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Afghanistan and Soviet Central Asia:

One Region or. Two?

The Soviet occupation of Afghanistan has brought out the important
duestion in regional science of whether Soviet Central Asia (the southern
republlcs of Uzbeklstan, Turkmenlstan, Tadzhlklstan, and Klrgh|Z|a) is in
the same: ”reglon” as |s Afghanlstan. Those who assert a regional unity
between the:tw0zareas»often mely that their similarities transcend the
Athefborder'between the:Soyiet Union and Afghanistan and weaken it. Counter-
ing‘thls aesertlonrl5~the vlewfthat'the-region.lsfmore heterogeneous than
it appears at flrst glance and- that the unlty, partlcularly of religion,
is more apparent than real |

Nowhere |s the heterogenelty ot the two areas more obvious than in
the: level. of economlc development Wthh dlffers consnderably on each
snde of the natlonal border Thlstpaper examines. these differences.
Altogether, economlc development |ncludes the lmprovements both in the
level of'economde'actIVIty and: in the:qual|ty of life. On both accounts,
there arelsdbetantial‘difterences. In 1978‘per capita income, the average

in A“-fghv'an.'iss:tan was onl.'y $l00 per year,; but, in Soviet Central Asia it was

:$1200 per year l There are snmllar dlfferences in the levels of industrial-

|zat|on.' ln 1*75f(the latest year for Wthh there are comparable data),

the share of lndustry in Afghanlstan s natlonal income was 12 percent, while

it wa538percentnn Uzbeklstan, the largest of the Central Asian republlcs 2

The statlstlcs for these lndlcators are prlmltlve, especually in" Afghanistan,

where. one. author calls them ”'intelllgent estimates,' i.e., wild guesses

'based on mad.equa.te:data.'l3 Nevertheless,rthey-show economies that are quite

different inydevelopment. |
One»apparentfsimilarity between the two areas is the dominant role

of agriculture in the economy, but even this sector differs considerably




between the two. Its share of national income is greater in Afghanistan
(about one-half)dthan in Soviet. Central Asia (about one-third). The pro-
duction methods differ, too. In Soviet Central Asia, agriculture is |
commercial, mechanized, and large scale. In contrast, the agricultural
productionvof Afghanistan takes place on subsistence.Farms that lack
capitaJ equipment and market little'of their'product. ~Only one-half of
production in Afghanistan is marketed;\despiteth}sbTow share, the marketed
portion provides 80 percent of exports. The ayerage_landhotding;is less
than hal f a-hectare, the sze of a private'gardenipjot in Central Asia, and
only‘tw0»percent of:landholdershcontrol 3& percentlof‘the land In 1975,
the- entlre country had only 700 tractors, about l/300th of the number held
in Soviet Central Asla by about the same number of people

' The: goal of economlc deve]opment |ncludes not only the methods and
Vygalns of: productlon but.an |mproved quallty of l|fe Onetmeasure of the
welfare of the populatlon |s ‘the Phy5|cal Quallty of Llfe (PQLI) index
developed by Morrls Dav&d Morrls 5 Th|s lndex is composed of the equally
welghted measures of |nfant mortallty, adult longeVIty, and literacy. It
ranges between Zero: (where the quallty-of llfe is very low) and 100 (where
it rs.hrgh) AJthough~the correlatlon between a hmgh,tncome per-capita and
a- hlgh PQLI score |s p05|t|ve, it is by no means’perfect, and materlal goods
are not the only source of a hlah PQLI score,. the quallty of life may be
;mproved by. concentratlng effort on’ betternng these lmportant social
*|ndlcators On the Morrls PQLIlndex Afghantstan achleves a score of only
18 one of the: lowest ln ‘the world wh|le the Sovnet Unlon achieves more
than_90; one ofﬁthe-hrghest' When the data for the Sovnet Central Asian
republics‘are separated from the rest of the Sovuet Union, they are not

strictly comparable to thosetthat David‘used;'but indicate that Central



Asfan~literacy and longevity‘are the same as the Soviet natlonal;averagedbut
in infant mortality, §ovlet Central Asia is worse than its national average
but better than Afghanlstan.6
The lndlcators of economic development and quallty of life relate

closely to some demographnc dlfferences The birth rate in Afghanlstan is
the second- hlghest in the world, about 51 per thousand of populatlon per
| year. Central Aslan birth rates, whlle high, do not approach the Afghan
level and are about 35 per thousand per year |n Uzbekistan and 38 per
thousand per year |n TadJlklstan, wnth a downward t|me trend Desplte lower
bnrth rates, the populatlon growth is faster ln Sovnet Central ASla than in-
Afghanlstan,aabout 2. 8 percent per year in the Sov1et area but only 2 0 per-
; cent per year nn Afghanlstan.7‘ (The data span the perlod l975 8 ) The
dlfferenee,bof course, arlses from thesexceedlnglythlgh death ratevln
.Afghanlstan, partlcularly among |nfants, as--seen by lts low PQLV score.v-

| . One: consequence of the hlgh blrth rate in. Afohanlstan is the lower
»partnc:patlon of women in: the labor force. There the blrth rate is hlghl_
life is. prlmltlve and the llfe expectancy of women is. lower ‘than that of
men. (On Bavnd's PQLl‘scores, the ranks of men and women in Afghanlstan
are equal because the llfe expectancy and llteracy of women’ are. lower but
,tthe |nfant mortallty of men is hlgher.817 In- contrast, in Sovnet Central.
YTAsla, the women outnumber the men in: the populatlon (although the gap was

clOS|ng in l970) and they partlclpate actlvely in pald employment They
"prOV|de 30 40 percent of the labor services - in wh|te collar occupations and
~almost 50 percent of collectlve farm employment.9 .Although ‘the SOV|et
Central Aslan farm women work fewer days per year than men, they contrlbute
‘an lndlspensable part‘of.therdlfference‘between the two areas in economic

growth..



The difference in economlc development arises not only from, people but
from capital investment, particularly in arable land. The climate of both
areas ls.arid and continental (with wide extremes of temperature) and land
for cultivation ls scarce. Nomadic herding is onerappropriate use-of such
landfand in l978 about:lh~percent of“Afghanistan's population_was in this
classlflcatlon;]il:Nevertheless, a nomadiC‘llfe‘requlreSKthat the density
of’population'ls;loua IF'the output'of.agrlculturells to expand to provide
- more food or exports, |t requnres expenSIve lnvestment in irrigation to over=-
come the |ntemperate cllmate ‘and establlsh sedentary farmlng. Financing th|s
|nvestment dlffers between the twobareas. In Afghanlstan, |nvestment‘has

been flnanced prlmarlly by forelgn assnstance whsch often was undependable

A and: sporadlc.l?i ln contrast, in Sovuet Central Asna, the other republlcs‘of
Athe union. steadsly flnanced lnvestment and the southern tier retalned more

of its own tax recelpts than the other republlcs to finance its own |nvestments

Cap1tal rnvestmenttfor economlc\development lncludes not only physlcal

edulpmentﬂandflands butitnvestment inlpeople., in nutrition, the population
-of Sovnet Central As:a are no. longer nourlshed only by subsistence agriculture;
1n-l978 the average rural Central Asnan purchased food at retasl stores that
'was valued at $2]5 (157 rubles) These food purchases alone exceeded the

- average |ncome in Afghanlstan ($100 per year), and were accompanied by
add|tsonal non-food purchases of $267 (195 rubles) Th in health, the ser-
vices and facnlltles avallable to the populatlon in Soviet Central Asia exceed
thosevln Afghanlstan.' ln l|teracy, both men and women are llterate in Sovnet
Central Asna but only one percent of women: and twelve percent of men in

Afghanlstan.]5



5

Literacy contributes to economic development not only in better communica-

tion but in changing traditional attitudes and skills., The Soviet Central Asians

v

share an ethnic heritage wlth“Afghanistan where:the social structure is rigid,
patriarchal and religious; This structure retards economic'deveIOpment in that
it rewards;people lessvon their efforts than on their status. Decades ago (in
1927), the Soviet Un|on closed the clerlcal schools, sent non-native educators
to Central Asla, and establlshed a secular and technical social education
struc:ture..l6 One. clear effect is the changed status of women in Soviet Central
Asia. 'In turn, thls?new socjal_structure'has reduced the birth rate and infant
mortallty and‘contrlbuted.ln other‘ways to economic development.

| Desplte the changes, the Sovnet Central Aslans and the Afghans do share
groups who have the same ethnlc |dent|f|cat|on. 0nvan ethnic basis, the tno
countrles share 20 mllllon people g7 In the Sovnet Unlon, the ethnic groups

are located almost wholly |n the four southern border republlcs of Central

As|a (Uzbeklstan, TadJlkfstan, Klrghnzna, and Turkmenlstan) Indeed, some of

the. Afghans are peoplevw:o escaped from the SOVIet Un|on when the Russ.ians
lntroduced the changes ln socnal and educatxonal systems. The largest shared

ethn|c group IS the Uzbeks, almost l0 mllllon in the Soviet Union and one

mllllon in Afghanlstan “ Almost as large a group are the Tadjiks, who number
3 mllllon ln the Sovnet Unlon and 6 mllllon in Afghanlstan However, the

domlnant ethnlc group |n Afghanlstan is the Pushtun, located on the southern.

.border wnth Paklstan. Thls group is not found ‘in the Soviet populatlon and its.

ethnic herltage lS shared W|th Paknstan

These ethnlc groups do not share a single. language, or even a S|ngle

language famlly Although a. shared language measures national unity only
lnadequatelf, |ts absence surely represents a source of d|v15|veness In
Afghanlstan,'the'prrnclpal languages are Dari (Afghan Farsi) and Pashto,

which is the-oftlclalrlanguage; The source of both'languages is the
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Indo-European language tamily (in its Indo-lranian branch), but the two
are,notfmutually intelligible.;18 Various governments have tried to impose
Pashto as a single officlal language, but have failed, in part because the
traditional Ianguage'of'government has been Dari. In additlon, the Afghans
speak languages from other language families: Ural-Altaic, Dravldian,‘some
Semitlc..vThe:languageS'spoken‘lnktheuéoylet'Unlon on the southern border
are predominantly from thelUraleAltic_tamily (Uzbek, Kirghiz, the Turkic
grbup).r Only-the Tadjlk'language islrelated to‘Pashto; through the
Indo~European family; Further, most Central Asians' second language. is
Russuan, rather than another Central Asuan language. 19 The lack of

success in |mp051ng a common- language, as in Afghanlstan, continues to

be an obstacle to any reglonal unlty

Another bond between the twowareas |s the lslamlc rellgnon VThe majority
:of Afghans (80 percent) belong to.. the Hanafl r|te of the Sunnl sect; the
‘remalnder, to the Sh'la sect 29 The two. sects dlffer |n thelr beliefs
about the polltlcal successuon to Musllm leadershlp and in their codes of
law\ Among Sovnet Central A5|ans, the maJorlty contlnue to:- accept the
cultural parts of the lslamlc rellglon but have reJected the ritual and
codes. that are wndely accepted |n Afghanlstan | One mlght expect that the
lslamlc bond would be strong |n pr|nc|ple but stralned in practlce if the
tradltlonal and non-llterate Afghans were to unite wnth their more modern
and secular counterparts :n the Sovnet Unlon.

Politics” |s the most strlklng dlfference betweenvthese two areas.
The. centrallzed,lstable, and authorltarlan reglme of the Soviet Unlon in
Central Asna contrasts strongly WIth the anarchy that has been endemic in

Afghan pOllthS for decades,, Evenrbefore the Soviet invasion, one scholar



listed four separate.politicalAstruggles within Afghanistan.ZI

(1) uncoordinated guerrillasswho‘opposed any regime;

(Z)J/reiigious leaders who were conservative and opposed
':thosenwho are moderate; their struggle is primarily

f*fffoverﬁfUnds;From friendly Arabs;

nr‘ﬁ:nlimujahfdin (freedom=-fighters) who seek regional

?¥;91auton6my~from»the-centraT'government in Kabul;

ﬁ1|nternal opponents who- oppose each other within

M;rx;st camp, prlmarlly the Khalq and Parcham.

ggles now is added ‘the Sov:et lnvaS|on, and it

i's unclear whetherkthe A ghans can un|te agalnst the forelgner.

Nevertheless, cost;to the Russuans of rmposnng order on this

area . is. hlgh A]ready thelr casualtles reportedly number 1000 dead and

6000~ 8000 wounded from a force of 80 000, and domination is not in

S|ght Refugees trom'Afghanlstan number one million in Paklstan and

22

100 000 600;000 ]n lran. L The unlflcatuon of Afghanlstan seems unlikely

A

d zf“ghanlstan for years says: "The hauks will pick

‘tween Afghanlstan and SOV|et Central Asia is that the early reports in the’

”Sovnet Unlo of_the a3 vasnon |nto Afghanlstan asserted that the Russians
had been 'n ted“ for purposes of ecOnomlc development Acceptnng for a
moment thns argument, It |s poss:ble that the opposntlon in Afghanlstan

represents a rebuke to modernlzatlon as well as to the Ru551ans " The
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'Another |s to re

intellectual history'of,attltudes toward development and its political{
social, and economic change has swung.between optimism and pessimism.
Tracing these attitudinal cycles, Samuel P.'Huntington has shown that the
Victorians were optlmisticuas they espoused evolution and an inevitable
success.l Thls was followed by the pessimism of the 1930s, as the dlS-
|ntegrat|ve effects of undustrlallzatlon and democratization were followed
by a totalltarlan response. After World War Il; optlmlsm returned with
llvely prospects for world wude economic development.24A The~political dis-
putes: lnternal to Afghanlstan suggest a return to. pe55|mnsm about -economic .
development.“ o

Thls |s’not to say that thevRuSSIan |nvaSIon is irrelevant or JUStlfled
but that lt may have exacerbated an opposutlon to modernlzatlon that already

was in place.‘ Thlsnpaper started wnth the suggestlon of regional unity and

homogenelty, but thls ncludes a h|dden bellef that polltucal unlty is

llkely to follow, and th|s outcome seems lmp055|ble in the near future
even by mllltary dominatlon. Some polltlcal lnstab|l|ty |neV|tably
accompanlesreconomlc development espec:ally when it is rapld and when

it overrudes local choaces concernlng lnvestment and: demographic- pollcles.

25

One response lS to lmpose an authorltarlan government but this has falled.

t economlc development. A thlrd prospect is to weld

development to a tradltional and conservatlve socnety Afghan|stan and

Cits surroundlng area are a mlcrocosm of these socnal chonces, qunte apart

- from the §ovxet |nva5|on.
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