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Executive Summary 
The resurgence of the Taliban in the form of a classic guerrilla force in the south and east of Afghanistan has 
hampered development and reconstruction efforts, as well as the process of consolidating the authority of 
the central government over the entire country. The continuing insurgency has merited the expansion of 
NATO and U.S forces in the country, and has plunged them into a costly counter-insurgency war in a difficult 
geography. 

The persistence of the insurgency and the inability of the Government of Afghanistan and the International 
Community to effectively combat and eliminate the insurgency raise important questions not only of the 
counter-insurgency methods employed, but of the composition, support, and purpose of the insurgency and 
the likelihood of defeating it. Most importantly however, the essential question that can be asked is whether 
the various dynamics that are fostering the insurgency are understood within the context of the turbulent 
history of Afghanistan. This research study explores some of these outstanding issues. 

We cannot say in certain terms much about the precise composition of the insurgency; however, an impor-
tant element that is sustaining the insurgency is the internal dynamics of socio-political strife which are 
being exploited by external ideological, political and economic forces. Therefore, analysis of the present 
conflict cannot be limited to the insurgency; indeed the insurgency is understood as merely a symptom of 
deep-rooted political and social divisions, as well as pernicious economic interests in Afghanistan and the 
region; hence countering the insurgency is not fighting the insurgency per se but understanding these mul-
tiple types of strife and responding in kind.

Notwithstanding periodic activity in major urban centers, the insurgency is primarily concentrated in the 
south and east of the country. 1 The insurgency draws its personnel primarily from the Pashton population 
of Afghanistan and Pakistan. We will demonstrate that the predominance of Pashtons in the Taliban ranks is 
in part due to weakening of traditional tribal structure, as well as a legacy of the protracted conflict in the 
country. It is believed that there are also important pockets of foreign fighters including Arabs, Chechens, and 
Uzbeks within the ranks of the insurgency. 

In pursuit of exploring the main factors contributing to the persistence of the insurgency, we have delineated 
these factors into external and internal dynamics. The assumption underlying the delineation of the causes 
of the insurgency is: that the insurgency operates at multiple levels; is a result of the convergence of con-
tending movements within Afghanistan with varying points of origin and motivations; and obvious external 
movements which have formed a convenient alliance with the aforementioned internal dynamics.

The historical review reveals that there is indeed precedent for similar insurgencies and insurrections in the 
past, most recently against the Soviet backed People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA), and prior 
to that against King Amanullah Khan in 1929; however, we have been careful not to draw a moral equiva-
lency between the present international engagement in Afghanistan and previous episodes of foreign 
intervention. 

This study also states that the rise of the Taliban was in significant ways the continuation of a trend towards 
the prominence of Islam in political discourse in the country, particularly during times of conflict. At various 
instances in the history of Afghanistan, particularly during the Anglo-Afghan wars, Islam has been used as a 
rallying cry to incite a more profound sense of identity beyond ethnic or tribal affiliation. 
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However, it must be noted that while Islam has been an important component of Afghan society, the role of 
Islam was drastically transformed by the events which transpired following the Saur or April Revolution in 
1978, and the subsequent Soviet invasion mostly due to the projection of the Soviet invasion by some as a 
threat to the Islamic identity of the country. More importantly however, the prominence of Islam as the pri-
mary resistance ideology was down to the preference of the international backers of the Afghan resistance.

Our study will demonstrate that it is necessary to partly associate the insurgency, with inter-ethnic and tribal 
dynamics that have been antagonized by power distribution at the national level, attempted encroachment 
on tribal autonomy at the local level, and exploitation of these grievances by ideologically motivated actors 
at the international level. The relationship between the external and internal dynamics is strengthened by 
perceived malignant NATO military operations that have resulted in numerous civilian causalities, and the 
inability of the central government and its partners to significantly address crucial humanitarian and devel-
opment issues.

Simply put, the insurgency persists because the Government of Afghanistan and the International 
Community have failed to consolidate their control over the entire country; this afforded the Taliban the 
opportunity to regroup. Furthermore, the Taliban have formed a convenient alliance with the narcotics trad-
ers and sympathizers in Pakistan to regain their strength and resource their activities. The Taliban continue 
to manipulate and exploit the grievances of the local southern population to legitimize their campaigns 
and solicit support, this can also be attributed to the government’s inability to address their grievances be it 
development or political.    

Our study links the persistence of the insurgency with internal dynamics of political strife within Afghanistan, 
and in particular in the Pashton dominated south. The dominance of ethnic Pashtons among the Taliban 
ranks and the general prevalence of the insurgency, primarily in the Pashton areas of south and east, accredit 
the perception that at some level the insurgency is the reaction of Pashtons to losing their monopoly on 
power at the national level.

Situational Report
The Taliban and other anti-government elements have re-emerged under the umbrella of a decentralized 
insurgency with renewed vigor and purpose, in part capitalizing on the inability of the Government of 
Afghanistan and the International Community to consolidate their control over the entire country. We cannot 
pinpoint the exact composition of the insurgency; however, purportedly an important element that contin-
ues to sustain the insurgency is the internal dynamics of socio-political strife. 2

The insurgency, virtually non-existent until 2005, was initially typified by fierce tactical fighting between the 
Taliban and NATO forces in the south and east of the country. Since those early defeats in conventional war-
fare, the insurgents have shifted tactics and are more inclined to use suicide bombings to attack civilian and 
government targets. There is consensus among observers that these tactics are used to defeat public confi-
dence in the central government a necessary prelude to possible future attempts to defeat the government. 
According to the United Nations, insurgent activity has been “20% higher so far in 2007 than in 2006, with 
an average of 58� incidents a month. Furthermore, according to the UN there were more than 100 suicide 
attacks in the first eight months of 2007, compared with 123 in all of 2006, and just 17 in 2005.”3 

According to the International Institute for Strategic Studies, within Taliban there are at least “five leadership 
groups, often operating in loose coordination with each other and with drug trafficking and other criminal 
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networks.”�  Furthermore, according to the same source associated with the Taliban are lower level self-inter-
ested military commanders, potentially open to accommodation with the government.  At the lowest level of 
the insurgency are fighters whose motives are usually non-ideological; who are compelled by financial, social 
or tribal exigencies. The International Community and the Afghan Government have attempted to alienate 
the ideologically motivated elements of the insurgency from the lower tiers of fighters and local command-
ers with mixed results.

The present conflict in Afghanistan can be best described as an asymmetric conflict between the guerrilla 
forces of the Taliban led insurgency against the Government of Afghanistan and its international partners. 
While we roughly know the capacity of the pro-government forces, the capacity of the insurgency remains 
ambiguous at best. By some accounts the insurgency is thought to have forces exceeding 10 000 fighters,5 
however, such estimates are difficult to verify, and not particularly important in our context since the insur-
gency has adopted unconventional tactics such as the use of Improvised Explosive Devises (IEDs) and suicide 
attacks.

Notwithstanding the innovative tactical features of the insurgency which are somewhat new to Afghanistan, 
particularly the trend of suicide bombing; to fully understand the persistence of the insurgency it is impor-
tant to view the insurgency not merely as a reaction by the deposed Taliban but as a legacy of the turmoil 
induced by the protracted conflict since 1978, and in general as a result of the conditions of underdevelop-
ment and inter-ethnic and tribal tensions, endemic as integral features of Afghan society.6  Therefore, a brief 
overview of historical development of Afghanistan is provided to contextualize the present conflict.

Context
For many, the present situation in Afghanistan is “a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma.”7  The 
riddle that is the insurgency is made difficult to resolve as it is partly entrenched in the puzzling tribal culture 
of southern Afghanistan; furthermore, the complexity is compounded by the peculiarities of internal political 
and social dynamics of Afghan society. 

In addition, understanding the present insurgency is complicated by a lack of knowledge of the motives of 
the different composites of the movement and various interest groups within Afghanistan operating under 
the umbrella of the insurgency; this is partly due to the geopolitical labeling that projects the conflict in 
absolute terms as a struggle between benevolent democracies and malevolent Islamic terrorists. The key to 
unraveling this impasse might lie in truly understanding the mosaic of Afghan culture and society particu-
larly the political dynamics of tribal relations in the conflict zones.

As the insurgency is primarily situated in the tribal areas, counterinsurgency measures require careful 
deliberations and calculation as not to harm and subsequently incur the enmity of important tribal popu-
lations. Countering the insurgency is made further complex by the deeply divisive Afghan society, history 
and politics. Of particular relevance to our discussion are the inter-ethnic relations at the national level, the 
tribal relations at the local level, and the manner in which they impact the overall domestic political dialogue 
which has direct bearing on the conflict. 

The Pashton tribal population of Afghanistan has, at times, exerted tremendous political influence both at the 
local and national stage.8  Therefore, any analysis of the present conflict in Afghanistan must be conducted 
in light of the importance of Pashton tribal populations in the political affairs of the country. The Pashtons 
comprise an important ethnic group in Afghanistan, understanding the cultural and political experiences, 
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as well as grievances of these people can be fruitful in understanding the conflict patterns of Afghanistan, 
including the present insurgency. It is not only the influence of these tribes on the political establishment 
but their historical reluctance to submit to the authority of the central government, and their centrality in the 
present conflict that compels us to analyze tribal behavior against the backdrop of the structure, function, 
and traditions of these tribes.9 

Most insurgent activity is predominantly concentrated in the south and east of the country, the traditional 
home of the Pashton population of Afghanistan; and the border with the tribal agencies of Pakistan where 
tribal relations are perhaps more pronounced. Our analysis will focus on determining the links between the 
insurgency and internal dynamics of political strife within Afghanistan and in particular in the Pashton domi-
nated south. The underlying stipulation of this case study is that while the present insurgency in Afghanistan 
in important ways is a legacy of proxy wars in the country, the movement is sustained through the exploita-
tion of deep rooted ethnic and social frictions in Afghan society.

The insurgency is likely to continue and intensify unless proper measures are conceived to alienate the ideo-
logically motivated actors from their present position whereby they continue to exploit the legitimate griev-
ances of the local population;10 while simultaneously enhancing the capacity of the central government to 
address the population’s grievances, as well as humanitarian and development issues. An important step in 
this direction is to acknowledge and identify all the factors contributing to the persistence of the insurgency. 

Demography
Before we delve into the study of the conflict, it is important to describe some facts about Afghan demog-
raphy and geography. While no credible census has been conducted in Afghanistan to disclose the exact 
population numbers or ethnic proportions, expert estimates are available.11  

The most commonly cited population estimate of Afghanistan is 31 million; the ethnic composition of the 
population is purportedly �2% Pashton, 27% Tajik, 9% Hazara, 9% Uzbek, �% Aimak, 3% Turkmen, and 2% 
Baloch. �% of the population is comprised of smaller ethnic groups. Although there are smaller religious 
groups such as Sikh, Afghans are 80% Sunni and 19% Shi’a. While there are more then 30 vernacular lan-
guages spoken in the country, Dari and Pashto are the two official languages of Afghanistan and used most 
widely.12   

The ambiguity in population proportions of the country is reflected in debates about national level repre-
sentation. The heterogeneity of the country has periodically culminated in conflict; most recently the internal 
conflict after the defeat of the communist government was played along these differences. 

Geography
Afghanistan is a landlocked country that occupies a total area of 6�7,500 sq kilometer,13  located in south/
central Asia connecting the Asian sub-continent to the energy reserves of the central Asian republics. 
Afghanistan’s border with Pakistan straddles through difficult terrain for 2,�30 kilometer1� in the south 
and east; the border has been a great source of tension between the two countries and continues to be 
a challenge as insurgents use the difficult terrain to evade government forces; furthermore, the Afghan 
Government claim that the border is used by insurgents to infiltrate into Afghanistan.15  Afghanistan also 
shares its boundaries with China, Iran, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan. Afghanistan’s northern and 
western borders are used to transit illicit drugs.



Occasional Paper 2                  7

Afghanistan: Exploring the Dynamics of Sociopolitical Strife and the Persistence of the Insurgency

Historically Afghanistan has served as a conduit to Central Asian migration, conquest, and trade to the fertile 
lands of the Asian Sub-continent. This utility of the land has had tremendous impact on the people and cul-
ture of the country. The material conditions of the land, such as the geophysical conditions, are also an impor-
tant determinant of the socio-political arrangements prevalent in the country. According to Robert Canfield 
three features standout in particular: the terrain of the country which ‘affects spatial relations among these 
people.’ Firstly, the country is roughly divided into South and North by the Hindu-Kush mountain ranges. 
Secondly, he also points to the climate and ecology which impact the ‘production systems of these peoples; 
and thirdly he points to the location of the country which ‘establishes its geopolitical context’.16  

The influence of climate and ecology is an important determinant of rural social arrangements by virtue of its 
impact in the production systems. The monsoon wind patterns in the summer which blow from east to west 
is often dry contributing to dry conditions in the south and east. The alpine winds in the winter dump signifi-
cant amounts of snow on the land, the runoff from this is important to agriculture production in Afghanistan. 

The difficult terrain of the country coupled with dispersed population settlements renders a great number of 
people isolated from the urban centers and from each other.  While the circle highway built by the Americans 
and the Soviets in the 1960s connects the urban centers, as well as population that reside within proximity of 
the highway, the rest of the population are ill integrated in the national system. As a result, many of the rural 
populations are isolated and poorly integrated.

With respect to the border region between Afghanistan and Pakistan, the land is inhospitable with “towering 
mountain ranges, narrow valleys, desert plains, and rocky, barren wastes. The border area begins on the tropi-
cal floor of the subcontinent and pushes upward into the mountain ranges of Central Asia – the Himalaya, 
Pamir and Hindu Kush ranges.”  The physical feature of this land makes it impossible to draw a definable 
border.

As evident from the geographic and demographic features of the country, Afghan society is a complex 
conglomeration of ethnic, linguistic, religious and tribal cleavages more closely united at the local level than 
under the banner of ‘Afghan’ identity at the national level; although, when faced with external threat this 
identity has been invoked to mobilize support.19  This diversity has been further exacerbated due to the 
legacy of war and external proxy interference over the past three decades; it can be said that this trend is 
continuing in a less intense manner in contributing to the persistence of the insurgency.   

Historical analysis of political developments in Afghanistan is conducted against the backdrop of tumultu-
ous relations between the central government and tribal elites in the Pashton dominated south and east. It 
is also important to note here that our analysis of the history of Afghanistan closely resembles the history 
of Pashtons of Afghanistan. The period of history most relevant to our discussion begins with the naming of 
Ahmad Shah Duranni (17�7-73) as the King of Afghanistan in 17�7. Particular attention will be reserved for 
the reign of Amir Abdul Rahman Khan (1880-1901), and the period after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.

Historical Background
Afghanistan has periodically been the focus of competing great powers due to its geographic location and 
strategic importance in the region. In contemporary history there have been two major episodes of super-
power rivalry centered on Afghanistan. The first was in political jargon known as the ‘Great Game.’ This game 
was played out between Czarist Russia and Great Britain in late 19th and early 20th century to the great 
detriment of Afghanistan.20  The second episode of great power rivalry was between the Soviet Union and 
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the United States, which culminated in the invasion of Afghanistan by the Soviet Union and the subsequent 
Afghan resistance which was ably aided by the U.S and its allies. The present conflict has been influenced in 
important ways by this period of history. 

We ought to go back to the inception of the country to understand the context of developments in the 
country. Prior to Ahmad Shah Duranni’s rise to power most of the land that today comprises Afghanistan was 
part of the Persian Empire.21  After the death of Nadir Shah Afshar the Persian Emperor, Ahmad Shah Duranni, 
a trusted commander in the Persian military, solicited the support of the various Pashton tribes to create 
Afghanistan with Kandahar as its capital. Using his extensive network of kinship, as well as religious rhetoric 
he was declared King of Afghanistan by a council of Pashton tribal leaders. He embarked on expanding his 
authority over the rest of the ethnic groups in the vicinity by adopting an “imperial policy of indirect rule”.22  

Major Pashton and non-Pashton groups such as Uzbeks and Tajiks submitted to Ahmad Shah’s rule through 
their own local leader.23  He was able to obtain the consent of various groups by “appealing to their spirit of 
nationalism, claiming that he had delivered them from foreign domination.”2�  By adopting indirect rule as 
the preferred mechanism of governance and invoking broader themes of allegiance in the form of Islamic 
rhetoric to guarantee the loyalty of his subjects; Ahmad Shah Duranni demonstrated that he was highly 
aware of the autonomous culture of the various tribes, as well as the diversity of his subjects, a rare quality 
among his successors. 

By the time of Ahmad Shah Duranni’s death his empire stretched from “Khurasan to Kashmir and Punjab and 
from the Oxus to the Indian Ocean.”25  Central to his success was the military support he was able to garner 
from his non-Pashton subjects, particularly the Uzbeks; nonetheless, Ahmad Shah’s rule was a kin-based form 
of governance premised on loyalty invoked through tribal affiliation and charismatic leadership. 

While, Ahmad Shah Duranni was astute enough to maintain a balance in his relations with his constituency 
by invoking Islam, kinship, and nationalism to solicit support from Pashtons and non-Pashtons alike; his son 
Timor Shah (1773-93) who inherited the throne upon his father’s death was immediately challenged by the 
“instability of a kin-based system of political patrimonialism.”26   Timor Shah was challenged for the throne 
by one of his brothers and a number of his own Duranni tribesmen, as well as rebellion in the Provinces in 
Punjab and Sindh. Part of the reason for the internal strife was the high taxes and the reliance of Timor Shah 
on non-Pashton troops who were resented by the Pashton population. 

This episode of insurrection in the Duranni Empire is testament to the autonomy demanded by the Pashtons 
against imposition from external authority. During this time the King’s tribe and the Pashtons in general 
resented the presence of foreign troops, the Ghilzai tribes resented the dominance of the Duranni tribe, and 
all tribes resented taxation and central authority. These antagonisms greatly destabilized the Duranni Empire. 
The period after the death of Timor Shah was fraught with petty conflicts among the various groups vying 
for power.27  As the central authority weakened, indirect rule became impossible, hence inter-tribal conflict 
became widespread. 

From 1793 to 18�2 the Duranni Empire had completely disintegrated, and the country divided into small 
principalities. The main tribal groups and kin-based groups within these tribal groups were in a state of per-
petual war against each other. The conflict during this period was multi-tiered, it was a rebellion against cen-
tral authority by non-Duranni tribal groups, epitomized by the Ghilzai rebellion against Timor Shah’s army; 
it was a conflict between contending internal factions for control of the seat of power; and it was a conflict 
against external encroachment on Afghanistan.
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The period of turmoil in Afghanistan coincided with the rise of the Qajar dynasty in Iran. The Qajar dynasty 
had already claimed most of Khurasan and was repeatedly attacking Herat. Meanwhile, a confederation of 
Sikh powers in northern India had taken most of the eastern Provinces of Afghanistan and was engaged in 
attacking Peshawar. The Sikhs were supported by the British who had been firmly established as the succes-
sor to the Mogul dynasty in India.28 

As explained by Nazif Shahrani, it is important to note that “the kin-based political disorder did not disrupt 
the kinship (tribal) order within the society,”29  While inter-tribal conflict greatly facilitated the disintegration 
of the Duranni Empire, it had the opposite affect on tribal structure by further strengthening tribal affilia-
tions; principally because tribal conflict was triggered not by ideological or class based motivations, but out 
of a sense of loyalty to the tribe. Nonetheless, this period of conflict continues to live in the oral tradition of 
Afghans, and more importantly played an important role in shaping the political culture of Afghanistan in 
the ensuing years.  

The cycle of internal conflict was only broken by excessive infringement on Afghan territory by the expand-
ing Sikh confederation ably assisted by the British in the east. Invoking the Islamic and national duty of 
Afghans to defend their homeland against foreign invasion, Dost Mohammad Khan a Barakzai Sardar who 
controlled the principality of Kabul at the time responded to a direct attack on Peshawar and declared Jihad. 

“Upon the declaration of his intentions, the Kabul ulama (clergy) conferred upon him the title of 
Amir al-Mu’minin (commander of the Faithful) and leader of the jihad against the Sikhs. This act 
formally marked the foundation of the Barakzai dynasty by making Dost Muhammad the Amir not 
King of Afghanistan (183�-38 and 18�2-63).”30 

The declaration by the Ulama virtually consolidated the power of Dost Mohammad Khan over his rivals and 
ensured his claim to leadership. We can say that this was one of the first episodes of Islamization of politics in 
contemporary Afghanistan, as demonstrated by the change in the title of the ruler from King to Amir. While 
the change of title brought little alteration in the orientation of the Afghan regime, since the regime contin-
ued to be dominated by one dynastic group; it marks the growth in the power of the clergy as King Makers.31  

During and after Amir Dost Mohammad Khan’s reign, one of the biggest sources of instability in Afghanistan 
was the attempts by both Russia and Britain to add Afghanistan to their growing list of colonies. Initial British 
attempt led to the first Anglo-Afghan war in 1839-18�2 in which Amir Dost Mohammad Khan was defeated, 
but the British were unable to consolidate their power over Afghanistan in the face of constant uprisings. The 
British retained influence with successive Afghan regimes after the first war until internal conflict compelled 
the British, purportedly out of fear of Russian incursion, to venture into Afghanistan again in 1878.  

The second war led to Abdul Rahman Khan’s reign. The prolonged internal conflict which continued through-
out the 1800’s years and the struggle against foreign incursions had profound impact upon economic, social 
and political developments in Afghanistan. The war with the British, and internal conflict, led to the substan-
tial loss of territories to the east and west and thus the loss of revenues. Each British incursion also led to 
fighting in urban centers as the Afghan Government resistance was primarily focused in urban areas; there-
fore, an important impact of the turmoil was the declining urban economy and population.32  

Consequently, as Nazif Shahrani notes, because of the extremely “weakened position of the urban sectors, 
the nationalist, anti-British struggle was led primarily by the Afghan tribes and religious establishment,”33  
this factor greatly strengthened tribal and religious groups as opposed to more progressive forces in Afghan 
society. Hence, Islam became an important national force and at times a unifying force that overrode eth-
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nic, racial, and linguistic divisions. It also became a political force, used and abused by successive regimes. 
Our review so far demonstrates a trend towards the prominence of Islam in political discourse. At various 
instances Islam has been used as a rallying cry to incite a more profound sense of identity beyond ethnic or 
tribal affiliations. 

After the second Anglo-Afghan war (1878-1880) Britain decided against direct control of Afghanistan and 
helped install Abdul Rahman Khan. Britain continued to control Afghanistan’s foreign policy. Amir Abdul 
Rahman Khan was an ardent nationalist and particularly abhorred the sub-national tendencies of his fellow 
Afghans. He explained this in his own words “every priest, mullah and chief of every tribe, and village con-
sidered himself an independent King, and for about 200 years past the freedom and independence of many 
of these priests were never broken by their sovereigns.”3�  This was also in part a criticism of indirect gover-
nance policies of his predecessors. 

While Amir Abdul Rahman stopped short of bringing significant socioeconomic reforms affecting the struc-
ture of rural economy; he was the first leader until then to impose direct rule over the entire country. Such 
attempts ensured significant reprisals from the various tribes which prompted the Amir to respond in kind, 
fighting �0 internal wars35 to subdue challenges to his authority. The Amir, through military aid from Britain 
which amounted to 120,00036 pound per year in addition to military hardware, had been able to build an 
army of 60,00037 men which he used to tame the rebellious population, both Pashton and non Pashton.  

After Abdul Rahman’s death in 1901 his eldest son assumed leadership without the usual wars of succession. 
Although Habibullah’s reign (1901-1919) was fraught with high taxes and deteriorating social conditions due 
to inept leadership and rampant corruption, it was nonetheless, relatively peaceful. During Habibullah’s reign 
however, significant internal discord within the royal family had been brewing, resulting in the Amir’s assas-
sination and the triumph of his son Amanullah Khan to be named King (not Amir) of Afghanistan. 

Amanullah was a pan-Islamist reformer; therefore, his first act was to initiate the third Anglo-Afghan war by 
declaring full independence in 1919. In the ensuing ten years despite the freeze on British aid to Afghanistan, 
the King attempted to enact significant social, economic, and political reforms and called upon a constitution 
assembly to draft Afghanistan’s first constitution in 1923; but he fell foul of the increasingly powerful clergy 
and a disenchanted public about some of the more radical social reforms, such as the unveiling of women in 
public, and economic reform which challenged the feudal system in the rural areas.   

Invoking Islamic rhetoric the clergy were able to incite mass uprisings across the country, the uprisings 
were further aided by ideological differences within the King’s cabinet, financial strain on the government, 
and a weakening military. The turmoil culminated in the overthrow of the King by a group which emanated 
from north of Kabul in 1929. Habibullah II, more popularly known as Bacha-i Saqaw (the water carrier’s son) 
became the first non-Pashton leader of contemporary Afghanistan, but his rule did not extend far beyond 
Kabul.38  

Later in 1929, General Muhammad Nadir Khan defeated Habibullah II and was proclaimed the King of 
Afghanistan. This marked the beginning of the Musahiban dynasty (1929-1978).39  During this period sig-
nificant development occurred in all aspects of the country, but of particular importance is the autonomy 
enjoyed by the tribes. The dynasty abandoned the policy of enforcing government authority on tribes and 
was thus able to rule in peace by striking a balance between government authority and tribal autonomy. This 
was a significant policy shift in Kabul, and coincided with the most extensive period of peace in the country.  

The relative peace which had prevailed in Afghanistan since the coming to power of the Musahiban family 
in 1929 ended abruptly with the military backed coup of Daud Khan, cousin and former Prime Minister of 
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King Zahir Shah. President Daud was a staunch nationalist, upon assuming power he ended the monarchy 
and declared Afghanistan a Republic; within the context of the Cold War he enjoyed close relations with the 
Soviet Union and heavily depended on Soviet aid. President Daud also enjoyed the support of many domes-
tic groups including the Pashton tribes primarily because of his role in championing the irredentist cause of 
reuniting the Pashtons.�0  

More important to his successful coup was the support he enjoyed from the educated elites in urban centers. 
However, Daud’s support slowly dwindled among the leftists, as well as those at the other end of the spec-
trum in the form of Islamists. Soon enough his ties with the Soviet Union deteriorated because of his nation-
alist tendencies, and internal decent from the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan�1 (PDPA) who were a 
Marxist group, and had played a major role in the original coup dominated political discourse in the country. 

While clamping down on internal dissent, President Daud attempted to revitalize relations with the west and 
Islamic countries, as well as Pakistan; however, his rein came to a deadly end in a military coup staged by left-
ist officers in 1978 known as the Saur or April Revolution. This revolution was the starting point of the turmoil 
which has engulfed Afghanistan until the present. The root causes for the present conflict in the country can 
be traced back to this momentous event. The military officers behind the coup handed power to their PDPA 
leaders. The Marxist party embarked on a set of ambitious reforms geared towards eliminating the feudal 
social structure in the rural areas, as well as bringing much needed economic development to the country. 
Their reforms met with steadfast resistance from the religious and tribal establishment which nearly defeated 
the PDPA. In 1979, faced with the defeat of the PDPA, the Soviet Union decided to invade Afghanistan.�2  

The Soviet invasion changed the dimension of the conflict in Afghanistan from internal power squabbles 
to an international crisis premised on ideological differences and imperial ambitions. Immediately after the 
Soviet invasion the resistance to the Soviet presence began with desertions from the Afghan army and open 
revolt inside the country. In the mean time, the Western bloc led by the U.S declared intentions to aid the 
Afghan resistance against the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan.�3  

 The Afghan resistance was initially comprised of various groups including Islamists and Nationalists; how-
ever, the Islamists became more dominant in the struggle. The composition of the groups constantly fluc-
tuated, until seven main groups emerged, four of which were Islamists and three traditionalists. Broadly 
speaking, the difference between the two groups was that “Islamists were radical in outlook, and regarded 
their struggle as primarily one for a state and society fashioned in accordance with Islamic principles, while 
the traditionalists saw it primarily as a struggle for national liberation. Thus the latter were willing to see a 
return of King Zahir, but the former regarded a monarchy as un-Islamic.”��  

While Islam has been an important component of Afghan society, the role of Islam was transformed by the 
events which transpired following the Saur Revolution and the subsequent Soviet invasion mostly due to the 
projection of the Soviet invasion by some as a threat to the Islamic identity of the country. More importantly 
however, the prominence of Islam as the primary resistance ideology was down to the preference of the 
international backers of the Afghan resistance. 

Among the Islamist parties ‘Hizb-i-Islami’ under the leadership of Gulbudin Hekmatyar, a Ghilzai Pashton, was 
the most organized and well supported group. The group had a rigid Islamist outlook and primarily operated 
in Nangrahar, as well as Baghlan and Kundoz. The second Islamist group, also called ‘Hizb-i-Islami,’ was led by 
Yunis Khalis who was also a Pashton and primarily operated in the east of the country. ‘Jamiat-i-Islami’, led by 
Burhanudin Rabbani a Tajik who operated primarily in the Northeast of the country and was perhaps one of 
the more successful of the resistance parties. ‘Ittihad-i-Islami’, led by Rasul Sayyaf was supported by the Arabs 
and was known for attracting Arab volunteers; this group did not have significant military capability.�5  
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The traditionalist groups were comprised of ‘Harak-i-inqilab-Islami’, which operated in Logar and Helmand 
valley; ‘Mahaz-i-milli-i-Islami’ was a staunchly nationalist and anti-Islamist group and operated in the north-
west of the country, but enjoyed minimal support from the international backers of the Afghan resistance. 
The third traditionalist group was ‘Jabha-i-Nejat-Melli’ led by Sebghatullah Mujadidi; this group had little mili-
tary capability at the time. Hamid Karzai was the political director of this group. An important group outside 
the seven was the Hizb-i-Wahdat, a Shia Hazara group that operated in central Afghanistan, and was primarily 
supported by Iran.�6

Besides their mutual hostility to the Russians and the Kabul regime, the resistance groups had little in com-
mon. From the beginning these groups were more inclined to fight each other than to co-operate. Not even 
their shared Islamic faith, nor the binding concept of jihad was strong enough to outweigh their personal, 
tribal, and ethnic differences. The divisions among the resistance groups proved disastrous for Afghanistan. 

In the ensuing pages we will explain in detail the impact of the Islamization of the Afghan resistance on the 
population and future developments in the country. This trend, in important ways, has shaped the rise of the 
Taliban and Islamic militancy in the region.  

Following the withdrawal of Soviet troops in 1989, the Najibullah government survived the onslaught of the 
Afghan resistance forces due to massive aid that the regime continued to receive from the Soviet Union,�7 
but more importantly because of the inability of the resistance groups to form a united front against the 
government. Divisions among the resistance groups existed since their inception, these divisions intensified 
as the defeat of the Kabul regime became more eminent. The defeat of the Najibullah government in 1992 
and the failure of the resistance groups to agree on a political settlement led to a vicious power struggle 
which culminated in urban warfare and the division of Afghanistan into zones of influence among resistance 
commanders. 

This period of war also caused massive displacement and most importantly it destroyed the limited national 
cohesion that existed between the different ethnic groups in Afghanistan. The different factions involved in 
the civil war adopted an ethnic identity, which more or less transformed the power struggle into a civil war. 
Another casualty of this phase of the conflict was the government apparatus, as well as the infrastructure of 
the country, which was further destroyed during the Taliban regime. Since the urban centers were the symbol 
of power, the different factions pushed to control these centers. 

The general disillusionment with the various resistance groups to agree on a political settlement coupled 
with continuing violence throughout the country, in particular in Kandahar and Kabul in 199�, led to the rise 
of another group known as the Taliban. The Taliban under the leadership of a local Mullah by the name of 
Mohammad Omar emerged from Kandahar and quickly won the support of the public through promises of 
peace and security.�8  

The Taliban movement quickly spread initially in the south and then progressed towards the east and even-
tually captured Kabul in 1996; while making slow progress towards the West and North. The group eventu-
ally came to control around 90% of the country, in the process defeating all the resistance groups with the 
exception of the forces of Ahmad Shah Masoud who was a commander of the Jamiat-i-Islami.�9  The rise of 
the Taliban also signified the culmination of a process through which traditional tribal authority was replaced 
by the clergy; this development has played an integral part in the instability in the tribal areas in Afghanistan 
and Pakistan.     

Review of historical developments in Afghanistan reveals some notable observations. The first observation 
is that Afghanistan has been a politically volatile country since its inception. Each period of turmoil has been 
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followed with a period of unsustainable peace and a reversion to conflict. It is also apparent that there has 
been sustained empowerment of the clergy in the political affairs of the country, this trend continued dur-
ing the Afghan resistance of the Soviet occupation of the country, in part due to the aid that Islamist parties 
received from the international community. Tribal autonomy has been another constant feature of Afghan 
society; many internal conflicts in the country have been a result of tribal discontent with the central govern-
ment or with each other. This last observation requires further exposition particularly as to why it is that the 
Pashton tribes so fiercely seek autonomy?    

Pashton Anthropology
The centrality of the Pashton population in the present conflict, as well as in past conflicts in Afghanistan 
compels us to delve into a preliminary study of this important ethnic group. The Pashton population is pri-
marily concentrated in the south and east of Afghanistan, there are also important pockets of Pashton popu-
lations in the north and west where non-Pashtons dominate. Not all ethnic groups of Afghanistan are tribal; 
Pashton, Hazara, Baloch and Nuristani are primarily organized along tribal lines, while Tajiks, Uzbeks and other 
smaller ethnic groups align themselves along geographic and linguistic lines.50  

The diverse ethno-linguistic character of Afghanistan can be attributed to various waves of invasions and 
migrations by nations in the vicinity of the country.51  The remnants of the culture of the intruders have 
greatly contributed to the present social features of the country. However, the diversity has also bequeathed 
a history of inter-ethnic hostility; the present occupants of the land have at various stages in history com-
peted with each other and amongst themselves for desirable goods and resources, leading to periods of 
subjugation by each of the other. Such differences have fed the fires of recent inter-ethnic hostility and 
continue to play an effective role in the present conflict. Episodes of power struggle in contemporary history, 
such as the factional internal conflict throughout the 1990s, or the Pashton subjugation of the Hazara and 
the Nuristani people in the early parts of the 20th century, can be cited as manifestation of power struggles 
premised on inter-ethnic hostility. 

The Pashton population in Afghanistan and in Pakistan is divided into some 30 tribes;  each tribe is divided 
into clans and agnatic lineages. The majority of these tribes belong to two major confederations: the Duranni 
and the Ghilzai. The Ghilzai predominate the southeast, between Kandahar and Kabul, but have significant 
pockets of communities in the centre and north of the country due to both forcible and encouraged resettle-
ment under Duranni rule. The Duranni primarily reside in the southwest of the country, from the Provinces 
of Farah to Kandahar.53  An estimated sixteen million Pashtons live across the border in Pakistan, where they 
form a majority in the population in the North-West Frontier Province. Despite their diversity, Pashtons enjoy 
a strong sense of ethnic identity largely shaped by a distinctive Indo-Iranian language, a tradition of common 
descent; and a social ethics code known as Pashtonwali, as well as a common religion.5� 

Tribal Structure and Function
As stated earlier, Pashton tribes are loose conglomerates of past agnatic affiliations which have evolved into 
ephemeral socio-political entities centering on the formation of clan and kinship groupings, some nomadic 
and other sedentary. At the apex of this structure are the main tribal confederacies such as the Duranni 
which serve as a point of origin for other offshoots. The Ghilzai and Duranni tribal confederacies have tradi-
tionally been hostile to each other and have also provided the bulk of the rulers of Afghanistan.   
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A simplified description of the structure of Pashton tribes can be explained as a top-down structure that 
functions from the bottom-up in as much that the basic unit, the family is perpetually operational. Under 
the banner of the Pashton ethnicity are the tribal confederacies such as the Duranni and the Ghilzai; the 
confederacy is comprised of a plethora of tribes such as the Suleiman Khel tribe of the Ghilzai confederacy. 
Furthermore, the tribe is divided into clans or sub-tribes such as the Ahmadzai of the Suleiman Khel tribe of 
the Ghilzai confederacy. The Ahmadzai are further divided into a plethora of kin-based agnatic affiliations, 
which are further divided into kinships with the extended family at its core. At the bottom of the tribal struc-
ture is the nuclear family under a patriarch. Loyalty moves from the bottom to the top, so the loyalty of the 
Pashton resides primarily with the extended family and moves up as the other units become operational.           

The Pashton tribal structure is not a hierarchical structure, there are neither permanent institutions, nor gov-
erning bodies, nor are there any codified laws that require implementation. The source of authority is with 
the individual, and by extension with the family of the individual, and in times of conflict with the Jirga (com-
munal council). The Jirga is often comprised of prominent members of the community and the decisions are 
based on their conceptions of Islamic law and local traditions. 

At the center of our discussion of Pashton tribal structure is the question of the source of authority in such a 
setting. The source of authority has a defining impact on the overall structure and the exercise of the struc-
ture; and since the source of authority in such an egalitarian society lies with the individual, and by extension 
with the family of the individual, and in times of conflict with the communal council, formal structures of 
authority do not exist within these tribes. When communal decision making mechanisms are impeded the 
community as a whole becomes voiceless. Tribes in themselves are not operational and are only organized 
in times of “offence and defense; except in war and in matters ultimately connected with war, the license of 
individual freewill is absolutely uncontrolled.”55   

The creation and persistence of sociopolitical alignments in the form of tribes, clans or religious based affilia-
tion, all prominent features of Afghan society, is in all probability a consequence of the geophysical setting of 
the land, the cultural tradition of the people, and the malignancy of despotic rulers. The physical features of 
Afghanistan, and an underdeveloped infrastructure has contributed to the isolation of a great segment of the 
population, thus necessitating the rise of alternative forms of support affiliations. The tradition of these tribes 
is thus a result of both the experiences of these people within the context of the physical features of their 
land and perceived malevolence of central authority.

In Afghanistan, tribes predate the creation of the formal state structure in the sense of the ‘Westphalian’ 
model. Notwithstanding the evolution of tradition in the presence of Islam, tribal tradition also predates 
the prevalence of Islam in Afghanistan. Therefore, any attempt by the centralized state to exude authority 
over the tribes has predictably been resisted; subsequently, control of tribes has been one of the perennial 
problems of the government. Anthropological studies regarding tribal structures suggest that the state and 
the tribes are incongruous both in function and structure. As far as the Afghan tribes are concerned, it is 
state and not tribe which occupy the periphery of things, and it is to the state that all the characteristics of 
the peripheral attach. In light of this, tribes are perceived by the state as challengers to state authority and 
utility.56 

Despite the fact that most governments have been dominated by tribal groups, the incapacity of the central 
government in Afghanistan to govern and provide services or even exercise a monopoly over power and 
coercion, in part has contributed to continued utility of the tribe as a support unit for its members.57  Over 
time tribes have developed mechanisms to maintain a semblance of order within their territory, maintain 
orderly relations with other tribes, and have developed dispute resolution mechanisms in the form of Jirgas. 
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In addition, a code of ethics in the form of Pashtonwali dictates the generally acceptable norms of conduct 
for Pashtons and norms to reprimand deviance. 

Three factors merit a brief mention with respect to the development of tribal-government relations: First, the 
urbanization movement in Afghanistan has somewhat lessened the importance of tribal links to the urban-
ized Pashtons. However, tribal links remain particularly strong among the rural population. 

Second, the prominence of tribes subsides when the central government is particularly strong both militar-
ily and financially, this was evident during the reign of Amir Abdul Rahman Khan from 1880-1901.58  Tribes 
also seem to be opportunists in terms of their cooperation with the government depending on prospects for 
financial reward; in other words there is no unanimity in tribal interests except to maintain their autonomy 
which can also be mitigated to a degree with adequate incentives.  

Third, the protracted resistance war in Afghanistan (1978-1989) and the ensuing factional conflict has had 
tremendous impact on the tribes, mainly the war further militarized the tribes; this is not to suggest that the 
tribes were ever passive actors, the war also weakened the tribes by uprooting them from their traditional 
homelands, many of them had to move into urban centers or refugee camps. The war has also left the tribes 
vulnerable to external incursions.             

Tribal Tradition: Pashtonwali
It is difficult to define the tradition of the Pashton tribes, since tradition is not fixed nor is it homogeneous; 
neither can behavior be entirely explained by tradition, since behavior is circumstantial. Nonetheless, tradi-
tion plays an important role in how individuals and groups in a given situation perceive events and appro-
priate action as a response. Furthermore, we cannot categorize Pashtons to one tradition; Pashtons are a 
heterogeneous people with varying group and individual interests. Regardless we will analyze the general 
contours of evolving traditions and norms prevalent in the Pashton tribes, and in particular we will focus on 
the prevalence of Pashtonwali among all Pashtons regardless of their tribal affiliations.  

The lives of Pashton tribes revolve around the code of ethics known as Pashtonwali or literally ‘the way of the 
Pashton.’ This code of ethics is premised on maintaining nang or honor which is an existential necessity for 
all Afghans and particularly for Pashtons. While, Pashtonwali stipulates many codes, three codes are central 
and applicable to all Pashtons: Melmastia (hospitality), Badal (revenge), and Nanawateh (asylum). The concep-
tion of honor that is observed by the Pashtons does not resemble the western conception of honor based on 
morality or justice. The Pashton’s honor is found in his close observance of Pashtonwali.59   

According to Pashtonwali, a Pashton is obliged to offer hospitality to anyone who peacefully ventures into 
his territory or home. Not doing so will bring shame to that family and community. Furthermore, a Pashton 
is required to provide asylum to anyone who seeks refugee, this in part explains the justification behind the 
refusal of the Taliban to extradite Osama bin Laden. 

Relevant to our discussion is the obligation of the Pashton to avenge the death of his kin. Pashtonwali 
compels the Pashton to maintain his honor by avenging the death of his kin regardless of the circumstances 
surrounding the death. “The kith and kin of the deceased will remain mortal enemies until the issue is 
resolved.”60  There are a number of ways that the issue of revenge can be resolved, including the killing of the 
perpetrator or his kin.  



Occasional Paper 2                  16

Afghanistan: Exploring the Dynamics of Sociopolitical Strife and the Persistence of the Insurgency

Within the context of Pashtonwali, a civilian death caused by NATO operation, regardless of the circum-
stances, becomes a perpetuating effect in the opposition to the government and NATO presence. This 
cultural element can be defined as the single most important factor contributing to the persistence of the 
insurgency in Afghanistan. 

The quarter century of conflict following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan has had direct bearing on the 
rise of the Taliban and the resurgence of the Taliban in the form of an anti-government insurgency. The fol-
lowing is a categorization of the range of effects most relevant to our study:

Economic: Rise of Informal Economy
Coupled with developments on the political and social fronts since 1978, the rise of the informal economy 
centered on the narcotics and weapons trade has become both a cause and a consequence of the enduring 
conflict.61  It was a cause in as much as economic incentives played an important role as a motivating fac-
tor for many fighters to engage in the resistance, and it became a consequence as the lawlessness and the 
vacuum of authority created the perfect conditions for the expansion of the informal economy, evident by 
the steady expansion of poppy cultivation in Afghanistan since 1979. 

The economic consideration underpinning the insurgency remains the same as it was during the resistance 
period, namely the omnipresent status of the narcotics trade during both periods of conflict. The narcotics 
trade purportedly has an enabling effect on the present conflict by both financing the insurgency, as well 
as consolidating opposition groups against the government since there are multiple actors involved in this 
growing and profitable industry.62 Following is a brief discussion of the development of the informal econ-
omy in Afghanistan and its possible links to the present conflict. 

The informal economy has been a perennial component of the economic structure of Afghanistan, primar-
ily because the central governments have lacked the capacity to extend a cohesive and integrated formal 
economic structure to the periphery of the country. However, the informal economy was boosted when 
“Afghanistan’s legal economy was ruined, first in the 1980’s when Soviet counterinsurgency policy attempted 
to deprive the mujahideen of resources and popular support by destroying rural agriculture and depopu-
lating the country side; then by the civil war of the 1990s; and subsequently by the Taliban’s neglect of 
economic development.”63  Traditionally, the informal economy centered on the trade of legitimate goods 
through illegitimate means such as smuggling across borders.

 During the period of Soviet invasion and beyond another more profitable element was introduced to the 
informal economy: the production and trade of narcotics. It is estimated that poppy production rose from 
“200 tons in 1979 to �,200 tons in 200�.”6�  The most important factor which caused the expansion of the nar-
cotics trade in Afghanistan was war. The collapse of central administration after the withdrawal of the Soviet 
troops gave drug traffickers and other criminal syndicates the opportunity to expand highly profitable drug 
trade into the informal economy. 

Approaching Taliban rule when a semblance of order was restored to parts of the country and the return 
of some rural population, the protracted war had caused the total destruction of agriculture and eco-
nomic infrastructure. Irrigation channels, cultivation terraces, roads and warehousing were all left defunct. 
Production of legitimate crops cannot be sustained without such basic facilities.  Opium does not face these 
limitations. It is durable, easy to store and easily transportable to the market.
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Given the geographical position of Afghanistan and political arrangements between the tribes and the 
central government, to the effect of giving autonomy to tribal populations; Afghanistan’s southern Provinces 
have been integrated into regional trading and smuggling networks, leading to strong ties between the 
southern Provinces to surrounding states-Pakistan in the south and east, Iran in the west, and Central Asia 
in the north and northeast, rather than to the occupants of the seat of government in Kabul, at least with 
respect to their economic activities. 

The Taliban years witnessed an increase in poppy cultivation in Afghanistan despite continued drought; 
“in 1997/1998 total production was 2,700 metric tones, a �3% increase over the previous year, with cultiva-
tion spreading to new areas. Production peaked in 1998/99 at �500 metric tons, representing three-quarters 
of the world’s supply.”65  Despite a ban on the cultivation of poppy in the country in the final years of the 
Taliban, the economy continued to be largely entrenched in the drug industry, largely due to the fact that the 
production from previous years had exceeded demand and had largely remained in the country.

A nexus was consequently established between war, crime, and opium cultivation during the 
1990s. The factional conflict in the early 1990s created a lawless climate in which the narcotics 
trade flourished. Opium production and trade increasingly fuelled and resourced the factional 
conflict as each group relied on income from the narcotics trade. With the rise of the Taliban, 
international terrorism added an even more pernicious dimension to the narcotics trade. There 
is anecdotal evidence that suggests a connection between Al Qaeda and the narcotics trade. 
The continuation of this trend is manifested in the rise of poppy cultivation parallel with the 
insurgency.66 

As Barnett Rubin noted in the final year of Taliban rule, “ending war in Afghanistan might transform the crimi-
nalized war economy into an even faster-expanding criminalized peace economy. Whoever rules Afghanistan, 
the incentives for misgovernment is nearly irresistible.”67  What Barnett failed to predict at the time was the 
present insurgency and the formation of an alliance between drug traffickers and other patrons of the illicit 
economy, such as the Taliban and elements within the government at provincial and central levels. If we can 
add this element to Barnett’s comments his prediction is fast becoming a reality in Afghanistan.

To fully comprehend the irresistible temptations for groups in Afghanistan that continue to participate in the 
narcotics trade we ought to disclose the money behind the drug trade. The potential value of Afghanistan’s 
“2007 opium harvest for the Afghan economy was calculated to have reached about USD � billion up, from 
USD 3.1 billion in 2006, and USD 2.7 billion in 2005. The overall potential value-added of the opium sector for 
Afghanistan in 2007, expressed as a percentage of licit GDP (USD 7.5 billion) is equivalent to 53% of licit GDP.” 
68  Value is added to the opium coming out of Afghanistan as it makes its way into European and Asia Pacific 
markets, making this trade one of the most profitable industries in the world.

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime estimates that the main beneficiaries from opium produc-
tion in Afghanistan have continually been the drug traffickers. “About USD 3 billion or 75% of the total 
were reaped by traffickers, while Afghan farmers earned USD 1 billion or 25%.”69   It is difficult to distinguish 
between a trafficker and the insurgency for instance in the Province of Helmand the insurgency is particu-
larly vicious during the harvest season.

The narcotics trade in Afghanistan is complex and has a range of different impacts on the actors involved, 
depending on which time-period, which region, and which socio-economic group is scrutinized, even this 
distinction between the different groups engaged in the business is largely based on speculation. As with 
any complex and differentiated economy based on illicit activity, the actors, scales and processes remain dis-
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crete for outside observers and interested parties. Information on the production and trade of narcotics, and 
the range of actors is largely based on speculations drawn from little information available to the public. 

We can roughly categorize the economic underpinnings of the insurgency to be closely linked to the blos-
soming narcotics trade. For centuries the tribes of Afghanistan, and particularly the Pashton tribes who have 
resided outside the authority of the central government and have been heavily engaged in the informal 
economy; traditionally their economic activity centered on the smuggling of goods across Afghanistan’s bor-
ders, however, only recently the drug element has been incorporated in the informal economic sector.70 

Media reports as well as government sources with increasing conviction pronounce the link between the 
insurgency and the narcotics trade; particular assertions are made about the narcotics trade funding the 
insurgency. These assertions cannot be backed by data which is a futile demand as the Taliban are not in 
the business of disclosing yearly audits about their source of funding. All indications point to a strong link 
between the narcotics trade and the continuing insurgency. The joint World Bank and Department for 
International Development (UK) study claims that “ominously the coincidence between opium poppy and 
insecurity is becoming increasingly apparent.”71 

However, more important than looking beyond proving obvious links between the narcotics trade and the 
insurgency is the entire informal economic sector that continues to operate, and impedes the empowerment 
of the government and the legalized economy. The existence of the informal economy facilitates the pres-
ence of the narcotics trade and other forms of illicit economic activity which in turn aids the persistence of 
anti-government elements, including the insurgency. 

Political: Center-Periphery Relations
Center-periphery relations in Afghanistan between the government and the rural and tribal regions of the 
country are characterized by constant government attempts to penetrate the tribal society and impose con-
trol; while the tribal and rural establishment has always been averse to state interference in their affairs.72  We 
must state that in Afghanistan tribalism does not extend to all rural areas, neither can we generalize that all 
rural populations are averse to government control, however, tribal resistance to government direct interfer-
ence in their affairs is a general characteristic of center-periphery relations. Although the center-periphery 
dynamic can be applied to all tribal and rural populations of Afghanistan, the periphery that is particularly 
relevant to our discussion is the southern tribal population at the center of the present conflict.

Understanding the obscurity of relations between urbanized elites who have been the occupants of central 
authority, and a resilient rural tribal population can offer important insight into internal political struggle 
between the various socio-political groups in Afghanistan. This sort of power struggle has been constant 
throughout the turbulent history of Afghanistan; the persistence of the insurgency can be partly attributed 
as an extension of this aspect of Afghan society as tribes might conceive the insurgency as a tool to fending 
off government attempts to penetrate tribal society. Some also contend that the rise of the Taliban was a 
clear empowerment and imposition of the rural preferred life style over the urban population. 

Several factors are crucial to understanding this historical friction between the center and the periphery. First 
there is no clear delineation of which constitutes the periphery. The tribes view the central government as 
peripheral primarily because the central state is a modern creation, and the tribes have existed for centuries 
relying on their own social structure for governance and services; hence they see no utility in the existence 
of a central state. Furthermore, the common perception of the state as a non-traditional entity that embodies 
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modern and anti-Islamic ideals is a common perception held by many tribes. The state sees tribes as ‘back-
wards’ and an impediment to the advancement of society.73  

The friction between the center and the periphery is also due to the structure of tribal society. As explained 
earlier, an Afghan individual, particularly a Pashton, rarely requires the services of outsiders. Jamil Hanifi 
explains this phenomenon as follows: 

“An Afghan Individual is surrounded… by concentric rings consisting of family, extended family, 
clan, tribe, confederacy, and major cultural-linguistic group. The hierarchy of loyalties corresponds 
to these circles and becomes more intense as the circle gets smaller…seldom does an Afghan, 
regardless of cultural background, need the services and/or the facilities of the national govern-
ment. Thus, in case of crisis, his recourse is to the kinship and, if necessary, the larger cultural 
group. National feelings and loyalties are filtered through the successive layers.”7�  

In light of this structure it is the central government that occupies the periphery and is challenged to 
become relevant to the rural population. It follows then that the need and applicability of the central state is 
much greater in urban areas than in rural and tribal regions. Tribal society traditionally has seen little utility in 
the function of the central government.75  The destruction brought about by war does offer the present cen-
tral government an opportunity to become relevant to rural society in addressing their development needs. 

Since the time of Amir Abdul Rahman Khan in 1880, Afghanistan has been a unitary state, although the 
institutions required for this system of governance have never fully developed, often military force has been 
used to uphold and extend centralization contributing to the negative perception of the central government. 
The unitary model has been upheld by successive regimes to this day. Afghanistan is presently divided into 
3� Provinces, this division does not correspond to the distinct ethnic or tribal populations of the country, 
perhaps a deliberate state policy to divide the population and break local loyalties.76  

The central authority has also, at times, served as a mechanism for domination by one tribal or ethnic group 
over others, while the Pashtons have always ruled the country; tribal differences within this ethnic group 
have been a constant feature of center-periphery friction. The Duranni tribe has ruled the country for the 
majority of its modern history, during this time the Ghilzai have maintained their steadfast resistance to cen-
tral government infiltration in their regions. With the development of rule of law and the empowerment of 
state institutions such as the national army, police and the enhancement of government capacity to deliver 
services such as education and health, particularly during the period of 1933-1978, tribal affiliation became 
less important but continued in rural areas. 

While the state was empowered during the period 1933-1978, it continued to rely on tribal and regional 
forces to maintain order in the country. The central government struck a balance between maintaining state 
sovereignty as well as giving autonomy to tribes and other regional forces. Zahir Shah’s predecessor, King 
Amanullah, attempted to break tribal autonomy and impose state initiated modernization by implementing 
a constitution, and erecting new institutions that challenged the efficacy of traditional power brokers in the 
country such as tribal Shuras, as well as the clergy. The King was challenged by the periphery on these initia-
tives and eventually dethroned. Perhaps it was this memory that discouraged the Zahir Shah government 
from attempting to penetrate and challenge tribal authority.77  

The period of conflict from 1978 to the end of the Taliban regime had an adverse impact on both the central 
government and the tribes.78  The central government ceased to exist by the end of the factional conflict in 
1996. Government institutions such as the army, as well as the overall infrastructure of the government col-
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lapsed. Tribal populations, particularly the southern Pashton tribes, were also severely impacted by the war 
during the Soviet occupation. 

As far as the Pashton tribes are concerned, the biggest fatality of the period of war was the tribal structure, as 
the tribal population were forced out of their communities and dispersed into refugee camps in neighboring 
countries, their social structure and cohesion was damaged tremendously. Presently, both the central govern-
ment and the tribes are in a recovery mode attempting to undo the damage; however, the pattern of central 
government encroachment on tribal structure continues unabated. 

The war has also created a new dynamic in center-periphery relations in the form of powerful individuals 
commonly referred to as warlords who exercise tremendous power at the regional level. 

“The reality of the exercise of power today is quite different. While the legal administrative sub-
national unit is the Province, the territorial unit over which powerful figures actually exercise sub-
national power is the region or zone of which there are about seven in addition to Kabul.”79  

These individuals include General Dostum in the north, General Fahim in the Kabul region, Gul Agha Sherzai 
in the east, Ismael Khan in the west and many more; on paper these individuals occupy government posi-
tions, but present a challenge to the central government to consolidate its control over the entire country. 
This dynamic has somewhat altered the contours of center-periphery relations in as much that the govern-
ment has to contend with additional challengers which also includes the Taliban led insurgency.  

While the center-periphery dynamic might not be directly reflected on the present conflict, the insurgency 
is heavily concentrated in the periphery and does draw its support from the rural and tribal populations. 
The center-periphery dynamic also represents an important aspect of Afghan society in general and could 
become more or less important depending on government performance in addressing issues such as tribal 
autonomy, the development needs in rural areas, and its conduct against the insurgency. 

Two reasons underline tribal independence from central government: First the central government has been 
tyrannical, often the central government has been dominated by one group which has used its dominant 
role to consolidate its power vis a vis other competing tribal groups by use of force. This is evident by Abdul 
Rahman Khan’s policy to forcefully displace some Ghilzai, as well as Nuristani tribes to the north of the coun-
try. The second reason behind tribal independence is that the central government has always been weak and 
poorly resourced to extend its functions to the periphery of the country.80  

Therefore, the tribes have never enjoyed essential services from the central government. Even when attempts 
were made to extend government services to rural areas, there were always ulterior motives behind such 
attempts which most often bordered on breaking tribal structures. Hence, tribal suspicion of the central 
government stems from a legacy of government incapacity to deliver services, internal tribal structure that 
reduces dependence on the government, as well as a history of violence perpetrated by the central govern-
ment against tribes. 

The independent and introvert nature of tribal structure secured them from external infiltration, however, the 
period since 1978 exposed the tribes to outside elements including world markets and ideological and politi-
cal forces including Islamic militancy. Their exposition can be in part attributed to the policies of the inter-
national backers of Afghan resistance namely allowing the influx of ideologically motivated volunteers, in 
addition to preferring Islamic oriented Afghan parties. This policy altered the power dynamics within Afghan 
society in favor of Islamist forces which directly contributed to the weakening of traditional tribal structure 
and the rise of radical Islam.
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Geopolitics: the Rise of the Taliban 
Pursuant to the delineation of dynamics of the conflict in Afghanistan into external and internal dynamics, 
essential to determining the consequences of the multiple factors explained above is the process of config-
uring external geopolitical interests in Afghanistan, and its impact on developments on the domestic front. 
Therefore, examining the historical geopolitical importance of Afghanistan to its immediate neighbors and 
to the international community initially as the center of the Great Game, Soviet occupation of the country as 
the climax of the cold war, and finally as the frontline state in the Global war on terror. These geopolitical fac-
tors have often exacerbated conflicts in Afghanistan by complimenting internal discord. 

Among Afghanistan’s neighbors, Pakistan and Iran have pronounced interests in the country. With respect to 
the rise of the Taliban and the persistence of the insurgency, we will primarily focus on Pakistan’s interest in 
Afghanistan and how the pursuit of those interests have contributed to the rise of the Taliban and continuing 
instability in Afghanistan. Pakistan’s interest in the country is premised on the contentious border between 
the two countries. The demarcation of the border between Afghanistan and British India in 1893 was con-
ducted more for the sake of configuring “coherent imperial frontiers”81  than following indigenous natural 
geographic and demographic boundaries. The boundary known as the Durand Line separates the Pashton 
ethnic group equally between Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

Successive Afghan Governments have refused to recognize the border, arguing that the border was forced 
upon Afghanistan by the British. The Pashton dominated governments of Afghanistan since the creation 
of Pakistan in 19�7 have followed an irredentist policy towards reuniting the Pashtons to the great dismay 
of the Government of Pakistan; the creation of Pakistan was premised on the idea of a homeland for the 
Muslims of the subcontinent, therefore, ceding the Pashton population would be antithetical to the existence 
of Pakistan, particularly after losing half its population to Bangladesh. 

Since the 1970’s the Afghan Government under Prime Minister Daud Khan followed the policy of 
‘Pashtonistan’ which called for an independent homeland for the Pashton population of Pakistan. The 
Government of Afghanistan actively supported Pashton nationalist movements in Pakistan.82  Afghanistan 
was never able to garner any substantial support from the west with respect to its policy on ‘Pashtonistan’, 
and the Soviets by supporting Afghanistan’s claims fostered closer ties with the Afghan Government. 
Afghanistan’s intimate ties with the Soviets served as a decisive factor in propelling the Americans to 
increase their support to Pakistan.  

With American support the government of General Zia ul-Haq initiated a policy of what professor Thomas 
Johnson terms ‘social engineering’83 among its Pashton population, which was also consequential for the 
Pashtons residing on the Afghan side of the border; “In order to counter the growing political threat of 
Pashton nationalism”8�  successive Governments in Pakistan promoted conservative Islam as an alternative 
social force. This policy was followed by the creation of thousands of Islamic seminaries, or Madrasas, where a 
harsh Deobandi sect of Islam was taught to Pashton youth, furthermore, the Government of Pakistan pro-
moted rural Mullahs over traditional community leaders such as Maliks or Khans, as a means of restructuring 
the power dynamics within Pashton communities in favor of Mullah’s who harbored pan-Islamist sentiment 
rather than nationalist ones.  

These efforts would have achieved little were it not for the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. The Pashton 
population bore the brunt of Soviet suppression efforts; as a result over one million Pashtons were killed and 
millions displaced. Crucially, the Soviet invasion proved the decisive factor in the partial realization of the 
alteration of tribal social structure both in Pakistan and in Afghanistan. The impact of ‘social engineering’ on 
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the Afghan Pashtons is primarily because the border between the two countries has done little to separate 
the Pashton population; therefore, events on the Afghan side of the Durand Line had direct impact on the 
Pashton communities on the Pakistani side and vice versa. Furthermore, the Pakistani Pashton areas hosted 
many of the displaced Pashtons and also served as the launching ground for the Afghan resistance; hence 
the Pashtons on both sides of the border were intimately engaged in the resistance by virtue of their proxim-
ity, kinship, and a common struggle. 

As mentioned earlier, the international supporters of the Afghan resistance and in particular the Pakistani 
Government’s favoritism of Islamist resistance parties directly complimented the Pakistani policy towards 
Afghanistan and its Pashton population. Preference of Islamist parties on the part of the Pakistani’s must 
be seen in light of the issue of Pashtonistan, the Soviet invasion proved an adequate opportunity for the 
Pakistani’s to implement their policy of neutralizing the Pashton nationalist threat. The madrasas created 
by the Pakistani Government supplied an endless number of recruits for the Afghan resistance, and since 
the resistance was organized along religious rhetoric the partnership between Islamists, the Government of 
Pakistan, and the U.S and its allies seemed a strategic one for all the parties. 

After the Soviet withdrawal and the ambivalence of the U.S in the aftermath towards Afghanistan, Pakistan 
was offered an opportunity to consolidate its gains with respect to the Pashtonistan issue, and also to gain 
‘strategic depth’85  in Afghanistan, given Pakistan’s protracted hostility with India. The inability of the various 
factions to form a government and the prevalence of anarchy throughout the country offered a platform for 
the rise of a movement that could bring stability to the country. In 199�, a group of madrasa students under 
the tutelage of their teacher Mullah Omar rose against a local warlord who had purportedly raped two young 
girls. This movement quickly gained momentum and spread across Kandahar and neighboring Provinces or 
at least this is how the story goes. However, in all probability the rise of the Taliban can be in part attributed 
to Pakistan’s policy of promoting conservative Islam.  

The rise of conservative Islam formed a clear challenge to traditional tribal structures among the Pashton 
population. During the resistance period approximately half the Pashton population from Afghanistan were 
displaced from their communities, with this their efficacy and social structures were dealt a great blow and 
at times ceased to be operational.  Meanwhile, Islamist parties made great inroads into Pashton communities 
and recruited most of their personnel from the Pashton Diaspora, while forming alternative social organiza-
tions and empowering new leadership.86  This process continued in the early parts of the 1990s and was 
strengthened by the inter-factional conflict.  Moreover, the continued enrolment of Pashton youth in the 
established madrasas further distanced them from their tribal groups. 

The rise of the Taliban consolidated the process of strengthening religious forces at the expense of tribal 
ones.87  Factors that prove the existence of this process are: the preference of Islamist oriented resistance 
parties to traditionalist ones, support that the Taliban received from Pakistan, and subsequently the lack of 
interest on the part of the Taliban in the issue of Pashtonistan. Furthermore, the Taliban formed ‘Ulama Shura’ 
or religious councils at both the national and sub-national levels which effectively replaced tribal Jirgas. 

We are not suggesting that all the Ulama were politicized, nor are we suggesting that tribal Jirgas were 
completely eliminated. These Jirgas continued to operate albeit they were significantly weakened initially as 
a result of war in the country, and subsequently as a result of the challenge of the religious Ulama who had 
the advantage of state support, as well as the legitimizing backing of Islam. In the face of these challenges 
just as in the past, tribal social structures persisted. Their partial restoration ably assisted by the removal of 
the Taliban from the seat of power in Afghanistan and renewed American antagonism towards conservative 
Islam following the attacks of 9/11.  
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The competition between traditional tribal structures and Islamist forces continues to this day, in fact it 
has turned more violent. Recent events in the tribal agencies of Pakistan, particularly in North and South 
Waziristan, where retreating Islamists forces including the Taliban have been engaged in active fighting with 
tribal elements who are resisting their presence on their territory. According to Thomas Johnson, in these 
two agencies ‘tribal leadership has been almost completely eliminated through assassinations and intimida-
tions… more than 200 tribal elders who resisted Taliban domination have been reported murdered in the 
Federally Administered Tribal Areas just in the past two years.’88 

The competition also points to an important power dynamic of Afghan society and in particular of Pashton 
society. While Pashtons are ardent Muslims, they have never been inclined to be conservative in their inter-
pretation of Islam; they have always struck a balance between tradition and religion. Therefore, while they 
initially welcomed the alliance with the Ulama in the fight against the Soviets, primarily because the Afghan 
resistance was not only premised on Islam, but was also a cultural imperative for the Pashtons and Afghans; 
however, they grew hostile to attempted encroachment by the Ulama on their tribal societal structures. 

Such polemics point to the important direction of the multifaceted nature of the present conflict in 
Afghanistan. Therefore, tribal antagonism is not merely pointed towards central government incursion 
into their sphere of influence, but they are also antagonistic to Islamists encroachment. This fact offers an 
important potential strategic alliance for the government in its fight against the Taliban, and questions the 
salience of the central government’s continued treatment of the tribes as an adversary. Suffice to say that the 
Government and the International Community have failed to capitalize on the possibility of an alliance with 
the tribes.   

The Persistence of the Insurgency
The reemergence of the Taliban in the form of a guerilla type movement as the dominant force behind 
the present insurgency against the Government of Afghanistan, and the presence of foreign troops in the 
country, presents a formidable challenge to achieving sustainable peace in the country. While the Taliban led 
insurgency is a dominant force among anti-government elements, the present instability in Afghanistan can-
not be entirely accredited to the Taliban, there are additional forces that operate in coordination or indepen-
dent of the Taliban, that contribute to the instability; these forces include narcotics traffickers, as well as other 
political, social and religious elements.89  

The inability of the Government of Afghanistan and the International Community to effectively combat 
and eliminate the insurgency raises important questions not only of the counterinsurgency methods being 
employed, but about the composition, support, purpose, and the likelihood of defeating the insurgency in 
the immediate future. In this case study we have attempted to address the various dynamics that have con-
tributed to the rise and persistence of the insurgency with special recognition of the internal dynamics in the 
form of ethnic and tribal undertones of the conflict. 

The present conflict in Afghanistan and the persistence of the insurgency can be described partly as a result 
of inter-ethnic and tribal dynamics that have been antagonized by power distribution at the national level; 
attempted encroachment on tribal autonomy at the local level, and exploitation of these grievances by ideo-
logically motivated actors at the international level. This relationship is strengthened by perceived malignant 
NATO military operations that have resulted in numerous civilian causalities and the inability of the central 
government and its partners to significantly address crucial humanitarian and development issues.
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The insurgency persists because the Government of Afghanistan and the International Community failed to 
consolidate their control over the entire country; this afforded the Taliban the opportunity to regroup. The 
Taliban have formed a convenient alliance with the narcotics traders and sympathizers in Pakistan to regain 
their strength and resource their activities. It is also argued that the Taliban are active participants in the 
narcotics trade. The Taliban continue to manipulate and exploit the grievances of the local southern popula-
tion to legitimize their campaigns and solicit support, this can be attributed to the government’s inability to 
address these grievances be it developmental or political.    

Our study links the persistence of the insurgency with internal dynamics of political strife within Afghanistan 
and in particular in the Pashton dominated south. The dominance of ethnic Pashtons among Taliban ranks, 
and the general prevalence of the insurgency primarily in the Pashton areas of south and east, accredit the 
perception that at some level the insurgency is the reaction of Pashtons to losing their monopoly on power 
at the national level.  

However, we also found that the insurgency not only has its roots in the dethroning of the Taliban but in 
developments over the past quarter century in the country. Conservative Islam, coupled with the warrior 
culture of the Pashton male, and myopic western ambivalence in their policies regarding Afghanistan during 
and after the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, proved the decisive recipe for the rise of Islamic militancy in 
the form of the Taliban in Afghanistan; a trend that continues to haunt both the west and the region of south 
and central Asia.  
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