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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Religion has been one of the most influential cultural, social, and political forces
in Afghan history. In premodern times, a variety of different versions of Islam
spread through the uneven geography of what later became Afghanistan, echo-
ing its ethnically varied demography through similarly variant patterns of reli-
gious practice. In modern times, these many versions of Islam served as powerful
sociopolitical resources, providing idioms and organizations for both state and
anti-state mobilization. Even as religion has been deployed as the national cement
of a multiethnic emirate under the Taliban and then an Islamic republic under
their recently elected successors, Islam has been no less a destabilizing force in
Afghan society. Yet despite the universal recognition of the centrality of Islam to
Afghan society in past and present, Afghanistan’s Islam has attracted strikingly
little sustained study. Beyond a few monographs devoted to particular moments
or movements (predominantly the mujahidin and Taliban), there exists no survey
of the developmental trajectories of Afghan religiosity across the course of history.
The scholarship becomes particularly patchy for the period before the Soviet inva-
sion of 1979, making it difficult to position the fundamentalist movements from
the 1980s onward in relation to earlier patterns of religious activity, whether local
or transnational.

To begin to fill this gap of understanding, this volume brings together interna-
tional specialists on different periods, regions, and languages to develop a more
comprehensive, comparative, and developmental picture of Afghanistan’s Islam
from the eighth century to the present. The aim of the eleven chapters is to collec-
tively provide an in-depth, critical, panoptic overview of the major developments
and transformations of Islam from the early medieval period to contemporary

xiii
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times in the territories that today make up Afghanistan. Given the variety of
sources and languages required for such a project—Persian, Pashto, and Uzbek, as
well as Arabic and Urdu—the contributors have been selected on the basis of their
previous research with both spoken and written testimony in these languages.
Since the authors are specialists on a range of different periods and movements,
their case studies of a variety of Muslim religious forms will allow us to see beyond
the unifying rhetoric of Islam into its disparate and even fissiparous expressions.

It is for this reason that the introductory chapter speaks of “versions of Islam,”
in the social-scientific plural rather than the theological singular. In part, this us-
age is an attempt to move beyond facile and emic notions of the singularity and
unity of Islam. Stepping outside such insider discourses helps observers analyt-
ically recognize the religious differences that have so often proved a source of,
or justification for, social discord and violence. In a volume that brings together
scholars from the humanities and as well from the social sciences, this pluralistic
formula allows us to recognize also the cultural variety of Afghanistan’s rich reli-
gious heritage. The aim, then, is to walk the tightrope between critical distance and
sympathetic appreciation of a religious history that, for different groups, has been
a source of solace as well as of oppression.

There are certainly difficulties with using the rubric “Afghanistan” to bring to-
gether studies of the medieval and modern eras. As a nation-state Afghanistan
acquired its shape and name only between the later eighteenth and the later
nineteenth century. In the period dealt with in the earlier chapters in this book,
“Afghanistan” would have been a meaningless term: indeed, the label seems not to
have been officially adopted in the region itself till the 1870s. The region had pre-
viously been understood as a congeries of different territories, such as Khurasan
and Turkistan, which were sometimes governed by the same ruler and more of-
ten divided among different rulers. Nonetheless, the collective national label
“Afghanistan” is helpful in allowing us to easily conjure the geographical space
under scrutiny in this volume and in enabling us to focus on its religious transfor-
mations through time. For as the following chapters show, the later nation-state of
Afghanistan was heir to the religious institutions, authorities, and practices that
emerged in its former fragmentary parts.

A further reason for adopting the formula “Afghanistan’s Islam,” rather than the
shorter “Afghan Islam,” is that many of the Muslim peoples under scrutiny here
would not have identified themselves as Afghans. Indeed, before the early twen-
tieth century, when the label “Afghan” became an official state bureaucratic term
denoting common national identity, it had for centuries denoted a more narrow
ethnic identity, equivalent to what we would now term Pashtun (or Pathan). Even
today, the label “Afghan” is a highly contested term among citizens of Afghanistan.

For these reasons, this book uses the more inclusive rubric “Afghanistan’s Islam”
to bring together (but not merge) the variety of Muslim traditions developed by



PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS XV

the diverse peoples who inherited the territories that came to form the nation-
state of Afghanistan. This dual sense of both diversity and inheritance is impor-
tant. For in a study devoted to the history of religion, it allows us to grapple with
the relations—whether of coexistence or conflict, continuity or change—among a
variety of religious forms within the same geographical space. Through competi-
tion as much as collusion, the religious institutions, practices, authorities, and tra-
ditions founded in earlier periods were handed down to later periods to form the
variant versions of Islam that later Muslims in the region we now call Afghanistan
chose to respect or reject.

The introductory chapter that follows this preface aims to introduce the study
of Afghanistans Islam to readers with no previous knowledge of the region. It
provides both a synopsis of Afghan religious history and a summary of existing
scholarship on the subject. Since the book as a whole is intended to collate existing
expert knowledge on Afghan Islam into a single volume, the introductory sum-
mary of over half a century of scholarship in English, French, German, Italian,
and Swedish provides the most comprehensive general survey of the history and
anthropology of Afghanistan’s Islam yet available. The introduction structures this
précis in chronological terms that follow the emergence, expansion, and diversi-
fication of Afghanistan’s various versions of Islam from the eighth to the twenty-
first century. In this way, the introduction should enable readers to navigate the
more specialist case-study chapters that follow while at the same time drawing
attention to the gaps in even expert understanding.

As well as state-sponsored religion, the chapters cover such issues as the rise
of Sufism, the changing role of Sharia, women’s religiosity, and transnational
Islamism. The book is the outcome of a three-year project coordinated by the
UCLA Program on Central Asia and funded by the American Institute of Afghan-
istan Studies (AIAS). Together, these funding sources enabled the international
meetings and conferences that gave initial shape to the chapters in this volume
by scholars from Afghanistan, Germany, Switzerland, Britain, Australia, Pakistan,
and the United States. In turning toward acknowledgments, I would therefore
like to thank first the awards committee of AIAS, and particularly the president,
Thomas Barfield, and U.S. administrative director, Mikaela Ringquist. At UCLA,
I would like to thank Chris Erickson, Elizabeth Leicester, Nick Menzies, Aaron
Miller, and Bin Wong for their years of support for the Program on Central Asia
under my directorship from 2008-16.

I would like to acknowledge also the support of the AIAS in awarding me the
John E. Richards Fellowship, which funded my travels in Afghanistan during 2011
that allowed me to inspect a range of religious institutions at first hand. For enabling
my access to the varied materials cited in the introduction, I thank the Charles
E. Young Research Library at UCLA (especially Dr. David Hirsch), the Afghani-
stan Digital Library at New York University (especially Dr. R.D. McChesney), the
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British Library (especially Dr. Graham Ward), and the Arthur Paul Afghanistan

Collection at the University of Nebraska, Omaha (especially Dr. Shaista Wahab).

I am finally grateful to Eric Schmidt at the University of California Press for his

enthusiastic support of the book project, to Maeve Cornell-Taylor for smooth han-
dling of the logistics and to Paul Psoinos for his vigilant copyediting.

Nile Green

Los Angeles, December 2015



INTRODUCTION

Afghanistan’s Islam
A History and Its Scholarship

Nile Green

CHARTING THE TERRAIN

This introductory chapter provides a survey of major developments in the reli-
gious history of Afghanistan. As part of this book’s overall aim to construct a syn-
optic vision of Afghanistan’s Islam, it presents a summary of existing scholarship
in chronological terms that follow the emergence, expansion, and diversification
of Afghanistan’s various versions of Islam through the course of thirteen centuries.
In this way, the following pages not only provide a summary of scholarship. They
also chart the historical terrain of Afghanistan’s religiosity so as to give a fuller
sense of what is and is not known about the authorities, institutions, and practices
of different periods. While many of the works cited here will be unknown even to
specialists, general readers will find that the survey points to resources for initial
research. Summarizing half a century of scholarship on Afghanistan’s Islam, both
in the humanities and in the social sciences, reveals both the scope and the lim-
its of expertise by way of what is and is not known about Afghanistan’s religious
history. The final section of the introduction builds an investigative bridge to the
new research presented in this volume by outlining subsequent chapters that range
from Afghanistan’s initial conversion to the emergence of enduring institutions
in the medieval period and the more recent religious agendas of the mujahidin
and Taliban.

The following sections focus initially on historical and literary studies of the pe-
riods prior to the mid-twentieth century before moving to social-scientific schol-
arship for discussion of research focusing on more recent decades. Although this
dichotomy does not perfectly echo the division of scholarly labor, it does broadly
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reflect the character of, on the one hand, the textual and art-historical research
that have informed our understanding of Afghanistan’s pre-twentieth-century reli-
gious history and, on the other hand, of the anthropological and political-scientific
research that have shaped our appreciation of twentieth-century religiosity. As we
will see in the later section on the limits of existing research, this division of labor
has very much defined the colors and blanks on our map of Afghanistan’s religious
history. Humanities scholars who focused on periods before the mid-twentieth
century relied on textual and artistic sources that overwhelmingly reflect the reli-
giosity of urban and relatively elite groups. By contrast, in line with the disciplin-
ary penchants of the day, social scientists working between the 1950s and the 1980s
focused on the nonliterate religiosity of rural and tribal groups. As a consequence
of this combined research focus on urban and literate Islam in premodern times
and rural and nonliterate Islam in modern times, our collective perspective is
highly skewed. Although not all research fits into this pattern, its broad contours
have created what is surely an artificial—because highly selective—cartography
of Afghanistan’s religious history, in which a past of poets and Sufis seems to bear
no relation with a present of Islamists and suicide bombers. Recognizing from
the onset that this perspective is formed by gaps and clusters of research will pre-
vent us from making hastily naive conclusions about the loss of golden ages and
the dominant contemporary standing of fundamentalists. For all the media and
military attention given to Afghanistan, the fact is that we still know far less about
its religious heritage than about the history of Islam almost anywhere in the sur-
rounding Middle East and South Asia.

Although scholarly understanding of Afghan religiosity was given prima-
ry shape by scholars and administrators working during the colonial period of
British and Russian rule over neighboring India and Turkistan, these works do
not form part of the survey that follows. Part of the reason for overlooking co-
lonial scholarship is that such works—by the likes of the British Henry Raverty
(1825-1906), the French James Darmesteter (1849-94), and the German Bernhard
Dorn (1805-81)—are already far better known than the writings of the more pro-
fessional scholars discussed below, many of whom had access to a far wider range
of source materials. But the reason is also because, whatever their intrinsic value,
colonial-era scholarship has already had far more influence than it merits. Much
of this exaggerated influence is due to the easy availability of these writings, not
least through cheap reprints, which has encouraged many supposed experts to
rely on them in place of more reliable and recent work published in less accessible
journals. In an attempt to move beyond this unreliable collusion of colonial orien-
talism and contemporary journalism, the following survey points to an abundance
of lesser-known works. At the same time, it aims to afford readers an honest sense
of the limits of expertise by way of what has and has not been researched.
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CONQUESTS AND CONVERSIONS, CIRCA 700-1000

In line with the logic of chronology, this survey turns first to the formative era of
conquests and conversions. Though this trope of military incursions and rapid
conversions has been called into question for other areas, there is no doubt that
the initial coming of Islam to Afghanistan occurred through the conquests of
Arab generals serving the Rashidun caliphs (r. 632-61) and the Umayyad dynasty
(r. 661-750) based in Damascus. But though the Arab governor of Basra, ‘Abdul-
lah ibn ‘Amir, subdued Herat, Balkh, and Badghis as early as 652, it was not until
the Abbasid era half a century later that Arab power over Khurasan and northern
Afghanistan was consolidated through the governorship of Qutayba ibn Muslim
between 705 and 714. As its Buddhist monasteries (vihara) closed down, Balkh
gradually became an important center for the initial Islamization of the wider re-
gion, at least in the lowlands. Nonetheless, such was the nature of Afghanistan’s
mountainous terrain, and the patchy political geography that it created, that in
other regions non-Muslim rulers hung onto power for almost two more centuries.
These included Buddhist rulers in Bamiyan, Hindu Shahi rulers in Kabul, and the
followers of the local cult of Zhun around Ghazna.

Although Kabul had initially fallen to the Umayyads in 671, the tenuous hold of
the Hindu Shahi dynasty over the region saw non-Muslim rulers remain in power
till 879, when Kabul fell to Ya‘qub-i Laith Saffari (r. 861-79), founder of the new
Saffarid dynasty. From their capital at Zaranj, in southwestern Afghanistan, the
Saffarids also defeated the last Zunbil, the ruler of the Zabulistan region around
Ghazna who upheld the worship of Zhun. In 871 the Saffarids had also seized
Buddhist-ruled Bamiyan, though one source records that Bamiyan’s subsequent
rulers had to be reconverted to Islam as late as 962." And even though the sur-
rounding Khurasan region had fallen under Muslim rule very early, the Syriac
Church of the East maintained a bishopric in Herat well into the tenth century,
pointing to the survival of a community of liturgically Syriac but likely Persian-
speaking Christians there till at least this period.> It was not, then, until almost
900 C.E. that Muslim political power was proclaimed over all the region’s main
cities. And it was not until sometime afterward that Islam reached the majority of
the region’s population. Remote mountain regions such as Ghur remained beyond
the reach of the muezzin’s call till the eleventh century, while so-called Kafiristan
(“Land of the Infidels”) held on to its indigenous religion till the conquests of ‘Abd
al-Rahman Khan in the late nineteenth century.

However, conversion was not always directly related to conquest, and beyond
the level of the political, bureaucratic, and religious elite, conversion was likely a
slow, patchy process. Conversion was more rapid in urban (and lowland) than in
rural (and highland) areas and was in many cases more likely a slower, multigen-
erational process of acculturation than a single moment of conversion. We know
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that Buddhism survived until the late tenth century, which would in turn suggest
that popular Buddhist practices survived much later, while the region’s pre-Islamic
religious heritage also included Zoroastrian, Indic, and other local cults that were
the fruit of centuries of selective adoption from religious influences that ranged
from India to Greece. Some communities, including wealthy Jewish and Hindu
merchant groups, avoided conversion entirely to survive into recent times.?
Despite what may appear to be the obviousness of the topic, the early arrival
and spread of Islam during the eighth and ninth centuries through the territories
of what later became Afghanistan have received remarkably little attention. The
main studies have been articles by the British and Italian scholars C. Edmund Bos-
worth and Gianroberto Scarcia, both drawing on early Arabic and Persian sources,
albeit sources written at considerable distances from the events themselves.* More
recently, Hugh Kennedy and Arezou Azad have reexamined sources pertaining to
the Islamization of Balkh, Afghanistans earliest major Muslim city.’ A significant
problem with studying this early period is that the written sources are very few and
that, where archaeology has been carried out, it has largely focused on pre-Islamic
periods—to the point of not even recording data on strata from the Islamic era.
The problems in reconstructing the conversion of Afghanistan are not unique: the
earliest arrival of Islam in India with the Umayyad conquests of 711 presents par-
allel problems of Arabic sources written at long distances of space and time and
recounting simple events rather than the more nuanced processes needed to explain
phenomena as complex as conversion and acculturation. However, recent discover-
ies of early Islamic Arabic and Persian administrative documents from northern
Afghanistan lend hope of future insights into the slow process of acculturation.®
Even so, the Islamization of surrounding regions has still received much fuller atten-
tion. In methodological terms not least, the studies of Derryl Maclean, Richard Bul-
liet, and Deborah Tor on early conquests and conversions in Sindh, Khurasan, and
Central Asia may offer insight or inspiration for further research on Afghanistan.”
The fullest case study so far of early Islamic life in Afghanistan is Arezou Azad’s
account of early Islamic Balkh between the eighth and the twelfth century, as re-
vealed by the Faza’il-i Balkh (Merits of Balkh), a late-thirteenth-century Persian
recension of an Arabic account of the city and its Muslim luminaries first com-
posed in 1214.* Azad has argued that this “patchwork of texts merged together”
not only reveals “the social memory of Balkh” as an early Islamic center. It also
shows the process of Islamization by which “not only were Balkh’s Buddhist sites
converted, but by default, its Buddhist landscape as a whole” as new Muslim holy
sites were inscribed like palimpsests on the same spaces as their Buddhist prede-
cessors.” Together with other sources, Azad has also used the Faza’il-i Balkh as
a source on early Muslim women’s religiosity in the region through a case study
of the ninth-century female mystic Umm ‘Ali of Balkh.* So far, Azad’s studies of
Balkh are the richest accounts of an early Islamic city in Afghanistan. However, it
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seems likely that the Balkh experience reflects that of other lowland urban centers
in Central Asia rather than of highland cities such as Kabul, which was still under
non-Muslim rule in the late ninth century. For the present-day border regions
with Pakistan, André Wink has recently argued that large Muslim populations be-
gan to emerge only with the pastoral nomadic migrations that followed the Turkic
and Mongol conquests of the twelfth and the thirteenth century. His argument
is effectively one of Muslim migration and resettlement rather than of conversion
and acculturation.

Although by the year 1000 most of Afghanistan was at least under Muslim rule,
many of its former Buddhist monuments remained standing for centuries, in some
cases being adapted into Muslim religious sites. Yet it was not only physical struc-
tures that remained but also social structures, as formerly elite Buddhist families
transformed themselves into new Muslim elites around Balkh. The most famous
case is the Barmakid family. Former hereditary overlords of Balkh’s Buddhist great
monastery (called Nawbahar in Persian sources, from the Sanskrit nava vihara,
“new monastery”), the family’s Arabicized name, Barmaki, was itself derived from
the Sanskrit pramukha (chief administrator). After converting to Islam, the Bar-
makids became not only local Muslim elites around Balkh but also one of the pre-
mier political families in the ‘Abbasid capital, Baghdad, where they sponsored the
translation of Sanskrit works into Arabic.”? The Buddhist and more generally Bac-
trian background of the Barmakids has been painstakingly uncovered by Kevin
van Bladel, who has pointed to the degree to which pre-Islamic cultural practices
continued after nominal conversion.” Arguing for the importance of family and
social history for understanding how Balkh’s pre-Islamic culture was transmitted
into the Islamic period, van Bladel explains that “we are dealing not with two ide-
ologies (Buddhism and Islam) bouncing off one another like stones . . . but rather
with human populations in daily contact . . . changing their beliefs and practices
as a response to that contact over several generations.”

A more forceful, if contentious, argument for transmission of Balkh’s Buddhist
practices into the Islamic world and even Christian Europe has been made by
Christopher I. Beckwith, who has declared that “the Latin [university] college bor-
rowed directly from the Islamic madrasa, which was in origin the Central Asian
Buddhist vihara [monastery].”> Noting the predominance of scholars from Cen-
tral Asia in the early ‘Abbasid centuries, and the fact that the first-ever madrasa
was constructed in the Afghan city of Bust, Beckwith argues that it was not only
Buddhist families and institutions that survived into the Islamic period.* Bud-
dhist intellectual methods also survived, having developed in the region around
Balkh, and being thereby distinct from Indian Buddhism. Specifically, this trans-
mission comprised what Beckwith terms the “recursive argument method,” which
he claims Central Asian Buddhist thinkers handed down “in situ in Central Asia
as part of Central Asians’ conversion to Islam7
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Focusing more on material than on intellectual transmission, the French re-
searcher Etienne de la Vaissiére has investigated the links in the same area between
pre-Islamic institutions and the Muslim ribat, a frontier residence for holy war-
riors and ascetics.” Echoing Beckwith’s attention to the location of early madrasas,
Vaissiére has pointed to the very large number of ribats sponsored by the ‘Abbasids
in Central Asia and in turn argued that they developed in part out of the preexist-
ing Buddhist houses of charity that had spread along merchant routes through
unsettled nomadic areas.”” Focusing on the more spectacular physical survival of
the Buddhas of Bamiyan, the Swiss scholar Pierre Centlivres has traced the af-
terlife of Afghanistan’s pre-Islamic heritage by examining medieval Persian and
Arabic accounts of Bamiyan, the folklore of local Hazara Muslims, and the peri-
odic iconoclasms that predated their final destruction in 2001.° However, more
useful for understanding the spread of Islam as such are the various archaeological
and art-historical studies of Afghanistan’s earliest mosques. Of particular interest
is the eighth- or ninth-century Nuh Gunbad (Nine-Dome) at Balkh, which dem-
onstrates substantial similarities with pre-Islamic religious architecture and may
have been turned into a mosque only years after its construction.”

For more than a century, scholars have noted the possible impact of Buddhist
narratives on the stories told about the early Sufis, in particular Ibrahim ibn Ad-
ham (d. 779?), the semi-legendary prince-turned-ascetic from Balkh whose bi-
ography closely resembles that of the Buddha. Unfortunately, the issue has never
been explored in depth. The main early Islamic religious movement from the re-
gion that has received considerable study is the Karramiyya, the focus of research
by C. Edmund Bosworth, Afaf Hatoum, Margaret Malamud, Wilferd Madelung,
and Jean-Claude Vadet.”> Emerging in Khurasan, which encompasses eastern Iran
and much of western and northern Afghanistan, the Karramiyya were named af-
ter their founder, Abu ‘Abdullah Muhammad ibn Karram (d. 874). He taught that
salvation was to be found through the renunciation of the world by means of rig-
orously ascetic practices, doctrines that he linked to a particular reading of the
Quran. Given that the Karramiyya was largely a lower-class movement apparently
comprising recent converts, there is every chance that its ascetic profile—out of
tune with the religious teachings emerging from Baghdad, the ‘Abbasid capital, in
this period—was linked to Afghanistan’s Buddhist heritage. By developing large
monastic communities devoted to asceticism and prayer, and attracting patrons
who endowed them with landholdings, the Karramiyya flourished in Khurasan
from the ninth through the twelfth century. However, how far people in what is
now Afghanistan can be linked to the well-studied development of early mysti-
cal thought (as distinct from ascetic practice) in other Khurasani urban centers
such as Tirmiz or Nishapur is uncertain.>* Even though research on the lower-class
ascetics of the Karramiyya and the more urbane luminaries of Balkh spotlights
the early profiles of Islam in Afghanistan, our overall understanding of the early
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FIGURE 1. Mausoleum of the Ghaznavid mystical poet Hakim
Sana’i, Ghazna. (From Salnama-yi Kabul [Kabul: Anjuman-i Adabi,
1935])

expansion and variety of Islam in the region remains as patchy as the sources.
Another focus of study has been the so-called Ghulat (Exaggerators), rebel move-
ments during the Umayyad-early ‘Abbasid era that appear to have blended newer
Islamic teachings with older Zoroastrian and Buddhist motifs that still survived
in Khurasan.»

SULTANS AND SUFIS, CIRCA 1000-1200

Between the late tenth and the twelfth centuries, the period of Ghaznavid rule
from 977 to 1186 offers much richer textual and architectural testimony that schol-
ars have used to reconstruct the religious life of the period. Based on the most
thorough acquaintance with the Arabic and Persian court histories of the period,
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it is again to C. Edmund Bosworth that we must turn for the fullest studies of
the Ghaznavids.> However, aside from short discussions of Ghaznavid court cul-
ture, Bosworth was more interested in Ghaznavid politics and administration
than in Ghaznavid religion.” Given the nature of the sources, his studies tell us
more about the Ghaznavid state, its administrators, and its capitals in Ghazna and
Lahore than about its peoples, religious practices, and provinces. While Andrew
Peacock and Ali Anooshahr have also recently turned to the Ghaznavid court his-
tories, the focus still necessarily remains on the period’s historiographical rather
than its religious writings.*® Fortunately, Ghaznavid court patronage also support-
ed Hakim Sana’i (d. 1131), the writer of some of the earliest Persian mystical poetry,
whose works have been the focus of close scrutiny by J. T.P. de Bruijn, Franklin
D. Lewis, and Bo Utas.” Another of the most famous early Sufi writers—and the
earliest to write in Persian prose about Sufism—was ‘Ali ibn ‘Usman al-Hujwiri
(d. ca. 1075).*° Though he settled, and wrote, in the later Ghaznavid capital of
Lahore, in what is now Pakistan, many of the pilgrimage and other pious practices
he described in the third and final section of his Persian Kashf al-Mahjub (Unveil-
ing of the Hidden) were current around his native Ghazna in what is now eastern
Afghanistan. Farther west, on the outskirts of the city of Herat, al-Hujwiri’s con-
temporary ‘Abdullah Ansari (d. 1089) was another of the first Sufis to make use of
Persian. Ansari wrote in a local dialect, suggesting an attempt to spread his teach-
ings among ordinary people rather than the Arabic-educated ulama. Ansari’s ex-
tant writings are the focus of studies by the French Dominican scholar Serge de
Laugier de Beaurecueil, the Afghan scholar and diplomat A. G. Ravan Farhadi, and
the Swedish linguist Bo Utas.*

Also from this period was the great Isma‘ili thinker Nasir Khusraw (d. 1088).
Although he was one of the most important figures in the history of Afghani-
stan’s Islam, his Isma'‘ili beliefs made him seek refuge in the mountains of Afghan
Badakhshan, far from the aggressively Sunni Ghaznavid court. His voluminous
writings, studied by such scholars as Henry Corbin and Alice Hunsberger, helped
form the doctrinal basis of Isma‘ili Islam. Later followers of Isma‘ilism managed
to survive persecution through the remoteness of their mountain communities
in the Badakhshan region, where according to tradition Nasir Khusraw himself
died.* His shrine in the Badakhshan valley of Yumgan, a major pilgrimage site
for Isma'ilis, is the subject of an article by the German researcher Marcus Schadl.»
More recently, through a groundbreaking reconstruction of the centuries-long ha-
giographical tradition surrounding Nasir Khusraw, Daniel Beben has shown that
for much of his posthumous cultic history this “Ruby of Badakhshan” was not
regarded as an Ismaili at all.** On the contrary: Beben has shown that, as Nasir
Khusraw’s shrine became a focus of patronage from the Chinggisid period through
the Timurid era and well into the nineteenth century, Khusraw was reframed as
a Sunni holy figure. Only via the gradual revival of Isma‘ilism in the eighteenth
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century and later were his Isma‘ili identity and writings recovered and reclaimed
by the reinvigorated Isma‘ili imamate based in Iran and then India. Beben’s study
is a rare and important example of the kind of longitudinal study that is able to
trace the transformations of Afghanistan’s Islam over extended periods of time.
More such work is needed.

In addition to the larger corpus of written materials that has survived from this
period, the era of the Ghaznavids and their Ghurid successors has bequeathed to
the present a considerable amount of religious architecture, particularly by way of
minarets.” The most famous of these is the stunning and remote Ghurid minaret
of Jam, whose Quranic inscription was studied by the Belgian and French epigra-
phers André Maricq and Gaston Wiet shortly after its discovery in the early 1950s
with the Afghan historian Ahmad ‘Ali Kuhzad.*® The minaret was later the subject
of a fuller study by Janine Sourdel-Thomine.” Several other religious structures
from the Ghaznavid and Ghurid periods have been scrutinized. The Ghaznavid
mosques and mausoleums at Balkh, Ghazna, and Lashkari Bazaar were the subject
of early studies by Ali Ahmad Naimi, Janine Sourdel-Thomine, and Daniel Sch-
lumberger, while André Godard and Ralph Pinder-Wilson examined the epigra-
phy and architecture of the great victory minaret built by Mas‘ud III (r. 1099-1114)
in his capital, Ghazna.®®

Particular attention has been given to the Ghurid stone mosque at Larwand,
in central Afghanistan, by Italian and British archaeologists and more recently
by Alka Patel, who argues for its construction by migrant non-Muslim craftsmen
from the recently conquered Ghurid domains of Gujarat and Rajasthan.® Bernt
Glazer and Assadullah Souren Melikian-Chirvani have also researched the since-
destroyed twelfth-century Ghurid madrasa of Shah-i Mashhad, in Badghis prov-
ince, and the Ghurid reconstruction of the great mosque of Herat that took place
from around 1200.#° The latter’s blue-glazed portal has recently been reexamined
so as to uncover its original construction techniques.* However, the most recent
and fullest study of Ghurid archaeology is by David C. Thomas.*

A TIMURID RENAISSANCE, CIRCA 1400-1500

Though as much a part of the religious heritage of Iran as of Afghanistan, the city of
Herat under Timurid rule during the fifteenth and the early sixteenth century has
been the focus of more research than any other city of present-day Afghanistan.®
The rich literary, artistic, and architectural legacy of Timurid rule has nourished
three interrelated strains of scholarship. In terms of architectural history, there are
major studies by Lisa Golombek, Donald Wilber, and Bernard O’Kane, as well as
shorter studies of Timurid patronage of madrasas and Sufi shrines.* With regard
to Afghanistan, the most important of the latter is Lisa GolombeK’s monograph on
the Timurid reconstruction of the shrine of ‘Abdullah Ansari at Gazurgah, outside
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Herat.** Complementing Golombek’s work, Maria Subtelny has analyzed textual
sources describing Timurid courtiers’ devotion to Ansari’s shrine, pointing to the
high status of Sufi pilgrimage centers in this period.*

It was not only Herat but also Balkh that received patronage from the Timurids,
and the Soviet Tajik scholar Akhror Mukhtarov has examined numerous Arabic
and Persian sources to compile a study of Balkh’s numerous mosques, madra-
sas, and shrines.#” The wealth of landholdings and other assets that such shrines
gathered under the Timurids was to render them influential shapers of society
for centuries to come. By focusing on the economics and administration of the
shrines of Herat, Balkh, and other Timurid cities, R.D. McChesney has shown
them to be the fulcrums of entire “shrine societies” that were as dependent on a
shrine’s water resources, employment, and conflict resolution as on its religious
teachings.* Moving from saintly agriculture to Sufi art, among the rich body of
scholarship on Timurid artworks the most relevant studies with regard to the his-
tory of Afghanistan’s Islam are those of miniature paintings, such as Rachel Mil-
stein’s account of Sufi themes in Herati painting.*

By using Arabic ijaza (permission-to-teach) documents relating to ‘ulama
teaching in Herat in the reign of Shahrukh (r. 1409-47), Maria Subtelny and Anas
Khalidov have shown how the spread of a Hanafi “core curriculum” in the city’s
madrasas under the Timurids helped bolster the place of Sunnism in a city that
in 1510 would fall to the Shi‘i Safavid rulers of Persia.®° In a similar vein, an earlier
study by the historian Roger Savory deals with attempts to spread Safavid Shi‘i
religious ideas in Herat at this time, pointing to the origins of the Shi‘i community
that survives in Herat to this day.”

However, it is Sufism—and particularly the legalistic Sufism of the Central
Asian Nagshbandiyya—that has formed the main focus of research on Timurid
religion. The Timurids were far from the first rulers of Herat to patronize Sufis, as
shown in Lawrence Potter’s studies of the ties between Sufis of the Jami order and
the Kart dynasty (r. 1244-1381), which preceded the Timurids in Herat.>> However,
because of the sheer wealth of the Timurids and the fact that their polity also en-
compassed large parts of Central Asia, their rule over Herat saw the arrival of the
Central Asian Naqgshbandi order into what is today western Afghanistan. Studies
by Jo-Ann Gross and Jiirgen Paul, American and German specialists on Central
Asia, reveal the strategies by which the Nagshbandis laid roots in the material as
well as the religious economy of Herat.”* As Paul argues, during the reign of Shah-
rukh in Herat a fundamental, long-term shift was made in Naqgshbandi attitudes
toward political power. This shift saw a move away from the quietism of such ear-
lier masters as the eponymous Baha al-Din Nagshband (1318-89) toward the close
political connections with Muslim rulers that are associated with the later Naqsh-
bandiyya. Mining the same rich seam of sources, the French Turkologists Alexan-
dre Papas and Marc Toutant have examined the links between Sufi ideas and the
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FIGURE 2. Mihrab and stucco decoration, Ghurid Mosque, Lashkargah. (Photograph ©
Nile Green)

great Timurid statesman and litterateur Mir ‘Ali Shir Nawa’i (1441-1501). Papas
has decoded Nawa’i’s writings on the occult sciences (nakhfi ilm), while Toutant
has examined a long poem in Chaghata’i, written by Nawa’i himself, in which he
encouraged the Herat ruler Husayn Bayqara to do more to promote Shari‘a as op-
posed to Mongolian customary law.>

However, it is the Herati Nagshbandi Sufi and poet ‘Abd al-Rahman Jami
(d. 1492) whose writings have attracted the most scholarly attention, particularly
by Okten Ertugrul and Farah Shadchehr. Much scholarship has focused on Jami’s
poetic and doctrinal works, as in studies by the American and Afghan specialists
on Sufism William C. Chittick and Jawid A. Mojaddedi.** Chad Lingwood’s mono-
graph on Jami’s Salman wa Absal (Salman and Absal), by contrast, pays close at-
tention to the political dimensions of his writings, albeit mainly at the Aq-Qoyunlu
court in what is now western Iran rather than in Herat.”” Staying with the theme
of Sufi links to holders of political power, Maria Subtelny has studied how Jami re-
ceived material support by way of landholdings granted by Herat’s Timurid rulers.®

With regard to the crucial link between land grants and religious institutions,
the most important study for the entire region is R.D. McChesney’s history of
the shrine of the Prophet’s son-in-law Imam ‘Ali at Mazar-i Sharif from its late-
fifteenth-century foundation under the Timurids to the late nineteenth century.”
Based on the study of numerous Persian historical works and wagf (endowment)
documents, McChesney’s monograph is arguably the most important single work
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on the religious history of Afghanistan. Demonstrating the importance of shrines
as both architectural and narrative spaces, McChesney has also researched the long
history of the shrine of the Nagqshbandi Sufi Abu Nasr Parsa (d. 1461), in Balkh.®®
The Timurids’ support for such shrines positions Afghanistan into a wider region-
al pattern. For just as at Mazar-i Sharif they patronized a shrine dedicated to one of
the founding figures of Islamic history, so in their erstwhile capital at Samarqgand,
to the north, did Timurid elites patronize the preexisting shrine of Qusam ibn
Abbas, known as Shah-i Zinda (The Living King). As a cousin of the Prophet and
a purported martyr in the initial Muslim conquest of Central Asia, Qusam be-
came the focus of tremendous veneration by both Timur’s family and his military
elite. Together they transformed Qusam’s preexisting mausoleum into a dynastic
cemetery and major pilgrimage site that remains today one of Central Asia’s chief
artistic wonders, albeit outside the present-day borders of Afghanistan.®

Around the same time that the Timurids were ruling over what is now west-
ern Afghanistan, northern India was being ruled by a dynasty that can truly be
called Afghan in that its rulers belonged to the Lodi tribe of Pashtuns. During the
centuries that had followed the Ghaznavid conquests of northern India around
the year 1000, large numbers of Pashtun tribes had migrated southward into the
subcontinent as warriors, horse traders, and pastoralists. Though the religious
practices of these In