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Is it possible for an Afghan Pashto native speaker to be fully illiterate in 
Pashto but able to read Arabic (because of attendance at a madrassa)? 
 
Various sources refer to a low literacy rate in Afghanistan. 
 
A document published by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) states: 
 

“Afghanistan has one of the lowest literacy rates in the world, currently 
estimated at about 31% of the adult population (over 15 years of age). 
Female literacy levels are on average 17%, with high variation, indicating a 
strong geographical and gender divide. The highest female literacy rate, for 
instance is 34.7%, found in the capital, Kabul, while rate as low as 1.6% is 
found in two southern provinces of the country.. Male literacy rates average 
about 45%, again with high variation. The highest male literacy rates are in 
Kabul, at 68%, while the lowest is found in Helmand, at 41%.” (United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (undated) 
Enhancement of Literacy in Afghanistan (ELA) program) 

 

A policy position paper published by the British & Irish Agencies Afghanistan 
Group, in a section headed “Challenges”, states: 
 

“In the population aged 25 years and older, less than 25% completed any 
formal education, and only 10% of women, resulting in literacy rates of only 
47% for men and 17% for women.” (British & Irish Agencies Afghanistan 
Group (22 July 2015) Policy Position Paper: Humanitarian, p.2) 

 

A report from the UN Human Rights Council to the UN General Assembly, in a 
section headed “National context” (paragraph 11), states: 
 

“The literacy rate for adults (15 years and older) is as low as 31.4 per cent in 
some areas, with an average of 17 per cent for women and 45.4 per cent for 
men at the national level.” (UN Human Rights Council (12 May 2015) Report 
of the Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and 
consequences, Rashida Manjoo; Addendum; Mission to Afghanistan, p.4) 

 

An article from Borgen Magazine states: 
 

“However, despite the significant improvement to children’s education, 
Afghanistan’s educational sector still has a great number of problems to 
address. The country retains one of the lowest literacy rates in the world, with 
only 39 percent–and within that just 13 percent of adult women–reaching 
literacy.” (Borgen Magazine (12 November 2014) The Critical Situation of 
Education in Afghanistan) 
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In an article published in the Canadian Military Journal the author states: 
 

“Education is the most critical long-term issue delaying the development of 
Afghanistan. Currently, the illiteracy rate is staggering. This is compounded, 
particularly in southern Afghanistan, by a culture that is reluctant to educate 
women, and considers memorizing the Koran in Arabic the acme of a young 
male’s education.” (Conliffe, Francis (2009) Military Development and 
Diplomacy in Afghanistan Canadian Military Journal Vol. 9, No. 4) 

 

A report published by two academics at the Institute of International Education 
of Stockholm University, in a section titled “Islamic education”, states: 
 

“To learn the Holy Koran is the first objective. People, young and old, are then 
taught to memorise parts of the Koran. Memorisation of the Koran goes back 
to the time when the Prophet Mohammed, himself illiterate, was said to have 
received the Book orally from the Archangel Gabriel and recited it to his 
companions. As the Koran is transmitting the direct words of God (in Arabic) it 
cannot be translated without risking falsifications; that is why Muslims all over 
the world learn the Koran in the Arabic language. One who can memorise the 
entire Koran is still a highly respected person in Afghanistan and is called 
Kari.” (Institute of International Education: Stockholm University (undated) 
Islamic and Modern Education in Afghanistan - Conflictual or 
Complementary?, p.8) 

 

In an article published by the International Journal of Educational 
Development the authors state: 
 

“The primary aim of the first several years of mosque school education 
historically and today is the cultivation of Islamic knowledge. Toward this goal 
children learn to read Arabic, and some learn Arabic grammar. Sometimes 
children also learn to read and write in their spoken language, which in Ghor 
province (where the study was located) is Dari. In addition, mullahs teach 
children to recite Persian or Pashto poetry, to memorize and recite the 
Qur’an, and to perform religious rituals. Some are taught to understand the 
Qur’an as well, although the emphasis is on memorizing the contents in 
Arabic, a foreign language to Afghans, without focusing on understanding 
individual words.” (Dana Burde, Joel A. Middleton & Rachel Wahl (2015) 
Islamic studies as early childhood education in countries affected by conflict: 
The role of mosque schools in remote Afghan villages, International Journal 

of Educational Development, pp.70-79) 
 

An article from the Khaleej Times, a daily English-language newspaper 
published in United Arab Emirates, states: 
 

“Whereas so many young people have learnt the holy Quran in full without 
being able to pronounce or understand a single word in Arabic, learning this 
language makes Quran memorization much easier. This was affirmed by 21-
year-old Mohammed Ibrahim who represents Afghanistan in the 19th edition 
of the Dubai International holy Quran Award this year. ‘It was difficult for me 
to memorise the Quran when I started this holy journey at the age of eight, 
but things became easier when I learnt Arabic language.’ It took Ibrahim four 
years to thoroughly memorise the holy Quran in a school for Quran in his 
home city Kabul.” (Khaleej Times (29 June 2015) Learning Arabic makes 
Quran memorization easier) 
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A report from Pajhwok Afghan News states: 
 

“More than 50 students, including 10 girls, on Monday completed 
memorization of the Holy Quran at the Abu Zar Ghafari Religious School in 
central Parwan province. Teachers of the seminary and Education Ministry 
officials attended the graduation ceremony, at which graduates were 
honoured with turbans, a sign of becoming Hafiz -- Quran memoriser.” 
(Pajhwok Afghan News (12 January 2015) Over 50 students complete Quran 
memorisation) 

 

This response was prepared after researching publicly accessible information 
currently available to the Research and Information Unit within time 
constraints. This response is not and does not purport to be conclusive as to 
the merit of any particular claim to refugee status or asylum. Please read in 
full all documents referred to. 
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