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For more than 20 years, Afghanistan has been torn apart by conflict, resulting in the largest refugee population in the world (about 6 million in 1990). The Hazaras constitute the third ethnic group of the country, after the Pashtuns and the Tajiks. Most of them dwell in central Afghanistan, a high and infertile area called Hazarajat. Unlike the rest of the Afghan population, they are Shi'a Muslims, a fact which has deepened their political and socio-economic marginalization.

Driven by poverty, they had started to migrate even before the war. Many settled in the cities, especially Kabul, but others went to Pakistan (almost exclusively to Quetta) or Iran. These movements have increased dramatically since the communist coup and the Soviet intervention in 1978-79.

The Hazaras have woven very efficient migratory networks based on the dispersion of the members of the kin groups between Iran, Pakistan and Afghanistan. Each place has its own advantages and drawbacks. In Iran (especially in the big cities), it is easy to find a job, but almost impossible to settle on a long-term basis; in Quetta, on the other hand, the Hazaras can move freely, but the professional activities available to them are scarce; in Hazarajat, they have to work their land but the long-term social and economic prospects are dark.

When a Hazara working in Iran (kârgar) wants to send his savings back to his family in Afghanistan, he cannot use the official banking system since he is unlikely to have any identity papers and, in any case, there are no longer any banks in Afghanistan. He will therefore entrust his money to a businessman specializing in informal remittances and known locally as a hawâladâr, from hawâla, "transfer (of money)", "credit letter" or "cheque". Both kârgar and hawâladâr must belong to the same lineage or come from the same valley. If the relationship is less close than that, a middleman is needed. 

The hawâladâr passes on to his partners a letter stating the details of the transaction (letter b in the chart) and gives the kârgar another one (letter a), which he sends to his family in Afghanistan via a friend going back home. The commission charged is very low (less than 3 %), as the hawâladâr's profit is earned from the trade itself, and depends on how distant is the deadline for repayment and how close the relationship is between the kârgar and the hawâladâr. The latter sends the money through the official banking system to Pakistan, where one of his partners (always a close relative) retrieves the money, maybe uses it to make a profit through currency exchange and finally buys some goods (wheat, rice, cooking oil, sugar, tea, but also shoes, cloth, cooking pots, etc.). He dispatches them by lorry to the family village in Hazarajat, where a third partner runs a shop. The goods are sold and the proceeds are used to pay the kârgar's family their money.

In the absence of any external guarantee from the State, an atmosphere of trust is essential to ensure that the transaction is respected. Such trust can develop only if the interaction occurs regularly and over a long period of time. Members of each social and ethnic group deal with members of other groups only when strictly necessary, such as to cross borders or travel in hostile areas.

Despite the trauma of war and exile, Hazaras have thus managed to take advantage of their geographic dispersion and the resulting economic diversification by developing new transnational cooperation structures. The phenomenon may very well play an important role in the future reconstruction of Afghanistan.

