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The significant Persian-speaking areas of the world are divided today into
three states. One of them, Tajikistan, is very recent. It corresponds with the
part of the Iranian world that was annexed as a result of the Russian colonial
expansion in Central Asia in the late 19th century and which, set up as a Soviet
Socialist Republic in 1929, became an independent state after the demise of the
USSR in 1991. The other two, Persia and Afghanistan, are much more ancient
structures, with a centuries-old evolution behind them.

TAJIKISTAN

The territory of Tajikistan corresponds with the predominantly Iranian ethnic
sector of the mountainous south-eastern periphery of the Bukhara emirate,
which came under Russian influence at the end of the 19th century. Its
southern and eastern borders with Afghanistan and China are the results of
international treaties concluded by Russia with China and Great Britain at the
time (see BOUNDARIES; Prescott, 1975). Its northern and western borders with
Uzbekistan and Kirgizistan go back to the division carried out by the Soviet
authority within the framework of its policy of nationalities after the First
World War. Tajikistan was created on 14 October 1924 as an autonomous
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republic within Uzbekistan. At the time it essentially consisted of the
mountainous region of the Alai and the Pamirs, with its southwestern foothills
towards the Amu Darya, bordering on Afghanistan. The founding in 1925 of
the new city of Dushanbe (Stalinabad), chosen as the capital of this young
republic south of the Alai, oriented the latter towards the Amu Darya and the
south. But the raising of Tajikistan to the full rank of a Soviet Socialist Republic
on 16 October 1929 involved a crucial event: on the basis of ethnic criteria, the
part of the Fergana basin which presented a Tajik majority was joined to it.
This was the Khojend/Khodzhent oblast (Leninabad from 1936 to 1991), with
56 percent Tajiks against 31 percent Uzbeks and 7 percent Kirghiz in the 1920
census. It led to the incorporation within this new republic, which had so far
been almost exclusively mountainous and poor, of a fraction of the densely
populated and rich cotton-growing region (30 percent of the population of
Tajikistan in 1989, for 18 percent of the surface). This allocation, which
subsists even today after independence, has created grave problems of
internal liaison and national construction. The link of the southern part of the
country with the Fergana indeed only consists of a narrow corridor, 32 km
wide, across the western end of the Alai, with 3,300 m high passes that are
closed six months a year. As for a railway connection, it could only be realized
at the price of a tortuous detour via Termez (Uzbekistan), Karki
(Turkmenistan) and Samarkand (Uzbekistan), with four frontier crossings
(Balland, 1997, p. 96). A similar problem arises for the high ZarafSan valley,
which only opens out into Samarkand. In comparison, the difficulties created
by two little Tajik enclaves within Kirghiz territory, and a Tajik enclave in
Uzbek territory, appear insignificant.

Similarly, the 1929 division had, for obscure reasons, attached the Sokh region
(325 km2) on the northern slope of the Alai, to Uzbekistan. Today it is an Uzbek
enclave in Kirghiz territory, but it had been part of Tajikistan between 1924
and 1929, and 99 percent of its population are Tajiks (Balland, 1997, pp. 97-98).
These absurdities show that the “ethnic” layout carried out in 1929 on Stalin’s
instructions was far from ideal. It nevertheless provided the Tajiks with a
leading place in their republic, where they formed 62 percent of the
population in 1989, as against the Uzbeks (23.5 percent) and Russians, while 75
percent of the Tajiks in what used to be Soviet Central Asia live in Tajikistan,
as against 22 percent in neighboring Uzbekistan (Balland, 1997, pp. 110-11).

PERSIA

Figure 1. Boundaries and provincial administrative divisions of the Islamic
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Republic of Iran (1995). After United Nations Department of Public
Information, Cartographic Section, map no. 3891.

The major political structure which today corresponds with the western part
of the Iranian world can be traced back more or less continuously for over two
and a half millennia. The Iranian plateau, however, with its vast stretches of
desert occupying the center and the south-east, hardly lent itself to an efficient
centralization, and the power centers, as well as their spheres of influence,
have greatly varied over the years. A lasting stabilization of the Persian state
within its actual outlines was not an easy task. Persia’s dynamic quality caused
it to go far beyond its theoretical ethnic limits in antiquity. And the later
Turko-Mongol invasions brought about a formidable interlinking of
populations in the course of the last thousand years. All these factors could
have led to very different geographic structures, as shown by the historical
succession of territorial divisions (Nasr, Mostawfl, and Zaryab). The present
Persian state in fact expresses the supremacy of neo-Persian culture and its
appeal to the Turkish invaders who for a long time dominated it politically
(Planhol, 1993, pp. 479-94).

It must have been southwest and west of the desert, in the rainwater
cultivation areas of the Zagros and Azarbaijan, that the first concentration of
people led to the emergence of a political power. Here the Median empire was
founded, followed by that of the Achaemenians, who soon ventured beyond
the Iranian borders to occupy all the countries of the eastern Mediterranean.
The Mesopotamian basin with its rich irrigated soil thus became an Iranian
power base under the Seleucids, the Sassanids, and even, in the interval, the
Parthians (who originally came from Khorasan), until the Arab conquest and
the process of Islamization made Persia lose its individuality for several
centuries. The Abbasid reaction merely managed to move the seat of the
caliphate to Baghdad and not to the Persian plateau. Once it weakened, it was
on the contrary east of the central deserts, and especially in Khorasan, where
there reappeared power centers away from the caliphate. Meanwhile,
theoretical bonds of vassalage were still attached to the caliph on behalf of the
Tahirids, Saffarids, Samanids, and Ziyarids, who only wielded a modest
influence west of the plateau. In the 10th-11th centuries, the Buyids occupied
Baghdad and took the caliphate under their control. Thus, for almost a
century, just before the Turkish conquest, they re-established a central Iranian
state on the western part of the plateau, dominating Mesopotamia. However,
Persia again lost all political significance within the vast Turkish empires of
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the Ghaznavids and Seljuks, although the capital of the latter was temporarily
established in Isfahan.

After the Shahs of Kvarazm had for several decades (late 11th to early 12th
centuries) reconstructed a vast eastern Iran with its center in Khorasan and
Transoxiana, the Mongol conquest occurred. Following the partition of the
empire of Cengiz Khan (q.v.) and the establishment of an independent branch
(the IlIkhanids) on the Iranian plateau, with their capital in Soltaniya, a vast
empire was again created, stretching beyond the Iranian borders from the
Oxus to the Indus and down to Mesopotamia and the heart of Asia Minor. Split
into a multitude of principalities in the late 14th century, this empire was
temporarily reconstructed by Timur, but his son Sahrok and his later
successors shifted the center of their empire to Khorasan and Transoxiana,
and later to Herat. In the chaos of the Turkoman principalities (Aq Qoyunlu,
Qara Qoyunlu) who occupied western Persia in the 15th century, several
permutations became possible in the political geography of the region.

The present political structure of Persia goes back to the Safavids, who, in the
16th century, cemented its unity by establishing Shi‘ism as the state religion
and stabilizing the Turkish ascendancy in Azarbaijan by regrouping the Shi‘ite
Turkish tribes from Anatolia (see above). Persia thus remained under a
Turkish dynasty, integrating within its own culture those elements that had
chosen to confront the Sunni powers of the Ottomans and Uzbeks. Spiritual
unity was being forged through pilgrimages to the great religious centers
(Qom, Mashad, Ardabil), in an atmosphere of popular piety (Planhol, 1993, pp.
505-509). The power center from then on did not move away from a median
line of the plateau (Isfahan, Shiraz, Tehran), whence it was possible to face
various threats. Details of the country’s frontiers were to be gradually defined
in the course of the military fights of the following centuries (see
BOUNDARIES), but the overall principle of its structure remained unchanged.

This structure, however, remains very complex. Persia is a mosaic of ethnic
and religious affiliations. It includes, on the one hand, the central Shi‘ite
nucleus formed by the association of Turkish-speaking Azaris (about 20
percent of the population) and ethnic Persians of the central plateau,
Khorasan, and Fars (Planhol, 1993, pp. 509-24); and on the other, the
peripheral areas which have proved slow to integrate and unreliable. These
include the mountainous fringe of the Caspian, which, for a long time, had no
adequate links with the plateau (the first roads suitable for vehicles date from
the reign of Naser-al-Din Shah). Besides, its adoption of Persian culture
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remains very imperfect even today, since it has preserved its linguistic and
material idiosyncrasies, whereby non-Persian Iranian languages are still
spoken by about 12 percent of the total population (Planhol, 1993, pp. 524-36)
and a Sunni affiliation subsists in the Tale§ (Bazin, 1980, pp. 198-200, pp.
524-36). There are the large nomadic confederations of the Zagros (see above),
who are Shi‘ite but insubordinate (Planhol, 1993, pp. 542-46); the Kurds of the
western Zagros (5 percent of the country’s population); the Turkmen of the
Atrak steppes (several hundreds of thousands of people); the Baluch of the
south-east (2-3 percent of the total population); the Arabs of the southern
coasts and Kuzestan; the four latter groups are all Sunni and not well
integrated (Planhol, 1993, pp. 546-55). The mere political submission of these
peripheral elements was obtained very late, and it was not until the 1930s that
Reza Shah restrained the insubordination of the Turkmen and the Baluch,
which started up again after the Islamic Revolution.

The administrative control over this area has been very chaotic in the last
century, with a constant re-organization of the provincial divisions (Hourcade
et al.,, p. 25), since the network was far too weak all over the center and the
south-east. This conveys both the barren character of the geographic milieu
and the low density of the population, but also a certain weakness on behalf of
the political power. The main centralizing factor today is the metropolitan
polarization which has made much progress over the last fifty years. In the
1950s, Tehran’s sphere of influence (maps in Planhol, 1964a, p. 74) only
extended over the northwest of the country and the heart of the plateau up to
the limits of the Zagros, which was still entirely polarized towards the Gulf
cities, particularly Abadan (q.v.). It was only from the 1960s and 1970s on that
the influence of the capital extended over the Zagros, including Kurdistan and
Fars. Today Mashad alone is a truly autonomous center of influence, especially
for the regions situated east and southeast of the great desert, although the
direct attraction of Tehran is already being felt as far as Baluchistan. The
growth in influence of the other regional capitals (Tabriz, Isfahan, Shiraz, etc.)
is not negligible,but they are, however, completely engulfed within Tehran’s
catchment area (maps in Hourcade et al., pp. 52-53).

AFGHANISTAN

Figure 2. The formation of the Afghan state. (a) Territorial divisions of the
Pashtuns. (b) Borders of the Afghan state 1762-72 and its international
boundaries today. After Planhol, 1993, p. 608, fig. 46.
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Figure 3. Evolution of administrative divisions of Afghanistan. (a) Divisions in
1946. (b) Divisions to 1964. (c) Divisions after 1964. (d) Divisions in 1982. After
Planhol, 1993, p. 630, fig. 47.

Although political organizations were several times established east of the
great deserts of central and eastern Iran, both before and after the Turko-
Mongol invasions (the Ghaznavids with their center in Ghazni, the shahs of
Kvarazm, the Timurids of Herat), it is by no means in these structures of an
imperial type and without any particular ethnic background that we must
seek the origins of present Afghanistan. The latter indeed expresses the
dynamism belonging to a well-defined people, the Pashtus or Afghans, whose
ethnic origins no doubt go back to the first centuries of our era. This was when
the Sakas, relatives of the Parthians and speaking a northeastern Iranian
language, arrived in Sistan, which has preserved their name, and the Indus
basin, assimilating the earlier populations who spoke south-eastern Iranian
languages, of which some traces survive (Ormuri and Paraci). The name of the
Afghans has since appeared as such in 3rd and 4th century Sasanian
inscriptions (Caroe, pp. 79-80), and they continued being aware of their
individuality although it certainly incorporated numerous Turkish elements.
Their center was no doubt the Solayman mountains to begin with, where they
practiced a short-distance semi-nomadism. They spread all over what is now
central Afghanistan due to the disorders provoked by the great medieval
invasions. Living in a political vacuum away from the urban centers of the
Indus basin and the Iranian plateau, these populations used their factual
independence to cement their identity around a profoundly original system of
values (pastinwall), organized into a coherent whole (Spain, 1962; 1963, pp.
63-69; Barth, 1969; Kieffer, 1972; Janata and Hassan, 1975; Ahmed, 1980; Steul,
1981). It involved no external influence and formed the foundation of an
exemplary social cohesion underlying the secret of their successful expansion
(Planhol, 1993, pp. 604-17).

Its starting-point in the 16th and 17th centuries, in the political no-man’s-land
formed by the present territory of Afghanistan among the major powers of the
Uzbeks of lower Central Asia, the Great Moghals of India, and the Safavids of
Persia, was the failure of the latter, who would have been best qualified to
submit and incorporate this country (ibid, pp. 617-18). The birth of
Afghanistan was a manifestation of this incapacity. The rebellion of the Gilzi
(q.v.) who pillaged Isfahan in 1722 and ruled Persia until 1730, when they
were ousted by Nader Shabh, is the first sign of the emergence of Pashtu power.
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This was formally manifested in 1747 by an independent political entity when
Ahmad Shah, the head of the Dorrani, had himself crowned sovereign of all
the Afghans in Qandahar. This first Afghan state, which briefly extended from
the Amu Darya to the Indus basin and the sea of Oman, was a prefiguration of
present Afghanistan. It was actually shifted southward, but was already
marked by an early northward expansion of the Pashtu tribes into the Herat
region and the Badgis, where the barrier of the central mountains grows lower
(Planhol, 1973, pp. 8-10). Timur (1772-93) had already shifted his capital to
Kabul, which was better placed to control the routes to India and the
northwest. But after the disintegration of this first construction in the
internecine fights, the Afghan influence under Dost Mohammad (1836-63) in
the mid 19th century was strictly confined to the south of the Hindu Kush
barrier, and the Hazarajat were completely outside its reach.

The birth of the second Afghan state, and of the country in its present
configuration, is the result of external circumstances, namely the struggle
between the two great colonial powers, Russia and Great Britain. After two
fruitless attempts, in 1839-42 and 1878-80, to bring the country under its zone
of influence, Great Britain decided to turn Afghanistan into a buffer state
centered on the Hindu Kush and destined to block the way to India against the
Russians who were in dangerous proximity. This new concept was firmly
established in 1881 by the Liberal government of Gladstone. The Hindu Kush
barrier was to become the axis and raison d’étre of the new state.

There remained the task to build up this state, and first of all to determine its
boundaries, which was not easy (see BOUNDARIES iii; Planhol, 1993, pp.
621-23). The control of the internal space was essentially the accomplishment
of ‘Abd-al-Rahman (r. 1880-1901), the true creator of modern Afghanistan, who
lent real substance to this theoretical geographic framework. He subdued the
Uzbek emirates north of the Hindu Kush (last of all Maymana in 1884), and
those of the Hazarajat in 1891-93, and saw to the conversion of the Kafirs in
1895-96. While the latter could preserve their ethnic individuality in their
mountains which defied all external penetration, this was not true of the rest
of the country. Here political unification led to a considerable expansion of the
Pashtu tribes, the instrument and spearhead of the central power. Thus the
Hazarajat massively opened up to their summer migration, and this new
“bedouinization” actively developed until the mid-20th century. Its aspects
were not exclusively negative. The Pashtu nomads were not only shepherds,
but also merchants and caravan drivers, so they introduced market economy
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into these highlands, setting up gigantic temporary bazaars in the summer at
an altitude of about 2,600-2,800 meters (Peter of Greece, 1954; Ferdinand, 1962,
1969). The other side of the coin was a growing debt of the Hazara, who
purchased consumer goods brought to them by the nomads, so that the latter
were able to appropriate a large part of the region’s landed property and
stabilize their presence there.

On the northern slope of the Hindu Kush, a Pashtu settlement was
systematically organized after 1885 by settling the nomadic tribes in the
northwest, on the Turkoman frontier (Tapper, 1983), and subsequently, under
Habib-Allah (r. 1901-19; q.v.), by settling them further east, in the Qatagan and
as far as Badaksan. Some time later, peasants were attributed plots of land in
the new irrigable areas (Grotzbach, 1972, pp. 94-96). Meanwhile there also
arrived, from the southern slope, all sorts of different elements (Baluchis,
Mongols), who repopulated ancient Bactria with a mixture of different
elements (Collin-Delavaud, 1958, 1960; Planhol, 1973, 1976).

Political unification thus merely complicated the extraordinary cultural
heterogeneity which defied any precise evaluation. So on the eve of the 1978
revolution and the ensuing disturbances and wars, various estimations
attributed 40 to 55 percent of the population to the ethnically dominant
Pashtus, against 35 to 45 percent to ethnic groups speaking Persian dialects
and 10 to 15 percent to Turkish-speaking groups (four-fifths of them Uzbeks),
without counting accessory elements (Baluchis, etc.). The facts are complicated
by the frequent changes in ethnic identity (Balland, 1988). The cohesion of this
disparate mixture was still weak on the eve of the 1978 revolution and the
ensuing events. However, the administrative ascendancy had steadily
developed. The number of provinces, starting with 6 at the beginning of the
20th century, had risen to 14 in 1964, then suddenly doubled to 28 in the same
year. At the same time, a multiplicity of new towns and villages appeared,
leading to an urban network which today encompasses the entire periphery of
the central mountainous axis, except for the latter itself (Grotzbach, 1979, map
32).

The inauguration in 1964 of a road over the Salang pass, with a tunnel at an
altitude of 3,337 m, for the first time opened a permanent winter route
through the mountain and established a crucial link with the northern
provinces. But metropolitan functions were still very inadequately carried out
by Kabul (Planhol, 1993, pp. 661-70), since its demographic influence almost
exclusively extended over the southeast of the country (map, ibid, p. 669). It
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thus appeared more like a cultural contest between the dominant Persian
culture and a Pashtun political power than like a factor of national cohesion.
Although in the course of the subsequent civil wars the problem of the
country’s unity was at no time officially questioned, it cannot be safely said
that the political construction thus realized is definitely viable.
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