Carl Anderson

4/29/02

Prof Westblade

REL 493C

Islam in

Afghanistan

 


Wedged between the comparatively larger countries of Iran and Pakistan, lies the landlocked, war-torn yet resilient little nation of Afghanistan.  Afghanistan 
s population seems to be a veritable hodge-podge of ethnically, religiously, and linguistically distinct groups.  One would be hard-pressed to say whether the little land belongs more in Central Asia (India) or in the Middle East.  Historically, Afghanistan has had fairly strong ties with Iran and Central Asia by virtue of the fact that the country 
lies astride the ancient trade route between Europe and China 
 (Marsden, 11).  Before discussing the relationship of the populace of Afghanistan to the Islamic religion, I first shall attempt to briefly outline the tumultuous history of the country.  I shall also touch on the various sorts of Muslims in Afghanistan and how these groups, in adapting to constant war and uncertainty, find their expression of Islam in Afghan life.  This paper will address questions regarding whether Afghanistan is just some backwater, fundamentalist Islamic state, or if there is more than meets the eye at work in the development of the country 
s Islamic religion.

 


Rick Wood begins his article on Afghanistan in the December 2001 issue of Mission Frontiers, by stating, 
The history of Afghanistan is a long and brutal one: more brutal than the rugged and desolate terrain that characterizes this land 
 (28).  The majority of Afghani history can largely be reduced to times of either internal strife or external invasion.  If the country wasn 
t in the midst of civil, ethnic, or political unrest, it was being overrun by the Mongols, the British, or the Soviet Union.  Wood goes on to explain the outcomes of these various invasions.  He says, 
In 1221 Ghengis Khan and the Mongols brutally invaded Afghanistan 
, setting many of the Afghani cities aflame, as well as demolishing its irrigation system.  The result was the 
permanent desertification of much fertile land. 
  The Mongols ruled the land for about 100 years.  Then, in 1747, Ahmad Shah Durani established the first united Afghan state.  Afghanistan, in which Islam had entered in 652 AD as the consequence of Arab-Muslim conquests, became a great Muslim empire during his reign.  The British, wishing to expand their own empire, hostilely took over the nation in 1838, commencing the first of three Anglo-Afghan wars.  It wasn 
t until 1919 that Afghanistan finally won its independence from Britain.  After the assassination of his father in 1933, Zahir Shah inherited the Afghan throne, and in 1934, the US formally recognized the country.  Wood states that a period of relative stability and, along with it, economic and political prosperity ensued.  
The king [Zahir Shah] changed Afghanistan to a constitutional monarchy in 1964 with freedom of the press and permission for political parties 
 (29).  The Soviet Union saw this as a perfect opportunity to induce subterfuge and undermine King Zahir Shah 
s rule, and in 1973, his cousin, Prince Daoud Khan ousted him, while he was away from the country.  Khan ruled until the Soviets, being displeased with his 
independence 
, decided to overthrow him (in 1978) and set up a Marxist regime, the first in Afghanistan.  This was followed by an invasion of Soviet troops in 1979, and 
after a 10-year war with the Mujahadeen, a loose alliance of Islamic rebel groups supported by the US, the Soviet Union withdrew from Afghanistan and the US withdrew its support of the Mujahadeen 
 (29).  The withdrawal of the US led to a resentment of the Afghanis as well as opening the door for more radical groups to enter the still-reeling country.  In 1992 the Mujahadeen overthrew the Soviet government and an Islamic state was established.  Soon, however, the different factions of the Mujahadeen turned their guns inward, and embittered infighting ensued.  The year 1994 brought forth a previously unknown group of Taliban militias, and they rapidly advanced against the government.  In September of 1996, the Taliban (being supported by Pakistan) overtook the capital city of Kabul.  Soon thereafter, in October of the same year, 
various opposition groups from the pre-Taliban government came together to form the Northern Alliance to oppose Taliban rule 
 (Wood, 29).  Now, the US-backed Northern Alliance and the Taliban are in the midst of a bitter struggle to free the people from the other 
s rule.  

 

Islam, for the Afghanis, is (and has been) as much a means of self-identification as a religion.  Peter Marsden states, 
Belief in Islam has & been important for the population, not only in providing spiritual fulfillment but also in giving a sense of identity 
 to the people (78).  Just as in other parts of the world, popular belief in Afghanistan arose from a mixture of various origins: superstition, spiritualism, saint worship, mysticism, and organized religion, to name a few origins.  Out of necessity, Islam in Afghanistan has therefore found itself to be exceptionally sensitive to influences around the country.  The two major religious stimuli from peoples outside the country have been Hinduism and Buddhism, and as Islam has spread eastward, scholars have had to decide whether or not they were going to adapt Islam to the surrounding religious cultures or keep Islam pure by purging the other two religions from Islam itself.  In the introduction to his book, Fundamentalism Reborn: Afghanistan and the Taliban, William Maley cites several religious and cultural problems the nation of Afghanistan faces: 
[Afghanistan 
s] population has never been fully counted by census, but at present [in 1998] probably stands between 15 and 20 million people.  The overwhelming majority of its people are Muslims, although a significant minority 
between 10 and 20 per cent 
adhere to the heterodox Shiite rather than the orthodox Sunni confession 
 (4).  However, prior to the twentieth century, the Afghan population considered itself to be part of the Sunni Muslim society, sandwiched between both the British and Russian empires and the Shi 
a empire of Iran.  Maley also speaks of the linguistic multiplicity one finds in the population; 
this linguistic diversity tends to reinforce some manifestations of ethnic identification, as also do group norms and practices which socialization within the household or family tends to replicate across generations 
 (4-5).  

Mission Frontiers provides several tribal expressions of Islam within the confines of Afghanistan: the Pushtun (the largest tribe, consisting of about half the population), Uzbek and Turkmen, Tajlk, the Hazara, the Kuchi nomads, the Aimaq, Baluch, Brahui, Nuristani tribes, and the Sikh, Hindu, and Parsee minorities.  
Islam has & been mixed with pre-Islamic beliefs and with tribal codes such as the Pushtunwali 
 (Marsden, 78).  It is this tribalism that the religious authorities of Afghanistan, the Ulema ( 
men of religious learning who interpret Shari 
a law 
), seem to be attacking.  However, they are interested in the keeping and promotion of Pushtunwali.  Marsden says it is this group that seems to be seek to move away from the more inward-looking tribalism 
towards a transcendence over tribal, ethnic, and national allegiances 
 (86).  Pushtunwali is the code of conduct whereby the Pushtun tribe lives.  It is this code that has influenced the Taliban in their setting of laws on the conduct of both men and women.  There are areas of variance between Pushtunwali and Shari 
a law; areas also exist where Pushtunwali contradicts what a Sura says.  For example, where the Shari 
a requires the testimony of four witnesses to prove guilt, in matters of adultery, in Pushtunwali, only hearsay evidence is adequate to condemn an individual.  Since the honor of the family, and not the morality of the issue is at stake, only hearsay is sufficient.  Pushtunwali places a strong emphasis on hospitality, bravery, chivalry, and the defense of honor, particularly in women.  Because of its variance with and occasional contradiction to the code of conduct set out in the Qur 
an, Pushtunwali has historically run loggerheads with traditional Islam.

The question of where a group like the Taliban got its power and why it 
s still a very influential organization arises from the whole situation.  Maley describes the origins of the name Taliban as the Persianized, pluralized name for religious students.  The Taliban is comprised of Sunni Muslims, the majority of the populace in regards to Islamic beliefs.  As stated before, the Taliban overran the capital city of Kabul in September of 1996.  The group originated in the Pushtun heartland of Southern Afghanistan; therefore it is reasonably tempting to suppose it received much of its philosophy from the old tribal code of Pushtunwali.  This is, however, not so much the case as there are times where, Marsden says, the Ulema called upon men to disregard the tribal code in favor of the Shari 
a 
in order to engage in a jihad against a common enemy 
 (86).  He concludes a chapter with 
one can see a range of influences in the creed of the Taliban, drawn from Islamic movements in the Middle East, Iran, the Indian subcontinent and Afghanistan.  However, the dominant influence appears to be that of the Afghan Ulema 
 (87).  The fact that Afghanistan is such a battered country may be the very reason the tiny nation is a veritable breeding-ground for the domination of extremist factions of Islam, like the Taliban.  Political influence on the Afghanis, however, has not always come from within the borders.
A School of Islamic Studies was initiated at Deoband, near Delhi, India, in 1867.  Several generations of Afghan Ulema attended this school; because they had trained in the Qur 
an, the Hadith, and Islamic law, these Ulema were 
in a position to advise on behavior consistent with Islam 
 (Marsden, 79).  They met in councils to dispense justice, as well as to discuss matters important to Afghan Islamism.  During the 1930s and 1940s the power of the Ulema was at its peak; they were advisors to both the legislative and executive branches of the Afghan government on religious issues.  In the early 1930s the Ulema had quite a bit of influence over the new king, Nadir Shah, who reigned for only a few years before being assassinated.  The Ulema created a structure through which all laws and regulations, having been scrutinized by a body of Ulema in order to assure compliance with Shari 
a law, were passed.  The Ulema also held sway over the courts, the schools, and both public and private morality.  They seemed to be the dominant, ruling group in Afghanistan; Marsden tells us, 
The Ulema [at the height of their power] were distinct from the mullahs [the traditional prayer leaders], who had received a basic training in the main elements of Islam, sufficient to enable them to lead prayers at the local mosque and to provide some guidance on Islamic observance.  Ulema tended to be dismissive of practices such as the worship of saints, whereas the mullahs would normally participate fully in them 
 (79).

In his article, 
Has Islamism a Future in Afghanistan? 
 Olivier Roy states, 
Although it had its own momentum, Afghan Islamism has always been closely dependent on other Islamist movements.  The ideology of the Afghan Islamists has been entirely borrowed from the two biggest mainstream Islamist organizations, namely Muslim Brotherhood and the Pakistani Jamaat-e Islami.  Moreover, the Afghan movement has sometimes been seen as just an offspring of these organizations 
 (Maley, 201).  Roy argues that the 
long-term dependence of Afghan Islamism on other Islamic movements, and the consequent hostility to Shiism, Sufism, and western culture which these links either injected into or accentuated in [the country] 
 is a big reason why he doesn 
t think Islamism has much of a future in Afghanistan (Maley, 26).  The allegiances of Afghani people seem to be mostly tribal expanding to national, while there are traces of some trans-national adherences interspersed among them, as we have seen in the fact that much (if not all) of the Afghan Islamic ideology is taken from the Islamic ideologies of surrounding countries.  Marsden reiterates this point by stating that many Afghan religious leaders, during the time shortly after King Nadir Shah 
s reign, had the influence of a Pakistani Islamic theorist named Abdul Ala Maududi.  This man advocated that change was to come from within the government, while the Muslim Brotherhood promoted change beginning from the bottom of society.

Bernt Glatzer begins his article, 
Is Afghanistan on the Brink of Ethnic and Tribal Disintegration? 
 with the statement: 
Afghan society is usually labeled as 
tribal 
, a notion which is not the same as 
simple 
 or 
primitive 
 
 (Maley, 167).  He goes on to discuss how, in actuality, Afghan society is complex and that there are practically countless different ethnic groups inhabiting the confines the little nation.  Obviously, this could lead to a multitude of varying interpretations of how Islam should be practiced, although not always.  Glatzer states, 
Every Afghan belongs to an ethnic group; thus a quarrel between two Afghans who by chance do not belong to the same ethnic group may easily be misinterpreted as ethnically motivated 
 (Maley, 179).  

 

As we have seen, the number of factors surrounding Afghanistan 
s Islamic heritage and maintenance are vast and numerous; many factors are religious, yet there are many more that are social and/or political.  Although much of the population is of Sunni persuasion, tiny pockets of Shiism and Sufism are intermingled with the rest.  The Ulema are the religious leaders of this linguistically and ethnically diverse people, guiding them in the 
Straight Path 
 of the Islamic religion.

