above 25,000 feet. Nestled between the crests and folds 
of this range, sometimes bounded by abrupt cliffs, are alluvial plains 
of varying shapes and sizes. Because most of them are well watered 
by the runoff from melting snow and ice, they are suitable for settled 
human habitation. 

Existence on these sharply bounded plains often entails a 
measure of isolation. Many of these plains are "islands," bounded, 
perhaps on several sides by forbidding cliffs and steep ascents, some-
times open to neighboring plains only along the stream banks above 
and below. As a result, the natural lines of contact, such as they are, 
between communities on these plains follow the lines of drainage 
(Figure 2.2). Along these lines of contact, the "islands" vary in their 
accessibility. Normally the higher ones are the most isolated; they are 
usually also, of course, smaller. But downstream they get progres-
sively larger and, as the folds that bound them broaden and flatten, 
the lowest ones become easily accessible from several directions. But 
even many of the downstream "islands" are rather isolated because 
they are situated in arid places, for surrounding the Hindu Kush 
range from which lines of drainage flow are wide, expansive deserts. 

The major highway in this region (Figure 2.3) skirts wherever 
possible the central mountain massif. Only at one place—at Salang, 
the pass above Panjsher to the south and Andarab to the north—does 
it approach the Hindu Kush. From this paved highway extend four 
paved roads that link Afghanistan to its neighboring nations, one 
going east to Peshawar, Pakistan; one south to Chamand, Pakistan; 
one west to Iran; and one (and now possibly two) north to the Soviet 
Union. 

The great circle highway connects, of course, th£ population 
centers of the country: Kabul, Ghazni, Qandahar, Herat, Mazari-
Sharif. These cities are relatively well integrated into a national sys-
tem of commerce and communication. But the other populations of 
the country—those situated far off any roads, paved or unpaved, and 



FIGURE DRAINAGE 

200 Ml. 
J 

300 KM 

Ha man -/ 
So ban 

Harryun i-HUma 
AMU DARVA SYSTEM 
HARI RUD SYSTEM 
HI LMAND ARGHANDAB SYSTEM 

4 KABUL SYSTEM 

From Dupree, Afghanistan, p. 32. Reprinted by permission of Princeton University Press. 

FIGURE 2.3 HIGHWAyS and ROADS in AFGHANISTAN 

H T f \ 
aochah 

FAIZAB f ANOKXUI 
^^JJHTjcuno^ 

Naochak 
7 4 8 5 m 

njomtn 
DOS* I ĤUflGHAa 

WMEST*" 
3A tG HAN _ _ J > 0 A e / ^ 

MEHTARLAH JrCHARIKAR 
r w ^ ifr+WV 

5AAAKI s . ,5A*AQ r 
\ H T « 
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those dwelling on the further "islands"—are more isolated. As a 
result of the terrain, most of the rural populations are relatively inac-
cessible and poorly integrated into the nation as a whole. Their loyal-
ties and interests remain local (see Figure 2.4). 

Climate and ecology in turn are geophysical features that di-
rectly influence rural production systems and sociopolitical align-
ments. Two major wind currents pass across this terrain. The 
monsoon winds that blow in summer from east to west are thor-
oughly dried by the time they arrive, having already dumped their 
moisture on Indochina and India. Alpine winds flowing from west to 
east still have enough moisture to blanket the mountains with heavy 
snow in winter. It is the runoff from winter snow that feeds most of 
the people in Afghanistan. Surface water is abundant in spring and 
summer, which is ideal for the irrigation grain farming practiced by 
most of the sedentary rural population. The variation in altitudes 
provides the context for the other major production system in rural 
Afghanistan, pastoral nomadism, by which the flocks of migratory 
peoples subsist on the luxuriant grasses of the highlands in summer 
and those of the lowland plains in winter. 

As is well known, these two systems of subsistence, irriga-
tion grain farming and nomadic pastoralism, affect the ways people 
cooperate and organize. Irrigation requires cooperation among the 
people who use the natural surface water flows. They must arrange, 
first, to build the canal that brings the water to their fields; then they 
must arrange to clean it—an important task in many parts of Afghani-
stan where the swift mountain runoff may fill canals with debris— 
and they must arrange to use the water according to some schedule. 
The nomadic system of the pastoralists similarly requires coopera-
tion, especially during the migration when the pastoralists come into 
closest contact with the settled populations, and when there is the 
greatest chance of conflict over the straying flocks onto the lands of 
the agriculturalists.17 

One other significant geophysical feature is the location of 
Afghanistan in respect to the resources and population centers else-
where. This region of Central Asia, of which Afghanistan is a part, is 
bounded on the northeast by the Himalayas and on the northwest by 
the Caspian Sea and Kara Kum desert, and constitutes the historic 
corridor of diffusion, trade, and conquest connecting the great popu-
lation centers of South Asia, China, the Middle East, and Europe. 
Diverse linguistic, cultural, political, and religious heritages have met 
and mingled here, and their impact on the sociopolitical alignments 
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of the peoples living in this region will be explained in the next sec-
tion. 

Traditions 

The word "tradition" is used intentionally here, that is, as 
the statements, beliefs, legends, customs, understandings, terms, 
and categories of experience and social relationship that are handed 
down from one generation to another. Tradition, used alone, can 
never explain a people's behavior, since behavior is always situa-
tional, contextual, circumstantial. But there are frames of meaning, 
biases, and entrenched understandings that people have received 
from their past, which are already intact when they are confronted 
with exigencies, and these effect how people understand their prob-
lems, how they perceive what is of immediate or of prior importance, 
and thus how they will be prone to act. However unpopular the 
notion of "tradition" as a social force may be in some circles,18 it is a 
necessary concept for the analysis here since it is precisely the preju-
dices, assumptions, established perspectives, and so forth, that these 
rural populations bring to their experience that make them distinctive; 
these affect how they organize their affairs and solve their problems 
in ways different from other peoples. This is especially necessary if 
we want to take note not only of how they are aligned but also of the 
particular moral understandings which shape their particular align-
ments. 

This is not to say that tradition is a static, unbendable force, 
constraining creative thought and innovative behavior. Rather, tradi-
tion changes—is revised, lost, revived, corrupted—as people use it to 
interpret and respond to the problems they face.19 But if tradition is 
tractable, it is not infinitely plastic. It does not conform neatly to 
every human exigency as it appears.20 It exerts a weight of its own by 
being, in Sahlins's words, a system "in place" at any given moment, 
setting the context of new and emerging problems, limiting the range 
of acceptable responses to them. Tradition is therefore an important 
determining condition of a people's existence, distinct from other de-
terminants . In the case of the problem before us, it is, along with the 
material conditions already described, the second of three conditions 
that govern the sociopolitical alignments of Afghanistan's rural peo-
ples. We shall explain the tradition controlling these alignments as a 
set of heritages and will describe each—ethnic diversity, Islam, and 
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xenophobia—in terms of the important antecedents that give each its 
distinctive influence in social affairs today. 

The diverse ethnolinguistic heritage results from a busy his-
tory of invasion and immigration in the area. The Indo-Aryan peo-
ples who in ancient times occupied the region now called 
Afghanistan were invaded, mostly from the north, by more kinds of 
people than anyone will ever count—peoples whose identities, if they 
are known at ail, are only vaguely familiar to most of us: Scythians, 
Massagetae, Sakas, Dards, Huns, and Ephthalites. In the more recent 
past Arabs, Turks, Mongols, and Persians invaded the region. These 
many and diverse kinds of people passed through, hid in, or were 
trapped in this territory. And they left behind the melange of pheno-
typic features, tongues, and customs now extant in modern Afghani-
stan. 

They bequeathed to the present at least one feature of social 
alignment that is shared, I believe, by all the Afghanistan peoples: 
the rule of patrilineal descent. They also bequeathed to the present a 
history of interethnic hostility. The various occupants of this territory 
have competed with each other for desirable goods—land, water, 
flocks, women, and silver—and have captured and enslaved or sold 
each other for too many generations for their differences to be easily 
forgotten. Their irritations may be said to run deep in the sense that 
each group "remembers"—in the form of stories, sayings, and 
monuments—the offenses done against them by their enemies. This 
is the basis of the interethnic separations that exist today. Even if the 

• * 

large ethnic types cannot get together, neither can any portion of 
them easily unite with other ethnic types who were once their ene-
mies . 

The heritage of Islam originated with Islamic invaders, 
mostly Arabs, who reached into the area less than a century after the 
death of Muhammad. By the third Islamic century (our tenth) promi-
nent rulers were striking coins in the name of God and his Prophet.21 

The influence of Islam, as it did almost everywhere it stayed, shaped 
the whole world view of the peoples of the area. Islam brought to the 
rulers the notion that they were answerable to God for guarding the 
faith. It brought an extensive and growing literature which covered 
many subjects, but especially it brought a system of jurisprudence, 
which the peoples of this region not only imbibed but also expanded 
and in significant ways reshaped. It brought new concepts of author-
ity enshrined in words for new kinds of specialists—terms like 
mazhab, faqih, gazi, mufti, muhtasib, mullah, mawlawi, and mawlana, for 



9 0 C ANFIELD 

specialists in law and learning; terms like imam and rowzakhan for 
ritual leaders; terms like fakir, shaykh, and sayyid for sacred persons. 
How thoroughly Islamic notions have permeated Afghan society is 
shown by pointing out that (with the exception of the word pir) the 
most common terms of self-ascription—watan, "one's homeland," 
qawn, "one's clan or kinship group," mazhab (or madhhab), "one's sect 
group"—are Arabic words. 

Islam also brought a new kind of issue over which people 
took up arms against each other: religious sect. This kind of 
antagonism—between Sunnis and Shi'ites—had already existed 
among Muslims before it came into this area. But here it became 
intensified by many political struggles that went on for generations. 
One of the most important took place in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, between the Safavids, who were Shi'ites, and the 
Turko-Mongols, who were Sunnis. Their struggles were not merely 
interethnic conflicts, for the Safavis, it will be remembered, had self-
consciously promoted Shi'ism in order to win the support of the 
oppressed Shi'ite populations of Khorasan. Dogmatic differences 
were thus deliberately wedded to power and territorial interest. It 
could have no other effect than to politicize sectarian categories. The 
Sunni-Shi'ite opposition was further intensified during the reign of 
Abdur Rahman (1880-1901). Amir Abdur Rahman fought four wars 
to subjugate the dissenting peoples of the region that had recently 
been ceded to him by the British and Russians. In each war he 
sought the support of the religious authorities, and in each he sought 
to identify the opposition with heresy. In the third war, against the 
Hazaras, who were Shi'ites, he won the support of essentially all the 
Sunni authorities; the Hazaras, on their side, had gained the support 
of all the Shi'ite authorities, and one served as their leader. The inter-
sectarian tensions of that war are well preserved in the memory of 
the Hazaras, who lost, and they are evident today in the discriminat-
ng practices of the Sunnis against the Hazaras.22 

Islam brought yet one more cultural feature of importance to 
Afghanistan life: Sufism. Indeed the peoples of Khorasan—which at 
one time concluded Afghanistan and a portion of Central Asia as well 
as eastern Iran—made some of the most significant contributions to 
the development of early Sufism. Some of the greatest of Sufi think-
ers came from this region. Hujwiri, for example, who wrote the first 
great treatise on Sufism in the Persian language, was born in Ghazni, 
and died, after many travels throughout Khorasan, in Lahore. More-
over, many of the Sufi orders, especially in the earliest period of 
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Sufism, developed in this region, for example, the Naqshbandis and 
Chishtis.23 

Sufism introduced many notions to Islam, but one that may 
be mentioned here, because it has had a significant influence on Af-

% 

ghanistan society, is the belief in walis, "friends" (i.e., of God). Hu-
jwiri in the eleventh century, drawing from the teaching of another 
Khorasani, al-Tirmidhi (whose work is lost), made the classic state-
ment of this notion in Persian: 

God has saints (awliyaa) whom He has specifically distinguished by 
His friendship (wulaayat) and whom He has chosen to be governors 

^ of His Kingdom and has marked out to manifest His action and has 
peculiarly favored with diverse kinds of miracles (karaamat) and has 
purged of natural corruption . . . so through the blessing of their 
advent the rain falls from heaven, and through the purity of their 
lives the plants spring up from the earth, and through their spiritual 
influence the Moslems gain victories over unbelievers. . . . They 
have power to loose and to bind and are the officers of the Divine 
Court.24 

Throughout Islamic history, since this belief became widely dissemi-
nated, there has been difficulty and disagreement over who might be 
the true walis—Hujwiri believed that some of them did not even 
know they were walis—but that such sacred persons exist, or may 
exist, is not doubted by most of the rural populations of Afghanistan. 
This popular belief is an important basis for the influence of the 
"saints." 

The heritage of xenophobia took form mainly in the nine-
teenth century as a reaction to the persistent interventions and inva-
sions of the region by the British, who sought a defensible northern 
frontier for its empire in India, and by the Russians, who were rap-
idly expanding into Central Asia. In a period of eighty years the Af-
ghanistan peoples fought three wars with the British and several 
skirmishes with the Russians. Despite many internecine tensions 
among themselves, the menacing presence of the nonMuslim 
("Christian") British and Russians generated a strong anti-European 
(and anti-Christian) xenophobia among these peoples throughout the 
last century. This xenophobia was defined in Islamic terms. All the 
conflicts with the outside powers were seen as clashes between Mus-
lim believers and infidel outsiders. Appeals of the government for 
popular support made in these terms drew large numbers of warriors 
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from varying tribal backgrounds, and the Afghanistan peoples be-
came known for their fanatical Muslim zeal.25 

The geophysical setting and the various heritages of the rural " 
peoples of Afghanistan have been two influences affecting their so-
ciopolitical alignments. There is yet another, namely, the impinge-
ments of the Afghan government, and it is to these and the 
responses to them that we turn in the following section. 

Policies and Actions of the Afghan Government 

The government of Afghanistan took shape toward the end 
of the previous century under the influence of Amir Abdur Rahman 
of Kabul, and the institutions which he established were in some 
ways still in place in the 1970s. I will describe the policies and prac-
tices of the government as they existed initially, the general trends 
that developed afterwards, and their effects. 

y By the turn of this century effective provincial administration 
had been imposed and provincial governorships were strong enough 
to exert a significant force upon the affairs of the rural populations. 
The main assignments of the governors were to keep order, collect 
taxes, and conscript young men for the military. The maintenance of 
order was a major concern because opposition to the government 
was common in the provinces. To the Amir this "necessitated break-
ing down the feudal and tribal system and substituting one grand 
community under one law and one rule."26 This entailed strengthen-
ing his control of the provinces by means of the standing army he 
was forming. He made military contingents available to the provincial 
governors so that they could improve the government's control of 
recalcitrant populations and replace troublesome leaders. He also in-
stituted policies that would strengthen government control at the ex-
pense of "the feudal and tribal system." He drew provincial and 
subprovincial boundaries through tribal territories so as to make dif-
ferent segments of a tribe answerable to different provincial govern-
ments . He enlarged his bureaucracy so that it could take over some of 
the functions of the local leaders, the maliks or arbabs, some of 
whom had been extremely powerful. Disaffected elements of a ma-
le's following became more able to break away and arrange to have 
their own representatives to the government. As a result, the number 
of maliks increased and the sizes of their followings, and hence their 
influence, declined. 
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Besides being responsible for maintaining order, the other 
main tasks of the provincial governors were to collect taxes and con-
script men for the army. Given extensive powers, sometimes they 
were abusive, demanding excessive fees and keeping large amounts 
for themselves. In some of the more distant provinces the governors 
began to collect taxes as "rent," turning their provinces into virtual 
fiefdoms. Dupree says "the right to collect taxes sometimes became 
confused . . . with bona fide ownership of land. Land was sold and 
resold by government officials without any regard to the traditional 
joint ownership of village lands by the clan or lineage."27 The effect, in 
any case, was to disenfranchise some people, to abuse traditionally 
sanctioned rights to land, and to fragment the social units associated 
with it. The conscription of men for the army, if it abused established 
customs, had the effect of mixing the ethnic groups, but on different 
echelons, since the officers were nearly always Pashtuns. The mixing 
of the ethnic groups in the military sometimes worsened the in-
terethnic tensions, especially so among the smaller and weaker eth-
nic groups. It did have the salutory effect, however, of broadening 
the outlook of the troops from the provinces and fostering a national 
cosnciousness. As will be explained below, conscription was required 
of only some groups, certain Pashtun groups being exempted, and 
thus the impact of the military experience varied considerably. 

Since that time the central government has increased its di-
rect control over provincial affairs. The number of provincial govern-
ments increased from four at the turn of the century to twenty-eight 
in 1970. More boundaries cut across old coalition territories, and 
more governors deal with smaller numbers of people, thereby leaving 
maliks with fewer numbers of people to represent. Moreover, the 
staffs of the provincial governments have increased, and they have 
been involved in many more activities.28 

v Other policies and practices of the government were directed 
toward control of the religious authorities. The Afghan rulers had 
already in the nineteenth century been paying stipends to mullahs 
who expressed loyalty and helped encourage the warriors to fight. 
But under Abdur Rahman efforts were made to bring the Islamic 
learned establishment under more direct control. Some of the Mus-
lim authorities to whom the people had informally turned for coun-
sel and adjudication were given positions as judges in the provincial 
governments. They were required to pass government-controlled ex-
aminations in Islamic jurisprudence and their judgments were made 
subject to review by secular officials. Madrasahs (advanced schools for 
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Islamic learning) were established. Mosques in the major cities were 
built or improved and refurbished by government grants, and their 
mullahs supported by stipends. Wacjfs (endowments which sup-
ported religious authorities) were taken over by the state. 

Thus were the authorities of Islamic learning brought under 
the control of the central government. There were some Islamic au-
thorities who were less easily controlled, however. These were the 
shaykhs or pirs, those who claimed to be, or were reputed to be, 
walis, the sacred persons through whom special grace putatively 
passed to the common people. Their social influence was exerted 
mainly through the Sufi orders that formed around them. The Sufi 
orders had long been troublesome to the Afghan rulers as in many 
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nations, and before the turn of the century they had 
been banned. .Many pirs, like the mullahs—which most of them also "f • - i J X 

claimed to be—were provided pensions. The pirs and their clients 
were thus brought under a degree of control. But the belief in sacred 
authorities who have direct and special access to God could not be 
outlawed, and the informal ties of dependence which the rural peo-
ples formed with the pirs have persisted. Small groups of people 
under the tutelage of a Sufi authority still meet to practice the Sufi 
rituals of worship. Informal networks of religious affiliation have thus 
persisted. In fact, many of the rulers and prominent leaders of the 
country—and especially the women of their families—have retained 
informal ties with pirs. 

The degree to which these informal "friendship" networks 
have been under the control of the government has therefore been 
unclear. Officially the pirs and the Sufi orders have no legitimacy and 
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no capability of exerting any significant influence on public affairs. 
But unofficially they continue to be important in informal ways, and 
especially so to the common people, for nonpolitical reasons. These 
networks remain socially viable. That they could, under special con-
ditions, become the basis of powerful political coalitions has made 
them potentially significant, for at the time when they have coalesced 
they were capable of exerting much pressure on public affairs. 

Another policy of the government that significantly affected 
the sociopolitical alignments of the rural populations involved ethnic 
favorites and discrimination. The government treated the various eth-
nic groups differently. The Pashtun tribes were given, on the whole, 
favorable treatment. Some of them were absolved from conscription 
to the military and from taxation. Some were paid stipends. Some of 
the nomadic Pashtuns were awarded special grazing rights in the 
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Hindu Kush. These privileges were given as rewards for loyalty and 
assistance to the government in its military campaigns. 

Troublesome populations, on the other hand, received no 
such favors. The Hazaras, who rebelled and fought an extended war 
against the Afghan government, were stripped of their control over 
the Hindu Kush pastures and the pastures were given to the Pashtun 
pastoralists. This had a devastating impact on the Hazara's society 
and economy. These pastures had been held in common by the vari-
ous regional Hazara groups and so had provided important bases for 
large "tribal" affiliations to be maintained. With the loss of their sum-
mer pastures the units of practical Hazara affiliation declined. Also, 
Hazara leaders were killed or deported, and their lands were confis-
cated. These activities of the Afghan government, carried on as a 
deliberate policy, sometimes exacerbated by other outrages effected 
by the Pashtun pastoralists, emasculated the Hazaras. Today they are 
peasants owning relatively small tracts of land and, as of the 1970s, 
gradually declining economically. Large numbers were migrating sea-
sonally to find work and many were permanently situated in the 
cities seeking to survive as day laborers. 

The Nuristanis fared better. After they were subjugated and 
forcibly converted to Islam, and some of their young men were car-
ried off to be servants of elite Kabul families, they were left relatively 
alone. That they had become Sunnis when they converted to Islam 
may also have contributed to their being treated better than the Ha-
zaras, who were Shi'ites. The inaccessibility of Nuristan and the per-
sonal ties with their young men in the capital—some of whom 
eventually advanced to prominent positions in the mil i tary-
combined to give the Nuristanis a comparatively comfortable rela-
tionship with the central government. 

Other rural populations for a long time remained relatively 
unaffected by the Afghan government. These were the groups situ-
ated in more inaccessible regions of the country, groups like the Ba-
luch, Qirghiz, and Mountain Tajiks. Having been relatively 
unaffected by government controls, they tended to retain wide seg-
mentary and kinship-based social units. 

This differential treatment of the ethnic types in the country 
of course created wide differences in their political and economic 
fortunes. As a whole, the Pashtuns have prospered and the Nuris-1 t / 
tanis have done well. On the other hand, the Hazaras lost ground, 
becoming Afghanistan's underprivileged ethnic minority.29 

But at the same time, as the government has become stronger 
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and more effective, it has tended toward impartiality. The favored 
status of the Pashtuns has been eroding for some time. The govern-
ment has trod ever deeper into local Pashtun affairs, just as it has into 
those of other groups. As everywhere, the government has built 
roads and set up telephone lines in rural Pashtun territory. As every-
where also, it has brought in more officials to inquire into local 
Pashtun affairs. Moreover, the government's dependence upon the 
Pashtun tribes' support declined as it acquired more advanced weap-
ons for its military. The purchase in 1955 of heavy arms from the 
Soviet Union enabled the government to possess, for the first time, 
more firepower than all the Pashtun tribes combined. In another 
realm, the development of a national educational system further 
eroded the Pashtun advantage, for eventually the government began 
allowing bright non-Pashtun students to study at advanced levels, 
and eventually to study abroad. As a result, Uzbeks and Tajiks as 
well as Pashtuns have reached responsible positions in the Afghani-
stan bureaucracy. 

The development of an infrastructure by the government to 
protect and facilitate these policies had a major impact on the rural 
populations by affecting economic opportunities and patronage links. 
As already mentioned, existing roads were improved, especially 
those connecting the provincial seats with Kabul, thereby opening 
the way for a better transport and trade system. A few entrepreneurs 
organized and promoted industries—cotton and karakul, for 
example—which eventually flourished and of course increased the 
number and value of products sold for cash. The marketing of goods 
within the country—not to mention to the outside—has radically ex-
panded. 

These developments have fostered a kind of class differentia-
tion among the rural populations. Agriculturalists who were favor-
ably located on or near a main road have begun to raise crops that 
bring a high cash value in the cities. Some of the more well-to-do 
families have ventured into trucking and transshipping. Seasonal la-
bor in the cities has been more feasible for the poor. On the whole, 
the rural families that have by such means been able to tie into the 
cash economy have done well. Those that have not done so have 
tended to decline.30 Of course, with the growth of the importance of 
cash, there have also been more opportunities for cultural brokering. 
Because the services provided by the government have for the com-
mon people been difficult to obtain without the recommendations of 
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well-placed "friends/' the broadening of government influence that 
accompanied the development of the national infrastructure fostered 
the importance of well-placed patrons. 

As the Afghanistan government became more powerful and 
efficient the range of feasible responses by the rural populations be-
came narrower. There was less local autonomy, less room for the 
formation of coalitions, less room for leaders to maneuver. The obvi-
ous response of the rural populations to the pressures of the Afghan 
government, then, has had mainly to be compliant. But some of the 
peoples have complied as little as possible, in fact, avoided compli-
ance, in three ways that may be mentioned: by smuggling, by other 

a forms of evasion including bribery, and by rebellion. 
What is now called smuggling was normal among the 

Pashtun nomads of eastern Afghanistan for many generations. As 
the nomads migrated between lowland pastures in India and Paki-
stan and the highland pastures in central Afghanistan, they carried 
besides their personal effects, some goods for trade or barter. They 
have long bought and sold and bartered and traded with the settled 
populations of Afghanistan, Pakistan, and India. The animal prod-
ucts of the highlands—wool, ghee, qurut (dried yogurt)—were ex-

^ changed in the lowlands for the products of the subcontinents—tea, 
cloth, and other manufactured goods. When national governments 
began carving up the landscape, the British, with reluctant acquies-
cence from the Afghan rulers, drew a national boundary between the 
usual summer and winter territories of the Pashtun nomads. Initially, 
the boundary made no difference, as neither the British nor Afghans 
had the wherewithal to enforce it. But shipping of goods across this 
boundary has continued, even though both governments are now 
trying to control it, basically because the region in Pakistan across the 

4 border is still essentially under tribal control. Members of the tribes 
in Afghanistan have kinsmen in the urban centers of both countries 
who can help them market their goods, and they have relatives and 
allies on the other side of the border who can help them continue to 
avoid the officials. 

As the government has felt it necessary to intrude more di-
rectly into local affairs, the local populations, unable to resist by 
force, frequently resist by evasion. They underreport their livestock 
holdings, underreport the size and productivity of their land, and 
until fairly recently fail in many instances to report the births of sons 
so as to avoid sending them to the army. Moreover, they prefer to 
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settle their disputes without involving the government, there are in 
many communities strong pressures to withhold information on sen-
sitive matters from outsiders, but especially government officials. 

Another way the local populations try to control government 
intrusion into their affairs is by bribing the officials. A subject of great 
sensitivity among Afghan officials, bribery is openly and at length 
talked about among the rural peoples. Two conditions seem to foster 
the payment of bribes. One is the desire, sometimes the demand, of 
the officials for them. Most officials are underpaid, and, in fact, it has 
been said that the government assumes that local officials will receive 
some supplementary income. I found no evidence, however, that the 
higher-paid officials such as governors and judges accepted bribes. 
But some of the lower-echelon officials, clerks, alaqadars (subdistrict 
administrators), and hakims sometimes accepted bribes. Even so, 
many of them claimed that they did not want the bribes, but were 
being forced to accept them by the insistence of the people. This is 
the second condition that fosters the payment of bribes, for the rural 
peoples often doubt that their case will get adequate attention, or 
their claims receive a fair hearing, unless some sort of special gratuity 
is given. Even though they resent the necessity, as they see it, of 
paying a bribe, once they are obliged to deal with the government 
they want to pay it in order to make the most of the situation. 

The bribery system has helped the local maliks to prosper. As 
the bribe is paid through them, and the client who pays the money 
has no direct access to the officials except through him, the malik is 
able to keep a portion of the amount paid; in fact, it is normally 
understood that he will keep some of it. It was often said of the 
"good" maliks that they do not take much of the money paid to the 
government—that is, as taxes or bribes. 

The payment of bribes is therefore both a way of relating to 
the government and a way of evading it. Because the price of bribes is 
so great, people make every effort to avoid letting the government 
know about a case. It was better, many people in Bamyan told me, to 
resolve a case internally. Once it becomes "official" it becomes far 
more costly—even though in principle such government services are 
supposed to be free. Anyway, they say, no matter how much one 
pays, one cannot be sure of not being outbid by one's opponent. 
Such is their sense of alienation from the government. 

Rebellion has been, of course, a rare response to the influ-
ence of the government. But in fact a number of rebellions have been 
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reported. Most of them have been brief and abortive, but, as is well 
known, not all of them. 

The typical units of rebellion have of course been the rather 
large coalitions—smaller groupings easily recognize the impossibility 
of success. The type of coalition that is most often mentioned in the 
historical literature is the "tribe." That term, as already explained, 
says little about how large the coalition may be. Another kind of 
rebellious group sometimes discussed is the "bandit" group. Bandits 
seem to arise among less tribalized peoples, such as Tajiks and Ha-
zaras. Still another kind of rebel coalition is the saint coalition or 
Islamic coalition. This sort of coalition is almost never mentioned in 
the literature. But that such groupings have formed is frequently sug-
gested by the fact that they are led by religious authorities, almost 
always referred to as "mullahs' in the literature. The key instigators 
in the successful rebellion against Amanullah in 1929—in which sev-
eral tribes and several ethnic types were involved—were the Mujadidi 
brothers and a prominent "mullah" from Panjsher, all of whom ap-
pear to have been regarded as "saints" by the rural populations.31 

CONCLUSION 

The viable units of sociopolitical activity among the rural populations 
of Afghanistan have not, on the whole, been ethnolinguistic types. 
Rather, they have been other kinds of sociopolitical units. Those have 
taken form in respect to three types of influences, the geophysical 
conditions of the region, the historic traditions of obligations and 
understanding existing among these populations, and the impinge-
ments of government. Despite the government's impingements, how-
ever, some of the rural populations do find ways to evade or resist the 
government. 

There is no need to elaborate further. But it may be useful to 
make, in conclusion, an analytical point: In identifying th structures 
that were "in place" among the rural popualtions of Afghanistan in 
the late 1970s—when the rural populations so generally and vigor-
ously rose up against the "reforms" of the Marxist government—it is 
wise to consider not only the sociopolitical structures that were viable 
and active and thus "visible" at that time, but also those that were 
implicit in the biases and orientations of these people, the structures 
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that were "potential" in Afghanistan rural society. Perhaps one fail-
ing of Soviet strategists, when they decided to invade Afghanistan, 
was the failure, as had earlier rulers, to consider the scope and 
strength of the implicit and potential coalitions of the rural popula-
tions. We social scientists who sympathize with the resistance activi-
ties of the Afghans may congratulate ourselves for having kept the 
importance of these coalitions from any Soviets whom might have 
consulted our work. 
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