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 “Many Tajiks believe that the worst legacy of the Soviet Union was the Afghan war.”  

Ahmed Rashid (Rashid, 1994: 172) 

 

I. Introduction 

 

1.1 Background 

 

 Most security threats travel more easily over short distances; hence insecurity is 

often associated with proximity. This assertion adds nothing particularly new or thought-

provoking about our understanding of security, conflicts and politics. Geopolitics 

established a causal link between political power and space some one hundred years ago. 

Later on, peace and conflict researchers confirmed that territoriality and regional 

dynamics of conflict matter. Nevertheless, the post-Cold War period has witnessed a 

renewed interest for regionalism, particularly among theorists of International Relations 

(IR) and security analysts. The rationale behind the turn towards regionalism is quite 

obvious. Empirical evidence suggests that since decolonization, the regional level of 

security has become both more autonomous and prominent in international politics. 

With the emergence of weak post-colonial states, security dynamics received a strong 

territorial and regional pattern.1 Observing post-Cold War violent conflicts in the world, 

Peter Wallensteen and Margareta Soderberg identified sixteen regionalized violent 

conflicts, or regional conflict complexes, each of them comprising several inter-linked 

conflict formations characterized by strong trans-national dynamics (Wallensteen, 2002: 

205; Wallensteen and Soderberg, 1998: 621-634).2  

                                                 
1 There exist many definitions of a “weak state” (sometimes also referred to as “contested state”, 
“negative-sovereignty state”, etc.) in security studies and IR. For the purpose of this introduction, the most 
elementary conception is sufficient: a weak state is characterized by low level of sociopolitical cohesion, 
low level of legitimacy, and generally high level of political violence (Holsti, 1996: 104-108; see also 
Buzan, 1991: 97-107; Buzan and Waever, 2003: 492; Migdal, 1988: 21-23). 
2 Regional conflict complexes are interconnected wars among adjacent countries that are mutually 
reinforcing and therefore typically protracted. They are characterized by complex political, economic, 
social, and military trans-border linkages. For a more in-depth discussion, see sections 2.1.3 and 2.2.2 of 
this study. 
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 With the dissolution of the Soviet Union, a dynamic regional pattern of security 

has (re)emerged in wider Central Asia. If we follow security interdependence3 as the 

organizing principle of regional security, the Central Asian complex can be defined as 

comprising five newly independent post-Soviet republics (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 

Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan), Afghanistan, and several highly involved global 

and regional powers (China, Russia, India, Iran, Pakistan, Turkey).4 “Greater Central 

Asia” is often used as a name when authors refer to the wide region of which 

Afghanistan and the five post-Soviet republics constitute the heart (Starr, 2005). Within 

this regional setting, Afghanistan and Tajikistan created a specific trans-border conflict 

formation. In the 1990s, political development in both countries led to a period of 

destructive civil-and-transnational warfare. The interconnectedness of the Afghan and 

Tajik space has been the test case for many proponents of regionalist approaches to 

security studies. Wallensteen integrates Afghanistan and Tajikistan into a particular 

regional conflict complex (Wallensteen, 2002: 205), while Buzan and Waever describe 

Afghanistan in the role of “insulator”5 on the merge of various regional security 

complexes6, one of them being the Central Asian area comprising Tajikistan (Buzan and 

Waever, 2003: 111). Despite the large quantity of empirical research on security 

dynamics in both countries, current security literature on the region lacks a more 

systemic and in-depth analysis of the Afghan-Tajik cross-border dynamics.  

 Due to the specific intra-state patterns of power-distribution, as well as to the 

reluctance of most Afghans to recognize fully the centralized model of government, 

Afghanistan has been seen as the regional epicentre of tribal and clan violence for most 

of its modern history (perhaps with the rare exceptions when an outside invader 

menaced the integrity or independence of the Afghan state). In the 1980s, Afghan 

territory obtained once again significance for higher security dynamics beyond its 

borders as it became the theatre of the ultimate great proxy warfare in-between the 

                                                 
3 Security interdependence in-between two units is understood as the overall interconnectedness of their 
security dynamics in the sense that their security problems cannot reasonably be resolved or analyzed 
apart from one another.  
4 As Afghanistan and its neighbours have become an important theater of operations in the on-going “War 
on Terror”, other non-territorial links emerged connecting the region to a plethora of external players, 
including the United States and other NATO member states active in the region.    
5 The concept of insulator is specific to Buzan and Waever’s regional security complex theory (RSCT). It 
generally defines a state or a mini-complex standing between regional security complexes. It thus refers to 
a location where larger regional security dynamics stand back to back (Buzan and Waever 2003: 490).  
6 For a definition of the regional security complex, see section 2.1.4 of this study. 
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eastern and western blocs. Consequently, the 1990s Afghan warfare came only as a sort 

of the second generation civil war following the retreat of the superpowers from the 

conflict. Regarding this period, Afghanistan is mostly portrayed as “the orphaned state”, 

left behind by global powers and deeply immerged into end-less internal factional 

struggles. Tajikistan’s descent into civil conflict is most of time depicted as being 

inextricably linked to the dissolution of the Soviet Union, and to a lesser extent, as a 

partly product of the spread of violence from its southern neighbour. With Afghanistan 

at the beginning of the regional conflict cycle and Tajikistan at its end, it is often 

assumed that, in terms of conflict dynamics, violence spilled over from Afghanistan to 

Tajikistan.   

 Afghanistan and Tajikistan became the fragmented states within the wider 

Central Asian region, destabilizing not only one another, but also their regional 

neighbours, and, on their turn, falling victims to proxy wars among regional powers. As 

such, they have created a common political space which deserves our attention if we aim 

at understanding the overall security dynamics in the region.  

 Stemming from the assumption that not enough attention has been granted to a 

systemic analysis of the Afghan-Tajik security dynamics, the intention of this study is to 

remediate to this by proposing a structural macro-analytical outlook on the security 

dynamics within the Afghan-Tajik space. In a broader theoretical perspective, this study 

is based upon the presumption that security interdependence in the post-colonial context 

can be very well the product of the weakness of units and that security dynamics go far 

beyond the level of state-to-state relations.  

 

1.2 Purpose of the study and research hypotheses 

 

 This study is primarily concerned with the task of exploring security 

interdependence within the Afghan-Tajik political space in the 1990s, and establishing 

its place in the wider Central Asian regional complex. The central argument of this study 

is that given the quality and intensity of the Afghan-Tajik exchange in terms of security 

dynamics, it is possible to discern the common Afghan-Tajik political space as a 

distinctive, though inseparable, part of the Central Asian regional complex.  

 The conflicts in Afghanistan and Tajikistan are typically studied in terms of 

“internal or transnational conflicts with strong external involvement of various regional 
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actors”, however, only few authors put emphasis on a detailed study of the linkages in-

between Afghan and Tajik conflict dynamics.7 This has much to do with the traditional 

Cold-War political delimitation of the region. The former post-Soviet republics are seen 

as more distant than they actually are from other Central Asian regional parts. Thus, “the 

sovietologists” typically focus on Tajikistan, while many of the researchers analysing 

“the Afghan question” are not inherently interested in the post-Soviet space. To give 

another example, when the region is referred to as “Central Asia”, it is often assumed 

that only the post-Soviet space is being dealt with. It is not a coincidence either that most 

foreign affairs ministries and departments, as well as international organizations and 

media, classify Afghanistan and Tajikistan into distinctive political regions (respectively 

into South Asia and Central Asia). As it will be demonstrated in the upcoming sections, 

such engrained and unquestioned “standard operating procedures” might create strong 

impediments to analysing adequately the overall security dynamics in the region. 

Consequently, this might lead to implementing less effective policies regarding various 

transnational issues, such as drug trafficking, Islamic radicalism, terrorism, etc.  

 Significantly, with the increasing prominence of analyses focusing on non-

traditional non-state and sub-state actors in security studies, more regional security-

informed approaches to both conflicts finally appeared. Today, most observers actually 

rightly analyze the Afghan-Tajik conflict dynamics as part of a systematic regional 

complex following Peter Wallensteen’s concept of regional conflict complexes, or the 

model of regional security complexes introduced by Buzan (Buzan, 1991; Buzan and 

Waever, 2003). Afghanistan and Tajikistan are therefore posited as the core of the wider 

Central Asian regional conflict complex, in other words the “bad neighborhood”, which 

connects other latent and open conflicts within the region (Wallensteen, 2002: 205; 

Wallensteen and Soderberg, 1998: 621-634).8 The outer borders of this conflict complex 

are unclear and moving, but the Central Asian regional complex is most often defined as 

Afghanistan and its neighboring countries Pakistan, Iran and all the Central Asian states, 

i.e. Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. Still, a problem 

often arises when it is question of the quality of relationship among different units 

                                                 
7 To cite the most prominent exceptions to this: Rashid, 2002; Roy, 2000, Rubin, 2001; Spolnikov, 1994. 
8 The main hotspot areas of this conflict complex besides Afghanistan and Tajikistan are: other Central 
Asian parts of the Ferghana Valley, Kashmir and Pakistani western regions adjacent to the Afghan border 
(i.e. the Province of Baluchistan, the North-Western Frontier Province- NWFP, and the Federally 
Administered Tribal Areas- FATA). 
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within this regional formation. Even when the authors highlight accurately the regional 

dimensions of the two conflicts, the particularities of the Afghan-Tajik relationship are 

rarely satisfactorily clarified.  

 As far as the Afghan-Tajik connection has been analyzed in the perspective of 

regional security and conflict dynamics, the framework of analysis was mostly informed 

by the spill over concept. This concept posits (too simplistically) Afghanistan as the 

“epicentre of violence“, and Tajikistan as its “victim”. Such an explanation might be 

accurate for the very beginning of the conflict in Tajikistan. However, if one takes a 

more systemic look at the Afghan-Tajik political space, the spill over concept does not 

offer the complete picture of this specific formation. To my understanding, the spillover 

concept as such fails to embrace fully the long-standing cross-border dimensions and 

interactions of the Afghan and Tajik warfare in the 1990. While the “cross border 

contagion” of conflict imported from Afghanistan to Tajikistan has always severely 

affected the latter, and while, generally speaking, conflict in one state significantly 

increases the likelihood of civil war in a neighboring state, the one-off nature inherent in 

the “spillover phenomenon” does not adequately explain the mutually reinforcing 

linkages which developed in the Afghan-Tajik space. In their quality of fragmented war-

torn states in the 1990s, Afghanistan and Tajikistan developed a common set of 

exclusive linkages and common structural features. All this needs to be clarified in order 

to grasp fully the nature of both conflicts, as well as the place of the Afghan-Tajik 

security dynamics within the Central Asian security complex. 

 

1.3 Research question and delimitation 

 

 Hence, my ambition in this study is to present a fresh and more systemic 

understanding of the Afghan-Tajik political space in the 1990s. The main research 

question is: 

 

How can we explain conflict dynamics and security patterns that developed in the 

Afghan-Tajik political space in the 1990s?  

 

To specify further, the research puzzle may be divided into several sub-questions: 
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- 1. What were the patterns of power distribution in Afghanistan and Tajikistan in the 

1990s?  

- 2. How do identity politics relate to the transnational dimension of Afghan and Tajik 

warfare? 

- 3. Why is the Afghan-Tajik political space identifiable as a sub-unit within the Central 

Asian regional security complex?  

- 4. What does the local model of political economy of war imply for the future of both 

countries? 

 The choice of the Afghan-Tajik security interdependence as research subject can 

be best ascribed to the need for in-depth scrutiny of the consequences the conflicts in 

both countries have had on the security environment in the wider Central Asia. Because 

of the transnational character of both conflicts, the Afghan-Tajik overall security 

dynamics cannot be examined without taking into consideration regional dynamics and 

external actors, whether they be in the form of state or non-state actors. Chronologically, 

the study extends from the beginning of the period following the dissolution of the 

Soviet Union with emphasis on the escalating developments during the 1990s. Yet, as 

this study is concerned with more fundamental factors inherent to nation- and state-

building in the region, the time framework may encompass historical periods relevant to 

state-formation and ethnopolitical distribution within the Tajik-Afghan political space, 

as well as to be extended to comprise the developments after 2001.  

 Adding to the empirical analysis, there is also a more theoretical interest. This 

study is focused on the need to analyze the consequences of a specific but essential 

aspect related to the security dynamics of the post-colonial states. Security 

interdependence in the post-colonial context can very well be the product of the 

weakness of units, not only of their strength. Post-Cold War international security has 

witnessed a dramatic increase in conflict dynamics which involve both state and non-

state agents of security. This indicates that an exclusive state-centered perspective in 

security studies might be historically contingent and inaccurate even regarding cases 

when the main security issues are defined within the traditional security background, i.e. 

within the sector of military-political threats. Security dynamics may incorporate non-

state actors where these come to contest the predominance of the state in security issues, 

hence the analytical need to incorporate these factors adequately into security analysis. 

For this reason, security analysis within the post-colonial space should find more 
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systemic conceptual tools in order to grasp “non-traditional” factors such as identity 

politics, as well as to better integrate various non-institutional actors such as informal or 

“alternative” power structures, i.e. clans, warlords or organized crime groups. 

 

1.4 Methodology 

 

1.4.1 Methodological baseline 

 The main purpose of this study is to examine security interdependence and 

conflict dynamics which developed in the Afghan-Tajik space in the post-Cold War era. 

The primary interest is empirical: this study is aimed at presenting a comparative macro-

analytical study of the Afghan-Tajik political space. The macro-analytical perspective is 

adopted in order to determine, by means of a qualitative analysis, the structural features 

of the Afghan-Tajik space. For the purpose of this project, method as a concept simply 

refers to the procedure that helps the study to address the research question. The 

shortcomings of a great deal of previous empirical research on security exchange in-

between Afghanistan and Tajikistan consist mainly in absence of a more theory-

informed approach which would integrate the study of regional conflict and security 

dynamics at the theoretical level. Therefore, this thesis aims at building up a theoretical 

framework which will encompass:  

- firstly, the principles of social organization which underlie the specific “security 

culture” in the region, and pertain as such to identity of local security actors 

involved in the Afghan and the Tajik conflicts in the 1990s; 

- -secondly, the impact of these specific local actors on the structuring of a 

common Afghan-Tajik political space throughout regionalized violent conflicts 

in this area. 

The theoretical prerequisites underlying this study are based on the formulation of two 

concepts pertaining to regional security dynamics: regional conflict complexes and 

regional security complexes. The interdependent nature of security and conflict linking 

together Afghanistan and Tajikistan constitutes the starting point of my analysis. Hence, 

the use of the concepts of regional conflict complexes and regional security complexes 

will be made as a framework organizing empirical studies of regional security. A 

detailed study of informal social institutions and power networks will be incorporated 

into this framework. An emphasis will be put on processes through which internal 
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developments within weak states may contribute to the creation and perpetration of a 

regional conflict complex. In this respect, study of identity-based factors will be 

essential to assess accurately agency and interests of the individual agents of (in)security 

in the complex, such as sub-state and transnational solidarity groups. In this sense, the 

use of theories will be made as descriptive-organizing tools for analysis. Upon this 

theoretical framework, a model for the structural study of regional conflict dynamics 

will be constructed. This model will then be applied to an empirical comparative case 

study. 

 

1.4.2 Qualitative analysis and a single case study as research strategy 

 To follow the research question as closely as possible, the analysis will be 

conducted as a comparative historical-analytical study centered on a qualitative 

examination of a single case study. The comparative historical-analytical method is 

adopted for the case study so as to identify and understand the structural features which 

characterize Afghan-Tajik political space. Qualitative analysis best adopts to the 

research design of this thesis: the analysis will examine only two cases at a time (a 

comparison of conflict dynamics and actors in Afghanistan and Tajikistan in the 1990s), 

but will be both intensive (addressing various aspects of cases), and integrative 

(examining how the different parts of the case fit together, both contextually and 

historically). The qualitative method is also well equipped in tracing causal mechanisms 

and identifying left-out variables.9  

 A case study is especially suitable when the researcher is trying to answer “how” 

and “why” questions10; lacks the possibility of controlling the events (in contrast to 

experiments); and when the focal point is contemporary events (Yin, 2003: 1). All three 

aspects have relevance for a study on how and why a specific conflict formation 

emerged and persevered in the Afghan-Tajik space. The opinion commonly held by 

opponents to case studies is that one cannot draw general conclusions on the basis of a 

single case. From a strictly statistical point of view this is true. But this study does not 

make any such statistical claims. Instead, this study hopes to make a contribution on a 

conceptual-analytical level of generalization (Yin, 2003: 31-33). To quote Richard Rose: 

                                                 
9Andrew Bennett quoted in Swanström, 2002: 66. 
10 “Why” is concerned with why particular decisions resulting in specific courses of actions were made 
while “how” is concerned with how the subjects, objects, and interpretive dispositions were socially 
constructed such that certain practices were made possible. 
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“ It is the presence or absence of concepts applicable to a multiplicity of countries 

[which] is the test of whether a study can be considered comparative.”11   

 The theoretical framework outlined above fills the purpose of being the 

hypothesis structuring the analysis and it is intended to be on such a generalized level 

that it can be applied to other cases. The reason why the single case study approach has 

been adopted is because individual case studies from different regions and different time 

periods can contribute to our understanding of the specificities of regional conflict 

formations in the post-colonial environment through their own unique formation and 

development process. Each case study with its unique set of problems gives an 

additional dimension to the concept of regional conflict complexes and of regional 

security, thereby enriching our knowledge of security dynamics. These may in turn 

essentially enhance our capacities pertaining to conflict management, peace building and 

state building tasks. 

 

1.4.3 Material and technique 

 A case study may use a range of specific techniques; one of the most important 

determinants for the choice of technique is obviously the sources available. The 

inherently multifaceted nature of security issues in Afghanistan and Tajikistan makes it 

problematic to study the phenomenon with the tools conventional academic practice in 

security studies and IR usually provides us with. On the level of empirical analysis of 

the region, we lack a systemic analysis of the Afghan and Tajik political space, which 

would take into account complex developments in all rural and de-centralized areas of 

these countries. As far as phenomena such as warlordism, clan networks, and regional 

illicit economic activities are concerned, we often have to rely on sources which have 

been collected for a specific project or a field of study. This may partly limit their 

application in other fields of social sciences. This study is based upon the assumption 

that it is necessary to enrich security analysis of the region with a view which would 

take into account specific identities of local actors involved. Two strategies would have 

been possible. Firstly, to make a comprehensive field research in both countries; or, 

secondly, to rely on the interpretation and reinterpretation of data already collected by 

                                                 
11 Cited in Marsh and Stoker, 1995: 117.    
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other researchers. For the purpose of this research study, the second option is the 

strategy.  

 This study thus draws on an overview of a large body of secondary sources, and 

on their reinterpretation. A strategy how to counter-balance the potential risk of mis-

reading, mis-interpreting or over-emphasizing existing data, is (1) to support the 

argument by various other sources carefully selected according to their reliability, (2) to 

consult researchers and scholars with long-standing expertise pertaining to politics and 

society in Afghanistan and Central Asia, (3) to rely on my (although very limited and 

somewhat outdated) own experience consisting of various stays in Iran and Pakistan 

among Afghan diaspora. On the subject, I have particularly consulted within “the 

epistemic community” of scholars affiliated with the Silk Road Studies Program / 

Central Asia - Caucasus Institute at the Uppsala University. Being involved in the 

research project of the Program, I was granted access to the Database on drugs, 

organized crime, and terrorism in Eurasia, which comprises also a collection of data on 

transnational organized crime in Afghanistan and Tajikistan (usually not available to the 

public). 

 I have relied on consultations and material provided by the UNODC staff, and 

especially Dr. Fenopetov, Head Analyst, and on reports published by International Crisis 

Group (Brussels, Dushanbe). I have also used material published by several other think-

tanks, agencies, international organizations and media (to cite just some: RAND 

Corporation, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, Swedish Committee on Afghanistan, 

Swedish International Development Agency, World Food Programme etc.), which 

provide authoritative data and information relevant to the subject of this thesis (see 

references). I have included into this research a collection of data realized for my BA 

thesis (Mužík, 2003).  

 I accept the argument that nothing equals a direct personal experience with the 

environment under the scope of research. However, an attentive and analytical re-

reading of sources available combined to personal communications with experts on the 

area and with some representatives of local populations may at least partly remediate to 

the aforementioned drawback.  

 The internet-based references used in this thesis have been controlled against 

their websites on May 10, 2006. The date for control will not be included in the 

references and footnotes in the text. 
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1.4.4 Limitations 

 An important limitation which affects all researchers working on Afghanistan is 

the lack of reliable data. Even before the war, Louis Dupree wrote that statistics on 

Afghanistan were “wild guesses based on inadequate data,” (Dupree, 1980). This 

reflected the centralized but weak nature of the Afghan state. Mapping and conducting a 

census, the state’s technologies of control which make society more legible and 

therefore more governable, were weakly developed. The problem of statistics was 

accentuated by what Dupree terms the “mud curtain,” that was erected by villagers to 

keep an interfering state at bay – state officials visiting the countryside were met with 

evasion on questions related to land (because of taxation) and family members (because 

of conscription). Over two decades of conflict has compounded this problem and there 

has been virtually no long-term anthropological research inside Afghanistan during the 

war years, so that knowledge is partly stuck at pre-war levels. Finally, there are inherent 

problems in obtaining any kind of meaningful data on the invisible and extremely 

sensitive nature of the warlord politico-economy phenomenon, including the opium 

economy and other illicit businesses. Henceforth, statistics cited from secondary sources 

in this study should be treated as illustrative rather than authoritative despite the fact that 

they were produced by the most authoritative sources available, such as the United 

Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), International Crisis Group (ICG), etc.  

 In comparison with Afghanistan, the situation in Tajikistan has been documented 

to a much larger extent as far as hard data on political, economic and social development 

have been collected on a regular basis throughout the Soviet and post-Soviet period. 

Nonetheless, the paucity of quantitative and qualitative data on the specific war features 

such as militia groups, power networks and underground economy, as well as their 

extreme sensibility for the governing regime, also applies to Tajikistan. 

 Pertaining to the research design of this thesis, hard data is difficult to come by, 

and frequently unreliable, or of a somewhat “guesstimated” nature. The Afghan-Tajik 

rural space remains to a large extent statistically unknown, and current research as well 

as implemented policies are based on a limited understanding of the processes at work. 

This represents an evident drawback to this thesis. However, there is no pretending that 

research within this field is a precise science. On the other hand, it is evident that the 

alternative power structures issue in Central Asia (i.e. warlordism, clan politics, political 

economy of war) is having long-standing alarming consequences for the functionality of 
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the states in affects. It is therefore a problem of such magnitude that the aforementioned 

limitations cannot be allowed to stand in the way for attempts at conducting research on 

the subject. 

 Furthermore, this thesis draws heavily upon a selection of secondary sources, and 

the immediate experience of the author with wider Central Asian realities is limited to 

his previous stays in Iran and Pakistan in 2000 and 2001 (not exceeding five months in 

total). The risk of this study is that I largely depend on secondary sources when 

analyzing the conflict dynamics and underlying power structures. I attempted to 

minimize this risk by using several sources of different origins so that I can get several 

opinions and consequently criticize the sources. In order to minimize the risk of being 

influenced by the authors, I made an effort to balance secondary materials with personal 

consultations and interviews with several leading scholars and analysts in the field. I 

cannot pretend to have always obtained a perfectly objective material to back this thesis. 

However, by bearing in mind potential risks as well as consulting many of  potentially 

controversial points of my analysis with established analysts in the field, I have applied 

to get a picture as unbiased as possible of the research subject. 

 Since the author is not familiar with the native languages, with the exception of a 

basic knowledge of Farsi and Russian, only western medial sources have been used, 

including Russian-writing authors translated in English. However, the study of 

warlordism and clan politics in social sciences in general is rather a recent phenomenon, 

what also implies that most authors including those coming from Central Asian region 

write often directly in English (Abdullaev, Abou Zahab12, Djalili, Dudarev, Foroughi, 

Kovalskii, Nourzhanov, Rashid, Shah, and Spolnikov), or their work is readily available 

in English/French translation. It should be added that the most substantial part of 

available research on conflict dynamics in Central Asia taking into consideration 

warlordism, clan politics and transnational organized crime was presented mainly by 

western or Russian scholars.  

  

 

 

 

                                                 
12 Mariam Abou Zahab has published most of her research in French. 
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1.5 Current state of research 

 

 The research interest of this study encompasses fields of conflict and security 

studies on one hand, and areas closer to political economy of war, comparative politics 

and post-colonial theory on the other hand. The former shed light on conflict dynamics 

and regional security issues, while the latter examine in greater detail the nature and 

agency of formal and informal power-structures, and their transformation under the 

effects of war. 

 This study is based upon the assumption that, till so far, very few authors would 

have offered a systemic analysis of the Afghan and Tajik security dynamics, which 

would take into account their inherent similarities (such as the presence and role of non-

institutional substate actors, i.e. traditional solidarity groups and clan networks, 

warlords, organized crime groups). This is not to say that we would lack research on 

these issues in Afghanistan and Tajikistan taken individually, or that the researchers with 

deep knowledge of the region would miss substantial linkages which developed in-

between the Afghan and the Tajik conflicts. Rather, the point is that when the research is 

focused on cross-border conflict dynamics (such as combat and logistical cooperation 

among Tajik and Afghan factions, mass inflow of refugees, or activities of transnational 

drug-trafficking networks), it does not proceed to a more in-depth analysis of the 

underlying power structures which developed in both countries. And inversely, when the 

research is oriented towards more general analysis of local power structures in one of the 

two countries (i.e. informal social institutions, traditional or war-generated solidarity 

groups, clan politics, warlords politics), it does not put in perspective these structures as 

being related to, or similar with, their cross-border counterparts.  

 There exists an impressive body of empirically oriented research on modern 

history and conflict dynamics in Afghanistan and Tajikistan. However, rather inwards-

looking literature on power-structures and informal social networks in the region finds 

its relevance for the subject of this thesis. 

 As far as modern history and society of Afghanistan are concerned, the most 

reliable ethnographical and sociological sources are often to be found among the authors 

who established their knowledge of Afghan realities already in the pre-war period. The 

first one to be cited is definitely Louis Dupree (Dupree, 1980), followed closely by 

Pierre Centlivres (Centlivres, 2004). Given their substantial pre-war research on 
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Afghanistan, these authors are particularly well equipped to testify of the formidable 

transformation the afghan power-structures underwent due to the disruptive effects of 

two decades of protracted warfare. However, they do not bring focus on security issues 

properly speaking, and their main research interest is rather anthropological and 

sociological. Olivier Roy (Roy, 2004) and Barnett R. Rubin (Rubin, 1995a; Rubin, 

2001) offer a very well informed look at the transformation of Afghan elites throughout 

the political-economic processes. Contrarily to Dupree and Centlivres, both Roy and 

Rubin have also extensively worked on post-Soviet Central Asia (Roy, 2000; Roy, 1998; 

Rubin, 2001). Therefore, they present a more systemic view of the regional security 

linkages, even though their respective analyses lack a comparative study of power-

structures on both sides of the Afghan-Tajik frontier. Nonetheless, their systemic or even 

macro-analytical approach to the study of conflict dynamics and local power structures 

has been the major source of inspiration for the shaping of the research design for this 

study.  

 Regarding the political economy of war literature, the most authoritative works 

on Afghanistan have been presented by Alain Labrousse (Labrousse, 2006), Alexander 

Giustozzi (Giustozzi, 2005a, 2005b, 2004, 2003), Jonathan Goodhand (Goodhand, 

2000), and again by Barnett Rubin (Rubin, 2001). All of these authors have greatly 

contributed to our understanding of warlord politics in Afghanistan; however, they have 

not systematically explored warlord politics in Tajikistan.  

 Concerning the conflict in Tajikistan, a whole body of “sovietologist” and 

“conflictologist” literature exists, written both by western specialists and analysts from 

the post-Soviet countries (Abazov, 2004; Djalili, Grare and Akiner, 1998; Dudoignon, 

1998; Foroughi, 2002; Roy, 2000, 1998; Spolnikov, 1994).13  A brief elaboration is 

necessary on the study of clans and tribalism. In Soviet Central Asia, the intensity of the 

study of clans and tribal organizations has varied depending on the political situation in 

the region. During the Soviet period, for example, the degree of official necessity of the 

anthropological or ethnic studies had changed several times. So, since the 1920s, when 

the five Central Asian republics were created as the products of the Soviet ‘divide-and-

rule’ policy, and until the death of Stalin, the issue of tribal differences between the 

populations of Central Asia was prohibited. In the 1950s, the interest of the official 

                                                 
13 For an interesting critical assessment of “discourse of danger” generated by post-Soviet konfliktologiia 
regarding the state building issues in the Ferghana Valley, see Reeves, 2005. 
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historiography in the subject had risen and in the 1970s-80s, the issue of the tribal 

divisions and ethnic history was at its peak when, on the one hand, the national identities 

of the Central Asian peoples were becoming stronger and the role of ethnic Russians, on 

the other, was getting less important. Since the countries’ independence, the subject of 

clan affiliations and hierarchy is much more studied locally as well as internationally, 

although in the former case the academic works dealing with the subject are not always 

officially approved by the countries’ authorities. Even if today’s Central Asian regimes 

accept the fact that the region’s nationalities consist of peoples from different tribes and 

clans, they are not ready to recognize that there is an interaction between the two with 

important implications for the countries’ security, political, economic and legal 

developments. Although more and more researchers dealing with the region take the 

clan/tribal factor into consideration as well as refer to it as one of the decisive aspects in 

the evolution of both the countries’ political systems and conflict dynamics, the issue 

seems to be underdeveloped since most scholarly works refer to it only in passing, while 

familiarity with and closer look at Central Asia suggest that more attention should be 

assigned to the informal structures that shape and drive the formal political 

developments. More recently, a renewed interest for clan politics (and on the overall 

influence of “alternative” power structures in the post-Soviet space in general) acquired 

prominence in the field of comparative politics. This line of research focuses on state-

building, regime change and political trajectories of Central Asian states. Its theoretical 

background partly builds upon “the state-in-society” approach (Migdal, 1988; Herbst, 

2000)14, yet its strong emphasis on the impacts of informal social institutions on regime 

change and political trajectories of post-colonial states is quite innovative. This strand of 

research is based upon the empirical observation that the politics of informal 

competition and deal making between clans in pursuit of clan interests has had profound 

impacts on the transformation of new political regimes in Central Asia. The most 

authoritative work on clan politics in Central Asia within the field of comparative 

politics/ analysis of informal social institutions is to be attributed to Kathleen Collins 

                                                 
14 The “state in society” literature focuses on the dynamic relationship between social organization and the 
state in historical perspective. It posits that society and the state are not separate realms, but mutually 
intertwined (cf. Migdal, 1988, Herbst, 2000). In the post-colonial context, society often resists even 
powerful states. To this view, Collins adds that state ineptitude is particularly acute when it attempts to 
control societies organized informally. 
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(Collins, 2004). Recently, an influent contribution to research on clan structures and 

warlordism in Tajikistan has been presented by Kirill Nourzhanov (Nourzhanov, 2005).  

 As to the linkages in-between political economy and security issues in Central 

Asian region, a great deal of reliable data and analyses has been provided by researchers 

affiliated with the Silk Road Studies Program / Central Asia Caucasus Institute. 

 

1.6 Disposition  

 

 As the main purpose of this study is to present a systemic analysis of security 

dynamics and interdependence within the Afghan-Tajik political space, it is necessary to 

establish the patterns of interconnectedness within this zone. This would allow for a 

structural analysis of the peculiar features of this regional formation. Thus the theoretical 

framework for the empirical analysis is constructed in the first chapter (II). The first part 

of this chapter presents the standpoints relating to regionalism and security 

interdependence, and to the issue of weak state. In the second part of this chapter, the 

aforementioned concepts are integrated into a unified framework, which will inform the 

empirical analysis. The framework encompasses the issue of how conflict dynamics 

pertaining to the weakness of the state relate to regional conflict dynamics in a 

regionalized zone of instability, i. e. in a regional conflict complex or its part. Once the 

framework established, the empirical analysis of the case study is conducted (III). In the 

first part of analysis, the retreat of the state in the Afghan-Tajik space is analysed. 

Consequently, the structural features of this conflict formation are put in perspective and 

assessed against the hypotheses defined in the introduction. In the conclusion, the 

research questions are answered, followed by an outline of policy implications and 

research perspectives for the future. 
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II. Constructing the theoretical framework 

 

2.1 Conceptualizing “regionalized” security interdependence and conflict dynamics 

 

2.1.1 Security in the post-Cold War era 

 A study that adopts a security perspective on cross-border security dynamics 

inevitably has to confront the debate taking place within the field of security studies 

between, on the one hand, those who propose to widen the concept of security and, on 

the other hand, those who want to maintain the concept in a more narrow sense. The 

background to this debate is to be found in the changed security policy agenda brought 

forward with the end of the Cold War. During the Cold War era, Realism – first in the 

1950-60s with Hans J. Morgenthau as pioneer, and then during the 1980s with Kenneth 

Waltz as figurehead – was unquestionably the dominant framework for conceptualizing 

international security. From a state-centric perspective Waltz singled out three aspects of 

the international system as particularly important: (i) the lack of an international 

government makes the world order anarchic in character; (ii) under anarchic conditions 

the units (states) tend to be functionally the same, and; (iii) between the different units, 

power is unevenly distributed. The idea that state is the major actor in an anarchic 

security environment became the paradigm within international security studies.  

 The realist conception of security has been challenged on two grounds. First, the 

incapacity of the traditional theories to anticipate and fully account for the sudden end of 

the Cold War rivalry led to questions about the basic assumptions made of the 

international system which had directed academic inquiry for most of the Cold War 

period; that a narrow, state-centered and militarily focused definition of security was 

sufficient in mapping out international relations (McSweeney, 1999: 3).  

 Second, the state-centric understanding of international relations has also been 

challenged by the accelerated transnational political, economic, social and cultural 

interaction process known as globalization. Such interdependence presents a challenge 

to the realist conception of thinking. The idea of state centricity which underpins 

traditional security studies, and the dominance of the idea of “national security” as an 

attainable and indispensable goal for the achievement of security, could not be sustained 

in the face of expanding global interdependence on the one hand and the formation of 
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new non-state political entities on the other hand. This interdependence of security 

therefore challenges the idea of states’ ability in providing for their own security 

singularly. Indeed, the challenges faced by individual states over the past decade have 

exposed the limitations of the states in the face of complex forces within it and of threats 

which are transnational in nature. The threats to state security after the Cold War – in 

military, economic, environmental, religious and cultural forms – are actually not 

conceptually new. It is the inadequacy of the range of responses to such threats that 

highlights the limitation of our traditional conception of security (McSweeney 1999:4). 

States now have to deal with asymmetric threats. The end of the Cold War has put non-

traditional issues beside the long-standing fear of nuclear war and preparation for large-

scale conventional war. “New” security and non-traditional security are used 

interchangeably to refer to non-military and asymmetrical security concerns. Vice versa, 

“old” security and traditional security both refer to military security and the state-

centered perspective, which posits the state as the main actor and referent object of 

security. 

 It is against this background that the need to develop a wider view of security in 

Central Asia emerges. During the Soviet period, the threats in wider Central Asia were 

of a considerably more tangible nature and they followed the logic of the classical realist 

paradigm. Security thinking focused on presumptive threats to the military sector and the 

overall dynamics were seen in a framework defined in terms of the bipolar global 

competition. In post-Soviet Central Asia, this kind of calculation no longer merits the 

same value. Instead, threats have taken a more abstract and multifaceted turn, they 

numerous non-state actors and they span the national boundaries. 

 

2.1.2 Security dilemma in the post-colonial environment  

 Despite the apparent ubiquity of security in the contemporary world, “security” 

remains an essentially contested concept, with a large enough number of definitions 

being proposed to warrant David Baldwin to observe in 1997 that “[r]edefining 

‘security’ has recently become something of a cottage industry” (Baldwin 1997: 5). The 

debate in security studies over what issues should be included in a definition of 

“security” has in many ways reflected wider IR debates concerning the (ir)relevance of 

identity and culture to the discipline, with strong arguments being put forwards by both 

sides. One of the most debated points regarding security studies has been the classical 
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realists’ reluctance in many quarters to look beyond the state and the so-called First 

World. This is not to say that “Third World” issues have not received attention, 

particularly in the security field. The criticism on behalf of the realist approaches is 

rather related to the fact that the issues discussed are not debated on the Third World 

terms, but on the First World terms and the potential impact on the latter. Thomas and 

Wilkin comment that recent interest in security issues in the Third World reflects 

northern threat perceptions or interest, rather than stems from a concern “to understand 

issues that matter to the south, such as poverty, identity, voice, livelihood and violence 

in its many respects” (Thomas and Wilkin, 2004: 245-246). The list of issues mentioned 

highlights the relevance of Muhammad Ayoob’s assertion that “the new [i.e. post-

colonial] states redefined the very notion of the security dilemma by making it primarily 

a domestic rather than an interstate phenomenon” (Ayoob 2002: 35). My take on this 

discussion is that in the post-colonial environment, the security dilemma may quickly 

embrace a logic which does not follow state-borders as far as these do not overlap with 

ethno-geographic and cultural distribution. Thus, in-between the domestic-international 

divide, there must be place for the “transnational” phenomena which do not necessarily 

follow the level of strictly intra-state or state-to-state relations. The most feasible way 

how to deal conceptually with the new security environment seems to follow security 

dynamics where they go beyond the space strictly defined by state boundaries. 

Therefore, two interlinked aspects need to be assessed for the purpose of this study: 

- Firstly, the patterns of supra-state security interdependence should be 

established; 

- Secondly, the patterns of sub-state security interdependence in the post-colonial 

environment should be examined. 

 

2.1.3 Regional conflict complexes 15 

 This study is based upon the assumption first stressed by researchers within the 

field of peace and conflict research (PCR) that post-Cold War conflict dynamics 

increasingly take a regional form. 

 Where the spread of conflict has transgressed from one state to another, regional 

conflict dynamics were often understood in terms of the spill over effect. As I have 

                                                 
15 In PCR literature, regional conflict complexes are sometimes interchangeably referred to as “regional 
conflict formations”; see Cater, 2003: 2. 
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already stated in the introduction, the spill over phenomenon fails to encompass 

systemic cross-border linkages which developed in-between the conflicts in Afghanistan 

and Tajikistan in the 1990s, as these were rather transnational and not purely domestic. 

At the more general level, there is increasing recognition among PCR scholars that the 

spill over phenomenon is not a sufficient tool to explain the proliferation of regional 

instability through a destabilizing internal conflict (Brown, 1996; Murdoch and Sandler, 

2002). Instead, as far as the transnational conflicts are concerned, the “spread” of 

conflict from one state to a neighboring state should be seen as part of a complex system 

of mutually reinforcing linkages, which is best referred to by borrowing Wallensteen’s 

and Soderberg’s concept of regional conflict complexes (Wallensteen and Soderberg, 

1998: 621-634). Reflecting on the interdependent feature of (in)security in the 

perspective of conflict resolution, Wallensteen established the concept of regional 

conflict complex as “a way of describing how conflicts are connected to one another” in 

one geographical area (Wallensteen 2002:203). Wallensteen assumes that one of such 

complex was formed by interlinked conflicts in Afghanistan and Tajikistan in the post-

Cold War era. 

 Therefore, for the purpose of this thesis, we can define a regional conflict 

complex as follows: 

Regional conflict complex is a set of transnational conflicts that form mutually 

reinforcing linkages with each other throughout a region. 

At the level of action, it results from the interconnectedness of conflict dynamics that 

each particular conflict within a regional conflict complex cannot be reasonably resolved 

independently from one another. At the level of observation, it is possible to argue that 

due to its specific nature, regional conflict complex comes as an independent analytical 

category. Therefore, it might be taken as distinct from interstate and intrastate conflicts. 

This point requires further elaboration as it is extremely relevant especially regarding 

conflict management and peace building policies.  

 Usually, scholars agree about the primary characteristics of regional conflict 

complexes. These are typically characterized by interconnected processes within a 

region: institutional weaknesses of one or more states, regional security competition, a 

parallel and transnational informal economy, trans-border social networks, illegal 

trafficking and trade, natural resource exploitation, militarization and arms transfers, and 

trans-border armed groups (Cater, 2003: 2). However, where opinions differ is precisely 
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the question how to determine the most salient relationships among these eight dynamics 

mentioned above. What exactly are the causal arguments that best explain regional 

conflict complexes?  

 To my understanding, the problem becomes framed in the Central Asian context 

primarily in terms of the first and the fourth points listed above: institutional weaknesses 

of one or more states and trans-border social networks. Seen from a macro-historical 

perspective, the underlying issue is the process of state building in the post-colonial 

context.   

 

2.1.4 Regional security complexes  

 The increasing prominence of regionalism linked to decolonization processes and 

to the end of the Cold-War has been studied by the researchers of the so-called 

Copenhagen school of security studies, namely by Buzan and Waever (Buzan and 

Waever, 2003). The Copenhagen school has produced one of the most influential 

redefinitions of security in the last decade, although it has generated strong criticism 

both for its discursive component and for its conceptualization of identity and society in 

the concept of societal security (Krause and Williams, 1996: 242-249; see also 

Huysmans, 1998). It is not my intention in this study to discuss the theoretical and 

epistemological prerequisites underlying the Copenhagen school’s reformulation of 

security. However, as the Copenhagen school has made a strong argument on the 

relevance of the regionalist approach to international security, at least some of its 

features should be briefly introduced.  

 The Copenhagen school theorists have elaborated a widened concept of security 

in order to grasp non-traditional security issues and integrate them into a unified 

framework of analysis. Their reformulation of security was primarily intended to deal 

with security issues in the Third World. It has focused on the need to include so-called 

new security issues via the concepts of securitization, security sectors and security 

levels. Thus, while preserving the neorealist “structural” approach to security studies, 

the Copenhagen school theorists also argue for a more bottom-up approaches to each 

particular security environment to be integrated into the study of overall security 

dynamics. Consequently, Buzan and his colleagues claim that due to the relational 

character of security, as well as to the emergence of transnational actors and new 

security issues, security at international level is best studied as a figuration of regional 
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dynamics that go beyond borders of particular states. Buzan’s analysis of regional 

security was first published in 1991. The subtitle of the book in which it appeared reads: 

‘An Agenda for International Security Studies in the Post-Cold War Era’ (Buzan, 1991).  

 In his analysis of regional security problems, Barry Buzan describes the regional 

level of analysis as an intermediary level between the state and the international system 

as a whole (Buzan, 1991: 186-229). In the anarchic international system, a regional 

system mediates between global and local security dynamics. A region should be 

considered not as an arbitrarily-defined set of countries, but as a distinct system of states 

closely united by geographical vicinity, and whose security relations are so significant as 

to establish the location of boundaries with other regional formations. In order to find an 

analytical device for identifying and delineating regional formations, Buzan introduces 

the term security complex, defined as “a group of states whose primary security 

concerns link together sufficiently closely that their national securities cannot 

realistically be considered apart from one another” (Buzan, 1991: 190). The effects of 

geography on relations between states, their power relations, the interdependence of 

state rivalries and interests, as well as more or less durable amity/enmity patterns – and 

including more or less lasting relationships of friendship, protection, support, suspicion 

and fear – all have to be taken into account in distinguishing and analysing security 

complexes.  

  The security complex approach assumes that a relatively autonomous security 

dynamic exists between units of a region. It articulates a security interdependence of 

such an internal intensity that it forms a sub-system security pattern which can be 

separated from its environment: “All the states in the system are to some extent 

enmeshed in a global web of security interdependence. But because insecurity is often 

associated with proximity, this interdependence is far from uniform. Anarchy plus 

geographical diversity yields a pattern of regionally based clusters, within which 

security interdependence is markedly more intense between the states inside such 

complexes, than it is between states inside the complex and those outside it” (Buzan et 

al., 1990:14). Buzan says that a security complex can exist and function regardless of 

whether it is recognized by the players involved (Buzan, 1991: 192). These are aware to 

a greater or lesser extent of the military and political threats in their surroundings, 

without necessarily having a full appreciation of the security pattern involved. The 

existence, location and boundaries of security complexes may also be analysed 
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differently by political scientists. Buzan regards disagreements between experts on 

objectively ambiguous security relations as a possible source of scientific progress 

(Buzan, 1991: 200) In Regions and Powers (Buzan and Waever, 2003) Buzan and 

Weaver put even a stronger emphasis on the regional pattern of international security 

when they present a Regional Security Complex Theory (RSCT) as the core of their 

holistic structural approach to international security.16   

 Independently of whether one agrees or not with the overall emphasis Buzan and 

Waever put on discursive processes in security politics, the plausibility of the regional 

approach to security per se should not be reduced. Regionally-based patterns of security 

are recognized both by traditionalists as well as by the proponents of critical security 

studies. The empirical fact is incontestable: the post-colonial period was shaped by the 

Cold War system that relegated the concerns of the post-colonial states and their 

populations behind the geopolitical interests and power structures of the eastern and 

western blocs. Consequently, the dissolution of the Cold War structure has dramatically 

increased the relative autonomy of regional security. There is no reason to disagree with 

Buzan and Waever, when they argue that “[d]ecolonization opened the space for 

regional military dynamics, and the ending of the Cold War enabled these dynamics to 

operate with much more freedom from high levels of rival superpower military-political 

intrusion” (Buzan and Waever, 2003: 19). To my mind, by emphasizing the regional 

pattern of security and security interdependence as its organizing principle, the 

Copenhagen school partly bridges the gap between the classical realist “top-down” 

approach of security, and area studies’ “bottom-up” perspective on localized conflict 

dynamics. The former does not incorporate easily concepts such as identity and culture 

into its sphere of study, while the latter denounces the “Westphalian straitjacket” of 

mainstream IR with its state- and Eurocentric view.17 

 If we submit the regional pattern of international security to an examination 

through the lens of ‘traditional’ politico-military security dynamics, it becomes evident 

that Buzan and Waever reconfirm Wallensteen’s finding that security interdependence is 

increasingly taking form of regionally-based dynamics. The idea that security 
                                                 
16 Buzan and Weaver argue for “a structural approach to regionalism as a conceptual framework of 
international studies” (Buzan and Waever 2003: 26). 
17 The term „Westphalian straitjacket” is used to describe “the strong tendency to assume that the model 
established in seventeenth century Europe should define what the international system is for all times and 
places.” Buzan and Little call this attitude “a remarkable act of collective a-historical and Eurocentric 
arrogance” (Buzan and Little, 2001: 25).   
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interdependence is patterned into regionally based clusters, i.e. regional complexes, is a 

fundamental prerequisite to grasp security dynamics in the Afghan-Tajik political space. 

 

2.1.5 The Nature of a weak state 

 In order to construct the theoretical model for the empirical analysis of a regional 

conflict formation, it is necessary to refine our view on the nature of a weak state. As it 

has been stated above, the emergence of regional conflict complexes is due to a set of 

conflict dynamics which revolve around the internal weaknesses of post-colonial states.  

a) Defining a weak state 

 The debate on the nature of a weak state has been to a large extent informed by 

the strong normative argument raised by post-colonial theory on behalf of the “northern 

discourses of danger” on the post-colonial environment. Generally speaking, the 

characteristic feature of a weak state is a low degree of socio-political cohesion. 

However, as this indicator is not easily quantified, some further criteria are needed to 

build up a comprehensive definition. For instance, relying upon a Weberian 

understanding of the state18, Thomas Ohlson and Mimmi Söderberg point out four major 

conditions which characterize a weak state:  

1) lack of societal cohesion and consensus on what organizing principles should 

determine the contest for state power and how that power should be executed; 

2) low capacity and/or low political will of state institutions to provide all citizens with 

minimum levels of security and well-being; 3) high vulnerability to external economic 

and political forces; 

4) low degree of popular legitimacy accorded to the holders of state power by portions 

of the citizenry (Ohlson and Söderberg, 2002: 6). 

 A more intricate dimension of the weak state dilemma has been put forward by 

Joel Migdal. Migdal emphasizes the state’s ability to exercise social control over the 

individuals and the society it contain: “State social control involves the successful 

subordination of people’s own inclinations of social behavior or behavior sought by 

other social organizations in favor of the behavior prescribed by state rulers” (Migdal, 
                                                 
18 Max Weber’s definition of the state actually remains a benchmark for most contemporary social science 
analysis. According to Weber, the defining properties of the state include the following: unchallenged 
control of the territory within the defined boundaries under its control, monopolization of the legitimate 
use of force within the borders of the state, and the reliance upon impersonal rules in the governance of its 
citizens and subjects. 
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1988: 22). The central point in Migdal’s analysis is the interaction between state and 

society. The state lays claim to the authority to regulate all social relations within its 

border. This means that all other types of social organizations, such as families, kinship 

groups or ethnic groups, may potentially contest the state’s role of a decision-maker who 

determines how the society is organized. An important dimension of the state’s social 

control is linked to state capabilities, meaning “the capacities to penetrate society, 

regulate social relationships, extract resources, and appropriate or use resources in 

determined ways” 19 (Migdal, 1988: 4). Consequently, weak states are those with low 

capabilities to complete these tasks. The major obstacle to a weak state is to get accepted 

by its population as the determinant actor in society. The weakness of the state therefore 

lies in its inability to establish a central system of symbols and values that would 

transcend decentralized/autonomous social units in their quality of alternative forms of 

social organization. The problem of state-society relations is thus related to the fact that 

a high level of sub-state group diversity impedes the state’s ability to exercise its 

authority.  

b) Conflict dynamics of a weak state 

 How is the strong-weak state dichotomy related to security and conflict 

dynamics? Buzan claims that “(w)here the state is strong, national security can be 

viewed primarily in terms of protecting the components of the state from outside threat 

and interference” (Buzan, 1991: 100). Inversely, in the security environment of a weak 

state a security threat may pose itself beyond or above the state-to-state relations when 

various non-state agents or referent objects of security get involved. Mohammed Ayoob 

summarizes this problem in the following terms: “The Third World state elites’ major 

concern – indeed, obsession – is with security at the level of both state structures and 

governing regimes” (Ayoob, 1995: 4). This would indicate that post-colonial weak states 

are as vulnerable to internal as to external threats, if not more so.  

 To get the picture complete, however, it is important to note that the vicious 

circle of security dilemma often turns back to the beginning: In many regions where 

weak states exist, security dynamics are shaped by substate or transnational actors 

competing for security, or vying to capture the state, without necessarily limiting their 

agency to the confines of just one state’s territory. Given the vulnerabilities of the weak 

                                                 
19 Emphasis in the original. 
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states, what starts as an internal genuine threat easily becomes a source of concern not 

only to the population of the state in question, but also to its immediate neighbourhood. 

This is not to say that the threat must be related to the state. Other referent objects of 

security may be involved too. Moreover, regional dynamics of this kind are exacerbated 

by the overall process of globalization, which has confined all contemporary states and 

societies into a global web of security interdependence.  

 How to conceptualize a threat to the state, and how to differentiate it from say 

just a problem in society? Ayoob argues that a security threat arises when any of its 

component parts are affected to such an extent that “ they threaten to have political 

outcomes that either affect the survivability of state boundaries, state institutions, or 

governing elites or weaken the capacity of states and regimes to act effectively in the 

realm of both domestic and international politics” (Ayoob, 1995: 9). In other words, for 

instance, a military or societal problem becomes a threat to national security if it 

threatens to breakdown the structure of the state.  

 Buzan suggests a simple model as a guiding principle for exploring the nature of 

the state and its relation to national security. This model illustrates the three internal 

components that, taken together, constitute the state: 

 
Figure 1: The Component parts of the state (Source: Buzan, 1991: 65) 

 
1. The idea of the state is the most abstract component of the model and the lack of a 

tangible definition makes it difficult to measure threats concerning it. The idea of the 

state mainly comprises the national identity and the ideology used to organize the state. 

To quote Buzan: “In a properly constituted state, one should expect to find a distinctive 

idea of some sort which lies at the heart of the state’s political identity. What does the 

state exist to do? Why is it there? What is its relation to the society it contains?”; 

(Buzan, 1991: 65). To my understanding, this aspect of the state holds the key to the 
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weak nature of post-colonial states. For instance, it is necessary to understand Buzan’s 

idea of the state in terms of Migdal’s state-in-society approach. It encompasses the 

complex relationship among “state”, “nation” and “society”. The state-nation-society 

interaction is of fundamental importance to these states where the first two entities do 

not coincide, and where society represents an obstacle to state-building efforts. In the 

Central Asian environment, the so-called state-nation concept prevails as a strategy to 

legitimize the existence of the state within its arbitrarily defined territory. This implies a 

state-led procedure by which the nation is created from a top-down perspective. In 

countries where a multitude of nationalities coexist, and where complex ethnic, regional 

and tribal cleavages stand back to back with government’s attempts at centralization, the 

state-nation strategy is supposed to reconcile internal divergences and create a common 

identity.20 Speaking in terms of security dynamics, it should be noted that the ideological 

vacuum resulting from a lack of consensus on how the state should be organized opens 

up an opportunity for other (i.e. non-state) political actors and social organizations to put 

forward their interests. In the empirical part we will determine to what extent the idea of 

the state pertains to security dynamics in Afghanistan and Tajikistan.  

2. The institutions of the state are more easily identifiable and are associated with the 

governmental structure, including its executive, legislative, administrative and judicial 

bodies, as well as the laws, procedures and norms they accord to (Buzan 1991: 82-83). 

There is a close interconnection between the idea of the state and the institutions. To put 

it simply, the institutions to a large extent express the organizing principles of the state.  

3. The physical base comprises the population and territory of the state, including all 

natural resources and man-made wealth contained within its borders. All three parts of 

the state can, in different ways, be threatened and are, thus, objects for national security. 

The vulnerabilities of the different parts are dependent on whether the state can be 

labeled as strong or weak. Buzan’s model per se seems to me pertinent as a tool to 

systematize the study of national security at the state-level (i.e. pertaining to one state); 

however, Buzan’s central innovative argument, the ‘idea of the state’, is only very 

vaguely defined and remains largely traditionalist in its outlook, i.e. does not 

comprehensively encompass the dynamic and competitive relationship in-between on 

                                                 
20 This is often done by the use of history. State elites provide justification for the independent existence 
of the state by constructing national historical discourses which focus on “the tradition of statehood”. Thus 
post-Soviet Tajikistan puts a claim on the political tradition of the persian-speaking Samanide dynasty; 
Uzbekistan has monopolized the legacy of Tamerlane, etc. 
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one side, state structures and ideologies and, on the other side, other forms of social 

organization and identity groupings. Buzan’s model gains in relevance when it is 

considered throughout the lens of state-society relations as outlined by Migdal.   

 What ensues from this discussion on weak states? For the purpose of this thesis, 

the central aspect concerning the issue of weak state is the mutually constitutive 

relationship in-between states and their societies. Following the theoretical baselines of 

Migdal’s state-in-society approach and the state model presented by Buzan, it is 

necessary to stress the need not to limit our inquiry far too severely to the formal aspects 

of organization. Migdal shows that it is necessary to go beyond formal institutions in 

order to grasp the interactive relations between state and society. States as organizations 

vary in their ability to enforce the rules of the game (Migdal, 1988: 260). What lies in 

the centre of conflict dynamics in post-colonial environment is the particular structure of 

local societies. Migdal characterizes most Third World societies as being decentralized 

collections of social units without an overarching system of symbols or values. Instead 

of being truly national in scope, these “weblike societies” are mostly made up of local 

organizations with local constituencies (Migdal, 1988: 39). These organizations are 

headed by what Migdal terms “strongmen”, e.g.: “chiefs, landlords, bosses, rich 

peasants, clan leaders, za’im, effendis, aghas, caciques, kulaks” (Migdal, 1988: 33). The 

strongman is a holder of local authority in the framework of a social organization. To 

sum up, Migdal’s approach reminds us that the state is nothing more than a certain form 

of political organization, an institution of society that is highly specific to the current 

historical context. It also points to the largely forgotten fact that the state does not exist 

outside or above society, but that it is a part of society, and that these two institutions 

constantly influence and reshape one another. Thus, to Buzan’s model of the state it is 

necessary to include the societal component as an organizing principle which conditions 

effectiveness and efficiency of state institutions as well as the overall idea of the state, 

which, to my mind, should be more clearly defined in terms of state-society active 

relationship.  

  

 The aim of this discussion on security and conflict dynamics in this section was 

to frame and highlight the following standpoints which will inform the empirical part of 

this thesis: 
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• Security as a concept is used in a broader sense, including economic, military, 

political and societal security and also various agents of security other than the 

state.  

• I agree that security and conflict dynamics take a strong regional form which 

justifies talking about regional conflict and security complexes; and 

concomitantly to this, that security interdependence is the organizing principle of 

these regional formations. 

• Although I take the state as the referent of security in this thesis, it does not mean 

that I acknowledge the view that the state is and should be the only referent point 

in the discussion of security. I accept the argument that the state can be an 

oppressor and a producer of insecurity to non-state individuals or group actors.  

• Given the vulnerabilities of post-colonial states, their political trajectories may 

generate a threat which can cross over the state boundaries. The likelihood of this 

increases when independent sub-state or supra-state security actors get involved. 

Therefore, also in regions where the traditional military-political issues still 

prevail among other security sectors, security dynamics may go beyond the state-

to-state relations. 

 

A working hypothesis ensues from the discussion on security interdependence and 

causal mechanisms inherent to the formation of regional conflict complexes in the 

post-colonial environment:  

• Seen from a macro-historical perspective, the underlying security issue in the 

post-colonial context is linked to state building: Weak capabilities of the state 

to penetrate and transcend society enhance influence and prevalence of other 

forms of social organization.  

• Therefore, if we aim at understanding conflict dynamics in regional 

complexes comprised of one or several weak states, we must focus our 

attention on how social control is actually distributed in societies of the states 

in question. The starting point for analysis then should be to establish 

whether there are some other forms of social organization which would 

challenge the state’s capacities to impose its set of rules on society. State 

autonomy and state capacities should not be taken as granted, and, following 
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Migdal, more attention should be paid to informal aspects of organization, 

i.e. to informal social institutions (Migdal, 1988: 260). 

  

2.2 Compounding post-colonial security predicament in Central Asia 

 

 In this section, I intend to “skill-up” our understanding of the linkages which can 

develop within regional conflict complexes due to the retreat of the state. The Central 

Asian security environment is specific due to a strong presence of influent non-state 

security actors. The societies in wide Central Asia, namely in Afghanistan (and large 

parts of Pakistan), in the post-Soviet Central Asian republics, as well as in Xinjiang (the 

native Uighurs) are traditional in nature and majority of its population represents kinship 

based groupings. In order to grasp security dynamics in the region, it is therefore 

necessary to introduce the categories of informal social institutions and alternative 

power structures. Subsequently, we will identify four types of networks through which 

conflict dynamics are channeled in regionalized conflicts.  

 

2.2.1 State power versus informal social institutions and alternative power 

structures 

 An implication ensues from our discussion on conflict dynamics in weak states: 

if we limit our inquiry of the state too heavily to formal aspects of social organization, 

substantial aspects of political culture and security environment pertaining to interactive 

exchange in-between state and society might be omitted. Since the state is a social 

organization it plays by the same rules, only on a grander scale as other social 

organizations. Just like social associations, it seeks social control by having the people 

incorporate its rules into their strategies of survival, or even by monopolizing individual 

strategies of survival. “State social control involves the successful subordination of 

people’s own inclinations of social behavior or behavior sought by other social 

organizations in favor of the behavior prescribed by state rulers.”, Migdal, 1988: 22). 

This is the key point of Migdal’s model of state-society interaction: the state and social 

organizations continually compete for social control. The state, by its very nature, lays 

claim to the authority to regulate all social relations within its borders, thus pitting it 

against all social organizations that would resist this undertaking. Therefore, where 
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state-capacities are low, other types of social organizations, such as families, kinship 

groups or ethnic groups, may potentially contest the state (Migdal, 1988: 261).  

 The mutually constitutive relationship in-between state and society has a 

fundamental implication for theorizing about regional conflict complexes as far as these 

are comprised of weak states: In order to grasp particular security environment and 

regional conflict dynamics, it is necessary to include non-institutional power-structures 

where these come into interaction with the state.  

 A consensus reigns among observers of Central Asian politics that modern 

statehood has not replaced traditional forms of social organizations, i. e. tribalism 

(Afghanistan), and clan networks (post-Soviet Central Asia). The state, in both an 

imperial and a modern form, came late to Central Asia. Before the 20th century, tribes 

and clans were predominant form of social and political organization. Centralized power 

both in Afghanistan and on territories of contemporary Tajikistan was traditionally 

realized indirectly and most of time through cooperation with local strongmen. Although 

owing to the sedentarization and attempts at modernization (namely the policies of 

Sovietization in Turkestan) most of the tribal communities in the post-Soviet space were 

disintegrated and uprooted, they have often reincarnated in the form of region-based 

identity groups. In Afghanistan, the tribes have largely preserved their genuine aspects. 

The tribal and clan informal networks are today considered as one of the formative 

factors influencing the formal institution-building in Central Asia.  

 Clans and larger tribal units are defined as “informal identity networks based on 

kin or fictive kin bonds”(Collins, 2004: 224). It is possible to argue that besides states, 

clans and tribal kinship groups are the most important forms of social organization in 

Afghanistan and post-Soviet Central Asian republics (Collins, 2004; Rubin, 1999).21 In 

traditional Muslim societies, clan and tribal structure serves as a means to control and 

manage the society as well as to resolve conflicts. Tribal organization of life, besides 

shaping and ordering the social relationships inside a unit (avlod, mahalla, qawm, clan, 

tribe or a confederation of tribes), functions as well as a set of liabilities (for example, in 
                                                 
21 It is necessary to note that there exist two different views on the definitions of clans. Some scholars 
consider clans as being based on the shared interests and aims (in Russian the word klan is used to refer to 
this phenomenon, which has a negative, strongly clientelist, connotation), while others consider clans as 
having kinship, based on blood or marriage, and consisting of an extensive web of horizontal and vertical 
kin-based relations, as the central bond among members (Collins 2002: 142; Roy 2000) (in Russian the 
word rod is used to refer to this phenomenon). In this article the latter definition is applied. For the 
clarification of these terms in Russian, I am indebted to Maral Madi of the SRSP. 
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cases of settlement of disputes by means of vendetta or peaceful conflict resolution) and 

law (i.e. customary law, such as Adat or Pashtunwali) (Geiss, 2003: 33-38). The basic 

lineage structure may be represented as follows (see Figure: 2). 

 

  

 
Figure 2: Organizational structure of the Central Asian traditional society (Source: SRSP) 
  

As informal organizations, clans are actors internally bound by a set of informal rules, 

norms, and practices. In general terms, clans are based on affective ties of kinship, 

which constitute the identity and bonds of the organization. These bonds are both 

vertical and horizontal, tying elites and non-elites, and reflect both actual blood ties and 

fictive kinship. Clan members share an organizational identity and network. Their 

behaviour is regulated by norms of loyalty and patterns of inclusion which reinforce the 

kin-based identity. While clans are primarily affective relations, they also include 

rational elements of exchange dependence- selective incentives and sanctions. 

Significantly, these informal social institutions penetrate all spheres of social, economic 

and political life. Consequently, where weak states exist, clans are likely to gain more 

political weigh filling the gap as networks for social, economic and political exchange. 

Clan loyalty can clash with the identity of the state, mainly because clans view state as a 

source of patronage and resources. Collins argues that under the weak state regime, the 

pressure for clan elites to feed their network increases, and clans might therefore become 

the primary agent of social mobilization (Collins, 2004: 244). As such, traditional social 

organizations are indeed actors which must be comprised in any meaningful analysis of 

power distribution and security dynamics in Central Asia.  As it will be demonstrated in 

the empirical part of this study, clan networks and warlords’ militias based on 
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“transformed” solidarity groups are at the core of conflict dynamics in the Afghan-Tajik 

complex. 

 

2.2.2 Four dimensions of regional conflict dynamics 22 

 Another, though related, aspect needs to be mentioned in order to prepare ground 

for the study of the Afghan-Tajik complex. Due to the relational character of regional 

conflict dynamics, the outbreak of internal conflict in one country may result in the 

destabilization of neighboring states. Generally speaking, it is impossible to separate the 

decades of internal conflict in Afghanistan from the regional instability that has plagued 

Central Asia. A variety of regional linkages, including population movements, 

smuggling routes, transnational identity groups, criminal rings, and political connections 

are often systematic features of a conflict. These linkages fit into the regional conflict 

complex through four types of transnational networks: military, economic, political and 

social.23 Such transnational networks often overlap and shift as the nature of conflict 

mutates and the participants’ motivations and interests develop throughout the course of 

a conflict. Regional conflict complexes inherently encompass a wide range of actors tied 

together through a web of alliances and enmity: rebel groups, official state actors, and 

the civilian population. A brief overview of these four networks should clarify their 

respective impacts on conflict dynamics. 

a) Military networks 

 The most self-evident military element of regional conflict complexes is the 

invasion of states by armed groups that receive financial support, logistical aid, actual 

troops, or a base of operations from neighboring states. These cross-border proxy 

invasions undertaken by “bad neighbors” may have a variety of motivations, including 

national security concerns, the desire to ‘tie up’ regional rivals in civil conflicts, 

economic motivations directed at the acquisition of natural resources or trade and 

smuggling routes, retaliation, and the goal of installing allies in the government of target 

states.  

 Another military network that plays a major role in the spread and prolongation 

of conflict is the regionalized nature of the trade in arms. Civil wars are often fought 

                                                 
22 Unless stated otherwise, the argumentation in this section draws on a series of internal seminars on 
transnational conflicts in Central Asia held at the Silk Road Studies Program, Uppsala University, in May 
2005. 
23 Consultation with Dr. Svante E. Cornell, Silk Road Studies Program, Uppsala University, May 2005.  
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with arms produced from areas outside a region, and in particular by industrialized 

nations who dominate the global arms supply. Once arms make their way into a region 

marked by conflict, however, they become an element of regional smuggling and trade 

networks characterized by flexibility and resilience. The imposition of arms embargoes 

on governments or rebel groups often results in a reorientation of arms networks to fill 

the resulting demand for weaponry.24 In this situation, regional networks serve the 

purpose of creating alternative routes for weapons circulation, concealing the destination 

of the weapons, and shielding the supplier. In Central Asia and the post-Soviet space in 

general it is not rare to observe the situations when the supply in arms is channeled 

through longstanding criminal networks built around the transport of narcotics and the 

smuggling of consumer goods.25  

 Military-political alliances within regional conflict complexes play a significant 

role in structuring and maintaining arms supplies throughout the course of a conflict. 

States take care to ensure that their proxies have the capability to continue the conflict; 

thus arms transfers may take place directly between states and rebel groups or, 

alternatively, may be facilitated through the provision of contacts with arms dealers. In 

the Afghan conflict, neighboring states ensured the continued provision and maintenance 

of arms supplies in the wake of the withdrawal of superpower support. Thus, Iranian 

arms supplies were directed to their allies in the Northern Alliance through other 

regional actors such as Turkey, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan, while Pakistan’s strategy of 

‘strategic depth’ manifested itself in support for the Taliban that took the form of 

shipments of ammunition and fuel as well as direct combat assistance (Mužík, 2003). 

 Alternatively, the dynamics of a conflict in one state may create displacement 

effects that extend to arms supplies throughout the region. In this sense, the withdrawal 

of the Soviet forces from Afghanistan and the following disintegration of the Red Army 

infrastructure in Central Asia left behind a legacy of inexpensive arms, which fuelled 

armed conflicts throughout the region. A well-nourished black market trade with large 

quantities of arms may in itself contribute to the eruption of conflict. State collapse and 

civil conflict can contribute to the regionalized nature of arms networks, as the 

breakdown of central state control promotes the proliferation of arms-smuggling to 

                                                 
24 I am indebted for this remark to Ivan Lukas, PhD. candidate at IPS Charles University in Prague. 
25 Consultation with Maral Madi of the Project on Narcotics and Organized Crime in Eurasia, Silk Road 
Studies Program, Uppsala University, May 2005. 
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surrounding states. For instance, the disintegration of the Soviet Army structure in 

Uzbekistan (namely of the Karshi military base, which was the most important Soviet 

base for military operations in Afghanistan) permitted the looting of thousands of 

weapons that contributed to the political economy of war in Tajikistan (Nourzhanov, 

2005: 127).26 

b) Economic networks 

 There are many ways in which economic networks can add to regional conflict 

complexes. Regional trade routes may be a means by which conflict goods can escape 

formal sanction, enabling external actors to derive revenue from one state’s civil 

conflict. Additionally, attempts to regulate commodities and conflict goods can create a 

“balloon effect” in a region, whereby the focus on eradicating production in one state 

without simultaneous regional measures results in the displacement of resources and 

goods to a surrounding state. This was the typical case for the displacement of opium 

production in-between Turkey, Iran, Pakistan and Afghanistan in the 1970s and 1980s.27 

Also cross-border smuggling is a pervasive social and criminal problem in the Central 

Asian regional conflict complex, with particularly large amounts of smuggling occurring 

in the Afghan-Pakistan border region.28 The more open trade regime of Afghanistan, as 

opposed to the more restrictive trade regime in Pakistan, has created additional 

incentives for illicit smuggling and tax evasion. The pervasiveness of smuggling is made 

more acute by corruption among customs officials and police, a phenomenon that may 

be exacerbated by low salaries and minimal investment in these sectors of the 

government.29 

c) Political networks 

 Linkages across borders among political and military groups may contribute to 

the regional conflict complex, as individuals utilize their political associates to engage in 

a variety of both licit and illicit trade deals. In this sense the repercussions of political 

                                                 
26 For a brief description of small arms trade in each Central Asian state, see Cooper et. al, 2004: 30-33. 
27 Personal communication with Dr. Vladimir Fenopetov, Head of Europe and West/Central Asia office, 
UNODC, May 2005. 
28 For a critical reading of western discourses on illicit trafficking in Central Asia and ensuing policies, see 
Jackson, 2005. 
29 Personal observations made in the Baluchistan province of Pakistan (Quetta) and the Sistan va 
Baluchestan province of Iran (Zahedan), October 2000 and May 2001, see Mužík, 2003. A similar point 
on behalf of the post-Soviet republics in Central Asia was highlighted by Dr. Louise Shelley, Director, 
Transnational Crime and Corruption Center, American University, at the SRSP Conference ‘New’ security 
threats in Eurasia: Implications for the Euro-Atlantic space, Stockholm, May 2005. 
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networks are not separate from the networks discussed above. Rather, political alliances 

channel behaviour in the military, economic, and social spheres, structuring relationships 

in these areas in line with political goals and aspirations. In the Afghan-Tajik space, for 

instance, various rival factions involved in the conflicts were sometimes covertly, 

sometimes openly aided by political patrons in such neighbouring countries like Pakistan 

and Uzbekistan; such alliances connected the civil strife in Afghanistan and Tajikistan 

with violence in Kashmir, other parts of Pakistan, Chechnya, Kyrgyzstan, and the 

Chinese Xinjiang (Abou Zahab and Roy, 2002: 11-48; Kepel, 2000: 223-239; Rashid, 

2002: 89-166). 

 In the context of regional conflict complexes, transnational political relationships 

also typically affect the forms and motivations of illicit economic activity. War 

entrepreneurs and other “clandestine transnational actors”30 provide their political 

associates with valuable commodities, smuggled goods, or a share in the enterprise both 

as a reward for loyalty and as a means to enable them to advance commonly held goals 

or continue military campaigns. As the case of post-911 Afghanistan shows, political 

linkages may persist beyond war termination, distorting peacetime economic relations 

and subverting the authority of the post-conflict state. 

d) Social networks 

 Transnational social networks include familial, kinship, occupational, and 

diaspora groups. Family and kinship networks in particular play an essential role in 

providing social and economic welfare to impoverished communities through the 

disbursement of private loans and employment opportunities. When the state is unable to 

guarantee basic livelihoods and sustenance, informal shadow networks comprised of 

familial and clan systems may fill the vacuum, directing the organization and provision 

of essential goods and services. Such is the underlying logic behind opium production in 

Afghanistan. With the decline in the central state’s ability to carry out its essential 

functions in Afghanistan and Tajikistan, individuals relied upon informal and traditional 

family and clan networks for support. Occupational groups may have regional systems 

that become connected to a conflict trade. One of the most prominent illustrations of this 

phenomenon is the Quetta-based mafia of lorry drivers and transporters, which operates 

                                                 
30 Peter Andreas describes ‘clandestine transnational actors’ as ‘nonstate actors who operate across 
national borders in violation of state laws and who attempt to evade law enforcement efforts’ (Andreas, 
2003: 78). 
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across Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iran, with potential connections to Tajikistan and 

Xinjiang, and with an extra-territorial connection to Dubai, which has the world’s third 

strongest Pashtu urban community after Karachi and Peshawar (Mužík, 2003: 81-82). 

This mafia has been incorporated into a larger trafficking network dealing with 

consumer goods, oil and narcotics. As these trucks crossed through a number of “tax” 

zones, the revenue generated went to local militia groups. In the absence of formal 

economic opportunities, these structures create livelihoods and further strengthen 

regional shadow economies and the unruliness of borderlands.  

 Regional diaspora groups have proven to be influential both politically as well as 

through their economic support for home populations. They can provide safety for 

individuals by harboring or sponsoring them. Additionally, regional diaspora groups 

may engage in the physical transfer of goods. Diaspora groups can also feed into a 

regional conflict complex by strengthening shadow economic activity in surrounding 

states and within borderland areas, especially when these remote areas are extremely 

poor and lack formal oversight. When peripheries are economically marginalized and 

borderlands are somewhat free from governmental monitoring, diasporas may take on 

the characteristics of a quasi-state, undermining central authority and control. The 

Pashtun community in Central Asia, for example, has extended from Afghanistan into 

the border regions of Western Pakistan where it has usurped a large degree of local 

control.  

 We can therefore conclude that in order to study a regional conflict formation 

which comprises weak states with strong traditional social structures, it is necessary to 

take into account how the traditional structures impact on the state. When the state is 

weak or fragmented due to civil warfare, as it is the case for Afghanistan and Tajikistan 

in the 1990s, it is necessary to conceptualize the linkages, which connect societal actors 

into transnational networks. As we have seen, these linkages fit into the regional conflict 

complex through four types of transnational networks: military, economic, political and 

social. 
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2.3 Model construction 

 

Thus, we can proceed to a simple conceptualization of the theoretical framework for the 

empirical study. The framework is aimed at grasping the issue of how conflict dynamics 

pertaining to the weakness of the state relate to regional conflict dynamics in a 

regionalized zone of instability, i. e. in a regional conflict complex or its part. Thus, we 

will have to examine step by step the following aspects: 

 

1. The legacy of state-building in the zone within the scope of study, i. e. in 

Afghanistan and Tajikistan 

a. cross-border dynamics in the historical context 

b. the patterns of fragmentation of the state → How tribalism and clan 

politics relate to the process of state fragmentation in Afghanistan and 

Tajikistan? 

2. The structural features of the conflict formation  

a. How were solidarity groups reconstituted as independent power-

structures? 

b. How do these power structures fit into transnational military, political, 

economic and social networks in the Afghan-Tajik space? 

c. How are other external actors related to the Afghan-Tajik dynamics? 

→ other transnational actors 

→ the linkage states, i.e. states that act as mediators in-between internal  and 

external actors involved in the regional conflict complex. 

 

The following model represents my conception of the Afghan-Tajik space, which will 

inform the case study (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3:  The Afghan-Tajik space (Source: the author) 

 

Following this model, we should be able to identify the structural features of conflict 

dynamics in the Afghan-Tajik space, and answer the research question How can we 

explain conflict dynamics and security patterns that developed in the Afghan-Tajik 

political space in the 1990s?  
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III. Analysis 

 

 Since the purpose of this case study is to assess the interdependent character of 

security dynamics connecting Afghanistan and Tajikistan across Amu Darya into a 

common zone of instability, it is necessary to demonstrate that Afghanistan and 

Tajikistan created a sub-regional conflict formation, and that this conflict formation has 

persevered despite the formal end of civil war in Tajikistan transformed into what I 

would call a sub-regional insecurity complex. Following the theoretical model 

constructed in the previous chapter, I will identify and analyze systemic and structural 

security-related features which Afghanistan and Tajikistan share together and which 

make for their specificity in comparison to the neighbouring countries. At this point the 

analysis will stress the peculiar features of a zone of insecurity which, as I will try to 

demonstrate, has emerged in-between Afghanistan and Tajikistan. The empirical interest 

is therefore two-fold: 

 

1. to systemically analyze structural features of the Afghan-Tajik space; 

2. to assess durability and potential development of conflict-prone 

structural factors of insecurity in this zone.  

 

 On the empirical level, I will emphasize non-traditional transnational agents of 

security, such as the nexus of organized crime, terrorism and Islamic radicalism. While 

examining the regional (in)security complex, I will further elaborate on the role of the 

so-called linkage states in the perpetration of conflicts in the region, specifically 

Pakistan’s role in Afghan warfare and Uzbekistan’s interference in Tajikistan. Of course, 

to get a complete picture of the regional conflict complex, it would be necessary to 

assess systemically all neighbouring states and especially regional and global powers. 

As the aim of this thesis is to focus in greater detail on the Afghan-Tajik dynamics in 

wider Central Asia, the involvement of external powers will then be assessed only as far 

as they enter into the Afghan-Tajik relationship.      
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3.1 Historical legacy, state building and decline of the state  

 

 What accounts for the interconnections in-between the two conflicts that ravaged 

Afghanistan and Tajikistan in the 1990s? To what extent internal geographical and 

geopolitical factors, combined to political development, conditioned the emergence of a 

zone of instability that encompasses Afghanistan and Tajikistan today? The subject of 

analysis in this section is an outlook on wider historical, geographical and geopolitical 

realities that have shaped the specific features of Afghan-Tajik political space. This 

space is largely defined by traditional military-political security agenda. However, its 

specificity, brought about partly by the historical legacy and geographical predisposition 

of the region, is that it is dominated by a nexus of security threats perpetrated by various 

security agents that reach far beyond the borders of individual states.  

Firstly, question will be of the creation, relevance and historical legacy of the 

Afghan-Tajik border. Secondly, political development of both countries throughout the 

1990s will be put into perspective. Main focus will be brought on the process of 

fragmentation and regionalization that occurred in both countries.  

 

3.1.1 Amu Darya: Porous, Transparent or Inexistent Border? 

 The southern border of Tajikistan with Afghanistan is the Amu Darya River, 

originating in the Pamirs and ultimately draining itself in the Aral Sea. This natural, yet 

politically determined border was established in 1895 between the Khanate of Bukhara, 

which was at that time already a Russian protectorate, and Imperial Afghanistan, which 

was allied with the British (Rasanayagam, 2005:10, see also: Karasar, 2002; Sengupta, 

2000).  

Much of the populations of northeast Afghanistan and southern Tajikistan are 

part of the same ethnic, religious and cultural entities, whose political, social and 

economic development was considerably determined by the external dictate of the Great 

Powers, Russia and the British Empire, playing the so-called Great Game over control of 

the land routes into India. Thus, once a monolithic (though heterogeneous) population in 

this area was split into two parts, one remaining under the rule of Afghanistan and the 

other passing under the yoke of the Tsarist Russia. 

For centuries Tajikistan and Afghanistan were considered one contiguous 

political region, with the amir of Bukhara ruling the now northern Afghan cities of 



 - 42 -   

Balkh and Kunduz. The nineteenth century even saw increased influence of amirs of 

Bukhara in Kabul. In 1839, after the first British-Afghan war when the British drove the 

Afghan king Dost Mohammad from power in Kabul, he took refuge with the amir of 

Bukhara. Inversely, when Bolshevik army of Marshal Frunze attacked Bukhara in 1920, 

the amir of Bukhara fled to Dushanbe and then to Kabul.  

During the Russian expansion to Central Asia, Moscow annexed the northern 

part of today’s Tajikistan in 1868. The rivalry with British Raj prompted Russia to annex 

the entire Pamirs and the region came under the Governor-General of Turkestan based in 

Tashkent. Meanwhile, China recaptured Eastern Turkestan and named it the New 

Territories, or Xinjiang.31 In 1891, after Tsarist forces gained the advantage on the 

British at the Battle of Bozai Gombas in the southern Pamirs, Russian and British 

negotiators established the new buffer state of Afghanistan.  In order to prevent the new 

Russian border from being contiguous with India, the Wakhan corridor, which divides 

Tajikistan from today’s Pakistan, was created in the Pamirs. The agreement implied that 

the Russians could claim control of Gorno Badakhshan, thereby establishing the Pamir 

knot within the Russian zone of control. This was done despite the fact that China, 

which had at least as much claim to Gorno Badakhshan as did Russia, was not party to 

the agreement. Maintaining that frontier between Tajikistan and Xinjiang was 

established on the basis of an unequal treaty, China has never consented to the 

legitimacy of this border (Gleason, 2001:79).            

Aside from the eastern part of the two countries’ borders, both of which have 

provinces Badakhshan with primarily Ismaili Muslims, the ethnic composition 

throughout northern Afghanistan and southern Tajikistan is anything but homogeneous. 

Due to policies of Afghan amirs and migration as a result of Bolshevik revolution and 

successive repressions of local populations, northern Afghanistan is inhabited by Persian 

speaking population, among whom there have been some ethnic Pashtuns, Sunni Tajiks, 

Shia Hazaras, Persian-speaking Arabs, Persian-speaking Tatars and Baluchis, Pashtu 

speakers and Turkic speakers (Uzbeks and Turkmens). Furthermore, ethnic identities in 

this zone are at times difficult to categorize due to cultural and other factors, that make 

for blurring of ethnic divides among the populations in this area. The same can be said 

                                                 
31 The area of Eastern Turkestan was first conquered by the Chinese Qing dynasty in 1759. China then 
retained its control over the territory for a century. In the 1850s and 1860s, Chinese possession of Eastern 
Turkestan was threatened by Russian expansion. The Russians conquered the city of Vermoi (today’s 
Almaty) in 1855 and were then pushing further eastwards.   
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for example about the Tajik and Uzbek population in the Ferghana valley. Moreover, as 

it will be argued later, ethnic and linguistic affinities are not necessarily the most 

determining factor with regard to the creation of solidarity groups and political 

allegiances in the region. As Payam Foroughi argues, “(…) the primary identification 

has not been with language, but with clan ties, some members of which speak different 

languages as in the immigrant Bokhara’is, many being Tajik speakers, others Uzbek. 

The identities of people in northern Afghanistan are shaped by social and political 

constraints, often discarding racial, linguistic and historical features” (Foroughi, 2002: 

50). An illustration of this logic can be perceived in the outcomes of presidential 

elections in Afghanistan in October 2004, when the Tajik population of Mazar-e Sharif 

voted predominantly for an ethnic Uzbek, warlord Abdul Rashid Dostum rather than for 

Panjshiri Tajik Yunus Qanuni or Pashtu Hamid Karzai, who received direct support 

from the ex-president of former mujahedeen government, Tajik Burhanuddin Rabbani 

(the Chairman of Jamiat-e-Islami).32 Regional affiliation outweighed ethnic ties. It 

should be noted, however, that specifically Tajik “ethnic” identity in Afghanistan (and 

generally elsewhere in Central Asia) is much weakened by strong regionalist identities 

among Tajiks. Thus in case of Qanuni, the fact of being Panjshiri might have in itself 

alienated him from other Tajik groups and prevented him from receiving their support. 

As we will see in the section dedicated to solidarity groups, a particular feature of 

localism is that it generally overweighs ethnicity and ideological affiliation (Roy, 2004: 

63). 

Since its creation, the Afghan-Tajik border has proved to be extremely porous. 

Persecuted tribal leaders, mullahs, Basmachis33, bandits, “capitalist” merchants and 

illicit traffickers frequently took refuge in each other’s territories. Lots of traditional 

Muslim holy shrines (mazars) and other holy places, such as the city of Mazar-e Sharif 

were since then for Central Asian Muslims situated across the border, but this did not 

prevent Muslim pilgrims from visiting them. Several important flows of refugees across 

the border in both directions stroke the region in the twentieth century: after the two 
                                                 
32 Personal communication with Shahin Egraghi (SRSP) and Bengt Kristiansson (Secretary General, 
SCA), January 2005. 
33 The Basmachi movement, active from 1919 to 1936 (resp. to 1941 when the last groups moved to 
Afghanistan) was born out of the Bolsheviks’ refusal to acknowledge the particularities of the Islamic 
tribal system of the region, based on the supremacy of Sharia and the institution of private land-ownership 
(Rashid 1994: 167). Similarly, half a century later, the Afghan revolt against the communist regime will 
also burst out at the moment when the peasantry will perceive government’s land reforms as a direct threat 
to its traditional way of life (Spolnikov, 1994: 99-100; Paksoy, 1991: 5-20).    
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waves of refugees due to respectively Bolshevik and Stalinist repressions in Tajikistan, 

another exodus took place with Tajiks fleeing the civil war in 1992-1993, pursued by 

Kulabi militias. In 1997, with the advance of Taliban from Kabul into northern 

Afghanistan, many sought refuge in Tajikistan.  

Besides refugees, also various guerrilla and armed criminal groups participating 

to the conflicts in Afghanistan and Tajikistan in the 1990s were used to moving freely on 

and across both sides of the border.34 These trans-border links fuelled and prolonged the 

conflict in neighbouring Tajikistan. Specifically, the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan 

(IMU) incursion from Afghanistan to Tajikistan and further on to the Batken region in 

Kyrgyzstan in 2000 may point to the fact that the underlying interests of this operation 

resulted rather from logics of the Taliban’s military confrontation with Massud forces in 

the northeast of Afghanistan, than from any other military goal of the IMU in Central 

Asia, perhaps except for drug trade (Naumkin, 2003: 18-24). As Svante Cornell 

suggests, the military force of the IMU deployed in the operation was not sufficient to 

reach any mid- or long-term gain in the region, but the incursion could make sense were 

it intended to break the flow of assistance that Massud’s forces, the last serious obstacle 

to the Taliban’s domination of Afghanistan, were receiving from Central Asia (Cornell, 

2004: 15).  

Obviously, the transparent border has also been exploited by criminal groups, 

involved above all in drug trafficking. Throughout late 1990s, it became apparent that 

armed incursions from Afghanistan to Tajikistan served not only for political –military 

purposes, but also as an instrument and cover for narcotics trafficking (Cornell, 

2004:18). Afghan central authorities have had traditionally very weak impact over the 

security in the border areas with Tajikistan. Similarly, the border was far from secured 

on the Tajik side and the ambivalent role of its Russian border guards, as well as of the 

201st Motorized Rifle Division (composed mostly of ethnic Tajiks), is still to be fully 

                                                 
34 As it will be argued below, the tradition of these incursions was upheld in the 1980s by Hizb-e Islami’s 
(Hekmatyar’s faction) subversive missions in Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, with incentives from Pakistani 
secret services ISI (Djalili and Grare, 1998:125); see also (Grare, 1997). Hekmatyar’s birthplace and 
powerbase during the 1980s and 1990s, Imam Saheb, is contiguous to the Tajik region of Panj (Roy, 
2000:155). Throughout the 1990s, both Massud and Hekmatyar got involved in Tajikistan’s civil war 
(Rashid, 1994:177). The Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) is the last major armed group to have 
crossed the Afghan-Tajik border in order to lead military actions in Tajikistan, namely from 1999 to 
2001). French scholars Mariam Abou Zahab and Olivier Roy closely observed fundamentalist subversive 
actions in the Tavildara and the Ferghana Valleys, as they were realized respectively by Hekmatyar, the 
Taliban themselves and their Uzbek allies, the IMU (Abou Zahab and Roy, 2002: 11-17, see also 
Naumkin, 2003: 18-24). 
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assessed. The least what can be said is that the Russian troops dispatched along the 

border are regularly involved in various illegal activities: long-standing allegations have 

been made on the use of military aircrafts to move heroin consignments directly into 

Russia (McDermott, 2002: 11). Justin Walker, a CACI analyst, notes: “It is also clear 

that border security on the Afghan side [of the Afghan-Tajik border] is extremely weak 

and operates outside the control of the central Kabul administration. Commanders in 

charge of the Afghan provincial border authorities are suspected of having strong links 

to the illegal drugs trade. These same commanders also have close links with Tajikistan 

through clan and family ties. (…) These aspects combined make Tajik drug routes an 

attractive, and somewhat easy, option” (Walker, 2004).  

Thus, we can conclude that the historical legacy and use made of the 1340km 

long Afghan-Tajik border by local sub-national or transnational actors have till so far bid 

defiance to interests of  Tajik and Afghan central authorities (if/when there were any). 

 Bearing in mind these historical and topographical features that predispose the 

Afghan-Tajik border to remain porous and transparent, could it be that the failure in 

securing the border points toward general failure of state authorities and decline of the 

state in both Afghanistan and Tajikistan?  

 

3.1.2 The retreat of the state: fragmentation, regionalization and civil wars in the 

1990s 

 The working hypothesis underlying my analysis in this section is that the process 

of exacerbation of Tajik regionalism, since the late 1980s, resulted to a large extent from 

Afghan influences and afghanisation of politics in Tajikistan. In this sense it could be 

argued that political unrest spread from Afghanistan to Tajikistan, where, ignited by 

local dynamics and post-Soviet political transition, would consequently burst out into a 

violent civil war. Examining this hypothesis will then be the first step in assessing to 

what extent the political situation in Afghanistan and its regional implications find their 

resonance in the political development of Tajikistan.  

I will focus on the process of political and regional fragmentation that occurred 

respectively in Afghanistan and Tajikistan, and created strengthened regional-based 

loyalties at the expense of central authorities of both countries. Regionalism seems to be 

both cause and effect of the retreat of the state in Afghan and Tajikistan in the 1990s. 
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a) Statehood versus tribalism in Afghanistan 

 In scholarly literature on Afghan and Tajik politics in the 1990s, it became 

customary to refer to the ‘fragmentation’ of both countries or to their being failed states 

(Akiner, 2001; Dorff, 2005; Merry, 2004; Rubin, 1995a; Schetter, 2005). However, it is 

necessary to acknowledge that the ethnic, linguistic, tribal, clan and other fault lines of 

Afghanistan and Tajikistan, obscured at times, have always existed below the surface 

and explain the countries’ complex politics. Charlick-Paley, Williams and Oliker argue 

that the contested state emerges “where weak institutionalization and political 

mobilization combine to create instability.” Such a state, they note, is characterized by 

low levels of legitimacy, control and authority of the government, low state capacity for 

governance, non-state affiliations and loyalties, violent politics, and emergence of 

political and economic independent structures at the expense of law enforcement 

authorities of the state (Charlick-Paley, William and Oliker, 2003:11-12).  The contested 

state is the last stop on the way to complete state failure. Is this where Afghanistan and 

Tajikistan arrived in the 1990s?  

 Until the nineteenth century the societies that preceded today’s Afghans were 

marked by extreme statelessness. Power was limited to feudal alliances and was 

characterised by a plethora of overlapping loyalties: villages, valley communities, clans, 

tribes, religious groups and Sufi orders made up the most important frames of political 

reference for identity and action on which power was based. This marked segmentation 

of society was an obstacle to the implementation of institutionalised power. The rule of 

Indian Moguls, the Persian Safavids and the Uzbek Shaibanis who shared control over 

the area that is now Afghanistan from the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries was thus 

based solely on personal loyalties. The ruling presence of these empires was thus only 

indirect and remained weak. Afghanistan properly speaking emerged in 1747 as an 

association of tribes and ethnic groups ruled by traditional charismatic leaders and 

cemented through the sharing of loot and state-income extracted from external sources, 

mainly from India and Turkestan. Statehood in this sense was conceived in terms of 

loyalty affiliations and military power rather than being an outcome of measures 

destined to cement national unity or ideology. In Ludwig Adamec’s famous Historical 

dictionary of Afghanistan, the entry “Afghan” comes as follows: “A citizen of 

Afghanistan. Until the early twentieth century only Pashto-speakers were referred to as 

Afghans, whereas other citizens of Afghanistan were called by their ethnic designations 
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(…) In the process of nation building, the term gained acceptance as a designation for 

all citizen of Afghanistan” (Adamec, 1991: 13). The terms Afghan and Pashtun have 

often been used without distinction to refer to the inhabitants of a region that since very 

ancient times has been the crossroads of Asia. Invasions and migrations have left an 

extremely complex ethnic, linguistic, tribal and cultural patchwork that may point to the 

fact that there is no such thing as an Afghan. The Pashtuns referred to themselves as 

Pashtuns; the Persians were the first to call them Afghans.35 While they were 

numerically in majority and politically dominant since the emergence of the Pashtun 

Durrani dynasty founded by Ahmad Shah in 1747, the Pashtuns are only one of the 

twenty distinct groups that coexist in contemporary boundaries in Afghanistan (Dupree, 

1980: 57-65). This segmentation of social identities and political power meant that apart 

of clear geographical borders, such as the Amu Darya or the Indus river, exact territorial 

boundaries rarely existed. The approximate extent of settlement by Pashtun tribes, 

reaching from Herat through Kandahar to Indus and to Kabul, was until the nineteenth 

century very vaguely referred to as Pakhtunkhva by the Pashtun populations, while the 

Persian speakers preferred Afghanistan, and all together used the term Khorassan as 

well. What is today southern Afghanistan was referred to politically and administratively 

Zabulistan, and the region between the Hindu Kush and the Indus was called Kabulistan. 

The term sarr hadd (frontier area) meant very loosely the area to the north-west of the 

Sulaiman mountains. Today’s northern Afghanistan was denominated alternately as 

Turkistan, Bactria, or Balk, and central Afghanistan as Hazarajat or Ghor (Dupree, 1980: 

57-65). As Conrad Schetter rightly puts it, the principal cause of these toponymic 

overlaps is to be attributed to the absence of penetration by any dominating political rule 

(Schetter, 2005: 55). 

  As regards the failure of the state, what failed in Afghanistan was the effort by 

successive rulers since Abdur Rahman, the Iron Amir (1880-1901), to build and impose a 

strong, centralized nation-state with foreign assistance. Only between 1887 and 1893 did 

British India and Russia provide Afghanistan with precisely defined territorial borders 

and create a state, under the rule of the Durrani dynasty, called Afghanistan within this 

territory. Interestingly, this new state lay far to the north of the area that had historically 

been understood as Afghanistan still at the beginning of the nineteenth century. And most 

                                                 
35 For etymology of the term Afghan, see Rasanayagam, 2005: xvi. 
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importantly, this delineation of borders took no account of cultural and ethnic 

homogeneity. In order to stabilize institutionally their power, and in the name of national 

unity, the Durranis brought under their direct rule all autonomous local communities, 

Pashtun or non-Pashtun, by decimating their leadership through executions, confiscation 

of property, forced exile or imprisonment, or even by relocating entire populations 

(Rasanayagam, 2005: 13). Thus, to the question “Is the term ‘failed state’ applicable to 

Afghanistan?” the brief answer is “no”, because Afghanistan has never been a state 

defined in the Westphalian (and strongly Eurocentric) sense. Abdur Rahman’s state-

building was accomplished by coopting members of his family and of their 

Mohammadzai clan into the centralized state structures, thus establishing paternalism, 

nepotism, favouritism and tribalism as the constitutive principles of the Afghan state until 

the communist seizure of power. From then, Pashtuns belonging to Durrani tribes 

consolidated their hold over state and society, often at the expense of other tribal and 

ethnic groups: their traditions and cultural norms were projected as being synonymous 

with the national identity of Afghanistan (ICG Report N.62, 2003:2).36 Pashtun tribal 

leaders commanded most military forces and provided the amir with an army and cavalry 

(lashkar). To create a force independent from the tribes, the king established non-Pashtun 

professional units under his direct command. Throughout its history, state-building 

projects in Afghanistan were doomed to have only a very limited impact on society. The 

Afghan state was always too weak to destroy tribal power and to control rural areas. The 

periphery, which evaded state control, remained armed to assure the tribes’ defence from 

foreign military incursions, as well as to maintain the rural order of local communities. 

Afghan state building relied on a precarious formula of rural communal self-defence that 

fed on the strong pro-self rule potential along Afghanistan’s periphery, which was further 

exasperated during the 1980s and 90s warfare.  

 The repercussions of the civil war dismantled the old state and tribal networks of 

power and authority, leaving the field open to modernized social groupings based on 

warlordism, and/or on foreign support and imported ideologies.37 The resistance that 

followed the Soviet invasion of 1979 as well as the subsequent civil war allowed non-
                                                 
36 From then, an interesting dichotomy developed at the level of Afghan national jurisprudence in terms of 
“power-struggle” between state-run jurisprudence based on Shariat and Pashtun tribes-sponsored code of 
(pre-islamic) customary law, or Pashtunwali. The discrepancy in-between these two systems naturally 
reemerged during the Taliban rule and was inherent to a large part of Mullah Omar’s decrees by which he 
ruled the country (Centlivres, 2004: 131).  
37 This section draws heavily on my previous research on Afghanistan, see Mužík, 2003. 
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Pashtun ethnic groups to assert political and economic autonomy both from the state and 

from Pashtun dominance. This process brought further regional fragmentation of 

Afghanistan along political and sometimes ethnic and/or religious lines that enhanced 

self-help character and patterns of mutual-assistance of local communities in strive for 

power and survival. Thus the once centralized power of the state had to give way to a 

plethora of locally organized social and political units. After the collapse of the army in 

April 1992, mujahidin and some former government militias coalesced into several 

ethno-regional political- military coalitions. The dissolution of the Pashtun-dominated 

central state, combined with the vast, uncontrolled supplies of weapons from both sides, 

provided an opportunity to assert either autonomy from the center (elites of the Hazara 

and Uzbek ethnic groups) or greater control over it (Tajik elites). Though relatively 

homogeneous solidarity groups led these coalitions, they did not engage in mass 

mobilization around an explicit ethnic discourse or project (Hazaras excepted to some 

extent). After the collapse of the USSR and the Afghan state, the first at least partly 

successful attempts at re-centralization of state power came only with the emergence of 

the Taliban. This group appeared in southern Afghanistan in the fall of 1994. Pakistani 

support for a Pashtun group, combined with that group’s extensive intertwining with 

networks within Pakistan, changed the meaning of the Pashtun question for Pakistan and 

has led to a violent rebalancing of ethnic power in Afghanistan in favor of Pashtuns, who 

had temporarily lost power to the newly armed non-Pashtun groups (Rashid, 2000). 

After the fall of Najibullah’s communist regime, the mainly Tajik Jamiat-i Islami 

party under President Burhanuddin Rabbani controlled the central government in Kabul. 

During this period, from 1992 to 199638, clear fragmentation of Afghan territory along 

regional, and to a lesser extent ethnic lines took place as a function of new geopolitical 

environment that emerged after the break down of the state (Dorronsoro, 1997:220). 

Loss of territorial control is to my mind the strongest evidence of the decline of 

statehood and absence of state structures in Afghanistan in this period. In terms of 

military and political control, Afghanistan was then divided into five areas: in the north, 

Uzbek warlord Abdul Rashid Dostum had control over the Faryab, Jozjan, Balkh, 

Samangan, Baghlan and (partly) Kunduz  provinces; in the northeast, Tajik commander 

Ahmad Shah Massud, affiliated to Burhanuddin Rabbani, controlled the Takhan, 

                                                 
38 In 1996 the Taliban captured Kabul. 
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Badakhshan, Parwan, Kapisa and parts of Kunduz provinces; in the central highlands, 

the Hazara organizations, especially Hezbe Wahdat, had control over the Bamyan, parts 

of Ghor, Uruzgan, and Ghazni provinces; in the west, Tajik commander Ismail Khan 

ruled over the Badhgis, Herat and parts of Ghor and Nanganhar provinces; and ten of the 

remaining southeastern, southern and southwestern Pashtun provinces were controlled 

by the Taliban, after they had marginalized39 or integrated other significant Pashto 

factions. For the Taliban, a largely Pashtun fundamentalist movement that ruled most of 

the country from 1996 to 2001, the way was paved by Pashtun opposition to a Tajik 

dominated political order, and support from Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. If the Taliban 

reintegrated large parts of the country during their rein in Kabul, from 1996 to 2001, this 

was due only to military marginalization of their rivals. No further state-building 

attempts were made. This movement rather exasperated ethnic and religious divisions 

within Afghan society. Still, rather than from ethnicity and ethnic conflict, the new form 

of political space within Afghanistan resulted from factional divide (ICG Report N. 64, 

2003: 8-10). It was often argued, especially in western media, that the use of ethnic and 

sub-ethnic solidarity to mobilize military and political action has increased the ethnic 

polarization of Afghan society during the war years. It is true that the immediate post-

Taliban Afghanistan was actually ruled again by a handful of powerful regionally based 

warlords who headed military–political organizations, whose boundaries were defined 

largely in ethnic or religious terms. Nonetheless, such views are to my mind too much 

objectifying. It is important to bear in mind that ethnic and tribal loyalties are not fixed. 

They remain subject to political negotiations. Fundamentalist leaders like Gulbuddin 

Hekmatyar, for example, have played both pan-Islamic and ethnic cards, as and when 

needed. If ethnicity is one of the primary fault lines around which politicians wage their 

battles for power today Afghanistan, it is definitely not the only one. 

In December 2001, U.S.-led forces ousted the Taliban, and an Interim 

Administration was installed by the UN-brokered Bonn Agreement. Though headed by 

an ethnic Pashtun, Hamid Karzai, leaders of the Shura-yi Nazar-i Shamali (Supervisory 

Council of the North), mainly Tajiks from the Panjshir Valley, dominated the cabinet.40 

                                                 
39 Such as Hekmatyar’s Hezbe Islami, one of the so-called resistance historical parties established in 
Peshawar during the 1980s (Mužík, 2003). 
40 Significantly, all of the three so-called power ministries were held by Panjshiris: Yunus Qanuni 
(appointed as Minister of Interior, who later shifted to the Ministry of Education), Mohammad Qasim 
Fahim (Defense) and Abdullah Abdullah (Foreign Affairs). 
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The Emergency Loya Jirga (11-19 June 2002), which was expected to install a more 

balanced and hence more legitimate government, reinforced the monopoly of the Shura-

yi Nazar over the central government’s security organs (army, intelligence and police). 

The political map of Afghanistan in early 2002 was disconcertingly similar to the 

situation that prevailed between the fall of the communists and the emergence of the 

Taliban, a period of devastating war, particularly over control of the capital Kabul.  

To what extent have the outcomes of power struggle within Afghanistan 

contributed to the achievement of stability and peace in Tajikistan in the aftermath of 

tumultuous years of civil warfare in the 1990s? Before answering this question we need 

to examine what lies behind the dynamic internal politics in the newly independent 

Tajikistan.  

b) Statehood versus clan politics in Tajikistan 

The origins of the Tajik political nation are often traced back to the Samanid 

Empire (875-999), which at its height stretched from the plains of southern Kazakhstan 

to the Hindu Kush and from the Pamirs to northern Iran. The Samanids were the last 

Iranian dynasty to rule Central Asia and were overthrown by the Turkic Karakhanids. 

After this period, local rulers established small but semi-independent principalities in the 

mountainous regions that had little contact with the larger states on the plains. By the 

early nineteenth century there were two main regional powers on the plains: the Emirate 

of Bukhara in the west and the Khanate of Kokand in the Ferghana valley. Both were 

absorbed into the Russian Empire towards the end of the century, although the Bukharan 

Emirate – which had authority over the central and southern zones of Tajikistan – 

retained nominal autonomy until it was fully integrated into the USSR in the 1920s. 

Territories that were historically Tajik were initially placed within the new Uzbek Soviet 

Socialist Republic (SSR), whose leaders were soon accused of trying to ‘uzbekify’ Tajik 

society. Most authors agree that the reason why Tajikistan was ultimately carved out and 

established as an independent republic within the USSR in 1929 is to be looked after 

within the geopolitics interests of Moscow, namely in Stalin’s quest to counter Persian 

speaking Iran and Afghanistan by establishing a soviet Persian speaking republic on its 

own (Rasanayagam, 2005: 19-21; Karasar, 2000; Sengupta, 2002). Dushanbe, an 
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insignificant local bazaar town, became its capital.41 Tajikistan included the Leninabad 

province, but over half a million Tajiks and the Tajik centers of Bukhara and Samarkand 

remained in Uzbekistan giving rise to some grievances for Tajik nationalists. Tajikistan 

therefore approached independence with some serious structural weaknesses inherited 

from the Soviet era, concretely due to the process of “sovietisation” of Central Asia 

(Roy, 2000: 50-125). The Soviet period shaped many of the social, economic, and 

political features of contemporary Tajikistan. Firstly, it was the Soviet republic with the 

lowest per capita GDP; it was also the one with the highest demographic growth (3.3% 

in 1988). Secondly, geographic factors, communication infrastructure and economic 

development did not seem to make of independent Tajikistan a viable state (Roy, 1998: 

132).  

Tajikistan has four main natural zones. The largest and highest is the Badakhshan 

region in the east, consisting of the Pamir mountains and plateau, with an average height 

of 4,000m and individual peaks higher than 7,000m. Badakhshan borders China and 

Afghanistan but its main valleys have created traditional routes linking it to central 

Tajikistan in the west and Afghanistan in the south, fostering social exchange between 

the communities of these regions. The second natural zone is located in the centre of the 

country and stretches from Badakhshan to the Uzbek border in the west. It is dominated 

by three mountain ranges – the Turkestan, Zarafshan, and Hissar- each running along an 

east-west axis at altitudes ranging from 2,000m to 3,000m. In the centre-east of this zone 

is the Karategin valley, where the Garm and Tavildara areas are located. In the centre-

west is the Hissar valley where Dushanbe is located and whose communities are closely 

linked with the south and with Uzbekistan to the west. The third zone, in the south-west, 

corresponds to the Khatlon province. It is located between the Hissar range and the Amu 

Darya/Panj river. It borders Afghanistan in the south-east and Uzbekistan in the west. A 

north-south mountain chain divides this zone into the Kurgan-Tepe region to the west – 

with its Kofarnihon and Vakhsh river valleys – and the Kulyab region to the east. The 

fourth zone is in the north of the country, in the Zarafshan and Syr Darya river valleys, 

forming what used to be the Leninabad province, which was renamed Sogd in summer 

2000 (with Khojent as its capital). The northern area lies mostly in the fertile and 

                                                 
41 Dushanbe means Monday in Persian, its name thus relates to Dushanbe’s commercial function, which at 
the time preceding to its inauguration as the capital of the Soviet Tajikistan, seemed to be the only reason 
for its existence. 
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densely populated Ferghana valley, which extends into Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan. 

Thus, 90% of Tajikistan is highly mountainous: three mountain ranges cut off the 

distinct regions of Tajikistan, which are then more easily accessible from the 

neighboring countries then from Dushanbe. 

The absurd carving of the borders by Stalinist cartographers in the late 1920s 

exacerbated geographical fragmentation of Tajiks in Central Asia. This resulted in the 

development of strong regional identities at the expense of very weak nationalist feeling 

within Tajikistan. Observers agree that localism, referred to by Olivier Roy as the 

process of “(defining) factions above all by their geographical origin, reshaped and 

restructured as it was by population displacements of the Soviet period”, is the key to 

the war in Tajikistan (Roy, 1998: 136). In fact, regional factionalism exacerbated by 

intra-party competition existed in all the Central Asian republics. In Tajikistan, however, 

it also combined with inter-group antagonisms originating in Soviet policies of forcibly 

moving people to meet labor needs: reordering of identities that led to the rise of 

localism in Tajikistan occurred with the reformation of displaced groups around the 

kolkhozes (Roy, 1998: 136, Collins 2002). 

Gorbachev’s political reforms of the mid-1980s unleashed a tide of political 

discontent, regional rivalry, growing social tension and economic frustration. The ruling 

nomenklatura in Dushanbe, however, seemed oblivious to the need for comprehensive 

reform, occupied as it was with power-struggles among the major regional clans: 

Leninabad (Khojent), Kurgan-Tepe, Kulob and Gorno Badakhshan (Abazov, 2004: 60; 

Collins, 2005). 

 In 1990, several political groups emerged amid the political tension and 

demands for political reform, although the nomenklatura tried to severely limit their 

activities and Islamic political groups were banned altogether. Shortly after 

independence was declared in September 1991, the struggle for state power played out 

more or less peacefully, although with frequent public demonstrations in the capital. 

Nine presidential candidates contested the first multi-party elections, which were won by 

a former leader of the Communist Party. Yet a popular consensus on the legitimacy of 

his presidency remained elusive. Tension between supporters of the government and the 

opposition parties intensified to the point where different factions took up weapons.42 

                                                 
42 Between 20,000 and 60,000 people were killed in the first year of fighting when the war was at its peak, 
with most commentators judging that about 50,000 lives were lost between May and December 1992. 
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What occurred is that the old political elite – many of whom were from the northern 

Leninabad region (Khojent) – joined in a new alliance with people from the Kulyab 

region in the south, the latter being apprehended for their mobilization capacities based 

on regional loyalties. The Leninabadi/ Khojenti clan held political and economic power 

between 1929 and 1992, while the Kulyab clan dominated the security structures. The 

Kulabis had the capacity to muster armed groups to reinforce the government. The 

weakness of the overarching national identity and government institutions was 

exacerbated by the inept leadership of Rahmon Nabiev, who was elected President of 

Tajikistan in November 1991. His major failure was his inability to restore and maintain 

consensus between distinctive cultural regions of the country, which had been 

undermined in the late Gorbachev period. Local elites in Leninabad in the north, Kulob 

in the south, Garm in the centre, Hissor in the west, and Badakhshan in the east formed 

political parties and organizations that mobilized mass support exploiting traditional 

values in the respective communities. In a post-communist political system where (a) a 

new elite agreement on power-distribution had yet to be reached, (b) the decision of the 

majority could be reversed by violent means, and (c) the majority was not inclined to 

show self-restraint in treating the interests of regions which were marginalized in the 

soviet era (namely the Pamiris), the abilities of potent regional clan networks to mobilize 

supporters became the most fundamental factor in the fight for power. The balance of 

power in the government alliance shifted to the Kulabis as the war continued. By the end 

of the decade the Leninabadi old guard would have been marginalized and ousted from 

government: the Kulabi faction retained power under President Emomali Rahmonov. 

The democratic-Islamic movements which emerged in the late-Soviet period have 

obtained the majority of their support from the economically and politically 

underrepresented Garm and Pamirs regions (Collins, 2005). A coalition of new 

opposition parties and their armed supporters emerged to oppose the government 

forces.43 The largest of these parties was the Islamic Renaissance Party (IRP), with its 

stronghold in the south-west. The IRP aligned itself with the new Democratic Party of 

                                                                                                                                                
According to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 600,000 people – about one-tenth of the 
population – were internally displaced and at least 80,000 sought refuge outside the country, mostly in 
Afghanistan (Abazov, 2004: 60).  
43 Most of these parties identified themselves by ideology, (e.g., promoting 'democracy' or 'Islamic values' 
or a revitalized 'Tajik nation') but drew their support from a particular region .Where regional identity 
came into conflict with political ideology, regional affiliation generally outweighed (Foroughi, 2002: 46-
49). 
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Tajikistan (DPT), the Rastokhez popular movement composed mainly of Dushanbe-

based intellectuals with a Tajik nationalist agenda, and La’li-Badakhshan, a party whose 

members were primarily Pamiri people advocating greater autonomy for the 

mountainous Badakhshan region in eastern Tajikistan (Dudoignon, 1998: 52-81).44  

The dissolution of the Soviet institutional background with its mechanisms of 

social control and public order had subverted also the notion of central authority in 

Tajikistan. However, it is necessary to note that, similar to Afghanistan, the fight for 

power among Tajik factions was waged as fight for a greater share in central authority. 

All warring factions have predominantly concentrated on defending their historical areas 

(Nourzhanov, 2005: 111). 

 The two main blocks of solidarity groups involved in the conflict (1992-1997) 

are thus primarily defined by geographic origin: in the pro-government camp, the 

Kulabis allied themselves to the Leninabadis. As the war progressed, some of these 

groups united in the United Tajik Opposition (UTO), under the leadership of Sayed 

Abdullo Nuri, to further their military effort and to participate in peace negotiations.45  

This was a conflict between sub-ethnic groups of the Tajiks, who represented different 

regions of the country. The Kulobis and Garmis were protagonists in the confrontation, 

assisted, respectively, by ethnic Uzbeks and Hissoris, and Pamiris. The Northern elite 

(predominant under the Soviet regime) preferred to stay neutral. In May 1992, it blocked 

the Anzob pass, severing Leninobod from the rest of the republic, thus rendering any 

attacks from the South impossible.  

The warring Tajik factions largely depended on support from foreign sponsors, 

yet this support was never sufficient to give either side absolute superiority. Initially, the 

pro-government faction benefited from the efforts of Russia and other Central Asian 

countries, Karimov’s Uzbekistan above all, to restore stability and retain the (non-

Islamist) status quo by deploying CIS ‘peacekeeping’ troops to guard the Tajik-Afghan 

border. The UTO forces benefited from the support of northern Afghan leaders and field 

commanders and were able to base themselves across the border in Afghanistan 

                                                 
44 The Pamiris had been encouraged by the Soviet authorities to enroll for career in the secret services, 
KGB and MVD, at the time of Soviet invasion in Afghanistan (for their Ismaili relatives in Afghanistan, 
perhaps as the only ethnic/religious group, integrally supported the communist regime). Garmis were also 
present in the armed forces, Olivier Roy notes: “The relative neutrality of the Russian 201st Division based 
in Dushanbe, when the opposition seized power in May 1992, is explained more by the fact that its head, 
General Ashurov, was a Garmi than by instructions from Moscow” (Roy, 1998: 136).  
45 Peace negotiations were started immediately after the hot escalation of 1992-1993. 
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(Horsman, 1999: 38-39).46 As the spiral of internal violence unfolded, guerilla groups, 

self-defence units, criminal gangs and other illegal armed formations multiplied. The 

war brought them forth and it was in their interest to protract it. Opposition leaders and 

their Kulobi opponents agreed on a cessation of fighting twice, on 29 June 1992 in 

Qurghonteppa and on 27 July 1992 in Khorugh, but both times the truce was violated on 

the day of signing by independent field commanders. Control over lucrative enterprises, 

such as cotton plantations, oil refineries and motor depots, was a major attraction to 

them. Later on, the Taliban advance in 1994-95 partly prompted the Tajik peace talks. 

The rapid rise of the deobandi-wahhabi Islamist and ethnic Pashtun-based Taliban 

movement in Afghanistan in 1995-96 dramatically changed the regional geopolitical 

context. Fears that the Taliban might threaten Tajikistan encouraged foreign 

governments to pressure their Tajik allies to negotiate a settlement to the war. They 

subsequently provided practical support to the peace process. Similar fears provoked the 

Tajik factions into a pragmatic awareness that continued warfare could threaten the 

future independence of the country they aspired to control; a power-sharing compromise 

to govern a unified country was preferable by far to loosing the country entirely (ICG 

Report N.30, 2001: 25). However, peace negotiations that culminated in the 1997 

General Agreement and the consequent state building did not wipe out factionalism from 

Tajikistani politics. While the central government (Rahmonov regime) cemented control 

of northern and southern parts of the country, various opposition forces kept their 

influence over central parts and the Pamirs at the expense of the government. Several 

violent clashes, Khudoyberdiyev’s incursion into Leninabad in 1998, and above all the 

IMU military incursions from the late 1990s to 2001, undermined stability in the 

country: Afghanistan continued to be the major threat to Tajikistan, while many among 

opposition Tajik warlords continued to foster ties with their Afghan counterparts.47  

With the changed geopolitical situation in the region, the US arrival to the region 

and outcomes of war in Afghanistan, domestic balance of power within the government 

forces shifted further towards the Kulyabi clan at the expense of the Garmis (Abazov, 

2004: 63). Despite the power-sharing regime, Rahmonov government’s power was 

centered on his own Dangarin vilayat, and partly on the cooptation of some elements of 

                                                 
46 The proxy war aspect of both Tajik and Afghan conflict will be examined in the section 3.2.4. 
47 The IMU, that took active part in the civil war in Tajikistan after it had been wiped out from 
Uzbekistan, was linked to the government structures in Dushanbe through their old Islamist camarades de 
guerre, who were invited to enter government posts, such as Mirzo Zoev (Cornell, 2004: 13). 
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the IRP (Collins, 2005: 256). In this sense, Rahmonov instrumentalized his clan network 

and the leaders of a part of opposition forces to get rid of his political opponents from 

other clans. Moreover, the new regime applied to isolate the Gharm and Gorno 

Badakhshan regions from any access to substantial reconstruction funds and limited the 

incorporation of local clan members into the power-sharing structures (ICG Report 

N.30, 2001:  30).  Despite the cooptation of a part of former opposition forces, the 

rationale behind Tajikistani politics did not change substantially, and Rahmonov’s 

regime continued to rely on clan networks and substantial economic and military support 

provided by Russia (Collins, 2001: 256; ICG Report N.30, 2001:  30).    

 The current power-sharing regime represents a step forward for state stability 

and regime legitimacy; but tension continues as regional armed authorities retain 

significant control, while the central government can claim to control little territory 

outside the capital (although it has been cracking down with raids and attacks). Tension 

between groups and regions remains a volatile factor. Moreover, many regional leaders, 

despite ostensible incorporation into the government, are not trusted by the Rahmonov 

regime (Nourzhanov, 2005: 109). Local groups, in turn, assert that the government does 

not distribute funds and resources to former opposition strongholds. In addition to the 

incalculable human costs of war, Tajikistan’s already weak economy and infrastructure 

were devastated. Although it is difficult to state precisely the size of the underground 

economy, it seems that illegal trafficking in Tajikistan’s main exports- aluminium, 

cotton, gold and above all, narcotics – is the most dynamic sector. The strengthened 

criminal networks increasingly hold power that draws politicians, bureaucrats, and 

militia leaders into patron-client linkages that permeate society and blur the boundaries 

between politics and crime (ICG Asia Briefing, 2004: 2).  

 

3.1.3 Cross-border conflict dynamics: emergence of an interconnected Afghan-

Tajik space 

 Analysis presented in the previous parts leads us to conclude that the political 

development in the 1990s exacerbated the fragmentation of Tajikistan’s political space. 

If the specific historical features of Afghan statehood make it impossible to classify 

Afghanistan as a ‘failed state’, there is no doubt that the post-Soviet (and in this sense 

‘post-colonial’) Tajikistan perfectly fits such a categorization, at least with regards to its 
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developments in the early 1990s. Through mediation by various transnational actors and 

solidarity groups, Afghanistan has been playing a significant role eversince the outburst 

of political instability in Tajikistan in the late 1980s: 

- Firstly, the Soviet involvement in Afghanistan and the proximity to an epicentre 

of violence provided the opportunity for elements of future Tajik civil war to get 

exposure to violence and its instrumentalization as a politics-making tool. Not only 

Namangani of the IMU, but also Himatzade, leader of IRP, Khudoberdyev48 and many 

others got direct field experience with the Afghan Mujahidin, either fighting them or 

fighting with them against the Soviets. Moreover, the war in Afghanistan conditioned 

the power-sharing among Tajik clans, notably by enabling the Pamiris to join the armed 

structures of the government (Dudoignon, 1998: 57).  

- Secondly, the Afghan war, fought by Mujahidin and supported by jihad 

ideology-propagating official discourses of Pakistan (ruled by Zia-ul Haq), Iran 

(Ayatollah Khomeyni) and Saudi Arabia (exporting wahhabism world-wide as a part of 

its ideological competition with Iran over influence in the community of Muslim 

countries) and instrumentalized by the U.S., inspired the re-emergence of Islamist 

political movements in Central Asia. Afghan jihad finds its parallel in Basmachi 

rebellions of the 1920s and 1930s that deeply affected Tajik society and ousted in an 

exodus of one fourth of the population to Afghanistan. At the independence, Tajikistan 

was the only post-Soviet country in Central Asia where Islamist parties were allowed to 

enter the political arena. 

- Thirdly, a tradition of military involvement and support in-between 

Afghanistan and Tajikistan was established. Moreover, both IRP and IMU used 

Afghanistan as a strategic depth and background base to launch their operations into 

                                                 
48  Mahmud Khudoberdyev, who led the first motorized infantry brigade of Tajikistan up until fleeing the 
country in 1997, is a case in point. A Tajik–Uzbek ethnic mélange, he played a key role in the Tajik civil 
war, having sided with the former communists and later having led several mini armed uprisings and two 
failed putsches. According to Nourzhanov, he was the only warlord in Tajikistan with solid military 
background (Nourzharov, 2005: 115). Khudoberdyev’s use of violence to convey his dissatisfaction with 
government policies, including his attempted control of the Tursonzoda aluminum smelter, were most 
likely influenced by his military training and his experiences in the war in Afghanistan. His last raid into 
Tajikistan in November 1998 was a relatively well-orchestrated invasion with as many as one thousand 
armed men (some of whom were ethnic Uzbeks from Afghanistan) into the Leninabad province of 
Tajikistan from neighboring Uzbekistan. It was apparently intended as an attempt to negotiate a power 
deal with the central government. That move, however, backfired on Khudoberdyev. The invasion forced 
the first ever cooperation of the Tajik government troops and the former UTO fighters in routing 
Khudoberdyev’s men out of Leninabad, while having killed or arrested hundreds of them (ICG Report 
N.30, 2000: 19). 
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Tajikistan. Till 1987, Pakistani ISI encouraged Hekmatyar (born in Imam Saheb, within 

reach of the Tajik border) to undertake subversive missions in Tajikistan (Grare, 1997). 

In 1992, both Massud’s and Hekmatyar’s faction channelled military and financial aid to 

Dushanbe and other regions in Tajikistan: Hekmatyar was said by KGB officials to have 

armed four hundred militants in Dushanbe alone (Rashid, 1994: 177). Massud who in 

May 1992 became Afghan defence minister in the new Mujahidin government in Kabul 

was considered a Tajik national hero as he had raised Tajik prestige by defeating the 

Soviets in Afghanistan. The tradition of Afghan players’ involvements was later 

maintained by the Taliban (who allegedly supported, and might have induced to, the 

IMU in its Central Asian crusades), and by Dostum (who supported his fellow Uzbek 

warlord, Khudoberdyev, and, right at the beginning of the Tajik war, Safarov and Saidov 

in Dushanbe) (Nourzhanov, 2005: 116; Cornell, 2004). It seems that the Afghan support 

for Islamist opposition ignited and substantially prolonged political unrest in Tajikistan. 

The out-burst of violence in the first weeks of confrontations in Dushanbe and elsewhere 

was to a large part facilitated, if not entirely made possible, by the support to Tajik 

insurgent factions from Afghanistan. The incomes of war economy in Afghanistan 

provided Tajik opposition with substantial funds for the continuation of war. Not only 

large amounts of arms and military material were channelled from Afghanistan, but also 

each of the main commanders in northern Afghanistan at the time (i.e. Massud, 

Hekmatyar, and Dostum) send from four hundred to six hundred armed men to support 

war efforts in Tajikistan (Nourzhanov, 2005: 116, Rashid, 1994). A necessary step for 

the de-escalation of the conflict was assuring that Afghan allies, namely Massud and 

Dostum, would stop supporting their Tajik clients.49  

- Fourthly, the Taliban factor, namely their advance from Kandahar to Kabul 

(1994-96) and then to the north of Afghanistan (1996-98), proved to be a decisive 

incentive for prompting and renewing the peace talks in 1995-97. This, however, did not 

prevent the Taliban from exerting influence over Tajikistan’s politics via their allies and 

potential proxies, such as the IMU. 

- Last, but not least, Afghanistan’s transnational links with Tajikistan in the 

period of civil wars in both countries brought about what I would call the afghanisation 

                                                 
49 Inversely, it could be speculated that Massud was supporting Islamist factions in Tajikistan in the first 
time in order to increase his own leverage over the neighboring countries, Uzbekistan, Iran, and Russia, 
while bargaining about their aid in his own fight in Afghanistan. However, this would mean downplaying 
Massud’s enthusiastic attitude towards Tajik anti-government fighters.   
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of Tajikistan’s economy, an increasingly blurred divide in-between political armed 

factions, organized crime groups and private economic actors. In a sum, Afghanistan’s 

warlords-based political economy of war found its place also across the border in 

Tajikistan (Foroughi, 2002: 51; ICG, 2004; ICG, 2001). 

Instability and order in Tajikistan therefore were and continue to be connected to 

political, social and economic developments in Afghanistan. 

 

3.2 Structural features of the Afghan –Tajik complex 

 

 We have thus assessed that various geographical, political and geopolitical 

features of Tajikistan and Afghanistan predisposed these two countries to be mutually 

involved in the political, social and economic development of each other. Specifically, 

the role various Afghan actors played in the escalation, continuation and de-escalation of 

civil war in Tajikistan confirms the close and ambivalent relationship between the two 

countries in the 1990s. Furthermore, as we will see in this section, the Afghan factor’s 

impact on stability in Tajikistan is all but strengthened by an exchange of illegal 

economic activities, mainly related to cross-border drugs and arms trade. Its disruptive 

impact is not framed exclusively in hard political-military security issues. The Afghan-

Tajik relationship has had also tremendous social and economic consequences for the 

two countries.  Instability in Afghanistan both contributed to instability in Tajikista, 

namely by spreading the security culture from Afghanistan to Tajikistan, and was itself 

made worse by events there, the weakness and corruption of Tajik institutions and 

Russian military in Tajikistan being a major incentive to various mafia groups to 

intensify the opium economy in Afghanistan (Cornell, 2004; McDermott, 2002; Walker, 

2004). It is possible to argue that “interdependence” in security issues ties together 

security in Afghanistan and Tajikistan. To my mind, a prominent feature of security 

interdependence in the case of Afghan-Tajik space is that threats to security in this area 

are substantially generated by non-state actors (whether they be sub-state and/or 

transnational) rather than by states themselves. These security threats relate to various 

levels, sectors and referent objects of security. In general terms, the process of mutual 

conflict exchange started with Afghanistan becoming “the epicenter of violence”. 

Because of proximity and other historical-cultural links, Afghanistan affected 

neighbouring Tajikistan, generating an overall atmosphere of instability and war in the 
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period immediately following the dissolution of the Soviet Union and Tajikistan’s 

transition to independent statehood. Once the escalation of the Tajik conflict played out, 

the conflict dynamics in-between Afghanistan and Tajikistan spread along the political, 

military, social and economic vectors, typical for regionalized conflict formations where 

weak states persist. Paraphrasing Buzan, it is possible to argue that their security 

problems cannot be reasonably analyzed or resolved apart from one another. During the 

Tajik war, thousands of refugees, mainly from Qurghonteppa, where the fighting was 

fiercest, sought asylum in Afghanistan. The politico-military structures of the United 

Tajik Opposition were welcomed too. Apart from being able to establish its “strategic 

depth” in Afghanistan, the Tajik opposition received a constant supply of arms, 

ammunition and military training. Evidence suggests that Afghans fought alongside 

Islamist factions. Concrete proof is often sparse, circumstantial evidence suggests of 

their involvement is strong, especially as regards with the strongest Afghan factions of 

Massud, Dostum and Hekmatyar. Nevertheless, the most crucial factor in the Afghan-

Tajik nexus is surely the massive cross-border trade in narcotics which helped to foster 

conflict dynamics on both sides of the border. Pertaining to the existence of warlordism 

as the shaping factor of cross border military, political, social and economic dynamics, it 

is to my understanding inappropriate both at the levels of observation and action to refer 

to the Afghan-Tajik nexus in terms of “one-off” conflict spill-over.   

If the conflicts in Afghanistan and Tajikistan can be grasped as an interlinked 

conflict zone, there should be some structural features that prove not only their 

interconnection, but also account for their specificity when compared to other units in 

the region. We will elucidate this point by analyzing three, closely interlinked, structural 

features of the Afghan-Tajik space. Warlordism as a political, military, social and 

economic phenomenon encompasses and explains both internal dynamics of the 

conflicts, political economy of war that emerged in the area, as well as the impacts of 

engagement and proxy-war strategies of external stakeholders. 

 

3.2.1 Political space and identity formation: from solidarity groups to warlordism 

 Accordingly to the empirical analysis, the first structural feature of the Afghan-

Tajik conflict complex is to be perceived in the nature of sub-state security actors, which 

are organized on the basis a special case of informal social institutions, i.e. of solidarity 

groups.  
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 Olivier Roy defines the “solidarity group” (açabiyya) in the context of Middle 

Eastern and Central Asian societies, as a social network which is always founded on 

family and personal relationships. These solidarity groups either are committed to a 

national strategy in order to control the state or, on the contrary, become delocalized and 

internationalized within diasporas which create their own transnational networks. Roy 

notes: “solidarity groups are not the expression of the permanence of a traditional 

society within a modern State, but rather a recomposition of allegiance networks within 

a political space definitively modified by the existence of a State” (Roy, 1996: 5). In this 

sense it is possible to argue that solidarity groups are not the expression of the 

permanence of a traditional society within a modern state, but rather a recomposition of 

allegiance networks within a political space definitively modified by the existence of a 

state. As such, they are a product of the interactions in-between the state and the society 

it encompasses, confirming once again Migdal’s thesis on the state-society dynamic 

relationship. The recomposition of solidarity groups may take place through territorial 

establishment and the development of a community within sub-ethnic groups competing 

for power: that is for example the case of the Kulabis and the Garmis in Tajikistan, or of 

the Panjshiris in Afghanistan. 

 The solidarity groups, as constitutive units of social relations in Central Asian 

societies, generated political allegiances that finally took form of warlordism when 

combined to “modernizing” effects of modern warfare (as in the case of Afghanistan), 

eventually preceded by “sovietization” and criminalization of the clans in the late-Soviet 

period (as in the case of Tajikistan).  

 Originally applied to Norman chieftains in the early medieval period, the term 

‘warlord’ gained new significance in the 20th century, initially in reference to the 

provincial military commanders in China from 1911 to 1928. A warlord in China was a 

provincial general who controlled a certain territory with armed militias loyal to him 

(Giustozzi, 2005a, 1-2; Hills, 1997: 36-37). Between the 1960s and 1990s, the usage of 

the term expanded greatly all over social sciences, and gained a strong negative 

connotation, which was not a priori include in previous understanding of the term. It is 

possible to argue, however, that warlords as- in Weberian terms- charismatic leaders 

with private armies and funds existed in the Third World regions whenever centralised 

political-military control of the state broke down (Jackson, 2003: 131).  According to a 

recent synthesising research on the historiography of warlordism and the emergence of 
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militia leaders in many post-Cold War conflicts, Antonio Giustozzi presents a 

consensual definition of warlordism as follows:  

1) a warlord has full and autonomous control over a military force, which he can 

use at will; 

2) he operates at sub-state level, in regions from which the state has withdrawn or 

has in any case lost its monopoly over violence; 

3) he aims at benefiting as much as possible from state disorder, collapse or 

weakening; 

4) he is a neopatrimonialist, that is he is only or primarily concerned with his own 

benefit and does not fight for a ‘superior’ cause, although he might claim to 

represent regional or sectarian interests; 

5) he uses violence and coercion to maintain his power; 

6) he relies on a hard core of supporters (‘officers’ or ‘commanders’), but most of 

his troops are forcibly recruited, which helps to explain the inherently unstable 

and sometimes even flimsy nature of warlord polities; 

7) he lacks interest in changing the nature of the state that he is trying to overthrow 

or replace, if indeed he is interested at all in seizing the state (Giustozzi, 2005a: 

7). 

However, a problem with this definition arises, both at the conceptual and theoretical 

levels: above all, such a wide conception has no analytical value for its encompassing all 

sorts of leaders from ‘war entrepreneurs’ to tribal strongmen and charismatic ideological 

leaders. Consequently, it does offer only a very limited set of tools to international 

community for implementing policies aimed at re-establishing the state control over 

warlords-dominated territories. According to Giustozzi (2005a), Hills (1997), 

Nourzhanov (2005) and many other observers of Central Asia, it is possible to identify 

two basic types of warlords in the Afghan-Tajik space: those, motivated primarily by 

economic and private interests, and those motivated rather by political and ideological 

interests. On behalf of the second type of warlords, it is possible to posit that in order to 

be successful they also need to enjoy a degree of legitimacy in the eyes of the 

community they represent. In this sense, one of the defining features of warlordism is, 

that contrarily to mere bandits or mafia rings, warlords claim legitimacy and even a sort 

of governmental authority over the territory they control. The following is an “upgraded 
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definition” proposed by Giustozzi, which should better reflect the claim for legitimacy 

and the polity organizing aspect of warlordism:  

1) A warlord is recognized as a legitimate and maybe even charismatic military 

leader, because of his ability to provide important services to subordinate 

commanders, such as leadership, coordination, logistics and possibly others 

including foreign relations; 

2) as such, he needs to periodically wage successful military campaigns in order to 

maintain his legitimacy and justify his role; 

3) he has full and autonomous control over a military force, which he can use at 

will; 

4) he exercises political power over part of the territory of a state, where central 

authority has either collapsed or has weakened; 

5) he uses violence to maintain his power; as a result, he has little or no political 

legitimacy; 

6) he displays a neopatrimonialist attitude towards the polity that he is running, 

where institutionalization is weak or absent; 

7) he is only or primarily concerned with his own benefit and does not fight for a 

superior’ cause, although he might claim to represent regional or sectarian 

interests; 

8) as result, he lacks interest in changing the nature of the state that he is trying to 

overthrow or that has already been overthrown, and indeed his leadership role is not 

dependent on eventually seizing state power (Giustozzi, 2005a: 14). 

For the purpose of this paper, we should add, however, that contrarily to the canonical 

examples of the African warlords, the Afghan and Tajik warlords might not so much 

confront, or tolerate the state, but also to work in partnership with it. On many occasions 

in post-1997 Tajikistan and since 1992 in Afghanistan (with some exceptions to this 

under the Taliban regime) the warlords have worked on behalf of the state structures, 

were even integrated in the government structures (or have penetrated them directly as in 

Afghanistan), but never completely merged with the institutions of the state and acted as 

independent agents. What is essential for the cases of Afghanistan and Tajikistan is that, 

independently on whether they are rather war entrepreneurs or more politically oriented-

actors, warlords in these areas rely on traditional and/or reconstituted solidarity 

groupings. The ability of warlords to capture the regional rule in the Afghan-Tajik space 
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can be understood precisely if one uncovers the “solidarity groups system” which lies 

behind as the primary organizing principle. Warlords are recognized as subnational 

militarized leaders who can resist, co-operate with, or simply supply, the central 

authorities while participating to illicit activities. The power of warlords comes 

primarily from their “free-lance” private armies, and secondarily from their economic 

activities. These include (illegal) taxation, arms trading and barter deals, smuggling, 

illicit production, narcotics trafficking, looting and protection rackets. Interestingly, the 

process of transformation from solidarity groups into politico-military factions loyal to 

charismatic warlords was to a large part dissimilar in both countries. Also the nature of 

pre-existent solidarity groups in Afghanistan and Tajikistan was quite different. They 

came from different social environments and were affected by different historical 

experiences. The final outcome, however, was identical: warlords and their factions 

share very similar characteristics on both sides of Amu Darya.   

The development of the Afghan and Tajik conflicts indicates that despite the way 

political and military leaders exploited ideological, religious and ethnic divides in order 

to mobilize supporters, ethnicity and ideology were rather covering factional divides. 

With the exception of Hazaras in Afghanistan and ethnic Uzbeks in Tajikistan (these 

cases are more complex and require further clarification), political fragmentation 

generated along regional affiliations (such as “localism” in Tajikistan50) and other lines 

of political loyalties based on solidarity groups. Olivier Roy centered his analysis of 

Tajik conflict on a thesis that “ethnic violence in Central Asia is less the clash of 

traditional ‘ethnic groups’ than of groups formed by restructuring within the framework 

of the Soviet system” (Roy, 1998: 138). This system, through collectivization and the 

creation of the kolkhoz system, ‘territorialized’ solidarities and made them depend on a 

single source and collective framework for the distribution of public political, economic 

and social goods. These collectivities transformed themselves into a modernized variant 

of clan networks (Collins, 2004). 

The creation of solidarity groups seems to be even more complex in Afghanistan. 

In fact, the war achieved in Afghanistan what sovietization did in Tajikistan. 

Uninterrupted traditional allegiances, açabiyya, were partly strengthened and partly 

                                                 
50 Tajik localism is sometimes referred to as “mahalla-garoi“ (or mahalgera’y), what literally means 
“area-tropism” and is a Tajiki neologism coming from the Russian “mestnichestvo”, see Foroughi, 2002: 
46; and Roy, 2004: 44. 



 - 66 -   

contested by the emergence of new political entities that later transformed into warring 

factions. Resistance to the Soviet acquired most of its first-moment supporters among 

Islamist members and sympathizers of modern political movements or parties (whose 

leaders, such as Rabbani, Hekmatyar and Massud, were by that time in political exile in 

Pakistan).51 The former therefore were not traditional tribal/clan leaders and their 

emergence as leaders of new alternative power networks in a large part undermined 

traditional distribution of power in Afghanistan, especially in rural areas (Rasanayagam, 

2005: 103). The large-scale uprising as a mass movement in the country took place only 

later on, when it became clear that the communist regime’s reforms (notably the land 

and water reform) would pose a threat to the way of life of traditional rural communities. 

Moreover, warlordism as a reconstitution of solidarity groups also emerged among pro-

government forces in both countries: Dostum, after defecting from the communist 

forces, used his Uzbeks to give a coup de grâce to Najibullah’s regime. And similarly, 

general Khudoberdyev of Tajikistan did not hesitate to lead, among others, an incursion 

from Uzbekistan to Tajikistan with a well organized militia; however, he was less 

successful then his Uzbek colleague. In addition, the logic of açabiyya went also the 

other way round: in times of war, Massud could always count on a network of Panjshiris 

in the core of the communist headquarters in Kabul (Roy, 2004: 63).  

Ahmad Shah Massud in the northeast (Panjshir and parts of Badakhshan) and 

Abdul Rashid Dostum in the north were particularly successful in creating autonomous 

almost state-like units that encompassed both the needs of military organization and 

local-governance structure. Dostum even managed to issue his own currency. However, 

none of them had ambitions to create their own states; they were rather competing for 

the distribution of power on the national level. Massud always maintained an Islamic 

ideological discourse at the expense of any localism or separatism. Dostum, who by the 

way counted on the strong presence of ethnic Tajiks and Turkmens among his gunmen, 

showed by his balance of power “diplomacy” and shifting of alliances that he was also 

aiming at assuring a strong position within national political arena. Contrarily to the 

north, the southern parts of Afghanistan remained fragmented despite efforts of several 

                                                 
51 Pakistani officials had a lion’s share in “islamising” the resistance to the Soviets by channeling aid only 
to seven precariously chosen Islamist parties based in Peshawar. This meant in practice that all Afghani 
political organizations in Pakistan, that were willing to access the aid network conveyed by ISI, had to 
subscribe their allegiance under one of the seven “historical parties”. About historical context of 
Peshawar-based resistance, see Grare 1997. 
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Pashto leaders, among whom Hekmatyar was the most successful. Obstacles to 

unification of larger politico-military entities in the southern Pashtun belt came from 

tribal and clan divisions among Pashtuns. Only the Taliban were able, by mere use of 

force and money, to integrate the south of Afghanistan into a more durable and less 

decentralized political structure (Rubin, 1999). 

Nonetheless, it should be made clear that there is an apparent risk of 

overemphasizing the patterns of solidarity linkages in the Afghan and Tajik societies and 

it is always necessary to verify their part of contribution to social dynamics. Although 

the solidarity group system is to my mind the most permanent feature of social 

organization in Central Asia, it is still a social structure. And social structures are not 

pre-given to human agency, but rather inter-personally constructed. Their laws are not 

mechanical as the laws of nature. All this is to say that loyalties in Afghanistan 

especially in the 1990s sometimes changed purely in function of material and other 

interests of local groups. Buying off political loyalties and similar horse-trading 

activities became part of widely accepted rules of the war game (Roy, 1998). It 

happened then that kinship-based solidarity groups (that is to say the most tightly tied 

ones) were sometimes cut off by divergent political allegiances: Afghani families, 

especially in the north of Afghanistan, where Hekmatyar’s Hezbe Islami militias were 

competing with Massud’s Jamiat-e Islami, and both were fighting the communist army 

(strongly dominated by Dostom’s supporters in this area) had some relatives fighting in 

pro-communist troops whilst other members were involved in combat in the ranks of the 

mujahideen. This point highlights the risks of an excessively mechanical reading of 

Afghan-Tajik realities. Although the traditional as well as the modernized war-shaped 

solidarities constitute identities stable enough to be analyzed in the field of social 

sciences, there are cases when the patterns of power-distribution become an independent 

variable per se. Last, but not least, shifting and unpredictability of political loyalties are 

long-standing historical features of tribal and clan warfare in Central Asia. 

From a macro-perspective point of view, it can be argued that in two originally 

different contexts, two similar and simultaneous phenomena related to power-

distribution occurred in Afghanistan and Tajikistan: 

- Firstly, the constitution of sub-ethnic and territorialized solidarity groups 

(Kulobis, Garmis, Panjshiris); 
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- Secondly, the replacement of traditional elites by newly- emerged leaders who 

based their influence on reconstituted solidarity networks (Himatzade, 

Hekmatyar, Massud). 

Gradually, the military leaders (or “field-commanders”) crystallized their leadership 

position, all the way to progressively becoming more than just militias’ commanders. As 

Magnus and Naby point out on behalf of Afghanistan, “[field commanders] have 

moderated the political stand of the parties, and in conditions of civil war, they have 

created enclaves of peace and reconstruction while Kabul has deteriorated. The 

appellation warlord applies to most, and the danger for future lies in the field 

commanders’ unwillingness to surrender political power in favour of a central 

government or democratic institutions” (Magnus and Naby, 1998: 157). The 

“unwillingness of warlords to surrender political power” applies not only to the case of 

Afghan warlords, but also to their Tajik counterparts.        

Afghan mujahidin and Tajik factions fragmented into exclusivist regional 

groups. Afghan and Tajik societies were not homogenous enough to build trust beyond 

the clan, vilayat, qawm, wider solidarity group or region. In an environment 

characterized by the absence of reliable central authority, people were motivated by the 

goal of strengthening local community and ethnic group structures that could ensure 

immediate security and defend communities from external threats.52 Thus, warlordism 

did not appear as a particular kind of politics, or as a traditional inclination of local 

population to wage warfare. Warlordism emerged instead rather as a function of 

surrounding instability and insecurity. It filled the vacuum created by the absence of 

ordinary politics and by the lack of formal state institutions. From the military 

perspective, warlordism perfectly matched specific needs of guerrilla warfare, which is 

the form of combat perfectly appropriated to the difficult geography of the region. It also 

matched diverse interests and strategies developed by external stakeholders, who 

instrumentalized warring factions to pursue their own agenda. Indeed, the conflicts in 

Afghanistan and to a lesser extent the civil war in Tajikistan were waged as proxy wars. 

Adding to its tremendous impacts on the shaping of the political space in Afghanistan 

                                                 
52 Typically, regional militias secured several villages and important strategic points (roads, bridges, and 
facilities) and were generally loyal to mid-level commanders, who controlled parts of the provinces and 
were usually associated with a regional unit, party or organization run by a recognized leader. Consistency 
within the warlord units varied, and shifting loyalties, especially at mid-level, were often responsible for 
rapid changes and instability (ICG, 2002: 8).     
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and Tajikistan, warlordism has also directly emerged as a dynamic force in social and 

economic development. An essential aspect of warlordism is that it is de facto a way of 

privatizing warfare for personal interests. In an anarchical environment marked by the 

absence of central authorities, warlordism often means criminalizing warfare for one’s 

private interests.  

     

3.2.2 Political economy of war: privatization and criminalization of warfare 

 Exploiting the resources of a fragmented state, warlordism is conventionally 

described as an aspect of “political economy of war” (Rubin, 1999). Paine and 

Goodhand have described the state of the Afghan economy in the immediate post-

Taliban period as a three-fold economic system: (1) the warlord economy, (2) the black-

market economy, and (3) the coping or subsistence economy. The warlord economy is 

run by what the authors call “conflict entrepreneurs”, that is by regional and local 

commanders who engage in hostilities not only to protect their ethnic and regional 

values, but also, and perhaps primarily, to make profits and accumulate wealth and 

power. Their economy is based on smuggling consumer goods53, minerals, wheat, and 

opium, informal taxation of both illicit and legal economic activities, arms trading, 

economic blockades, asset stripping and looting, and illegal currency trading (Paine and 

Goodhand, 2002: 30-34). The warlord economy is thus primarily exploitive rather than 

productive. While black-market economy is mainly run by non-combatant profiteers, the 

former nevertheless profit from a weak state and are intertwined with the war economy 

sector. The coping economy in which much of the Afghan population operates is 

characteristic of a subsistence agricultural sector and a weak system of commercial 

trade. Pain and Goodhand point out that these three economic systems often overlap but 

                                                 
53 The smuggling of goods was organized primarily under the guise of the Afghan Transit Trade 
Agreement (ATTA), originally concluded between Pakistan and Afghanistan in 1965 for a thirty-year 
period. Under this agreement, a variety of listed goods could be imported duty-free in sealed containers 
into Pakistan for onward shipment to land-locked Afghanistan. Much if not most of the goods were 
instead sold in smugglers’ markets (bara bazaars) in Pakistan (according to Dorronsoro up to 80%). Much 
of the ATTA-related economy is run by Quetta and Peshawar-based trucking mafias that were, for the 
sake of their prosperity, directly engaged in the creation of the Taliban movement (together with ISI and 
ex-ISI officials highly placed in the government of Benazir Bhutto, such as gen. Hamid Gul, former head 
of ISI, and minister of interior gen. Nasirullah Babar). Networks of consumer goods smuggling linking the 
UAE to Pakistan and Afghanistan were established by Afghani traders, who based their connections on 
solidarity networks among Afghani diaspora in the Middle East. As it was already mentioned, Dubai, 
which was used as the main shipment port in the Middle East, has the third largest Pashto urban 
population in the world. For an authoritative analysis of the ATTA, see Rubin, 1999. See also Dorronsoro, 
2002 and Rashid, 1995. 



 - 70 -   

create distinctly different incentives and motivations for participants to continue 

conflicts or seek a more peaceful society, and for maintaining the status quo or exploring 

new ways of expanding the productive economy (Paine and Goodhand, 2002: 30-34).          

A decisive set of events for a complete transformation towards warlords-based 

political economy in the Afghan-Tajik space came with the signing of the 1988 Geneva 

Peace Accords and the 1989 Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan, followed by the 

independence of Tajikistan in 1991. 

The immediate effects of this seemingly positive political development were the 

collapse of the Afghan state’s ability to collect taxes, a sharp decrease in Soviet aid, and 

a termination of Afghan natural gas sales to the USSR. Najibullah’s government was 

soon at the brink of collapse. Tajikistan faced a similar situation when the USSR welfare 

system was abolished with the country being “catapulted” toward independence, an 

economic collapse followed immediately (Brill Olcott, 1994: 209). Tajikistan was left 

over with an inefficient economy sector and social costs of country’s exposure to the 

proximity of Afghan conflict. 

Immediately after the capture of Kabul in 1992, an armed conflict between the 

mujahid commanders destroyed any hope of a communal state-building. From then on, 

the warlordization of Afghan politics and economy increased rapidly, together with the 

“privatization of warfare”. Economic deficits caused by a rapid decrease in foreign aid 

and funds, that were significantly lowered not only by the Soviets, but also by the 

Western allies of Mujahid factions, encouraged many armed groups to perform illegal 

activities as a means of survival.54 In a nominally stateless Afghanistan, the post war 

                                                 
54 In the 1970s Afghanistan had an economy and society bifurcated between a rural, largely subsistence 
economy and an urban economy dependent on a state that in turn drew most of its income from links to 
the international state system and market. Agriculture and pastoralism accounted for about 60 percent of 
GDP, and about 85 percent of the population depended on the rural economy for its livelihood. As late as 
1972, economists estimated that the cash economy constituted slightly less than half of the total. This 
figure probably increased later in the 1970s, as a result of the expansion of the national market after 
completion of the nation-wide ring road and a rise in remittances from labor migration to Persian Gulf 
countries after the 1973 oil price rise (Rubin, 1995a, 62-75). Government expenditure consumed less than 
10 percent of the whole economy, less than 20 percent even of the cash economy. Government domestic 
revenue was even less than that. In the 1960s foreign aid accounted for 40 percent or more of the budget, 
including virtually all development projects. This aid came from both the Soviet- and US-led alliance 
systems, though the former predominated, especially in the military. As aid declined in the late 1960s, 
export of natural gas from northern Afghanistan to the Soviet Union (principally Uzbekistan) replaced it, 
so that these rentier incomes continued to finance slightly less than half the budget. Most of the rest came 
from taxes on a few items of foreign trade and government monopolies of commodities such as fuel and 
tobacco (Rubin, 1995a, 296-7).The result was a government largely autonomous from most of the society 
it ruled. It was free to institute reforms in the limited part of the society it controlled but unable to 
transform or govern most of rural society. Hence when the elite was deposed in a coup d’état, it had few 
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revitalization of the economy increased opium production (Labrousse, 2005: 97-127). 

Regional transport and drug mafias established the basis for a violent and corrupt 

economy that funded virtually all Mujahid groups. Many mid- and local-level 

commanders in search for cash strove for autonomy from ideological and political 

leadership. Many commanders, in need of regular maintenance for their military units, 

distanced themselves from their primary rural basis as well as from the political 

leadership. Thus, the fragmentation of Mujahid militias brought a higher prospect for 

their criminalization. Many of the most important warlords like Massud, Ismail Khan 

and Hoja Qadir used illegal sources, like drugs trafficking, smuggling of emeralds55, to 

enlarge their military power, build territorially based institutions, develop local self-

governance structures and support local communities (Abdullaev, 2004:176).            

 Although the warlord economy has never developed in Tajikistan to the 

comparable degree as in Afghanistan, the political economy of the Tajik civil war was 

structured by similar factors as in Afghanistan, above all by external sources and 

interferences. Dynamics of the Afghan conflict dictate, external funding of Islamist 

factions in Tajikistan was closely linked to Afghan warlord economy, above all drugs 

and arms trafficking. Simultaneously, a spillover in drug-related economy from 

Afghanistan to Tajikistan took place, with Tajikistan lying on the Silk Road of drug 

trafficking which connects Afghanistan to Russia (Labrousse, 2005: 235). 

 Since independence, Tajikistan has had to rely on the economy that was built 

during the seventy years of Soviet rule. The Soviet government invested heavily in 

Tajikistan’s industrial sector56, as well as in the development of modern infrastructures, 

and sustained a large kolkhoz system. All this was supported by the extensive social 

welfare system. By 1991 the republic’s unreformed agricultural sector on which nearly 

60% of the population depends for a living, begun to slip into crisis and its industrial 

sector collapsed when the large state subsidies ceased. This economic collapse only 

exasperated disastrous social consequences of the disappearance of the Soviet-sponsored 

welfare state system. The civil war had a devastating effect on the national economy as 

the warring sides looted factories and kolkhozes and destroyed the infrastructure. In 

                                                                                                                                                
organizational resources to fall back on. The resistance developed largely in isolation from the pre-war 
rulers, whom Pakistan in any case blocked from reconstituting an Afghan nationalism with its irredentist 
claims, and favored the redistribution of funds exclusively among the Islamist parties. 
55 Such as Lapis Lazuli from Panjshir (Pain and Goodhand, 2002:16). 
56 The Tursunzoda aluminium processing plant was one of the largest in the USSR.  
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order to survive, many people in the rural areas were locked in the subsistence economy. 

Not surprisingly therefore, a large proportion of the population was engaged in the 

shadow economy which now included trafficking drugs from Afghanistan, and, in some 

cases, producing and processing drugs inside the country (Abazov, 2004: 65). In this 

sense, a process of “afghanisation” of Tajik national economy took place, mainly 

affected by Afghan north-bound drug trade. As a result, drug-related economy counts 

nowadays roughly for one third of Tajik GDP. Tajikistan has become the most popular 

transit country for Afghan opiates in Central Asia. It seizes roughly 80% of all drugs 

captured in Central Asia and stands third world wide in seizures of opiates (Silk Road 

Studies Program, Tajikistan Country Fact sheet 2004). The intensity of drug trafficking 

further increased recently when the Afghan province of Badakhshan became the third-

largest opium producing province in Afghanistan. 

 The Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan and subsequent relaxed militarization 

of the countryside helped relaunch agriculture, trade and trafficking in the remote 

Afghan periphery. This improvement encouraged opium growing and heroin refining 

and smuggling, which had been an important source of revenue for internationally 

supported groups of Mujahidin. The weakness of the state is a key immediate cause of 

the Afghan and Tajik nations involvement in drug- trafficking. The two countries have 

been unable to guarantee adequate border protection, capital flows, custom and traffic 

regulation, or taxation. The presence of a weak state, transnational criminal 

organizations and non-state actors made the Afghan-Tajik area a haven for drug 

traffickers. 

 Traditionally, organized crime and military insurgencies or terrorism have been 

regarded as unrelated. As Svante Cornell notes: “The ideal type of  terrorist groups that 

challenge state authority with violent means is that of a group striving for a higher 

cause, and therefore disinterested in or even opposed on principle to the drug trade and 

other criminal activities” (Cornell, 2004: 7). Because of the dividing line inbetween the 

political (terror) and the economic (organized crime), transnational criminal networks 

are not seen as posing the same kind of threat to state authority as terrorist groups do. 

Instead, crime is considered to be a domestic problem that falls under the responsibilities 

of law enforcement bodies that have a philosophy, organization structure and legal 

framework very much at odds with the national security institutions. As a result, 

transnational criminal networks have not been associated with international security. 
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However, as the case of mutually reinforcing dynamics in the Afghan-Tajik space has 

revealed, some military-political groups originally founded and organized on the basis of 

ideological beliefs have in time shifted their focus towards a more criminally motivated 

agenda. The reasons behind this rising trend of groups to re-orientate their activities can 

be varied. However, a precondition seems to be the opening up of boundaries and the 

interconnectedness between the Afghan and Tajik security dynamics. 

 Tamara Makarenko has conceptualized the convergence of crime and terror in 

Central Asia by using a security continuum with pure traditional organized crime at one 

end of the spectrum and terrorism at the other (Makarenko, 2002) (see Figure 3). As 

indicated above, most groups, whether criminal or ideological, do not in reality fit into 

these ideal stereotypes. Rather, transnational criminal groups, in order to acquire the 

financial gains from drug trafficking simultaneously have an interest in asserting 

political influence as a way of securing the continuation of business. Accordingly, in 

between these, in reality, rare extreme points we can have groups with different degrees 

of both criminal and ideological/political motives. At one point in the spectrum there 

appears to be a situation that can be characterized in terms of a “gray area” where 

organized crime and terrorism cannot be separated from one another. 

 
Figure 4: The Crime terror nexus in Central Asia (Source: SRSP) 

 

As the figure illustrates, regarding the drug trade in Central Asia, the entire crime-terror 

spectrum is represented in the form of three main groups. First, in Afghanistan and all 

Central Asian republics there are drug mafias operating at the micro-level.57 They 

                                                 
57 For a comprehensive account of Afghan opium mafias, see Labrousse, 2005: 187-219. 
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function as middlemen between farmers and buyers and they are the first link in the drug 

trafficking chain. Domestic in their nature and with a membership base that normally 

does not stretch beyond the specific clan or ethnic group, their political interest and 

influence is limited. The second category is the transnational criminal groups/networks 

that bring the Afghan produced opiates to the market in Russia and Europe. As 

Makarenko argues: “These groups pose the single greatest threat to the region, in part 

because they are composed of a chain of regional and international players including 

officials in several governments and their security services” (Makarenko, 2002).  For 

these groups money is the primary goal and they infiltrate state institutions and establish 

political connections to protect their business. Afghan and Tajik warlords who 

participate in the narcotics trade make up another category. For those warlords, 

participation in criminal activities is an important source for obtaining political 

influence. Opium trade gives access to two most important sources for political power in 

the country: money and control over violence. These two factors are inseparable since 

money makes it possible for warlords to build-up and maintain a military entourage. 

Because the state in many parts of the country is perceived as distant and indifferent, 

local warlords can also use their criminally-obtained profits to provide for the “public 

relations” goods and exploit the vacuum arising from the vacancy left by an extremely 

weak state. In this sense participation in the narcotics trade can be instrumental for 

creating a political platform. Finally, insurgent groups are also taking part in the illegal 

enterprise. Here, a distinction must be drawn between those who merely take advantage 

of the existing trade and those who organize it. Motivation of different actors involved is 

crucial since the nature of the group depends on whether narcotics merely are a source of 

finance, or greed has become the primary driving force. It is important to understand that 

the position of different groups along the continuum by no means is static. As a 

consequence of changes in their behaviour different actors can move from one position 

to another.  

Transnational conflicts in Afghanistan and Tajikistan combined to other conflict-

prone structural features of wider Central Asia and “liberalization” of political 

competition after the dissolution of the USSR led to the emergence of transnational 

organized groups, characterized by oscillation in-between radical ideological agenda, 

political violence and organized crime. Therefore, it can be argued that the political 

economy of war in Afghanistan and Tajikistan has taken form of privatized and 
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criminalized warfare. Moreover, once the political economy of war in the Afghan-Tajik 

space generated through the transformed geopolitical context in the region, it became a 

conflict-prompting dynamic on its own and contributed to the emergence of specific 

transnational actors, who stand as another peculiar feature of the Afghan-Tajik complex.  

Specifically, the interplay between weak states’ governance, warlordization of politics 

and economy, and the rise of transnational organized crime has become a peculiar 

feature of the Afghan-Tajik conflict complex and its political economy since the 1990s.  

 

3.2.3 Crime-Terror nexus: the case of the IMU  

 An analytic description of a major player amongst the transnational entities 

within the Tajik-Afghan complex will serve as illustration of interconnected conflict 

dynamics in the region. Tajikistan and Afghanistan became a united area of operations 

to the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU). The IMU, whose military leader 

Namangani led military operations in Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, and 

Kyrgyzstan, represents a bridge between radical Islam, drug trafficking and guerrilla 

warfare. Much of the circumstances about the activities of the IMU seem to indicate that 

the IMU was heavily involved in organizing the smuggling of drugs through Central 

Asian territory (Abou Zahab and Roy, 2002: 13-15)  The idea of acquiring profit through 

crime appears to be a driving force as important as the religious-political goal it claims 

to be advocating. Since the hardcore of IMU militants took active part in the Tajik civil 

war, and lately in the Afghan conflict, the IMU also serves as a bridge between the two 

conflicts. By offering shelter to IMU activists, the Taliban regime heavily impacted 

stability in neighbouring countries, above all in weak Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. As it 

was argued above, the late military operations of the IMU (the Batken incursion of 

2000) might have been realized primarily in order to facilitate drug trafficking, carried 

on by Namangani and Yuldash’s gunmen (Cornell, 2004).    

 The origins of the IMU are to be found in the city of Namangan in the Uzbek 

part of the Ferghana Valley. In December 1991, some young men seized the Communist 

Party headquarter in the city after the mayor had refused to give them land to build a 

mosque. The men were led by Tohir Yoldashevev and Jumaboi Khojaev, who later 

adopted the alias Juma Namangani after his hometown. Both men were initially 

members of the Uzbek branch of the Islamic Renaissance Party (IRP). Dissatisfied with 

the commitment of the IRP, they set up their own movement, Adolat (Justice), which 
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called for an Islamic revolution in Uzbekistan. In March 1992, the Uzbek government 

banned the group forcing Yoldashev and Namangani into exile in Tajikistan where they 

joined forces the Tajik branch of IRP, already involved in the civil war. The 

acquaintance with Tajikistan and the connections established there later turned out to be 

a vital part in securing a stronghold for the IMU. During the Tajik civil war the duo 

physically split-up and their different roles became clear. Yoldashev toured the Muslim 

world, visiting Afghanistan, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Chechnya and Turkey in search for 

both ideological and financial support. Namangani, on the other hand, fought alongside 

radical Islamist forces in Tajikistan, and struck up a close friendship with IRP’s army 

chief of staff Mirzo Zioev who became later on Tajikistan’s minister of emergencies 

(Rashid 1994: 143-144). It became common to consider Yoldashev as the ideological 

leader of the movement, while Namangani became its uncontested head guerrilla 

commander.  

 Only in the summer of 1998 Yoldashev, now provided with a sanctuary in Kabul  

and Peshawar, together with Namangani formally announced the creation of the Islamic 

Movement of Uzbekistan in Taloqan and did not failed to have a fatwa issued for jihad 

against the Karimov regime in Uzbekistan. The ideal staging point for operations was 

Tajikistan, where a peace treaty had been negotiated in 1997 (a treaty opposed by IMU) 

and a coalition government with limited territorial control established. At least two bases 

were set up in the mountainous Karategin area, one in Tavildara, and the other in 

Sangvor (see Figure 4).  
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Figure 5: The activities of the IMU and the major trafficking routes 1999-2000 (Source: SRSP) 58 

 

 In August 1999, the IMU staged its first incursion into the Ferghana Valley – the 

territory where Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan converge. From the military base 

in Tavildara, Namangani, lead a small but well-armed guerrilla foray into southwestern 

Kyrgyzstan. A year later, the IMU was back at the forefront, and once again Tajik 

territory was used as stepping-stone. This time the scale as well as the coordination of 

                                                 
58 The authorship of this figure comes to Maral  Madi and Johan Engvall of the SRSP. The localization of 
IMU bases- and attacks is derived from Ahmed Rashid, Jihad: The Rise of Militant Islam in Central Asia. 
The Khorog-Osh and Batken drug trafficking routes are roughly outlined. The map was produced by the 
U.S. Central Intelligence Agency and collected from The University of Texas at Austin General Libraries, 
UT Library Online, www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/commonwealth/tajikistan_pol_95.jpg.  
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the operations were more sophisticated, and included incursions into Uzbekistan’s 

southern province of Surkhan-Darya; the Uzbekistani mountains just to the east of the 

capital Tashkent; and attacks near the Uzbek enclaves, Sokh and Vorukh, in southern 

Kyrgyzstan (Cornell, 2004: 14). At first, the incursions were interpreted as a step in 

IMU’s proclaimed struggle to topple the Karimov regime by the use of armed force. 

From that perspective some analysts have labeled the moves as a military failure.59 

However, several commentators have pointed out the unrealistic features in that type of 

explanation. As Cornell states: “As the militants hardly could have expected to take 

control over the Ferghana valley with their numeric strength, nor tried to do so, makes 

the argument that the IMU sought to force the Uzbek government into negotiations 

implausible.( ...) Had the IMU desired to either destabilize Central Asia and/or establish 

itself in southwestern Kyrgyzstan, why would it have agreed so easily to accept a ransom 

for the hostages it had taken, and be flown back to Afghanistan to bide its time to once 

again come back to the area, with a much higher alert and readiness by local military 

forces?” (Cornell, 2004: 15-16). Rather, the nature of the incursions, the geographical 

areas targeted, the timing of the operations and the tactics mentioned seem to indicate 

that the driving motivation was to destabilize border areas in order to maintain and 

secure narcotics transportation routes (Makarenko, 2000; Cornell, 2004: 16). 

 First, the incursions of 1999 and 2000 were carried out near to major transit 

areas. Instability in these areas would create ideal conditions for shipping through large 

quantities of drugs via both the well tried Khorog-Osh route (the so-called Pamirsky 

trakt or the Pamirs highway) as well as providing coverage for exploring alternative 

routes; mainly the Batken conduit that from Jirgatal and Garm in Tajikistan take drugs 

into the Batken district in southern Kyrgyzstan, an area where the Kyrgyz military and 

law enforcement have always had limited control. Second, all operations happened to 

occur in the late summer just after the summer opium harvest in Afghanistan had taken 

place. In the mean time, traffickers would have had time to refine the opium into heroin 

and then smuggle it through the mountain passages in Central Asia down to the plateau 

before the before the snow cut off the roads. The criminal nature of the IMU has also 

been identified by international agencies. Interpol, for instance, has monitored the links 

between drug trafficking and terrorism in Central Asia and estimated that during its 

                                                 
59 For an example of such interpretations, see ICG ASIA Report N. 58, 2003. 
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heyday the IMU may have been responsible for 70 percent of the heroin entering 

Kyrgyzstan from Tajikistan (Interpol, Testimony on International Crime, 23 December 

2003).  

 The IMU incursions to Ferghana Valley point to its involvement in the Central 

Asian drug trade. The group appears to fit into the gray area, or black hole, in the crime-

terror nexus where military insurgiencies, Islamic radicalism, terrorism and organized 

crime converge. The IMU attacks in the Ferghana Valley, whose primary objective was 

not to militarily challenge Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan but to create political and military 

unrest in the region. in order to pursue criminal interests, posed a serious threat to 

Tajikistan’s territorial sovereignty and functional integrity. These events showed that 

Tajikistan was continuously used as springboard for narco-terror incursions into the 

heart of Central Asia. Thus, the actions conducted by the IMU clearly manifested the 

Rahmonov government’s inability to control Tajikistan’s territory. On the other hand, it 

can be argued that the drug trade backfired on the situation in Afghanistan, where the 

IMU might have contributed to create incentives to local mafias to sustain opium trade.  

Anecdotal evidence also points in the direction of disturbing links between the IMU and 

the Islamic fraction of the United Tajik Opposition (UTO), integrated in the country’s 

post-civil war coalition government. These contacts were cultivated during the civil war 

and continued after the ceasefire in 1997. Undoubtedly, narco-terrorism has challenged 

the Tajik state’s ability to control its territory and as a result it has undermined the 

external legitimacy of Tajikistan. In particular, Uzbekistan, being the principal power in 

Central Asia today, has aggressively accused Tajikistan of providing militant Islamic 

groups and criminals with a safe haven and demanded that the Tajik government expel 

the rebels. After the IMU incursions in 1999, Uzbekistan unilaterally retaliated in 

October 1999 by bombing villages in Eastern Tajikistan.60 Other moves conducted by 

Tashkent in relation to the presence of IMU militants on Tajik soil included cutting gas 

supplies to the capital Dushanbe as well as mining the Tajik-border and expelling Tajik 

refugees. Tajikistan’s inability to sustain law and order on its own is also illustrated by 

the fact that Russia’s 201st Motorized Rifle Division was charged with border protection 

along the Afghan border, its major responsibility being put in terms of sealing the border 

against the traffickers and radical Islamist groups (McDermott, 2002). Continued 

                                                 
60 Personal communication with Shahin Egraghi of SRSP. 
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presence of the 201st Motorized Rifle Division in Tajikistan since independence in 1991 

has impelled many commentators to label the country a Russian satellite. This begs the 

question as to whether Tajikistan can really be termed as an independent state. Since 

Tajikistan is the only Central Asian country allowing Islamic forces to work within the 

political system, the IMU was able to establish contacts among parts of government 

elites, constituting thus a direct threat to regime stability.  

 As a result of the U.S. campaign in Afghanistan in late 2001 much of the IMU’s 

military infrastructure was destroyed, and its charismatic military commander 

Namangani in all likelihood killed during the battle of Kunduz (November 2001).61 

Despite the military achievements in Afghanistan, the IMU has not been entirely 

destroyed. As the journalist Ahmed Rashid, expert on militant Islam, notes: “the real 

threat has always been the IMU’s underground network inside Central Asia. And that 

really has not been broken.”62 According to David Lewis, head of the International 

Crisis Group’s Central Asia project in Osh, “it is hard to tell whether the IMU 

represents a proper organized force or an alliance of small groups ... some members 

seem to have been recruited by drug traffickers and other criminal groups, while others 

have moved on to part of the global Islamic movement in Afghanistan and Pakistan.” 63 

 

3.2.4 Warlords and their clients: Linkage states and wars by proxy 

 The nature and role of warlordism in Afghanistan and Tajikistan were 

significantly influenced and exploited by relations with external stakeholders, shaped by 

particular strategic interests and proxy warfare. Indeed, the dynamics of both conflicts in 

the 1990s were largely determined by external interferences of regional actors. The form 

that the war in Afghanistan took in the 1990 was a typical case of a post-Cold War 

transnational conflict (Dick, 2002: 20-45). The civil war in Tajikistan was also highly 

externalized, and to a certain extent transnational as well. In these two wars, access to 

external aid and international markets (drugs, gems, and smuggled consumer goods), 

international volunteers or recruits from refugees (Pakistani Afghans, Taliban; Afghan 

Uzbeks in Khudoberdyev’s militias, other Afghan Tajik, Pashtu and Uzbeks in IRP and 

IMU), a diaspora, allied states, and external spoilers provide stable  income and 

                                                 
61 Unconfirmed sources state that Namangani was named the chief of staff of Taleban militias in the north 
after the post-9/11 invasion of allied forces to Afghanistan, communication with Svante Cornell of SRSP. 
62 Quoted in Blua, 2004. 
63 Quoted in Blua, 2004. 
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resources (Rubin et al., 2001: 9-14). The parties were never totally exhausted; therefore, 

they never arrived to a “hurting stalemate” that would force them to set up peace talks, 

instead of fighting. The situation was such in Afghanistan, while in Tajikistan, the peace 

negotiations among the two blocks were started relatively early (after the Tajik factions 

actually found themselves locked in a military stalemate), but were concluded only four 

years later in the context of the Taliban advance in Afghanistan. A plausible 

interpretation for the timing of the events is that in the inter-Tajik talks, the negotiating 

parties in Tajikistan may have been brought to the negotiating table less by calculations 

of potential mutual benefit than by calculations of potential individual loss. Both sides in 

the negotiations were united by the fact that they viewed events that were unfolding in 

Afghanistan as a common threat (Gleason, 2001: 82). The Taliban’s threat forged a 

consensus among Uzbekistan, Russia, Iran and the competing factions in Tajikistan. All 

these parties, divided as they might be on other issues, agreed that the spread of Taliban 

ideology, methods and gunmen into Central Asia was an outcome to be avoided at all 

costs (Akiner, 2001: 53). These circumstances prove that the main incentives for the 

signing of the peace accord in Tajikistan came from a consensual interpretation of the 

situation in Afghanistan. 

Afghanistan and Tajikistan are situated at the core of a regional conflict complex 

comprising a wide territory of greater Central Asia. For this reason, a systemic analysis 

of the regional conflict complex as a whole would have to take into account agency and 

interests of a plethora of various stake-holders involved at all levels of conflict dynamics 

in the region (Goodhand, 2000: 267). For the needs of this study, however, it is 

necessary to establish the links connecting the Afghan-Tajik territory especially to these 

states, which contributed to the emergence of warlordism as the structuring principle of 

conflict dynamics in the Afghan-Tajik space. I will therefore focus on Pakistan and 

Uzbekistan for their major role as linkage states in the Afghan (Pakistan) and Tajik 

(Uzbekistan) conflict, the role of Russia will be put aside for the following reasons: 

Although much has been written about the decisive role Russia played in 

Tajikistan, no clear links have been established in-between the Russian independent 

military involvement in Tajikistan (the 201st Motorized Rifle Division, the CIS “peace-

keeping” troops, and the Border guards) and their potential cooperation with the pro-

governmental Tajik warlords. Official position of Russia in the conflict was that of 

neutrality, yet it is often alleged that they have intervened in the conflict, especially 
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along the Afghan border, which was being patrolled by Russian Border Guards, and 

often attacked by Tajik militias stationed in Afghanistan (this was actually the major 

form of warfare after the hot peak of the conflict in 1992-1993). After a major incident 

on the Afghan border, when Tajiks based in Afghanistan killed twenty-three Russian 

border guards, Russia decided to send in a CIS peacekeeping contingent (its core force 

was constituted by the 201st Motorized Rifle Division) (Akiner, 2001: 47). The 

opposition leaders claimed on several occasions that Russian peacekeepers violated the 

principle of neutrality by taking military action (including air strikes) in support of the 

government forces, but it remains a fact that Russia preferred to bypass the core of pro-

government militias, which was originally largely recruited among mafia networks of 

political clans. Contrarily to Russia, Uzbekistan and Pakistan worked intensively and 

directly through support of warlord groups in Afghanistan and Tajikistan, and (contrarily 

to Russia’s involvement in Afghanistan) sought to achieve their own particular interests. 

The resemblance in-between Pakistan’s and Uzbekistan’s position towards the Afghan-

Tajik space stems from the fact that both countries considered their immediate 

neighbour as a sort of own private zone of influence. 

 The underlying hypothesis is that precisely Uzbekistan and Pakistan have 

exercised major influence on the development and nature of warring factions in both 

conflicts through pragmatically selecting and then supporting their proxies among local 

warlords. Moreover, both Uzbekistan and Pakistan played a decisive role of both stake-

holders and occasional spoilers in the Afghan-Tajik space.64. Ambiguously enough, their 

activist policies made them play the role of peace-makers in the two conflicts as well. 

Both Uzbekistan and Pakistan have strong cultural and ethnic ties respectively to 

Tajikistan and Afghanistan, and they are both in a position of strong regional power 

actively pursuing their own strategic interests also beyond their borders. Uzbekistan and 

Pakistan are moreover specifically linked to each other for they are enmeshed in the 

frame of a wider geopolitical rivalry, in which Islamic agenda appears as the main 

                                                 
64 Uzbekistan policy towards Tajikistan was much more pragmatic and rational than the almost auto-
destructive and highly ideology-based behaviour of Pakistan. This is also due to the fact that Uzbekistani 
decision-making in foreign policy field has always been unified and under a strong grip of president 
Karimov, whilst Pakistani “policies” come as an outcome of an internal power-struggle along various 
cleavages such us (1)army+ISI versus civilian politicians, (2) pro-JI (Pakistani party Jamiate-islami, 
traditional hannafi fundamentalist, pro-Hekmatyar) and their sympathizers in armed forces versus 
Deobandi JUI (pro-Taliban) and their sympathizers, and today (3) pro-Islamists (generally) versus pro-
Musharraf officers in armed forces and politicians. Generally, the Afghan agenda was traditionally an 
exclusive territory reserved to the military-bureaucratic elite in Pakistan. 
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source of discord. It is obvious, however, that strong ideological stances, anti-

fundamentalism (Uzbekistan) or pro-Islamism (Pakistan till 2001), were covering more 

fundamental strategic interests of these two powers in Central Asia. The IMU via its 

links to the Taliban encompasses the pattern of regional rivalry in-between Uzbekistan 

and Pakistan (until Pakistan changed its international behaviour in the aftermath of 

September 11). 

Pakistani policies in Afghanistan (use of plural required by the multilayered 

character of Pakistani regional behaviour) derive from (1) its quest for security from 

India and (2) its ideological self-perception as the champion of Sunni Islam: its 

intelligence services use Afghan territory to train fighters for Kashmir. Pakistani policies 

towards Central Asia in the 1990s led to regional isolation of Pakistan: its Central Asian 

partners, directly confronted with the outcomes of Pakistani policies in Afghanistan, 

perceived Pakistani support for Islamism as the main threat to stability in the region. An 

anti-Pakistani block emerged in Central Asia with Uzbekistan as its most ardent element. 

Indeed, the same logic pushed regional rivals, Russia, Uzbekistan and Iran to unite them 

and to oppose Pakistan in Afghanistan and Tajikistan (where they had to force their 

respective Tajik clients to work out a viable peace agreement).  

Uzbekistan’s policy in the Afghan-Tajik space has always targeted two goals: 

elimination of Islamism in Central Asia and acquisition of regional hegemony for 

Uzbekistan. Uzbekistan’s main military interest was to assure, that radical Islamism 

would not spread from Tajikistan to Uzbekistan the way allegedly it did from 

Afghanistan to Tajikistan. For this reason Karimov cooperated with warlords in both 

countries, namely with Dostum and Khudoberdyev. Officially, Karimov’s policy 

focused on protecting Uzbeks from Pashtuns in Afghanistan and from Tajiks in 

Tajikistan. Uzbekistan supported resistance to the Taliban but was more strongly 

attached to Dostum, who helped it with its goals in Tajikistan. As Rubin noted in 2001: 

“Uzbekistan is alarmed by the Tajikistan peace agreement, which brings Islamists into 

the government, excludes the Uzbekistan-sponsored party in northern Tajikistan, and 

keeps Russian forces on Uzbekistan’s borders. Threatened both by an Islamic 

insurgency led by exiles from the Ferghana Valley (IMU) based in Afghanistan and 

Tajikistan, and by Russia’s reassertion in the region, Uzbekistan vacillates between 

sounding the alarm about the Taliban and trying to reach an accommodation. It hopes 

to meet the IMU threat without increasing Russian military presence in Central Asia.” 
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(Rubin et al., 2001: 27). Uzbekistani “vascillating” related to regional geopolitics mainly 

took form of unconditioned support to Dostum and Khodoberdyev in order to achieve its 

particular interests at local level in both conflicts.  

Pakistan is the state with the closest ties and strongest links to Afghanistan. It is a 

proactive rather than reactive player, and in this sense it continues the British tradition of 

forward policy towards Afghanistan, so praised by Lord Curzon. Pakistan’s military 

rulers saw the war in Afghanistan as an opportunity to reverse Pakistan’s antagonistic 

relations with Afghanistan over Pashtunistan, providing it with “strategic depth” in its 

confrontation with India.65 Neutralizing the Pashtun question became part of Pakistan’s 

quest for strategic depth. With the collapse of the USSR and the Afghan state, and the 

failure to secure power of its chosen Afghan proxy, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, Pakistan saw 

a new opportunity in the Taliban. Since 1994 the government and military of Pakistan 

have provided comprehensive assistance to the Taliban, including military supplies, 

training, assistance with recruitment of Pakistani and Afghan madrasa students, 

seconding of military advisers, financial support, diplomatic representation and 

advocacy, and, according to several governments, regular military units for key 

offensives. The Pakistani Directorate of Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) also used bases 

in Afghan territory for some training of Pakistani extremist groups who supply many of 

the non-Kashmiri fighters in Kashmir.66 Pakistan is often qualified in relation to its 

Afghan policies as a linkage state, that is to say a mediator in-between internal (the 

seven “historical” Peshawar parties, later specifically Hekmatyar and Sayyaf, and then 

the Taliban) and external actors (firstly the US, Saudi Arabia and other Arabic or 

                                                 
65 The partition of the British Empire in South Asia left behind Pakistan as an existentially insecure state, 
whose insecurity increased after the loss of its eastern portion in 1971. Pakistan sees its main security task 
as obtaining parity with India, which has resulted in the ruination of Pakistan’s economy due to excessive 
military spending, the use of “asymmetric strategies” such as support for insurgencies and extremist 
groups (techniques learned from the US during the Afghan war), and the quest for “strategic depth” – links 
and alliances with parts of the Muslim world to the west. The quest for “strategic depth” has defined 
Pakistan’s policy toward Afghanistan and then Central Asia for decades. Moreover, the Pashtun ethnic 
group, in a sense considered Afghanistan “its” state, as “Afghan” means both “Pashtun” and “citizen of 
Afghanistan.” Afghanistan under the Muhammadzais pursued a revanchist policy toward Pashtun areas in 
Pakistan (Pashtunistan, Pakhtunkwa, or the Pashtun question); see Mužík, 2003; Shah 2000; Dorronsoro 
2002; Grare 1997. 
66 These links constitute a major contradiction in Pakistani policy: some of the same groups the ISI used in 
Kashmir are responsible for sectarian terrorism in Pakistan itself. The case of Sipah-e Sahaba Pakistan is 
particularly exemplary: The SSP, whose militants were trained in Afghanistan in order to operate in 
Kashmir, took active part in the sectarian violence in Pakistan, they also allegedly stand behind the 
massacres of Shia Hazaras in Afghanistan and according to some sources, they are responsible for the 
massacre of Iranian diplomats in Mazar-e-Sharif in August 1998 Rubin et al., 2001: 26). 



 - 85 -   

Muslim counties, in the 1990s mainly Saudi Arabia and the UAE) (Maas, 1999: 66).67  

Pakistan’s links with the Taliban of course are not limited to the governmental level: 

important transnational connections among religious networks of Deobandi affiliation, 

as well as trafficking mafias contributed to the overwhelming influence of Pakistan over 

Afghanistan. Pakistan was a major actor in Afghanistan in the 1990s. 

 Moreover, an important link exists between Pakistan and the IMU. Namangani 

reportedly received sanctuary and support from Pakistan’s Inter- Services Intelligence 

Agency (ISI), until at least 2001. Yuldashev himself was based in Peshawar from 1995 

to 1998.68 Before 11 September 2001, several ISI operatives reportedly also worked 

closely with the IMU’s Afghan sponsors, Al Qaeda and the Taliban. Some of the Islamic 

political parties in Pakistan’s Northwest Frontier also have historic ties to the IMU. For 

example, Sipah-e Sahaba Pakistan (SSP) and Harkat Ul Mujaheddin have provided 

recruits and finances to the IMU in the past. After the US intervention to Afghanistan, 

Yuldashev is believed to have found refuge in Peshawar again (Weitz, 2004: 509). 

The collapse of the Russian empire in its Soviet form led to the dissolution the 

Soviet-supported Afghan army, the core of Afghan state. Pakistan led a coherent policy 

aimed at reconstitution of by-then stateless Afghanistan, bordered to the north by weak, 

ill-defined nominally Muslim, nominally sovereign republics. Trapped in its own logics 

of religion-based nationalism, Pakistan expected to unite newly-emerged Central Asian 

republics under its ideological leadership. As Maas points out, “the fact that the newly 

accessible Central Asian region is currently experiencing an Islamic revival as a 

rallying point of cultural identity makes the region even more attractive for Pakistan. 

Yet, at the same time, it seems to cause an ideological-religious misinterpretation, since 

                                                 
67 The second linkage state would be then Iran due to its having provided similar services in the late 1990s 
on behalf of the Anti-Taliban coalition with Russia and post-Soviet Central Asian republics. The 
dissolution of the Soviet Union presented Iran with an unexpected possibility to expand its zone of 
influence into the Persian speaking parts of Central Asia. However, most authors agree that after an initial 
outburst of activity, Iranian direct involvement in the Tajik conflict was unexpectedly low-key. It is true 
that the UTO leadership (namely Akbar Turajunzode) enjoyed close relation with Iranian political elites 
which at first irritated the Tajik authorities. However, it gave leverage to Iranian authorities over the 
Islamist opposition, which was later on apprehended by Russia and Uzbekistan during the peace talks. Iran 
actually acted rather as a stabilizing force vis-à-vis Tajik peace process, and its influence amongst the 
radical Islamist groupings in Afghanistan was naturally limited due to the sectarian divide running in-
between the shia and sunni variants of political Islam, see Mužík, 2005. Akiner also notes some 
discrepancies in Iranian policies  perceived by the Tajiks during the conflict, which are often attributed to 
a lack of coordination between the different ministries in Iran (Akiner, 2001: 50).  
68 Yuldashev is believed to have found refuge in Southern Waziristan, a Pakistani Tribal Area adjacent to 
Afghanistan, heading a community of cca. 400 Uzbek fighters. Personal communication prof. Stephen 
Blank, May 2005.   
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it blinds Islamist lobbies in Pakistan to the fact that Muslim renaissance in Central Asia 

is basically used as an expression of cultural distinctiveness, rather than religious 

ideology” (Maass, 1999: 70-71). Pakistani policies towards Central Asia, playing the 

Taliban card, were doomed to a complete and utter failure (Mužík, 2003).69  

Similarly, the Uzbek and Tajik modern statehood are closely intertwined. To the 

ethnic and cultural factor in their ambivalent relationship, rivalry linked to the 

distribution of natural resources (water, gas) and Islamic radicalism has added another 

dimension. Uzbekistan sits astride the main ground routes into Tajikistan, and controls 

the natural gas pipeline and electricity grid, which are crucial for heat and industry in 

Tajikistan, especially in the winter. While it supported Rahmonov in the civil war 

(mainly through its proxies, Tajikistan’s ethnic Uzbek population in Leninabad and 

Hissar areas), it subsequently expressed concern for the degree of Russian influence in 

Dushanbe. Karimov’s government feared above all the power of radical Islamists in 

Tajikistan. Uzbekistan’s assistance on behalf of the Popular Front, in 1992 and 1993 has 

been described as the decisive factor in determining the outcome of this period of the 

war (Horsman, 1999: 39). Smith argues that even in the post-war period “the Uzbek 

government could undermine stability in Tajikistan if it wished” (Smith, 1999: 250). 

Uzbekistan for example let ethnic Uzbek militias interrupt the ceasefire in February 

1996, when former pro-government ethnic-Uzbek Popular Front forces invaded from 

camps in Uzbekistan into the Khojent region and rose in the Kurgan-Tiube. These were 

commanded by Ibudollo Boimatov and Mahmud Khudoberdyev, respectively. The 

United Tajik Opposition (UTO) took advantage of these rebellions and by mid-1996 

central parts of Tajikistan were engulfed in conflict again (Horsman, 1999: 38). A series 

of failed ceasefires continued up to 1997, when a new accord was signed in Moscow by 

Nuri and Rahmonov. Smith notes that Khudoberdyev was widely perceived as a 

protector of the Uzbek community. His clash with other government troops in August 

1997 and subsequent departure with his forces to Uzbekistan from the southwest corner 

of Tajikistan was followed by some anti- Uzbek activity in the southern part of the 

country. In October 1997, he allegedly headed the armed group which entered Tajikistan 

                                                 
69 It is important to note that Pakistan and Afghanistan under the Taliban maintained excellent relations 
with Turkmenbashi’s regime in Turkmenistan. This was however due mainly to their respective economic 
interests associated with the famous trans- Afghan pipeline project. Turkmenistan isolated itself from 
other post-Soviet republics and stood against any kind of regional security cooperation, such as the 
Tashkent treaty. Turkmenistan often defended the Taliban regime in international fora.  
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just to the west of Dushanbe, and in November 1998 his forces moved into Leninabad 

province in the north in an apparent attempt to stimulate an uprising and take over the 

province (Smith, 1999: 250). However, this was rather a desperate attempt to lay hands 

on a share in the power-deal negotiated by Rahmonov and Nuri.    

Uzbekistan disposed of a great leverage over Tajikistan and in this sense its role 

is similar to the role played by Pakistan in Afghanistan. Uzbekistan’ s involvement in 

the Tajik Civil War, in particular between 1992 and 1994, has provided the government 

with an opportunity to promote and justify post-Soviet national and state identities, and 

an assertive authoritarian political ideology. By associating the threat of regional 

instability with the events in Tajikistan and Afghanistan, Tashkent has created a 

discourse of stability in which Uzbekistani pluralism (associated with Islamist political 

agenda) has been marginalized, if not discredited. Uzbekistan’s international self-image 

as a secular, secure state with a responsibility to maintain regional stability has also been 

endorsed and securitized via this association. As Horsman has showed, one of the 

outcomes of Karimov’s policy towards Uzbekistan (in itself supported by Uzbek policy 

towards Afghanistan) was the consolidation of the authoritarian and secular rule in 

Tashkent (Horsman, 1999: 42). Karimov’s strategy, for being more coherent and less 

ideological, was considerably more successful than Pakistani quest for strategic depth in 

Central Asia.  

The dynamics of both conflicts proved that Afghanistan and Tajikistan have 

shared one salient feature, whose implications account for the structural similarities of 

conflicts in both countries: warlordization as a military, political, social and economic 

phenomenon. The cases of Pakistani and Uzbekistani pro-active involvement suggest 

that proxy warfare became an inherent feature to warlordism in the Afghan-Tajik space. 

Where weak states co-exist side-to-side with strong and ambitious powers, the 

inclination of the latter to support their own interests through military proxies may 

become a conflict-prone factor per se. Proxy warfare transformed what started as civil 

wars into transnational conflicts in the Afghan-Tajik space.  
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IV. Conclusion 

 

4.1 Evaluating the case study: informal social institutions as the determining 

feature of the Afghan-Tajik political space 

 

 The empirical case study in this research thesis was aimed at analyzing how 

conflict dynamics pertaining to the weakness of the state relate to regional conflict 

dynamics in a regionalized zone of instability, i. e. in a regional conflict complex or its 

part. The intention was to identify the structural features of the Afghan-Tajik space and 

assess, to what extent they allow for conceiving of the Afghan-Tajik space as a distinct 

zone within the Central Asian regional conflict complex. The emphasis was put on a 

structural macro-picture of conflict dynamics in this zone. Stemming from the need to 

better conceptualize the identity of local actors involved, the analysis followed a 

discussion on security dilemma within a regionalized conflict formation, where weak 

states give rise to prominence of non-state actors. Due to the over-arching structure of 

social organization in Central Asia, it was necessary to follow more closely identity and 

agency of solidarity groups as the organizing principal of political life. I have come to 

the following conclusions:  

The Afghan and Tajik conflicts in the 1990s were closely interlinked, their 

geographic proximity and structural similarities being all but strengthened by decisive 

influence coming from external stakeholders and transnational players in both conflicts. 

I have found that warlordism, based on transformed solidarity networks, provides for the 

specificity of these two conflicts for a series of reasons:  

(1) it has structured political space and identities of actors; 

(2) it has developed a specific political economy of war and inversely; 

(3) has been profoundly affected by the transformation (privatization and 

criminalization) of this political economy; 

(4) it has emerged in convergence with proxy warfare and met specific needs of its 

patrons. In this sense, warlordism provides an explication on its own for the 

specificities of security agenda, conflict dynamics and outcomes in Afghanistan 

and Tajikistan in the 1990s.  
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 Specifically, the dynamics of the civil war in Tajikistan obviously seem to have 

been determined to a significant extent by a set of factors related to political 

developments in Afghanistan: firstly, by geography and history of the region and their 

political implications; secondly by Afghan-Tajik transnational solidarities and political 

alliances; thirdly, as a result of political economy and social impacts of war in 

Afghanistan; and fourthly, by proxy war and regional powers’ interferences in both 

Afghanistan and Tajikistan. Thus, the escalation and de-escalation context of the war in 

Tajikistan is the clue for the argument of interdependence in security politics in-between 

the two countries. In the period following the de-escalation and conclusion of peace 

accords among Tajikistani regional factions, Afghanistan continued to exert major 

influence over Tajikistan through both military and non-military transnational agents of 

(in)security: (1) major direct military threats to stability in Tajikistan after 1997 were 

always directly connected to Afghanistan, be it Khudoberdyev’s incursions led with 

assistance of Afghan Uzbeks, or the IMU military actions, launched from Afghanistan 

and supported by the Taliban; (2) major global threat to the security in the region is the 

nexus of organized crime, radical Islam and terrorism, which has emerged as a direct 

consequence of the mutually constitutive interplay in-between warlordism and political 

economy of war in Afghanistan  (spreading further to Tajikistan).  

 Bearing in mind the structural features of the Afghan-Tajik space, it is possible 

to conclude that Afghanistan and Tajikistan played a significant role in each other’s 

development not as states, but as locations. The degree of this mutual influence is hard 

to quantify, but a structural macro-outlook on conflict dynamics in the Afghan-Tajik 

space suggests that it is far too simplistic to posit the conflict and security dynamics 

“just” in terms of a conflict spill-over from Afghanistan to Tajikistan.  

When it comes to the analysis of security issues in the Afghan-Tajik area, it 

should primarily be noted that Tajikistan and Afghanistan are located at the core of a 

wider Central Asian conflict complex. This complex, encompassing Afghanistan, 

Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, Pakistan, India and Iran (and less 

directly Russia, China and Turkmenistan), all of them being directly threatened/ affected 

by the development in Afghanistan, meets Buzan and Waever’s definition of regional 

security complex, as “a set of units whose major processes of securitization, 

desecuritization or both are so interlinked that their security problems cannot 
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reasonably be analyzed or resolved apart from one another” (Buzan and Waever, 2003: 

491).  

The analysis of the geographical, historical and present-day structural features of 

the Afghan-Tajik zone showed that the two countries share together particular 

characteristics, that make for their specificity even within the region of wider Central 

Asia. Buzan and Waever introduced the concept of “security mini-complex”, which is a 

formation with the characteristics of a security complex, but small in scale and (…) 

composed of substate actors” (Buzan and Waever, 2003: 490). Transnational actors, as 

related to domestic power structures (both political/military and economic), are still 

determining the security agenda in the region to the point that one can plausibly argue 

that a sub-regional transnational space of insecurity has emerged, with Afghanistan and 

Tajikistan forming a compact security complex on its own, and with political 

fragmentation and the culture of warlordism standing for the main peculiar features. The 

degree of their interconnection requires that both conflicts be considered and studied as 

part of one regional sub-complex, or the Afghan-Tajik space. A peculiar feature of this 

conflict formation is that Afghanistan and Tajikistan influenced one another not as 

states, but indeed as locations specific for a lack of centralized power and consecutive 

emergence of a plethora of substate and transnational actors. The integrating feature of 

this space may be perceived as a result of warfare within weak states, patterns of power 

distribution through solidarity groups, external involvement and proxy warfare, 

structural violence within political communities, combined to political economy of 

warlordism and of organized crime.  

 

4.2 Answering the research question and evaluating the hypotheses 

 

How can we explain conflict dynamics and security patterns that developed in the 

Afghan-Tajik political space in the 1990s?  

 By means of a structural macro-analysis of the Afghan-Tajik political space, I 

have come to the conclusion that warlordism based on transformed solidarity groups 

makes for the uniting and specific element in the Afghan-Tajik conflict complex.  

 At the empirical level, the analysis reveals that warlordism has emerged as a 

structuring principle of social, political, military and economic organization of societies 

affected by the collapse of the state. Warlordism is largely based on the overarching 
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solidarity group system as the main principal of social organization in Central Asia   

Warlordism is not limited to achieving political and other goals by the use of political 

violence. It also brings about privatization and criminalization of warfare as specific 

forms of political economy of war- phenomena which may become fundamental security 

threats on their own. Increasing criminalization of warfare in the Afghan-Tajik space 

points to the emergence of a crime-terror-nexus, as the case of the IMU illustrates. Due 

to the regional dimension of conflict dynamics in the Afghan-Tajik space, warlordism 

has been exploited and reinforced throughout proxy warfare led by regional powers in 

order to pursue their private interests. Warlords served as proxies to their regional 

patrons, namely to Pakistan and Uzbekistan. 

 At the general level of theorising, the analysis confirms that informal social 

institutions provided opportunity to military leaders to reconstitute alternative power 

structures which challenge both the traditional forms of social organization, and the 

state. In this sense, the Afghan-Tajik space emerged as a regional zone of instability 

defined by informal patterns of power distribution which reflect warlord security culture 

and political economy of war. The Afghan-Tajik political space can therefore be seen 

and analyzed as a distinct, albeit not isolated, zone of instability in wider Central Asia. 

The analysis has confirmed the working hypotheses that (1) security patterns in regional 

conflict complexes which comprise weak states are to a large extent product of the 

weakness of the states, not only of their strength, (2) in such cases it is necessary to look 

upon alternative networks of power distribution that are to be found among informal 

social institutions. In this sense, I argue in favour of a combined approach of security 

and security studies, which would take into account identity and identity politics on one 

hand, and structural regional dynamics on the other hand. As warlordism in Afghanistan 

and Tajikistan indicates, security dynamics in post-colonial environment cannot be 

understood in isolation from local patterns of social and political organization. It is 

therefore necessary to break up the “Westphalian straitjacket” where it stands as obstacle 

to our understanding of security and politics in general. 
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4.3 Policy implications 

 

 The case of Afghanistan and Tajikistan shows that where the conflict is 

regionalized, peace building policies must go the same way, i.e. above the state level. 

Regional conflict formations are interconnected wars among adjacent countries that are 

mutually reinforcing and therefore typically protracted. They are characterized by 

complex political, economic, social, and military trans-border linkages. Regional 

conflict formations are distinct from interstate and intrastate wars, and thus also require 

new strategies for intervention by the international community. Central Asia is an 

unpredictable region facing a host of non-traditional security threats while undergoing a 

period of post-communist transition. More importantly, the traditional military threat is 

also present. Its strategic geographical location, the war on terrorism and its hydrocarbon 

rich reserve makes this a region of growing interest for the great powers such as the US, 

the EU, and the immediate neighbours of the Central Asian Republics and Afghanistan, 

Russia, China, Pakistan, Iran, as well as India and Turkey. The political, religious and 

socioeconomic networks within this wider regional complex connect with various 

conflict stakeholders inside the Afghan-Tajik space. Afghanistan and Tajikistan cannot 

be disentangled from the wider regional complex(es). All this is to say that a state-

centered approach to peace building in Afghanistan and Tajikistan respectively has 

failed to meet the more fundamental challenge of transforming inter-state and non-state 

relations, institutions and economic structures at the regional level. 

 In the case of both countries, strong risks persist. President Rahmonov 

increasingly inclines to rely on his own native vilayat (Dangarin, a subgroup of the 

Kulobi clan) in pursuing policies at the national level. This development confirms 

Collin’s assertion, that clan politics as informal pacts may foster stability in the short- 

and mid-term, but that they may be a major obstacle to state-building in the long term 

(Collins, 2004). Rahmonov’s firm grip of state power through clan networks restores 

both legitimacy of clan politics as a general means of playing the political game at the 

national level, and the frustration of those clan leaders, who have been side-lined by 

consolidation of Rahmonov’s control (again both within the Kulabi network and, 

generally, at the national level). The issue of tribalism and warlordism in Afghanistan is 

even more complex, and will be addressed in the last section. 

 



 - 93 -   

4.4 Policy recommendations 

 

It results from the aforementioned implications that: 

The prospects for reaching regional stability heavily depend on the future of warlordism 

and its political economy in Afghanistan, and to a lesser extent in Tajikistan. 

 

It is a place to state a brief remark on the future of warlordism in the Afghan-

Tajik space and the so called “Tajik model”. The situation in Afghanistan remains 

explosive despite some significant achievements initiated by the international 

community in the security sector, namely the creation of the Afghan National Army 

(ANA), the formation of a professional police force, and the Disarmament, 

Demobilization and Reintegration program (DDR). This is the first attempt in Afghan 

history to create a genuine national army and security forces, controlled by the central 

government and reflecting country’s ethnic diversity. Bringing together recruits from 

different ethnic and religious communities and avoiding domination by a single group 

(Panjshiri Tajik solidarity group) has not been easy, however. A widespread concern that 

the new army might be used as a new instrument to strengthen Tajik control of the 

government still perseveres in Afghanistan, despite Karzai’s attempts at sidelining major 

Panjshiri leaders in the military. Inversely, in order to mobilize masses under their 

influence, the Tajik and Uzbek leaders in Afghanistan work on securitizing the return of 

Pashtu centralized government to Kabul, which has become one of the evergreens during 

recent presidential and parliamentary elections in Afghanistan. A regard to neighbouring 

Tajikistan may be instructive in this respect. 

After signing the peace accord in June 1997, a thirty percent quota in all 

government structures was included for the opposition forces. The demobilization was a 

prerequisite for legitimization of opposition parties and amnesty for their leaders. Quite 

surprisingly, demobilization was achieved more easily and quickly than the power-

sharing agreement. A flexible strategy was applied towards Tajik field commanders, 

including:  

(1) inviting the most influential warlords to enter governmental office in the 

capital to please their ambitions and make their activities transparent,  

(2) sending these warlords to military colleges outside the country,  
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(3) providing them with opportunities to enter legal business,  

(4) using legal procedures to punish those who committed crimes.  

The aim was threefold: first to detach the warlords from their militias, to disengage 

warlords from the population and destroy their criminal networks, and third to replace 

warlords’ structures by restored national institutions. The Tajik case provides ground for 

both optimism and pessimism. It has showed that the securitization of peace-building is 

possible, so as the disintegration of factional solidarity group-based identities of actors 

by political process, bargaining, subjugation and repression. However, identities of 

actors within solidarity groups based on clan networks are deeply rooted, and as such 

rather reluctant to change. Similarly, attempts at physical de-warlordization of Tajikistan 

did not destroy salient features of local security culture such as use of violence or of a 

threat to use violence in order. Significantly, evidence of warlords initiated fighting in 

Tajikistan has been continuously recorded since 2001. Moreover, in the almost mono-

national Tajikistan it was possible to pacify the two warring factions under the cover of 

Tajik nationalism, especially with regard to growing Pashtun nationalism in Afghanistan 

under the Taliban. While in post-war Afghanistan it will be much more delicate to find a 

power-sharing formula. This is related to the fact that some of the Afghan warlords have 

actively in place since the early 1980s, and their social and political penetration in 

Afghanistan remains extremely pervasive. Another, perhaps more fundamental, reason is 

that the Taliban regime has been ousted with active participation of warlord militias, 

whose leaders today naturally claim both legitimacy and their part of influence in power 

structures, as well as non-interference in their private businesses, increasingly (sic!) 

relying on opium production and trafficking (Labrousse, 2005; UNODC, 2005). 

 Nevertheless, the primary focus of the Tajik peace process, which is worth 

taking into account regarding Afghanistan, is the need to settle problems through direct 

negotiation and bargaining rather than through confrontation with local militarized 

power-holders. Traditional institutions of governance, including shuras (mosque-based 

council of popular representatives), can emerge as key agents in community governance, 

and thus counter-balance and de-legitimize military power-based strength of local 

warlords in Afghanistan. 

It seems that the most efficient way of dealing with warlords politics in the 

Afghan-Tajik space is: 
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1) At the local level: restore and support the traditional administrative bodies of 

local governance (such as shuras, mahallas, etc.) which usually are seen as 

the most legitimate bodies of political organization. As such, they can subvert 

the legitimacy and influence of the non-traditional solidarity networks around 

local warlords (under the condition that law and order has been already 

restored in the area). 

2) At the national level: motivate the warlords to change their military 

legitimacy for a political one through a systemic application of incentives to 

cooperation and sanctions; 

3) At the regional/international level: cut off warlords’ private illicit businesses 

by adopting a systemic approach of combating drugs trafficking at the 

regional level, i.e. enhancing political and law-enforcement cooperation 

among Central Asian states and their national law enforcement bodies. 
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Resumé (Cz) 

Afghánistán a Tádžikistán od konce Studené války: Regionální bezpečnostní 

komplex? 

 Cílem této práce je analyzovat a přinést nový náhled na dynamiku válečných 

konfliktů, které v devadesátých letech minulého století propojily území Afghánistánu a 

Tádžikistánu v ucelenou zónu nestability. Vznik vzájemně propojených regionálních 

konfliktů byl v literatuře zabývající se Mezinárodními vztahy (jako oborem) a 

bezpečnostními studii převážně analyzován pomocí Wallensteenova konceptu 

„komplexů regionálních konfliktů“, ke kterým mnoho autorů přiřazuje koncept přelití 

(angl. spill over) bezpečnostních dynamik z jednoho politického prostoru do okolních 

regionů. Běžné interpretace přiřazují Afghánistánu roli regionálního epicentra násilí, 

odkud se politické násilí „přelilo“ do sousedního Tádžikistánu, kterému se ze strany 

Moskvy dostalo nečekané a snad i nechtěné nezávislosti. Koncept spill over dostatečně 

nevysvětluje hloubku a intenzitu vztahů mezi Afghánistánem a Tádžikistánem. Snahou 

autora je nabídnout strukturální a ucelenější pohled na afghánsko-tádžický politický 

prostor z pohledu bezpečnostní závislosti. Obecnějším zájmem autora je také nastínit 

problematiku přelévání konfliktu a nestability v regionálních komplexech, které zahrnují 

tzv. slabé státy (Weak states). V podmínkách nestabilních státních institucí v post-

koloniálních zemích je třeba brát v potaz také neformální společenské instituce, jejichž 

roli ve středoasijském prostředí sehrává tradiční klanová a kmenová identita. 

 Na základě teoretického modelu, který mezi sledované oblasti řadí také tradiční i 

modernizované neformální organizace a jejich vliv na průběh regionálních konfliktů, je 

formou případové studia analyzována bezpečnostní propojenost afghánského a 

tádžického konfliktu v devadesátých letech minulého století.  

 Závěry případové studie jsou následující: 

Warlordism/Warlordismus ( v českém jazyce zatím není zaveden adekvátní překlad) je 

specifickým a zároveň strukturujícím rysem afghánsko-tádžického prostoru z hlediska 

bezpečnosti a konfliktu. Warlordismus se zakořenil na základě přeskupení tradičních 

společenských vazeb solidarity (assabiyya, qawm, mahalla, avlod), které  byly na 

počátku konfliktů aktivovány vojenskými předáky za účelem mobilizování podpory pro 

ozbrojený boj. V případě warlordismu se však nejedná pouze o vedení politiky za užití 
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politického násilí. Tento fenomén může být chápan také jako specifická forma válečné 

politické ekonomie, resp. jako privatizace politického násilí za účelem osobního 

obohacení. V prostředí regionálních konfliktů a úpadku státních institucí se 

warlordismus dále posunul blíže k prvkům organizovaného zločinu, k čemuž napomohla 

již zmíněná válečná politická ekonomie, zejména produkce a pašování opia. Nedílnou 

součástí warlordismu je také tzv. vedení války skrze prostředníky, kdy si zainteresované 

regionální mocnosti, zejména Pákistán a Uzbekistán, vybraly mezi afghánskými  a 

tádžickými veliteli spojence, skrze které se snažily prosadit vlastní geopolitické cíle. 

Případová studie potvrdila autorovu hypotézu, že přelévání konfliktu jako koncept 

nestačí k pokrytí mnohovrstvé výměny mezi Afghánistánem a Tádžikistánem.  
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I. Research Design 

 
The aim of my research project is to discuss to what extent Afghanistan and 

Tajikistan have formed a regional security/insecurity complex in the post-Cold War era, 
and what the ensuing implications of this conflict formation are for the future 
development of both countries with focus being brought on the security/insecurity 
perspective.  
 

My purpose is to examine a thesis and its implications that there has been a 
continuous spill-over in security/insecurity and conflict from Afghanistan to Tajikistan 
and vice versa since the 1990s, which would justify classifying Afghanistan and 
Tajikistan as a sub-regional security complex, or “mini-complex” if one follows Buzan 
and Waever’s (2003) reformulation of the theory of regional security complexes. Thus, 
an analysis of common structural features which both states eventually shared in the 
1990s will be needed to asses my research hypotheses. For this reason, I will present a 
model of the theory of the State based on Buzan (1998) and Migdal (1988), through 
which I will analyze Afghanistan and Tajikistan in the 1990s. Consequently, political 
economy of conflicts in both countries will be observed in order to extract some 
structural features which would justify considering Afghanistan and Tajikistan as a 
regional (in)security complex. The last step will be then to define and assess the 
prospects for the future of this conflict formation. 

  
Arguments of my thesis are the following: 

 
The dynamics of the civil war in Tajikistan seem to have been determined to a 

great extent by a set of factors related to political developments in Afghanistan: i) 
firstly , by afghan-tajik transnational solidarities and centuries-long political alliances, 
which had emerged as a consequence of common history and geography of the region; 
ii) secondly as a result of recent developments related to Afghan and Tajik warfare in 
the 1990s. The wars in both countries in the 1990s brought about the penetration of 
political, economic and social structures by the culture of warlordism as a dominant 
pattern organizing political life. Multifaceted impact of warlordism within the Afghan-
Tajik political space can be best described in terms of political economy of war and rise 
of parallel social structures supplying the role of failed states’ authorities. The process of 
so-called “afghanisation of Tajikistan”, characterised by the spread of Kalashnikov 
culture, the creation of drug-traffickers’ and other criminal networks, as well as a revival 
of radical Islamism, illustrates interconnectedness of security issues between 
Afghanistan and Tajikistan. iii) Finally, proxy wars and interferences by regional powers 
pursuing their own geopolitical or ideological interests in both Afghanistan and 
Tajikistan add to the specificity of this political space, differentiating by the same token 
Afghanistan and Tajikistan from their neighbours. Although the security agenda in the 
region remains to the great extent the traditional political-military one, some non-
traditional security threats as well as agents of security have appeared in the region. 
Among new security threats, spillover of drug trafficking from Afghanistan to 
Tajikistan, closely linked to the emergence of a nexus of new transnational security 
actors is the most spectacular and alarming element. 
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In particular the context in which both escalation and de-escalation of civil war 
in Tajikistan took place reveals clearly the link to Afghanistan.  

In the period following the de-escalation and the conclusion of peace accords 
among Tajikistani regional factions, Afghanistan continued to exert major influence over 
Tajikistan through both military and non-military transnational agents of 
security/insecurity. Transnational actors, as related to domestic power structures (both 
political/military and economic), have transformed regional security agenda in a way 
that a continuous space of insecurity emerged in-between Afghanistan and Tajikistan, 
cutting across state borders.  

The trans-border character of this space may be perceived i) as a result of 
protracted warfare within failed States, ii) as a product of discrepancy in-between weak 
State identities and deep-rooted patterns of solidarity on ethnic or regional basis, iii) or 
as a consequence of structural violence within political communities interacting with the 
effects of political economy of “warlordism” and criminal networks.  

 
In this sense, is it then possible to argue that securing the border with 

Afghanistan would be the major security issue for Tajikistan’s domestic security and 
that establishing a functioning centre–periphery communication through integration of 
de facto autonomous provinces into a centralised politico-economic system should be a 
major goal of Hamid Karzai’s administration in Afghanistan?  

 
II. Theoretical prerequisites, Approach and Methods: 
 

The theoretical prerequisites underlying my research are based on the 
Copenhagen school’s conceptualisation of security and regional security complexes. 
Furthermore, I draw on Peter Wallensteen’s concept of regional conflict complexes: the 
interdependent nature of security and conflict linking together Afghanistan and 
Tajikistan constitutes the very framework of my analysis. From social constructivism I 
borrow the emphasis on identity-based factors in security studies and on social 
construction of identity when it comes to assessing the individual agents of 
security/insecurity and  transnational phenomena such as radical Islamism in its various 
forms. I will present a model of the State for security studies based on Buzan (1988, 
1998), Buzan and Waever (2003) and Migdal (1988). 
 

The approach I have opted for is a deductive theory-based method of analysis: I 
will use the enlarged concept of security, the model of the State, and the theory of 
regional security complexes as a framework organizing empirical studies of sub-regional 
security. In this sense the use of theories will be made of both as descriptive-organizing 
and predictive tools for analysis. On the empirical level, I will emphasize non-traditional 
transnational security agents, such as the nexus of organized crime and islamic 
radicalism. While examining the regional security complex, I will further elaborate on 
the role of the so-called “linkage States” in the perpetration of conflicts in the region, 
specifically Pakistan’s role in the Afghan warfare and Uzbekistan’s interference in 
Tajikistan.   
 

Since my goal is to assess the interdependent character of security which ties 
together Afghanistan and Tajikistan, I will try to demonstrate firstly that Afghanistan 
and Tajikistan created a sub-regional conflict complex, and, secondly, that this conflict 
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formation has persevered despite the formal end of war in both Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan (transformed into what I would call a “regional insecurity complex”).  

 
For this reason I will proceed as follows: firstly, I will briefly introduce political 

development in both countries. Secondly, I will present and analyze systemic or 
structural security-related features, which Afghanistan and Tajikistan share together and 
which make for their specificity in comparison to the neighbouring countries. Thirdly, I 
will assess durability and potential development of conflict-prone structures and factors 
of insecurity in the region. At this point my analysis will stress peculiar features of a 
zone of insecurity which, as I will try to demonstrate, has emerged in-between 
Afghanistan and Tajikistan. I will examine whether and to what extent this Afghan-Tajik 
zone of insecurity is related particularly to such a specific geographical delimitation, 
corresponding to Buzan and Waever’s concept of security mini-complex, or if it is more 
appropriate to refer to this zone simply as encompassing the integral Central Asian 
security complex. Finally, I will assess the prospects for the future of this conflict 
formation.  
 
 
 
III. Structure Outline: 
 
Introduction :  
a) Research Design 
b) Theoretical framework: enlarged concept of security, theory of regional security 
complexes, combining neorealism with social constructivism. 
c) Methodology: Qualitative methods 
d) Sources  
 
1. Historical legacy and decline of the State : a common character of Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan 

a) The theory of the State in security studies : ‘the triangular model of the State’ by 
Barry Buzan and Migdal’s ‘State in society approach’ 

b) Porous, transparent or inexistent border? 
c) Towards failed states in the 1990s: fragmentation, regionalization and civil wars 

 
2. Structural features of the Afghan-Tajik security complex 
Regional conflict complex-definition 

a) Political space and identity formation: from solidarity groups and structural 
violence to warlordism 

b) Political economy of war: privatization and criminalization of warfare 
c) External stakeholders and proxy wars 
d) Empirical reality vs IR Theory? 

 
3. Prospects for a persisting subregional insecurity complex? 

a) Ethnicising Afghanistan, fragmentizing Tajikistan 
b) Post-war nation-building 
c) Transnational actors 
---- 
? d) North-eastern Afghanistan + southern Tajikistan: the case of Badakhshan 
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IV. Sources, References   
 
The research for my thesis was conducted mainly at the Silk Road Studies Program in 
Uppsala, a joint research program organized by Uppsala University and John Hopkins 
University, where I worked as Intern from December 2004 to August 2005. 
Furthermore, this thesis is based upon my experiences from previous visits to Iran and 
Pakistan (2000 and 2001), from which I drew material for my BA thesis (2003). 
  
1. Interviews, Correspondence, Conferences: 
Svante Cornell (SRSP Uppsala University), Shahin Egraghi (SRSP), Vladimir 
Fenopetov (UNODC), Maral Madi (SRSP), Olivier Roy (CNRS Paris), Triffin J. Roule 
(SRSP), Niklas Svanstrom (SRSP) 
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