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This book is based on the weighty contributions of countless individuals, including historians, journalists, and those who have lived through the eventful history, whose works and recollections have saved and illuminated Afghanistan's complex and rich history.

​​I am indebted and grateful to the authors whose scholarly works, particularly Prince Turki al-Faisal for his memoirs, The Afghanistan File; Ahmed Rashid, whose decades of dedication to studying Afghanistan and its peoples have enriched our understanding of the region; and Abubakar Siddique for his vital analysis in The Pashtun Question, have provided crucial insights and perspectives. Their collective expertise and historical documentation have been indispensable in shaping the depth and accuracy of this work.

I thank all journalists and media groups who have tirelessly reported on Afghanistan and documented their struggles and stories for the world to witness. I also acknowledge the efforts of platforms like Wikipedia, which have made an enormous wealth of knowledge accessible to many.

​I extend my heartfelt appreciation to all those who endured the Afghan war and courageously shared their memories and experiences through written or recorded accounts. Your reflections have provided a vital window into this conflict's human and historical dimensions.

This book is a testament to your dedication, bravery, and commitment to preserving the history of a nation shaped by resilience and complexity. Your invaluable contributions have not gone unnoticed, and I extend my deepest thanks to every one of you.

​Author
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This book is neither extensive research nor fiction. It is a FAKTA (a factual, non-fiction narrative), a concise and informative description of Afghanistan's story, narrated through questions. By taking this approach, I aim to highlight the journey of a nation whose history, culture, and struggles have been profoundly shaped by regional and global forces.

​Afghanistan's plight is not solely of its own making. It reflects a world that has repeatedly invaded it and used its soil as a battleground for competing ambitions. This work does not seek to provide all the answers or cover every detail. Instead, it aims to spark curiosity, encourage reflection, and deepen understanding of the Afghan people and their enduring resilience.

​On a deeply personal note, my connection to Afghanistan's history is more than academic. It is rooted in the sacrifices of my ancestors. My great-grandfather bore the weight of history, receiving three gunshots during the war of 1897. Indeed, this was the same war that brought Winston Churchill, a young war correspondent, to my homeland. As part of the Mohmand tribes, my ancestors resisted fiercely in the Momand valley, which Churchill later described in his writings, albeit from the lens of an outsider. While his words painted us as aliens and people without culture, they cannot diminish the heritage, courage, and humanity of the Afghan people.

​This booklet is my first attempt to document the story of Afghanistan, a nation that deserves far more than its troubled history. Afghanistan is not just a land of struggle; it is a land of beauty, culture, and hope. I fervently dream that Afghanistan will someday transcend its challenges and reclaim its rightful place as a beacon of peace and prosperity.

​Author
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1. What was the Indus Valley Civilization?

The Indus Valley Civilization was an advanced Bronze Age urban culture that flourished along the Indus and its tributaries in regions now part of Pakistan and northwest India. Archaeological sites like Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa (in Pakistan) and Lothal (in India) showcase this civilization's remarkable achievements.

The Indus cities displayed sophisticated urban planning with streets laid out in grid patterns at right angles. Houses were built with standardized burnt bricks and had access to wells and private bathrooms. The cities featured elaborate drainage systems with covered drains along major streets. Wastewater flowed through household drains into street sewers. This sanitation system was remarkably advanced for its time. Major cities had large public structures, such as granaries, warehouses, and the Great Bath at Mohenjo-Daro.

The religious practices remain mysterious since their script is undeciphered. Archaeological evidence suggests worship of a Mother Goddess and nature deities. The people venerated trees, particularly the Pipal, and worshipped natural elements like the sun, fire, and water. Seals bearing religious symbols indicate that spiritual life was essential to this civilization.

The region's agricultural heritage dates back to Neolithic settlements such as Mehargarh (7000-2500 BCE), where early inhabitants pioneered farming and animal domestication. Cotton cultivation began during this period. The people of the Indus Valley became skilled at spinning and weaving cotton textiles. They maintained extensive trade networks with neighboring regions and distant civilizations like Mesopotamia.

[image: En bild som visar himmel, byggnad, Ruiner, Antik historia

AI-genererat innehåll kan vara felaktigt.]Credit: Noman Bukhari (Unsplash)
2. Was Afghanistan part of the Indus Valley Civilization?

Afghanistan was not part of the Indus Valley Civilization's urban core but was closely linked to it through trade and cultural interactions, highlighting Afghanistan's vital role in regional history. Precious stones, particularly lapis lazuli from Afghanistan's mines, were highly valued in Indus Valley cities. The Indus people established trading outposts in Afghanistan to access these resources. Active trade between the regions resulted in the exchange of goods and cultural influences in both directions.

Some ancient settlements in Afghanistan, such as Mundigak in Kandahar Province, have occupation layers dating to the 5th millennium BCE. This makes Mundigak's earliest phases older than the mature Indus Valley urban centers. Mundigak belonged to the Helmand culture, which was a parallel, distinct Bronze Age civilization centered in southern Afghanistan and eastern Iran. Archaeological evidence shows cultural and technological similarities between Mundigak and Indus Valley sites. These include comparable pottery styles, architectural features, and artifact types. Recognizing these similarities can inspire appreciation for the shared human ingenuity during the Bronze Age. Both cultures developed agricultural, trade, and architectural advancements while maintaining their distinct identities.
3. Did the Aryans settle in Afghanistan?

Indo-Iranian peoples, often called Aryans in older sources, passed through and settled in parts of Afghanistan during their migrations between 2000 and 1500 BCE. The region formed an important part of the wider cultural zone known in ancient Iranian tradition as Ariana, the land associated with early Iranian-speaking peoples. Archaeological sites linked to the Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Complex show prosperous Bronze Age cities in northern Afghanistan, and although this culture was not Aryan, Indo-Iranian groups interacted with it and absorbed some of its cultural elements.

Afghanistan’s landscapes played a formative role in early Iranian civilization. The area around present-day Balkh, known historically as Bactra, became a major center of early Iranian culture. The Avesta praises this land as Bāxδi, reflecting its importance. Zoroastrian tradition even places the life and preaching of Zoroaster in this broader region, though modern scholarship views this cautiously.

It was in and around Afghanistan that the Indo-Iranian peoples divided into two major branches. One branch moved westward and became the Iranians. The other moved southward through the Hindu Kush into the Indian subcontinent. The Rig Veda preserves memories of this movement and mentions the Kubha, the ancient name of the Kabul River. Afghanistan thus served not as their final destination but as a crucial crossroads in their migration and cultural development.

4. What was the Achaemenid Empire?

The Achaemenid Empire, founded by Cyrus the Great around 550 BCE, was one of the largest empires of the ancient world. It stretched from parts of the Balkans and Anatolia in the west to the Indus Valley in the east. Several of its satrapies encompassed areas now within Afghanistan. These included Bactria in the north, Arachosia in the south, and Aria in the west. These regions linked Central Asia, the Iranian plateau, and the Indian subcontinent. Their position made them important for trade routes and military movement. The Achaemenid state developed an effective system of provincial administration. It used appointed governors, a stable system of taxation, and a network of long roads that allowed communication across great distances. This structure helped the empire manage its size and its cultural variety.

5. Did Alexander invade Afghanistan?

Yes. While the name Afghanistan did not exist in antiquity, Alexander the Great did invade and conquer the regions that now form modern Afghanistan. At the time, these lands were eastern satrapies of the Achaemenid Persian Empire, including Bactria, Arachosia, Aria, Paropamisadae, and parts of Gandhara. When Alexander advanced into the area in 330 BCE, he was entering Persian territory, though the empire itself had already begun to collapse after the defeat of Darius III.

Alexander's campaign in these regions became one of the most challenging episodes of his entire career. He fought prolonged and brutal conflicts, spending nearly three years trying to suppress resistance. Local leaders such as Spitamenes relied on guerrilla warfare, hit-and-run attacks, ambushes, and scorched-earth tactics. Many ancient writers note that Alexander's forces endured extreme hardship as they crossed the frozen heights of the Hindu Kush and the harsh deserts stretching toward Central Asia. These campaigns tested his army more severely than many of the famous battles against Persia.

After securing Bactria (though "securing" was usually temporary), Alexander prepared for his Indian campaign from bases in eastern Afghanistan, near modern Kabul and Jalalabad. His main army, under the command of Hephaestion and Perdiccas, marched through the Khyber Pass. Alexander himself chose a more dangerous northern route, climbing through the mountains to outflank and surprise resisting tribes.

Alexander either founded or renamed several cities during this period. Alexandria in Arachosia is located near what later became Kandahar, a name long believed to derive from his name. He also established Alexandria Ariana in the area of modern Herat and Alexandria in the Caucasus near present-day Bagram. Whether every one of these cities was entirely new or built upon older settlements is debated among historians, but their Hellenic character is well attested.

It was also during this campaign that Alexander married Roxana, the daughter of a noble from Bactria. By doing so, he sought to strengthen alliances with the local aristocracy, ensuring loyalty through family bonds, a strategy he used repeatedly across his empire.

In this sense, while Alexander did not invade a country called "Afghanistan," he reshaped much of the cultural and political landscape of the lands that now bear that name, and traces of his influence persisted long after his armies marched eastward into India.

6. What happened in Afghanistan after Alexander's death?

After Alexander died in 323 BCE, his empire broke apart among his generals. The eastern territories, modern Afghanistan, were placed under the authority of one of these generals, Seleucus, whose power base was first in Babylon and later in Seleucia on the Tigris. In reality, these distant lands were difficult to control from Mesopotamia, and local governors gradually asserted their independence.

Around the middle of the third century BCE, the local Seleucid governor of Bactria declared independence. This event created the Greco-Bactrian Kingdom, with important centers at Bactra (modern Balkh) and the Hellenistic city of Ai Khanoum in today’s Takhar province. This kingdom prospered both culturally and economically, maintaining a strongly Greek character. It lasted roughly from 256 BCE to 120 BCE, though its borders changed frequently due to wars and pressure from nomadic groups.

After the Greco-Bactrian state collapsed under the advance of the Yuezhi and Saka peoples, Greek rule survived further south. It became the Indo-Greek Kingdom, which controlled parts of Afghanistan, Pakistan, and northwestern India from about 180 BCE to about 10 CE. Important cities included Taxila and Sagala (today’s Sialkot), along with several urban centers in the Gandhara region. These eastern Greek kingdoms were far from the Mediterranean world and remained largely disconnected from it for nearly three centuries, yet they preserved and adapted Greek art, language, and coinage.

One of the most famous rulers of this period was Menander, known in Buddhist texts as Milinda. He is remembered for his engagement with Buddhist philosophy and for his conversion to Buddhism.

Greek cultural influence did not disappear with the end of Greek political rule. The Bactrian language, an Eastern Iranian language that became important under the Kushan Empire, was written in a modified Greek alphabet. This script was used from the first to the ninth centuries CE and shows how deeply Greek influence had taken root in the region.
7. Has Afghanistan ever been part of India?

Afghanistan and India are geographically distinct regions, initially separated by the Hindu Kush mountains and the rugged passes that run through them. Over the centuries, various Afghan tribes, including the Pashtuns and some non-Pashtun groups, migrated eastward, settling in the area now known as Pakhtunkhwa in Pakistan. Consequently, the Indus River gradually became the boundary between Hind (the term for India in Arabic and Persian) and the Afghan sphere of influence. Throughout history, there have been periods when Afghanistan was part of kingdoms based in India or Pakistan. Similarly, kingdoms based in Afghanistan have often controlled large portions of India.
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8. Did any strong and stable empires rise in Afghanistan?

Throughout history, many powerful states rose in the region that is now called Afghanistan. Some were ruled from cities inside present-day Afghanistan, such as Balkh, Herat, Ghazni, and Kandahar. Others ruled Afghanistan from capitals located in what is now Tajikistan, Iran, Pakistan, or India.

One of the earliest major powers was the Greco-Bactrian Empire, which flourished from about 256 BCE to 120 BCE. Its important centers included Balkh and the city of Ai Khanoum. In the east, the Indo-Greek rulers held parts of Afghanistan and northwest India from cities such as Taxila and Sagala in present-day Pakistan. The Indo Parthians, active between 19 CE and 130 CE, also controlled Kabul and the Indus region, although their main seat of power was in Taxila.

After these early kingdoms declined, several local and regional dynasties governed parts of Afghanistan until the arrival of the Saffarids in the ninth century. The Saffarids rose in 861 CE from Zaranj in southwestern Afghanistan. They created a Sunni Persian state that held eastern Iran, parts of Afghanistan, parts of Pakistan, and sections of Central Asia. They were followed by the Ghaznavids, who ruled from Ghazni between 977 and 1186. The Ghaznavids controlled Afghanistan, eastern Iran, parts of Central Asia, and large areas of northwest India. In the twelfth century, the Ghurids replaced the Ghaznavids and extended their rule deep into northern India.

After the fall of the Ghurids, power shifted in different directions. In India, the Mamluk rulers of Delhi took over the former










​

​11. Who were the Ghurids and what were the consequences of their deaths for Afghanistan and the wider region?

​​

The Ghurids were a Muslim dynasty from the mountainous region of Ghor in central Afghanistan. Most scholars consider them to have been of eastern Iranian origin, often described as Tajik or Persianate, though their exact ethnic identity remains uncertain. They ruled large parts of Afghanistan, Iran, and northern India between 1175 and 1215. The Ghurids began as local chiefs and vassals under the Ghaznavids, and later the Seljuks, before rising to power in the late 12th century. As the Ghaznavid influence weakened, especially in eastern Afghanistan and northwest India (including much of present-day Pakistan), the Ghurids expanded their rule. Under the leadership of Ghiyath al-Din Muhammad and his younger brother, Shahabuddin Ghuri, the Ghurid Empire reached its height. Their territory stretched from eastern Iran to the Bay of Bengal. Ghiyath al-Din governed the central and western regions and led campaigns against the Khwarazm Empire.


12. How long did Mongols rule Afghanistan?

​

When the Mongols attacked Afghanistan, there was massive bloodshed in Kabul, Kandahar, and Jalalabad. After the initial conquest, Afghans revolted in several regions, but Mongol forces brutally suppressed these uprisings.

It is difficult to say precisely how long the Mongols ruled Afghanistan. Initially, the region became part of the greater Mongol Empire around 1219, and later it remained part of the Ilkhanate, a successor state of the Mongol Empire. In this sense, the Mongols never entirely left. Over time, they became part of the local culture, intermarried with the population, and eventually converted to Islam.

Later, beginning in 1381, Timur, a Central Asian conqueror of Turko-Mongol origin, led campaigns into the region. His forces, composed of Chagatai Turks, Mongols, and various Turkic tribes, attacked Afghanistan and carried out large-scale massacres, particularly in the southern parts of the country.



​13. What is Khorasan?

​

During the medieval period, much of present-day Afghanistan, particularly its western and northern regions, was part of a vast territory known as Khorasan. This historically significant name, meaning "land of the sunrise" in Persian, encompassed northeastern Iran, western and northern Afghanistan, and parts of Central Asia, including Merv in present-day Turkmenistan. Local inhabitants commonly referred to their land by this name until the 19th century.

Khorasan was one of the most important cultural and intellectual centers of the Islamic world. Its great cities, including Balkh, Herat, Nishapur, and Merv, produced scholars, poets, scientists, and theologians who shaped Islamic civilization. Khorasan and its surrounding regions produced figures such as the Sufi poet Rumi, the epic poet Ferdowsi, the polymath Al-Biruni, Imam Bukhari, the compiler of the most authentic Hadith collection in Sunni Islam, the Sufi master Bayazid Bastami, and Nizam al-Mulk Tusi, the celebrated vizier of the Seljuk Empire who founded the renowned Nizamiyya madrasas. The Persian literary renaissance of the 9th and 10th centuries flourished in Khorasan under the Samanid dynasty, reviving the Persian language and laying the foundations for classical Persian literature.

The name "Afghanistan" gradually replaced Khorasan with the rise of the Durrani Empire in the mid-18th century and was formalized during the 19th century. However, the memory of Khorasan persists in regional identity, and the name continues to be used in northeastern Iran as the provinces of Razavi Khorasan, North Khorasan, and South Khorasan.
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