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~t;J' Afghanistan's transition-~, ~~~hael A Weinstein betweenqaums shift in responseof changing governmentin Kabul.led by HamidKarzai is
., balances of power. protected by foreign troops and does not exert

Themostli~elyfuijl,refor Afghanistanis Qaumsare societieswithina,society.They effectivecontrol over the rest of the country,
chronic instability.that Westernpowers, have allowed Afghanistan to survive OVer which is divided among local and regional
expendinglimited resources,willattemptto centuries,througha cornmoninterestin local warlordswith primaryaffiliationsto clansand

"" contain, but will not be able to resolve autonomy, against external threats. Their particularethnic groups.TaIibanpersecutions
,I;) strengtp - fiercedefenceof localcontrol..-'- is and the resentmentssparkedby civil war have

W,.HAT isth e other.
.

transitio~
.
,- the also th.

,

eir weakness:eachqaum is suspiciousof sharpened ethnicdivides,lesseningthe will to
. one in Afghanistan- goingto look theothers,andwhentheycannotagree,theyare compromise.The Taliban have regroupedas

like, if it occursat(iU?? proneto takeup ,apns.Thewidestqaum- the guerrilla forces determined to impede the
Expertsare in agreementthat the transition state, which in the Western model has no formationof a stableAfghangovernment.The

isin trouble, Throughout its history as a field of structural competitor - is for Afghans a more primary condition for centralised state control
conflictbetweencontendingempiresand great or less useful facilityfor other qaums,not an
pOwers,Afghanistanhas developeda formula object of loyatty or devotion. Afghan
for surviv(lltbat \lag,helpe4 it to keep its nationalismis social,notpolitical.(II.
territorial integrity and indigenous a:tithority SinceWorldWar II,the attemptsto subtnit
system,despiteitsdi~~yingethnicdive!;Sityand Afghansociety to centr!llisedIDlyh!lvebeen
the extel}l!llpressuresth!lthavebeenexertedon c!llamities, due to internal resistance and
it.,Thatforn1llla aweak centralgovernment exte11lalintervention.The Communistre'gime,
allowing cpmprehensivepower to local and which seizedpower in 1978and attemptedto
regionalleaders-isalways\'tilnerableto civil imposeland reformandsecularisation,Wasmet
w(lr, which"has byen a staple of Afghan with militant oppOsition,which brought .the
eXistence and threatens to break out again. . SovietUnionintothe conflict,leadingto a civil

The troublesip, Afg!l!41istan(ip,c:!the war ap,c:!war ofJilJeration,underJpe banne{pf
uncertaintyof its transitionare rooted in the Islam. The opposnien forces were aided and
w§sibilitythat the<bargainsandcompromises abettedby theJlnited States,andwere able to
nYCessaryfor restoringthe country's political overtllrowtheCommuniStsin 1992,threeyears
paradigmwiIInotbel11adeor'willnotbe strong after the SovietShad withdrawntheir troops.
enpughto prevent relapseinto civil war or at Having won the war, the coalition of
best a failed decentralised state, with the mujahideenfell apartinto the traditionalqaum
nationalgpvernment,only fully controUingthe pattel}l,in which,authoritywas P,owfirmly in
capitalKabul,as is presentlycloseto the case. the hlindsof warlords,who continuedthecivil

Afghanistan'shistoryofinvasionsthat kept waramongthemselves.
compoundingethnic diversity precluded the .Concernedaboutits neighbour'sinstability,
country from achieving integrity through a Pakistan supported a movement of Afghan
strong celltralised government. Instead, the refugeereligiousstudents, which became,the
sense of belongingtogetherwas achievedby a Talibanmilitia.The]Talibanpromi8edto endthe
CQmplexsystem of nested loyaltiesrooted in civil war and unite Afghanistan around an
localities. The unit of Afghan social Islarni8tstate. The Taliban's victOryin 1996
organisation is the qaum,a network of usherec:iin a peri~ of religiousJascismthat
affiliationsthat is mostinte~e in the family,in providedrelatives(:curityat the cost of state
whichare nested widerloyaltiesto tribe, clan, terrorism,but did not break the qaum system.
occupatiou,ethnicgroup,regionandfinaUyto Whenthe United

~
tates removed the Taliban

the continued existence of the,country its
.
" elf,but militarily,beCause e regime had provideda

npt ~ecessarilyto the currentregimy>Qaums haven for Al Qa before9/11, the famjliar
~ctJon to providetheir memberswithmutual patternreassertedi*lf, Withcivilwarprevented
aId and tp protect them fro!j:loutsidegroups. onlyby thepresenceof multinatiolJlllforces.
The degreeof supportandprotectionis greatest AfghaniStan'stcent dvil warshave left it
~tthe locallevel andDecomesmoreattenuated with a hyper4mili(arisedform of its social
III broader contexts, in which boundaries paradigm. At present, a weak transitional

-.

ecentra Iisa
led by the United States, need to keep it from
once again becoming a base for Islamic
revolution, but their vital interests extend no
further than that. They would be unwilling even
to lend ,suffident support for a Middle Eastern
style one-party crony dictatorship to take hold.
Indeed, Afghanistan has the lowest
international troop-to-population ratio of recent
interventions (one to 1,115,as compared to one
to 161 in Iraq).

The NATO powers are banking 011 the
election of HlIJ:IlidKarzai to Afghanistan's

UnlikeIraq, Afghanista is not threatened with
secession or break up. I is not an expression of
modern Western co.lonia.lsm,but an exceedingly

complex society tha has been subject to
imperialismthroughout ts history and has kept
its i,ntegritythrough th delicate balances and

overlapping affiliations0 the qaurnsystem..Witb
no real external suppo for modernisa,tion,that
system is now reassertig itself as the blessing

and the curse that t has always been
- the disbanding of local and regional militias
..-'- has not been. realiSed: 4O,000 to 5O,O00
fighters are still under the control of the
warlords, dwarfing the fledgling Afghan army. .

Given ,the deep rootedness of the qaum
system and the military power of local strong
men, it canI),Ptbe expected thatAfghanistan will
achieve a Western-style market democracy. The
most that can be hoped for by' the Western
powers is some form of bargain among the
contending groups to share power through
granting oue anothyr autonomy. Any greater
centralisatipn is unlikely because the NATO
powers are. unwilling to expend the resources
even to attempt to achieve it.

Afghanistan isa poor agricuIturalcountry
without strategic resources. The NATO powers,

presidency on October 9. A member of
, Afghanistan's Pashtun plurality, Karzai is
f beholden to the occupying forces and follows

pro-Western foreign policies.
It is still not certain that the election will be

held, given efforts to sabotage it by the Taliban
and warlords who are threatened With loss of
their power. Ahhough seventy percen/of

fteligible voters have been registered, the figure is
only ten to fifteen percent in predominantly

Pashtun areas where the. Taliban resistance is I
~.active.Where registration has been successful,
voters are li)<elyto follow the leads of local I

strong men, many of whom have been
suppressing political opposition.

~ Whetherpr not electionsare held on I

October 9, the question will remain whether the III
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evolution, but their vital interests extend nolfurther than that. They would be unwilling even
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,style onee-party crony dictatorship to take hold.
Indeed, Afghanistan has the lowestI
international troop-to-population ratio of recent I
interventions (one to1,115, as compared to one I

'to16Iinlraq). I

. The NATO powers are banking on the I
election of Hamid Karzai to Afghanistan's,

UnlikeIraq, Afghanista is not threatened with
secession or break up. 1 is not an expression of
modern Western colonia sm, but an exceedingly

complex society tha has been subject to
imperialismthroughout ts history and has kept
its integrity through th delicate balances.and

overlappingaffiliations0 the qaum system. With
no real external suppo for modernisation, that
system is now reasserti g itself as the blessing

and the curse that t has always been
- the disbanding of local and regional militias
- has not been realised:40,000to 50,000
fighters are still under the control of the
warlords, dwarfmg the fledgling Afghan army. .

Given the deep rootedness of the qaum
system and the military power of local strong
men, it cannot be expected that Afghanistan will
ach.jevea Western-style market democracy. The
most that can be hoped for by' the Western
powers is some form of bargain among the
contending groups to share power through
granting one another autonomy. Any greater
centralisation is unlikely because the NATO
powers are unwilling to expend the resources
even to attempt to achieve it.

Afghanistan is a poor agricultural country
without strategic resources. The NATO powers,

i

\

1

presidencyon October9. A member of ~
i Afghanistan'sPashtun plurality,Karzai is I
Ibeholden to the occupying forces and follows '

.pro-WesternforeignPQlicies. ~
It is still not certain that the election will be i

held, given efforts to sabotage it by the Taliban ~
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goyemment in Kabul, led by Hamid Karzai is
protected by foreign troops and doe/>not exert
effective control over the rest of the country,
which is divided among local and regional
warlords with primary affiliations to clans and
particular ethnic groups. Taliban persecutions
and the resentments sparked by civil war have
sharpened ethnic divides, lessening the will to
compromise. The Taliban have. regrouped I\S
guerrilla forces determined to impede the
foflllation of a stable Afghangovemment. The
primary condition forcentralised state control

ecentralisation or civil war ~1
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Iprel>idencyon October 9. A member of
. Afghanistan's Pashtun plurality, Karzai is
\ beholden to the occupying forces and follows
, pro-Western foreign policies.

It is still not certain that the election will be
held, given efforts to sabotage it by the Taliban
and warlords who are threatened with loss of
their power. Although seventy percent of
eligible voters have been registered, the figure is

"only ten to fifteen percent in predominantly
Pashtun areas where the Taliban resistance is

.active. Where registration has been successful,
voters are likely to follow the leads of local
strong men, many of whom have been
suppressing political opposition.

Whether or not elections are held on
October9, the questionwillremainwhetherthe

various forces in Afghan society can reach a
pact with each other to prevent civil war.

Recent developments in the run up to the
election show fissures emerging between
political leaders from differeJ}.tethnic groups,
raising the probability that a s\lccessful bargain
will not be made. On July 22, the Uzbek strong
man General' Abdul-Rashid Dostum resigned'
from the transitional government and
announced his candidacy for president. Five

.days later, ¥onus Qanooni,a Tajik who had
been shifted from the important post of interior
minister to education minister in an effort to
satisfy Pashtun interests, declared his
candidacy. At the same time, the flISt vice
president of the transitional government and its
defence minister, Mohammed Fahim - a Tajik
backe.r of Qanooni ~ wl\S dropped from
Karzaiai's electoral ticl~et.

In Afghanistan's ethnic demography, the
Pashtuns constitute approximately forty percent
of the population, the Tajiks about twenty
percent, the Hazara!>another tWentypercent, the
Uzbeks five percent and an array of other ethnic
groups the remainder. Politically the groups are
not unified and their factions cross ethnic lines,
depending on local issues. Nevertheless,
Dostum's and Qanooni's candidacies pose the
possibility that Karzai will notreceive a majority
in the flIStround of voting and will have to face
a run off with the second-place candidate.
Karzai's position is strengthened by his retention
of Abdul Karim Khalili, a Hazara, as second
deputy president, but the Hazaras also have their
own presidentlal candidate in Mohammed
Mohaqiq. A coalition .of convenience of
Qanooni, Dostum and Mohaqiq could pose a
strong challenge to Karzai if he does not win a
majority in the flISt electoral round,

If the presidential election is held
successfully and Karzai wins a clear majority,
his hand will ,be strengthened for making the
deals with warlords across ethnic lines that will
open the possibility for Afghanistan to regain its
traditional political pattern of a weak central
power presiding over strong local power centres
that are satisfied with their degrees of autonomy
and their shares of resources and offices. If he
loses the flISt round with a plurality and wins a
run off, he will be in a weaker position and

divisive tendencies will assert themselves. If
Karzai loses a run off,. especially to a non-
Pashtun, stabilisation will be difficult to achieve
and renewed civil war will loom as a posSibility,
requiring long term commitment of foreign
military forces if the NATO powers choose to
try to prevent that outcome.

Whatever the election's result, certain
cofiditions will persist in Afghanistan that have
international ramifications. The country is
likely to remain a major provider of heroin, a
destabilising influence on Pakistan, a field for
the eastward expansion of Iran's influence and,
if decentralisation goes too far, a staging base
for Islamic revolutionaries once again. Those
conditions will be alleviated by a ~uccessful
political agreement, but they will not be
eliminated. In the absence of massive economic
and military aid from the industrial powers;
which is unlikely to come, Afghanistan will
remain on the brink of becoming a fail~.state
or will become one yet another time.

Unlike Iraq, Afghanistan is not. threatened
with secession Of break up. It is not. an
expression of modem Western colonialism, but
an exceedingly complex society that has been
subject. to imperialism throughout its history
and has kept its integrity, through the delicate
balances and overlapping affiliations of the
qaum system. With no real external support for
modernisation from the outside, that system is
reasserting itself as the blessing and the curse
that it has always been.

Afghanistan functions most successfully
when the decentralised forces that compose its
society trust each other sufficiently to
compromise over common concems and let the
rest devolve to localities. The country's political
system breaks down into civil war when that
trust is lacking, unleashing cycles of defensive
aggression. Recent civil wars hav~ eroded trust
and left authority over the qaums in the hands
of warlords, who have gained in influence over
other traditional authorities, especially elders
and clerics.

The most likely future for Afghanistan is
chronic instability that Western powers,
expending limited resources, will attempt to
contain, but will not be able to resolve.
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