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Abstract: This study examines the theoretical frameworks and comprehensive models 
of state-nation building (SNB) in Afghanistan during the Republican era, and identifies 
the challenges and obstacles faced by the state-nation element. The research employs 
a qualitative approach based on document analysis, with data collected from library 
sources and online databases. The findings indicate that the model implemented, 
particularly during the period of U.S. intervention, was top-down and externally 

Disiplinlerarası Afrika Çalışmaları Dergisi
Journal of Interdisciplinary African Studies

Haziran / June 2026, 4 (1): 1-22



Nazar Mohammad GHORI, Ahmad Omar HAMAD

2 Disiplinlerarası Afrika Çalışmaları Dergisi, Cilt 4, Sayı 1, 2026, ss. 1-22

INTRODUCTION

The process of state-nation building (SNB), when examined from both the-
oretical perspectives and its national and global dimensions, is a relatively new 
and fundamental topic in political and social science studies. The significance 
of this debate has become more pronounced in the post-Cold War era, partic-
ularly with the emergence of newly independent states into the international 
system. Many of the world’s instabilities and security crises are directly linked 
to the failure and inefficiency of nation-building processes in certain countries. 
Global experience demonstrates that in states where governments are unable to 
fulfill their fundamental functions, internal and regional instability increases and 
eventually acquires international dimensions.

The historical experience of Europe and the developed countries differs sig-
nificantly from that of the developing countries. In Europe, nations were formed 

driven, relying on a mechanical transfer of Western values and institutions. By disre-
garding the historical, cultural, ethnic, and religious structures of Afghan society, this 
approach not only failed to foster a shared national identity but also deepened social 
and ethnic divisions and weakened the legitimacy of the central state. Consequently, 
the resulting state became dependent on external support rather than reflecting the 
collective will of society, and it lacked strong social foundations. The study emphasizes 
that, for successful SNB, nation-building (NB) must precede state-building (SB) and 
must be grounded in the local, cultural, and social capacities of Afghan society; the 
formation of a common identity, social trust, and internal consensus is essential to the 
success of this process.
Keywords: State-Nation, Nation-State, Afghanistan, Republican Era, Colonialism, 
National Identity

Öz: Bu çalışma, Cumhuriyet dönemi Afganistan’ında devlet-ulus inşasının (SNB) kuram-
sal çerçevelerini ve kapsamlı modellerini incelemekte; devlet-ulus unsurunun karşı-
laştığı zorluk ve engelleri tespit etmektedir. Araştırmada, belge analizine dayalı nitel 
bir yaklaşım benimsenmiş; veriler kütüphane kaynakları ve çevrim içi veri tabanların-
dan derlenmiştir. Bulgular, özellikle ABD müdahalesi döneminde uygulanan modelin 
yukarıdan aşağıya ve dışsal güdümlü olduğunu, Batılı değer ve kurumların mekanik 
biçimde aktarılmasına dayandığını göstermektedir. Afgan toplumunun tarihsel, kültü-
rel, etnik ve dinî yapılarını göz ardı eden bu yaklaşım, ortak bir ulusal kimlik oluştur-
mayı başaramadığı gibi toplumsal ve etnik ayrışmaları derinleştirmiş ve merkezî devle-
tin meşruiyetini zayıflatmıştır. Sonuç olarak ortaya çıkan devlet, toplumun ortak irade-
sini yansıtmak yerine dış desteğe bağımlı hâle gelmiş ve güçlü toplumsal temellerden 
yoksun kalmıştır. Çalışma, başarılı bir devlet-ulus inşası için ulus inşasının (NB) devlet 
inşasından (SB) önce gelmesi ve Afgan toplumunun yerel, kültürel ve toplumsal kapa-
sitelerine dayanması gerektiğini vurgulamakta; ortak bir kimliğin, toplumsal güvenin 
ve içsel uzlaşının oluşmasının bu sürecin başarısı için elzem olduğunu belirtmektedir.
Anahtar Kelimeler: Devlet-Ulus, Ulus-Devlet, Afganistan, Cumhuriyet Dönemi, 
Sömürgecilik, Ulusal Kimlik
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prior to the establishment of states, and the nation-building process was ground-
ed in a collective consciousness and a strong belief in the right of each ethnic 
group to possess an independent state. By contrast, in colonial and post-colonial 
countries, states were established before nations, and political structures were 
largely shaped by imposed borders and “divide and rule” policies. This situation 
has posed serious challenges and led to failures in SNB processes in many devel-
oping countries.

Afghanistan stands as a prominent example of a country in which the SNB 
process has not been successful, particularly from the communist period up to 
the defeat of the United States. A weak central government, ethnically based 
political structures, economic and social inequalities, and the absence of strong 
institutions that transcend ethnic boundaries have led to identity crises and a 
failure to achieve national integration. In addition, regional and global rivalries, 
along with external interventions, have intensified the challenges of this process.

Given Afghanistan’s historical, social, and political complexities, analyzing 
the SNB process requires a comprehensive and multi-layered approach. In this 
context, the present study focuses on the theoretical frameworks and compre-
hensive models of SNB, aiming to examine the challenges and obstacles faced 
by the state and nation components in Afghanistan and to propose theoretical 
solutions for a sustainable and inclusive process. The study considers interna-
tional, regional, and national factors in Afghanistan from the period of Nader 
Shah to the end of the Republic and the beginning of the Islamic Emirate, eval-
uating the causes of failure and the opportunities for improvement in state and 
nation structures from a theoretical perspective.

In academic research, the discussion and analysis of state-building and na-
tion-building have always held great importance. A wide range of sources there-
fore exists in the form of books, research projects, scientific articles, and studies 
on this subject. Below, some of the most important and recent sources related 
to state-building and nation-building are reviewed critically and analytically. As 
noted above, numerous debates have taken place regarding state-building and 
nation-building in Afghanistan. Most studies have examined this issue within a 
historical framework, explaining its challenges, causes, and processes while of-
fering guiding insights. However, what distinguishes the present research from 
similar studies is its attempt to present a comprehensive analytical model that 
is also compatible with the conditions and requirements of countries across the 
region.

Habibi (2015), in his article From State-Building to Nation-Building, presents a 
case study and concludes that the process of state-building and nation-building 
in Afghan sociology has passed through different historical phases. From the be-
ginning of independence to the U.S. intervention, this process has experienced 
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fluctuations, resulting in weak and ineffective governments and leading to the 
formation of a centralized and autocratic system.

Aryanfar (2017), in his study The Roots of the Failure of State-Building and Na-
tion-Building Projects in Afghanistan, argues that the process has faced numer-
ous challenges. His findings indicate that, from the establishment of the state to 
the present, Afghanistan’s trajectory has been marked by persistent problems. 
From the rule of Ahmad Shah Abdali to the administration of Mohammad Ashraf 
Ghani, and despite numerous transformations, the process of state formation 
has never reached a serious or stable stage. The persistence of these problems 
has made the tribal system a determining factor in Afghan political behavior.

Hadi (2009), in his article Structural Weakness of SNB in Afghanistan, demon-
strates that Afghanistan suffers from an ethno-geographical crisis. Owing to 
ethnic diversity and geographical conditions, various groups have engaged in 
armed conflict—either with the central government or among themselves—to 
maximize power. The absence of internal authority within the central govern-
ment has expanded the scope of these conflicts. Furthermore, Afghanistan’s po-
sition as a buffer state has exacerbated institutional weakness. In essence, geo-
graphical determinism has imposed a status quo characterized by ethnic conflict 
and the erosion of territorial integrity and national sovereignty.

Rahyaft (2019), in his study of Georgia’s state-building and nation-building 
process, finds that the country has faced internal conflicts and crises since inde-
pendence, encountering significant obstacles. Issues such as national cohesion, 
identity, and political legitimacy have remained persistent challenges, weaken-
ing the state. Ethnic diversity has left parts of the country outside the effective 
sovereignty of the central government.

Farhadi (2022), in their study on state-building and nation-building in West 
Asia, emphasizes that this is a process countries strive to achieve but that has 
generally been unsuccessful in the region. They argue that strengthening insti-
tutional capacity and the accumulation of power is essential for maintaining au-
tonomy, sovereignty, and independence.

Qavam and Zargar (2007), in their work on state-building and nation-building 
theory, together with Sadeghi Zadeh and Monadi (2008), in their study on the 
role of religious extremism in Iraq and Syria, conclude that SNB in the Middle East 
remains incomplete. This incompleteness has contributed to the emergence and 
growth of extremism.

Heshmati (2014) shows that the failure of nation-building in recent years has 
led to the spread of terrorism in several Arab countries in West Asia. Nabavi and 
Dari (2017), in their study on Syria, demonstrate that the weakness of SNB is a 
fundamental cause of civil war, with many economic, political, cultural, and so-
cial problems rooted in this deficiency.
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Smathan (2004) concludes that SNB is a central process occurring among di-
verse ethnic and religious groups, often implemented either through coercive 
classical approaches or through democratization within liberal frameworks.

Karimi (2008), in his study of regional conflicts in the Middle East, argues that 
long-term tensions and modern global developments have placed the region 
on a fault line, giving rise to a new wave of nation-state (NS) formation. These 
dynamics intensified with the Iranian Revolution and continued through popular 
movements in subsequent decades, reflecting a reciprocal relationship between 
state-building and nation-building. Rubin (2014), in his work on peaceful gover-
nance, highlights the role of external factors in establishing peace in war-torn so-
cieties, arguing that regional rivalries and major-power competition undermine 
stability in developing countries. Nicola (2011) identifies factors such as conflict-
ing group interests, the lack of democratic traditions, extremism, and sectarian 
divisions as obstacles to state-building in Iraq.

This research was conducted using a descriptive-analytical approach, based 
on both fieldwork and library research. Data were collected from books, arti-
cles, reports, interviews, and field observations, and analyzed using qualitative 
methods, including thematic and descriptive analysis. Categories were derived 
through summarization techniques, and concepts were systematically analyzed 
and interpreted. The flexible nature of qualitative methods allows for the contin-
uous revision and refinement of analyses based on the data obtained.

2. Theoretical Frameworks: Comprehensive State-Nation Formation 
Models, Challenges, and Obstacles

The theoretical examination of the relationship between society and the 
state dates back to the emergence of modern states and the spread of liberal 
ideas. Within the framework of liberalism, the state is obliged to respond to the 
demands of society and to remove barriers to the free movement of citizens (Qa-
vam, 1993; Qavam & Malmir, 2014; Qavam & Zargar, 2007). In general, in mod-
ern literature, the formation of the nation-state (NS) proceeds through several 
fundamental stages. These stages include the establishment of state authority 
within defined territorial boundaries, cultural integration through the education 
system, the encouragement of citizens’ political participation, and the strength-
ening of national identity and solidarity through the distribution of welfare ser-
vices. In this context, the process of state-building rests on two main dimensions: 
the exercise of public authority by the state, and the expansion of citizens’ civ-
il rights (Eminian & Karimi, 2012). Therefore, unlike in the classical period, the 
process of state formation is not primarily based on coercion; rather, modern 
nation-states are expected to respect civil rights and citizenship to the greatest 
extent possible.
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Nation-building is one of the most important processes through which the 
existence of different ethnic and religious groups within a given territory is guar-
anteed. This process is grounded both in the coercive elements emphasized in 
classical theories and in the indicators associated with democratization in liberal 
approaches. The nation-state project is built upon common foundational ele-
ments. These include political and military control over a defined territory, the 
protection of territorial integrity against potential future threats, the provision of 
economic welfare, and the strengthening of political legitimacy. The successful 
implementation of each of these elements contributes to the consolidation of 
the nation-state structure and the reinforcement of national sovereignty over 
that territory. In such a case, the process of state formation can be considered 
successful.

2.1. Theoretical Framework: The State-Nation Integration Model

State-nation integration has been an ongoing phenomenon since the seven-
teenth century, beginning with successful examples in Western Europe and con-
tinuing—albeit at times with difficulty—through different processes in the post-
Cold War period. Indeed, it is possible to observe various and diverse dimensions 
of state-nation integration processes across most nation-states, or at least across 
geopolitical regions worldwide. The process of state-nation integration is an ex-
tremely complex, demanding, costly, and gradual undertaking.

For example, Germany represents one of the successful yet challenging ex-
periences of state-nation integration. Through discipline and sustained effort, 
the Germans established a unified and powerful Germany. Even after suffer-
ing defeat in two world wars, they dismantled a repugnant symbol of the Cold 
War—the Berlin Wall—with their own hands, thereby reuniting Germany once 
again. This stands as a remarkable example of a state-nation that shines within 
the difficult history of the twentieth century. Such a process, although poten-
tially involving significant costs—including the loss or marginalization of certain 
groups—can ultimately produce a durable and resilient structure.

Undoubtedly, state-nation integration is an extremely complex and demand-
ing process; however, it also yields clear and significant outcomes for a nation. It 
is important to note that this challenging yet important process must be exam-
ined on the basis of different criteria and indicators. These criteria may include 
varying geographical and cultural conditions, diverse historical contexts, and 
even distinctions in the driving forces behind the process—such as the classifi-
cation of nation-building and state-building into advanced and delayed forms.

Before proceeding, it is important to emphasize that the focus here is not on 
a single unified theory, but rather on models or approaches. There is a signifi-
cant gap within political and international-relations theory regarding how states 
and nations are formed. Consequently, in political theory, the processes of na-
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tion-building and state-building are often examined separately. Various theories 
have been proposed in this field.

2.2. State Formation Theory

Theories of the state encompass three distinct perspectives. First, pluralist 
theory argues that the state develops as an arena of contestation; it represents 
a marketplace or field for political interaction and social bargaining. Second, the 
theories of Marx and Max Weber conceptualize the state not as a mere arena but 
as an actor with its own distinct objectives: while Weber views these objectives 
as neutral, Marx contends that they are shaped in accordance with the interests 
of the dominant class. Third, dependency theory emphasizes the structural con-
straints imposed by global economic relations on state formation and develop-
ment.

2.3. Nation-Building Theories

This body of theory includes thinkers such as Khaldun and Kallen, and can 
be categorized into several approaches. First, primordialism posits that national 
identity emerges from shared ethnic characteristics such as language, traditions, 
and culture. Second, constructivism, represented by theorists such as Hobsbawm 
and Benedict Anderson, argues that nations and national identities are socially 
constructed phenomena and should not be regarded as pre-existing or natu-
ral entities. Third, capitalist modernization theory, advanced by scholars such as 
Gellner and Benedict Anderson, maintains that industrialization, universal edu-
cation, and the utilization of natural resources provide the essential foundations 
for the formation of national identity.

2.4. The Model of State and Nation Progression and Regression

A central question in this field is whether state formation precedes na-
tion-building, or vice versa, and whether the two processes advance simultane-
ously. Addressing these questions is essential for identifying models of state-na-
tion development. As noted above, these two processes are inherently intercon-
nected and should generally be understood as mutually reinforcing; however, 
one may emerge more prominently or earlier than the other.

The progression or regression of state-nation formation refers to the se-
quence in which either nation-building or state formation takes precedence. In 
Western Europe, there has historically been a tendency for the nation to precede 
the state. Although the interaction between state and nation is evident in such 
models, both processes can still be analytically distinguished and independently 
examined.

On a global scale, however, the state-first model is more prevalent. The Unit-
ed States is commonly regarded as a prime example of a state-priority model. In 
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this case, a strong developmental state established legal and civic institutions 
before initiating processes of nation-building. Through national policies and the 
construction of citizenship, the state pursued the integration of a multicultural 
society. Many countries in the Global South have followed similar patterns. In this 
model, favorable conditions—such as cultural similarities, shared ancestry, and 
economic development—facilitate the process of state-nation formation. Never-
theless, models of state-first and nation-first development vary widely across dif-
ferent cultural, social, and economic contexts (Sadeghi Zadeh & Monadi, 2008). 
On the basis of historical experience, some scholars distinguish between two 
principal models of state-nation formation:

•	 Nation-building first, followed by state formation

•	 State formation first, followed by nation-building

The first model is generally associated with European societies. According to 
this perspective, a nation emerges first, and a state is subsequently formed on 
the basis of that nation. Here the process unfolds as a natural, historical evolu-
tion. By contrast, drawing particularly on the experience of the United States, the 
second model is often referred to as the American model. Unlike the European 
model, in the American case the state precedes the nation. With migration to 
America, political and institutional developments from Europe were transferred, 
and significant progress in state formation was achieved (Barner-Barry, 1999).

Nationalization is understood as a cultural process in which ethnic, racial, 
gender, and linguistic differences gradually diminish, allowing individuals to ac-
quire a shared identity within a defined territory. In other words, nationalization 
reflects a broad alignment between the modern state and the nation (Stephen-
son, 2005). Meanwhile, “state formation is a process in which military, judicial, 
legislative, and regulatory institutions take shape, with stability as a primary ele-
ment” (Lukitz, 1995). In this context, “the state and the nation should be regard-
ed not as entirely separate entities, but as two structures in constant interaction” 
(Qavam & Zargar, 2007).

Among the various models of state-nation formation, there also exists an 
ideological or paradigmatic model, in which the nation initially takes shape 
through an internal process of identity formation and subsequently establish-
es a state over time. In Asia, by contrast, European powers historically engaged 
in conflicts and strategic interventions involving ethnic, religious, linguistic, and 
cultural groups.
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Table 1. Different State-Nation Formation Models (Karimi, 2008).

No Model Type Description

1
Western 
model

European

The nation precedes the government 
(bottom-up approach); internal dynamics 
in a natural process; transfer of loyalty from 
the level of ethnic origin to the level of the 
nation.

American

The government is above the nation 
(top-down approach); implementation 
of the governance system and European 
institutions.

2
Imperialist 
model

American

The state is formed primarily over the nation 
(external SNB); change of the political 
structure through military intervention; 
appointment of a provisional ruler, 
determination of a temporary government, 
establishment of a transitional government, 
formation of a comprehensive government, 
and formation of institutions. Successful 
examples: Japan and Germany (with a 
history of nation-building). Unsuccessful 
examples: Afghanistan and Iraq (lacking a 
history of nation-building).

United Nations

State-nation formation from the outside 
(external nation-building); intervention and 
guidance by the United Nations. Example: 
Congo.

3
In the 
process of 
SNB

Post-colonial

Result of the collapse and fragmentation 
of empires (top-down model); emergence 
from domination and tutelage; pursuit of 
independence; striving to break free from 
internal tyranny and foreign colonialism; 
dependent states, primarily in internal and 
external conflicts.

Post-communist

A product of the collapse and fragmentation 
of the old Russia; ideological change 
through color revolutions and external 
interventions, amid the conflict between 
liberalism and Marxism.
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Scholars and philosophers, particularly following the Renaissance and the En-
lightenment, developed various theories at a time when nation and nation-state 
formation was becoming widespread in Europe. Yet, despite the existence of nu-
merous and diverse theories, each society and country has followed a different 
path in the process of nation-state formation. Divergent social, cultural, econom-
ic, and even geographical conditions have increased the variety and multiplicity 
of these paths. Some political scientists regard nation-state formation and state 
formation as separate and independent processes, while others emphasize that 
the two are deeply intertwined. Given the diverse formations of the nation-state 
across countries, many examples and models can be analyzed; a few significant 
examples are examined in the following sections. As noted above, the positive 
role of colonialism in this model cannot be overlooked.

In explaining the concept of the nation, we see that Max Weber believed 
the nation existed first and then proceeded naturally to establish its own state, 
whereas Gellner argues that the nation was created to sustain the legitima-
cy of the existing state. Habermas holds a similar view, stating explicitly: “Na-
tions did not create governments and nationalisms; rather, the opposite is true” 
(Hobsbawm, 2004). According to this classification, in the European model the 
foundation of the nation is primarily ethnic, whereas the American model is 
based on a civic nation.

These two models can also be described in two other terms: (a) the bot-
tom-up model and (b) the top-down model. Fundamentally, in this framework, 
over time a particular community in a specific territory attains a culture of uni-
ty arising from factors such as “communication” and, on this basis, develops a 
shared identity while attempting to establish its own state in order to sustain its 
existence and enhance its welfare. Indeed, in most societies this shared and uni-
fied identity first emerges at the level of ethnic identity and ultimately manifests 
in the form of a nation-state, through the establishment of the state and efforts 
to ensure national-level loyalty and cohesion.

In most cases, this shared identity and unity initially becomes visible at the 
level of national identity, and ultimately the establishment of the state occurs 
alongside efforts to foster national loyalty and unity. In many European societ-
ies, the nation-state truly emerged and advanced through this process. In the 
top-down model—or, in Charles Tilly’s words, the “non-centralized state model” 
(Smathan, 2004)—a prominent example is observed in the United States, where 
a strong state developed national unity and a coherent citizenship law through 
various instruments, effectively transforming society into a nation. In this case, 
the state acted as the principal planner, initiating the national process and at-
tempting, through various means, to unify national identity and citizenship. Di-
verse methods and policies were applied to address the crisis of national integra-
tion. With certain differences, the American model can be considered applicable 
to many post-colonial societies.
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In fact, most Western European countries (for example, the unification of 
the German states and of Italy at different points in history) successfully com-
pleted the nation-state formation process, for various reasons—such as the 
concentration of wealth and power in the region, major external threats during 
the colonial period, or the absence of artificial boundaries. For most post-colo-
nial societies, however, this process is naturally more difficult. On the one hand, 
these societies remained under colonial rule for extended periods, and even af-
ter independence their economic and political structures continued to depend 
on the developed Western societies, resulting in persistent external threats. On 
the other hand, these societies are highly heterogeneous in terms of population. 
This heterogeneity did not provide a reliable foundation for a shared identity, so 
cultural and ethnic boundaries were not naturally delineated, and these artificial 
borders posed long-term challenges.

Almost all post-colonial states have adopted a top-down approach to 
state-nation formation. In this model, after initial (and still incomplete) state for-
mation, the state attempts—especially through national power, often as a reac-
tion to colonialism or to a previous regime’s authority, and through other poli-
cies and instruments—to advance the process of nation-building and establish 
a solid foundation.

In many societies, however, state formation has been accompanied by cer-
tain deficiencies—particularly in countries where essential preconditions such as 
territorial saturation, national sovereignty, and genuine autonomy are lacking—
resulting in a degree of inefficiency in governance. Consequently, nation-build-
ing, particularly in these countries, has faced difficulties in confronting foreign 
powers during the state-nation formation process. Moreover, these post-colo-
nial societies have contended not only with persistent external threats but also 
with various internal challenges arising from unresolved national cohesion and 
solidarity. As Badie notes, “In Eastern societies, top-down state-nation formation 
occurred owing to a dual need to address internal and external threats. This pro-
cess in the East occurred belatedly and in an imported manner” (Hippler, 2008).

In general, it is not entirely feasible to align the American model perfectly 
with state-nation formation in post-colonial societies. Historical conditions, 
geographical location, and population reveal significant differences between 
state-nation formation in the United States and that in most post-colonial so-
cieties. The difference in population, in particular, cannot be ignored, since the 
American nation was based not on the indigenous population but rather on im-
migrants arriving from the West. This national consolidation occurred through a 
shared language, common laws, unified political institutions, a secular culture, 
respect for the flag, the celebration of constitutional holidays, and the com-
memoration of the founding fathers of major wars (Smith & Salim, 1996). In most 
post-colonial societies, by contrast, ethnic and cultural groups that had long 
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resided in particular territories moved toward establishing independent states 
following the collapse of certain empires or after contact with modern states.

2.5. International State-Nation Formation Model

The state-nation formation model involving external assistance can follow 
a top-down approach, in which the state takes precedence over the nation. In 
this case, the state is established with the aid and intervention of foreign coun-
tries and international organizations, followed by the process of nation-build-
ing (Dobbins, 2005). This model can be referred to as International State-Nation 
Formation or, in other terms, Imperialist Nation-Building. Wikipedia, the popular 
online encyclopedia, defines nation-building as the process of creating or struc-
turing a nation using the power of the state, particularly that of a foreign state. 
This process aims to unite the people or groups within a country politically, for 
long-term stability and resilience. As noted earlier, however, this definition is 
quite limited and insufficient.

This model is primarily concerned with the establishment of the state. Ac-
cording to the U.S. Council on Foreign Relations, it refers to international efforts 
(mostly by the UN and the United States) to create and establish a new civil order 
and government structures in a country following civil war or internal conflict. 
The model is largely compatible with a top-down approach, as it prioritizes the 
creation of an effective state and government structure, and the maintenance of 
overall order, before pursuing nation-building efforts.

Table 2. Some Dimensions of the Externally Sourced State-Nation Formation 
Model (Hippler, 2008; Zibakalam, 2001).

Subject Divided governments; failed governments; post-conflict situations.

Objectives

To gain, enhance, or secure a position of power or superiority; to 
establish a society, state, government, or region; to repair, mitigate, or 
overcome a humanitarian disaster; to create conditions for economic 
and political development.

Functions

Humanitarian aid; rehabilitation and provision of technological 
infrastructure; revitalization and provision of social infrastructure; 
economic development; guaranteed security; support for or 
maintenance of the government’s monopoly of power.

Of course, in this model state formation does not occur internally on its own; 
rather, it is carried out directly by external actors, international organizations, or 
a foreign state or coalition of states. The role of the United States in protecting 
global security—and, in fact, its efforts to expand its hegemony—has created the 
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need to provide security in failed states, leading to efforts to promote democracy 
worldwide (Abramowitz & Hill, 2004). It can be argued that such state-nation in-
tegration is initially observable only under extraordinary circumstances. Second, 
this process often does not occur effectively; examples such as Afghanistan and 
Iraq demonstrate that it can be costly and violent. At a minimum, in the short 
term, the internal nation-building process should not lag behind, and external 
assistance should not unduly influence the advancement of state formation, na-
tional unity, or the attainment of the desired national identity; otherwise, newly 
established state institutions may collapse owing to conflicts arising from inter-
nal tensions. Third, at the international level, this type of model does not enjoy 
a particularly positive perception, especially given the United States’ stance to-
ward the UN, which may make it appear illegitimate (Abramowitz & Hill, 2004).

In most cases, moreover, the UN and the United States have had conflicts 
with one another, although there are few operations in which both were not 
simultaneously involved. Finally, it can be said of this model that, alongside state 
formation, nation-building—which is generally an internal process—must prog-
ress gradually and tangibly and, at a minimum, should not lag behind state for-
mation. External assistance, likewise, should not impede the progress of state 
formation, national unity, or the attainment of the desired national identity; oth-
erwise, it may have destructive consequences (Kasper & Pei, 2003; Pei & Kasper, 
2004).

Some examples of successfully supported nation-building in which the UN 
intervened include Kosovo, East Timor, and Sierra Leone. There are also unsuc-
cessful cases, however, such as Cambodia, Haiti, and Somalia. The RAND Corpo-
ration has conducted two detailed studies examining U.S. and UN involvement 
in nation-building. It should be noted, however, that these studies are largely 
aligned with U.S. interests and have been heavily criticized in certain respects—
for instance, the role of imported democracy or of military power in democrat-
ic development is often overstated. Another study concluded that occupation 
operations conducted under the banner of nation-building do not always yield 
positive results. James L. Payne, using the definition that the occupying country 
must make significant efforts to establish democracy externally, examined 51 
military occupation operations by the United Kingdom and the United States in 
terms of nation-building, and concluded that only 14 of these operations—i.e., 
27 percent—succeeded in establishing democracy in the occupied countries, 
while the remainder failed (Payne, 2006).

3. Indicators of Successful State-Nation Integration

Territorial saturation. Territorial saturation means that a country’s borders 
are clearly defined and the government effectively exercises sovereignty and 
control within its territory. In the Western European countries, territorial satu-
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ration is generally well established over time (Nabavi & Dari, 2017). By contrast, 
most countries in Western Asia face significant internal inconsistencies, cannot 
control their borders effectively, rely heavily on violence to consolidate internal 
affairs, and exhibit institutional and infrastructural deficiencies in multiple areas 
(Ghori, 2018).

National unity and cohesion. In the process of creating a national identity, 
social solidarity and harmony under the concept of national unity are of para-
mount importance. Within a nation-state system, all loyalties must be directed 
toward a center of unity based on a shared national identity and on certain com-
mon values, symbols, myths, and interests (Hadi, 2009).

Political and economic development and stability. A state’s success in 
reaching a level of stability should also be assessed within the process of na-
tion-state formation. This success depends on economic development, effective 
institutionalization, and the presence of functional military institutions (Hadi, 
2009). Political stability in any country can be evaluated on the basis of how its 
governments handle crises and fundamental issues. Countries that successfully 
advance nation-state formation have developed capacity within their political 
institutions and achieved structural differentiation and specialization; the na-
tional state system therefore consistently ensures a degree of balance, stability, 
and order (Qavam & Zargar, 2008).

4. SNB in the New Geopolitics of Afghanistan

In classical definitions of the state-nation, the concept generally refers to a 
geopolitical entity in which geography is bounded within specific borders, in-
habited by people with a historical presence in those territories, which later ac-
quires a political dimension. This process involves the formation and adminis-
tration of state institutions and, ultimately, the establishment of sovereignty in 
the form of an organized government. The concept began to take shape during 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and is associated with the presence of 
infrastructures that facilitated the emergence of this political phenomenon. This 
phenomenon is significant for understanding modern Afghanistan’s strategic 
geopolitical position.

The first factor in the state-nation framework is the weakening of the Holy 
Roman Empire in Europe, which, despite its geographic fragmentation, provided 
a model of political unity. The second factor is the emergence of social transfor-
mations, particularly in urban centers, including the strengthening of econom-
ic infrastructure in cities, increases in agricultural production, growing interest 
in trade, and exposure to other cultures. The third factor is the establishment 
of strong monarchies within national borders. The fourth factor is the efforts of 
these royal states to eliminate trade barriers among themselves, thereby facili-
tating economic transformation. While these social changes were occurring in 
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Europe, similar processes were also observed in other regions, such as the Mid-
dle East and East Asia. Historical transformation is thus closely tied to the rela-
tionship between East and West (Zibakalam, 2001).

As mentioned, the four fundamental elements of the state-nation, which ex-
plain the reasons for its existence within a political framework, are examined in 
this study. The current conditions in Afghanistan are then analyzed.

5. The State-Nation Component and Its Failure in Afghanistan

Territory is defined as a fundamental element under the sovereignty of a 
nation-state. Some scholars, using the term “territorial behavior,” argue that 
borders affect not only human populations but also animals, extending beyond 
mere identity markers. Moreover, whether the concept of territory existed prior 
to the formation of the nation-state remains a debated issue. Simply put, without 
defined territory and geographic infrastructure, political activity cannot occur, 
and basic human needs cannot contribute to historical evolution. Geography 
therefore holds significant importance in the political sphere, and the concept of 
territory constitutes one of the core elements of the nation-state.

From another perspective, geography is also a component of national pow-
er. Geographical arrangements, patterns of settlement of social groups, and 
mechanisms for using geography in response to threats can all be considered 
national elements. The influence of geographic factors can be observed in social 
cohesion, political relations, and patterns of international behavior. The societal 
structure of a country is often linked to geographic markers, both national and 
international, reflecting a complex and tension-filled geopolitical reality. Each 
geographic marker in Afghanistan can affect the social structures and political 
interactions of its citizens.

Under current conditions, Afghanistan presents a variety of geographic chal-
lenges. In the south, it shares borders with tribal settlements in Pakistan, which 
generates sources of mistrust and limits Afghanistan’s ability to manage relations 
because of the human connections across the border. In the north, its borders 
with Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan are not fully under Afghanistan’s 
control, owing to insufficient infrastructure. To the west, Afghanistan borders 
Iran and the Lut Desert. This presents a dual function: on the one hand, Afghan-
istan lacks claims to territory that could be considered part of the state-nation 
framework; on the other hand, these geographic features serve as a protective 
factor in addressing nation-state formation challenges, with drought represent-
ing a historically significant impact.

The country’s geographic position could be advantageous if positive rela-
tions with neighboring states were established; however, regional crises and 
environmental conflicts have produced a completely different model of tension 
and interaction (Abramowitz & Hill, 2004).



Nazar Mohammad GHORI, Ahmad Omar HAMAD

16 Disiplinlerarası Afrika Çalışmaları Dergisi, Cilt 4, Sayı 1, 2026, ss. 1-22

5.1. Population

Afghanistan is home to multiple ethnic groups, each with its own languages 
and dialects. These lands serve as a shared homeland for all the ethnic groups 
and peoples residing within the country. At the same time, Afghanistan is a 
young country. Reports estimate the country’s population growth rate at ap-
proximately 3 percent. According to a report published by the UN Population 
Fund, youth currently comprise 63 percent of Afghanistan’s population (Khos-
rowshahi, 2014). Moreover, data from the Central Statistics Organization put Af-
ghanistan’s total population at around 29.2 million, with 13.8 million (49 percent) 
male and 14.4 million (51 percent) female (Kabul Statistical Bureau, 2017). Esti-
mates of ethnic composition indicate that approximately 39 percent of the pop-
ulation are Pashtuns, 31 percent Tajiks, 9 percent Hazaras, and 9 percent Uzbeks, 
while Eymaks, Turkmens, Balochs, and other smaller ethnic groups (including 
Nuristanis, Arabs, Brahuis, Pamiris, and others) make up the remaining 4 percent 
(Khosrowshahi, 2014).

Owing to its ethnic and tribal diversity, Afghanistan has been described as a 
large mosaic of different races and peoples. In recent years, however, this ethnic 
and linguistic diversity has become a serious issue, contributing to destructive 
tensions. Over the past forty years, one of the primary causes of the ongoing civil 
conflicts in the country has been these ethnic and linguistic differences.

In addition to the four main ethnic groups—Pashtuns, Tajiks, Hazaras, and 
Uzbeks—Afghanistan contains dozens of smaller ethnic groups that tend to 
cluster in specific regions. Pashtuns predominantly inhabit the eastern and 
southern provinces; Tajiks reside in the northern provinces and parts of the west; 
Hazaras are mainly concentrated in the central provinces, known as the Hazara 
regions; and Uzbeks form majorities in some northern provinces, such as Jow-
zjan, Samangan, Faryab, and Sar-e Pul. Other smaller ethnic groups, including 
Turkmens, Eymaks, Qizilbash, Kyrgyz, Pashai, and Nuristanis, occupy distinct and 
localized areas.

These isolated environments have historically shaped their inhabitants with 
distinctive temperaments, beliefs, and environmental adaptations, resulting in 
behavioral and cultural differences between groups. The residents of a given 
environment are influenced by the pressures, environmental characteristics, be-
haviors, and belief systems encountered in interaction with their surroundings. 
The effects of different environments on the psychological, emotional, and cul-
tural traits of their residents have created variations—and at times conflicts—
among forms of social life, tribal customs, norms, experiences, and clan values. 
The psychological, emotional, and cultural differences among people from 
distinct environments—for example, between Kandahar and Bamiyan, Herat 
and Paktia, Badakhshan and Farah, or Ghor and Jalalabad—have reinforced in-
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ward-looking regional identities. Mutual distrust between residents of different 
regions, together with limited interaction among the social and cultural norms, 
symbols, and values of different tribes, poses a significant threat to national co-
hesion (Qavam & Zargar, 2008).

5.2. Tribal Formation

In Afghanistan, tribal structuring has become complex, both practical-
ly and cognitively, blurring the pathways of mutual trust, social cohesion, and 
self-awareness. This complexity characterizes tribal organization structurally 
through diverse identity differences and conflicts, often resulting in heterogene-
ity across classification levels. All these varying identity levels collectively influ-
ence the national trajectory while simultaneously contributing, in different ways, 
to social equilibrium.

The tribal system in Afghanistan is inherently closed and inward-focused. Its 
defining feature is the projection of a mental and perceptual barrier of distrust 
toward the external environment. The internal relationships among the mem-
bers of a tribe and their shared attachment to a communal living space create a 
fixed social hierarchy and stratification within the tribe. This structure effectively 
limits the exchange of knowledge and teaching among followers and kin almost 
entirely.

Tribes exhibit social and cultural interactions and a form of “unconscious” 
passion. This passion, which emerges within a tribe as a “community spirit,” de-
fines the expected types of relationships in terms of kinship, perspective, and 
collective thought. Physiologically and psychologically, it plays a significant role 
in the mental training and cognitive processes of tribal members. The intensity 
of this phenomenon is deeply rooted in the mindset of all ethnic groups. Among 
Pashtuns, however, it is more pronounced, owing to the strong emphasis on trib-
al symbols, and among Hazaras it is accentuated by strong religious tendencies. 
This phenomenon sometimes reaches levels of extreme loyalty and “sacrifice,” 
influencing tribal bonds, thought patterns, religious fervor, linguistic symbolism, 
and, occasionally, political-party allegiance.

Each tribe maintains distinct cultures, traditions, norms, beliefs, and rituals 
that resist the influences of modern life. Furthermore, the ethnic symbols em-
bedded in social interactions, and the forms of engagement between members 
of different tribes, create obstacles to similarity and integration. Thus, on the 
one hand, tribal culture confronts the markers of modernity, while on the other, 
cultural differentiation among ethnic groups generates friction that undermines 
national cohesion.

The lack of the general and mutual recognition, understanding, and interest 
necessary for the collective reclamation of national values hinders the establish-
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ment of a national identity and makes the integration of diverse tribal identities 
into a unified national identity particularly challenging.

5.3. Linguistic Identities

Language, as one of the fundamental elements of national identity, has ele-
vated the concept of a national community by fostering shared concepts and a 
collective identity within society. In Afghanistan, however, language has often 
functioned as a mechanism of division and alienation among peoples and citi-
zens. This reflects how linguistic diversity in society has contributed to national 
fragmentation, with different languages serving as symbols of difference and, at 
times, as markers of ethnic discrimination. Afghanistan has two primary official 
languages, each serving as a cultural and national boundary marker in the public 
sphere. Pashto distinguishes the Pashtun people from other ethnic groups and 
is a key element of cultural and ethnic cohesion, as well as a significant factor in 
the political dominance of Pashtun society. Dari (Persian), although the mother 
tongue of Tajiks and Hazaras, is widely spoken across the Afghan population.

The preference for Pashto over Dari—or vice versa—in education, adminis-
tration, and cultural domains has, as a legacy of historical precedence, contrib-
uted to polarization and socio-cultural tension. The issue of linguistic discrimina-
tion, however, extends beyond these two languages. Afghanistan’s rich ethnic 
diversity is also mirrored in the presence of numerous local dialects and languag-
es, including Uzbek, Turkmen, Imaq, Kyrgyz, Pashai, Nuristani, and nearly fifty 
others, which are often recognized as markers of local identity and belonging 
(Ghori, 2018).

6. Conclusion

On the basis of the content of this article, it can be concluded that during 
the Republican period in Afghanistan the process of SNB did not follow a linear 
or evolutionary trajectory; rather, under the simultaneous influence of internal, 
regional, and international factors, it became unstable, fluctuating, and large-
ly unsuccessful. Theoretical frameworks regarding comprehensive SNB models 
indicate that the success of this process depends on maintaining a balance be-
tween institutional state-building and societal nation-building. In the case of Af-
ghanistan, however, this balance was structurally disrupted, with the “nation” 
element consistently remaining in the shadow of the “state” element.

From the perspective of the challenges and obstacles faced by the nation-state 
component, factors such as ethnic and sectarian diversity, a tribe-based social 
structure, low literacy levels, the lack of national consensus, competing ideologi-
cal orientations, and the continuity of foreign interventions were among the pri-
mary reasons for the failure of SNB in Afghanistan during the twenty-year Repub-
lican period. These factors prevented the state-nation paradigm from becoming 
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institutionalized at the level of societal consciousness and inhibited the sense of 
national belonging from extending beyond ethnic and local affiliations. In addi-
tion, the heavy reliance on external actors in the state-building process deprived 
the nation component of an effective and constitutive role in this process.

In conclusion, this article demonstrates that, unless nation-building precedes 
state-building and is grounded in the local, cultural, and societal capacities of 
Afghan society, any attempt to establish a modern state is doomed to fragility 
and instability. The Afghan experience confirms that SNB is not merely a coer-
cive or purely institutional process; rather, it is a gradual process requiring the 
development of a shared identity, social trust, and internal consensus. These el-
ements could not be realized within externally dependent and interventionist 
models, however, and this has become one of the fundamental obstacles to the 
nation-state component in Afghanistan.
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UN United Nations

U.S. United States

Conflicts of Interest

The authors declare no conflicts of interest.



Nazar Mohammad GHORI, Ahmad Omar HAMAD

20 Disiplinlerarası Afrika Çalışmaları Dergisi, Cilt 4, Sayı 1, 2026, ss. 1-22

References

Abramowitz, M., & Hill, H. (2004). The shaky state of nation-building. The Century Founda-
tion. http://www.tcf.org

Aryanfar, A. (2017). Reasons for the failure of nation- and state-building projects in Af-
ghanistan. Kabul University.

Barner-Barry, C. (1999). Nation building and the Russian Federation. In B. Glad & E. Shiraev 
(Eds.), The Russian transformation. Palgrave Macmillan.

Bezhan, F. (2006). Afghanistan’s parliamentary elections: Towards the path 
of democracy. Conflict, Security & Development, 6(2), 12–79. https://doi.
org/10.1080/14678800600739283

Bromley, S. (2007). Connecting Central Eurasia to the Middle East in American foreign pol-
icy toward Afghanistan and Pakistan, 1979–present. Perspectives on Global Develop-
ment and Technology, 6(1–3), 87–108.

Dobbins, J. (2005). State formation of the United Nations: From Congo to Iraq. RAND Cor-
poration.

Eminian, B., & Karimi, M. (2012). The U.S. strategy of state-nation building in Afghanistan. 
Journal of Political Science Research, 8(1), 6–23.

Faraji Rad, A. (2011). The process of state-nation building in Afghanistan and the obstacles 
encountered. Journal of Eastern Studies, 42, 76–78.

Faraji Rad, A., Derkhur, M., & Sadati, S. H. (2011). Afghanistan’s new geopolitics and its 
effects on Iran’s national security. Journal of Human Geography, 3(2), 197–212.

Farhadi, F. (2022). Afghanistan’s ethnic puzzle and the dark outlook for its political future. 
Center for Future Studies of the Islamic World.

Fukuyama, F. (2004a). I opposed the Iraq War (A. Fattahzade, Trans.). Yeni Çağ Politics, 
10(14).

Fukuyama, F. (2004b). State building: Governance and world order in the 21st century. 
Cornell University Press.

Ghori, N. (2018). The birth and rise to power of the Taliban movement in Afghanistan: 
Goals of external supporters. Fifth National Conference on Social Sciences and Hu-
manities in Iran, 3(11), 298–319.

Hadi, H. (2009). Structural weakness in state-nation building in Afghanistan. Strategy Jour-
nal, 51, 481–499.

Habibi, J. (2015). From state-building to nation-building: An analysis of the state-nation 
building process in Afghan politics [Conference presentation]. International Confer-
ence on the Role of the Islamic Revolution in the Global Power Balance.

Heshmati, A. (2014). Terrorism and failure in state-nation building in Iraq. Iraq Culture 
Publishing.

Hippler, M. (2008). State-nation building in the Middle East: The case of Iraq (A. A. Dehdadi, 
Trans.). Khawar Scientific Publishing.



Theoretical Frameworks: Comprehensive Models of State-Nation Building in Afghanistan 
During the Republican Era and the Challenges and Obstacles They Encountered

21Disiplinlerarası Afrika Çalışmaları Dergisi, Cilt 4, Sayı 1, 2026, ss. 1-22

Hobsbawm, E. J. (2004). Nations and nationalism (A. Bash, Trans.). Mehrdaman Publica-
tions.

Hyman, A. (1998). Ruthless oppression in Afghanistan (M. Sagian, Trans.). Office of Inter-
national Studies.

Kabul Statistical Bureau. (2017). Population estimate publication. Central Statistics Bureau 
of Kabul.

Karimi, A. (2008). Political governance in multicultural societies. Iranian Parliament Re-
search Center.

Kasper, S., & Pei, M. (2003). Lessons from the past: U.S. state-building experience. CIAO.

Khosrowshahi, K. (2014). Post-Taliban Afghanistan. Institute for International Studies, 
Abrar Contemporary Iran.

Lukitz, L. (1995). Iraq: The quest for national identity. Frank Cass. https://doi.
org/10.4324/9780203016732

Maslinjad, H. (2009). Afghanistan and the structures of incomplete national identity. Irfan 
Publications.

Nabavi, S. A., & Dari, M. (2017). The weakness of state-nation building in Syria and the 
outbreak of civil war. Journal of Political Science, 13(1), 73–92.

Nicola, R. (2011). Threat or difficulty for state-nation building? (M. Thalathi, Trans.). Aca-
demic Publishing.

Payne, J. L. (2006). Does nation building work? The Independent Review, 10(4), 892–911.

Pei, M., & Kasper, S. (2004). Lessons from the past: The record of U.S. state-building. Carn-
egie Endowment for International Peace.

Qavam, A. (1993). Principles of foreign policy and international relations (2nd ed.). Samt 
Publishing.

Qavam, A., & Malmir, M. (2014). An analytical model for examining the state-nation gap 
(Modeling state–society relations). Political Science Research, 37, 32–63.

Qavam, A., & Zargar, A. (2007). Understanding state-nation in international relations theo-
ry. Encyclopedia of Law and Politics, 10.

Qavam, A. W., & Zargar, A. (2008). State building, nation building, and international rela-
tions theory. Islamic Azad University.

Rahyaft, A. (2019). Georgia and the state-nation building process. Central Asia and Cauca-
sus Journal, 65, 48–75.

Rubin, M. (2014). The state and peaceful society. Peshawar Publishing.

Sadeghi Zadeh, R., & Monadi, M. (2008). The place of national identity symbols in literature 
and history books: A study of the human sciences disciplines. Innovations in Educa-
tion Journal, 2(1), 22–36.

Semir, R. (2006). Geopolitics and religion in the international system. Journal of Geopoli-
tics, 3(4), 587–602.

Smathan, A. (2004). Nationalism: Theory, ideology, history (M. Ansari, Trans.). Institute of 
National Studies.



Nazar Mohammad GHORI, Ahmad Omar HAMAD

22 Disiplinlerarası Afrika Çalışmaları Dergisi, Cilt 4, Sayı 1, 2026, ss. 1-22

Smith, A., & Salim, J. (1996). Ethnicity. Oxford University Press.

Stephenson, C. (2005). Nation building. Beyond Intractability. http://www.beyondintrac-
tability.org

Zibakalam, S. (2001). Roundtable on national solidarity and social reconciliation. Journal 
of National Studies, 1(4), 271–292.


