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1. Afghanistan: The Unique Lebensraum 

 Sir Halford John Mackinder in his famous –Heartland theory changed the concept of world 
geopolitics by saying- “Who rules East Europe commands the Heartland, Who rules the 
Heartland commands the World-Island 

Who rules the World-Island commands the world.” 

Afghanistan geographically lies in the periphery of Central Asia, yet this does not reduce its 
geostrategic importance in the geopolitical phenomena of this region. Not only geographical 
contiguity, common racial, ethnic, cultural and religious threads of connection make 
Afghanistan interlinked with Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan and other countries of 
Central Asia. Huge cross-border migration, intruding cross-border conflicts culminating from 
ethnic, national and terrorist issues and involvement of superpowers in Afghanistan has 
always put Central Asian countries in a situation where they cannot ignore Afghanistan and 
cannot think to realize their dreams of regional stability and peace without collaborating with 
Kabul. Similarly, for other countries, including Pakistan, India, and neighboring regional 
powers, Afghanistan has remained as cause of disagreement. The Great Game of superpowers 
in Asia that had dynamics much larger than its regional platform was played on the grounds 
of Afghanistan. Therefore, to study Central Asian geopolitics, Afghanistan needs to be 
explored in every historical and geopolitical aspect. The avenue for interaction between 
different factors will have new dimensions once US and NATO forces are withdrawn from 
Afghanistan. Central Asian countries Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan have common 
borders with Afghanistan of around 2,000 kilometers. Topography on these frontiers –for 
Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan is mainly desert and Tajik-Afghan border is mountainous and 
badly demarcated. 

The physiography of Afghanistan has created a unique Lebensraum1 or 'living space.' 
Afghanistan has a rugged physical topography and this gave an impetus to growth of isolated 
tribes and groups. There were many microenvironments created and many kinship group 
evolved in such isolated microenvironments. The rugged terrain and extremely difficult 
weather conditions as well as frequent foreign inference have made the people of Afghanistan 
rough and tough to many odds however, at the same time; they have also emerged so 

                                                            
1 The term was quite popular in 1871 during the establishment of united Germany. Later, Adolf Hitler used this term 
to expand Germany citing that a country must find the courage to gather its people and their strength for an advance 
from its present restricted living space to new land and soil. 
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adaptive and so flexible in following strategies of survival, religious beliefs, food productions 
techniques, irrigation system and so on. 

2. Relation between Central Asia and Afghanistan 

Central Asian states are going through stages of transition. Facing diverse issues of political 
instability, economic crisis and ethnic conflicts, nearness to Afghanistan add more 
complexities in the regional identity of Central Asia. Problems of securing human rights, 
ecological balance, democracy and religious harmony are a few challenges that stay in the 
way of this region’s stability. Nonetheless, crimes like drug trafficking human trafficking and 
territorial disputes as well as nuclear proliferation make this region very volatile. 
Involvement of more than 70 nations in Afghanistan puts Central Asia at the verge of all the 
odds of global geopolitics in ways that are more intimate. 

Moreover, none of these problems is of recent origin. Central Asia is among the world’s 
oldest settled regions with hundreds of aborigine primitive tribes existing in different ethnic 
groups, struggling with each other as well as against the imprints of modernity and external 
influences to retain their own individual identities. 

As Prof K Warikoo says, Central Asia has similar notion of group identity as in Afghanistan. 
Central Asian population in Afghanistan considers it different from the major Pashtuns, and 
Uzbeks and Tajiks have been asserting their political existence time to time. Though central 
politics has been dominating in Kabul, General Dostam and Ahmad Shah Masood 
represented another aspect. At the end of 19th century when Afghanistan’s northern 
boundaries were delineated and recognized by Afghan, British and Russians, Wakhan was 
included in Afghanistan and Shignan, Roshan and Pamirs formed areas under Russian 
control. Despite this, there has never been a complete segregation of areas lying two sides of 
the borders. (Warikoo. 2007) 

Ethnicity and Conflicts- At present about 4 million Tajiks, 1.7 million Uzbeks and half a 
million Turkmens live in Afghanistan. Besides, the Pamir Tajiks living in the Gorno 
Badakhshan Autonomous oblast of Tajikistan share their language and lifestyle with their 
counterparts in the Badakhshan region of Afghanistan. Around 40 ethnic tribes of 
Afghanistan speak more than 50 different dialects and have unique cultural traits too. A 
passion for freedom has made Afghans most resistant community against any external 
influence. In fact within Afghanistan, many ethnic groups and regional communities conflict 
with each other fiercely and thus their interrelationships can be called quite complex. 
Ethnicity has not only interlinked Afghanistan with Central Asia, it has always been the cause 
of conflict across borders too. Be it Pashtuns or Tajiks, Shiites or Sunnis of Afghanistan they 
have connections with their mates regardless of the intervening borders and thus their mutual 
interests of religion, faith, resource endowment and ethnic traditions conflict with each other. 

Cultural Links: The traditional border trade and family ties between the people of this 
region developed over the years particularly after the improvement of communication 
facilities under the Soviet regimes. The Soviets used the cultural similarities among people 
living north and south of the Oxus, to bolster the pro-Soviet regimes in Afghanistan. Closer 
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interaction between Afghanistan and Tajikistan, particularly the exchange of students, 
academics, litterateurs, artists, media persons, cultural delegations etc. was encouraged. 
Mazar-i-Sharif became the main center of economic exchanges between the two sides, as it 
was well connected by roads with Central Asia. Cotton produced in northern Afghanistan was 
trucked to Tashkent for processing. Movement of people and their goods increased. After 
disintegration of Soviet, Afghanistan and Tajikistan signed agreements of technical, 
scientific, educational and cultural cooperation envisaging exchanges of scholars and 
scientists etc. 

Central Asia got a distinct identity both culturally and politically due to 70 years of Soviet 
rule and this makes the Tajiks, Uzbeks and Turkmen of Central Asia different from the same 
people in Afghanistan. 

Geographical contiguity retained the ties between Central Asia and Afghanistan intact despite 
these differences. Soviet invasion of Afghanistan omitted many differences and there 
established a direct interaction between Soviet Tajiks, Uzbeks and Turkmen with those living 
in Afghanistan with common ethnic grounds. This exposure has made Afghanistan more 
familiar with Central Asian society. 

 Over the years after collapse of Soviet Union, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan have 
followed a policy to promote religious activities that is completely reverse to former USSR’s 
strategies and Islam has become a unifying factor for Afghanistan and Central Asian states. 
US assistance to Mujahedeen gave rise to extremists and Islamic groups became more visible 
in conflicts. Strategic and militancy linkage with Central Asia- The rise of militant Taliban in 
Afghanistan around 1994 coincided with ethnic conflicts in Central Asia. In 1996, The 
Taliban had taken control over Kabul when Central Asian states were looking for 
independent identities and grounds to establish their notion of nationalism. Tajikistan became 
a ground of civil war amongst different tribes, political groups. Many Tajiks in Afghanistan 
supported United Tajik Opposition in Tajikistan and Russia and Uzbekistan took the side of 
neo-communists. This was an evidence of direct influence of Afghanistan on Central Asian 
events. 

3. History of Afghanistan Proves its Geopolitical Importance 

Afghanistan’s history itself gives a testimony to the fact that it has a key role in Central Asian 
geopolitics. Between the two major colonial empires –the British India and Russian empire, 
Afghanistan’s map was carved out to play a buffer zone and a deliberate attempt to stagnate 
its development was maintained by local warlords, ethnic leaders as well as by the 
superpowers playing the Great Game so that making Afghanistan a buffer zone will serve 
their purposes. This is why there exists a huge absence of vital network of communication 
and transport in Afghanistan even today. A cursory glance over Afghan history reveals that 
the major changes in Afghan sphere emerged via its relation to the Persian Empire. In 1709, 
Pashtuns had emerged as a major tribe and Hotaki dynasty was established in Kandhar. This 
began the history of Modern Afghanistan. By 1747, Durranis emerged whereas in late 19th 
century great imperial powers Tsarist Russia and British Empire made Afghanistan as a 
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buffer state to secure their own colonies. During cold war when British had already 
disappeared from Asian seen with independence of India in 1947, new player of the new 
Great Game—the United States and the Soviet Union started countering each other by 
increasing influence on Afghanistan. In 1979, ultimately there occurred fierce fights between 
US backed Mujahideens and Afghan government that was supported by the Soviet. Soviet 
Union withdrew itself by the end of 1980s and with the collapse of the USSR, Afghanistan 
lost its geostrategic importance for a while. From 1991 to 2001, Afghanistan played a safe 
heaven to extremist Talibans, Al-Queda and other forces. Drug trafficking and other crimes 
became rampant but no one bothered to see until 9/11 shook the justification of US support to 
the Talibans. In December 2001, the UN Security Council paved way for creation of 
International Security Assistance Force. Karzai’s government was given protection and 
assistance to lead Afghanistan toward modernization and democratization. However even 
now, terrorist groups like Haqqani, Hezbil Islami and other forces are dwindling over the 
probability of peace restoration in the country. Every day, innocent citizens are killed, the 
Talibans are all set to reemerge and international aid and assistance is creeping back after 
more than a decade-long effort in reconstructing Afghanistan.  

Afghanistan stands today as a significant country on the map of Asia located centrally 
between Persia and Indies, Hindukush and the Indian Ocean. The kingdom of Kabul which 
was mentioned by British statesman Elphinstone (Elphinstone, M. 1815) became larger and 
sovereign in 1919 while playing a battleground for the Great Game of 19th, 20th century, and 
demarcation of new boundaries by foreign powers. It exists as a nexus point where most of 
ancient civilizations passed through and flourished. The country represents a complete 
conglomerate of hundreds of tribes, cultures, religions, languages and civilizations retaining 
their unique identities. The Third Anglo-Afghan War played a decisive role in deciding 
Afghanistan’s future. Treaty of Rawalpindi was signed in 1919 and King Amanullah Khan 
declared the country an independent and sovereign state by establishing stable diplomatic ties 
with other nations. He travelled to far off nations to bring legitimacy to Afghanistan’s 
sovereign status and went to Turkey and then Europe. His reforms to modernize Afghanistan 
brought education for Afghan women, ended slavery in 1923 however, his modernist 
approaches were not liked by all traditional leaders. Playing a proxy ground, Afghanistan 
never remained in isolation even though geographically it was difficult to be explored. 
Between British Empire and Russian empire, Afghanistan’s position as a buffer zone 
increased its strength. According to a famous geographer, Keith McLachlan, this helped 
Afghanistan grow as an independent country. One side there has been foreign interference 
especially since 1979, on the other side Afghanistan has faced exacerbated ethnic conflicts 
corrupt local leaders and warlords who promoted drug trafficking for serving personal 
interests. In 21st century, we see Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Iran and other regional powers 
trying to use Afghanistan to show off their influence by different means in between the new 
geopolitical power game in which China and India are competing with Russia and the United 
States. However, definitely for the regional players like Pakistan, Afghanistan is not a proxy 
playground rather an immediate zone and anything happening in Afghanistan will affect its 
own stability. 
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For Central Asian countries particularly Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan too, 
Afghanistan’s role as a neighbor is very sensitive issue. Harpviken addresses the same issue 
in his “Afghanistan in a Neighborhood Perspective.” (Harpviken. 2010). Keith Mclachlan 
describes how Afghanistan’s borders were carved along the Amu Darya River in North and 
Durand Line was drawn in south and east direction. Entire map of Afghanistan presents a 
perfect example of how colonial empires divided countries geometrically on map to save 
their own interests. Concurrent ethnic conflicts over resource endowment are also the result 
of boundaries carved irrespective of cultural aspects. (Mclachlan, Keith.1997) 

4. Cost of being a Buffer Zone 

Thus to play a buffer zone Afghanistan has paid a very high price. Its landlockedness due to 
the Hindu Kush from east-west as well as north-south was further added with non-
development of communication and transport. Both British and Afghan local leaders 
deliberately kept transportation underdeveloped. The British neglected building road network 
to check Russians who would otherwise have easy access toward south whereas Afghans felt 
it would protect their independence. McLachlan calls this ignorance with good political and 
economic motives. However, Afghanistan’s position on a geopolitical fault line puts it as a 
negative zone. However, now the past Anglo-Russian buffer context is no more yet the 
common goals of international community to break the isolation of inner Asia retain 
Afghanistan always in the core of global geopolitics. 

Afghanistan as an insulator in Central Asian politics:  Afghanistan plays the role of a bridge 
between energy-rich Central Asia and comparatively poor South Asia. Its historical role as a 
link for trade and transportation between the two regions grabbed attention of superpowers in 
the 20th century too. Political and religious common threads link Afghanistan with the 
Middle East as well. Yet Kristian Harpviken calls Afghanistan an insulator between different 
regional systems. In this regard, regional security complex approach of Barry Buzan and Ole 
Wæver can be applied to better understand the relationship among three neighboring 
regions—South Asia, Persian Gulf and Central Asia (Barry B & Ole Waever. 2003). 

Impact of Afghanistan’s internal situation on Central Asian security: Impact of Afghanistan’s 
internal situation on Central Asian security dynamics is not very detrimental. Harpviken feels 
in Central Asia, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan are aspiring to lead the region and they are 
competing with Russia and China in this race. However, Russia’s concern includes United 
States’ involvement or better we can say, over involvement in Afghanistan as well as in 
Central Asian republics intrudes that geopolitical dynamics of Inner Asia. The location of 
Afghanistan at the vortex of Central Asia, South Asia and West Asia puts it relevant to three 
geopolitical security complexes. Recently there has been a growth of cross-regional binding 
between Iran, Russia and India to counter terrorism visibly but these alliances are more 
directed to give a competition to Western initiatives in Afghanistan.  In an attempt to revive 
the old Silk route, china looks towards Afghanistan with much scope. It is investing in 
developing infrastructure in Afghanistan for example Anyak copper mine, Parwan irrigation 
project, roads and railway around Afghanistan. Developing Wakhan Corridor as a special 
economic zone will connect Xinjiang and Afghanistan in a new light. Should this occur, 
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Afghanistan may transcend its historical status as a landlocked geopolitical ‘buffer’ state and 
become part of an entirely different regional security dynamic. As an integral part of China’s 
energy network, Afghanistan will be intimately linked to the geopolitical ramifications. In 
response, India may also redouble its efforts to expand its political and economic cooperation 
with Afghanistan. Consequently, Afghanistan may become the site of a distinctly Sino-Indian 
new ‘great game’. 

5. Conclusion: Post 2014 Scenario in Afghanistan 

A report by UN News Centre on 27 September 2013 says – The war in Afghanistan remains 
one of the serious threats to regional and global security, two Central Asian officials told the 
United Nations General Assembly, urging a political solution to the conflict that could very 
well escalate in 2014, stirring up terrorism, extremism, drug trafficking, and illegal migration. 
Uzbek Minister of Foreign Affairs Abdulaziz Kamilov, stressed the only way to end the 
Afghan crisis is through a political solution and noted that as the International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF) draws down next year, the conditions could lead to an escalation of 
the confrontation in the country, which could have a negative impact on Central Asia and 
neighboring regions. Uzbekistan, also assures to continue to adhere to an “open and clear” 
policy with respect to Afghanistan based on principles of good neighborliness and non-
interference in its internal affairs. 

Post 2014 scenario in Afghanistan will definitely continue to determine the regional fulcrum. 
If today countries of Central Asia are seen in a race to have increasing diplomatic and 
military ties with the United States, China and other to break Russian hegemony in the region 
there is another threatening fact being revealed ---that US is planning a relocation of its 
geostrategic target from Afghanistan to Central Asia. Seeing the dynamics with which 
Afghanistan is linked with Central Asia, West Asia and South Asia, it is sure to play an active 
role in regional geopolitics willingly or unwillingly. Since the time to remain segregated is 
already over, Afghanistan fears a multilateral defragmentation, militarization and re-
Talibanization post-withdrawal of US-NATO forces, the Central Asian concern for regional 
stability becomes more serious. Instead of proving their hegemony on Afghanistan, Central 
Asian states need to restructure their strategies toward Afghanistan and maintain its status of 
‘Buffer Zone’ but this time in positive prospects. Then only Afghanistan’s geopolitical future 
can tune with regional harmony and benefit neighboring regions. 
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