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• Afghanistan is a landlocked, multiethnic country located 
in Central Asia sharing borders with Iran, Turkmenistan, 
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Pakistan and China

• Tall, forbidding mountains and dry deserts cover most 
of its landscape

• The mountain passes in Afghanistan allow travellers 
passage across Asia – used to be a busy section of the 
Silk Road

• Capital: Kabul

• Population: ~35 to 36 million

• Official languages: Dari and Pashto

• Currency: Afghani
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Note: You may have heard people from Afghanistan being referred to as ‘Afghanis’. Please 
avoid using this term as ‘Afghani’ is the currency.



• Until very recently, Afghanistan was considered a ‘newly formed democracy’ before it fell to the Taliban regime in mid-August 
2021.

• The Taliban had previously ruled the country from 1996 to 2001 and were overthrown by the US-led intervention.

• Afghanistan was settled around 7000 B.C. and has been in transition for most of its history, conquered/invaded by many 
emperors such as Alexander the Great and Genghis Khan’s Mongols.

• After three wars with the British in the 19th and 20th century, Afghanistan became an independent monarchy in 1921.

• In the last quarter of the 20th century, Afghanistan suffered from civil war greatly exacerbated by a military invasion and 
occupation by the Soviet Union (1979–89).

• Civil war continued in Afghanistan after the Soviet departure, with various groups fighting for control of the country until the 
emergence of the Taliban who ruled until 2001, committing massacres and severely oppressing women, ethnic and religious 
minorities.

• The US and its allies worked with the Afghan government since the intervention in 2001 to build a new democracy.

• In 2020, the US and the Taliban began to discuss a peace treaty to remove US troops and end its occupation in Afghanistan by 
August 31st, 2021.
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• It’s important to recognise the trauma caused by over 40 years of continued war and its devastating 
impact on Afghanistan's people, culture and society.

• With a complex, war-ridden history, it has been necessary for the people of Afghanistan to defend 
their country in recent times against the British and Soviet invasions while also fighting the Taliban 
and jihadist groups such as Al Qaeda, ISIS, and others.

• These external threats have decimated older generations and created a country in which the 
average age is 18 years old (2020) - compared to 40 years old for someone living in Britain or the 
USA.

• Afghanistan has a communal/collectivist culture where the wellbeing of others in the family and 
community is prioritised, and concepts of self-honour, dignity and the community’s opinion of you 
matter significantly.

• Almost all expressions of Afghan culture are shaped by a deeply rooted belief in the Islamic religion.  
These beliefs drive everything from the way someone dresses, greets others, uses the bathroom, 
eats, sleeps and works. 
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• Afghanistan is an Islamic country and almost 99% of its population is Muslim, but it’s important to note that there 
may be some who don’t follow or practice the religion.

• Sunni and Shi’a sects follow different practices in terms of number of prayers a day, format of prayer, fasting and 
religious celebrations or commemorations.

• Friday is considered a Muslim holy day and most shops, businesses and government offices are shut. The weekend is 
on Thursday and Friday in Afghanistan.

• Ramadan is an important, month long event, for people of Afghanistan like most Muslims and something that they 
look forward to. During this holy month, Afghans fast from dawn to dusk. Fasting includes no eating, drinking 
(including water), or smoking. Muslims are also required to abstain from bad thoughts and sinful behaviour. 

• Sunset is marked by the coming together of communities and families to share in a communal meal known as 'iftar' 
and to partake in group prayers and extra worship. 

• It is important to be considerate and try not to eat, drink or smoke if you are in company of those fasting during 
Ramadan.

• Some people from Afghanistan may choose not to practice some elements of Islam after resettling in Australia (eg: 
praying, fasting, etc.).
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• Afghanistan has a multi-ethnic and tribal history that significantly shapes and influences its culture.

• No national census has been conducted in Afghanistan since a partial count in 1979, and years of 
war and displacement have made an accurate ethnic count impossible.

• The Pashtuns are Sunni Muslims who speak Pashto. They constitute around 42% of the population 
in Afghanistan and a large population also live in neighbouring Pakistan.

• Tajiks comprise roughly 27% of the population. They speak Dari (a form of Persian). Most are Sunni 
Muslims. 

• Hazaras make up about 9% of the population. They are descendants of the Mongols, and speak 
Hazaragi (a dialect of Dari). They are also Shi’a Muslims which has led to much of their current and 
historic persecution, especially under the Taliban rule.

• Uzbeks live in the northern parts of the country and also comprise 9% of the population. They are 
Sunni Muslims and speak a dialect of Turkish.
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• The family is the single most important unit in the Afghan culture.

• Men and women's roles are largely defined along traditional lines.

• Women are more responsible for home-meking duties, where as 
men typically take the role of the breadwinners. However, social 
norms had started to change significantly in major cities like Kabul 
over the last few decades.

• Families commonly arrange marriages for their children. Factors 
such as ethnicity, tribe, status, network play a major role in forming 
a match.

• All family members traditionally live together under the same roof. 

• As with much of the Muslim world, the family is sacred and as such, 
is highly protected. Those arriving in Australia may also have other 
family members still at risk in Afghanistan. Be considerate and try 
not to ask too many questions about family members unless they 
are comfortable and initiate sharing these details themselves.
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• Hospitality is an essential aspect of the Afghan culture.

• No matter who you are, if you visit an Afghan home, you will be given the best the family 
has to offer.

• It is likely that you will eat in a gender segregated environment at larger gatherings. If 
invited to come together during a meal, try to sit next to someone of the same gender.  

• If you are invited for tea, which you inevitably will be, you will be offered snacks (dried 
fruits, nuts, pastries) and your tea cup will be constantly filled. When you have had 
enough, cover the glass with your hand and say ‘bas, tashakoor’ (meaning 'enough, thank 
you’).

• When meeting someone, the handshake is the most common form of greeting, as well as 
placing one hand over the heart and a slight nod/bow of head.

• Women and men generally do not shake hands. However, assess the situation and act 
accordingly. Let the woman extend her hand first.

• Women generally hug and exchange kisses on the cheek two-three times.

• It’s customary to enquire about things like your health, business, family, etc. upon 
greeting you. You don’t have to answer all the questions.

• Prolonged eye contact is usually avoided between men and women, as well as towards 
the elders as a sign of respect.
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• Always remove your shoes at the door if visiting an 
Afghan home.

• Dress modestly and try to show as little skin as possible, 
both men and women.

• You may be seated on the floor, usually on cushions, 
called ‘Toshak’.

• Food is served on plastic or vinyl tablecloths spread on 
the floor, called ‘Dasterkhwaan’.

• If you can, sit cross-legged. Otherwise sit as comfortably 
as you can. Do not sit with legs outstretched and your 
feet facing people.

• Food is generally served communally and may be 
shared/taken from the same dish.

• Use of a full cutlery set isn’t very common in Afghan 
cuisine. Most food can be eaten by hands or using a 
spoon.

• Leave some food on your plate when you’re full, 
otherwise it will keep getting filled up again.

• It’s polite to stand up when greeting someone, 
especially an elder.
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Etiquettes: Gift Giving

Image source: https://about-afghanistan.squarespace.com/hospitality-and-gifts 
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• First rule of gift giving is to never give alcohol. However, if you know 
from first hand experience that the receiver drinks, you may do so, 
but covertly to avoid shame. 

• Similarly, avoid artwork depicting nudity or animals (particularly 
pigs).

• The first time you go to someone's house for tea, it is appropriate to 
bring a small gift. It can be a homemade dish. Make sure it’s Halal. 
Avoid meats if you are uncertain whether it’s Halal or not.

• If you are invited to lunch or dinner, you can bring fruits, sweets, 
pastries, or freshly baked Naan (Afghan bread).

• When bringing a gift, be subtle in how it is given. Do not immediately 
give the present but rather discreetly place it near the door or on a 
table.

• If you are a visiting an Afghan home as a single male, then it's 
advisable to present any gift to the hostess as a gift from your wife, 
mother or sister. 

• For more information, visit: 
https://about-afghanistan.squarespace.com/hospitality-and-gifts 
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• Hello = ‘Salaam’ or ‘Salaam Alekum’ which means ‘peace be with you’
• To which you respond ‘wa-alekum salaam’

• How are you? = ‘chetor asten?’ or ‘che haal daaren?’ or ‘sehat-e-taan khoob ast?’
• To which you respond ‘tashakoor, khoob astam, shoma chetor asten?’ meaning ‘thank you, I am well, how are you?’

• Welcome = ‘khoosh amaden’
• To which you respond ‘khoosh baashen’

• Good bye = ‘khuda haafiz’ or ‘ba amaan e khuda’ which means ‘in God’s safety/protection’

• Please = ‘lotfan’

• Thank you = ‘tashakoor’

• There are two options for the pronoun ‘You’ in Dari:
• ‘Tu’ is used informally, in casual settings, or when speaking to someone younger than you
• ‘Shoma’ is more formal, polite, respectful, and also used when speaking to anyone older than you.

• For more information: 
• Visit: https://about-afghanistan.squarespace.com/greetings  
• Watch: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3BUqNfZm-fg&list=PLGMVr4Qs4Kpi4lRwBjhJ9Z4F7o35cGo7r&index=4&t=2s 
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