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I ntroduction

We have inherited a somewhat fuzzy usage of the term ‘tribe’ and ‘tribal’ from early
British anthropology. ‘Tribe was often used in arather derogatory manner for relatively
smdl ethnic groups who lived as ‘underdeveloped’ (formerly cdled ‘primitive’ or even
‘savage’) minorities, far from the mgorities culturd and socid mainstream. No wonder
that the term ‘tribe’ became obsolete in many continents, and former objects of
anthropologica investigation are nowaday's less ready to accept labels for their respective
ethnic groups which seem derogatory to them.

However, in the usage of English in the north-western parts of Subcontinent and in West
Asda theterm 'tribe’ or initsequivdentsin the locd languages (‘gawm’, 'gabila, 'il’,
tayfah' etc.) has no derogatory connotation. To the contrary, it is used with pride asa
marker of nobility. Belonging to atribe meansto be of distinguished and old ancestry, to
belonging to genuine people, to be dependable. As a tribal oneisbound by a network of
primordia obligations on the solid basis of well structured genedlogicd ties. Such notions
are linked to pride and honour, not to inferiority. Arab rulerswould be deeply offended if
therr triba background was questioned, Afghan dignitaries and intellectuds increasingly
use their tribal names as a second name, a Smilar tendency is noticegble in Pakigan, eg.
Ghulam Ishag Khan, aformer President of Pakistan preferred to appear in triba costume
on officia occasons.

This encourages me to come to the rescue of the useful anthropologica term ‘tribe’ under
the condition that it iswell defined and free of al connotations of smplicity,
primitiveness, exoticism, or periphery. ‘Tribal’ may aso be applied to certain aspects of
highly complex and technicaly developed societies, e. g. in Central Europe or in the Indian
or Pakistani Punjab. | condder ‘tribe’ asjust one of the many interwoven structura
components of a given society, no matter how complex and ‘ developed'.



| suggest the following definition:

By tribe | understand a social segment based on agenedogica concept of socia structure.
According to such concept the society is segmented by a principle of descent from a
common ancestor or from common ancestors. Tribes (i.e. segmentsin atribd system) are
condtituted by the peoples notion of being digtinct from others through sharing closer
common ancestry. Like an ethnic group, a tribe is aways condtituted vis a vis one or more
equivadents. On ahigher genedogicd leve different tribes may join into one segment in
relation to another segment which is made up of tribes who are genedlogicdly closer to
one another than to the tribes of the first segment. Since tribes are socid segments per
definitionem, there have to be at least two tribes on each levd.

Often the terms clan or lineage are used ingstead, but the latter two have unilined descent
and - usudly - exogamy as adefining criterium which is not obligatory with tribe. In
addition, most of us associate with clan and lineage smdl and more or lesslocdized socid
units, so it would sound odd to be used for categories like the Pashtun Durrani which
count severd million members

Many authors define, or at least characterise tribe as a political unit. | would prefer to
omit thisasadefining criterium because a this point of the discusson, | use tribe merely
asadstructura concept, asa principle of socid order, rather than to define "red" socid
groups or acting political units. When it comesto tribes"out there' the interesting question
whether or not "tribes’ are palitical units, should not be blocked a priori by adefinition,
but should be the subject of research and andyss.

At thispoint | want to Sressthat the triba system is usudly not the only structurd
principle of atribal society. The example of the Punjab (both Indian and Pakistani) makes
it clear that tribe or triba structureis only one guiddine of socid orientation in a complex
network of different principles and patterns of the socid landscepe. The society or
societies in which Paghtuns live are not much smpler. In Afghanistan which recently has
sunk into chaos and turmoil and where tribes have gained condderably in importance, the
tribal sygem isonly one component within a much more complex socia and politica

web. Thisistrue aswell for areas populated homogeneoudy by Pashtuns. The triba
system does or did not only reside in remote and backward areas but permeated and il
permeates dl levels of the society from the nomad camp up to the royd paace, from the
remote mountain village up to the univeraty and to the head quarters of the armed forces.



The" largest tribal society"

Pashtuns are said to having developed the world's largest tribal society*, andinlocd
thinking the triba system even encompasses dl humanity, as Barakhan, one of my
informants, an Atsakzay nomad of Badghis, Northwest Afghanistan, has put it:

"When God created the anima's and humans he first created one ant and his spouse,
then one buck and his goat, one ram and his sheep ... findly one man and hiswife,
and from these ancestors sprang the tribes (qawm) of the ants, of the goats, of the
sheep and findly the tribe of Adam. The offspring of the first ant became the
grandfathers (nikagan) of the various tribes (qawm) and subtribes (qawm and khel)
of ants ..., as Adam's sons became the nikagan of the peoples of the world (gawm),
and their sons the nikagan of the tribes (qawm) within these peo;l&s One of
Adam's sons or grandsons was |brahim, the nika of &l nomads.

An equation of anima and human society iswhat one might expect from a pastora nomead,
but the main structurd dementsin this satement are shared by pastord, agriculturd and
other Paghtuns. the notion that the divine triba order unifies and divides dl human beings
or even dl creatures. The unifying cognitive ordering concept of tribeis dearly laid down
inthe Qur'an:

Men, we have created you from amale and afemale, and made you into nations
and tribes, that you might get to know one ancther. The noblest of you in God's
sight is hewho is most righteous. God is allknowing and wise" (XLIX, 13)°

Locd folklore hasit that al Pashtuns are (mainly) patrilineal descendants of one
founding father, even if there is no agreement about the apica ancestor's name. Some call
him Qays Abdurrashid, others say his name was Daru Nika, or Baba Khaed (Khdid bin
Wadlid - the legendary generd of the army of Prophet Muhammad). The name of the
common ancestor is lessimportant than the Pashtuns belief of belonging to one huge
kinship group or family. The common ancestor had many sons, grandsons, grest-
grandsons and so forth, each being the ancestor of one of the innumerable branches and
sub-branches or tribes and sub-tribes, clans and sub-clans down to the loca lineeges and
families. The ordering principle of each triba subgroup is smilar to that of the larger
group, yet the segments do not have afixed or repetitive number of subdivisons such as
mary Turkish tribes who have abinary systlem of segmentation. The common Pashtun
ancestor is said to have had four sons: Sarban, Bitan (dias Batni or Sheykh Beyt),
Ghurghusht and Karran, the latter was adopted. Sarban hat two sons: Sharjnun and

! To my knowledge this often repeated stereotype was first formulated by J. Spain in hisThe Pathan

Borderland. The Hague: Mouton, 1963, p. 17.
From an interview in 1970

3 The Koran. Translated with notes by N. J. Dawood. London: Penguin Books, 1995, p. 516.



Kharshbun; Bitan three sons. Ismail, Ashbun, Kgin, and one famous daughter: Bibi Matu,

Ghurghusht had three sons. Danay, Babay and Mando; Karran was blessed with two sons.
Koday and Kakay. From all these sons and grandsons of Qays Abdurrashid or his aliases
sprang the thousands of tribes, subtribes and locdl lineages of the Pashtuns. *

There have been many atemptsto codify the Pashtun triba system, the most famous being
the Makhzan-e Afghani compiled in Indiaby Ni’matullah in the early 17th century. This
genedogies ligts thousands of tribes and relates anecdotes and legends about the tribes
origins and how they joined or split.> Thetribal charter isbased on patrilinedlity, but in
some congpicuous cases this principle is set asde for notable exceptions. In principle, one
has to be born into atribe, but Afghan pragmatism alows exceptions. Through consensus
of the tribe, outsders may be alowed to take resdence in their area. 1f such outsders and
their offsoring honour the triba code of behaviour and succeed to intermarry with the tribe
they may be accepted as members after a generation or two.

Cherchez lafemme: The Ghilzay case

Some of the more famous and powerful tribes such as the Afridi or Ghilzay are connected
to the rest of the Pashtuns by adoption and/or by female links. In the genedlogical books
adventurous or romantic stories usudly adorn these deviations from the patrilined rule.
Adaptations to socid and politica redities were dways possble as the tribd system was
managed in aflexible manner.

An exampleis Bibi Matu the Mother of dl Ghilzay who embodies the genedlogicd link of
that grand and famous tribe to the rest of the Pashtuns:

The story begins with an account of the nonPashtun Kings of Ghor (western Centrd
Afghanistan) and why one Shah Hossain, a Prince of that dynasty had to flee to the
pasture lands of Sheykh Bayt, ason of Qays Abdurrashid, the gpicad ancestor of the
Pashtuns. The text is taken from Bernhard Dorn's classicd trandation of the Makhzan
donein St. Petersburg in the early 19 Century:

"...Shah Hossain, leaving hisfather, came aone, and in amiserable condition, to
the village of Sheikh Batni [a synonym of Sheikh Beyt], and presented himsdlf to
him. the marks of felicity being engrossed on Hossain's forehead, Sheikh Batni
alowed him to resde among his tribes, made him hisfriend, and evinced paternd

4 KhwajaNi’mat Ullah b. Khwgja Habib Ullah a-Harawi: TarTkh-e Khan Jahani wa makhzan-e

Afghani . Ed. by S. M. Imé@muddin (Dacca: Asiatic Society of Pakistan, Publ. No. 4, 2 vols) 1960-1992.

° Khwaja Ni’mat Ullah's grand national genealogy (see footnote no. 4) written in the 17" Century AD.
is considered among literate Pashtuns as the classical one. B. Dorn issued atranslated version in 1829 under
the title History of the Afghans(repr. by Susil Gupta, London and Santiago de Compostela 1965). Another,
more handy genealogy isthe Hayat-i Afghan by Hayat Khan, translated to English by H. Priestley, Lahore,
1874 (reprinted by Sang-e-Meel Publ., Lahore 1981).



affection towards him. He would not occupy himsdf with worldly affairs, but gave
himsdf up entirely to devotion, austerity, reading the Koran, and devout
meditation; and by thisintegrity and prudence everything was well administered.
Dedtiny bringing on an eventud display of affairs, Shah Hossain, conformably to
human nature and youth, paid his addresses to the daughter of Shelkh Batni, Matu
by name; and matters gradualy went so far, that they, by mutua consent, but
without the sanction of either father or mother, proceeded into intimacy, that, a
short time after, the symptoms of pregnancy appeared, and the case no longer
admitted of concealment. The damsel's mother becoming aware of it, assailed her
daughter with reproaches. she, perceiving that there was no remedy, but by the
adoption of a gpeedy resolution, informed Shelkh Beyt of it, and said to him:
"Before the secret come to light, and reach the ears of our rdaions, we must give
our daughter in marriage to that young man. " The sheikh, however, objected:
"That youth is no match for us, as | am entirely unacquainted with his former
condition and origin: how could | then consent to it?" To this the mother replied,
"Truly, his dignified gppearance bears sufficient evidence of his nobility.” The
shelkh dill refusing his consent, his consort cosdy examined Shah Hossain about
his origin and family: in reply to which he declared: "My ancestors were princes
and rulersin the province of Ghor: if you do not believe it, despatch a confidentia
person to ascertain the truth of this statement.” The lady, overjoyed at this
declaration, reported it to the sheikh, who despatched one Kaghdoor, with aletter
of Shah Hossain to Ghor, in order to obtain afaithful account of hisorigin. The
messenger, on hisarriva, duly ascertained the truth of his statement, asto his noble
descent, and returned  with written documents. .. the messenger made his report of
Hossein's noble origin to the shetkh, whose mind, previoudy clouded with distress,
brightened up. In a propitious hour they married Bibi Matu to Shah Hossain who
soon after married also Kaghdoor's daughter. After a certain time, Matu was
delivered of a charming and auspicious boy, who, being the fruit of aclandestine
amour, was caled Ghilzye: -Ghil, in the Afghan language, Sgnifying a"thief"; and
zye, "born, ason." ©

Thislegend of the Ghilzay is one of many examples when the written geneglogiestry to
cope with the fact that Pashtuns are obvioudy of heterogeneous origin, and that the tribal
dructureis not left to adtrict patrilined principle done, but is open to convenient
arrangements.

The notion of anon-Pashtun origin of the Ghilzay has not only simulated the fantasy of
loca genedogists but also that of western historians who consider it likely that the Ghilzay
tribe represents the survivors of the medieva Turkish tribe of Khag, who joined a Pashtun
tribal confederation or formed one of their own.” Even the Makhzan hintsat a Turkish
ancediry of the children of Bibi Matu by counting among Shah Hossain's forefathers
Turkish princes. 8 Ni'matullah's Makhzan reports more than 63 instances when the rule of
patrilineal descent is broken either by statements that atribal ancestor was of unknown
origin but adopted by a Pashtun, or by female links, sometimes by a combination of both.

® Bernhard Dorn: History of the Afghans. Translated from the Persian of Neamat Ullah. London, Santiago de
Compostela: Susil Gupta, 2" Ed 1965 (1% Ed 1829-1836). "Book the Third", p. 47f.

" Bosworth, C. E.: Khaladj. in: The Encyclopedia of Islam. New Ed. IV. Leiden: Brill 1990 (1978)

8 Dorn, op. cit. I11, p. 46p.



gawm, khel and -zay

A few more words about terminology: People, ethnic group and tribe are cdled gawmin
Pashtu and in most other languages in Afghanigtan.  Thisreflects the traditiond view thet
ethnic groups and tribes are sructured in asmilar way, i.e. by genedogicd links. Subtribe
or dlaniskhel in Pashtu, but it may dso be caled gawm, as any triba unit may be seen asa
tribe or sub-tribe a the same time, depending on the leve of ramification it is viewed from.
Thus a subtribe or sub-clan of akhel isdso akhel down to the village leve.

A frequent suffix of names of larger triba unitsis -zay, eg. Mandozay , meaning " Son of
Mando", plurd form Mandoz, " Sons of Mando", and -khel for the sub-units. Some khels
have grown to such an extent that they became recognised as tribes of their own, such as
the Sulamankhd, abranch of the Ghilzay. The suffix -zay indicates in most of the cases a
southern or western origin (e.g. the Y usufzay of Swat originate from Kandahar), whereas
most of the eastern tribes lack thistypicd triba suffix, such as the Afridi, Mohmand,
Zadran, Dzadz (Jgi), Mangd, Shinwari, aswdl as many smdler tribesin Khost such as
the Tani, Saberi, Lakan, Ghorboz etc.

Tribesas social and political groups and factions

Mog of the tribes in Afghanistan are neither corporate nor politica entities, yet the triba
system has more often than not served as a blue print for politicd dliances. Politicd
entrepreneurs found kinship and triba links most convenient as abasisfor dliances or
confederationsin order to chalenge even imperid powers and to secure areas for their
clients.

Thereisa dilemmain triba societies: the very tool which enables tribal leadersto
establish powerful politica entities, the charter of segmentary solidarity, isaso
instrumentd for segmentary divison. Once a charismétic leader who mastersthe
ingrument of segmentary dliance looses influence or dies the divisve character of the
segmentary triba system will gain the upper hand. Triba systems do not usualy develop
indtitutionalised political power which could tolerate fluctuations in the abilities of
individud rulers

The Pashtun idedl of equdity is based on thetribd system. Theideaisthat dl Pashtuns
are born equd, and are children of one common ancestor; socia and economic inequality,
which of course exigts, is not given by nature or birth but is achieved individudly, and is
threatened and open to change a any time.



Whereasthe triba order discourages socia hierarchy, it defines socid nearness and
digance. Pashtuns use their triba order to mark lines of conflict and solidarity. If | see
two men fighting | am supposed to sde with the one who is“closer” to me, i.e. the one
with whom | share the nearest common patrilined ancestor.

In the Pashtun Tribal areas in East Afghanistan and Northwest Pakistan we find a socio-
politica divison into two opposite sections. Tor Gund (‘white faction’) and Spin Gund
(‘black faction’). The following exampleis from Khost in East Afghanistan: The Saberi,
Dzadran (Jadran), Tsamkani (Chamkani), Tani, Mandozay etc. are named Spin Gund in
opposition with the Tor Gund, the Mangd, Ismailkhel and others. Today this dichotomy
has become practicaly obsolete, but people clearly remember which tribe belongsto which
gund. The recent violent land dispute between members of the Tsamkani and the Mangd,
however, is between two opposing gund and the sympathies of the Saberi who are not part
of the conflict lie with their gund fellows, the Tsamkani.

Tribes are locdized to various degrees. The Ghilzay, for example, are scattered dl over
Afghanigan; thusthereis no proper Ghilzay land. Y &, there are areas where Ghilzay and
certain of their subtribes predominate. Other tribes, such asthe Afridi, have aclearly
defined homeland. The latter istrue for most of the eastern tribes aong the Afghan
Pakigtani border. Triba land is subdivided dong tribd subdivisons. Belonging to atribe
therefore means having access to the land of that tribe. There are dso landlesstribds, e.g.
those who have sold their inherited land to another member of their tribe. If amember of a
tribe loses ownership of hisland, heretains a least his right to re-acquire land if he regains
the necessary means. Localized tribes dso own common and undivided property: pastures
and forests which every member has an equd right to use. When a member of atribe
defends the land of his tribe he defends his own security and future of his family.®

Those tribes who inhabit a coherent area are able to define and enact a common policy.
Even where influentid persons (khan) or commanders have emerged, decisions of
importance for the whole community are reached a community councils (jirga).
According to triba ided of equdlity, every free and experienced male person of the tribe
has the right to attend, to speak and to decide. Only jirgason very high leves (provincid
or dl-tribe, which is very rare) need a system of representation. When the tribes of
Mandozay and Ismailkhd sent ajoint jirga to Peshawar in order to attract internationa aid,
they nominated two representatives from each sub-tribe to participate.® jirgas
traditiondly have neither leaders nor chairmen. The participants prefer to St in circlesin

o For a comprehensive account of the legal aspects of the tribal system in Khost see W. Steul,

Paschtunwali: Ein Ehrenkodex und seine rechtliche Relevanz (Wiesbaden: Steiner) 1981.
10 At that time (1991) | worked with the NGO (Danish Committee for Aid to Afghan Refugee) which
was approached successfully by thisjirga.



order to avoid any dominant position. Decisions are reached only through consensus.
Therefore discussions last until everyone is convinced or until it becomes clear that there
will be no consensus at that time. Once adecison isreached a ajirga, it isbinding for

every participant.

During the anti- Soviet war anew palitical term came into usein Afghanigan: shora. This
isthe Arabic term referring to the first meetings of the Mudim ummah. Theword jirgais
derived from Mongolian and lacks rdligious connotation. Other differences between jirga
and shora are the more representative character of ashora, areatively permanent
membership, and more regular intervals of the meetings. jirgasin contrast meet ad hoc
when aproblem arises. 1*

In southeastern Afghanistan tribal and/or locd communities maintain militias, arbaki or
lashgar cdled. Jirgas can dso summon ad hoc militias, even if their condtituencies are
tribaly mixed. Such militias are made up of young unmarried men not yet experienced
enough to participate in jirgas or shoras, but strong and loya enough to sanction the
decisons. The classca sanction for not adhering to ajirga's/shora’s decison is the house
of the offender to be burned down by the arbaki, and the worst sanction is expulsion from
the tribe and triba land.

| have already mentioned leaders, acloser ook at them revedsthat their power israther
limited. Whereastribes and their divisons are structuraly stable and dependable, triba
leadershipisnot. Politica leaders can hardly build their power on the triba structure alone
because that is egditarian. They need continuoudy to convince ther followers and
adversaries of their superior persond qudities and have to procure and redistribute
resources from outside the triba relm, for the followers expect from them materid or
symboalic advantages and in times of political chaos people demand from their leaders to
provide security. Clients may quickly be disgppointed by a khan or commander and may
switch overnight to another one, thereisno indtitutiond safety net for triba leaders.

Inatriba setting one can gain power by

(&) contralling tenants,

(b) atracting many regular guests through lavish hospitdity,

(¢) channdling resources from the outside world to one's followers,

(d) superior rhetoric qudities and regular sound judgements in the shoras and jirgas, and
(e) gdlantry in war and conflict.

1 For agood analysis of the Afghan shoras see: Lynn Carter & Kerry Connor, A Preliminary

Investigation of contemporary Afghan Councils. (Peshawar: Paper prepared for ACBAR, 52pp) 1989.



All these qudities are trangtory and have congtantly to be re-enacted against ever-present
competitors.

In spite of the proverbid unpredictability of triba leadership, the triba system providesan
eement of gability and resllience in times of turmoail and when state authority has
disgppeared. To the Pashtuns it means relaive safety, lega security and socid orientation
in an otherwise chaotic and anarchic world. Where the triba system iswdl functioning the
new radicd idamig rulers of Afghanistan, the Tdiban, have not dared to touch it, instead
they continue the practice of earlier Afghan Governmentsto let peripherd areas (i.e. the
largest part of the country) be organised by loca authorities and indtitutions only loosdy
connected with the state rulers.

In the post-war time (after 1992) | have experienced that in areas where the tribal system
was dominant and intact (e.g. in Khost) civil order and security were faster restored and
rehabilitation of loca economy and the return of refugees went more smoothly than in
areas where the tribal system was not functioning anymore. 12

Although triba structures can be found dl over Afghanistan, they do not have everywhere
the same ordering and organising qudity asthey do in the East of the country, and even
there the triba system is only one of various ordering principles within the society.  Inthe
predominantly Pashtun South and Southwest of Afghanistan the tribes are less locdized
and most communities and politica units are multi-tribal. Here tribal structureisan
organiang factor too, it dlows people to form solidarity groups when the need arises,
creates bonds of socid cohesion over long distance, and it structures the attachment of
localy dispersed people and groups to the rest of the Pashtuns. It helps for example
nomads to claim obligations of mutua help from sedentary farmersin different areas of
Afghanigtan.

Tribes, paliticsand history

In the anthropologicd literature tribe is often seen and andysed as apaliticaly organised
or paliticaly acting unit.®®> No doubt, the Pashtun tribal system does have an eminent
politica relevance, dthough only in exceptiond cases do Pashtun tribes form actud socid
groups or organisations which are able to act collectively as palitica units. Whether
Pashtun tribes today are in astate of decay under the ondaught of modernism,** whether

12 Bernt Glatzer, “From Refugee to Resident: Effects of Aid on Repatriation” in In: E.Eide & T.

Skaufjord (eds) From Aid During Times of War to Aid for Reconstruction and Development. Seminar Report
gPeshawar: Norwegian Afghanistan Committee) 1992, pp161-168.

3 ¢f. Richard Tapper: Introduction. In: R. Tapper (ed): The Conflict of Tribe and Statein Iran and
Afghanistan. London etc. Croom Helm and St. Martin's Press, 1983: 1-82.
1 Louis Dupree: Tribal Warfare in Afghanistan and Pakistan: A Reflection of The Segmentary Lineage



thetribd khans fal to 'tie the knot of the tribe"°, or whether the underlying segmentary
lineage structure was never more than just an 'ideology of social relations" 1° is another
question, but as amatter of fact in most cases tribes do not have observable organisations
which could enable them to perform collective actions as a tribe. Where they are able to
act collectively they are only small groups, eg. populations of asnglevdley or of a

clugter of villages as the above mentioned Mandozal and Ismailkhel. In some casesthe
organisationa weskness of Pashtun tribes may be due to recent detribdization which
Evans observed among the Safi.1” Two centuries ago, the pioneer of Afghan anthropology,
Mountstuart Elphinstone, had observed the phenomenon of politicad inconsistency of
Pashtun tribes when he struggled with describing and anadysing the Ghilzay confederacy:

"The system of government which | have described is so often deranged ... that it is
seldom found in full force; and must, therefore, be considered rather as the modd
on which dl the governments of tribes are formed than a correct description of any
one of them. Thereis probably no case where some link is not wanting in the chain
of authorities, which ought to descend from the Khaun to the heads of

families... The whole condtitution is dso sometimes overturned. . .frequently the
chiefs are neglected, and every subdivision, every quarter, and even every family,
throws off its dependence ... and acts according to its own interest and
indlination."*®

In the same chapter Elphinstone stressed dso the interesting fact that when tribes formed
viable condituenciesit was ingtigated by the royd court's policy which tried to extend its
influence by organising loca populations dong triba lines and by pampering locd big

men astribd chiefs
"Onthewhole, it is generaly observable that the tribes most under the King's
influence are most obedient to their Khaun, though there are some griking
exceptionsto the rule”. (ibid. p. 217)

"striking" hereisto be understood literdly: Elphinstone had in mind cases when tribes
succeeded in organising themsaves in such an efficient way that they managed to invade
well established empires. Thiswas the case in 1722 when a Ghilzai army under their
chieftain Mahmud succeeded in conquering and usurping the throne of Safawid Persa
Y et the Ghilzal rule of Pergalagted only till 1729, it was o shortlived mainly because the
Ghilzay lacked any organisationd bassto sustain an imperid rule. 1n 1749 therivas of

System. In: Ahmed & Hart (eds): Islamin Tribal Societies: Fromthe Atlasto the Indus. London:
Routledge..1984: 266- 286.

15 Jon Anderson: There are no khans anymore: Economic Development and Social Changein Tribal
Afghanistan. The Middle East Journal. 32, 1978: 167-183.

16 Dale F. Eickelman: The Middle East: An Anthropological Appraisal. Englewood Cliffs; NJ: Prentice-Hall,
1981: 104

17 Jeffrey H. P. Evans: The Social Structure and Organization of a Pakhtu Speaking Community in
Afghanistan. (Ph.D. thesis; Durham), 1977: 3.

18 Mountstuart Elphinstone: An Account of the Kingdom of Caubul. 2 vols.London: Longman 1839 (1% ed.
1815), val .2, p. 215f.



the Ghilzal, the Abddi - another Pashtun triba confederacy - where more successful: On
their home ground they forged together the larger part of Pashtuns and neighbouring ethnic
groupsto an intertribal confederacy which became known as Afghanigtan. Asthe Ghilzay
experienced before, the Abddi (later "Durrani™) rulers could not rely on their own tribal
organisation, but from the beginning (1749) had to base their rule on date ingtitutions
which they found in the former Safawid and Moghul provincia centres of Herat,
Kandahar, Kabul and Peshawar. The higher the triba chief Ahmad Shah Abddi (later
Durrani) rose to royal power and the more successful he was in conquering neighbouring
territories the more he got estranged from his tribal basis. Eventudly he had to resort to
purchasing loydty from triba chiefs who owed him ther pogtion. Thesetriba chiefsin
turn became soon dienated from therr own triba basis because they were more loyd to the
king and more oriented toward the royd court than to their loca followers. In thisway an
urban dite emerged which up to thisday is culturdly, paliticaly and economicaly
remarkably distant from the mainly rurd Afghan population. \When the ever widening gap
between the ruler and the ruled became degp enough the bond of socid and cultural
cohesion, asabiyah, the triba solidarity, as Ibn Khadun named it, broke and the kingdom
sank in anarchy leaving the rulers to be overthrown by their rivas who could mugter a
sronger tribd following (lashgar) - the classical 1bn Khadunian scenario.

Y &, in one important respect the Pashtun example does not corroborate 1bn Khaldun's
modd:

It were not the Pashtun tribes who set out to overthrow a dynasty, but it were the palitica
leaders (such as Mahmud or Ahmad Shah, later Dost Muhammad, Abdurrahman and Nadir
Shah, the father of Zaher Shah) who made skilful use of triba networks, of tribal identities
and solidarities (asabiyah) to gain a devoted following, to raise to supreme power ina
state. Once such leaders ascended to supreme power the triba structure had little to offer
for sustaining power and for running the sate, and the rulers had to find or to create
dternative inditutions outsde the triba network, the more successful they werein this
respect the more they became severed from their triba basis.

This does not make triba structure politicaly obsolete. Outside the sphere of the Sate, in
the centrd, western and southern hinterland of Afghanistan where even under the Tdiban
date power hardly ever reaches, thetriba system is dill the main structuring and ordering
principle of theloca society. Thetribd system conssts not only of athe patrilined modd
of an ever ramifying society, but dso of rules of solidarity and conflict resolution, of

socid forms how to gain and loose politica power, and of avery eaborate code of honour
and shame: the pashtunwali which islinked with historica memoaries of the tribes and

lineages'®

19 More on pashtunwali in B. Glatzer: Zum Pashtunwali als ethnischem Selbstportrait. In: R. KéRler und G.



Tribesin therecent Afghan war

Tribaism, and ethnicity are often lumped together, and both are blamed as main factors of
turmoil, war and of the bresk-down of state order, but there are reasons to assume that the
triba structure of Afghanistan israther afactor of sability, even if it does not support
durable poalitical leadership.

As mentioned before a high degree of ethnic and tribal dynamicsis observablein
Afghanigtan. Ethnic and triba boundaries and identities are not fixed since ages, but are
often amatter of negotiation. Whether socid action is based on triba and ethnic criteria
depends on opportunities and tactics and may change quickly. E. g. the Pashtun party
leader and warlord Gulbudin Hekmatyar initidly laid astressin his public speeches on
panidamism and the Mudim ummah. Boundaries between Mudim states should become
obsolete. Later, during his campaigns for recruitment in Pashtun areas he gppedled to the
ethnic and triba solidarity of the Pashtuns who should defend their identity and honour
againg the rest of the world.

During the guerillawar againgt Soviet troopsin Afghanistan and againgt the pro-
Communigt regime in Kabul the front-lines cut through amost dl ethnic groups and the
larger tribes. In dl those groups there were (8) sympathisers and collaborators of the
socidist regimes, (b) fierce enemies of these regimes, and () people who decided to wait
and see who would be the winner. | know many families whose strategy was to place one
member among the communists, another one or two among the mujahedin of various
parties, and to sent yet another one as a refugee to Europe or USA, while the rest of the
family set up their household in a Pakistani refugee camp. Of course the family continued
communicating among dl its members.

During the early years of the war foreigners and Afghan intellectuas on both sdes of the
front expected a soon end of tribalism and ethnicity. Some hoped for the "achievements of
socidism™ and for the "brotherly help of the USSR" to transform the society into a supra-
ethnic class society and eventually into a harmonious socidist state, the others expected the
grand jihad againg the formidable common enemy to do the job of creating one Afghan
netion.

During the long war it became obvious that the regimesin Kabul and the mujahedin were
divided into numerous hodtile factions. It became aso obvious that ethnicity and tribaism

Best (Hg): Festschrift fur Christian Sgrist. (in press).



were additional factors but not the most important ones. 1n early 1980 the Sunni
mujahedin had formed about 100 different parties who ran 60 officesin Peshawar. During
the following year the Pakistan Government forced the mujahedin to unite and
acknowledged only 7 parties who were given adminigrative tasks for millions of Afghan
refugeesin Pakistan. The rest of the parties had to close their officesin Pakistan. The 7
parties issued identity and ration cards thus forcing the refugees to make a choice between
one or another of the parties. Even more relevant was the Pakistani policy to distribute
military equipment and money for the mujahedin exclusvely through the 7 parties.

The Shiamujahedin formed another eight parties, who found support in Iran. Over the
years Iran succeeded in uniting most of them, today the significant Shia parties are the two
wings of the Hizb-e Wahdad which organise the great mgority of the Hazarah, and the
Harakat-e Idami (Mohseni) which appeds more to the urban Shiaand isrelatively
independent of Iran.?°

Between 1978 and 1992 the Soviet-ingtdled governments, the army and the civil service of
Kabul where divided into hogtile factions as well. Two presidents, innumerable minigters,
generds and other dignitaries were killed in factiond fights.

Ethnicity and tribalism are often held respongble for the Afghan disunity. Indeed
practicdly each of the conflicting parties and groups, including the Tdiban, show acertan
emphasis towards one or another ethnic group. This, however, is no proof that ethnic and
tribal divisons are the cause of palitica cleavages and violent conflicts.  Every Afghan
belongs to one of the ethnic groups and every Pashtun belongs to one of the tribes, thus a
quarre between two Afghans who incidentaly do not belong to the same ethnic group or
tribe may easly be misinterpreted as ethnically or tribaly motivated.

A closer look at the history of the present conflicting parties reved's that ethnicity and

tribalism are an epiphenomenon in the Afghan war.?! Or as Canfidd putsit :”Contrary to
what might be supposed, the actual operating units of socio-political coalition...arerarely
genuinely ‘ethnic’ in composition.” 2 The undeniable fact that the parties do have a
recognisable ethnic tamp has mainly to do with the local background of their founders

and leaders rather than with their ethnica identity. If in that local background exists a
demographicd mgority of one ethic group or onetribe it ismogt likdly that the closest
companions of the founders and leaders will belong to the same group. They will usudly

recruit from their home areaand use the locd language for internd communication thus

cregting a barrier to those unfamiliar with that language. Olivier Roy points a the example
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of the Perdan speaking Nurzay Pashtuns of Southwest Afghanistan who initidly joined the
Jamiya-i Idami whichismainly Tgik because Persan isthe Language spoken in that
party, wheress the Pashtu spesking Nurzay went to Harakat-e Engelab.?®

Outlook

Dueto itsinherent primordid connotations ethnic and triba identity is connected with
strong emotions and therefore easly leads to particular aggressveness when conflicts
aise. Organisers and leaders of conflicts use ethnic and triba emotions and
insrumentdise the fedings of honour and shame connected with it as amost effective tool
or wegpon. Although Afghanigtan’s nationd unity is on the agendaof al conflicting
groups ethnic arguments are increasingly used in the politicd agitation. Thereisan
obvious tendency towards ethnization of the conflict. In October and November 1996 |
carried out a survey on popular concepts of locality, ethnicity and tribe among peasants,
artisans, traders, and students who recently came from different parts of Afghanistan to
Peshawar and intended to return soon. To my surprise dl of them without an exception
sressed the importance of Afghan nationa unity incorporating al ethnic minorities. A
partition of Afghanistan, be it on ethnic or other lines, was seen as aterrifying perspective
to be avoided by dl means. In 1998 and 1999 | continued the survey with the same
questions and noticed an even increased longing for nationad unity and a deep fear of
ethnic disunity. The Tdiban were praised on the one Side for their successin pecifying
the larger part of the country, but were criticised at the same time for their ethnicaly
imba anced attitude and for their adminigtrative shortcomings. On the other hand, tribal
identity was considered by most of the respondents not as afissve but rather asa
gabiligng factor in present day Afghanistan, as an ordering socid principle of rurd
Pashtuns which provides them with a stable socid orientation in a chaotic world.

End Note

* Research underlying this article was funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, Bonn, | wish to
thank Ursel Siebert-Glatzer for her substantial collaboration.

2 Roy, op. cit, p. 178



