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of their actions.17 Imperial archives nec es sar ily devalue 
the influ ence and author ity of the hor i zon tal exchanges 
that Afghanistan Rising pri or i tizes. (And it is no sur­
prise, then, that the bulk of the schol ar ship since the 
nineteenth cen tury has done lit tle to change this ori­
en ta tion.) Indeed, sources that high light the hor i zon­
tal emerge not from the phys i cal repos i to ries we visit 
or the count less files we con sult but from the ques tions 
we ask. Once we start to ask those ques tions—or are 
prompted, as in this case, by a col league’s schol ar ship to 
con tem plate them—then we can begin to search for the 
sources that will help us illu mi nate the answers.

Faiz Ahmed’s Afghanistan Rising is far from exhaus­
tive, but the author knows this. At the end of the vol ume, 
after the end notes and before the index, Ahmed pro vi­
des us with ample evi dence that the story he has told 
and the nar ra tive he has uncov ered is only par tially com­
plete. Appendixes A–E thus pro vide a roadmap for future 
schol ars to fol low. “Afghan Works in Islamic Law and 
Statecraft (1885–1923)” (appen dix E), in par tic u lar, not 
only pro vi des an answer for any one won der ing whether 
early twen ti eth­cen tury Afghanistan has a legal his tory 
but also pro vi des resources to con sult, should other 
ques tions remain unanswered: What was that legal his­
tory like? Where did it draw from Hanafi fiqh? Where 
did it find “mod ern” inspi ra tion? Where did it chart its 
own exper i men tal path? And where did these forms of 
legal exper i men ta tion con verge? If Afghanistan Rising 
offers one exam ple of what schol ars can gain by retrain­
ing their focus on a new cen ter and fol low ing the careers 
of the rul ers, schol ars, and bureau crats who occu pied 
that cen ter, then Kifayat Allah’s response to the edu ca­
tion min is ter’s inquiry pro vi des another road to fol low. 
This road does not arise neatly from existing research 
on Afghanistan’s con sti tu tional his tory, nor does it jump 
out from the sec ond ary lit er a ture on Islamic legal mod­
ern ism, and it cer tainly con founds all  but the most flex­
i ble defi  ni tions of area stud ies schol ar ship. But like the 
breadcrumbs that Afghanistan Rising not so much scat­
ters but emphat i cally dumps into appen dixes A–E, these 
sources chart news paths for exam in ing the past and 
new frame works for think ing about the future. If read­
ers take away noth ing else, then I hope they at least take 
away this much from read ing Faiz Ahmed’s work.

Elizabeth Lhost is a post doc toral fel low in the Society 
of Fellows and a lec turer in the Department of History 
at Dartmouth College. Her cur rent book pro ject exam­
ines the his tory of Islamic law and legal prac tice in nine­
teenth­ and twen ti eth­cen tury South Asia.
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14. Kifayat Allah, Kifāyat al-Muftī, 2:36.

15. Kifayat Allah, Kifāyat al-Muftī, 2:40.

16. My cur rent book pro ject focuses on these quo tid ian, every day 
con cerns.

17. These clas si fi ca tions come from the National Archives of India, 
the Brit ish Library, and the Selections from the Vernacular Newspapers 
in the Panjab, North-Western Provinces, Oudh, Central Provinces, and 
Berar for Jan u ary 1880.
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Faiz Ahmed’s Afghanistan Rising: Islamic Law and State-
craft between the Otto man and Brit ish Empires is a land­
mark con tri bu tion to sev eral historiographies. Here 
the pri mary con cern is to engage with the impli ca tions 
of Ahmed’s work for the study of turn­of­the­cen tury 
Islamic law, not only in Afghanistan but across Islami­
cate Eurasia. This essay spe cifi  cally grap ples with the 
impli ca tions of two of Ahmed’s core argu ments: that 
Afghanistan’s con sti tu tional pro vi sions were based pre­
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dom i nantly on Hanafi fiqh (Islamic juris pru dence), and 
represented a “cod i fi ca tion” of it.

With state­level activ i ties as his focal point, the pic­
ture Ahmed paints is largely one in which the inter na­
tional cadre of Mus lim fig ures asso ci ated with Afghani­
stan’s state­build ing enter prise—from Aligarh­trained 
doc tors to Otto man bureau crats—shared a rough con­
sen sus about the norms and assump tions under pin ning 
Islamic law gen er ally and its Hanafi var i ant spe cifi  cally. 
As argued in this essay, this accent on cod i fi ca tion and 
con sen sus poten tially fore stalls a deeper appre ci a tion 
of the ten sions endemic to Hanafi legal cul ture and the 
con tro ver sial sta tus of the mazāhib (four Sunni­legal 
“schools”) in con tem po rary Islamic intel lec tual thought. 
Greater atten tion to these stresses and strains con veys 
the fis sures at the heart of Aman Allah’s endeavor, which 
even tu ally undermined his reign.

If Afghanistan’s place in this wider legal can vas of 
Islamicate Eurasia was once poorly represented, we 
have Ahmed to thank for fill ing in the con tours, and 
with such empir i cal and the o ret i cal panache. No lon ger 
can Afghanistan be seen as merely the pas sive recep­
ta cle of Islamic legal ideas elab o rated else where and 
transplanted to the coun try, nor does it fit the mold of 
Kemalist Turkey and Pah lavi Iran. Now we are forced to 
think of the coun try as pro duc tive of new Islamic legal 
real i ties, which, though draw ing inspi ra tion from mod­
els orig i nat ing in Brit ish India and the Otto man Empire, 
achieved some thing unique. However, for the his to­
rian of Islamic law two ques tions arise: first, What was 
the “Islamic” char ac ter of this achieve ment and how 
“Hanafi” was it?; and sec ond, Is it proper to describe 
Aman Allah’s code as a “cod i fi ca tion” of fiqh?

Modernist-Heavy, Hanafi-Light
With great skill, Ahmed dem on strates that Afghani­
stan represented a unique lab o ra tory for test ing the 
via bil ity of Hanafi fiqh as the legal blue print for a mod­
ern state. This reimagining of the Afghan state’s legal 
ped i gree simul ta neously opens up a space for work 
that con tests the stat ist nar ra tive by looking beyond 
the state itself and the fric tions prev a lent among Aman 
Allah’s fram ers. As we turn atten tion away from the 
state, it is evi dent that more spec i fic ity is needed when 
describ ing Aman Allah’s pro ject as one of state­sanc­
tioned Hanafism. In par tic u lar, with Ahmed’s book 
as the model, future research must labor to inte grate 
Afghanistan still fur ther into the fraught intel lec tual 
land scape in which pro po nents of the Hanafi mazhab 
oper ated.

If the his to ri og ra phy tends to por tray Islamic law 
as some thing of a transimperial ecumene in which 
Mus lim actors (and select non­Mus lims) with the req­
ui site legal edu ca tion could col lab o rate in a com mon 
lex i con, then con sid er ably less atten tion has been 
paid to the diver gences and dis rup tions that worked 
to “ter ri to ri al ize” Hanafi fiqh from the nineteenth 
cen tury, if not ear lier. Far from being eupho ni ous in 
tone, Hanafi legal cul ture in this epoch was riven with 
diver gent insti tu tional tra jec to ries and incom pat i ble 
intel lec tual assump tions, espe cially in the Otto man 
Empire and colo nial India, which as Ahmed rec og nizes 
were the two most influ en tial jurid i cal mod els for the 
Afghan leg is la tive pro ject between 1885 and 1929. This 
occurred because of com plex his tor i cal pro cesses as 
geo graph i cally and tem po rally dis pa rate as early mod­
ern Otto man and Mughal legal reforms, the for ma tion 
of Anglo­Muhammad Law, the com pi la tion of the Otto­
man Mecelle, the pro lif er a tion of new impre sa rios of 
Hanafi fiqh with irrec on cil able posi tions on mat ters  
of both ‘aqīdah and mu‘āmala, and finally the growth of 
anti­mazhab Islamic ori en ta tions across this space.1

All of this ensured that the pro tag o nists of Afghani-
stan Rising endorsed incom pat i ble views about the via­
bil ity of Hanafi legal tra di tions. This was all  the more so 
because most of these fig ures were Islamic legal mod­
ern ists who regarded Islamic law—or at least its liv ing 
cus to di ans, the ulema—as a source of con tro versy, if not 
out right deri sion. Some of them even saw Islamic law as 
a stum bling block to those two words Mus lim observ­
ers of Aman Allah’s Afghanistan used repeat edly in their 
writ ings: madaniyyāt (civ i li za tion) and taraqqī (prog ress). 
When Muhammad Hussain Khan, an Aligarh grad u ate 
and employee of the Afghan Ministry of Public Instruc­
tion, hailed Aman Allah’s eco nomic reforms as a ful fill­
ment of Islamic prin ci ples, he intended not the canon i cal 
teach ings of the Hanafi mazhab but the Islamic mod­
ern ist trope of the “spirit of Islam.”2 As such, to speak of 
Aman Allah and his “Hanafi jurists” may be a lit tle mis­
lead ing.3 Such a term demands dis ag re ga tion, as it runs 
the risk of presenting all  these men as indi vid u als with 
a tra di tion al ist Hanafi legal train ing. Even more com pel­
ling than the argu ment that Afghanistan was an expres­
sion of “Islamic legal mod ern ism in power” (in Ahmed’s 
won der ful phrase) is the real ity that “Islamic law” meant 
irrec on cil able things to the actors them selves. What 
makes Aman Allah’s Afghanistan sin gu lar is the inter sec­
tion of all  of these com pet ing visions in one space.

As one ear lier reviewer has pointed out, charting 
the con nec tions between Afghan, Indian, and Otto man 
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actors does not in itself dem on strate the con tri bu tions 
of indi vid ual actors to Aman Allah’s Law Codes.4 These 
fis sures can be briefly dem on strated with ref er ence to 
the edu ca tional tra jec to ries of three fig ures involved 
with Aman Allah’s pro ject: the Otto man law yer Osman 
Bedri Bey; the Indian teacher Dr. Abdul Ghani; and 
the Indian qadi Haji Abd al­Razzaq Khan. At Istanbul’s 
Imperial Law School, Bedri Bey’s first year would have 
com prised a train ing in kalām, tafsīr, akhlāq, usul al-
fiqh, and the Mecelle, but these were followed by a deep 
train ing on Roman law, Euro pean civil law, and mod­
ern eco nom ics.5 Otto man Jews and Chris tians trained 
at the law school stud ied the same cur ric u lum,6 just 
as Hindu and Parsi judges and elite fam i lies in Brit ish 
India also pos sessed a work ing knowl edge of Islamic 
law.7 Furthermore, Bedri Bey’s ten ure in the Otto man 
Nizamiye courts was emblem atic of a new breed of legal 
pro fes sional unique to the late empire in which Islamic 
legal train ing was largely pro forma, albeit entangled 
in “sec u lar” legal activ ity.8 Therefore, to say Bedri Bey 
was engaged in the cre a tion of a mod ern state­build ing 
pro ject “under the ban ner of build ing an Islamic rule of 
law” may not ade quately con vey the pre cise char ac ter of 
his school ing in Islamic juris pru dence (273).

Dr. Abdul Ghani is another fig ure in Afghanistan 
Rising whose edu ca tion in Islamic law appears min i mal. 
To be sure, before his med i cal edu ca tion at Cambridge, 
Ghani spent his early years at Islamia College in Lahore, 
founded by the Anjuman­i Ḥimāyat­i Islām, which 
taught its asso ci ates the rudi ments of Quran, hadith, 
and fiqh, and advo cated a pie tis tic brand of labor, thrift i­
ness, and lay preaching.9 Ghani served as head of Islamia 
College for three years in the late 1890s (225). Though it 
boasted the sup port of Islamic mod ern ists like Muham­
mad Iqbal, its lead ers delib er ately pitched them selves 
against Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s brand of Islamic mod ern­
ism, which they regarded as mate ri al ist in inspi ra tion.10 
In fact, dur ing a lec ture given in 1893 a founder of the 
anjuman, Nazir Ahmad, insulted Sayyid Ahmad Khan 
as a mate ri al ist (necharī) and called Aligarh’s Anglo­
Muham madan College nechargarh (the abode of mate­
ri al ism).11 If he har bored such atti tudes—and as head 
of Islamia he doubt less did—Ghani scarcely would have 
endeared him self to his Aligarh asso ci ates in Kabul. 
What he did share with the Aligarhis, how ever, was an 
edu ca tion that over time deprioritized Islamic law, while 
privileg ing train ing in the mod ern sci ences.12

In a cat e gory fur ther removed from Osman Bedri 
Bey and Abdul Ghani was Haji Abd al­Razzaq Khan, a 
stu dent of Rashid Ahmad Gangohi, among the greatest 

schol ars asso ci ated with Deoband sem i nary. After emi­
grat ing to Kabul dur ing the First World War, Haji Abd 
al­Razaq Khan was appointed by Emir Habib Allah to 
the illus tri ous legal post of mizān al-tahqīqāt al-sharī‘a, a 
tes ta ment to his exper tise in fiqh.13 In 1916 he published, 
along with two Afghan schol ars, a work on the five pil lars 
of Islam according to the canon i cal texts of Hanafi juris­
pru dence.14 This work con forms more to the model of the 
“Hanafi jurist” Ahmed invokes, but we should also sit u­
ate the text within a par tic u larly Deobandi lin e age. This 
can be detected in many places, not least in the sec tion on 
Afghan com mer cial cus toms rep re hen si ble according to 
the exam ple of the Prophet and the dic tates of the Hanafi 
mazhab.15 Among those cus toms was sell ing items of 
unequal weight and mea sure, which vio lated legal rules 
governing ribā.16 Upholding ribā bans was some thing that 
greatly trou bled con tem po rary Deoband schol ars, and it 
dis tin guished them from Islamic mod ern ists in India.

The influ ence of a tra di tional legal scholar like al­
Razzaq is detect able in Afghan gov ern ment leg is la tion 
in the 1920s, such as the stat utes governing com mer cial 
dis putes in “sharia courts.”17 Although they do not ref er­
ence Hanafi texts, these stat utes have more in com mon 
with al­Razzaq’s trea tise than most Afghan gov ern ment 
legal hand books of this period, even if they were more 
will ing to accom mo date “cus tom ary” eco nomic trans­
ac tions than al­Razzaq was, includ ing delayed sales 
and trans ac tions involv ing com mer cial paper (sanad). 
Nonetheless, despite his work’s ear lier patron age by the 
Afghan court, Haji Abd al­Razzaq Khan does not seem 
to have played a direct hand in Aman Allah’s legal pro­
jects, per haps another reflec tion of the emir’s mar gin­
al i za tion of tra di tional legal schol ars.18 Therefore, with 
Islamic law’s incon sis tent pres ence in so much leg is la­
tion, and the actors’ uneven mas tery of the Hanafi tra­
di tion, one won ders whether it is ben e fi cial to describe 
these devel op ments as “cod i fi ca tion,” a sub ject taken up 
in the next sec tion.

Compilation, not Codification
Another impor tant argu ment put for ward in Afghani-
stan Rising is that the “Aman Allah Codes should be con­
sid ered one of the twen ti eth cen tury’s first epi sodes of 
Islamic legal mod ern ism in power, defined as a stat ist 
pro ject by Mus lim jurists to pro mul gate a uni form body 
of national laws via the cod i fi ca tion of Islamic juris­
pru dence (fiqh)” (209). This is a much­needed riposte 
to the argu ment that Islamic law was anti thet i cal to 
mod ern state build ing, and cod i fi ca tion an “impos si­
ble” endeavor con trary to “authen tic” sharia (229–30). 
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Scholars of Islamic law would do well to fol low Ahmed 
and eschew the self­defeating authen tic ity trap.

With that said, if by cod i fi ca tion we mean the cre­
a tion of a civil code where the state “deter mines what 
law is and that state law is the highest form of law,”19 
one would assume that the state acquired a monop oly 
of inter pre ta tion over jurists (both those appointed by 
the state and those out side its remit) and constrained 
their deci sion­mak ing pow ers. Although colo nial legal 
experts, Otto man state­appointed legal com mit tees, 
and Aman Allah’s “jurists” might speak in the vein of 
“cod i fi ca tion” (tanzīm), recent work has shown that 
there was a gap between the pre tense of cod i fi ca tion 
and actual implementation, even in Brit ish India, long 
seen as a site where the colo nial state cod i fied “Islamic” 
and “Hindu” law.20 To empha size this is not to brush 
aside the Islamic char ac ter of Aman Allah’s codes. It is 
instead to apply a degree of healthy sus pi cion to claims 
made by the Afghan state to have monop o lized Islamic 
law, a pos ture that min i mizes the cacoph ony of other 
Mus lim voices that, for bet ter or worse, disagreed with 
Afghanistan’s tra jec tory through out the 1920s.

Instead, one might argue that the saga of Islamic 
law in Aman Allah’s reign conformed more to trends 
dis cern ible in other Islamicate con texts, both colo nial 
and noncolonial, from the early nineteenth cen tury. In 
all  these instances, cod i fi ca tion nec es sar ily pre sumed a 
bifur ca tion between sharia courts and Islamic juris pru­
dence, on the one hand, and new “sec u lar” legal forums 
and codes, on the other. In prac tice, the bifur ca tion was 
much mess ier, with Islamic and Euro pean legal texts 
and insti tu tions intermeshed. Still, while Aman Allah’s 
constitution might be use fully com pared to ear lier pre­
ce dents like the Otto man Mecelle, we have to be clear 
about the cir cum stances surrounding the cre a tion of 
that digest. Much pro duc tive debate has raged over 
whether the Mecelle was a cod i fi ca tion of “Hanafi fiqh” 
or merely a rep li ca tion of the French Civil Code.21 Yet, 
even if we err on the side of the for mer posi tion, we 
must be care ful to not take the Mecelle’s authors at their 
word and say that Euro pean “influ ence” was absent: 
the real ity is that the text was used in the newly cre ated 
Nizamiye Courts, an insti tu tion dis tinct from sharia 
courts and with out pre ce dent in the empire. In a word, 
the Mecelle was expres sive of legal bifur ca tion, just like 
Aman Allah’s “code.” Whether either represented cod i­
fi ca tion remains debat able, how ever.

In this sense, the Islamic con tent of Aman Allah’s 
pro ject may best be described as a com pi la tion, rather 
than a cod i fi ca tion, an under tak ing sim i lar to that of 

semi offi  cial actors in Egypt, the Otto man Empire, and 
India to cre ate Islamic legal hand books com pris ing rul­
ings on every thing from com mer cial to fam ily law.22 In 
say ing this, I am not argu ing that Islamic law is inher­
ently inim i cal to cod i fi ca tion, but rather, fol low ing Lena 
Salaymeh, that atten tion to state­led cod i fi ca tion makes 
us over look local responses to cod i fi ca tion and the 
vibrancy of nonstate legal tra di tions.23 An exam i na tion 
of the always protracted, reg u larly transregional Hanafi 
fiqh debates in this period—both in Afghanistan and 
across Eurasia—reminds us of Rudolph Peters’s asser­
tion that fiqh texts “do not resem ble law codes. They 
con tain schol arly dis cus sions, and are, there fore, open, 
dis cur sive, and con tra dic tory.”24 And since, as Ebrahim 
Moosa has shown, we know so lit tle about the intel lec­
tual land scape of tra di tional Islamic legal schol ar ship 
in South Asia25—let alone Afghanistan—we have to be 
care ful to apply the label of cod i fi ca tion.

Furthermore, the accent on an Islamic mod ern ist 
cod i fi ca tion does not suffi  ciently account for “the tra di­
tional ulema and the Southern tribes [who] remained out­
sid ers to the con sti tu tional order.”26 For those mem bers 
of the Afghan tra di tional ulema who did not enjoy state 
patron age and who were inspired by the Barelwi move­
ment in India, the Deoband and Aligarh back ground of 
Aman Allah’s jurists would have aroused much hos til ity. 
Still more, while the 1923 Constitution was in large mea­
sure based on Hanafi inter pre ta tions, it did not decree the 
Hanafi mazhab as the offi cial mazhab of the state, some­
thing that became a highly con ten tious issue between 
tra di tion al ist and the mod ern ist ulema as the 1920s rolled 
on.27 Without a doubt, the nar ra tive of Aman Allah’s fail­
ure has been over blown, but it is unde ni able that Aman 
Allah’s con sti tu tion “did not include the major ity of key 
stake hold ers who had the means to threaten any con sti tu­
tional order that did not secure their inter ests.”28 After all , 
the con ven ing of the Loya Jirga through out Aman Allah’s 
reign reflects just how intensely tra di tional legal schol­
ars rejected the legal rul ings of gov ern ment­appointed 
Islamic mod ern ists.29 Ultimately, for all  of Afghanistan’s 
impor tance to Islamic mod ern ists, we must remem ber it 
was also an arena where inter war Indian Mus lims asso ci­
ated with an array of other masālik (ori en ta tions) sought 
to pro ject their own visions of Islam, in par tic u lar their 
fears of lā-mazhabī. That term encompassed the spec­
trum from Soviet “athe ism” to those Mus lims rejecting 
the four Sunni mazhāhib, whether of the Saudi or Islamic 
mod ern ist vari ety.30

Finally, one can only applaud Afghanistan Rising’s 
argu ment for a more “com plex gene al ogy” of Afghan 
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state law, one that does not exclude bor row ing alto­
gether, but is largely Islamic­endog e nous in inspi ra­
tion (217). But we should not be unduly both ered by 
exter nal bor row ings: con tem po rary fiqh texts do con­
tain ref er ences to Euro pean works. Thus, it might be 
a slight over state ment to say that Aman Allah’s jurists 
engaged “the chal lenges of mod ern state build ing from 
within the Hanafi legal tra di tion, not from out side it” 
(234). Some Afghan jurists cer tainly portrayed mat ters 
in these terms: in his biog ra phy of Abu Hanifa, Burhan 
al­Din Khan Kushkaki, an employee of the Ministry 
of Education, used much of his pro logue as a screed 
against Euro pean and “Chris tian” laws.31 Despite this, 
Hanafis across Eurasia read widely from var i ous Islamic 
and Euro pean intel lec tual tra di tions, and for every pos­
tur ing pur ist like Kushkaki, there were stal wart Hanafis 
like Ahmad Riza Khan or Muhsin al­Mulk—one a tra­
di tional legal scholar, the other an Islamic mod ern ist—
who moved read ily between these domains.

In the end, Afghanistan Rising reminds us that, 
whether pop u lated by mod ern ists or tra di tion al ists, the 
Hanafi mazhab was a broad church, though no less acri­
mo ni ous and febrile for that. Ahmed can only be con­
grat u lated for a book that unites so many fraught his to­
rio graph i cal issues in the study of Islamic law around a 
sin gle coher ent nar ra tive and acts as a spring board for 
pur su ing afresh themes that have long pre oc cu pied his­
to ri ans of mod ern Islam.

Michael O’Sullivan is a Prize Fellow in Economics, His­
tory, and Politics at the Center for History and Econom­
ics at Harvard University.

Notes
1. Burak, Second Formation; Pirbhai, “Historiography”; Guenther, 
“Hanafi Fiqh.”

2. Khān, Afghān Bādshāh.

3. Ahmed, Afghanistan Rising, 229. Hereafter cited in the text.

4. Fuchs, review.

5. Mehmedoğlu, Tanzimat, 205; İhsanoğlu, House, 46–49.

6. Campos, Otto man Brothers, 1.

7. Chatterjee, Negotiating Mughal Law.

8. Rubin, Otto man Nizamiye, 57.

9. ‘Alī, Anjuman-i-Ḥimayat-i Islam.

10. Sevea, Political Philosophy, 100.

11. Ahmad, Fitratulla.

12. Wide, “Refuge of the World,” 125–34.

13. Aybak, Khāṭirāt, 125.

14. Sirāj arkān-i al-Islām. Haji Abd al­Razzaq Khan signed his name 
“mizān al-tahqīqāt al-sharī‘a” at the con clu sion of this work.

15. Sirāj arkān-i al-Islām, 135–36. For more on Gangohi’s atti tudes 
toward cus tom, see Ingram, “Crises of the Public.”

16. Sirāj arkān-i al-Islām, 139–40.

17. Niẓāmnāmah-i maḥkamah-i sharī‘a dar bāb-i muʻāmalāt-i tijārati.

18. Indeed, al­Razzaq’s posi tion as mizān al-tahqīqāt al-sharī‘a was 
brought to end dur ing Aman Allah’s reign and he was replaced by 
the mod ern ist scholar Maulvi Abdul Wasay Kandahari. Olesen, Islam 
and Politics, 140.

19. Peters, “From Jurists’ Law,” 88.

20. Stephens, Governing Islam.

21. Rubin, Otto man Nizamiye, 30–31; Ayoub, Law, Empire, and the Sul-
tan, chap. 4.

22. Peters, “From Jurists’ Law,” 89.

23. Salaymeh, “Historical Research,” 760.

24. Peters, “From Jurists’ Law,” 86.

25. Cited in Tareen, Defending Muḥammad, 26–27.

26. Parsalay, “Making the 2004 Constitution,” 72.

27. Parsalay, “Making the 2004 Constitution,” 73.

28. Parsalay, “Making the 2004 Constitution,” 71.

29. Olesen, Islam and Politics, 138–42.

30. Nizami Dihlavi, Qadīm-o-jadīd, “waw”–“zay.”

31. Kushkaki, Tuḥfat al-amān.
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‘Alī, Akbar. Anjuman-i-Ḥimayat-i Islam, Lahore: A Short Account of Its 
Constructive Activities, with an Appeal to the Public. Lahore: Anju­
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On the morn ing of August 17, 2019, a remark able gath­
er ing of intel lec tu als coa lesced in a mod estly sized audi­
to rium on the sprawling, tree­lined cam pus of Kabul 
University, Afghanistan’s pre mier insti tu tion of higher 

SUCCESS, FAILURE, AND OTHER HISTORICAL CRAFTS
Faiz Ahmed

edu ca tion for nearly a cen tury. Assembled were pri­
mar ily stu dents and schol ars from Kabul, followed by 
a hand ful of major cit ies in Afghanistan, in addi tion to 
schol ars from India, China, Pakistan, Iran, the US, UK, 
and EU. The pur pose of their gath er ing was an aca demic 
con fer ence to reflect on the cen ten nial of Afghanistan’s 
inde pen dence from Britain, the mean ing(s) of Afghan 
inde pen dence then and now, and how his tory might 
inform a pres ent fraught with uncer tainty. Hosted by 
the Afghanistan Centre at Kabul University, the con­
fer ence was orga nized in tim ing and theme to com­
mem o rate 100 years since Afghanistan’s first national 
Independence Day cel e bra tion (Jashn-i istiqlal / Da 
Afghanistan da khpalwakey wraz) on 28 Asad 1298, or 
August 19, 1919, which has largely remained the coun­
try’s offi cial Independence Day hol i day ever since.1

If par tici pat ing in that con fer ence, at that time and 
place, was among the greatest hon ors of my career since 
the pub li ca tion of Afghanistan Rising, this Kitabkhana 
roundtable stands right beside it. Six dis tin guished col­
leagues have com bined their exper tise to pro vide a mas­
ter ful “3D” per spec tive on the book. No less breath tak ing 
for the author than peering over Kabul from many of its 
famed hill tops, the pan o ramic vis tas offered by the com­
men ta tors owe to their exper tise and insights from at 
least six diff er ent van tage points: (1) the social and eco­
nomic his tory of Afghanistan and Brit ish India (Shah 
Mahmoud Hanifi, “Local Experiences of Imperial Cul­
tures”); (2) impe rial cit i zen ship and nation al ism in the 
late Otto man, Habs burg, and Rus sian Empires (Leyla 
Amzi­Erdoğdular, “Inter­Islamic Modernity at the End 
of Empire”); (3) Islamic law and legal praxis in colo nial 
South Asia (Elizabeth Lhost, “Of Horizontal Exchanges 
and Inter­Islamic Inquiries”); (4) diasporic net works, legal 
plu ral ism, and Mus lim sociolegal his tory in Southeast 
Asia and the Indian Ocean (Nurfadzilah Yahaya, “Juridi­
cal Pan­Islam at the Height of Empire”); (5) intel lec tual 
his tory in the mod ern Middle East and Islamicate world 
(Michael O’Sullivan, “Islamic Modernism, the Hanafi 
Mazhab, and Codification in Aman Allah’s Afghanistan”); 
along with (6) a dex ter ous intro duc tion by Neilesh Bose 
(“The History of Afghanistan as Global History”) sit u at­
ing this roundtable within recent schol ar ship on decol o­
ni za tion, migra tion, and legal his tory in the age of mod­
ern empire and a rap idly shrink ing world more broadly.

What fol lows is a reply to my col leagues’ per cep­
tive obser va tions, iden ti fied lacu nae, and cri tiques, all  
of which I benefi ted from and am sin cerely grate ful for. 
And with a few excep tions, I find myself agree ing with 
the major ity of their com ments, as fol lows.


