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Abstract 
The issue of ethnicity is central in understating the authority patterns of 

Afghan society that has been ruled by the Pashtun for more than two 

centuries. The Pashtuns principally emerged as political elites who 

runn the major institutions of the country from military to bureaucracy. 

They, by the virtue of their long rule, don’t tolerance non-Pashtuns to 

rule over Kabul as in the case of short-lived Tajik regimes of Amir 

Habib Allah (r. 1929) and Burhanuddin Rabbani (r. 1992-1996). The 

monarch’s relations with the non-Pashtun ethnics are important to be 

analysed. Afghanistan shares many ethnic, cultural and linguistic ties 

with its neighbouring countries. The multiplicity of socio-ethnic values 

creates diversity and plurality, while under the project of nationalism, 

the ethnic and linguistic diversity particularly with conflicting loyalties 

becomes an obstacle in the way of nation-building. Moreover, the 

monarch did not create a space for non-Pashtuns where they could 

play their political role for nation-building. The democratic reforms of 

1960s and socialist reforms brought the neglected and marginal 

powers on the political horizon. It was a significant change, where 

non-Pashtun attempted to assert their authority in all socio-political 

spheres of the country. The Parcham and Rabbani’s politics are 

considered a reflection of non-Pashtun’s attempt to rule over Kabul. 

Similarly, the role of religious class in politics is viewed secondary 

under the Pashtun monarchy. The present paper aims to analyse how 

the socialist reforms brought the religious class into power politics and 

how the anti-Socialist resistance movement resulted in the formation of 

religious Muslim elites in Afghan politics.       

 

Keywords: Pashtun Tribal System, Afghan ethnicity, Afghan Religious Authority, 

Afghan state-building and Islam, Afghan Socialist Regimes. 

 

I. Introduction 
The issue of ethnicity intensifies with the project of national state-building of 

Afghanistan that is a multi-ethnic country of Pashtuns, Tajiks, Turkomans, Uzbek, 

Baluchis and Mongols.
1
 Ahmad Shah Durrani’s tribal confederacy in the eighteenth 

                                                           
1Pashtun dominated governments always claimed that the Pashtuns constitute an absolute majority. In the 

absence of real data, recently all ethnic groups have entered in the number game. Hazaras make themselves 

equal to the Tajik, and Tajik compete with the Pashtuns. According to Barfield, Pashtuns are almost 40%, 

Tajiks 30%, Hazaras 15% and Uzbeks and Turkmen 10%. (Barfield, Afghanistan, pp. 23-26) Similarly, the 
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century brought the Pashtuns in power. Since then the Pashtuns have been in the power 

except for two small intervals of Tajik rules of Amir Habibullah Khan Kalakani in 1929 

and Buhanuddin Rabbani in 1992-1996. Both of them were Tajik, and it is assumed that 

their ethnic identity contributed much in their removal from the rule. The Pashtun 

ascendancy to the rule of Afghanistan was not merely because of their ethnicity or 

majority of population rather their ability to bring the tribal warriors into the armed forces 

to wage a jihad against the non-Muslims e.g. Indian Marhatas, Sikhs, British and Russian 

forces and currently against the US, NATO and ISAF, or against their Muslim fellows 

e.g. Mir Wa‘iz, and Ahmad Shah Durrani’s uprising against the Safavid Shi‘is, or Amir 

Abd al-Rahman and Taliban’s policies against their own country fellow Hazara Shi‘is. 

The long rule of Pashtuns over Afghanistan gave them a sense of superiority, and they 

perceived themselves as a true heir of the Pashtun legacy, though historically only 

Durrani tribe ruled over Kabul while the Pashtun tribes remained autonomous and 

independent in their territories. They did not extend their support wholeheartedly to the 

Pashtun monarch. Contrary to that, they always resisted the central government in order 

to uphold their own tribal authority (for independent nature of Pashtun tribes, see: 

Elphinstone, 1815, p. 178; Pennell, 1909; Fraser, 1834, p. 356.).
 
On the other hand, the 

king as a tribal chief was obliged to require the consent of the tribes and to respect the 

tribal codes. The dual authority of the monarch as a king and a tribal chief was a main 

impediment for his reforms of modernisation and national unity (Ridout, 1975, p. 172). 

 

The non-Pashtuns, are less tribal and their conscious level of ethnicity is also 

higher. However, under the domination of Pashtuns majority, they remained isolated 

from the national politics. Historically, the Afghan monarch was a Pashtun and his 

legitimacy was based on the adherence of Pashutn tradition and on Pashutn’s consent. 

Thus government in Afghanistan was “of the Pashtun, by the Pashtun and for the Pashtun 

(Ridout, 1975, p. 174).” In this context, their isolation seems logical. Non-Pashtuns 

neither revolted against the Pashtun monarch (with the exception of Tajik amir 

Habibullah Khan Kalakani, who was also initially supported by many Pashtuns mullahs) 

nor extended their loyalties to the central government but remained alienated. Their 

passive involvement in the country’s affair was also considered an obstacle in the 

national cohesion of country. Zahir Shah and Daud’s efforts of modernisation created a 

space for the non-Pashtuns where they might have expressed their opinion with 

confidence. 

 

 The Soviet-Afghan conflict changed the authority patterns in all dimensions 

vertically and horizontally where the religious class gained more authority in tribal 

structure at the one end while the marginal ethnic groups asserted their authority on the 

basis of Islamism and jihad rhetoric on the other. The formation of authority on the basis 

                                                                                                                                                
survey of the US Central Intelligence Authority (CIA) also affirms the Pashtun majority, according to which 

Pashtuns are 42% Tajiks 27%, Hazaras 9%, Uzbeks 9%. (CIA Fact File on Afghanistan, available at: 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/af.html (see table 3). accessed on 

11/08/2011.), However, International Institute of Strategic Studies (IISS) states that Pashtuns are almost 50-

55% of the population. (Post-Taliban Afghanistan: Patterns of Power” Strategic Comments, International 

Institute of Strategic Studies (IISS), Volume 7, Issue, 10, 2001) accessed on: 

http://www.iiss.org/publications/strategic-comments/past-issues/volume-7-2001/volume-7---issue-10/post-

taliban-afghanistan/   
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of ethnicity and religious ideology produced new opportunities in national politics for the 

marginal groups. They also secured high posts in Afghan government, bureaucracy, and 

military. Despite the fact, historically the high positions in civilian and military 

institutions were filled mainly by the Pashtuns, while the rank and file were drawn 

largely from other ethnic groups (Ridout, 1975, p. 173; See for the dominance of the 

Pashtun bureaucracy: Gochenour, 1965, p. 8; Huntington, 1969, p. 186). The new 

formation of authority offers new paradigms to Afghan politics and provides new 

opportunities for the national integration and development while at the same time if the 

restoration of authority is not carried out through a balanced presentation of all socio-

ethnic actors then it may lead towards the civil war or ethnic conflict, particularly after 

the planned withdrawal of American forces from the country. This article aims to analyse 

the reforms of Socialist and how they contributed in the formation of religious Muslim 

elites in Afghanistan. 

   

II. The Socialist Reforms: A Challenge to Traditional Authority  
 Zahir Shah’s socio-political and constitutional reforms created a space, at least in 

the urban areas of the country, where political parties initiated to partake in the political 

process. Many political parties based on their Socialist and Islamic ideologies appeared 

on political arena. The ethnic diversity is one of the major hindrances in the way of 

integration of any political party in the modern Afghanistan; both Socialists and Islamists 

had to face this challenge. Apart from the common interest and belief, neither the PDPA 

(The People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan) nor Islamists integrated their groups 

under a common fabric due to their ethnic rivalries. The division of the PDAP gave the 

chance to its external ally to involve directly in all political affairs of the country. The 

PDPA government, like its predecessor governments of modern Afghanistan, had to rely 

upon the external financial assistance. However, as compare to the previous regimes, the 

PDAP was more vulnerable because of less domestic support. Therefore, it had to seek 

both military and financial assistance from Soviet Union for its survival. In the presence 

of strong resistance of the Mujahideen and internal hostilities of the PDPA leadership, the 

project of industrialisation and modernisation of the country could not be effectively 

carried out in the rural areas. The urban areas benefited more than the rural areas from the 

educational and social reforms of the socialist governments; which in the long run created 

a schism between the rural and urban population. Consequently, many disparities 

emerged between the rural and urban social structure.  

 

 Historically, Noor Muhammad Taraki and Babrak Karmal introduced communist 

ideology and founded the PDPA in 1978. They established the first secret assembly of 

PDPA in 1965 and drafted a secret constitution focusing on the Marxist ideology (anti-

imperialist, anti-capitalist). There was not significant membership of PDPA from the 

worker class (proletariat) in Afghan society. Most of its members were from the educated 

urban middle class with their traditional rural background. As a result, the PDPA did not 

have enough strength to mobilize the workers against the existing establishment. 

According to the Lenin doctrine, where there is not an active worker class, those who 

accepted and believed in Marxism should initiate and lead the people against the current 

establishment with socialist ideology. They should establish a vanguard party who must 

attempt mobilize the worker class against the bourgeoisie or ruling class for democratic 

revolution. In the Afghanistan scenario, the socialists had to establish a vanguard party to 

revolutionise the society on the basis of socialist philosophy (Nojumi, 2002, p. 32.). The 

KGB and GRU played a major role in the development of socialist ideology in 
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Afghanistan. The KGB concentrated on the civil officers and non-government elements 

while the GRU focused on the military officers like Colonel Abdul Qader who was 

trained by GRU.
 2

 Similarly the KGB projected and assisted Hafizullah Amin among 

Pashtun, Abd al-Karim Misaq among Hazaras and Babrak Karmal among Tajiks 

(Cordovez, and Harrison, 1995, p. 26; Nojumi, 2002, pp. 36, 234.).  

 

 The leadership and members of PDPA were divided on the ethnic and linguistic 

lines. The khalq was predominately consisted on the Pashtuns, whereas members of the 

parcham came from the Tajik and other non-Pashtun minorities of urban areas. The 

ethnic division of the Afghan society reflected in the PDPA and entailed to its division. 

The individual leaders had more influence on their ethnic fellows as contrast to the 

central leadership of the party. For example, Hafizullah Amin among Pashtuns, Babrak 

Karmal among Tajiks and Abd al-Karim Misaq among Hazaras were more influential 

than the party’s main leadership. Therefore, a common Afghan was generally attached to 

his socialist political leader on the basis of his ethnicity rather than that of his socialist 

ideology, and whenever the leader changed his political position, the members of his 

ethnic group followed him. Actually the socialist literature was not in the access of 

common members. Moreover, the lack of education was the main hindrance for the 

PDPA members to understand and digest the socio-political and economic ideas of 

socialist ideologues. Therefore, the loyalty of the members with party was not on 

ideological basis rather it was on ethnic and linguistic levels; and each group desired a 

venue where it could assert its power to protect its interests. Besides the ethnic 

differences, both factions devised different approaches toward the practicalities of the 

democratic revolution and socialism. The khalq rejected the collaboration with non-

Marxists, and called for pure revolutionary socialism, whereas the parcham favoured the 

collaboration with non-Marxists for a time being (Watkin, 1963, p. 138). 

 

 The PDPA leadership had to face another major challenge: a suitable method of 

presentation for their ideology, making it more harmonious with Afghan tradition, and 

less hostile with the existing structure and socio-religious norms. Nojumi notes that the 

PDPA had two conflicting identities at the same time: “internally, a pro-Soviet 

communist identity that was secret from the public and masses; externally, a non-

Communist and anti-Soviet identity that was their public face (Nojumi, 2002, p. 32).” 

The members of the khalq and parcham factions of the PDPA contested the national 

election 1969 as representatives of their factions. Only Amin from the khalq and Babrak 

from the parcham were elected. The PDPA realised that they could not come into power 

within the existing system unless there would be a substantial change in the existing 

system. Therefore, they supported General Muhammad Daud in his rivalry with his 

cousin Zahir Shah. Daud managed a successful coup against the monarch with the help of 

                                                           
2 KGB (Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti or Committee for State Security) was the national security 

agency of the Soviet Union from 1954 until 1991, and its premier internal security, intelligence, and secret 

police organization during that time.  
GRU (Glavnoye Razvedyvatel'noye Upravleniye or Main Intelligence Directorate) was the foreign military 

intelligence directorate of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation (formerly the Soviet 

Army General Staff of the Soviet Union). GRU is the English transliteration of the Russianacronym ГРУ, 
which stands for "Главное Разведывательное Управление", meaning Main Intelligence Directorate. The 

official full name translation is II Main Directorate of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of the Russian 

Federation. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soviet_Union
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Security_agency
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intelligence_agency
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Secret_police
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Secret_police
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/General_Staff_of_the_Armed_Forces_of_the_Russian_Federation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soviet_Army
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soviet_Army
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soviet_Union
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transliteration_of_Russian_into_English
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Russian_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Russian_language
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prominent members of the parcham and declared the establishment of the Republic of 

Afghanistan in July 1973. Daud set up solid social and economic relations with the Soviet 

Union, which ultimately increased the influence of PDPA in the government. With the 

course of time, Daud realised the excessive involvement of the PDPA into socio-political 

and military affairs as a threat to his own rule. He removed all important parchamis from 

his council and dismissed many civilian and military officers who were associated with 

the PDPA. He also reassessed his foreign policy establishing ties with Non-Aligned 

Nations Movement. Moreover, he dissolved the PDAP, and included many anti-

communist elements in his council (Arnold and Klass, 1987, p. 142.).   

 

 The Communist Party of Soviet Union (CPSU) took the situation seriously as there 

were hundreds Soviet-trained officers in armed forces and civilian administration of 

Afghanistan. The CPSU also attempted to reunite both factions of the PDPA. In April 

1978, Daud decided to eliminate the socialist element from the politics. He arrested the 

main leadership of the PDPA including Taraki and Karmal. In this critical situation, 

Hafizullah Amin successfully managed a military coup with the assistance of military 

officers in April 1978. It is widely believed that the coup was planned long time ago in 

the past and carried out with the Soviet assistance (Siddg, 1987, p. 7).  

 

 A Revolutionary Council was established to run the country. The most important 

issue for the PDPA was to acquire legitimacy for its government, and to develop 

systematic relations with the existing political establishment. The leadership of the PDPA 

believed on the principle of vanguardism for countries like Afghanistan. They created the 

image of the Revolutionary Council and PDPA among the public as saviour from the 

tyranny and despotism of the traditional rulers. The revolution was also known as the 

Saur Revolution which was achieved by the action of military officers.
3
 The first cabinet 

of the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan was comprised of 21 ministers; and most of 

them belonged to both factions of the PDPA. There were a few ministers from military 

side, including Colonel Abdul Qader, minister of national defence and Major Muhammad 

Aslam Watanjar, deputy prime minister. All three important leaders, Noor Muhammad 

Taraki and Hafizullah Amin from the khalq and Karmal from the parcham were also 

members of the cabinet and Taraki was elected head of the Democratic Republic of 

Afghanistan acknowledging his contribution as a foundational member of the party. The 

PDPA’s strict notion to impose its fundamental doctrine generated much hostility not 

only among the public but even among its own members. The political behaviour of 

PDPA’s leadership did not tolerate any sort of opposition. The rivalry between the khalq 

and parcham, as noted above, was both on ethnic and ideological levels. Moreover, both 

groups interpreted the Marxist ideology in a different way. Further, Amin and Babrak 

were hostile with each other since the beginning of the Sour Revolution. The conflict 

between the khalq and parcham ended up with the exclusion of members of the parcham 

from the cabinet. Many of them were appointed as ambassadors abroad. Moreover, 

Minister of National Defence Colonel Abdul Qader and the Chief of the Army Staff 

Shahpur Ahmadzai were arrested because of their alleged plan for the coup against the 

khalqi leadership (Hyman, 1992, p. 146). Thus, the khalqis eliminated all elements of 

parcham faction from the government and military institutions.   

                                                           
3 Note: The following military officers played a key role in the coup: Major Aslam Watanjar, Deputy 

Commander of Forth Division, Colonel Syed Golabzai of Air Force, and Chief of Staff Lieutenant Colonel, 

Abdul Qader.  
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 With the rise of the khalq, the reform policy of the PDPA became clear. The khalq 

introduced its radical reforms and declared itself as a revolutionary government for the 

protection of the working class interests. They affirmed secular identity of its 

government, which had a strong pro-Soviet and anticlerical approach. The khalq was 

well-awarded from the expected opposition from the religious and tribal authorities; they 

charged their reforms as un-Islamic and anti-normative. Therefore, they planned to 

enforce the socialist reforms and crush effectively all political opponents. A secret police 

(called AGSA under Taraki, KAM under Amin, Khad under Babrak Karmal and 

Najibullah) was established to capture and victimize all the political rivals. The 

revolutionaries killed Daud, his family and prominent members of the old regime. They 

killed about seventy well-established religious scholars and Sufis, such as the members of 

Kabul's Mujadidiyya family in February 1979. Moreover, they did not tolerate any 

opposition; they killed number of Nuristanis and Hazaras who had significant positions in 

the old regime, and demonstrated against the revolution. According to Barfield, the 

violence was not restricted to "reactionary elements", but also applied to the khalq and 

parcham factions themselves. The parchamis were purged from the government but soon 

the khalqi leadership divided into pro-Taraqi and pro-Amin factions. Amin was made 

prime minister in April and then became president in September when Taraqi was 

murdered (Barfield, 2010, p. 228; Rubin, 1978, p. 336.).    

 

 Amin launched radical socio-economic reforms which were focused around the 

three Omegas of the rural Afghan society- mar (head), zan (women) and zamin (land). 

The khalqis tried to modernize Afghan society through a comprehensive set of social, 

educational and economical reforms (Griffin, 2001, p. 56). They promulgated rules 

regarding land reform, women rights, equality for women, the elimination of marriage 

payments and literacy reforms. The government was intended to revolutionise the nation 

through the process of modernisation ensuring education for the people and compelling 

them to follow the government reforms for the social change. The government was 

confident to achieve their objectives with the help of its strong armed forces against the 

expected rebellion of tribal and religious authorities. Therefore, they did not consider the 

advice of the parchamis and Soviet advisors for a slow process of transformation. The 

government completed the redistribution of the land in July 1979, and announced that 

340,000 families had received farmland. However, it is believed, that the land reforms 

created a marginal change in the rural village authority, as most of the redistributed land 

was already state owned (Rubin, 1995, pp. 115-120). The khalqi reforms were perceived 

anti-tribal and anti-religious in the country. The traditional leadership of the tribal chief 

and mullah considered them, as a challenge to their authority. Thus, they organised 

resistance movements. Contrary to the government assumption, the resistance was much 

higher than it was expected. The armed forces and police gradually lost their control over 

the rural areas. The government was at the verge of its collapse. The rebellion movement 

started in the urban areas and even among the armed forces against the government. The 

mutiny of the army garrison in Herat in March 1979 and street demonstrations in Kabul 

reflected the urban concerns on the government's policies (Arnold, 1983, pp. 117-118).    

 

 Hafizullah Amin’s radical reforms created much chaos and hostility between the 

government and the resistance movements. The parchamis were already sidelined, Taraqi 

was killed, and Amin took all offices from defence secretary, prime minister, president to 

general secretary of the party. Moscow failed to convince Amin to moderate his 

programme. The Soviet leadership was worried about the deteriorating situation and its 
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possible contagion from radical resistance movement to the central Asian states. 

Therefore, Moscow decided to stabilise the situation through military operation to unseat 

Amin and install the flexible Babrak Karmal as president. Amin was executed and 

Karmal became president in 27
th

 December 1979. Karmal slowed down the momentum 

of reforms focusing mainly on the urban population, but Afghan resistance consistently 

mounted after the invasion of Soviet forces. Afghan armed forces could not control the 

situation, and Soviet forces had to involve directly inside Afghanistan. Soviet invasion of 

Afghanistan was against the Warsaw Pact and violation of Cold War expectations 

(Collins, 2011, p. 29.). Thus, a proxy war started between the superpowers. 

Unfortunately, both superpowers did not equip themselves well with the wider 

understanding of the socio-political dynamics of the country, and the implications of their 

adventure. The Soviet army was not trained for counterinsurgency in rugged terrain of 

Afghanistan. Their inability to understand the mechanism of tribal society was the main 

hindrance in their accomplishment to rule the countryside smoothly and implement 

socialist reforms systematically. International power criticised the Soviet Union for its 

invasion of Afghanistan. However, the way in which they supported the insurgents 

caused much problem for the future of the country. Apart from the regional powers, the 

United States during the second Reagan administration provided military and financial 

assistance to Mujahideen including shoulder-fired antiaircraft missiles (Reidel, 2011, p. 

27).  

 

 Babrak Karmal reverted some of radical reforms in order to minimise the hostility 

of the Mujahideen. He released many political prisoners and promulgated the 

Fundamental Principles of the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan; granted concessions 

to religious leaders, and restored conditionally the confiscated property.  However, his 

image as a chosen man of Kremlin caused a strong opposition for him even within his 

party leadership. On the other hand, the Mujahideen intensified their attacks on the Soviet 

and government forces through guerrilla warfare. The resistance movement confined the 

government rite in Kabul and big cities of the country where the Soviet and Afghan 

armed forces were stationed. Babrak Karmal had to rely on the USSR to run his country. 

His centre of reforms was the urban population, rather than the rural areas where 

resistance movement was strong. The Soviet army conducted brutal operations to crush 

the rebellion from the rural areas. It was observed that the Soviet strategy was to hold the 

major centres of communications, limit infiltration, and destroy local strongholds at 

minimum costs to their own forces (Collins, 1986, p. 145). On the other hand, the 

Mujahideen established their secure sanctuaries to break the Soviet hegemony in the 

region. The reforms of the communist regime brought a significant change in the socio-

political environment of the country. Afghan society experienced multiple changes in 

their social conduct and life style. The central government’s social reforms further 

widened the gap between the social structure of urban and rural society. Urban life 

particularly influenced by the educational and industrial reforms. Women got better 

opportunities for work and education in urban society; whereas, the rural society was 

hostile to these reforms and perceived them anti-normative and anti-religious.  

 

III. Shift in Authority: Emergence of Muslim Religious Elites in Power 
 The traditional tribal leaders and local commanders initiated the rebellious 

movements against socialist reforms in order to save their traditional authority. The 

PDPA contained the rebels with the help of the Soviet forces and ammunitions. The 

rebellion movement was actually comprised of the local grassroots organisations, without 
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any organised political leadership. Therefore, the masses resisted against the Soviet 

influence without any planning. For instance, there were thousands of urban and rural 

inhabitants participated in the mass revolt in Herat. They attacked on the PDPA stations, 

destroyed them, and returned to their homes without planning any further strategy. They 

local leaders did not have any external support to continue their resistance movement. 

Thus, the PDPA with the assistance of Soviet forces launched brutal campaigns against 

the traditional structure of Afghan society. Consequently, resistance movement emerged 

across the county (Nojumi, 2002, p. 89).       

  

 The resistance movement, initially, was not based on religious ideology rather it 

had various factions ranging from nationalists to the anti-PDPA leftists. For example, the 

People’s Liberation Front of Afghanistan organised its resistance with nationalistic 

approach. They recruited many leftist and nationalist activists for resistance movement in 

the urban and rural areas of the country. Similarly, the leftist National Oppression (the 

Stam-e-Milli: its initial motto was to fight for the minorities against the ethnic Pashtun 

monopoly. Nojumi, 2002, p. 90) participated in the resistance movement. Therefore, it is 

important to denote the word Mujahid in a broader context, not limiting it only to the 

Islamists or jihadists. The mullahs were also part of the resistance movement. They 

already had protested angrily when Daud’s efforts for modernisation and development of 

New Democracy brought the parcham faction of PDPA on the political horizon of 

Afghanistan. Actually the religious leadership organised itself on political lines in late 

1960s during the King Zahir's reign. The Afghan Ikhwan al-Muslimin (Muslim Brethren) 

attracted the middle class of the urban population particularly among the students of the 

universities and colleges, and lower-ranking government employees. They resented on 

the reforms of Daud, and inclusion of parcham into the government. It is believed that 

they organised armed campaign against Daud Government and planed to assassinate 

several members of his cabinet. Therefore, many members of the Muslim Brethren were 

caught and jailed, while others fled to Pakistan; the most prominent among them were 

Burhanuddin Rabbani, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, Ahmad Shah Massoud, Maulawi Younis 

Khalis, Maulawi Mansoor and Jalaludin Haqqani. They established the Hezb-e-Islami 

(the Islamic Party) under the leadership of Hikmetyar to organise themselves and to 

launch a military campaign against the government. Ahmad Shah initiated armed uprising 

in the Punjshir Valley (Rashid, 1987, p. 209). The government not only crushed the 

uprising but also ruthlessly sentenced its members, including the death sentence of Abdul 

Rahim Niazi- an ideologue of Muslim Brotherhood (Nojumi, 2002, pp. 84-85).      

 

 The leaders of resistance movement gradually organised themselves on ideological 

basis and developed their relations with their international fellows. The Hizb-e-Islami 

was one of the most organised parties of the Mujahideen. It enhanced its force and vision 

through the close interaction with the Jamat-e-Islami of Pakistan and other global 

Islamist movements on the basis of their shared beliefs and interests. Thus, the Hizb-e-

Islami not only managed to get support from its international fellows but also established 

its authority on national and international levels. The maktabis- theorists of the resistance 

movement- were also intended to create a united and centralised leadership among 

Afghan communities. They proposed the Islamic concept of an amir al-mumineen (the 

head of the Muslims) for a long term peace and stability in the country. However, the 

ethno-communal heterogeneity of Afghan society was the main hindrance in organising 

all communal groups in a party under a single amir al-mumineen. Most of the maktabis 

who supported this concept were based outside of the country and did not realize the 
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implication of this concept; yet among the maktabis who viewed that the Islamic Party 

under Hekmatyar could enforce the concept at least under the guidance of their amir-ul-

mumineen (Nojumi, 2002, p. 91).  

 

 The highly centralised structure of the Hizb-e-Islami under the leadership of 

Hekmatyar was contradictory to the egalitarian Afghan norms, and its concepts of self-

respect, honour and tribal harmony. Moreover, the ethnic difference among the leaders of 

the movement was the major impediment in organising a centralised movement and its 

internal cohesion. Therefore, the Hizb-e-Islami like the PDPA, could not maintain its 

unity because of the ethnic differences among its leadership; particularly between 

Hekmatyar (Pashtun), Burhanuddin Rabbani (Tajik) and Massoud (Tajik). The Jamat-e-

Islami of Afghanistan was established under the leadership of Rabbani that played a 

central role to attract the non-Pashtuns for the resistance movement (Rashid: 1987, p. 

210.). On the other hand, the process of fragmentation among the leadership of Hizb-e-

Islami of Hehmatyar continued and Qazi Amin Waqid, quit HIH and founded his own 

party in 1895, nonetheless, it could not attract masses at large scale (Nojumi, 2002, pp. 

85, 86).
4
  

 

 The Hizb-e-Islami, as mentioned above, was the most organised and well-

connected with its international fellows when the Soviet invasion took place. Nojumi 

argues that the political and personal connection of Hekmatyar with the Qazi Hussain 

Ahmad of Jamat-e-Islami Pakistan had channelized the major bulk of international aid to 

his party. Thus, Hekmatyar not only strengthened the party in Afghanistan but also 

cornered the moderate Mujahideen, nationalist, and anti-Soviet leftist groups from 

resistance movement (Nojumi, 2002, p. 85.). The attempt to organise a centralise 

structure of the Hizb-e-Islami ended up to its fragmentation because of social, ideological 

and ethnic differences. There were seven Pakistan-based jihadi parties (all of them were 

with common Sunni ideology) and eight Iran-based Shia Jihadi parties during the 

resistance movement.
5
 These parties established themselves as an opposition against the 

government of DRA and successfully managed to get international support from the anti-

Soviet western and Islamic countries.  

 

 The international financial and military aid created political and Muslim religious 

elites in Afghanistan. They did not hold any official position in the government, even 

than they were influential and had prestigious position in the public affairs. Thus, the 

Mujahedeen and war-lords gained central position in the political arena leaving behind 

the traditional elites: maliks and tribal chiefs. However, the religious leadership was 

highly fragmented because of their ideological differences. Their initial difference 

culminated in furious rivalries. There were infuriated armed clashes observed between 

many jihadi groups. For instance, during 1982-1986, there were 4000 civilians and 

                                                           
4 Note: Qazi Amin Waqid became minister of communication in 1992 after the fall of Najibullah's regime. 

Hamid Karzi appointed him as a minister of justice in 2004.   
5 The seven Pakistan-based parties were the Harkat-e-Inqilab-e-Islami-ye Afghanistan (Islamic Revolution 
Movement of Afghanistan) led by Mawlawi Muhammad Nabi Muhammadi; Hizb Islami-Hekmatyar (Party of 

Islam-Hekmatyar Faction), led by Gulbaddin Hekmatyar; Hizb-e-Islami-Khales (Party of Islam, Khalis Faction) 

led by Mawlawi Muhammad Yunis Khales; Ettehad-e-Islami (Islamic Unity) led by Abdul Rabb al-Rasul 
Sayyaf; Jabha-ye-Nejat-e-Melli-ye Afghanistan, (National Liberation Front of Afghanistan) headed by 

Sebghatullah Mujadiddi; Jamat-e-Islami-ye Afghanistan (Islamic Society of Afghanistan) led by Burhanuddin 

Rabbani; and Mahaz-e-Melli-ye Afghanistan (National Islamic Front of Afghanistan) headed by Sayyad Ahmad 
Gilani.       
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Mujahideen were killed due to the severe conflicts between the Mawlawi Nabi 

Muhammadi’s party Harkat-e-Inqilab-e-Islami-ye Afghanistan (the Islamic Revolution 

Movement of Afghanistan) and Burhanuddin Rabbani’s Jamat-e-Islami-ye Afghanistan 

(Islamic Society of Afghanistan). Similarly about 3000 Mujahideen were killed in Central 

Afghanistan in a fight between Islamic United Revolutionary Council of Afghanistan and 

Islamic Victory Party (Sazeman-e-Nassr). A continuous internal conflict was observed 

among the Muhjaheen in the Provinces of Helmand, north of Kabul (Shumali), and other 

parts of the country. The internal armed clashes of the Jihadists one way or another 

helped the Soviet regime in prolonging its rule in the country. The organisational 

structure of the Jihadists and their activities gave them a prominent position from where 

they expended their influence over the daily life of the Afghans (Nojumi, 2002, p. 88).  

 

 The internal ethnic and ideological differences were the main impediments in the 

way of integration of jihadi groups. However, in the early 1980s, the emergence of strong 

regional commanders has been observed in the Mujahideen organisations such as 

Hekmatyar in eastern provinces among the Pashtuns, and Ahmad Shah Massoud in the 

northeast parts of the country among the ethnic Tajik population. In 1984, the 

Mujahideen commanders of north-eastern region from Badakhshan, Takhar, Kunduz to 

Balkh constituted a united council, called the Supervisory Council of the North (SCN). 

The SCN was formed to organise collective resistance against the Soviet forces in 

northern Afghanistan under the leadership of Massoud in 1984 (Joseph, 1988, p. 738.). 

Massoud timely realised the ethnic difference in the SCN, therefore he divided the 

Mujahedeen groups of SCN into three organisations: a) the Panjshiris comprised the 

central forces, b) the well trained and educated functioned as political representatives of 

the SCN and they also served as a mobile force, Ghatah-e-Mataharek; c) while the strike 

force Ghatah-e-Zarbat were based on experienced fighters (Rubin, 1995, p. 234). Most of 

the Mujahedeen commanders in the SCN were belonged to the Jamat-e-Islami of 

Burhanuaddin Rabbani with a particular political agenda but Massoud attempted not to 

disturb the organisational structure. All these measures helped him to perform as a 

regional leader of north-eastern region.  

 

 Another intriguing figure was Ismail Khan, a former military officer who rebelled 

against the government, appeared on the scene as a regional leader of southwest of the 

country, when both the Jamat-e-Islami and Herkat-e-Inqilab-e-Islami had lost their 

significant power and credibility because of their internal conflicts. He organised Fargh-

e-Amir-Hamza (the Amir Hamza Division). He convinced the people to establish a united 

resistance through establishing a council of Mujahideen leadership across the country. 

However, he successfully organised resistance movement in the southwest of the country. 

Similarly, Mawlawi Haqqani emerged as a regional leader in eastern provinces. In 1986, 

he established a Shura Council in the Paktia to organise collective military resistance 

against the DRA and the Soviet forces.  

 

 In 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev became general secretary of the Communist Party of 

the Soviet Union. He came up with mass restructuring and democratization of the Soviet 

Union. In his opinion, Karmal was not a right person for his plan. Thus, Karmal was 

asked to resign in the favour of dynamic Najibullah who was supposed to have an ability 

to bring massive change in the government structure. He changed the name of governing 

party, brought new constitution, rebuilt Afghan army, and formed alliances with local 

militias. He attempted for reconciliation of the resistance and offered them to become 
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part of the government. He also offered to change Afghanistan status as Islamic Non-

aligned State. The Soviet army withdrew from Afghanistan in February 1989. 

Najibullah’s offer for reconciliation was rejected by the Mujahideen. It was hoped that 

his government would collapse soon after the withdrawal of Soviet forces but it sustained 

for more three years because of the internal conflicts of the Mujahideen.   

 

 The declaration of jihad, as noted above, initiated one year prior to the Soviet 

intervention against the reforms which were perceived as a threat to Islam and 

pashtunwali. The Mujahideen, as argued above, were not initially structured on religious 

grounds. In fact, the leftist and nationalist factions of the Mujahideen lost their power 

while the rightists managed to wage jihad with the financial and logistical support of 

regional and international players. Thus, the resistance was started on both tribal and 

religious basis; however, the Islamists dominated gradually in the resistance movement 

because of their external allies. The Marxist reforms were heavily focused to reduce the 

tribal autonomy and crush the central position of tribal chiefs. The tribal forces started 

their resistance movement but as the war prolonged, the religious leadership and armed 

commanders invoked a new spirit in it through the jihad rhetoric against the occupation 

of godless Soviet invasion. The traditional socio-political structure was on the verge of 

collapse as many ethnic and communal leaders had been detained or murdered; and 

several took refuge abroad (Ruttig, 2010, p. 8). Here religious leadership presented itself 

with the help of local armed commanders as an alternative to the traditional authority of 

tribal chief, when the tribal chief could not mobilise the masses at large scale for 

resistance against the Soviet forces. They mobilised the masses on ideological basis 

against the godless Soviet influence. The ideological influence was weak in the beginning 

of the resistance movement but gradually their role became central in political power.  

 

IV. Conclusion 
 Most of the religious leaders and armed commanders came from the lower or 

middle-class with their rural background. They had a considerable ethnic connection and 

influence in the area where they were supposed to perform their duty as a local 

commander. The traditional tribal leadership resented in the beginning to submit their 

authority before the new emerging political elites; therefore, a confrontation have been 

observed between the traditional leadership and emerging religious class of mullahs and 

armed commanders. It was actually a protest against the fast socio-political changing in 

the authority patterns. The rising political power of the religious class established its 

authority through proving its utility and ability in the war, which compelled the tribal 

leadership to assist them in their political agenda. The loss of authority of the traditional 

political elites brought many social and political changes in the daily life of common 

people. Furthermore, mass migrations from the Pashtun areas towards the neighbouring 

countries Pakistan and Iran also reduced the sense of tribalism and tribal autonomy. The 

tribal way of life and pashtunwali gradually lost their traditional patterns despite the fact 

that the religious class gained extra-ordinary influence. It was a substantial change in the 

history of Afghanistan where religious leadership established their authority to a degree 

where they presented themselves as an alternative to the traditional political authorities at 

local and central levels.  

 

 The international powers also backed the mullahs to maintain the resistance more 

vigorously against the Soviet forces on ideological basis which culminated on the 

emergence of powerful warlords replacing and undermining the traditional position of 
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tribal chiefs. Actually the mullah replaced the tribal chief when the latter could not 

effectively maintain the resistance against the Soviet forces, whereas the mullah 

inspirited the Afghans on the basis of their religious and cultural ideology. However, the 

external involvement in the conflict invoked more radical Islamistic elements in order to 

accelerate the pace of resistance against the Soviets. This tendency can be observed 

through the analysis of the literature used during the resistance. In the early 1980s, most 

of the resistance oral and written literature was composed under the Afghan national and 

tribal pride with religious identity. However, gradually religion occupied more space 

when external elements of global jihad come into the resistance movement. The long war 

shattered the social structure of Afghan society. The socialist regime survived for more 

than three years even after the withdrawal of Soviet forces. Neither traditional tribal 

authorities nor the religious parties and warlords could provide a balanced and 

sustainable alternative to run the country. Furthermore, international powers also 

neglected their obligation for the restoration of long war afflicted nation of Afghanistan. 

Another aspect of Afghan tragedy was the life in refugee camps in Pakistan and Iran 

where a complex culture emerged. Most of refugees were from rural areas of Afghanistan 

had to live in urban cities of Khaybar-Pakhtunkhawa, where they could not maintain their 

traditional social structure. The religious ideology again played a central role in their 

socio-political life. It can be concluded that socialist regimes remained failed in 

constructing national coherent in multi-ethnic Afghanistan. Further, the socialist reforms 

were not compatible with the pashtusunwali and Afghan culture. Consequently, the 

traditional authority patterns were shattered and religious class emerged as alternative 

political elites in Afghan politics.  
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