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Deconstructing Global Fault Lines
Aaron G. Sander* 
Tasawar Baig, PhD

World politics is in transition, and by and large the trend is toward 
globalization. This pattern of global diffusion has been accelerated 
at both the regional and international levels. Movements across 
borders, reflected in trade, migration, investment, and organiza-

tions, have softened the traditional identities so long harbored within a state’s 
boundaries, and with globalization have come general development and gains. 
Although we live in this era of incredible globalization, pockets remain that pres-
ent barriers, if not stubbornness, to assimilation at the subregional level.

In fact, areas around the world such as Central and South Asia, South and 
Eastern Europe, the Middle East, the Maghreb, and Central Africa have encoun-
tered difficulties. Their problem with integrating globalization aside, these subre-
gions’ troubles and conflicts stem from deeper issues. As people, through states 
and empires, have sought greater influence in their surrounding territories, inevi-
tably they have encountered indigenous obstacles, if not outside competition. 
Oftentimes the latter has characterized root instability along the Eurasian rim.

Great powers from both the continental and maritime worlds have encoun-
tered each other time and again along this zone, a fact that points to a systemic 
issue of competition that keeps these pivotal subregions in a perpetual state of 
instability due to designs of harnessing these gateways for their own unilateral 
purposes.1 Saul Cohen describes a similar belt of territory extending from Europe 
through the greater Middle East and on through Asia. His view of an almost 
dyadic competition between land and maritime powers pits their converging areas 
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of influence into a fractious belt of unstable polities—shatterbelts along the con-
vergence zone. (Shatterbelts are “strategically oriented regions that are both deeply 
divided internally and caught up in the competition between Great Powers of the 
geostrategic realms.”)2

Empirical results prove that the fragile states of the shatterbelts are associ-
ated with great-power intervention and that these subregions tend to have a 
lengthy history of geopolitical fissures and persistent instability that create formi-
dable challenges to growth and development.3 As Cohen describes this belt, the 
convergence zone is rather competitive in character, as a buffer between distinct 
regions. It seems that when competition reaches a stalemate, chances are that a 
portion of this real estate will devolve into a shatterbelt. Alternatively, given the 
right conditions, areas along the zone of convergence could progress to a gateway 
across the zone, linking substantial resources on either side. Consequently, this 
article explores the possibility of bringing stable development to these subregions.

With history and potential in mind, a change in course is necessary since 
these fragile subregions cannot maintain their present course with any expecta-
tion of successful diffusion through the international community alone. Rather 
than competing over this territory with force, the local actors have reached a stage 
where, if even through desperation, they might take matters into their own hands. 
This cooperation may be described as initially existing among fewer actors at the 
state and transnational levels but more so where the benefits of investment and 
development may be felt across the fault lines. In order for polities along the 
convergence zone to escape history, so to speak, they must endeavor to increase 
cooperation and development more through increased partnerships at the subre-
gional level—to mend their common region through locally sustained interde-
pendences. On this matter of increased interdependence with regard to shatterbelt 
states, David Reilly has found that an increase in trade has a mitigating effect on 
instability and a pacifying effect on high-risk states.4

Admittedly, this notion is not original. It is parallel to that of the European 
Community. Its project of Europe’s transcendence from its conflicted history to 
regional integration is based on the liberal functionalism of David Mitrany: “That 
political unity amongst states depended upon the links at lower mostly economic 
levels.”5 From the minds of its planners, the European Union (EU) would have a 
“bottom-up” approach in order to establish a more cohesive link. From here, the 
European Economic Community evolved into the merchant powerhouse of to-
day’s EU. The successive harnessing of European economic power, sector by sec-
tor, simply worked. It is impressive to think upon the totality of Europe’s rebound. 
Sunk as a continent between the two world wars, Europe as a union today boasts 
the highest gross domestic product as well as the highest percentages of world 
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trade and foreign direct investment of all global players.6 Without a doubt, as a 
union, Europe’s presence is noticed.

We do not argue that any other region could replicate the same degree of the 
EU’s success. However, a precedent has been set. The lower links of functional 
integration create a sound footing on which to foster cooperation and communi-
cation. One should note that although increased integration is the goal, it would 
not need to progress to the elusive political union sought by the EU.7 In fact, one 
may argue that in keeping cooperation primarily at the level of joint ventures and 
investments, the consortium’s simple technical nature may aid its focus on effi-
cient subregional development and stable integration within the globalized world. 
Indeed, such a view could potentially lead to a locally sustained gateway between 
regions.

With this in mind, we hope to build upon the literature of fragile states 
within unstable regions and show that one should place less emphasis on what 
outside interests and the international community can do for these trouble spots 
than on how they should be sustained through local interdependencies. Thus, this 
article addresses two case studies: the Curzon Line through Central and Eastern 
Europe and the Durand Line on the Afghanistan-Pakistan border, both of which 
were forged in the competition between great powers.

Curzon’s Line in the East
The Curzon Line is an effective representation of the divide long endured 

between Central and Eastern Europe, a milestone in recent history. One could 
begin with the Jireček Line across the Balkans of the previous millennia because 
it speaks to the duration of difference between the East and West. However, the 
Curzon Line of 1919, which reestablished a sovereign Poland’s borders with the 
Soviet Union, remains the boundary between the Western influence of the EU 
along with the United States and that of Russia. Speaking of greater interdepen-
dence across this “line” can be discouraging in that it tends to be associated with 
Russian and Soviet imperial policy.8 Therefore, any consolidation across it may 
then be associated with a possible neo-Russian return to Soviet times. Alterna-
tively, Russia could see the line as a Western attempt at further encroachment 
toward its borders. One should note at the outset that any meaningful conver-
gence across this divide would have to avoid these perceptions.

It is true that Russia’s origins stem from the territory lying just east of the 
Curzon Line in present-day Belarus and Ukraine and that it maintained this 
presence for centuries. Russians have not been the sole proprietor of this territory, 
however. Central Europeans have also extended their influence into the realm as 
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Russian influence has waned. For four centuries, the Polish-Lithuanian Com-
monwealth held territory well past Riga, Minsk, and Kiev, even into modern Rus-
sia. Not until Peter and then Catherine the Great did Ruthenian lands return to 
the Russians up to the Curzon Line via the Polish partitions of the late eighteenth 
century. Indeed, this stretch of territory from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea has 
been a site of competing powers since time immemorial. We seek to highlight this 
pattern of systemic conflict with our case studies and recommend a means of 
diffusion.

Halford Mackinder wrote about this systemic pattern as early as a decade 
prior to the Great War, warning that Central Eastern Europe (CEE) would be 
the pivot upon which a power could stake its claim to the remainder of Eurasia. 
Whoever controls this beltway, he believed, would have carte blanche access 
throughout Europe and into the vastness of Eurasia.9 His theoretical warning, by 
and large, has been heeded—that is to say, successful opposition has made domi-
nation of this thruway, with enough capacity to launch past it, impossible. Yet, the 
attempts to do so or to maintain the bulwarks have left the region a perpetual 
“crush zone.”10 Stuck between competing powers on either side, this zone is char-
acterized by James Fairgrieve as one “with sufficient individuality to withstand 
absorptions, but unable or unwilling to unite with others to form any larger whole, 
they remain in the unsatisfactory position of buffer states, precariously indepen-
dent politically, and more surely dependent economically.”11 To compare, whereas 
Mackinder warned of the subregion’s absorption leading to cross-continental 
domination, Fairgrieve believed in its stubborn unlikelihood. As has been the 
case, policy has called for maintaining the subregion as a divided buffer.

Both the East and West chose to split the region, leaving the fringe as a 
buffer of the bipolar world—from the rebirth of Poland following the First World 
War to the bitter tension laid across it and neighboring states following the Sec-
ond World War. As such, it remained within its traditional fragile state, seemingly 
forever stuck in history. The result is a belt across Europe, its own subregion, 
which has developed separately with regard to its cultural, economic, and political 
character. As Friedrich Ratzel writes, the region is “not a border between two 
states but between two worlds.”12 It would continue to be felt as much after the 
Second World War as all the while west of this buffer, “free” Europe was under-
taking a substantial experiment—interdependence. Times have changed, indeed, 
since Europe is not the same—not entirely.

“Partnership” with the East?

Europe today, as a region and in comparison to others in the world, is unique. 
While conflict percolates and occurs elsewhere, Europe has been able to shed the 
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baggage of interstate rivalry. Instead, the states of the EU have endeavored to 
work toward mutual development. With the divide above in mind, only with the 
autonomy gained in the 1990s could the European community, born in the west, 
extend the prospects of partnership with its immediate east. Yet, as much as the 
EU has grown, it still suffers from an internal divide between Old and New Eu-
rope.13 This constitutes another fissure on the mend within the EU, along the 
Oder-Neisse, with its own multilevel divide between Western and Central Euro-
pean states.14

Accordingly, while Western European Union (WEU) states in Old Europe 
seem to have progressed from nations’ “state of nature,” CEE states in New Eu-
rope are in transition.15 For them, conflicts within the EU represent not a “return 
of history” but a reminder that it has not yet left.16 After all, the WEU states have 
been the engine of the EU’s growth; as such, its center of gravity leans westward.17 
For example, it is the “tendency among some of the key actors, specifically France 
and Germany, to present their particular interests as European interests in gen-
eral, without first discussing them with the other EU members and without try-
ing to determine the common European interest on the basis of this discussion.”18 
Consequently, membership in the EU is a process of vertical Europeanization 
rather than the “partnered” union implied by the rhetoric.19

This has resulted in expectations less satisfied by grouped members.20 As this 
case study attempts to argue, the “lower links” of David Mitrany and others 
worked wonders in the aggregate but did not perform well for all across the 
board—least of all the newest members in the east and those to which the EU 
attempts to reach out further east. European integration has taken a different path 
since its founding. Expansion for and into CEE states, as well as prospects for 
states across the Curzon Line, has been politically driven from the top down, and 
its related policies have apparently lost touch with the “partnership” with those it 
has reached out to in the east.21 Eastern European (EE) states, for example, are 
hardly treated as equals, and their prospective costs of membership are high. Re-
garding costs, it appears that EU aid has been quite high—not in quantity in-
vested but apparent waste. Support tools for Eastern Partnership countries across 
the Curzon have no common themes; that is, monies are spent on a multitude of 
programs that have little value-added development when combined.22 Further, 
their prospects for achieving a robust economy following accession would be 
highly doubtful if CEE member states are any indication.

Most recently, the EU’s Eurozone project has faced increasing pressure from 
the global recession and has given cause regarding whether its membership is 
worth the expense. Hungary has argued on grounds of national sovereignty that 
it will not join the Eurozone in tightening fiscal policy.23 By itself, Hungary is 
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significant enough to create ripples within the EU’s Eurozone although the situa-
tion could potentially snowball if other members along the eastern periphery join 
the resistance to center-led austerity measures. However, austerity is not the un-
derlying force that drives a wedge between the EU center and its periphery.

As George Friedman sums up, “The structure of the EU itself is faulty” inso-
far as a band of developing states along the EU periphery should have a positive 
balance of investment and trade within the EU.24 However, this is not the case. 
The original estimation of benefits was overstated when presented with a free-
trade zone dominated by a center-led, export-dependent economy.25 Moreover, it 
seems that this was the intended structure designed within the union’s expansion. 
CE(E) wage and industrial advantage presented more of a threat than possible 
opportunity to actors within the WEU. Wade Jacoby writes that “management 
efforts allowed [WEU] . . . actors to exploit investment opportunities in CE(E) 
but without exposing [WEU] . . . economies to large increases in migration or 
trade pressure in sectors where CE(E) had comparative advantage.”26 This, then, 
shifted inherent potential growth to one based on foreign direct investment so 
that WEU firms are securely emplaced in CEE and essentially control much of 
their leading export industries.27 The result has been low growth in locally owned 
export-manufacturing capabilities, particularly high-tech industries.28

Because EE states would also likely face this vertical Europeanization in 
CEE, along with its lopsided trade flow, CEE and EE states share some com-
monalities with regard to economic and social development. States along the 
Curzon Line need only be willing to engage in focused partnerships that satisfy 
their mutual interests, along with representative leadership. The obvious candidate 
for this role is not a single state but the Visegrad Group, composed of Poland, the 
Czech Republic, the Slovak Republic, and Hungary. Together with others along 
the line, a “zone of small nations” may converge in order to establish beneficial 
terms of economic and developmental interdependence heretofore unrealized 
within the EU.29

Intermarium Potential

Partnership across this (former) divide could come to resemble more of a concert 
of interests within Europe. The notion that subregional cooperation can be more 
efficient, “lead[ing] to less fragmentation . . . [and] . . . encouraging pooling and 
sharing of capabilities,” is supported by the union’s principle of “subsidiarity.”30 
Article 5 of the Treaty on European Union states that “in light of the possibilities 
available at national, regional or local level . . . the Union does not take action 
(except in the areas that fall within its exclusive competence).”31 At the risk of 
being repetitive, Europe itself has yet been able to completely and competently 
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address the breadth of its economic stability and the desired inclusive develop-
ment in both Central and Eastern Europe.

The clear delineation between that which is retained at the level of nation-
state versus the region, as understood within subsidiarity (that authority should be 
decentralized to the smallest entity capable of addressing the matter effectively), 
thus leaves room to interpret a relationship of progression toward these ends, 
where subregional cooperation may provide a stepping-stone. In other words, the 
functional argument for acceptance of a regional entity above the nation-state has rested 
on its ability to facilitate a service better than an individual state could provide alone. 
Otherwise, the member states would elect to resolve matters themselves. Estab-
lishing joint developmental programs that benefit CEE and EE states first, fol-
lowed by others to the West and East, can further bridge this fissure. This integra-
tive approach, yielding more functional cooperation within their economies while 
avoiding politics, would greatly benefit the prospects of establishing greater au-
tonomous growth across the Curzon Line (as much as is permitted).

Recommendations for Local Diffusion

As has been established, EU tools for integrating the Central European states as 
well as those in Eastern Europe are ineffective because they have not addressed 
the issues of development important either for them or for the proper mending of 
this fissure along the Curzon Line.32 CEE and EE states are interested in capital-
izing on their own comparative advantage, and the task for the Visegrad partner-
ship is to cultivate their shared capabilities. Economically, support for small and 
medium-sized enterprise development would be a step in the right direction, fo-
cused on common desired themes at the local level.33 Both the concentration on 
linking local firms and focused efforts in key industries could be sufficient in be-
ginning to bridge the divide.

Deconstructing the Curzon Line in the construction of partnerships could 
come to resemble clusters of interrelated firms.34 The latter could then later spill 
over into other industries and onto other levels of cooperation.35 In this manner, 
greater energies put into the high-tech sector would capitalize on the joint com-
petitive advantage that these states share within the subregion.36 Other technical 
areas, such as transport, logistics, and tourism, have already been identified as 
achieving success in cross-border integration with EE states more easily than, say, 
the energy sector.37 Even though this is most certainly the case, were the situation 
to become ripe for such a venture, local cross-border initiatives in energy also 
show much promise. For example, both Poland and Lithuania continue cooperat-
ing on shale gas exploration.38 Expanding this cooperation to Ukraine would 
greatly enhance economic development as well as energy diversification.39 How-
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ever, any discussion on energy will inevitably, and unavoidably, involve the inter-
ests of other neighbors (e.g., Russia, as a major provider of energy resources, and 
Europe, as a major consumer). Here, one must remember that both East and West 
have the opportunity to use this “burgeoning” bridge across Curzon symmetri-
cally rather than asymmetrically—an issue with which the rest of Europe would 
eventually need to come to terms.40

Durand’s Line for the West
The Durand Line (originally the Indo-Afghan border) is a long and porous 

border between Afghanistan and Pakistan—the product of great-game rivalry 
between imperial Britain and Russia. Unsurprisingly, great-power rivalries over 
strategic interests have resulted in the creation of frontiers and boundaries for old 
and new societies. According to Lord George Nathaniel Curzon, “When the in-
terests or ambitions of one state come into sharp and irreconcilable collision with 
those of another,” the ideal choice is to resolve it on the frontiers.41 Therefore, 
“frontiers are indeed the razor’s edge on which hang suspended the modern issues 
of war and peace, of life and death to nations.”42 Throughout history, great-power 
struggles over a clash of interests vindicate their engagements in surgical parti-
tions and the geopolitical mapping of the world. Imperial expansions and the 
strategic management of geostrategic regions are some reasons for this geopoliti-
cal remapping. In the past, regions that include Central Asia, the Middle East, 
Southeast Asia, South Asia, and Central Eastern Europe have remained the piv-
otal part of great-power confrontations “on the chessboard of Imperial diplo-
macy.”43

In a highly globalized world, the geopolitics of the Middle East, South Asia, 
and its extension to Central Asia seems to be replacing the old notion of great-
game rivalry between great powers with a new great-game phenomenon yet to be 
played at multiple levels. Geopolitics explains the “relation of international politi-
cal power to the geographical setting.”44 Hence, historically beyond the Durand 
Line, “Afghanistan was not a frontier, or barrier for a frontier, but actually the 
centre of great empires” to engage for dominance and secure their vital interest.45 
In retrospect, as a center of great empires (powers), Afghanistan and its neighbor-
ing region faced a wide range of domestic instability and endless violent feuds 
within and beyond their frontiers. The reasons for a violent past run deeper than 
the tribal issues, Pashtun and non-Pashtun autonomy of diverse ethnic groups, 
and dynasty problems within the region. Rather, imperial designs have deliber-
ately made and maintained a buffer zone.
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A Historical Glimpse of the Durand Line—Past, Present, and Future

Afghanistan has remained a center of great empires that includes the sway of 
Alexander the Great, Persian dynasties, Afghan dynasties themselves, Mongols 
(later, Mughals), British, Russians, and the influence of the Soviet Union and the 
United States during the Cold War. Lately, one has seen the influence of neigh-
boring states added to great-power involvement in Afghanistan. The historical 
strategic buffer of Afghanistan and “the Afghan trap” also prove to be the quag-
mire or “graveyard of empires,” resulting from imperial overstretch toward its 
center.46 Lord Curzon, later the governor-general of India, expressed the geostra-
tegic importance of the region: “Turkestan, Afghanistan, Transcaspia, Persia—to 
many these names breathe only a sense of utter remoteness or a memory of strange 
vicissitudes and of moribund romance. To me I confess, they are the pieces of a 
chessboard upon which is being played out a game for the dominion of the 
world.”47 He would shortly be very much involved in this game.

The Durand Line agreement was a “razor’s edge” frontier formed between 
Afghanistan and then British India in November 1893.48 The sharp-edged fron-
tier did prevent major confrontations between powers, but it badly affected the 
region’s political development and split the tribal clans across the border.49 Earlier, 
when British India noticed Russian mobility in Central Asia and northern Af-
ghanistan, British forces attempted to transform Afghanistan into a neutral and 
friendly buffer state. But the attempt failed as a result of the first Anglo-Afghan 
war in 1839–42. The Afghans’ guerilla warfare tactics led to the massacre of thou-
sands of British troops during an agreed-upon retreat of the latter. Russian an-
nexation of Central Asia’s khanates of Kokand and Bukhara, however, prompted 
another military adventure between British and Russians into Afghanistan.50

Between 1873 and 1887, British and Russian imperial diplomacy reached 
some border agreements over Afghanistan, Persia, and Central Asian states. In 
the meantime, Amir Abdur Rahman Khan, claimant for the throne, succeeded as 
a new Afghan amir after the second Anglo-Afghan war (1878–80) with the help 
of British support.51 With the new appointment, he dispelled a British attempt to 
create Herat and Kandahar as new states, which could further impede Russians 
from reaching the British frontiers.52 In addition, British negotiations with Af-
ghanistan regarding border and security measures concluded with the drawing of 
an international border that suited the imperial powers at the expense of the local 
populations.53 The negotiations carried out between Amir Abdur Rahman Khan, 
the king of Afghanistan, and Sir Henry Mortimer Durand, leader of the British 
mission, concluded the much-disputed Durand agreement. The primary objective 
of Durand was to divide the Pashtuns into two geographical units, making it 
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easier to control the regime in Afghanistan and bridle any Pashtun resistance or 
aggression. More significantly, this action would create a shield to defend against 
any Russian aggression.54 In fact, a recent history of Afghanistan indicates that 
the Afghan amir signed the Durand Line agreement under imperial pressure. 
Nevertheless, the amir astutely consolidated his powers and built the first Afghan 
army, which helped the king regain his authority over weak links of his domin-
ion.55

In fact, later amirs and kings of Afghanistan either endorsed the agreement 
or sustained the status quo. For instance, Amir Habibullah Khan agreed to respect 
the arrangements between his father, Amir Abdur Rahman, and the British gov-
ernment during the Treaty of the Mole in 1905. Although the third Anglo-Af-
ghan war of 1919 was a setback to relations between Afghanistan and the British 
government, it gave a tactical victory to the latter since the new Treaty of Rawal-
pindi of 1919 reaffirmed the Durand Line as the political boundary between 
them.56 Besides, before the third Anglo-Afghan war, Afghanistan had become an 
independent buffer state with the Anglo-Russian Convention of 1907. Appar-
ently, this convention bridled the intensity of the great-power struggle, the great 
game, played at the cost of South and Central Asia.57

In 1947 the decolonization process changed the original shape of the Indo-
Afghan border as a result of the birth of India and Pakistan. Speaking in the 
United Nations General Assembly when Pakistan sought membership as a new 
sovereign state, Afghan diplomat Hosyan Aziz noted that “we cannot recognize 
the North West Frontier [now Khyber Pakhtunkhwa] as part of Pakistan so long 
as people of the North West Frontier have not been given an opportunity free 
from any kind of influence, I repeat, free from any kind of influence to determine 
for themselves whether they wish to be independent or to become part of Paki-
stan.”58 Later, when the issue of Durand’s legality was referred to the British 
House of Commons, it also “officially reconfirmed their original position of 1893 
on the Durand Line as the legal border between Afghanistan and Pakistan.”59 It 
would not continue without protest, though.

For almost the first 30 years of Pakistan’s independence, Afghanistan strongly 
backed Pashtunistan or Pashtun autonomy.60 Afghanistan believed it had a due 
right to support the Pashtun cause, “a remnant of Western colonialism.”61 Espe-
cially under King Zahir Shah’s reign, his prime minister, Sardar Muhammad 
Daoud Khan (the king’s first cousin), gave great momentum to the Pashtunistan 
movement during 1953–63.62 In 1960 and 1961, the infiltration of thousands of 
Afghan soldiers into Pakistan’s tribal areas called Federally Administered Tribal 
Areas (FATA) further proved the assertiveness of Afghanistan on the Pashtun 
issue.63 However, the pro-Pakistan tribal Pashtuns and local forces repelled these 
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infiltrations each time.64 Pakistan quickly noticed that the FATA’s tribal people 
could be a better shield against any irredentist move.

When Daoud became president of Afghanistan in 1973 after deposing King 
Zahir Shah, he facilitated the occasional meeting of anti-Pakistani Pashtun lead-
ers and the naming of “Pashtunistan Square” in Kabul.65 Further, the new regime 
under Daoud provided sanctuary to Baloch tribesmen from Marri and Mengal 
who were leading insurgencies in Balochistan, an area spanning western Pakistan 
and Afghanistan as well as eastern portions of Iran. Pakistan had just lost its 
eastern-wing (Bangladesh) after war in 1971 against India and a domestic upris-
ing. Therefore, for obvious reasons, “Islamabad was hyper-sensitive to (any fur-
ther) territorial encroachments.”66 In retaliation, Pakistan’s first intervention in 
Afghanistan started in 1973 by “terrorist bombing in Kabul and Jalalabad.”67 
Moreover, Z. A. Bhutto’s government started to provide shelter and support to 
Afghan dissidents of Ghilzai Pashtuns, many of whom became key leading fig-
ures during the mujahedin action against the Soviet Union.68 These were crucial 
years for Pakistan as it began to consolidate its power, establish its institutions, 
and determine a political direction toward its nation-building process.

Both Afghanistan and Pakistan utilized India’s centric policy to assert influ-
ence and counterbalance each other. Afghanistan quickly aligned with India, 
Pakistan’s archrival in South Asia. Both India and Pakistan have fought four wars, 
coupled with frequent border clashes. Pakistan’s first conflict with India in 1948 
over Kashmir brought Afghanistan and India closer together while Pakistan 
quickly aligned with China to balance India, reflecting the old strategic policy of 
“the enemy of my enemy is my friend.” Cautious in the first years of its indepen-
dence, Pakistan concentrated on its eastern border. Afghanistan criticized Paki-
stan’s claim for plebiscite over the Kashmir issue, asserting that Pakistan denied 
any plebiscite for Pashtuns in the early days.69

Except for the Taliban, most of Afghanistan’s regimes were supported by 
India, even the Soviet-backed Afghan government. Accordingly, on a diplomatic 
front inside the United Nations, India provided a cover to Kabul to raise its voice 
for self-determination of the Pashtun as a counterbalance to Pakistan’s push for 
its Kashmir cause.70 Later, India gradually softened its diplomatic stance although 
Pakistan would still allege that India persistently supported irredentists in the 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan provinces. Remarks by Atal Bihari Va-
jpayee, then the Indian minister for external affairs, however, clarify his country’s 
softening: “The existing Durand Line between Pakistan and Afghanistan should 
be respected by the new Afghan Government. If there was any difference on the 
subject it should be settled through negotiations.”71
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The last decade of the Cold War repeated the legacy of foreign interventions 
in Afghanistan when the “geostrategic and geopolitical domains were breached by 
external major powers or their surrogates.”72 Once again the Durand Line played 
a key role in determining the final outcome of Soviet intervention. Thinking that 
the British exit from the subcontinent had created a vacuum, the Soviet Union 
sought to fill it and maintain its historic frontier influence in the region. Over the 
years, the Soviets aligned with Afghan regimes and supported the Pashtunistan 
issue as well. Their involvement did not bear fruit, and in the end the Afghan-
Soviet war became a farewell for them.

During the entire decade of Afghan-Soviet war from December 1979 to 
February 1989, billions of dollars and weapons funneled across the Durand Line 
region to counter the communist regime and Soviet forces. Apart from bringing 
thousands of foreign religious fighters into this region, the conflict saw training 
camps and religious schools (madrassas) established, the Durand Line was piled 
with arms and ammunition, and an estimate indicated that Afghanistan became 
the fifth-largest arms importer during 1986–90.73 Unfortunately, no effort was 
made to deweaponize the border zone at the end of the war.

Pakistan benefited directly from the conflict both economically and strategi-
cally. Economically, its annual foreign aid during 1976–79 was around $900 mil-
lion, which rose to an average of $2 billion a year.74 Strategically, Pakistan gained 
in two aspects. First, the irredentist problem involving the Pashtuns diffused as a 
consequence of their transformation into a new religious and pro-Pakistani iden-
tity. The Pashtun nationalist movement of the 1950s and 1960s gradually died 
during the Afghan-Soviet war.75 It is important to note that the construction of 
religious identity was not possible without the support of Saudi Arabia and other 
Muslim states, who joined the Afghan war against the Soviets. In addition, the 
Iranian revolution of 1979 had already jostled Saudi Arabia and neighboring 
countries with the fear of similar movements in their states. Therefore, this trans-
forming of a new religious identity also checked any possible spillover of Iranian 
revolutionary influence into Afghanistan. That later became visible through a 
sharp divide between Pashtun and non-Pashtun areas during the Afghan civil war 
and sectarian clashes in Pakistan.76

Second, given the nuclear arms race between India and Pakistan, the latter 
believed that Afghanistan balanced India’s nuclear power by offering strategic 
depth, which has become a mirage in recent years.77 According to Zbigniew 
Brzezinski, after the Cold War Pakistan’s “primary interest is to gain geostrategic 
depth through political influence in Afghanistan—and to deny to Iran the exer-
cise of such influence in Afghanistan and Tajikistan—and to benefit eventually 
from any pipeline construction linking Central Asia with the Arabian Sea.”78 To 
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attain the primary interest, Pakistan hoped to install a friendly government in 
Kabul through supporting groups whose identity was based more on Islamic ide-
ology than Pashtun nationalism. Indeed, it momentarily subdued irredentist de-
mand for Pashtunistan.79 However, Pakistan would not realize until the traumatic 
events of 9/11 that its Cold War policies were the makings of another monster. 
Following the terrorist attacks, President Hamid Karzai’s government replaced 
the Taliban regime, and Pakistan and Afghanistan embarked on another episode 
of distrust and blame games. On the one hand, President Karzai supports the is-
sue of Pashtuns in Pakistan as part of traditional politics, reiterating in June 2008 
that Afghanistan has the right and duty to “defend itself and defend their broth-
ers, sisters and sons on the other side [in Pakistan].”80 On the other hand, he faces 
domestic pressure from his non-Pashtun alliance, who suffered bitterly during 
civil war and the Taliban regime.

Mending the Fault Line: Challenges and Opportunities

Developing interdependence would ease many problems between Afghanistan 
and Pakistan. When the British left, both India and Pakistan inherited the entire 
railroad infrastructure. Afghanistan and Pakistan, immediate neighbors, should 
develop a mutual understanding to expand railroad networks deep into Afghani-
stan to improve transportation. Both countries would gain immensely from this 
one project. Besides, Pakistan also could have offered assistance in nonpolitical 
areas like health, education, sports, and telecommunications. The two countries 
have a common interest in mining, trade corridors, gas pipelines, and even secu-
rity, but political differences and deadlocks have hampered positive initiatives 
such as the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India gas pipeline (also known 
as the peace pipeline). Furthermore, each country is rich in minerals, and proper 
training of the workforce as well as technological partnering can harness such 
resources for economic gain. To date, though, there have been few efforts to re-
duce mistrust.

The Socioeconomic Way Out: Most Likely to Mend

The functional ways of integration primarily rely on socioeconomic dimensions to 
facilitate bottom-up solutions, which would help viable integration. Mending the 
fault line economically is more favorable and in the interest of both countries. 
Trade between Afghanistan and Pakistan has increased dramatically from $170 
million in 2000–2001 to $2,508.7 million in 2010–11, including illicit trade along 
the porous border. Under the arrangement of transit and trade, more than $2 bil-
lion worth of goods are smuggled into Pakistan. Such activity affects the domestic 
production and import of goods in Pakistan. Despite Afghanistan’s great demand 
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for food, officially only 600,000 tons of wheat are exported to that country while 
more than 500,000 tons are smuggled in. For the most part, militants in the bor-
der region benefit from this illicit trade.81

Traditionally, many Afghan and Pakistani traders blame Kabul-Islamabad’s 
seasonal relationship as the main hurdle to smooth flows of goods into and out of 
Afghanistan. In October 2008, a formal (revised) agreement of the Afghanistan-
Pakistan Transit Trade Agreement (APTTA) was signed in Kabul that would 
allow Afghanistan’s trucks to carry goods to the Indo-Pakistan Wagah border and 
permit the use of Pakistani seaports for Afghan transit and trade. In return, Paki-
stani trucks would transit Afghan soil to reach Central Asian republics. For secu-
rity reasons, Pakistan did not agree at this stage to allow Indian goods to go 
through the Wagah border to Afghanistan, but its recent decision to grant most-
favored-nation status to India will potentially facilitate the border as a gateway for 
Central and South Asian trade. The two countries have also established the Af-
ghanistan-Pakistan Transit Trade Coordination Authority to supervise imple-
mentation of the APTTA, effective June 2011. Further, Pakistan provided $300 
million for various projects in the post-9/11 reconstruction phase. The Torkham-
Jalalabad dual highway, for example, is one of the megaprojects completed by 
Pakistan.82 Afghanistan and Pakistan are also looking into potential transit and 
trade routes through tribal areas (the shortest feasible routes in the future) that 
will develop those regions, curb illicit trade and militancy across tribal zones, and 
help revive the “silk routes” toward Central and East Asian markets. Working 
more on the economic side can produce good results for the two societies. Unfor-
tunately, the border clashes of May 2013 between Afghan and Pakistani forces 
over construction of a border gate could complicate such endeavors.

Another core advocacy involves investing in education, particularly for 
women. The low literacy ratio of tribal areas is a dangerous sign and an impedi-
ment to transborder development of the two countries.83 Investing in education is 
significant because it provides a base for producing human and social capital as a 
means of sustaining tangible peace and socioeconomic growth. On this scale, it 
can build “the foundation for good citizenship, respect for self and others.”84 
Education also helps establish a viable knowledge base for society, which supports 
the true essence of pluralistic norms, self-actualization, and the harnessing of tal-
ent to gain greater benefits. In 2009 Pakistan’s Higher Education Commission 
announced 1,000 scholarships for Afghan students in various universities of 
Pakistan. In addition, in 2011 a 15-member delegation of Afghan professors vis-
ited the commission for the purpose of building linkages for research and training 
between the leading major universities in both countries. The countries will reap 
the positive and multilayer effects of these ventures in the years to come.
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This study strongly recommends that both Afghanistan and Pakistan facili-
tate initiatives in the realm of economic growth, specifically through transit and 
trade agreements, and that these economic commitments should continue, re-
gardless of politics and diplomatic rows. The same policy of facilitation and com-
mitment needs to remain persistent in the fields of higher education and training 
of human capital. Educational programs should also be designed along the mo-
tives of cultural-exchange initiatives to promote better understanding between 
new generations of both sides. Furthermore, provisions of more avenues in sports 
activities would develop bonds across the border. In recent months, for example, 
the frequent visits of the Afghan Cricket Team have been a great initiative. In 
support, the Pakistan Hockey Federation signed a memorandum of understand-
ing with the Afghanistan Hockey Federation that affirms Pakistan’s commitment 
to provide professional support to develop field hockey in Afghanistan and prom-
ises to involve Afghanistan’s team in Pakistani domestic competitions. Expanding 
areas of cooperation and scope in other popular sports of both countries will be 
significant and favorable for both societies.

Each country also needs to expand areas of cooperation to support the local 
cottage industry, which needs to be revived so that domestic women can become 
bread earners for their families. Moreover, women in these societies have always 
faced sociocultural limitations. Therefore, provisions of training schemes for 
women, microfinancing for domestic projects, and marketing of their products 
will generate a healthy outcome. During the last 30 years of conflict, women had 
to stay behind walls or flee as refugees with their families, resulting in the decay 
of local business. Reviving the local cottage industry will give life to inherited art, 
generate economic benefits, and stabilize networks across the border and beyond 
for marketing purposes.

Perhaps communications is the core phenomenon that has accelerated inte-
gration processes around the world. Like David Mitrany and Ernst B. Haas, who 
talked about functional ways of integration, Karl Deutsch also emphasized the 
increase in levels of communication—that such expansion will produce a higher 
level of integration and eventually will increase social mobility, followed by po-
litical development.85 Following the same patterns, communities across the Du-
rand Line frontier can initiate joint media networking that specifically establishes 
a “tribal broadcast network.” The latter will offer an enabling environment to cre-
ate spheres of socialization at least on a digital scale, reviving music and poetry as 
a force to bring societies closer together. Hence, people-to-people contact can 
bring a drastic change in perceptions of society and further thaw relations be-
tween Kabul and Islamabad.
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The Political Way Out: Less Likely to Mend

Most regions across the world have entered the twenty-first century with broader-
scale integration and partnerships with major economies, but South Asia carries 
a burden of history and geography. Consequently, it would seem to make the least 
effort to learn from other successful examples of integration. Before Afghanistan 
can achieve sustainable, long-term economic activity, it must become self-reliant 
and free of any “necessary” foreign or external interference.86 Similarly, the Paki-
stani establishment understands the limitations of using religious ideology to 
subjugate ethnic identities. Again, the 1971 war had already nullified the religious 
dimension in favor of ethnonationalism, and Pakistan’s compromising policies on 
the Kashmir issue show some flexibility in traditional policy.87

On political grounds, there are only two ways to move past the Durand Line: 
(1) Afghanistan’s formal acceptance of the Durand Line as the legal border with 
Pakistan, and (2) Pakistan’s incorporation of the FATA region into its political 
and legal structure with complete abolishment of the British Frontier Crimes 
Regulation policy.88 Doing so would stop both sides’ interference in each other’s 
domestic affairs. However, it is quite an impossible option to realize at this stage 
of history. In retrospect, informal interaction and coordination have occurred 
among various interest groups, tribesmen, traders, and nomads travelling across 
the border. Most recently, networks have been established between madrassa (re-
ligious) schools. After 9/11, Pakistan initiated a madrassa reform project to rede-
sign religious schools’ curricula, bringing them more in line with those of the 
national schools by introducing math, science, computer literacy, and additional 
subjects to their students. Although reforms have been slow, with greater effort 
and participation, a nontraditional, established network of madrassas across the 
Durand border can become a terrific transforming factor for the two countries. 
Madrassas can serve as platforms for technical education as well.

At the moment, the core issue for both Afghanistan and Pakistan concerns 
dealing with terrorism and ensuring the security of the general population. In 
order to solve the problem, reference is made in connection to strategic policies of 
two countries and terrorist safe havens in tribal areas. In the past, governments on 
both sides of Durand encouraged arming local militias (the Arbakees in Afghan-
istan and the Lashkars in Pakistan) with the consent and consultation of tribal 
alliances through the jirga (the tribal grand assembly) to protect the community 
against terrorists and to coordinate between militias and regular state forces to 
launch selected operations against their hideouts. The lack of trust between Kabul 
and Islamabad inhibits the expansion of any level of coordination between jirgas 
to discuss the matter.
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In the future, solutions to many of these problems will still lie in providing a 
higher level of interdependency among tribal networks through resetting the lost 
traditional tribal balance and then creating spheres of socialization; thus, the pro-
cess can help establish norms and regulations. First, tribes across the Durand Line 
hardly accept it as a boundary since it has never been a barrier to mobility even 
though they respect the existence of the two countries. It is natural that when a 
border is quite porous and no strict state laws are implemented, provision of an 
easy-passage corridor for mobility is always practical. Second, across the line, fam-
ily kinship offers another way of staying connected. Third, most skilled laborers, 
traders, and even visitors without proper travel documents have crossed the Du-
rand border for generations.89 The bond across the line is so strong that Pakistani 
society has “always felt the repercussions of the tumultuous events in Afghani-
stan.”90 Similarly, significant events on the Pakistani side have ripple effects across 
the border. The two countries need to officiate these informal networks and con-
vert challenges into opportunities.

As a matter of fact, economic and strategic interests converge for regional 
and extraregional states at the Durand Line and its surrounding region. The area 
has an immense but latent amount of potential to drive regional and global eco-
nomic growth, acting as an energy corridor to regional powers like India and 
China as well as providing trade corridors between East and West—a “New Silk 
Road” revival.91

Conclusion
These two case studies help show that subregions across Eurasia’s fault lines 

can become stabler and better integrated within their own regions as well as better 
partners in the world of globalization. The means to do so lies in constructing 
locally clustered social and economic interdependencies. Clustered, interrelated 
industries, for example, would finance economic growth and act as a positive in-
centive for its continuation. Cross-border social programs would provide a sup-
portive foundation, and as the subregions become sounder or merely serve as a 
way of underwriting long-term legitimacy, local stakeholders would necessarily 
allow for outside participation.

Indeed, as mentioned earlier, major powers might be hesitant or even ap-
prehensive at the outset of fault-line deconstruction; however, it is very important 
that both great powers and local stakeholder states not repeat the mistakes of 
history. The replacement of space so long dependent or subjected with that which 
is stabler and more independent presents a learning curve that history would sug-
gest is quite long. But as increasing subregional cooperation begins to yield ben-



52    ASPJ AFRICA & FRANCOPHONIE  

efits, it stands to reason that in short order, influential states would become more 
willing to take part in limited and balanced partnerships across the diminishing 
divide.

A central goal would call for meeting local mending or deconstruction with 
consultancy instead of intervention. That is, major powers would need to reduce 
direct interference but maintain a role of consultation, with technical and finan-
cial assistance, in return for a moderate part of the profit and sustainment of 
global peace. Aid would have to be limited so that decision making and ownership 
remain at the subregional (local) level and the available balance so that no major 
regional actor is excluded from equal opportunity. The success of this breadth can 
create a favorable “win set” for all participants toward international diffusion.

In this manner, one can view the Curzon and Durand Lines as amenable to 
their own mending. Locally controlled investment and development in key areas 
may eventually serve as a desirable gateway of commerce and activity between 
greater regions. The resources—and will—have been forever present. Competi-
tion must be set aside to allow the space that mending needs to take shape.
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