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Extended Abstract

Introduction

As a significant branch of the humanities, literary criticism in the modern era not
only contributes to a deeper understanding of literary texts but also plays an
important role in the development and vitality of literary cultures. The application of
modern approaches and critical theories has made literary criticism one of the most
intellectually active areas in literary studies. As a knowledge generating practice,
literary criticism enhances the quality of literary production, encourages diverse and
creative readings, and fosters a culture of inquiry, evaluation, and intellectual
reconsideration within the literary community.

In Afghanistan, however, literary criticism has long been overshadowed by
literary production, with texts predominantly approached through traditional and
impressionistic lenses. In recent decades, however, with the arrival of both
translations and original critical works from Iran and other countries, attention to
literary criticism and theory has grown. Nonetheless, this growing interest has yet to
evolve into a coherent, institutionalized critical movement, and literary criticism in
Afghanistan still grapples with multiple challenges.

In this article we take a historical and analytical approach in reviewing the
evolution of literary criticism in Afghanistan over the past century, in order to
examine its influence from literary theories and clarify its place within the country’s
intellectual and literary framework. The central research question guiding this study
is: What is the theoretical position of literary criticism in Afghanistan, and what are
its main sources of influence? Answering this question requires analyzing written
sources, examining intellectual movements, and exploring the influence of literary
critics by both domestic and foreign theorists.

Methodology

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach and employs historiographical
methods for data analysis. The research data were collected from written sources,
including books, academic articles, theses, critical essays, and archival materials
related to the trajectory of literary criticism in Afghanistan. These data were then
analyzed and interpreted within the framework of key literary theories, especially
structuralism, formalism, Marxist criticism, and poststructuralism.

In this process, alongside the study of books and scholarly articles authored by
Afghan critics, we have also examined the works of Iranian scholars whose research
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has had a direct influence on Afghanistan’s intellectual environment. A comparative
analysis between Afghan critical texts and their theoretical origins has also been
conducted. The study is fundamental in purpose and employs qualitative methods of
data collection.

Findings

Based on the analysis of the collected data, the evolution of literary criticism in
Afghanistan can be examined across three distinct historical periods:

1. 1931-1961: In this period, literary criticism appeared sporadically and was primarily
impressionistic or moralistic. The writings of the time focused largely on lexical and
semantic analysis, the evaluation of literature based on rhetorical and moral
principles, and the defense of the classical literary heritage. Theoretical reflection or
influence was extremely limited and largely absent.

2.1962-2001: During this period, under the influence of Soviet political culture and the
translation of Russian sources, the theory of social reflection and Marxist criticism
entered the literary discourse of Afghanistan. Some critics, emphasizing the social
and political functions of literature, analyzed texts from the perspective of social
realism. The literary societies and journals gradually become more active during
this time, creating opportunities for the transmission of new critical theories.

3. 2002-2021: With increased access to Persian resources and the introduction of
Western theories through Iranian translations Afghan critics experienced notable
shifts in their approach to literary criticism. Works were produced or interpretations
offered within the frameworks of structuralism, poststructuralism, psychoanalytic
criticism, and intertextuality. Nevertheless, traditional approaches continued to
dominate among a significant portion of critics, and a culture of critique has yet to
take root in Afghan literary circles.

The study reveals that some Afghan critics, without sufficient familiarity with the
theoretical background and major figures behind these theories, have tended to
imitate Iranian literary sources. The works of Iranian scholars such as Shafi‘i
Kadkani, Reza Baraheni, Abdolhossein Zarrinkoub, and Cyrus Shamisa have served
as models for these critics, often adopted without in-depth theoretical engagement.

Moreover, the lack of coherent academic training in literary criticism and theory
in Afghan universities -alongside with inadequate curricular resources, insufficient
attention to theoretical research, and the absence of socially and culturally receptive
frameworks —has further contributed to the stagnation of theoretical criticism. The
discourse of literary criticism has largely remained oral and unsystematic, taking
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place in literary association and informal gatherings, with limited reliance on
rigorous written theoretical texts.

Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that literary criticism in Afghanistan -despite
some valuable but scattered initiatives- has yet developed into a dominant or
institutionalized discourse within the country’s literary landscape. Although the
arrival of literary theories through translations, Iranian scholarship, and transnational
exchanges has created opportunities for growth, major obstacles remain: the lack of
localized theoretical engagement, the absence of theory-based academic training, the
scarcity of scholarly resources in universities, and the continuing dominance of
impressionistic criticism in the literary fields.

Nonetheless, certain developments in recent decades point to the early stages of
a potential shift in Afghan literary criticism. The development of university-based
literary associations, the presence of foreign-educated scholars, increased virtual
engagement with regional academic institutions, and the publication of theoretical
works have all contributed to laying the groundwork for future transformation in
Afghan literary criticism.

To move beyond the current situation, educational policymakers, cultural
institutions, and academic communities must give serious attention to the
development of theoretical criticism. Key steps include expanding translations from
original sources, teaching the philosophical foundations of literary theories,
producing content on the history of criticism and metacriticism, and systematically
evaluating Afghan critical writings, based on scholarly and theoretical standards.
Such efforts can gradually pave the way for the emergence of a modern discource on
literary criticism.

In this study, by offering a historical account of literary criticism in Afghanistan
and analyzing its theoretical sources, we aimed to provide a realistic portrayal of the
current state and to open up space for critical reflection and the revision of prevailing
approaches. It is hoped that this effort will spark a broader conversation on the
necessity of sustained critical discourse in Afghanistan and that future research will
with greater depth, shed light on the obscure and unexplored dimensions of this field.
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