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Introduction: The American Institute of Afghanistan Studies 

 

The American Institute of Afghanistan Studies (AIAS) was established in 2003 to support 

research on all aspects of Afghanistan’s history and culture and to promote scholarly ties 

between Afghanistan and the United States.  Its founding president was the late John F. Richards, 

a distinguished historian of the Mughal Empire and South Asia at Duke University.  It was he 

who first took the initiative that established the Institute as an independent nonprofit scholarly 

organization.  With the assistance of Council of American Overseas Research Centers, AIAS 

then opened its Kabul Center in 2004.  Founded in 1981, CAORC is a private nonprofit 

federation of independent overseas research centers like ours that promote advanced research in 

the humanities and social sciences, with a focus on cultural heritage and the understanding and 

interpretation of modern societies.  

 

The AIAS Kabul Center was the first American academic research institute ever to open in 

Afghanistan.  It was designed to lay the foundation for rebuilding the infrastructure needed to 

promote the academic study of Afghanistan that began declining in 1978 after the People’s 

Democratic Party of Afghanistan seized power in Kabul and ended completely as war engulfed 

the country during the 1980s and 1990s. With the ouster of the Taliban and the formation of a 

new government in 2001, Afghanistan once again established strong ties with the outside world 

and sought to rebuild its own institutions. Over the past fifteen years AIAS has attempted to play 

a positive role in this development by providing assistance to scores of scholars from all parts of 

the world doing research on Afghanistan.  This has been particularly important because other 

international research institutes that had been active before the war, such as the British Institute 



for Afghan Studies and the Heidelberg South Asia Institute, had left Kabul with no plans to 

reopen. AIAS has also increasingly sought to engage with a new generation of Afghan scholars 

who are rebuilding the foundations of scholarship on their own country.  For example, beginning 

in 2009, AIAS help organize and then hosted the Afghan Alumni Association, now an 

independent group with over 700 members from many different disciplines who have all studied 

at universities in the United States.  With the help of this group, AIAS organized a venue called 

“Kabul Talks,” based on the TED Talks model, to promote and facilitate research-based analysis, 

discussion and policy discussions on Afghanistan. It has provided a platform for Afghan 

professionals, researchers and academics of all disciplines to channel their research and 

analytical findings to the government, the private sector and the wider public.   

 

Outside of Afghanistan, AIAS has sponsored a wide range of international conferences and 

encouraged the publication of these efforts to give greater visibility to the study of Afghanistan 

within the international scholarly community.  At the same time, AIAS has sought to enhance 

public understanding of Afghanistan through lectures and other activities directed at broad 

audiences.  Its United States administrative office, originally located at Duke University, moved 

to Boston University in 2006 and now coordinates these efforts as well as providing assistance to 

the research center in Kabul.  At the core of AIAS is its institutional members and their 

representatives who constitute the largest number if scholars based in the United States doing 

independent research on Afghanistan.  AIAS has also welcomed individual members to join, 

linking the institute with an even broader network of scholars.  As of 2018, the AIAS 

institutional membership and officers consisted of the following:  
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In the spring of 2017, AIAS signed a cooperative agreement with the American University of 

Afghanistan (AUAf) to begin working with them on new joint research projects and teaching 

initiatives.  This has begun with the movement of the AIAS Kabul Center to the university 

campus and plans for a building that will house the Kabul Center there permanently on land 

generously donated by the university.  AIAS has also begun a number of new projects, including 

an internet based language program that provides instruction on Afghan languages to scholars 

outside the country, courses on Afghan history and culture for students at AUAf, and the opening 

of international art exhibits on Timurid miniature art in Herat and Mughal miniature art in Kabul.   

 

The publication of the journal Afghanistan marks another important step forward for AIAS.  This 

will be the first scholarly journal devoted to the country in more than thirty years.  AIAS was 

approached by its now editors, Warwick Ball and Shivan Mahendrarajah, who made the strong 

case for how badly such a journal was needed.  AIAS agreed that the amount of high quality new 

scholarship being produced on Afghanistan needed a home of its own.  We were very pleased 

that Edinburgh University Press was equally as enthusiastic in making this possible. We also 

hope to encourage cross-disciplinary awareness and cooperation in the study of Afghanistan.  



The journal will have articles drawn from both the humanities and social sciences, from 

archeology and ancient history as well as modern politics and anthropology, and all representing 

a wide variety of theoretical perspectives. AIAS wishes to thank everyone, contributors, editors, 

publisher and readers alike, for what we hope will become a flagship journal in the field. 

 

Thomas Barfield  

President, AIAS   

 

 


