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Abstract

This article examines the geographical barriers within Afghanistan’s territory that have
disrupted communication networks and, consequently, challenged the process of national
identity formation as one of the key contributing factors. The data relevant to this study
have been drawn from primary sources as well as secondary library-based sources, and
the historical-analytical method has been employed for data analysis. The central question
of this article is: How has the presence of major mountain ranges across the country
affected the process of national identity formation? The aim of this research is to identify
and analyze the consequences of Afghanistan’s mountainous structure for patterns of
communication and interethnic cultural exchange in the country. The results indicate that
natural geographical barriers have directly limited cultural interaction among ethnic
groups and have contributed to the weakening of interethnic familiarity, regional
isolation, and the strengthening of local attachments. Furthermore, the findings of this
study explain how the Hindu Kush and other mountainous structures have divided the
country into separate zones and have affected the formation and functioning of
government, social interaction, and national cohesion. The significance and
distinctiveness of this research, compared with previous studies in this field, lies in its
examination of the crisis of national identity in contemporary Afghanistan beyond
political rivalry or ethnic diversity (by situating it within the relationship between natural
geography, communication, and cultural interaction).

Keywords: Contemporary Afghanistan, National Identity, Interethnic Relations,
Geographic Barriers, Communication Infrastructures

20. Yiizyinl Afganistan’inda Milli Kimligin Olusumunda Cografi Engellerden
Kaynaklanan Iletisim Kesintileri

Ozet

Bu makale, Afganistan topraklari igerisindeki cografi engellerin iletisim aglarint nasil
aksattigim ve bunun sonucunda ulusal kimligin olusum siirecini temel belirleyici
etkenlerden biri olarak nasil zorlagtirdigimi incelemektedir. Bu calisma kapsaminda
kullanilan veriler, birincil kaynaklarin yani sira ikincil nitelikteki kiitiiphane temelli
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kaynaklardan elde edilmis; verilerin analizinde ise tarihsel-analitik yontem kullamlmuistir.
Makalenin temel arastirma sorusu sudur: Ulke genelinde uzanan baslica dag silsilelerinin
varligl, ulusal kimligin olusum siirecini nasil etkilemistir? Bu arastirmanin amaci,
Afganistan’in daglik yapisinin tilkedeki iletisim bi¢imleri ve etnik gruplar arasi kiiltiirel
etkilesim iizerindeki sonuglarini tespit etmek ve analiz etmektir. Bulgular, dogal cografi
engellerin etnik gruplar arasindaki kiiltiirel etkilesimi dogrudan sinirlandirdigini; etnik
gruplar arasi karsilikli taninirhigin zayiflamasina, bolgesel yalitilmisligin artmasina ve
yerel aidiyetlerin giiclenmesine katkida bulundugunu gostermektedir. Ayrica bu
caligmanin bulgulari, Hindukus Daglar1 ve diger daglik yapilarin {ilkeyi nasil ayr
bolgelere ayirdigini; devletin olusumu ve isleyisi, toplumsal etkilesim ve ulusal
biitiinlesme siiregleri {izerinde nasil etkiler yarattigini agiklamaktadir. Bu arastirmanin,
alandaki 6nceki ¢alismalara kiyasla dnemi ve 6zgiinliigii, cagdas Afganistan’daki ulusal
kimlik krizini yalnizca siyasal rekabet ya da etnik cesitlilik ¢ercevesinde degil, dogal
cografya, iletisim ve kiiltiirel etkilesim arasindaki iligki baglaminda ele almasidir.
Anahtar Kelimeler: Cagdas Afganistan, Milli Kimlik, Etnik iliskiler, Cografi Engeller,
fletisim Altyapilari

1. Introduction

Understanding the concept of national identity in twentieth-century Afghanistan, as well
as the challenges confronting its formation within a mountainous geography and a
multiethnic, multilingual society, requires a careful analysis of the complex relationships
among ethnicity, language, history, state function, and the influence of the country’s
geography on these factors. Examining the impact of natural conditions and the role of
Afghanistan’s mountainous geography in the process of national identity formation is
therefore of particular significance (Barfield, 2019).

This is because the country’s mountainous structure, together with the absence of
adequate and standardized communication networks, has disrupted social and cultural
relations, keeping different regions and ethnic groups separated from one another over
time. As a result, it has reinforced a sense of estrangement and division among various
groups and cultural values (Malinowski et al., 2001).

Nationalism, which is largely a product of modern industrial society rather than an ancient
or natural phenomenon, emerged in contrast to traditional societies that were often small,
rural, religious, and culturally diverse. Modern industrial societies, by contrast, have
transformed populations into relatively standardized and homogeneous communities. In
such societies, people must share a common language, educational system, administrative
structure, and communicative framework in order to participate in economic, political,
and cultural life. Accordingly, the modern state provides public education, social mobility,

and communicative spaces for the promotion of shared values. This process contributes
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to bringing ethnic and linguistic groups closer together, enabling them to understand one
another more fully, and thereby facilitating the formation of national identity (Gellner,
2006).

Until the end of the twentieth century, Afghanistan remained a mountainous country with
incomplete and insufficient communication infrastructure. As a result, the processes of
industrialization, modernization, advanced urbanization, and the formation of a shared
identity faced major challenges. A study emphasizes that the crisis of national identity in
Afghanistan is not merely the result of ethnic diversity; rather, it is the consequence of
the dominance of an exclusivist official discourse that, instead of reflecting the country’s
historical and cultural plurality, has sought to establish a particular narrative as the
national truth. This conflict will continue to be reproduced unless multiple narratives are
acknowledged and national identity is redefined on the basis of pluralism, equality, and
political inclusiveness (Rahimi, 2021).

Ethnic and cultural diversity in Afghanistan, much of which is connected to the country’s
geographical structure and to divisions between north and south, or east and west, has
largely been shaped by natural barriers and physical features that have separated
communities from one another. Over time, these conditions have generated relatively
divergent interests among the inhabitants of different regions. To date, state structures in
the country have been unable to secure the satisfaction of populations living in these
various regions. Consequently, ethnic groups that have been kept deprived and
marginalized have continually sought to break the cycle of a centralized political and
administrative system. Some of these groups have articulated their demands within the
framework of a federal system for governing the country (Arafat, 2020).

This study explains the identity crisis in twentieth-century Afghanistan within the
framework of physical geography. It examines the natural factors that disrupted the
expansion of transregional and interethnic relations, while also analyzing the negative
effects of colonial border demarcation and the deep ethnic-cultural ties between ethnic
groups residing in Afghanistan and communities in neighboring countries (Lalzad, 2024).
The overall results of this study show that, Afghanistan’s mountainous geography has
divided the country into distinct cultural spheres and has made sustained communication
among regions, ethnic groups, and value systems difficult. Moreover, these natural

conditions have reduced transregional interactions, weakened the shared national
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experience, and limited the diffusion of urban cultural elements into peripheral areas. The
governments that ruled the country throughout the twentieth century were unable to take
effective and fundamental practical measures to reduce the negative effects of existing
natural barriers on the process of national identity formation. Alternatively, they did not,
in essence, scientifically analyse and understand the value and role of communication

networks and road construction in the process of nation-building.

2. Theoritical and Methodological Fremwok

A considerable number of studies have thus far been conducted on issues such as state—
nation building, ethnicity and language, border disputes, political crises, and identity-
related challenges in Afghanistan. However, no significant and independent study has yet
examined the role of the country’s physical-geographical factors in the crisis of national
identity. In the present study, we adopt an interdisciplinary socio-historical approach and
examine the role of physical geography in the process of human and cultural interaction.
The theoretical foundation of this study is grounded in the theory of geographical
determinism, within which the relationship between geography, social relations, and
national identity is explained. This theory argues that human beings are directly
influenced by the natural environment and that natural geographical structures function
as one of the most influential elements in the formation of cultural and social identity
(Meyer & Guss, 2017).

Furthermore, according to Benedict Anderson’s perspective, national identity is neither a
natural nor a predetermined phenomenon; rather, it is constructed within the context of
historical, institutional, cultural, and communicative processes. In his well-known book
Imagined Communities, Anderson explains that a nation emerges when individuals,
through language, education, media, historical memory, and shared symbols, imagine
themselves as members of a unified political-cultural community (Anderson, 2016).
National identity is not formed merely through a shared language, culture, or set of
traditions; rather, it fundamentally emerges through shared sentiments and collective
emotions experienced among its members (Scheve & Salmela, 2013).

In general, arts, clothing, culinary customs, and similar cultural elements are vital and

fundamental to the formation of national identity. Shared festivals and celebratory rituals
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periodically reproduce a sense of belonging and common values among the members of
a nation (Smith, 1991).

According to Karl Deutsch’s perspective, nation-building depends on the expansion of
social communication, mobility, trade, education, media, and state institutions. Based on
this view, shared identity and national integration are strengthened when dispersed groups
are connected through a continuous cycle of interaction, and when communication among
regions and groups expands to such an extent that people come to imagine themselves as
part of a shared political and cultural destiny (Deutsch, 1966).

Based on the above conceptualisation, the weakness of communication among different
ethnic groups over time has been one of the major obstacles to the formation of national
identity in the country. In this analysis, however, natural geography is not regarded as the
sole cause; rather, it is understood as one of the important structural factors that, through
its impact on social communication and state penetration, has influenced the crisis of

national identity in Afghanistan.

3. Research Data

3.1.Natural Geography of the Country

Afghanistan, with a surface area of 652,225 square kilometres, is located in the heart of
Asia, situated between Central Asia and South Asia, East Asia, and the Middle East. The
country shares borders with Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan to the north;
Pakistan to the south and southeast; China to the east; and Iran to the west (Chaghaty &
Bagramwal, 2025, p. 79).

Afghanistan is regarded as one of the most mountainous regions in the world.
Approximately 75 percent of the country’s territory consists of mountains and rugged
terrain. The Hindu Kush Mountains, extending for roughly 800 kilometres, stretch from
the east to the west of the country, reaching 7,358 metres at their highest peak, with an
average elevation of around 5,000 metres. This mountain range is considered the principal
backbone of the country. In addition, other major mountainous areas, such as the Baba
Mountains, Safed Koh, Siah Koh, and Tirband-i Turkistan, also cover a significant part
of the country. Elevations reach their highest levels in the eastern regions; as the mountain
ranges extend westward, their altitude gradually decreases. The country’s topographical

structure may generally be characterized as follows: the mountains are concentrated
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largely in the central parts of the country, while these central highland areas are encircled
in a ring-like formation by relatively flat plains and lowlands (Ghobar, 1989, pp. 12-13).
The Hindu Kush Mountains divide the country into two main regions: north and south.
The central highlands consist of deep valleys and high peaks, covering a substantial
portion of the country’s total land area. The northern plains, by contrast, are more fertile
areas and display a sloping structure toward the Amu Darya. The southwestern plateaus
are composed mostly of lower-altitude regions characterized by desert and semi-desert
conditions. The presence of these towering mountains has created a state of geographical
isolation for many parts of the country, directly affecting settlement patterns and
communication networks. At the same time, these mountains are regarded as one of the
most important foundations of the country’s natural economy due to their rich natural
resources, including water, vegetation, minerals, and fossil resources (Dupree, 1980, pp.
1-4).

At the same time, Afghanistan’s rugged geography has served as a refuge for deeply
rooted communities, enabling them to preserve their distinctive ways of life beyond the
reach of authorities based in distant urban centres. Even today, the highlands of eastern
Afghanistan constitute a genuine field of inquiry for linguists, as the narrow and isolated
valleys in these regions have provided secure living spaces for communities characterized
by marked linguistic diversity (Barfield, 2019, p. 43).

Afghanistan’s natural and mountainous geography has historically constituted one of the
principal foundations of the country’s geostrategic significance. Located at the
intersection of Central Asia, South Asia, East Asia, and West Asia, Afghanistan has often
been described as the “heart of Asia” and the “crossroads of Asia.” Its high mountains,
rugged terrain, deep valleys, and strategic passes have historically made the country
difficult to conquer, while also rendering it highly valuable to regional powers seeking to
control Asia’s trade and communication routes. The mountainous landscape has enabled
Afghanistan to function as, and assume the role of, a natural defensive barrier (Chaghaty
& Bagramwal, 2025, pp. 73-98).

Although Afghanistan possesses various mineral resources and abundant natural assets,
its traditional economy, based on natural resources, persisted until the late twentieth
century due to the absence of state support and the failure to modernize methods of

production and distribution. In the early twentieth century, sources of livelihood and
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employment opportunities in Afghanistan were distributed in a broadly similar manner
across almost all ethnic groups, with the vast majority of the population sustaining their
lives through agriculture and animal husbandry. Only limited segments of society were
engaged in trade and small-scale industrial activities, state services, and cultural pursuits
(Roy, 2020, pp. 12-19).

Since its emergence as a political unit in the modern era, Afghanistan has served as a
buffer zone and shock absorber between great powers, first between Britain and Tsarist
Russia, and later, during the Cold War, between rival blocs. This position has turned the
country into an arena for external rivalries, intervention by neighboring states and extra-
regional powers, and the weakening of national institutions. This buffer position,
combined with Afghanistan’s landlocked geography, border disputes, particularly with
Pakistan over the Durand Line, water and river-related conflicts, its location within a
fragile region, and the linkage of external rivalries with internal ethnic, linguistic, and
religious cleavages, has obstructed the formation of national cohesion in the country. As
a result, Afghanistan has remained trapped in a cycle of ethnic politics, foreign
intervention, political instability, and a crisis of legitimacy. There has always been a
deterministic connection between the aforementioned challenges and the country’s
geographical position (Mazloum Yar et al., 2024, p. 2-3).

At the domestic level, Afghanistan’s natural geography has significantly limited
interethnic and intercultural communication by dispersing the country into physically
isolated regions. The Hindu Kush and other rugged mountain ranges divide Afghanistan’s
territory into distinct zones of highlands, northern plains, and southern plateau/desert
areas. At the same time, severe topographical barriers, snow-covered passes, earthquakes,
landslides, arid deserts, seasonal floods, droughts, and the limited availability of
navigable rivers have made travel, trade, administration, and sustained contact among
different regions of the country difficult. These barriers have reinforced local and regional
self-reliance, reduced sustained and effective interaction among ethnic groups, and
contributed to the preservation of distinct ethnic, linguistic, and tribal identities, as well
as cultural isolation. Since communication and interaction across the country have largely
depended on difficult roads and routes such as the Salang, Hajigak, Tangi Mahipar, Band-
e Sabzak, and dozens of other mountain passes, connectivity among regions has

historically remained irregular and has been highly vulnerable to weather conditions and
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conflict. By contrast, in border areas, communication with neighboring countries has
often been easier than communication with other regions of Afghanistan. As a result, the
country’s physical landscape, together with weak governments and the absence of
standardized road-building programs, has contributed to national fragmentation and
division. Communities separated from one another by mountains, deserts, and severe
climatic conditions have had fewer opportunities to recognize their shared interests, a
situation that has strengthened mutual unfamiliarity, suspicion, and a sense of alienation

among ethnic groups (Malinowski et al., 2001, pp. 8-11).

Figure 1: Topographic map of Afghanistan, the mountains that occupy most of the country's territory
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3.2. Ethnic and Cultural Diversity Across Geography

The various ethnic groups residing in Afghanistan, whether large or small, are the
products of long-term historical processes. Even if these processes do not extend back as
far as the Late Bronze Age, they undoubtedly reach into considerably earlier periods.
Successive waves of new populations entered the region, predominantly from the north
and the west, bringing with them their own distinctive languages and cultural traditions

(Barfield, 2019, p. 42).
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Due to the insufficient development of modern agriculture and animal husbandry in
Afghanistan, production has remained relatively limited; this, in turn, has led the
population to live in a continual relationship of struggle and confrontation with nature
and the environment. Throughout history, the existing natural resources and geographical
possibilities have attracted migrants and invading forces from neighboring regions. These
communities crossed the country’s mountains and passes and spread into different parts
of Afghanistan, leaving behind traces of their presence and lineage even in the most
rugged and inaccessible mountainous areas. Today, the mosaic structure of the country’s
ethnic groups may largely be regarded as a legacy of these historical processes
(Vogelsang, 2001, pp. 2-3).

At the same time, Afghanistan’s rugged geography has served as a refuge for deeply
rooted communities, enabling them to preserve their distinctive ways of life beyond the
reach of authorities based in distant urban centers. Even today, the highlands of eastern
Afghanistan constitute a genuine field of inquiry for linguists, since the narrow and
isolated valleys of these regions have provided secure living spaces for communities
characterized by marked linguistic diversity (Barfield, 2019, p. 43).

Until the late twentieth century, cultural integration resulting from marriages outside
one’s ethnic group remained highly limited and weak in Afghanistan. Nevertheless, the
population movements that occurred during the jihad period (the war waged against the
former Soviet forces between 1979 and 1989) and that were shaped by intergroup and
interethnic marriages transformed, to a certain extent, the previously relatively simple and
closed structures among Afghanistan’s ethnic and cultural groups (Pahlavan, 1998, p.
144).

Within Afghanistan’s present geographical context, in addition to the four major and
widely recognized ethnic groups (the Pashtuns, Tajiks, Hazaras, and Uzbeks), there are
also other ethnic communities, such as the Turkmen, Nuristanis, Baloch, Arabs, Aimags,
Pashai, Kyrgyz, and others. Afghanistan has rightly been characterized as a crossroads of
conquest for migrating peoples and expansionist empires; a point of intersection for
civilizations and religions; and a transit corridor for various trade routes linking Europe
with the Far East and the Indian subcontinent. The country’s geographical position has

rendered it vulnerable to incursions from both Central Asia and West Asia. Moreover, the
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pronounced ethnic, racial, and linguistic divisions across the country reflect Afghanistan’s
distinctive historical and geopolitical conditions (Gregorian, 2010, p. 26).

Ethnic diversity and claims of connection to historical lineages are abundant in the
country, and myths of the past continue to persist in local memory in every corner of this
land. One group traces itself to the Barmakid family (the family that served as viziers
during the reign of the Abbasid caliph Harun al-Rashid), another grounds its origins in
the pre-Islamic Hephthalite dynasty; another identifies itself as descendants of the
Prophet Abraham; while yet another defines itself as the progeny of Genghis Khan. For
instance, Elphinstone reports that the ruler of Darwaz (a district in the province of
Badakhshan) regarded himself as a descendant of Alexander the Great, and that his
neighbors likewise accepted this claim (Elphinstone, 1995, p. 569).

From an ethnic perspective, the people of Afghanistan consist ofa combination of nations
and populations that share common origins with neighboring countries to the east, west,
south, and north. This diversity and heterogeneity of ethnic groups, in the absence of
integrative and unifying mechanisms, has caused the process of nation-building in the
country to face a profound crisis. Since the declaration of independence and throughout
the twentieth century, a common, clearly defined, and widely accepted national identity
for all ethnic groups and nationalities in this geography has not yet taken shape. On the
contrary, fragmented ethnic identities have come to replace a cohesive national identity
(Asadiar, 2020, p. 38).

In addition to the presence and use of Persian, Pashto, and Uzbek in Afghanistan,
languages such as Nuristani, Pashayi, Gujari, Balochi, and others are also spoken. In the
geography of contemporary Afghanistan, linguistic plurality is particularly pronounced
in the mountainous valleys of the country’s northeast and east. In these regions, alongside
the comprehension and use of Persian, local languages and distinctive dialects such as
Shughni, Roshani, Zibaki, Wakhi, Ishkashimi, Sanglechi, Yazgulami, Munji, Ormuri, and
Sarikoli are also used locally among small communities. However, in Afghanistan, there
is only one general and supra-ethnic language (Persian) that the overwhelming majority
of society can use with ease and through which they can communicate with different
ethnic groups (Heravi, 1992, pp. 63-70).

In the contemporary period, identity-related tensions in the country have become more

pronounced, and ethnic identity has emerged as a determining factor in the country’s
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political and national processes. The existence of multiple centers of power outside Kabul
has meant that the authority of the central government has continually been contested. In
recent decades, political demands have increasingly assumed ethnic and racial
dimensions, thereby weakening the prospects for peace and national unity. Accordingly,
the persistence of conflict in Afghanistan is not merely the result of competition for
power; rather, it stems from the absence of a shared national identity, historical mistrust
among groups, the unequal distribution of power, ethnic supremacy, and the politicization

of cultural and religious differences (Daheshyar, 2012, pp. 62-68).

Figure 2: The image shows a part of the ethnic and cultural diversity of Afghanistan
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3. 3 Limited and Deficient Communication Infrastructures

Throughout history, the Hindu Kush mountain range functioned as a racial breakwater,
diverting the major migratory flows from Central Asia westward. At the same time, this
natural barrier demonstrated that, in the contemporary period, in the absence of
standardized road construction through it, it could also serve as an obstacle to the unity

and integration of northern and southern Afghanistan. Until 1933, there was no suitable
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direct road connecting the southern provinces and Kabul to northern Afghanistan, and the
construction of the Salang Tunnel was completed in 1964 (Gregorian, 2010, p. 27).
Until the early twentieth century, transportation conditions within Afghanistan largely
remained traditional. Small-scale domestic trade, and even the movement of goods to the
border regions, was carried out by means of animals such as horses, camels, and donkeys.
This was while the British were engaged in constructing railways along Afghanistan’s
borders with Pakistan and Iran. Yet on this side of the borders, within Afghanistan itself,
communication routes still remained in their old, unpaved, and rudimentary form
(Hamilton, 1906, pp. 220-230).

During the reign of Amir Abdur Rahman, communication routes throughout Afghanistan
were suitable only for the use of pack animals, and no wheeled vehicle could travel along
them. Moreover, trade routes, both within the country and for external commerce, lacked
the necessary security. Commercial caravans were exposed to attacks by bandits, while
various forms of taxation and extortion were imposed along the routes. These conditions
led to stagnation and hindered the development of commercial and cultural exchanges
(Hamilton, 1906, pp. 288-291).

Nevertheless, the geography of transportation in Afghanistan has been of considerable
strategic importance from earlier periods to the contemporary era. Yet, until the early
twentieth century, this geography remained insufficiently known, and reliable, detailed
maps were still unavailable. Even the principal internal routes that connected the major
provinces and the zones of the country were often blocked during the rainy and flood
seasons, making passage impossible. In addition, the mountainous terrain, together with
the presence of highlands and narrow valleys, made movement difficult for all travelers.
Now, in the third decade of the twenty-first century, the condition of passes and roads in
Afghanistan has not changed substantially, and many of the same challenges that existed
in the early twentieth century persist in different forms. After the British advanced into
Afghanistan’s neighboring regions, their travelers and intelligence officers began, and
seriously pursued, important journeys aimed at identifying and mapping the country’s
major routes. The primary objectives of Western travel writers, especially the British,
were, of course, largely military and colonial rather than the construction of roads or the

repair of Afghanistan’s old routes (Markham, 1875, pp. 249-252).
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Moreover, passage through Afghanistan’s internal transit routes was difficult not only for
the country’s inhabitants, but also posed serious challenges to even the best-equipped
foreign commercial or military caravans, including those of the British and the Russians.
These difficulties contributed to their declining interest in, and eventual withdrawal from,
routes associated with this geography (Major De Bouillane & Leygues, 1909, pp. 8-9).
Until the first half of the twentieth century, communication routes throughout Afghanistan
were defined by natural and medieval means and facilities. Routes and stopping points
were limited, and travelers and caravans, in order to access essential resources such as
food, water, and animal fodder, were compelled to traverse long distances while enduring
considerable hardship (Hamilton, 1906, pp. 329-333).

In the contemporary period, up to the beginning of the third decade of the twentieth
century, Afghanistan played a passive role as a buffer zone between British India and
Tsarist Russia. The routes of the outside world surrounding this geography were largely
under the control of these two powers, neither of which had any plan or inclination to
open the windows of modern civilization onto this region. On the other hand, the high
cost of road-construction projects, the geographical complexity of the region, and the
preservation of Afghanistan’s neutral role in their relations caused the country’s external
communication routes to remain in a rudimentary form (Major De Bouillane & Leygues,
1909, pp. 10-12).

The mountainous elevations in the eastern and northeastern parts of the country,
particularly the Wakhan Corridor and the ancient Silk Road passage, which held strategic
importance because of the frontiers of British India, Tsarist Russia, and China, were
consistently portrayed throughout the twentieth century as dangerous and unusable, either
because of the presence of raiders along the route or because of natural hardships (Major
De Bouillane & Leygues, 1909, pp. 72-77).

Similarly, in the field of rural road construction, no standardized and successful program
was implemented in the country until the late twentieth century. The distance between
urban and rural areas, together with the absence of sufficient and appropriate
communication infrastructure, produced deep and enduring social differences and
ruptures between urban and rural values over time, both economically and in terms of the

outward manifestations of civilization (Mozhdah, 20003, p. 182).
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Telecommunication services in contemporary Afghanistan began with the introduction of
basic postal and telegraph services in 1914 and continued with the gradual expansion of
telephone and radio networks between the 1930s and the 1970s. Radio broadcasting
began in 1928, during the reign of Amanullah Khan, while national television was
established in 1978, near the end of Daoud Khan’s government. Throughout the twentieth
century, Afghanistan’s communication infrastructure developed in a limited and
intermittent manner. Subsequently, as a result of decades of conflict, particularly between
1980 and 2000, telephone and telegraph services, the media, and other public
communication systems were disrupted, destroyed, or severely damaged during the wars.
The principal challenges in the field of communication technologies up to the end of the
twentieth century included the widespread destruction and devastation of infrastructure,
limited government funding in this sector, rural isolation, and the country’s lagging
behind new advances in mass communication technologies as a consequence of political

instability (Akbari & Samimi, 2021, pp. 3-6).

Figure 3: 4 corner of the country's north-south highway (Salang Highway) in Hindu Kush highlands
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4. Results and Analysis

4.1. Insufficient and Incomplete Cultural Familiarity and Interaction

One of the important factors that has not yet been adequately addressed in relation to the
challenges of national identity in Afghanistan is the role of communicative and cognitive
factors in the dissemination of cultural elements. In contemporary Afghanistan,
governments have so far failed to properly fulfill one of their responsibilities (the
provision of effective means of communication and standardized roads). On the contrary,
they have consistently attempted to impose from above upon society what they perceived
to be the country’s social reality. As a result of numerous limitations in the development
of road infrastructure and mass communication technologies, court-affiliated elites who
were unaware of the deeper realities of society and unable to properly analyze the roots
of the country’s ethnic and linguistic plurality launched efforts from the beginning of the
twentieth century to its end aimed at homogenizing identity. These efforts not only failed
to achieve success but also intensified identity-related challenges in the country (Zareie,
2010, pp. 9-10).

In the early twentieth century, the most influential legacy that an exiled Afghan
intellectual figure, Mahmud Tarzi, brought back to the country from the new
achievements of Western civilization was the idea of ethnic-racial nationalism. Tarzi, who
later changed his family name to Afghan, committed irreparable errors in putting his ideas
into practice, the consequences of which Afghanistan continues to suffer until now. The
new discoveries and major scientific achievements, as well as the great intellectual
currents of eighteenth and nineteenth-century Europe, including the theories of
Copernicus, Galileo, Newton, Bacon, Leibniz, and Descartes, and Enlightenment ideas
such as humanism, romanticism, the French Revolution, and similar movements had no
significant impact on Afghanistan up to the beginning of the twentieth century
(Gregorian, 2010, p. 98).

Most of Amir Abdur Rahman’s reforms and achievements were also ultimately
ineffective. Political changes were imposed from above, at great cost and through the use
of force, and were outwardly perceived as reformist. Yet subsequent social
transformations and reactions demonstrated that cultural integration pursued through
coercive approaches produces contrary results. Amir Abdur Rahman had access to

modern military technology and used this advantage to suppress his opponents. However,
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he stubbornly resisted the introduction of other modern technologies, such as railways,
steam engines, and telegraph lines. As a result, the country’s economy remained based on
subsistence agriculture, while goods continued, as before, to be loaded onto animals and
transported along caravan routes for sale in markets. This was not a simple form of
backwardness; rather, it constituted a deliberate and conscious effort to keep the country
and society in a state of underdevelopment. Abdur Rahman knew that the entry of the
achievements of modern knowledge and cultural development would lead to the collapse
of his absolute and despotic rule (Barfield, 2019, p. 252).

As a result of the continuation of tribal conflicts over the acquisition and preservation of
political power in the contemporary period, Afghanistan did not succeed in integrating
modern culture with older traditions. From the beginning of the twentieth century to its
end, one of the country’s serious and unresolved challenges was how to combine, or
establish a connection between, local traditions and the elements of modern civilization.
Unfortunately, after a century of struggle and effort to create a lasting relationship
between deeply rooted traditions in Afghan society and the achievements of modernity, a
profound gap still remains between the two. Intellectual movements and modernist
currents, at different stages, failed to introduce and promote modern phenomena
successfully. Repeatedly, the confrontation between tradition and modernity turned the
country into a field of endless conflicts and drove state structures, as well as important
cultural and social achievements, toward destruction (Tanin, 2005, pp. 123-124).
Afghanistan’s landlocked position also had a negative effect on the country’s relations
with the outside world and made the recognition and acceptance of the material and
intellectual achievements of modern civilization difficult for its inhabitants. Unlike Iran,
the Ottoman Empire, the khanates of Central Asia, and Mughal India, Afghanistan
experienced no significant European influence until the mid-nineteenth century.
Similarly, until the first half of the nineteenth century, there was no important treaty with
European states on a permanent basis, nor were there missionary activities within the
country’s borders. A limited quantity of European-manufactured goods had entered and
become known in Afghanistan through the Central Asian khanates, particularly Bukhara
and Khiva, as well as through Iran and India. Ahmad Shah Abdali and his successors had
also acquired some European military equipment. However, these contacts neither

stimulated intellectual change nor produced any transformation in the country’s
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traditional society. Nor did the journeys of a few Europeans in the first half of the
nineteenth century have any significant impact on the country (Gregorian, 2010, p. 86).
Before the expansion of British colonial domination and influence in the region,
Afghanistan’s limited external contacts were conducted mainly by three small minority
groups within the country (Hindus, Christians, and Armenians). Members of these
communities, who were widely dispersed across the Middle East, Central Asia, and India,
acted as commercial intermediaries between Afghanistan and Europe and controlled
much of the country’s trade with Central Asia and India. However, because of the
numerous socio-cultural restrictions imposed on them within Afghanistan’s traditional
society, these groups did not possess sufficient knowledge of Afghanistan’s social
conditions and character. They were therefore unable to play the role of a middle class or
to serve as influential models for the modernization and development of the country
(Gregorian, 2010).

By the late nineteenth century, various international plans had emerged to connect
Afghanistan to India through the continental railway system. One of these projects,
associated with the famous Suez Canal, was designed by Ferdinand de Lesseps and his
compatriot “Cotard.” They proposed linking Paris and Calais to Calcutta through
Orenburg, Tashkent, Balkh, and Peshawar. Abdur Rahman, the Amir of Afghanistan at
the time, firmly opposed and resisted all efforts to introduce railways into Afghanistan.
He believed that Afghanistan’s security lay in its naturally impregnable position and
regarded the construction of railways within Afghan territory as tantamount to thrusting
a dagger into his own vital organ (Gregorian, 2010, pp. 192-194).

Similarly, among Amir Abdur Rahman’s counsels to his sons was that they should not
implement any new reforms hastily or rapidly. He believed that the people would oppose
modernizing reforms, which could, as a result, lead to the collapse of their dynastic rule.
He also advised that, in the formulation of laws, certain accommodations should be made
in favor of social traditions, and that modern methods should be accepted gradually in the
pursuit of education and the sciences. He emphasized that the implementation of any
program of reform and progress in the aforementioned fields should be gradual and
carried out with due consideration for the traditions and customs of the people, so that its
outcomes could be preserved and not lost as a result of negative popular reactions (Abdur

Rahman, 2011, p. 445).
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Reformist movements in Afghanistan, largely intertwined with nationalism, were active
from the 1920s to the 1970s. Since these movements were initially guided by the
traditional leadership itself in a radical form and with a decisive rupture from the past,
they not only failed to succeed, but in later decades the ruling elites themselves adopted
a reactionary and conservative approach. In a geography where ethnicism, traditionalism,
and regionalism were combined with persistent illiteracy, modern cultural currents, as
well as a middle class with a civic and modern identity, found little opportunity to grow

or exert influence (Gregorian, 2010, p. 485).

4.2. The Persistence of Alienation among Ethnic Groups

The complex structure of mountainous geography and its isolated, relatively demarcated
environments have shaped and adapted their inhabitants through distinctive
environmental emotions, beliefs, and characteristics. Over time, these features have
assumed different forms and qualities among various nomadic communities and social
groups. The inhabitants of a given region, under the influence of environmental pressures,
characteristics, and acquired patterns of learning, developed behaviors and beliefs shaped
by the specific geographical and ecological conditions of that environment. The differing
effects that isolated environments instilled and produced in the personality, behavior, and
social and mental upbringing of their inhabitants created a form of enduring difference,
and at times conflict, in the manner and quality of social life, norms, experiences, and
values of one group in comparison to another (Farajirad et al., 2011, p. 120).

A sense of emotional alienation, along with cultural and behavioral differences among the
inhabitants of different environments, intensified an inward-looking ethnic and
environmental disposition among populations living in isolated regions. Mutual feelings
of insecurity toward the inhabitants of surrounding environments, the expansion of
enduring mistrust as a result of weak communication and insufficient knowledge of
environmental characteristics, limited interaction among ethnic groups, and reactions
against the norms, symbols, and socio-cultural values of other groups all contributed to
this condition. In many areas, the enclosed and mountainous natural environment,
together with rural life, naturally fostered a martial disposition and forms of behavior

marked by a degree of violence, a weakened capacity to accept difference, and a lack of
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flexibility among segments of Afghanistan’s population and ethnic communities
(Farajirad et al., 2011, p. 121).

Nevertheless, members of different ethnic groups who live alongside one another in cities
or in fertile valleys often share more commonalities with each other. Their situation differs
considerably from that of their co-ethnics who live in other parts of the country under
entirely different economic and cultural conditions. For example, an urban Pashtun in
Kandahar or a Tajik in Kabul experiences a political, occupational, and cultural
environment that is quite different from that of their co-ethnics in the remote mountainous
areas of Uruzgan or Badakhshan. In major cities, money and wealth are more important
than kinship affiliations. Likewise, in urban settings, circles of acquaintance are wider,
while levels of awareness and acceptance of diversity are also relatively higher in large
cities (Barfield, 2019, p. 107).

In the contemporary period, the processes of state-building and the definition of national
identity in Afghanistan were neither pursued nor implemented on the basis of the
country’s realities on the ground. The rights of ethnic groups were not naturally secured
within the framework of law, and as a result, ethnic and regional divisions became
historicized and institutionalized within the country. Rather than being defined around
service delivery based on law and citizenship rights, governments came to be defined
around ethnicity. In reaction to ethnicized practices and the privileging of some groups
over others, ethnicity became highly salient in every social phenomenon in the country.
Different geographical regions benefited from specific governmental privileges on the
basis of ethnicity, while other regions were deprived of such privileges for the same
reason. As a result of these approaches, ethnic and cultural boundaries in the country were
strengthened and made more visible, and social groups began to engage in institution-
building and collective activity around ethnicity. In such an atmosphere, marked by
identity-based confrontation, predominantly ethnic groups were consciously or
unconsciously positioned against one another. Commonalities were forgotten, and a sense
of alienation, reaching the level of hatred, grew among ethnic groups (Seddiqi, 2020, pp.
89-91).

In contemporary Afghanistan, most rulers have attempted to establish and consolidate the
foundations of state authority and political power on the basis of ethnic elements. Yet this

foundation has always remained fragile and unstable, and ethnicity alone has been unable

290



to ensure the survival of power or political stability in the country. In different periods,
the ethnicization of the power structure, or the lack of balance in the distribution of power
and national wealth among ethnic groups, has caused political instability and placed
governments on a path toward collapse. Many believe that the route to political power in
Afghanistan passes through ethnic channels, and that ethnicity determines many forms of
political behavior. This has been the outcome of the unintended confrontation of ethnic
groups and cultural symbols throughout the country’s history. To this day, the major ethnic
groups have not been able to reach agreement on shared identity-based values. Because
politics and power in the country have become ethnicized, ethnic affiliations have
continued to remain prominent. The issue of ethnic injustice and ethnic domination in the
twentieth century has acted as the most serious obstacle to national cohesion, integration,
and political development in the country. Despite the long coexistence of ethnic groups,
linguistic communities, and subcultures within the political unit known as Afghanistan, it
still cannot be regarded as an integrated society possessing shared values (Taniwal &
Eslami, 2020, p. 154).

In the contemporary period, a number of Afghan politicians and rulers, in order to secure
ethnic support and prolong their rule, employed the formula of “divide and rule” and
spread ethnic divisions throughout the country. This policy was pursued more extensively
after 1978. For example, the disputes among radical elites and the split between the Khalq
and Parcham factions weakened the state from within. Subsequently, ethnic, factional,
and military divisions led to the collapse of Dr. Najibullah’s government in 1991-1992.
The fall of the government was followed by a prolonged period of civil war, as the
Mujahideen factions, remnants of the communist regime’s forces, regional commanders,
and ethnic parties were unable to form a stable coalition government. By 1994,
Afghanistan had effectively been divided into party-based zones. Kabul, the north, the
west, the central region, and the northeast came under the control of different armed
groups, while the south and southeast had descended into a deep crisis. The Taliban
emerged as a result of precisely these conditions (Giustozzi, 2008, pp. 21-24).

Among the sources that have intensified violence and sustained a sense of alienation
among ethnic groups in the country is the unresolved and continuing conflict between
Pashtun Kuchis and other communities, particularly the Hazara population residing in

Afghanistan. This conflict has contributed to the intensification of historical mistrust, the
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polarization of ethnic relations, local insecurity, and the weakening of rural coexistence.
Disputes over natural resources, pastures, land, and migratory routes have been
transformed into an ethnic issue, generating fear, the displacement of some families, the
destruction of property, reduced access to basic economic resources, and an increased
sense of injustice and mistrust among ethnic groups, especially between the two
communities of Hazaras and Pashtuns. The absence of a clear legal framework, the
neglect of state institutions, historical memories of discrimination, and competition over
limited resources have created conditions conducive to ethnic mobilization, periodic
violence, and political exploitation (Wily, 2015, pp. 2-5).

Ethnic relations in Afghanistan remained relatively competitive until 1978 and had not
yet reached the level of a comprehensive and nationwide confrontation. After 1980,
however, political demands gradually acquired ethnic and racial dimensions, and the
shared resistance against the Soviet Union failed to create the conditions for lasting peace
and unity. From 1992 onward, the civil wars were increasingly inflamed by ethnic claims
and alignments. The antagonism between Pashtuns and other ethnic groups intensified,
while ethnic extremists, under the cover and slogans of religion, emerged from the south
and entered into conflict with other ethnic groups, most of whom were concentrated in
the north. Historical grievances also existed. The violent methods employed by Abdur
Rahman Khan in suppressing ethnic groups, particularly the Hazaras, served as a
historical foundation for these tensions and shaped the collective memory of the Afghan
people in a contradictory and fragmented manner up to the end of the twentieth century
(Sirat, 2011, pp. 292-294).

The inability or absence of national will among the leadership of Afghanistan’s ruling
regimes in the twentieth century meant that, rather than creating an environment and
conditions conducive to social growth and development, governments often relied more
heavily on military force and coercion in formulating and implementing their political
and social programs. They never allowed national and patriotic capacities to manifest
themselves through elections or other mechanisms of citizenship (Taniwal & Eslami,
2020, p. 155).

In the contemporary period, with the continuation of tribal forms of rule and in the
absence of comprehensive national programs aimed at strengthening the shared elements

of civic culture in the country, citizens and regions have, in effect, been ranked according
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to their ethnicity. Some, invoking the name of the country, have even come to imagine
themselves as authentic, first-class Afghans, while subjecting other ethnic groups (those
who refrain from accepting the term “Afghan” as their identity) to forms of identity-based
aggression. As a result of ethnic supremacism exercised through the name of the country,
the name “Afghanistan,” which is perceived as a mono-ethnic designation, has generated
a sense of alienation among “non-Pashtun” ethnic groups, since they associate it with
Pashtun identity. Moreover, the geographical dispersion of ethnic groups, each of which
is more densely concentrated in particular areas, has reinforced local and intra ethnic
attachments. Political discrimination and the unequal participation of ethnic groups in
power have intensified feelings of separation, mistrust, and estrangement among the
country’s ethnic communities, prompting other ethnic groups to seek the revival of the

former names of their regions and geographies (Janparvar, 2010, pp. 4-5).

5. Discussion

Similarly, in twentieth-century Afghanistan, weak governance, the absence of adequate
infrastructure, the lack of standard roads and public telecommunications systems, and the
underdevelopment of modern urban standards contributed to the persistence of
communicative disconnection and a sense of alienation until the end of the century.
Countries that achieved political and economic stability were able to overcome natural
barriers successfully and transform mountainous geography, despite all its challenges,
into an opportunity for tourism and natural attraction. In Afghanistan, however, these
natural landscapes (despite possessing advantages such as mineral resources, significant
water and vegetation potential, and an untouched and attractive natural environment)
became, due to continuous political and administrative instability, one of the automatic
impediments to sustained interaction among separated communities. Consequently, they

posed serious challenges to the formation of a shared national identity.

6. Conclusion

The findings of this study confirm that the process of national identity formation in
contemporary Afghanistan, particularly during the twentieth century, cannot be explained
solely through the lens of political tensions, cultural diversity and ethnic conflicts.

Alongside other factors, natural barriers (especially the country’s physical geography,
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including its large mountains and complex valleys) have functioned as one of the key
disruptive and limiting factors in the development of communication, administrative
patterns, mobility, and social cohesion. These barriers have weakened and interrupted
intercultural relations beyond small regions and local communities, while simultaneously
strengthening intra-ethnic bonds within natural enclosures. As a result, social recognition
and social connection at the national level have been weakened.

This study further emphasizes that national identity is not confined merely to a
geographical territory with formal borders. Rather, such an identity is a complex
phenomenon that requires advanced and extensive communication networks, shared
cultural and administrative institutions, and sustained interaction among the different
strata and groups of a society. In this process, each member of the society must perceive
themselves as a participant in the elements that shape that identity and experience a

meaningful and active sense of belonging.

7. Suggested solution

In order to address and reduce the negative effects of the natural barriers that impede the
formation of a shared and consensual national identity in Afghanistan, it is essential
(alongside political processes and modern state—nation-building efforts) to undertake the
following measures:

There should be extensive investment in public transportation infrastructure across the
country, particularly in remote areas and regions that are difficult to access and far from
urban centres. It is also necessary to establish and develop means of mass communication,
such as local media outlets, affordable internet services, and rapid information-sharing
facilities throughout the country, especially in rural and mountainous areas. Educational
services should be expanded nationwide, with particular attention to mountainous regions
and areas distant from urban centres. Curricula should be designed in a way that reflects
the country’s objective realities and cultural diversity, while strengthening the spirit of
mutual acceptance and fostering a sense of belonging to shared values. In addition, mobile
cultural programmes should be established and encouraged, opportunities for group visits
among different provinces should be provided, and interaction among various ethnic
groups should be facilitated. Identifying and introducing the cultural assets of different

ethnic communities across the country, cultivating mutual respect for the patterns and
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values of others, and implementing similar programmes can gradually create and
strengthen national bonds and attachments in Afghanistan, while limiting and overcoming

the role of natural factors.
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