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Syllabus Content
Students will explore BOTH continuity AND 
change in the selected country through a 
detailed study of ONE of the following aspects: 
EDUCATION

Syllabus Outcomes
H1  evaluates and effectively applies social and 

cultural concepts 
H2  explains the development of personal, 

social and cultural identity 
H3  analyses relationships and interactions 

within and between social and cultural 
groups 

H5  analyses continuity and change and their 
influence on personal and social futures

Related concepts
• continuity and change • modernisation  
• tradition • beliefs and values • empowerment

Rationale
The following resource provides a considerable academic framework for student study of the Focus Study of 
education within the Core Country study of Afghanistan. A trusted academic voice within this field, the author’s 
considerable knowledge is complemented by student activities and practice exam questions. This would be a 
fabulous resource to expand a unit on Afghanistan and can be used alongside other contemporary examples to 
build out a thoroughly researched unit focusing on the nature of education change within this country up to the 
current time.
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The Evolution of Islamic Education    
Local mosques were the first type of Islamic education that emerged in Khorasan (also spelled as 
Khurasan) since the arrival of Islam in the 7th century. For centuries, Khorasan was part of the Islamic 
Empires and included parts of modern-day Iran, Afghanistan, and some of the central Asian countries. 
Modern-day Afghanistan was established in 1747 and most of its current borders were demarcated in 
the late 19th and early 20th century. 

More than 99% of Afghanistan’s population are Muslims and the rest are mostly Hindus and Jews. 
Sunni Muslims constitute majority of the population who belong to the Pashtun, Tajik, Uzbek and other 
socio-cultural groups and around 15-20% are Shi’a Muslims that are mostly Hazaras. Sunni and Shi’a 
Muslims have shared religious book, prophet or messenger of God, and Islamic worldview, but they 
differ mostly on the leadership right after the death of the Muslim Prophet. Sunni Muslims believe 
that political and religious authority and the leaders of the early Islamic community should have been 
determined by the community consensus whereas Shi’as believe that this authority was the exclusive 
right of the decedents of the Prophet. In modern-day Afghanistan, Sunni-Shi’a divides criss-cross 
ethnic boundaries as major ethnic groups such as Pashtuns, Tajiks, and Hazaras have Sunni and Shi’a 
followers. Since 1747, all rulers of Afghanistan have been Pashtuns except when two Tajik leaders were 
the head of ruling government in the late 1920s and from 1992 to 1994. 

Knowledge (known as ilm) is central to Islamic worldview, and ‘there is no other concept that has been 
operative as a determinant of Muslim civilisation in all its aspects to the same extent as ilm’ (Rosenthal, 
2007: 2). There are many Quranic verses that directly or indirectly mention reading, knowledge, or 
education: ‘Are those who have knowledge equal to those who do not have knowledge?’ (Quran 39: 9). 
Moreover, learning is also salient for the being and spirituality of a person. As cotemporary Malaysian 
Muslim philosopher Al-Attas (1979: 157) put it, ‘Man according to Islam is composed of soul and 
body…he is at once spirit and matter…His important gift is knowledge which pertains to spiritual 
as well as intelligible and tangible realities’. Reflecting the importance of knowledge in Islam, most 
villages and towns in Afghanistan have mosques that provide basic religious education such as reading 
and recitation of the Islamic Holy Book (i.e., the Quran); Hadith (the sayings of the Muslim Prophet); and 
Persian literature and poetry books. There are Sunni and Shi’a mosques respectively in Sunni-majority 
and Shi’a majority villages and towns.  

Sunni and Shi’a Muslim celebrate the Afghan New Year on 21 March of every year in the famous Blue Mosque (also known 
as Ziarat Hazrat-e Ali), Mazar-e Sharif City, Balkh Province, Afghanistan.    

Source: https://www.britannica.com/place/Mazar-e-Sharif
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The second type of Islamic education institution 
is madrasa. Madrasas were established by Muslim 
rulers since the 10th century to provide advanced 
and specialised religious education. Like the local 
mosques, madrasas taught recitation of the Quran, 
but they also provided advanced religious education 
such as Tafsir (exegesis or the branch of Islamic 
knowledge for the interpretation of the Quranic text), 
Fiqh (Jurisprudence), and Mantiq (Reason). During the 
golden centuries of the Islamic civilisations, prominent 
madrasas engaged in the discovery and teaching of 
maths, astronomy, geology, algebra, literature and 
poetry. 

Example of a village mosque located in Band Amir (National Park), Bamyan Province,  
Afghanistan. Source: https://everything-everywhere.com/the-lakes-of-band-e-amir-afghanistan/

Queen Gawharshad of Timurid Dynasty Source: https://thekabultimes.
gov.af/gawharshad-begum-wise-timurid-eras-lady/ 

Prominent Muslim women such as Queen Gawharshad of the 
Timurid Muslim dynasty established the well-known Gawharshad 
mosque in the eastern Mashhad city of Iran as well as the Musalla 
complex in Herat province of modern-day Afghanistan in the 
15th century (Arbabzadeh, 2017). The Musalla complex comprises 
a mosque, the mausoleum of Gawharshad, five minarets, and a 
madrasa. ‘Although damaged during fighting in the early 1990s, 
the mausoleum of Gawharshad retains its ribbed tiled dome, 
which is set above a high drum covered in tiled decoration, both 
with Koranic inscriptions and abstract patterns’ (UNESCO, 2004). 

Most mosques and madrasas were historically funded by 
community donations and religious endowments (known as 
waqf). Religious clergy men known as Mullahs and Ulama have 
held authority and absolute monopoly of education in these 
institutions. Mosque and madrasa education institutions did not have a set curriculum, and the 
knowledge of the religious clergy often determined the level of learning in these institutions. 

The religious leaders’ most important institutional source of influence and authority in society was 
their absolute monopoly over the educational system, which, however, by the mid-nineteenth century 
was not yet structured as one coherent system. For the majority of the (male) population, education at 
best considered of studying the Quran in Arabic, and only a slight knowledge of Fiqh [jurisprudence] 
(Olesen, 1996: 41). 

Over time, most Muslim rulers became suspicious of the growing role and power of the religious clergy 
in mosques and madrasas and reduced their support for these institutions. Critical knowledge and 
learning declined in modern-day Afghanistan from around 16th century, and the scholarly works of 
well-known Muslim scholars such as Farabi and Ibn-e Sina (Avicenna) were hardly taught in mosques 
and madrasas. According to Mohammad Iqbal, ‘what is most remarkable in this is a total break with the 
past…Muslim societies have become victim of a cultural schizophrenia in which the past appears as a 
ghost to be exorcised’ (Iqbal, 2007: 139). The monarch Shir Ali Khan established the first two European-
style schools in the 1860s and 1870s to provide modern or European-style education for his military, 

https://everything-everywhere.com/the-lakes-of-band-e-amir-afghanistan/
https://thekabultimes.gov.af/gawharshad-begum-wise-timurid-eras-lady/
https://thekabultimes.gov.af/gawharshad-begum-wise-timurid-eras-lady/
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male royal family members, and members of the tribal groups who were considered important for his 
power. However, these schools were closed in the last two decades of the 19th century, when Abdur 
Rahman Khan, known as the ‘Iron Amir’, used military force to extend state control over tribal groups 
and did not prioritise modern education.

Also, most rulers of Afghanistan kept its doors shut against the European scientific discoveries in 
the 18th and 19th century. For example, the work of Copernicus, which was translated to Turkish in 
1685, did not arrive in Afghanistan until the first decade of the nineteenth century. In addition, the 
isolation and fear of penetrations from the outside world made the overwhelming majority of learned 
Afghans to travel to other places for learning knowledge. Consequently, scientific knowledge and 
critical scholarships were almost absent in Afghanistan in the second half of the nineteenth century 
(Gregorian, 1969: 71).

The Development of Modern Education 
Afghanistan escaped direct European colonisation but European 
knowledge and education system and industrial and military 
domination influenced the modernisation of education in the 20th 
century. Similar to other Muslim rulers in the Ottoman Turkey, Iran, 
Egypt, and Indian subcontinent, Abdur Rahman’s son, Habibullah 
Khan, took power and established the Habibia School in the capital 
Kabul. The Habibia School was initially for boys only and some of its 
students came from existing madrasas and mosques. Habibullah 
Khan also founded a few Sunni madrasas which were funded by 
the state to limit the powers of the Ulama on religious or Islamic 
education. Throughout the 20th century, successive rulers attempted 
to expand or limit diverse education institutions (i.e., schools and/
or madrasas) to modernise society and maintain their power. 

Amir Habibullah Khan (1919-1929) Source: https://www.britannica.com/
biography/Habibullah-Khan  

Accordingly, education has become a highly divisive issue in this country. 

For instance, Habibullah Khan’s ambitious son Amanullah Khan championed social change by making 
primary education compulsory in the first written constitution; expanded public schools in rural areas; 
and founded the first girls’ schools in Kabul in the 1920s. He sent a few secondary girls to Turkey and 
European countries to continue their education. But the Tajik ruler Habibullah Kalakani, who ruled 
the country for a few months in 1929, and his successor Pashtun ruler Nader Khan (1929-1932) took a 
more conservative approach toward modern education and expressed resistance to change by limiting 
school activities to further please the Ulama and remain in power. 

After the Second World War, education as a fundamental right and foreign aid from the United States 
and Soviet Union helped the ruling monarchs to expand primary, secondary, and higher education 
especially in the 1960s and 1970s. For instance, total enrolment in secondary schools increased from 
45,248 students in 1965 to 172,797 students in 1974. Subsequently, enrolment in tertiary education 
expanded from 3,3451 students in 1965 to 12,256 students in 1975 and subsequently to over 20,000 
students in 1979. Despite this relative growth, urban male students had absolute advantage because 
most state-funded madrasas, schools, and higher education institutions were in urban areas. Similarly, 
education institutions benefitted the Pashtuns and other urban population more than the rest of the 
country. 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Habibullah-Khan
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Habibullah-Khan
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These education inequalities were one of the causes for the Coup or Revolution of 1979 that ended 
the domination of the same Pashtun ruling royal family who controlled the country from 1932 to 
1979. In the 1980s, the Soviet-backed regime used their Marxist ideology and expanded schools 
especially for girls and women. They did not entirely close madrasas but limited their activities. But the 
Marxist regime faced fierce miliary oppositions from the so-called Mujahidin or freedom fighters who 
established madrasas and schools in rural areas and promoted violence and war resistance. The Soviet 
supported the Marxist regime and the Western countries such as the United States provided financial 
and education aid to Mujahidin specially in the neighbouring country of Pakistan where millions of 
Afghans took refuge in the 1980s and 1990s. 

After the collapse of Soviet-backed regime, different Mujahidin groups could not agree to share power 
and capital Kabul was changed to a battleground for brutal civil wars from 1992 to 1994. Amidst this 
chaos, the Taliban rose to power in Southern Afghanistan. They were mostly Pashtuns and studied 
in refugee madrasas in Pakistan. Aided by Pakistan, they initially promised security for the people of 
Afghanistan. After consolidating their power, they systemically limited schools and expanded madrasas 
and banned girls and women from education institutions and appearing in the public without a male 
mahram (i.e., guardian or protector). They targeted and excluded minority groups such as Shi’a Hazaras 
from education institutions. The Taliban also refused to hand in Al-Qaeda leader to the United States, 
which paved the way for the US-led military intervention that toppled the Taliban regime from power in 
late 2001. 

Expanded Islamic and Modern Education Systems
The new constitution in 2004 acknowledged education as a fundamental right and obliged state to 
provide free education up to bachelor level free of tuition charge in public education institutions. For 
the first time, it made state duty to permit domestic and foreign individuals and entities to establish 
schools, madrasas, and tertiary education institutions. 

The Government of Afghanistan and donor agencies such as UNESCO and World Bank and local and 
international NGOs promoted education. From 2002, the Ministry of Education (MoE) attempted to 
support school and madrasa education in primary and secondary levels of education. It attempted to 
bridge the gaps between the two education institutions by including more religious contents in the 
new school textbooks and teaching of mathematics, natural sciences, and Pashtu and Dari languages 
in madrasas. Two further changes were that MoE provided textbooks in third national languages such 
as Uzbeki in the northern provinces of the country and provided separate Sunni and Shi’a textbooks for 
the Sunni-majority and Shi’a majority regions of the country. For the first time, the MoE also provided 
textbook for limited state-funded Shi’a madrasas in the past two decades. 

Koshkak High School, Borjegai, 
Ghazni Province, Afghanistan 

that was funded and built 
by the Indigo Foundation in 

2009/2010  Source: Author 
provided school photo with 
the permission from indigo 

foundation. 
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Accordingly, education was expanded in all education institutions. For example, school enrolments 
increased from less than one million students to over seven million in 2020. Nearly 95 percent of these 
students were admitted in public schools. Moreover, public higher education institutions grew from 
seven to 39 institutions in 2020. The number of private higher education institutions expanded from 
zero in 2005 to 128 institutions in 2020. In the same year, total higher education enrolments increased 
from a few thousand in 2003 to around 430,000 students. 

On average, girls constituted around 35 percent of all admitted students in public and private schools. 
But male to female ratio varied in different regions as girls made nearly half of admitted students 
in some of the public and private schools in Kabul and there were rural schools that had no female 
student in the secondary levels (Grades 7–12). Widespread poverty, conflict, and male-dominated 
culture were the main barriers for girls’ education specially in rural areas. 

In most countries, it is often a combination of factors which leads to exclusion from education. While 
this is also true in Afghanistan, it is particularly one single factor – being female – which presents a 
formidable barrier. Girls from poor households, in rural areas, and in parts of the country controlled 
by non-state actors are especially likely to be out-of-school. What is particular to Afghanistan is that 
there are also a high proportion of girls from wealthier households, in urban areas, and throughout all 
provinces who are out of school (UNICEF, 2019: 9).  

Similarly, madrasas enrolments were expanded in the past two decades. In 2019, around 360,000 
students, mostly young and teenage boys, were studying in public and private madrasas that were 
formally registered. Further, there were several thousands of informal madrasas that provided diverse 
education experiences outside the control of the MoE. Some of these informal madrasas still promoted 
war education and questioned the US-led intervention in the country. They contributed to the socio-
cultural support for the Taliban’s insurgency against the US-backed governments of Afghanistan. 

The Taliban Return to Power
The intensified insurgency, corruption, and the peace agreement 
between the Taliban and the United States in February 2020 resulted 
in the eventual collapse of the Government of Afghanistan and 
the return of the Taliban to power in August 2021. Since then, the 
Taliban have formed an ‘interim’ cabinet which is not recognised 
as a legitimate government of Afghanistan by any other country 
or government in the world at time of writing of this article. They 
have expanded their support for formal and informal madrasas and 
restricted education and work rights for girls and women in schools. 
They have permitted boys and girls to attend primary (Grade 1–6) 
and tertiary education but banned girls from attending public and 
private secondary schools (Grade 7–12).  Taliban Negotiators, Doha, Qatar,  2020.  

Source: Wikimedia Commons

The growing poverty and humanitarian crisis have also impacted overall student enrolments in schools 
and higher education institutions. Some of the private schools and higher education institutions have 
closed their doors because of deteriorating economic conditions. There have been ongoing calls from 
girls, women, and human rights activists- including some prominent Sunni and Shi’a Mullahs – on the 
Taliban leadership to permit girls in secondary schools, but they have maintained their ban on girls’ 
education.   

Accordingly, after more than a century of achievements and setbacks, education of girls and women 
still divides policy makers, social and religious forces, and human right advocates inside and outside 
Afghanistan.  
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Activities
Multiple choice: 

1. What role do madrasas play in Afghani society?

a. change being transformative

b. continuity being shaped by sustainability 

c. continuity as expressed in traditional society

d. empowerment through changing gender roles  

2. Which change did the new 2004 Constitution bring to education in Afghanistan? 

a. schools had to offer free education to girls 

b. the government had to offer free education to all

c. the government had to offer free education to all boys 

d. schools were not required to teach according to Western values

Short Answer:

1. Outline ONE similarity and ONE difference between Sunni Islam and Shi’a Islam. (2 marks)

2. How have differences between beliefs and values about authority between Sunni and Shi’a shaped 
day to day life in Afghanistan. (2 marks)

3. Research the golden centuries of the Islamic civilisations and provide detail of how madrasas were at 
the forefront of knowledge in TWO of maths, astronomy, geology, algebra, literature and poetry.  
(6 marks)

4. How did a modern (European) education system first begin in Afghanistan? (2 marks)

5. Why was scientific knowledge and critical scholarship in limited use in Afghanistan during the 18th 
and 19th centuries? (2 marks)

6. Discuss the impact of resistance to changes in education in early 20th century Afghanistan. (5 marks)

7. How can changes in education in from 1960s to the 1980s be said to be a complex process? (5 marks)

8. Explain how the Taliban ensured there was resistance to modernisation of education during the 
1990s. (5 marks)

9. Since 2021 how have the Taliban enacted resistance to social change through structural changes to 
education across Afghanistan?  (5 marks) 

Extended Response:

1. Analyse how education in Afghanistan experienced transformative changes during the first decades 
of the 21st century.  (15 marks)



23Journal of the Society and Culture Association

CultureScope – Volume 124, 2022

EVOLUTION OF ISLAMIC AND MODERN EDUCATION 
IN AFGHANISTAN

Further Readings 
Arbabzadah, N. (2017), Women and religious patronage in the Timurid Empire. In N. Green (Ed.), 

Afghanistan’s Islam: From conversion to the Taliban (pp. 56–70). University of California Press.

Arooje, R., & Burridge, N. (2021). School education in Afghanistan: Overcoming the challenges of a 
fragile state. Handbook of Education Systems in South Asia, 1–33.

Baiza, Y. (2013). Education in Afghanistan: Developments, influences and legacies since 1901. Routledge.

Barfield, T. (2010). Afghanistan: A cultural and political history. Princeton University Press.

Cassar, B., & Noshadi, S. (2015). Keeping history alive: Safeguarding cultural heritage in post-conflict 
Afghanistan. UNESCO Publishing: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000232932 

Choudhury, N. (2017). The localised madrasas of Afghanistan: their political and governance 
entanglements. Religion, State & Society, 45(2), 120–140.

Green, N. (2017). Afghanistan’s Islam. University of California Press.

Gregorian, V. (1969). Emergence of modern Afghanistan: Politics of reform and modernization, 1880–1946. 
University Press.

Karlsson, P., & Mansory, A. (2008). Islamic and Modern Education in Afghanistan-Conflictual or 
Complementary? Institute of International Education, Stockholm University: https://www.netreed.
uio.no/articles/Papers_final/Karlsson_Mansory.pdf 

Iqbal, M. (2007). Science and Islam. Greenwood Press. 

Olesen, A. (1996). Islam and politics in Afghanistan (2nd Ed.). Curzon Press. 

Mehran, M. T., & Samimi, S. (2022). Herat School and The Evolution of Painting In Afghanistan. Bulletin of 
history, 1(104). 18–25.

Rosenthal, F. (2007). Knowledge triumphant: The concept of knowledge in medieval Islam (Vol. 2). Brill.

Samady, S. R. (2001). Modern education in Afghanistan. Prospects, 31(4), 587-602: https://citeseerx.ist.
psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.118.5262&rep=rep1&type=pdf#page=127 

UNESCO. (2004). City of Herat: https://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/1927/ 

UNICEF. (2019). Afghanistan Education Equity Profile for Adolescent Girls. https://www.unicef.org/rosa/
media/5491/file/Afghanistan%20%E2%80%93%20Education%20Equity%20Profile%20for%20
Adolescent%20Girls.pdf 
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Case study: Attacks on Schools in Afghanistan 
Non-state actors, including the Taliban and Islamic State of Khorasan Province (ISKP), regularly attacked 
schools in Afghanistan to fight Government of Afghanistan (GoA) which was supported by the United 
States and its allies. In 2015 alone, the United Nations Assistant Mission for Afghanistan (UNAMA) and 
UNICEF documented 132 attacks on schools or school personnel. These attacks forced the closure of 
more than 369 schools, affecting nearly 140,000 students and around 600 teachers1. From 2015 until the 
fall of GoA in August 2021, the intensified conflict between GoA and the Taliban resulted in damage or 
closure of hundreds of schools and killings and injury of students and teachers specially in districts and 
rural areas2. 

Apart from schools that were damaged or closed 
during the conflicts, the Taliban and ISKP also 
attacked schools, mosques and education centres 
in mostly civilians areas such as the Hazara-
dominated area of Dasht-e Barchi in Western area 
of Kabul city. They have systemically targeted 
Hazara students because radical groups like ISKP 
consider Shi’a Hazaras as infidels and supporters 
of modern education. On 10 May 2021, a suicide 
attack targeted Sayyid Al-Shuhada Girls’ School 
which took the lives of 85 students and injured 
another 150 girls3. On 24 August 2016, the Taliban 
attacked the American University of Afghanistan 

American University of Afghanistan. Source: Wikimedia Commons(AUAF) which killed around 15 students and staff 
and injured nearly 50 civilians4.  The author of 
this article was teaching at AUAF on the night of the attack, and personally witnessed the devastating 
impacts of suicide attacks on education and innocent students. Some of the impacted students still 
suffer from physical injury, mental illness and loss of hope and despair.  

Sadly, suicide attacks have taken the lives of innocent students since the takeover of Kabul by the 
Taliban in August 2021. On Friday 30 September this year, a heinous suicide attack on Kaaj Education 
Centre in Dasht-Barchi area of Kabul that took the lives of 53, at least 46 of them girls, and injured 
another 110 girls5. Although girls are prohibited to attend high schools under the Taliban, Kaaj students 
mostly completed their high schools before the fall of Kabul to the Taliban and paid privately to attend 
this centre to prepare for their upcoming university admission exams. They were mostly from poor 
families who gave their entire incomes to fight poverty and educate their girls. 

However, on 16 October 2022, human right 
advocates and Hazara and non-Hazara Afghans 
organised rallies in more than 100 cities around 
the world including in major cities of Australia 
and demanded an end to the ‘Hazara Genocide’ in 
Afghanistan6. At the same time, a Twitter hashtag 
of ‘Stop Hazara Genocide’ attracted more than 
10 million followers7. Amidst these protects, 
the surviving Kaaj students, and their families, 
privately and publicly called for more education 
of young girls and boys in Afghanistan as a way 
to fight poverty, radical hatred, and similar terror 
attacks on education centres in the future8. 

Stop Hazara Genocide protest, London.  
Source : Wikimedia Commons
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Some of the injured Kaaj students participated in the university admission exams which were held 
in Kabul and other provincial centres in mid-October this year9. An inspiring story was that of Fatima 
who lost one of her eyes in the suicide attack on Kaaj centre but still did not give up on her dream for 
higher education and participated in the university admission exam in Kabul10. Amongst despair and 
hopelessness, there is always light that shines, survives, and thrives.    
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