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 The Fragmentation of Culture in Afghanistan

 Larry Goodson

 Introduction

 The long Afghan War (1978-1998) has produced profound
 changes in Afghanistan. An entire people has been uprooted, a
 generation has come of age in diaspora (both in refugee camps and
 scattered in the West) or embattled villages, the physical infrastructure

 has been destroyed, and the social structure has been disrupted. Today

 Afghanistan is facing political fragmentation and possibly
 disintegration as ethnic militias fight over who will rule the country.
 These tragic circumstances provide the context for the dramatic and
 possibly lasting cultural and social changes wrought by the protracted,
 high-intensity war in Afghanistan. This essay explores the
 fragmentation of Afghanistan's national culture both in terms of
 Afghan history prior to 1978 and the changes brought about by its
 long experience with war since then. Both the social-cultural fabric of
 Afghan society and its popular culture (art, literature, music, sports)
 have been affected. Four major social-cultural changes result, in their
 present form, from the Afghan War. These are the development of a
 newly prominent role for the youth based on creation of new political
 elites (mujahideen, or holy warriors, and Taliban, or religious
 students) to replace the now-defunct pre-war elites, transformed role
 of violence in society brought about by proliferation of
 high-technology weapons (Kalashnikovization), emergence of a drug
 trafficking subculture based on an opium-heroin economic sector, and
 increased Islamization of society (Kaplan, 1990; Urban, 1991;
 Weinbaum, 1991; Yousaf and Atkin, 1992). Elements of popular
 culture have also been affected, and this essay will conclude with a
 short section addressing this area.
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 The Context of Afghanistan's Social and Cultural
 Transformation

 There have been excellent studies that attempt to explain the
 development of the state in Afghanistan (Gregorian, 1969; Dupree,
 1973; Adamec, 1974; Ghani, 1978; Kakar, 1979; Rubin, 1989, 1992).

 As will be suggested below, among South Asian countries
 Afghanistan had a unique experience in state formation because its
 geostrategic position left it part of an important buffer zone between
 two rival Imperial powers during the nineteenth century. Thus, in the
 nineteenth century it was pressured by both Great Britain and Russia,
 but became a colony of neither. This experience meant formation of
 both the state and national culture in Afghanistan was primarily an
 internal process until after World War II, and any discussion of
 post-colonial experiences in Afghanistan must recognize its essential
 independence for much of the colonial period.

 Both Afghanistan and Pakistan were affected by the British
 colonial period in South Asia, although Pakistan was part of the
 British Empire while Afghanistan was a buffer state between British
 India and the Russian Empire in the nineteenth century. Afghanistan
 achieved independence after the Third Anglo-Afghan War in 1919,
 although nation-building had been occurring there since the rise of the
 Durrani Pushtun tribe in 1747. There were numerous constraints on

 this process, however, especially the wide gulf between state and
 society, which was further exacerbated by four significant factors.

 First, Afghanistan had sharp social cleavages, as the country
 then (and now) was divided into distinctive communal,
 ethnolinguistic, and religious groups (with the Pushtun tribes
 dominant) (Fisher, 1990). Second, these different groups possessed a
 social system that emphasized loyalty to the local social group
 (qawm), rather than a higher-order abstraction like the state (Roy,
 1990). Third, with the rugged Hindu Kush mountains bisecting the
 country, Afghanistan's isolating geography served to create both a
 gulf between Kabul and the rural areas and to close the nation to the
 outside world. Finally, all of these factors combined to retard the
 development of centralized political institutions, which could only
 expand in power at the expense of local loyalties (Goodson, 1991).

 Afghanistan has never been a nation in the sense of a common
 people with a shared destiny, but rather a collection of disparate
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 groups forced together by the vagaries of geopolitics. It has been
 recounted elsewhere how Afghanistan emerged as a state built around
 the Pushtun tribal structure (Ghani, 1978, 270; Roy, 1990, 13). The
 Saddozai Popolzai clans of the Durrani tribes formed a great Pushtun
 confederation and carved out an empire between India and Persia in
 the mid- eighteenth century. They were followed by the
 Mohammadzai Barakzai clans (also Durrani) in 1818, but no internal
 unity developed.

 The Pushtuns are the largest ethnic group in Afghanistan today

 and the largest remaining tribal society in the world. Approximately
 sixteen million Pushtuns straddle the Afghanistan-Pakistan border,

 living primarily in the south, southwest, center, and east of
 Afghanistan and the North-West Frontier Province, Federally
 Administered Tribal areas, and Baluchistan of Pakistan. The Pushtuns

 comprise 45-50% of Afghanistan's estimated pre-war population of
 16 million and are the dominant ethnic group (Dupree, 1973; Fisher,
 1990).

 Despite the dominance of the Pushtun tribes there are numerous

 significant minorities in Afghanistan, who resent the Pushtun
 ascendancy. These are largely non-tribal minorities, who speak
 Indo-European or Ural-Altaic languages and combine Western with
 Central Asian physical traits. They include Farsi-speaking Tajiks, who
 comprise 25% of the population and overlap into Tajikistan from
 northern Afghanistan. Turkic-speaking Uzbeks and Turkomans make
 up approximately 9% of the population and also sit astride the border
 with the former Soviet Central Asian republics. Afghanistan's largest

 Shia population are the Hazara people, who occupy the center of the
 country (known as the Hazarajat) and comprise perhaps 9% of the
 population. The remainder of the population includes small ethnic
 groups such as the Farsiwan, Qizilbash, Chahar Aimaq, Nuristanis,
 Baluch, and Brahui (Nyrop and Seekins, 1986).

 Afghanistan is overwhelmingly Islamic, with almost 80% of the
 population Hanafi Sunni and most of the remainder Jafari Shia (there
 are small numbers of Isma'ili Shia, Hindus, Sikhs, and Jews, mostly

 in the towns). The country also is home to important Central Asian
 Sufi orders, especially the Naqshbandiya, Qadiriya, and Chestiya
 (Roy, 1990, 38-44). Islam in Afghanistan provides an
 all-encompassing social, normative, and ethical framework for daily
 life. It governs village life and shapes all rites of passage. The mosque
 is the central gathering place in village society and the mullahs
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 (village priests) and 'ulama (religious scholars) rival the traditional
 landowning elite for local leadership. Nonetheless, Islam is a
 "popular" religion in Afghanistan - that is, through syncretic
 melding with local social codes Islam is practiced differently and has
 different meanings for various groups and in various parts of the
 country (Dupree, 1973). The major competitor to the "pure" Islam of
 the 'ulama are the tribal codes that predate the Islamic influence in the

 region.

 With the rise of the Pushtuns to prominence, their tribal code
 (known as the Pushtunwali) took the place of a legal system in the
 settling of disputes. Although the Pushtunwali is a conglomerate of
 local tribal codes, there are certain primary themes that have emerged,

 especially honor, hospitality, and revenge. As the Pushtunwali
 provided a code of behavior for the Afghan tribes, the jirga (tribal
 assembly) provided a form of government.

 A second major traditional limitation on the creation of an
 Afghan national culture has been Afghanistan's unique social system.
 This system is especially pronounced among the tribal Pushtun, but it
 exists in its most fundamental form throughout the country. The core
 of the social system is the qawm, which some have interpreted as tribe

 (Quddus, 1987), but is more properly understood in its broader
 context as being any communal group, including village, extended
 family, or ethnic group (Dupree, 1973, 183-192; Roy, 1990, 242). In
 traditional rural Afghan society virtually all meaningful social
 relations occur within the qawm, except perhaps war, marriage, and
 some trade. Typically, the qawm is governed by the jirga, or a similar
 group of notable elder males. Thus, the state, with its demand for
 taxes and military service, intrudes on Afghan society, which is
 self-governing and self-contained in most matters. If the government

 attempts to impose laws alien to the social codes of the qawm,
 especially if the religious hierarchy also objects, there is a strong
 likelihood of violence in response (Shahrani and Canfield, 1984).

 Another limitation on the ability of Afghanistan's central
 governments to foster greater national unity is some of the world's
 most forbidding terrain. The Hindu Kush mountains descend from the

 Wakhan Corridor and northern Pakistan to bisect Afghanistan. These
 mountains average 4500-6000 meters in height in the zone around
 Kabul, with some peaks as high as 7500 meters (Fisher, 1990, 269).
 The Hindu Kush broadens out into the Hazarajat plateau in the center
 of the country, which disappears into the western deserts on the
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 Iranian border (Registan, Dasht-i-Margo, Dasht-i-Lut). Although
 passes through the Hindu Kush make possible movement between
 different regions, harsh winters and high altitudes have made
 interregional mobility actually quite difficult (only the completion of
 the Salang Tunnel in 1964 made overland traffic between Kabul and
 northern Afghanistan possible during winter months). Many remote
 valleys exist that are virtually inaccessible to the outside world.

 Despite the development of railroads in the bordering countries,
 Afghanistan has no railroad, except for a few miles of track laid by the

 Soviets after the invasion to expedite the transfer of gas from the
 fields in Shiberghan near the Uzbekistan border. Afghanistan also has
 only one major road, the so-called "Ring Road" that begins in the
 northwest at Torghundi and runs south through Herat to Kandahar.
 Skirting the impenetrable Hazarajat, the road turns northeast to Kabul
 and then cuts the Hindu Kush at the Salang Pass and continues to
 Mazar-i-Sharif and the Uzbekistan border at Termez. Supposedly, the
 road also links Mazar-i-Sharif and Herat, but this section is still little

 more than unfinished jeep track. The road from Kabul to Peshawar,
 Pakistan that runs through Jalalabad and the Khyber Pass was also
 part of this system. Today the "Ring Road" is so destroyed by the war
 that it has ceased to exist for large sections as anything other than a
 dirt and gravel track (I traveled it most recently in July 1997).

 Afghanistan's location may have put it between two nineteenth-
 century Imperial powers playing the "Great Game," but its rugged
 geography also protected its independence. This isolation allowed
 Afghanistan to develop into a state by the twentieth century, even if
 the aforementioned factors limited its development of a national
 culture.

 Although by the twentieth century nascent political institutions

 were developing in Afghanistan, a strong central government was
 never achieved (Dupree, 1973, ch. 18; Gregorian, 1969, ch. 5; Kakar,
 1979). Tribal rebellion was always a threat to destabilize or topple the
 government in Kabul, as well as a constant threat in the British
 North-West Frontier of India (now Pakistan). Various means were
 employed to reduce this threat, including the forced internal migration
 of dissident tribal factions to minority areas (Gregorian, 1969,
 132-134; Kakar, 1979, 123-135), which served to bind the recalcitrant

 Pushtuns to the regime while also strengthening government control
 over the minority groups. Tribes were also bribed to cooperate with
 the government, and in the British areas political agents acted as
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 intermediaries between the maliks (village leaders) and Crown (Caroe,
 1958, 349).

 The Anglo-Russian competition in Central Asia that developed
 out of early nineteenth century power politics in Europe ultimately led

 to the creation of the state of Afghanistan and caused the demarcation
 of its wholly inappropriate borders. The combination of foreign
 encroachment and simultaneous internal anarchy led to the creation of

 an Afghan state without the concomitant development of an Afghan
 nation (Dupree, 1973).

 In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries Kabul was able to

 extend its control over much of the territory that is present- day
 Afghanistan. Through the creation of a bureaucracy and national
 army, economic modernization and urbanization, construction of a
 transportation network, forced internal migration, the rise of the
 'ulama, co-optation of the khans, and various other developments,
 Afghanistan witnessed the rise of state over traditional society (Roy,
 1990).

 The Afghan War erased the position of the Afghan state and
 altered the basis of Afghan society by eliminating or severely
 damaging most of its traditional institutions. The current situation is

 reminiscent of the mid-nineteenth century, when khans, mirs, and
 amirs ruled independent kingdoms amid the precarious shifting of the
 always-fickle Central Asian political currents. At this point, it is clear

 that even with the Taliban in control of nearly 85% of the country,
 they cannot easily extend their influence beyond their natural home
 regions. The situation that now exists is an unstable mixture of
 resurgent traditional society and nascent political elites that may lead
 to Afghanistan's political fragmentation and continues to undermine
 its traditional culture.

 Thus, as has been suggested, Afghanistan is a country
 comprised of various groups with differing cultural traits, including
 language, religious practices, physical appearance and attire, and
 customs. Inter-marriage between ethnic groups and religious groups is

 relatively uncommon, and even the notion of being Afghan has
 always been severely limited, with most individuals identifying
 themselves in relation to their qawm. Perhaps it is even inappropriate
 to refer to one Afghan culture, as Afghanistan is in many ways a
 society with differing ethnic cultures, both overlapping and clashing.
 Thus, the Afghan conception of Self and Other is shifting, but rarely is
 Self wide enough to incorporate members of other ethnic groups on
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 the national level. Group identity usually extends no farther than the
 qawm, which never extends beyond the tribal or ethnic group level
 and can be much more narrow. Only outside threats, like the Soviet
 invasion, in 1979 can produce a unifying response on the national
 level, but even that is tenuous at best. The long war that resulted,
 however, has been so destructive to Afghanistan that it has produced
 dramatic and probably lasting cultural and social changes, which the
 next section considers in detail.

 Impact of the War on Afghanistan's Culture and Society

 There has been much attention to the impact that Afghanistan's

 long conflict has had on the demographic profile, physical
 infrastructure, and political-economic development of Afghanistan
 (Rubin, 1995; Rais, 1994). For example, the Afghan War destroyed
 much of the country, and in the process totally destroyed the progress
 of over two centuries toward building an Afghan nation. More than
 1.5 million Afghans were killed, more than 2 million injured, more
 than 6 million driven out of the country as refugees plus an additional
 2 million internally displaced, and massive physical destruction
 wrought on the nation's physical infrastructure (half of 24,000
 villages were destroyed) (Rubin, 1989-90; World Refugee Survey,
 1987, 1990, 1991). Furthermore, social and political institutions were

 destroyed or irrevocably altered, especially the governmental
 institutions, armed forces, political parties, universities, religious
 hierarchy, and media. Likewise, the power groups did not survive the
 war unaffected, including the landed elite (khans), urban capitalists,
 military officers, intelligentsia, 'ulama, and tribal leaders. The entire
 framework of Afghan society was affected.

 This section considers the dramatic changes to Afghan culture

 and society brought about by the events of the last two decades. Four
 major changes can be noted.

 First, the war has destroyed the social order in the countryside.

 Early in the conflict, most of the khans were co- opted or executed by
 the government, or they fled abroad. Land reform and the air war
 policy of "rubbleization" eliminated the traditional source of the
 khans' power and the failure to protect their supporters from the
 government eroded their authority (Dupree in Saikal and Maley, 1989;
 Roy, 1990). While the jirga was retained as a symbolic mechanism of
 national decisionmaking, in reality during the war policy radiated
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 outward and downward in those areas under Kabul's control. The

 attack on the qawm was not unrelenting, however, especially in
 recent years, as various tribal groups (and their militias) were induced
 to join the government in temporary alliance. Nonetheless, the
 traditional socioeconomic system of rural Afghanistan, based on
 wealth derived from land and agriculture and jirga governance of
 social and political affairs in the qawm, has been altered, perhaps
 permanently (United Nations, 1988, ch. 8).

 Also, the failure of the Durrani tribe to assert its traditional

 dominance during the military struggle against the Soviets has raised
 questions about its role in the future social order. Many Durrani
 tribesmen were relatively uninvolved in the war because of the
 absence of Durrani khans in opposition to Kabul. Even former King
 Zahir Shah kept a very low profile throughout the war. Interestingly,
 as Tarzi notes, "immediately after the Soviets withdrew and the
 external threat dissipated, prominent figures of the Sadowzais,
 Popalzais, Achekzais, and Barakzais, the four major Durrani
 subtribes, openly protested against, and have questioned the
 legitimacy of Hekmatyar, Rabbani, and Khalis" (1991, 483).

 In the absence of the Durranis and khans new groups have
 entered the picture, such as the non-Durrani resistance leaders
 mentioned above. Some of these party leaders enjoy traditional
 networks of support, but the most important (Burhanuddin Rabbani,

 Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, Yunus Khalis, Abdul Rasul Sayyaf)
 represented the Islamist movement that has injected fundamentalism
 into Afghan society (Roy, 1990). In addition to the party leaders,
 important new actors included the commanders inside Afghanistan
 (such as Ahmad Shah Massoud and Ismael Khan of the mujahideen,
 and Rashid Dostum of the formerly pro-government Uzbek militia),
 and the refugee populations in Pakistan and Iran (Weinbaum, 1989,
 1991). The cynical and continuous struggle for power between these
 actors led ultimately to the appearance in October 1994 of the Taliban,

 Afghanistan's newest elite. Wresting the Islamist position away from
 Rabbani, Hekmatyar, and others, and arising out of the marginalized
 Kandahari Durranis, the Taliban have come the closest yet to taking
 over the whole country, with profound implications for Afghan
 culture and society.

 The Taliban have simultaneously allowed the Durrani Pushtuns
 to reassert their traditional claim to power while opening the door to a

 much younger base of leadership than is customary in Afghanistan.

 276 Alif 18 (1998)

This content downloaded from 146.86.206.174 on Wed, 01 Mar 2017 19:40:18 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 The Taliban leadership is comprised almost exclusively of young men
 (mid-30s in age) whose experiences in the early days of the war were
 as rank-and-file mujahideen or small-unit commanders. Before being
 welded into the Pakistani-supported religious militia of today, most of
 the Taliban leaders also spent several years as virtual mendicants in
 minor madrassas in Pakistan. Although the Taliban leaders all claim
 religious titles such as maulavi (teacher) or mullah, most have little
 serious formal education or administrative experience. Older Pushtun
 leaders have been kept at arms' length and are angry with their
 inability to exert more influence over the Taliban movement. The
 emphasis on youth is even more telling among rank-and-file Taliban
 soldiers, who are generally in their mid-to-late teens in age. The
 average Taliban teenager is illiterate, often orphaned or from a family
 fragmented by the war, and deeply ignorant of the wider world. Their

 only knowledge of culture is from within a very conservative Islamist
 framework (Interviews in Herat and Kabul, Afghanistan, and
 Peshawar, Pakistan, July 1997).

 The horrific and widespread destruction wrought by twentieth-

 century weaponry united the country in destruction and transformed
 the Afghan battlefield forever. Prior to the Afghan War, most rural
 Afghan men possessed weapons, but generally the most advanced
 were Lee Enfield .303 rifles. Those days are gone forever. The Soviet
 Union supplied $36-48 billion worth of military equipment to the
 Communist regime in Kabul from 1978 to the early 1990s (Isby,
 1986; Urban, 1991). Over the course of the war, the US, Saudi Arabia,

 and China supplied $6-12 billion worth of weapons and military
 supplies to the mujahideen. The end result of all this has not only been
 the destruction of the Afghan physical infrastructure (for example,
 over 1500 SCUD missiles were used in Afghanistan as compared to
 less than 100 in the Gulf War) but the dissemination of modern
 weapons to people living in a segmentary social system with a cultural
 tradition of violence (United Nations, 1988). Thus, the
 Kalashnikovization of Afghanistan occurred.

 The term Kalashnikovization first appeared in Pakistani
 newspapers in the mid-1980s to describe the deterioration of
 law-and-order brought about by the dissemination of AK-47 rifles
 (Kalashnikovs) that spilled out of the covert CIA arms pipeline to the
 mujahideen. Kalashnikovization has been even worse in Afghanistan,
 where it has come to stand for more war fought at a technology level
 inconsistent with national development. Moreover, increased banditry
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 and lawlessness resulted, reducing parts of Afghanistan during
 1992-1994 to anarchy (Weinbaum, 1989, 305). Local groups of
 erstwhile mujahideen controlled small areas in the name of a
 mujahideen party with which they had at least a nominal affiliation.
 They extracted resources from the citizens in their areas of control,
 often by quasi-legal methods at best, and extortion, robbery, rape, and
 murder became common. I well remember riding a bus from Kabul to

 the Khyber Pass in August 1992 and passing through 19 different
 checkpoints representing a hodgepodge of groups in route. Indeed, the
 Taliban leaders claim they began their campaign in order to end this
 state of anarchy and the un-Islamic practices it fostered, and their
 insistence on confiscation of weapons in areas they control has helped
 to reduce the level of violence in Afghanistan somewhat. But after
 long years of war, killing has become a way of life in Afghanistan, as
 suggested by the massacre of captured Taliban soldiers in northern
 Afghanistan in the fall of 1997 (Taliban atrocities have also been
 alleged, most recently in late 1997 in Faryab). That conflict in
 Afghanistan seems to have become increasingly defined in ethnic
 terms suggests the possibility that Kalashnikovization may result in
 ethnic cleansing and genocide.

 Afghanistan has a long history of opium production, like most
 of South Asia, but its cultivation has increased tremendously since the
 beginning of the Afghan War, while local processing of heroin is
 entirely a post-1980 phenomenon. Today, Afghanistan is the world's
 second largest opium producer (after Burma), with an estimated 1230
 metric tons produced in 1996 on 37,950 hectares of land (US
 Narcotics Report, 1997). Afghanistan is the key producer of opium in
 the Golden Crescent, which also includes Iran and Pakistan, and sits at

 the epicenter of a burgeoning regional drug economy and culture that
 also includes hashish. For example, in 1992 Pakistan's 1.1-1.2 million
 addicts alone (there were virtually no heroin addicts in Pakistan at the
 beginning of the Afghan War; now there are more than 1.5 million)

 consumed 55 tons of heroin, only 18 tons of which were produced
 domestically. The rest came from Afghanistan's poppy fields
 (Nathan-Berger, 1992; James Magnor interview, Islamabad, July 23,
 1992).

 Much of the poppy grown in Afghanistan is in the southwest
 (especially Helmand and Kandahar provinces), east (Nangarhar), and
 northeast (Badakhshan). These are the major growing regions, but
 poppy cultivation has spread dramatically over the last twenty years
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 (although some areas, like Kunar province in the early 1990s, saw a
 reduction in opium production) (Nathan-Berger, 1992). This increase
 is because the agricultural infrastructure of Afghanistan has been
 ravaged by the war, and opium is the best cash crop available in the
 short term. Repatriating refugees are not able to grow enough food to
 meet their needs in the short term, nor are they able to make money
 off high-return crops like fruit for several years. Thus, they turn to
 growing poppy (Rahimullah Yusufzai interview, July 28, 1992).

 There is also a clear linkage between the opium-heroin
 production and weapons, which are used both to protect the drugs and
 are bought with drug profits. It is less clear who fostered the growth of

 the opium sector during the Afghan War, but it became a source of
 income for both the mujahideen (and now Taliban) and those whose
 regular means of livelihood was disrupted by the war (Nathan-Berger,
 1992). Despite early Taliban claims that they would eradicate
 opium-heroin production, production has increased in the areas they
 control over the past two years (which constitute over 90% of the
 opium-producing territory in Afghanistan) (US Narcotics Report,
 1997). Half-hearted justifications for their continued tolerance of an
 obviously un-Islamic practice reflect the strength of this industry and
 the level of its influence in high government circles in both
 Afghanistan and Pakistan. The Taliban made no serious narcotics
 interdiction or poppy eradication efforts in the last two years, and
 derive a significant portion of their revenue from an opium tax (US
 Narcotics Report, 1997).

 The final major way in which Afghanistan's society has been
 transformed by the war has been its increasing Islamization. Writing
 on Afghanistan, Roy suggests three possible meanings for
 Islamization: implementation of shari'a (Islamic law), purifying
 society through preaching and a return to fundamental religious
 practices, and establishment of an Islamic state through violence if
 necessary (1995, 31-32). All these meanings have been at play among
 various groups wishing to Islamize Afghanistan, in a society that has
 such a strong traditional adherence to Islam that it has always been
 necessary to use it as a legitimizing factor for any claimant to political
 power (Olesen, 1995). The present trend toward Islamization in
 Afghanistan has its roots in the struggle between Communists and
 Islamists within Kabul intellectual circles dating back to the
 mid-1960s (Dupree, 1973), and more generally in the century-long
 struggle between modernizers and traditionalists (Olesen, 1995;
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 Kakar, 1979). The successful Communist coup that sparked the war in
 1978 helped mobilize an increasingly militant Islamist resistance
 movement. The structure and bases of support for that movement
 empowered the Islamist factions among the Afghan resistance, such
 that throughout the war the more "fundamentalist" groups and leaders
 (like Gulbuddin Hekmatyar and his Hezb-i-Islami) received the most

 support, especially as Pakistan under Zia ul-Haq in the 1980s was
 undergoing its own Islamization. Modernization became affiliated
 with the "evil" Communist government, while the "noble"
 mujahideen fought ajihad (holy war) for the redemption of the nation.
 There was very little room for a secular or moderate alternative
 among the resistance, and even the "moderate" mujahideen parties
 were headed by Islamists who wanted an Islamic government in
 Afghanistan.

 The power struggle that erupted among mujahideen leaders and
 some former supporters of the Communist government (such as
 Rashid Dostum) after the fall of the Communist regime in 1992,
 which then continued through 1993 and 1994, undermined whatever
 legitimacy these leaders had outside of their own immediate bases of

 support and paved the way for the emergence of the Taliban. The
 ascendance of the Taliban represents the culmination of the Islamist
 trend in Afghanistan, but much of the groundwork for that trend was

 laid during the 1980s by the various mujahideen groups now held to
 be so un-Islamic by the Taliban. Nonetheless, many Taliban policies
 based on their interpretation of shari'a are not popular outside of the

 rural Pushtun areas that provide their roots. Forcing men into mosques
 for Friday prayers, requiring men to grow untrimmed beards, and

 applying traditional hudud punishments (penalties prescribed in the
 Koran, such as amputations for robbery and stoning for adultery) are
 also indicators of the Taliban's intent to Islamize Afghan society.
 Other policies more directly aimed at various areas of Afghan culture,
 such as music and sports, are discussed in the next section.

 The most controversial area of the Taliban's Islamization of

 Afghanistan have been its social policies toward women. In traditional
 Pushtun areas, women have always led a restricted life, as their virtue
 is considered integral to family and clan honor. The tides of
 twentieth-century secularization and modernization in Afghanistan
 provided greater opportunities for women to participate in public life,
 especially in northern and urban areas. The recent ascendance of
 Islamists and association of Communism with modernization
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 restricted women once again. The Taliban, however, have made the
 issue of women's roles and status a cornerstone of their Islamization

 program. Their policies have largely eliminated women from the
 public space, by preventing their participation in virtually all
 occupational categories of the workforce, their schooling, and their
 freedom of movement (especially by requiring adoption of the
 head-to-toe form of the veil known as the burqa). Women have been
 beaten for failure to conform to the dress codes, driven to desperate
 begging and prostitution by the loss of their livelihoods (in 1997,
 40,000 widows existed in Kabul alone, many without a male relative
 to support them if they could not work), and denied political
 representation or civil rights to appeal their mistreatment
 (Confidential interview, Kabul, July 26, 1997). The transformation of
 the position of women in Afghanistan over the past two decades is an
 excellent illustration of the profound changes that have occurred in
 Afghan society during that period.

 As we have seen, four major changes to Afghan culture and
 society have been brought about by the Afghan War. First has been
 the creation of powerful new actors in Afghanistan, many of whom
 represent a new generation and derive their claims to legitimacy from
 non-traditional sources. Their emergence and empowerment has
 occurred due to a power vacuum resulting from the destruction of the

 prewar political system and the elimination of many prewar elites, as
 well as the destruction of the Communist political system and
 elimination of those elites.

 In the absence of traditional sources of legitimacy, the new
 elites have relied on the remaining three changes to bolster their
 claims to leadership. The proliferation of high-technology weapons
 has provided them with the ability to use force, the rapid growth of the

 extensive narcotics industry in the region has given them a source of

 funding, and use of an Islamist lexicon and symbols has provided
 them with an ideology.

 The spillover of arms from the Soviet and American pipelines
 and the profitability of the opium-heroin industry has promoted the
 Kalashnikovization of society in Afghanistan (Goodson, 1992). This
 cult of violence produced by the local and regional proliferation of
 arms has deepened and exacerbated existing ethnic, linguistic, and
 religious cleavages. The rapidly developing narcotics industry
 combined with traditional Pushtun political culture encouraged
 resistance to disarmament during the tumultuous early 1990s. The
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 result has been greater militarization and internal instability. The
 implication for the future is that Afghanistan will be resistant to
 nation- building and will be characterized by continued fragmentation

 and internal instability.

 The new elites cannot, for the most part, ground their claims to

 leadership on traditional bases, as Afghanistan's traditional leaders
 were either destroyed, fled, coopted, or discredited by the war. Thus
 new and younger elites have emerged who must legitimize their
 claims to leadership in some other way. Almost all have done so
 through references to Islam, a trend that has been most obvious in the

 case of the Taliban, and which represents a fourth major change for
 Afghan society. The Taliban represent the latest, most successful, and

 most vehement of these new Islamist elites, and many of their policies
 have had profound effects on Afghanistan's popular culture. It is with
 a consideration of Afghanistan's popular culture that this brief foray
 into the transformation of Afghan society concludes.

 The Kalashnikovization of Cultural Discourse in Afghanistan

 Popular culture is often one of the first casualties of war, either
 sacrificed to the exigencies of war in the interest of life-and-death

 national struggle, or transformed in various ways, often not benign, by

 the war itself. In Afghanistan the social framework and indigenous
 culture were direct targets throughout the war of various combatants,

 thus it is no surprise that Afghan popular culture has been so
 damaged. Virtually every area of popular culture has been affected
 over the past two decades, including music and the arts, architecture,

 customs, education, historical heritage, intelligentsia, literature,
 publishing, and sports, to name a few. This section will consider,
 albeit in cursory fashion, the transformation of most of these areas of

 popular culture during the long Afghan War.

 To write about Afghan popular culture now, however, with the
 decidedly anti-culture Taliban apparently still ascendant, leads
 inexorably to negative conclusions about its future prospects. The
 Taliban are responsible, after all, for ruling as un-Islamic and thus
 forbidden virtually all forms of popular culture that are secular in
 nature. Music, for example, is forbidden, and vehicles are regularly
 stopped and searched for cassette tapes which, if found, are destroyed
 on the spot by young Taliban fighters who, if they were in any other
 country in the world, would be demanding to hear it louder! I sat in a
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 long line of traffic leaving Kabul in July 1997 so each vehicle could
 undergo just such a search. My bus driver retained hidden cassettes of
 Pakistani pop music which he played throughout our journey, only
 putting them away at checkpoints, where he replaced them with a tape
 of Koranic recitation. Paradoxically, I also witnessed a traditional
 Afghan singer outside of Herat in July 1997 perform a cappella for a
 group of young Taliban. He sang songs of the Taliban movement and
 its heroes, however, following an informal wrestling competition
 among young boys (sport was also banned by Taliban edicts in 1994).

 Likewise, the Taliban have curtailed or eliminated secular

 programming on radio and television, and have continued the ban on
 cinema enacted by Gulbuddin Hekmatyar in his brief period as prime
 minister in the summer of 1996. All photography and art involving
 human images has been forbidden. Popular sports such as football
 and activities such as kite-flying were also forbidden at first, but are
 now played quite openly in all the Taliban-held areas. Appropriate
 attire (long pants and sleeves) must be worn, however, and games are
 interrupted at prayer times.

 More ominously, Afghanistan's intellectual class and
 educational system suffered tremendously during the war.
 Intellectuals were targeted by the Soviets and Afghan Communists in
 the early years of the war, and the subsequent destruction and
 dispersion of this tiny group of Afghans has been a blow to
 Afghanistan's educational system from which it has yet to recover
 (Majrooh and Elmi, 1986). Afghanistan now has the world's lowest
 recorded level of literacy (Human Development Report, 1996) and,
 with the Taliban restrictions on girls' schooling and female
 employment, the majority of Afghan children are not being educated
 once again. For example, when I visited Kabul University in July
 1997 it was devoid of females, who once constituted 60% of its

 students and teachers combined. With the passing of Afghanistan's
 intellectuals from the scene (some like former Kabul University Dean
 Sayed Bahouddin Majrooh assassinated, others like renowned poet
 Khalilallah Khalili dead from old age, but the majority now settled
 abroad, unlikely to ever return), there is no younger cohort of
 scholars, writers, and poets to take their place.

 An important caveat must be introduced here. The focus of this

 paper has been on the changes produced in culture and society within
 Afghanistan over the past two decades. Thus, it has largely ignored
 the diaspora produced by the Afghan War, which created the world's

 Alif 18 (1998) 283

This content downloaded from 146.86.206.174 on Wed, 01 Mar 2017 19:40:18 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 largest refugee population at an annual average of nearly 6 million
 during the mid-1980s (US Committee of Refugees, various years).
 Although most of these refugees languished in Pakistani camps or
 Iranian cities, the educated and skilled individuals migrated further
 afield, usually to the West. The impact of this diaspora on
 Afghanistan has been profound, both in terms of the Islamization of
 the vast majority of the refugees in Pakistan and Iran, many of whom
 have now returned to Afghanistan, and the brain drain of the
 intelligentsia to the West, most of whom will never resettle in
 Afghanistan. The dispersion of the intelligentsia has robbed
 Afghanistan of a voice for secular or at least moderate alternatives to

 Islamization, and also left Afghanistan bereft of much of its finest
 administrative and technical talent.

 The attack on the Afghan educational system, first by the
 Communists and later by the Islamists, has led to curriculum changes,
 school closings, decline in teacher quality, and a host of other ills that

 have combined to lower literacy rates in Afghanistan, especially
 among females. With such low literacy it is perhaps unsurprising that
 there are few newspapers, which tend to be affiliated with different

 political factions and are published sporadically. Kabul radio and
 television, the Voice of Shariat, produces mostly government
 pronouncements and religious programming (US Human Rights
 Report, 1997).

 Likewise, Afghanistan's literature and publishing have declined
 during the war years, with only diaspora organizations like the Writers

 Union of Free Afghanistan showing any vitality. Indigenous
 publishing is virtually nonexistent today. One form of Afghan writing
 did blossom during the early days of the war, however, the
 shabnamah (night letters), which were anti-government leaflets
 distributed clandestinely at night. These appeared in urban areas
 calling for uprising against the Afghan Communists and their Soviet

 comrades and were instrumental in provoking the bloody February
 1980 riots in Kabul, for example (Hyman, 1984; Kakar, 1995).
 Interestingly, the shabnamahs have reappeared recently, at least in
 Herat, this time in opposition to the Taliban (Confidential interview,
 Herat, July 18, 1997).

 Even Afghanistan's cultural heritage has not survived the long
 war intact. In January 1993 the Kabul Museum was damaged in
 fighting and during the next two years over 90% of its priceless
 collection was looted by mujahideen from various factions and
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 dispersed among illegal art and artifact buyers throughout the world.
 Rashid notes that "archaeologists and historians say the losses from
 the museum amount to the destruction of a major part of
 Afghanistan's cultural heritage" (Rashid, 1995, 61). Many of
 Afghanistan's important architectural sites, especially in Kabul, have
 been reduced to rubble in fighting, and even sites not actively
 threatened by fighting, such as Herat's fifteenth century Timurid
 minarets, totter and sway with no funds available for restoration. The
 great cliff Buddhas of Bamiyan, relics from the pre-Islamic
 Gandharan era, were threatened in summer 1997 by advancing
 Taliban troops with plans to destroy them since they were not
 Islamic-a successful counter-offensive by opposition forces in fall
 1997 drove the Taliban back and saved the Buddhas for now.

 Even Afghanistan's crafts and traditions have begun to
 disappear, such as the blue glass makers of Herat, now down to one
 surviving and elderly master craftsman. Afghanistan's carpet weavers
 have modified traditional motifs to include war-related images, such
 as the ubiquitous Kalashnikov rifle. The passing of the great polo
 ponies and master horsemen over the last two decades has even
 reduced Afghanistan's national sport of buzkashi (a game where
 teams of horsemen struggle to convey the headless carcass of a calf to

 a predetermined spot on a large field) to a vestige of its vigorous past.
 Afghanistan is a country that has been severely damaged by its

 protracted war. That damage extends into every corner of national life
 and has had a profound impact on Afghan culture and society. The
 transformation of Afghanistan after twenty long years of modern war
 have left the country a cultural wasteland, and there is little
 expectation of the situation improving soon. Discourse in Afghanistan
 today is extremely limited and actively curtailed, the legacy of
 warfare and decline. As Herat's great Timurid minarets crumble, so

 too does Afghanistan decay.
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