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The rise of the Dorrani dynasty under Ahmad Shah Sa-dozay in 1160/1747
marked the beginning of an independent Afghan statehood, the political
center of which was located in Qandahar and shifted to Kabul in 1775. Initially
based on a loosely defined tribal polity, the Dorrani empire was gradually
transformed into the modern state of Afghanistan, suffering territorial losses
and upheaval along the way (see AFGHANISTAN X. POLITICAL HISTORY).
These political developments are mirrored by the historiography of the day,
which not only bears witness to the perceptions current at the time but also
was subject to reinterpretation as new historical predilections arose. The
available historical accounts may thus be read on several levels. Apart from
providing (sometimes contradictory) information about the “hard” facts and
dates of the period in question, they have a story to tell about stylistic
conventions as well as conceptions of royal authority and its manifestations.
Certain key events described have yielded the raw material for the 20th
century endeavor to mould the notion of a modern nation-state and to fix its
beginnings at an early point in time. The Communist period and the resistance
unfolding after the Soviet invasion in December 1979 offered the opportunity
for a number of minorities to reclaim and redefine their part in the national



https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/afghanistan-x-political-history

{é\ HISTORIOGRAPHY XI. AFGHANISTAN | Christine Noelle-Karimi

narrative. This entry will be treated in the following sections: (1) the Sadozay
period, 1747-1818; (2) the Mohammadzay rulers, 1826-1929; (3) the Mosaheban
period, 1930-78; and (4) developments after 1978.

1. The Sadozay period, 1747-1818. The works of the 17th century poet Koshal
Khan Katak and the 19th century author Mohammad-Hayat Khan point to the
existence of a body of Pasto literature produced locally. Per-sian, by contrast,
served as the main medium for the historiography concerning concepts of
state and administration. Having risen in the ranks of Nader Shah’s army,
Ahmad Shah Sadozay modeled the administration of his state according to
Iranian standards. With the intent to create a reservoir of personnel for his
administrative and military needs, he actively promoted the settle-ment of
Qezelbas groups in his realm. The continuity of Iranian traditions is also
reflected in Ahmad Shah’s effort to give proper representation and
commemoration to his bid at state building. Impressed by Mohammad-Mahdi
Kawkabi Astarabadi’s (q.v.; Estarabadi) recently completed Jjahangosa-ye
naderi, he ordered the employment of a historiographer of equal ability to
chronicle the events of his reign. Mahmud al-Hosayni, who entered Ahmad
Shah’s service upon the conquest of Mashad in 1167/1753-54, was personally
acquainted with Astara-badi. He dedicated the main body of his Tarik-e
ahmad-sahi to a year-by-year account of Ahmad Shah’s entire reign up to the
king’s death in 1186/1772-73, recording his own observations, news
communicated to him by court officials and written documents. Written in
1213/1798, the Tarik-e hosaynsahi was originally intended as a history of Shah
Zaman’s reign (1793-1800). Its author Emam-al-Din Hosayni joined Shah
Zaman in Lahore in 1211/1796-97 and accompanied him to Peshawar, where
he produced a history of the Dorrani ruler. Upon his return to Lucknow he
enlarged his work to include the reigns of Ahmad Shah and his successor
Timur Shah (r. 1772-93) on the basis of material he received from his pir Kvaja
Hosayn Hosayni Cesti, after whom this history is named. Completed in
1213/1798, the Tarik-e hosaynsahi traces Ahmad Shah’s tribal background to
the apical ancestor of all Pashtuns, Qays ‘Abd-al-Rasid, and covers the events in
the Dorrani empire up to 1212/1797. Of particular interest to the present-day
historian is the section detailing the administrative arrangements in Shah
Zaman’s empire and the composition of his army. The Tarik-e ahmadsahi and
the Tarik-e hosaynsahi contain a number of important elements that entered
all subsequent accounts of the 18th century and came to form the
cornerstones of Afghan historical identity. Apart from Ahmad Shah’s tribal
pedigree and his unique qualifications as a ruler, his impromptu coronation
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with a few blades of grass on the impulse of the Sufi Shaikh Mo-hammad
Saber Shah came to form a key theme in the historiography of Afghanistan
and was emulated by the founder of the Mohammadzay dynasty, Dost-
Mohammad Khan (Kohzad, Men and Events, pp. 93-96). Another noteworthy
phenomenon is the contrast between the authors’ projection of the kings’
absolute authority and the ongoing need to suppress instances of rebellion
(fesad, fetna, togyan) in his realm. The constant military campaigns depicted
reflect the underlying problem of maintaining an empire on the basis of a
tribally organized and highly segmented followership. This tension became
increasingly hard to resolve towards the close of the 18th century.

Two important histories were produced in India. Abu’l-Hasan b. Mohammad-
Amin Golestana, the author of Moj-mal al-tawarik pas az Nader, suffered
imprisonment by Karim Khan Zand in 1164/1750-51 and subsequently fled to
MorSedabad in Bengal, where he composed his work in 1195-96/1780-82. As
the title suggests, Mojmal al-tawarik covers the events after Nader Shah’s
death, the rise of Ahmad Shah and his campaigns to Khorasan and India, as
well as events in the western parts of Persia during this period. While the
early part of the book borrows heavily from the final chapters of Astarabadi’s
Jahangosa-ye naderti, the author seems not to have been acquainted with the
Tarik-e ahmads$ahi but recounts the events he witnessed himself until his flight
between 1166/1752-53 and 1169/1755-56. Yet this work is of little reliability for
the developments which occurred subsequent to the author’s departure for
India (Mann, 1898, p. 107). The Majma‘ al-tawarik was also written in
MorSedabad by a refugee from Persia. Its author, Mohammad-Kalil Mar‘asi,
was the grandson of Mirza Sayyed Mohammad, the motawalli of Imam Reza’s
shrine at Mashad, who assumed the royal title of Shah Solay-man II for forty
days in 1163/1750. While his father Soltan Da’'ud Mirza had left Mashad as
early as 1165/1751-52, Mohammad-Kalil arrived in Morsidabad in 1192/1778.
The Majma‘ al-tawarik covers the period from the Gilzay rebellion in
1120/1708-09 to the year 1207/1792. As Mohammad-Kalil based his account on
notes left by Soltan Da'ud Mirza, this book is relevant for the affairs of
Khorasan only up to the year 1750, that is four years prior to its incorporation
into the realm of Ahmad Shah (Lockhart, pp. 510-12, Mann, 1898, pp. 163, 351).

While not fitting into the framework of official historiography, the memoirs of
Mohammad-Reza Barnabadi (1751-1815) provide interesting information on
the political situation in Herat in the late 18th century. Born into a wealthy
family of court officials based in Barna-bad near Goryan in present-day
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Afghanistan, Mohammad-Reza suffered complete impoverishment when his
family fell from grace after 1793. In order to preserve the memory of the
Barnabadis’ past grandeur, he compiled his Tadkera in 1806-11 and included
copies of documents attesting his ancestors’ close relationship with the Safavid
and Sadozay rulers. In 1233/1818 Mir ‘Abd-al-Karim b. Mir Esma‘il Bokari, the
head scribe of a Bukharan mission to Istanbul, produced a work concerning
the developments in Central Asia subsequent to the death of Nader Shah in
1160/1747. The first part of this book is devoted to the Saddzay sphere of
influence and discusses the fate of the various members of the royal family up
to the final years of Shah Mahmud’s second reign (1809-18) with particular
reference to the events in Herat. Translated into French in 1876, it became
known as Histoire de ’Asie Centrale.

2. The Mohammadzay rulers 1826-1929. The historiography of the 19th century
bears witness to the emergence of Afghanistan as a territorial entity. Loosely
de-fined as comprising “Iran,” “Turkestan,” and “Hendustan” in the Tarik-e
ahmadsahi (ed. Homayun p. 8; edition Saidmuradov fol. 11a), the Sadozay state
derived its identity not so much from a clearly delimited territorial space but
was rather conceived of as a web of personal allegiances between the ruling
family and the local leadership. Writing in the early 19th century, Mir ‘Abd al-
Karim Bokari described the shrinking Sadozay state as consisting of
“Khorasan” and “Hendustan” (Schefer, Persian text, p. 4). As late as 1855,
Mirza ‘Ata-Mohammad’s Nawa-ye ma‘arek consistently refers to the territory
of present-day Afghanistan as “Khorasan.” Originally a resident of Sekarpur in
Sind, Mirza ‘Ata-Mohammad entered the service of the Mohammadzay Sardars
of Qandahar and accompanied them on their military campaigns. Upon his
return to his native town, he produced a first-hand account of the transition of
power from the Sadozays to the Mohammadzays after 1818. Describing the
changing status of Sind from a tributary to the Sa-dozay empire to its forceful
incorporation into the British empire in 1843, Nawda-ye ma‘arek also
documents the local effects of the vast change the region underwent in the
early 19th century.

The earliest mention of “Afghanistan” as a political entity is to be found in the
Tarik-e soltani, which Soltan Mohammad Kales b. Musa Dorrani Barakzay
began to write in 1280/1865 and published as late as 1298/1880. In the
introduction Soltan Mohammad identifies Afghanistan as a territory located
between Hendustan, Iran, and Turkestan and subject to Russian, British, and
Iranian imperial ambitions. At the same time, he distinguishes different uses
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of the term “Afghanistan,” firstly its conno-tation as the area the
Afghans/Pashtuns call their home and, secondly, as the territory controlled by
the Afghan kings during various phases of history. In his attempt to tell the
history of the Afghans from their genealogical beginnings to the incorporation
of Herat into the Mo-hammadzay state in 1279/1863, Soltan Mohammad relies
on a number of written sources, including Mohammad-Qasem Feresta’s Tarik-
e fereSta, Ne‘'mat-Allah’s Makzan-e afgani, the works of Sir John Malcolm,
Astarabadi’s Jahangosa-ye naderi, and Shah Soja“s diary (Waqe'at-e Sah Soja;,
see below), as well as Farhad Mirza Mo‘tamed-al-Dawla’s translation of
William Pinnock’s Modern Geography and History entitled Jam-e Jam. For the
events of the 19th century, he also draws on oral information furnished by
prominent Barakzay elders, including his father.

Statements by or about the principal political actors form another important
source for the events of the 19th century. Shah Soja‘ commissioned a chronicle
entitled Wage‘at-e Sah Soja‘, which was published subsequent to his death in
1842. The events of the First Anglo-Afghan War of 1839-42 (see ANGLO-
AFGHAN WARS) are commemorated in two poetical works. In 1259/1843 Mo-
hammad-Golam b. Molla Timur Shah composed an epic concerning the fate of
Amir Dost-Mohammad Khan and his family until 1841. Written in the
Kohestan of Kabul, this work mentions a number of local leaders who
spearheaded the resistance to the British in autumn 1840. Completed in
1260/1844, Hamid KaSmiri’s Akbar-nama depicts the period from 1809 to 1843,
focusing on the accomplishments of Amir Dost-Mohammad Khan’s son
Mohammad-Akbar (1816-47). Nur-Mohammad Nuri’s GolSan-e emarat is
devoted to the career of Amir Sér-Ali Khan (r. 1863-66, 1868-78) from his birth
in 1823 up to 1870. Originally from Qandahar, the author was closely
connected with the royal court and sprinkles his eulogistic account with
purported quotes from the Amir’s diary (tozok/tozuk). In 1303/1886 Amir ‘Abd-
al-Rahman Khan (r. 1880-1901; see BARAKZAY DYNASTY) published an
autobiography entitled Pand-nama-ye donya wa din, in which he described his
role in the administration of Afghan Turkestan under Amir Dost-Mohammad
Khan, his power struggle with Amir Sér-‘Ali Khan, 1864-69, and his exile in
Samarkand between 1870 and 1880. In 1896, the Amir commissioned Soltan
Mohammad, a Punjabi secretary at his court, to enlarge on this work and to
include the events of his entire reign. Bearing the title The Life of Abdur
Rahman, this work was completed after Soltan Mohammad’s departure from
Afghanistan and was published in London in 1900. The second volume,
concerning ‘Abd-al-Rahman Khan’s effort at state building, the nature of his
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administration, and the delineation of the borders of Afghanistan between the
Russian and British spheres of influence was clearly written without any input
or control on the part of the Amir. This book was, in turn, translated into
Persian by Golam-Mortaza Qandahari in Mashad and was subsequently
published in Mashad and Bombay under the title of Taj al-tawarik (Fayz-
Mohammad, p. 656; Farhang, I, pp. 435-36; Gobar, 1999, pp. 135-39).

The formation of the Mohammadzay state and the cumbersome transition
from a tribally organized polity to a centralized state is best reflected by a
number of histories that were produced in the early 20th century. At the same
time, the biographies of some of the authors in question bear witness to the
fact that Amir ‘Abd-al-Rahman Khan’s endeavor to impose order created a thin
line between “obedience” and “rebellion” and entailed imprisonment and/or
exile for many individuals not fitting into the narrowly defined base of state.
Located in a region of overlapping Iranian and Afghan interests, Mohammad-
Yusof Riazi (1290-1330/1873-1911) is a case in point. Linked by ancestry both to
the old Sadozay elite and the Shi‘ite community of Herat, Riazi was doubly
suspect to Amir ‘Abd-al-Rahman Khan. He was forced to leave the country for
the first time at the beginning of the war against the Hazaras (q.v.) in
1309/1891 and suffered imprisonment on his return. Riazi eventually settled in
Mashad, where he published his voluminous work, Kolliyat-e riazi (Bahr al-
fawayed) in 1906. In keeping with his allegiance to the twelve Imams, Riazi
divided his work into twelve manuscripts (noska) of varying length, each of
which is subdivided in twelve plus two sections. ‘Ayn al-waqaye’, the third and
by far the longest part in the volume, begins with a brief history of the
Sadozay rulers and continues with a chronology of the events of
1217-1326/1802-1906. This work not only contains news concerning the region
of Herat but also covers events in Iran and other parts of the world and
displays a clear orientation towards the contemporaneous Iranian
historiography. An abridged version of ‘Ayn al-waqaye‘ was published by Asaf
Fekrat in 1990. In 1331/1913, a history of the Mohammadzay dynasty was
produced in Samarkand by Mirza Ya‘qub-‘Ali b. Ahmad-‘Ali Kvafi (b.
1267/1850-51). Originally from Kabul, both the author and his father were
closely linked to the early Mohammadzay administration and personally
witnessed the power struggle unfolding during Amir Sér-‘Ali Khan’s reign.
Later on, Ya'qub-‘Ali Kvafi joined the service of Sardar Mohammad-Eshaq Khan
(governor of Turkestan 1880-88) and fled to Samarkand after his employer’s
unsuccessful rebellion. Entitled Padsahan-e mota'akker-e Afganestan, Kvafi’s
his-tory covers the period from Amir Dost-Mohammad to ‘Abd-al-Rahman
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Khan.

Fayz-Mohammad’s (q.v.) Serdj al-tawarik, the most comprehensive work
concerning 18th and 19th century Afghanistan, by contrast, was written in
Kabul under close supervision by Amir Habib-Allah Khan (q.v.; r. 1901-19).
Printed in 1331/1912, the first two volumes of this work are devoted to the
history of Afghanistan from 1747 to the Second Anglo-Afghan War of 1878-80
and make up one third of the entire work. The publication of the third volume
was stopped abruptly by Amir Aman-Allah Khan (q.v.; r. 1919-29) in the early
1920s, and 416 pages of the original manuscript were not included. Even so,
the remaining 860 pages represent one of the most valuable sources
concerning the reign of Amir ‘Abd-al-Rahman Khan (McChesney, p. 19). For the
first two volumes, Fayz-Mohammad relied on Astarabadi’s Jahangosa-ye
naderi as well as Iranian chronicles from the middle of the 19th century, such
as Rawzat al-safa-ye naseri by Rez-paqoli Khan Hedayat (q.v.), Tarik-e waqaye’
wa sawaneh-e Afganestan by E‘tezad al-Saltana (q.v.), Nasek al-tawarik by
Lesan al-Molk, and Jjam-e Jam by Farhad Mirza. Among the Afghan sources
Fayz-Mohammad lists the works of Shah Soja‘, Hamid Ka3miri, Soltan
Mohammad-Kales, and Sayyed Jamal-al-Din Afgani (q.v.) as well as a number
of informants. The second volume reproduces portions of Amir ‘Abd-al-
Rahman’s Pand-nama (Fayz-Mohammad, Seraj al-tawariko, pp. 3, 656). In
keeping with these sources, the first two volumes of Seraj al-tawarik display a
continuity of older conventions of historiography. While adopting a simpler
language than the chronicles of the 18th century, this part of Fayz-
Mohammad’s work reflects a similar preoccupation with shifts of power
rather than routine aspects of government. Though arranged according to
lunar years, the narrative remains vague in terms of time and space, the
various battlefields merely serving as a backdrop for the unfolding drama of
the ongoing struggles among various elite factions (Noelle-Karimi, 2001). The
third volume, by contrast, provides a fine grid of data on the basis of
government documents, decrees, and letters (Tarzi, “Note on the sources”).
Another important work of Fayz-Mohammad is his diary covering the first
seven months of the interregnum by Bacca-ye Saqqga in Kabul from January to
October 1929 (ed. McChesney and Shkirando).

3. The Mosaheban period, 1930-78. The beginnings of modern historiography of
Afghanistan can be traced to the early 1930s, when Nader Shah founded the
Literary Society (Anjoman-e adabi) in Kabul and the Pashto Society (Pasto
anjoman) in Qandahar on the model of the scientific institutes of France. The
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Anjoman-e adabi, which also included a historical department,made its first
public appearance with the publication of the monthly journal Kabol in 1931,
the language of which was switched to Pa$to with the creation of the Pashto
Academy (Pas$to tolana; See ANJOMAN-E TARIK-E AFGANESTAN) in Kabul in
1937. The Kabul Yearbook compiled by the Anjoman-e adabi appeared from
1932 until 1981 under a variety of names: Sal-nama-ye majalla-ye Ka-bol
(1932-34), Sal-nama-yeKabol (1935-39), Da Kabol kalanay (1940-50), Da
Afganestan kalanay (1951-81). In 1942 the Historical Society of Afghanistan
(see ANJOMAN-E TARIK-E AFGANESTAN) developed into a full-fledged
research and translation institute, first within the framework of the
Department of Press and later the Ministry of Information and Culture. Under
its first president Ahmad-‘Ali Kohzad the Anjoman-e tarik made a name for
itself by editing manuscript sources and government documents and
publishing the monthly Persian journal Aryana (see ARYANA BULLETIN) from
1942 and the quarterly Afghanistan in French and English from 1946 (Adamec,
pp- 14, 23, 35-36, 111; Habibi, 1968, pp. 10-19; Restia, 1997, p. 25). The
production of numerous secondary works concerning the history of
Afghanistan followed. Kohzad (1907-83) developed an interest in archaeology
during the first French explorations in Afghanistan from 1922 on and
published numerous works on the pre-Islamic dynasties and the history of
early settlements, such as LaSkargah, Bagram, and Kabul (Grevemeyer, 1981,
pp.- 31-33). He served as curator of the Museum of Kabul and headed the
Historical Society from its inception under the auspices of the Anjoman-e adabi
until 1961. Punctuated by a prison term in 1933-36, exile in Farah until 1938,
and another prison term in 1952-60, the varied career of Mir Golam Gobar
(1897-1978) included the publication of two journals (Setara-ye afgan, 1919-29,
Watan from 1951) and two major historical works, Ah-mad Sah Baba (1939)
and Afganestan dar masir-e tarik (1967; Habibi, 1984, pp. 136-39).

A native of Qandahar, ‘Abd-al-Hayy Habibi (1910-84) served as president of the
Pashto Academy in 1940 and dean of the faculty of letters from 1941-42. After
exile in Pakistan from 1951-62 he was appointed president of the Anjoman-e
tarik in 1966. In keeping with his Pashtun nationalist leanings, ‘Abd-al-Hayy
Habibi devoted his research to the role of Pashtun elites and traced their
existence in the territory of present-day Afghanistan to 1400 B.C.E. His account
of Afghanistan’s history after the Timurid period relied on a purported early
record of Pasto poetry, the Patakazana (Habibi, 1970, Adamec, p. 98, Kpel, pp.
13-40). Despite their different specializations the historians active in the
Anjoman-e tarik arrived at strikingly similar conclusions concerning the
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historical roots of present-day Afghanistan, tracing its origin to the pre-Islamic
period and affixing the Oxus, the Indus, and the Arabian Sea as its natural
boundaries. Given the fact that this region was divided up between the Uzbek,
Safavid, and Mughal spheres of influence in the early 18th century, Mir Ways
Hotak’s rebellion in 1709 and Ahmad Shah’s quest for power in 1747 are cast
as an emancipation from the yoke of foreign oppression. In the accounts of the
19th century, the successful defenses of Afghanistan’s sovereignty against
colonial encroachments form central themes. Another common characteristic
is the focus on “great men” epitomizing national virtues of independence and
integrity that enabled them to unify their country and to transcend ethnic
divisions for a common good, thus essentially tackling challenges confronting
the 20th century agenda of nation building (Greve-meyer, 1990, pp. 140-57).
The idea of the splendor of the Dorrani empire as a reflection of Ahmad Shah
“Baba’s” flawless personality engenders the conclusion that times of political
instability necessarily attest to some personal weakness on the part of the
rulers. With the exception of ‘Aziz-al-Din Wakili Fofalzay’s view of continuing
Dor-rani grandness in the late 18th century, most historians attribute the
decline of the Dorrani empire to personal shortcomings of Ahmad Shah’s
successors. The 19th century is likewise depicted as a dark age of fratricidal
wars, in the course of which the Mohammadzay elite put selfish interests
above the unity of the Afghan nation. Both Gobar and Restia assign a vital role
to the Afghan “masses” as the driving force towards sovereignty and national
progress, which is thwarted because the leadership fails to appreciate and tap
its potential (Noelle, pp. 45-47).

4. Developments after 1978. The advent of the communists occasioned a new
approach towards the multiethnic composition of Afghanistan. The previous
government endeavor to promote a national Afghan identity under the
umbrella of Pashtun dominance was substituted by a nationalities policy on
the model of the Soviet Union. In 1980 the range of official languages was
expanded to include Baluci, Ozbéki/Torkmani, Pasai, and Nurestani in addition
to Pasto and Dari (see AFGHANISTAN V. LANGUAGE). The constitution of 1987
declared Afghanistan a multinational state guaranteeing the equality and
welfare of all constituent groups. As part of this policy, the bi-monthly journal
Garjestan with a specific focus on topics concerning Hazara history, culture,
and economy began to appear in 1988. Simultaneously, there was a sustained
endeavor by exiled Hazara intellectuals based in Pakistan and Iran to reclaim
the past, noteworthy among them Mohammad-Tsa Garjestani and Haydar-‘Ali
Jagori in Pakistan and Hosayn-‘Ali Yazdani in Iran. While written from
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different perspectives, the works of the pro- and anti-government activists
revolve around a set of common themes concerning the Hazaras’ deep roots
within the country, their heroic contributions to its integrity, and the
oppressions suffered in the course of history. This effort at redefining Hazara
identity resorts to similar means as the earlier nationalist discourse, linking
notions of ethnicity with concepts of historical depth and a territorially
defined space, in this case the historic region of Garjestan (Bindemann, pp.
77-85; Schetter, p. 89). The process of redefining the historical past from a local
perspective coincided with attempts at finding a more inclusive frame of
reference and a new denomination for the Afghan state (Mousavi, pp. 1-18).
During the final phase of communist authority Mohammad-Seddiq Farhang
(1915-90), a former member of the Mosaheban government, reintroduced the
concept of “Khorasan” as basis of historical analysis (Farhang, pp. 17-26).
Departing from Gobar’s concept of the inherent unity of the Afghan nation, his
Afganestan dar panj qarn-e akir depicts a number of ethnic and territorial lines
of conflict. The discussion this work sparked among the other Afghan
intellectuals in exile bears witness to the deep cleavages brought about by the
political conflict in Afghanistan and shows that the “proper” role of
historiography, the assessment of the position of various political protagonists
as well as the relationship between the state and the different segments of its
society, still is a highly contentious issue. The fall of the communist regime in
1992 encouraged a number of Afghans in exile to analyze the constitutional
movements under Amirs Habib-Allah and Aman-Allah Khan as well as the
oppressive nature of the early Mosaheban period without exposing themselves
to the accusation of being pro-communist (e.g., Mobarez, Pohanyar, Zamani).
Due to the unsettled situation in Afghanistan, the work of many contemporary
historians has largely remained untapped so far, Restia’s memoirs and Kakar’s
account of the communist period only forming the tip of an iceberg (see also
COMMUNISM iv. IN AFGHANISTAN).
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