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Abstract

Modernization in Afghanistan has consistently faced deep cultural, social, and
political challenges. Modernization reforms across different periods, from Amanullah
Khan to the recent republic (2001-2021), encountered multiple structural and cultural
obstacles. The aim of this study is to provide a historical analysis of the socio-cultural
barriers to modernization in Afghanistan. This research adopts a descriptive—analytical
approach and employs historical research methods. Data were collected from library
sources, historical documents, and case studies covering three main periods of
modernization reforms. The findings indicate that during Amanullah Khan’s era, the
emphasis on ethnic nationalism, superficial imitation of Western modernity, disregard
for traditional tribal authority, and widespread opposition from religious leaders were
among the main causes of reform failures. In Zahir Shah’s period, despite gradual
reform progress, obstacles such as tribal structures, economic poverty, low literacy
levels, and foreign interventions prevented the institutionalization of changes. In the
recent republic (2001-2021), governmental corruption, foreign influence, ethnic
inequality in power structures, public distrust in elections and democratic institutions,
and persistence of traditional structures constituted the primary barriers to sustainable
modernization. The study concludes that modernization in Afghanistan has failed
without considering social, economic, and cultural contexts and without establishing
enduring popular support. Rapid reforms without societal preparation, a top-down
coercive approach, and the absence of independent and stable institutions were the
main factors behind the failures in different periods. Successful reforms require the
localization of modernization policies, genuine public participation, reduced
dependence on external actors, and strengthened domestic institutions.

ACCESS

DOIL: https://doi.org/10.22034/jgk.2025.513507.1261 OPEN

URL.: https://jgk.imamreza.ac.ir/article 252242.html

|@ @ ©Authors retain the copyright and full publishing rights.

This article is derived from the doctoral dissertation/master’s thesis of Mr abdolhamid seffat entitled “Analyzing the
Reasons and Contextual Factors Behind the Failure of Modernization in Afghanistan,” conducted at Ferdowsi university
of Mashhad. under the supervision of Dr. Seyyed Hossein Athari.

* Corresponding Authors


mailto:hamidsafwat@hotmail.com
mailto:athari@um.ac.ir
mailto:a.fatemi@um.ac.ir
mailto:sinaee@um.ac.ir
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7332-4848
https://doi.org/10.22034/jgk.2025.513507.1261
https://doi.org/10.22034/jgk.2025.513507.1261
https://doi.org/10.22034/jgk.2025.513507.1261
https://jgk.imamreza.ac.ir/article_252242.html
https://jgk.imamreza.ac.ir/article_252242.html

A Historical Analysis of Socio-Cultural ...

Introduction

Modernization in Afghanistan has consistently
faced profound cultural, social, and political
challenges. Reforms aimed at modernization across
different periods—from the reign of Amanullah
Khan to the recent republic (2001-2021)—have
encountered multiple structural and cultural
obstacles. This study aims to provide a historical
analysis of the socio-cultural barriers to
modernization in Afghanistan. The research
employs a descriptive—analytical approach and
historical study methods. Data were collected from
library sources, historical documents, and case
studies covering three major periods of
modernization reforms. Findings indicate that
during Amanullah Khan’s era, emphasis on ethnic
nationalism, superficial imitation of Western
modernity, disregard for traditional tribal authority,
and strong opposition from religious scholars
contributed to reform failures. In Zahir Shah’s
period, despite gradual reforms, obstacles such as
tribal structures, economic poverty, low literacy
rates, and foreign interventions prevented
institutionalization of changes. In the recent
republic (2001-2021), key barriers to sustainable
modernization included government corruption,
foreign influence, ethnic inequality in power
structures, public distrust in elections and
democratic institutions, and the persistence of
traditional social structures. The study concludes
that modernization in Afghanistan has failed due to
neglect of social, economic, and cultural contexts,
as well as the absence of sustainable public support.
Rapid reforms without adequate societal
preparation, a top-down approach, and the lack of
independent and stable institutions were primary
factors in the failure across different periods.
Successful modernization requires the localization
of policies, genuine public participation, reduced
dependence on foreign actors, and strengthening of
domestic institutions.

Keywords: Modernization, Social Reforms,
Cultural Resistance, Traditional  Structures,
Afghanistan, Ethnic Nationalism, Democracy,
Political Institutions

Introduction

Modernization, as the process of transitioning
societies from traditional to modern structures, has
produced varying outcomes across countries.
Afghanistan has undertaken modernization efforts
at multiple historical junctures, particularly during
King Amanullah Khan’s reign, the late decades of
Zahir Shah’s rule, the republic of Mohammad
Daoud Khan, and the first two decades of the
twenty-first century. However, these efforts have
consistently faced cultural and social obstacles,
leading to their limited success or failure.
Resistance from traditionalists, tribal structures,
influence of religious institutions, and lack of public
support for reforms have been among the most

Latifi et al. (2026)

significant  barriers.  Additionally,  political
instability, civil wars, and foreign interventions
further hindered the sustainable implementation of
modernization policies. Given that modernization
in Afghanistan has always been shaped by the
tension between tradition and modernity, analyzing
the socio-cultural barriers to this process is crucial.
This study aims to examine the key factors
contributing to the failure of modernization in
Afghanistan and to analyze the role of social,
cultural, and religious resistance in this context. The
central research question guiding this study is: What
have been the socio-cultural barriers to the
realization of modernization in Afghanistan, and
how have they operated across different historical
periods?

Materials and Methods

This study employs a historical analysis approach to
investigate  the  socio-cultural  barriers to
modernization in Afghanistan. The research aims to
examine the cultural, social, and political
transformations  that have influenced the
modernization process. The study focuses on
cultural, ideological, and social variables that have
served as primary obstacles to modernization within
Afghanistan’s historical context. Data were
collected using note-taking and documentary
analysis methods, drawing on historical documents,
academic articles, books, and reports. For data
analysis, a categorical analysis method was applied,
organizing and examining the data within the
research’s conceptual framework to provide a
comprehensive understanding of the barriers to
modernization in Afghanistan.

Discussion and Findings

Modernization during Amanullah Khan’s reign
(1919-1929) was accompanied by extensive social,
cultural, and economic reforms. Key initiatives
included the abolition of slavery, the
implementation of mandatory education, the
expansion of media, and legal reforms aimed at
modernizing the country. However, these reforms
faced strong opposition from tribal leaders,
religious scholars, and traditionalist groups,
particularly regarding women’s rights and lifestyle
changes. The emphasis on ethnic nationalism and
superficial imitation of Western modernity, without
considering Afghanistan’s social context, further
contributed to public dissatisfaction. Additionally,
foreign interventions, weak executive institutions,
and economic difficulties undermined the reforms,
ultimately leading to the collapse of Amanullah
Khan’s government in 1929.

The era of Zahir Shah (1933-1973), particularly
the 1960s, saw gradual reforms in political,
educational, and social spheres. Significant
achievements included the ratification of the 1964
Constitution, the establishment of a parliament,
expansion of education, infrastructure
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development, and promotion of women’s roles.
Despite these efforts, traditional tribal structures,
low literacy rates, resistance from religious groups,
and the absence of independent institutions
hindered the institutionalization of reforms.
Political rivalries between traditionalist and
modernist elites, economic crises, and foreign
interventions further reduced the effectiveness of
modernization.  Ultimately, growing public
dissatisfaction and the gradual weakening of the
monarchy created conditions for the 1973 coup,
leading to the collapse of the monarchy and halting
modernization efforts.

The republican period (2001-2021) began with
international support and implemented extensive
reforms in democracy, women’s rights, education,
and civil society development. Key achievements
included the adoption of a new constitution, the
holding of elections, increased female participation,
and expanded civil liberties. Nevertheless,
widespread corruption, electoral fraud, unequal
power distribution among ethnic groups, excessive
foreign influence, and entrenched tribal structures
hindered the institutionalization of reforms.
Security crises, ethnic divisions, and the 2020 U.S.-
Taliban  agreement  further weakened the
government, ultimately resulting in the collapse of
the republic in 2021. These developments indicate
that modernization cannot succeed without deep
structural reforms and sustained social support.
Conclusions

Modernization in Afghanistan has encountered
structural, cultural, and political obstacles across
three key historical periods: the Amanullah Khan
era, the Zahir Shah era, and the recent republic
(2001-2021). During Amanullah Khan’s reign,
rapid and superficial reforms failed due to strong
resistance from traditionalists, religious scholars,
and tribal leaders. In the Zahir Shah period, gradual
reforms focused on institution-building—such as
the 1964 Constitution, educational expansion, and
increased civil liberties—but these efforts did not
produce lasting outcomes due to entrenched tribal
structures, a weak central government, and external
pressures. During the recent republic, international
support facilitated efforts toward democracy,
women’s rights, and institution-building; however,
widespread corruption, dependence on foreign aid,
and ethnic divisions hindered success. The 2020
U.S.-Taliban agreement further accelerated the
collapse of the government in 2021.

The failure of modernization in Afghanistan is
rooted in a complex interplay of nation-building
crises, ethnic, linguistic, religious, and regional
inequalities, and foreign interventions. The absence
of consensus on national identity, ethnic
supremacism, and resistance from traditional
institutions have prevented the emergence of a
stable nation-state. Religious fundamentalism,
reinforced in reaction to modernity and

Latifi et al. (2026)

globalization, together with tribal councils and
religious authorities, perceived reforms as threats to
their power and actively resisted them. Historical
experience  demonstrates that without the
development of robust economic, educational, and
cultural infrastructures, and without gradual,
context-specific ~ reforms, any attempt at
modernization in Afghanistan is likely to fail.
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