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The Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (IEA) emerged as 
a cohesive force amid the highly fragmented politics 
of Afghanistan. However, as it now seeks to rule, it 
faces many of the same challenges as previous Afghan 
governments. This report looks at how the Emirate has 
devised specific strategies to expand, consolidate and 
safeguard its control of northeastern Afghanistan, an 
area it had never ruled before. AAN’s Fabrizio Foschini 
looks at Takhar, Badakhshan, Panjshir and some districts 
of Baghlan to understand the Emirate’s governance 
priorities and strategies in an area where, compared to 
other regions, it controlled relatively limited amounts of 
territory before the fall of the Islamic Republic.

This research has been funded by the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO). 
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INTRODUCTION

In the years of the insurgency (2002-2021) and since their return to power, the 
Taleban have made a name for themselves as a cohesive force in Afghanistan’s 
highly fragmented politics. After the re-establishment of the Islamic Emirate, the 
centralised nature of the group’s decision-making has been further reasserted 
through the decrees and statements by which Emirate Supreme Leader Hibatullah 
Akhundzada has oriented their policies on some key issues even in the presence 
of contrasting positions. However, the IEA faces many of the same challenges as 
previous Afghan governments in trying to rule over a country composite in terms 
of physical and human geography, where difficult communications, insufficient 
infrastructure, and the ineffectiveness of central government have traditionally 
hampered interactions between local communities and state institutions. During 
the last decades of turmoil, in particular, this situation has led many Afghans to 
rely largely on waseta – unofficial, personal connections with powerbrokers based 
on social, political or economic links. The networks of patronage, loyalty and 
opposition that this has woven throughout the country are constantly reshaping 
themselves, but still very much drive the day-to-day lives of many Afghans, 
including under IEA rule. 

The challenges sub-national governance poses to the IEA vary greatly in different 
parts of Afghanistan. They can be minimal in areas that were under de facto Taleban 
control for many years and where the movement had an already well-established 
shadow administration and enjoyed broad acceptance – or more pronounced 
where, during the conflict, local communities were divided as either supporting the 
insurgency or strongly opposed to it. In areas of new conquest, moreover, the IEA 
faces a lack of long-standing cadres or social influence over the population. 

This report looks at the challenges the IEA faces in an area of ‘new conquest’, the 
northeast, in terms of who to put in charge of civilian and military authority in 
selected provinces of Afghanistan’s northeast: Takhar, Badakhshan, Panjshir and 
some districts of Baghlan. It aims to understand what the Emirate governance 
priorities and strategies have been in an area which never came under the control of 
the first Emirate and where the insurgency had only a light grip. 
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Sub-national aspects of IEA governance, such as the appointment of provincial 
and district officials, represent the main political arena in which a government 
that came to power militarily can seek to make itself acceptable to communities 
countrywide and, at the same time, strengthen and expand its capacity to control 
them. Likewise, appointments cast light on how local communities respond and 
adapt to the new order. The trajectories of some locally emerging leaders and 
co-opted powerbrokers have been traced in this report to illustrate patterns of 
appointments and demotions, the Emirate’s broader attitude towards sub-national 
governance, its scope for flexibility, as well as its political and security priorities in 
a region of strategic importance. 

The report opens with a background to the provinces under study, detailing their 
shared and particular features and why they were selected to constitute a single 
body for research. It then summarises the Taleban takeover and the establishment 
of the Islamic Emirate in the region, before looking in detail at developments in the 
three provinces of Takhar, Badakhshan and Panjshir plus three districts in Baghlan 
province comprising the Andarab valley. A review of the emerging literature and 
Afghan and foreign reporting on Taleban sub-national governance practices and 
policies applied to the provinces has been complemented with in-depth interviews 
with key informants from the provinces under study.1

A BACKGROUNDER ON THE REGION: SHARED  
AND DISTINCT FEATURES BEFORE 2021 

The three provinces, Badakhshan, Takhar and Panjshir, are described in this 
research as northeastern Afghanistan. While the first two are unanimously 
acknowledged under this geographic label, Panjshir, by virtue of its location 
south of the main Hindu Kush watershed and its proximity to Kabul, is often 
considered part of a ‘central’ region of Afghanistan. However, criteria other than 

1 Between November 2023 and March 2024, interviews were conducted with a total of 21 key informants: 
six from Takhar, seven from Badakhshan, six from Panjshir, one from Andarab and one from Kabul. 
Around half of them were linked to the IEA. The eleven others were community elders, former 
commanders, religious leaders or other relevant politico-economic actors. Three analysts/former 
journalists were also consulted during the research.
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mere physical geography are invoked to consider these three provinces, together 
with the Andarab valley in Baghlan (now corresponding to the districts of Pul-e 
Hisar, Deh Salah and Andarab proper, often called Banu after its district centre), 
as a unified area of focus for this particular research. Among the criteria is the 
ethnic composition and history of relations among ethnic groups, this being a part 
of Afghanistan which features relatively homogenous local majority populations 
of non-Pashtun groups (Uzbeks and Tajiks in Takhar and parts of Badakhshan, 
Tajiks in most of Badakhshan, Panjshir and Andarab) compared to the more 
fragmented and mixed settlement patterns of areas just to the west of it, such as 
central Baghlan and Kunduz. These provinces saw only, to a very limited extent, 
the settling of Pashtun communities (naqilin) during the early part of the twentieth 
century. The locally dominant elites have largely belonged to non-Pashtun 
majority groups, with Pashtuns composing mainly urban groups of rotating 
government officials or traders rather than a rural landowning class (with the 
partial exception of Takhar). 

Moreover, before the United States intervention in 2001, these areas had informally 
constituted a territorial unit for political and administrative purposes, starting 
from the late phases of the jihad against the Soviet Union. At that time, the 
mujahedin faction, Jamiat-e Islami, became paramount in this region, neutralising 
or co-opting other groups and consolidating its political organisation into a proto-
administration, thanks in particular to the Shura-ye Nizar, the military network 
created by Jamiat’s pre-eminent commander, the Panjshiri Ahmad Shah Massud. 
This process continued during the phases of the civil war between mujahedin 
factions between 1992 and 1996 and accelerated after the Taleban takeover of 
Kabul in September 1996.2

After that, the factions opposing the Taleban re-formed as the United Front (also 
known as the ‘Northern Alliance’) continued to lose territory. Following the fall of 
Mazar-e Sharif, Bamyan and surrounding areas in 1998, this area of northeastern 
Afghanistan, by then already a fairly coherent political-military entity, came to 
represent the only sizable territory outside Taleban control. It also hosted what the 

2 Following the author’s criteria for study – other areas of the northeast which are largely non-Pashtun 
had also come under Shura-ye Nizar control and influence in the 1980s and had only a weak Taleban 
insurgent presence could have been included, such as Jelgah and Khost wa Fereng districts of Baghlan 
and some districts of Parwan province such as Salang or Jabal us-Seraj. However, this would have called 
for an analysis of the broader situation in the two very composite and complex provinces of Baghlan and 
Parwan. The additional districts were therefore excluded.
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United Nations and all but three countries – Pakistan, Saudia Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirate – still recognised as Afghanistan’s official government under the 
presidency of Jamiat leader and Badakhshi, Burhanuddin Rabbani. 

The first Islamic Emirate did not manage to conquer Panjshir (part of Parwan 
province until 2004) or Badakhshan and controlled only parts of Takhar from 1999 
to 2001). Meanwhile, the need to streamline logistics and reinforcements directed 
to the various frontlines between 1996 and 2001 meant Massud intervened more 
decisively in the political organisation of even a remote and vast province such as 
Badakhshan through Shura-ye Nizar-affiliated commanders. Massud himself was 
killed on 9 September 2001, but many of his comrades and the political-military 

Map by Roger Helms for AAN.

Figure 1: Northeastern Afghanistan 
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actors he had groomed, as well as some of the organisational features of the 
network he developed, survived into the post-2001 scenario and until today.

This continued prominence of the network was helped by the decision of the 
United States, following the 9/11 attacks, to topple the Islamic Emirate government 
with the support of local Afghan anti-Taleban forces, especially Shura-ye Nizar. 
On 13 November 2001, it captured the Afghan capital and the Jamiati/Shura-ye 
Nizar networks, especially commanders from Panjshir, played for a long time a 
disproportionate role in the new Afghan institutions, evading disarmament and 
resisting attempts by the central government to break their hold on politics and 
appointments in their home provinces. 

Despite the internal differences that developed during the Islamic Republic of 
Afghanistan, some distinctive traits of local politics characterised the region for the 
best part of the two decades of its rule. One was a lower level of acceptance for the 
resumption of Taleban activities: the old Jamiati and Shura-ye Nizar networks had 
much to fear from this and, despite a number of instances in which some members 
showed an opportunistic interest in the resurgence of the Taleban or tried to 
exploit the unrest this created for their own benefit, on the whole they tried to 
prevent Taleban infiltration and recruitment more firmly than local strongmen in 
many other parts of the country. Although some networks and communities in the 
northeast were permeable to Taleban propaganda and recruitment, the provinces 
under study witnessed, with varying degrees, a more belated or limited presence 
of insurgents than in most other areas.

Similarities in the politics of the three provinces under study have continued since 
the takeover in August 2021. For the first time in many decades, the political elites 
of this region were suddenly excluded from power and left bereft of connections 
with the centre in Kabul. Many of the principal political leaders from the region – 
especially those who held official positions at the time of the IEA’s conquest – are 
in exile, but a high number of ‘tier 2’ or ‘tier 3’ leaders from the old elites have 
stayed on. 

Different parts of the region witnessed various forms of takeover, ranging 
from Afghan security forces and/or civilian actors negotiating withdrawal or 
surrender to military defeat after hard fighting. Panjshir province and Andarab 
constituted exceptional cases where the Taleban takeover was resisted beyond 
the institutional collapse of the Republic. These two areas have since witnessed 
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the closest to military occupation amid a continuing low-intensity conflict waged 
by remnants of the anti-Taleban armed opposition. Takhar and Badakhshan have 
seen far more ‘normal’ administrative and security measures, but they have also 
witnessed some military activity by supporters of the previous government who 
have gathered under the banner of the Afghanistan Freedom Front (AFF) and the 
National Resistance Front (NRF). 

From a socio-economic perspective, the provinces under study, especially 
Badakhshan and Takhar, have traditionally been poor, characterised by subsistence 
agriculture and with a considerable portion of the working-age male population 
engaged in seasonal labour abroad (usually in Iran).3 Despite the comparative 
poverty – or, in some instances, because of it – social indicators such as literacy rates 
and female education have been consistently higher than in many other rural areas 
in Afghanistan.4 For many years before and after 2001, the security environment was 
more permissive and less war-torn and, in general, there was less open opposition 
to the Republican government than in many other parts of Afghanistan.

Given their border location with Tajikistan, the two provinces of Takhar and 
Badakhshan have hosted major routes for Afghan opiates to reach international 
markets, particularly in the past two decades. The trade was carried out with the 
significant participation of the same networks of former mujahedin commanders 
who monopolised security positions and, especially in Takhar, enhanced their 
activities through government-sponsored local defence programmes during  
the Republic.

This section has so far looked at what these three provinces share in common. That 
said, as often in the Afghan context, the region also displays significant internal 
variety and fragmentation at the geographic and social levels. The next section 
looks at the situation of each province in turn ahead of the Taleban takeover in 2021.

3 In the case of Panjshir, some redistribution of the massive wealth and power obtained by the Panjshiri 
political-military elites in the wake of the 2001 victory, through patronage or investments in the Panjshir 
valley, seems to have created a limited windfall for portions of the population of this newly created, small-
sized province. It is, however, still a comparatively underdeveloped mountain region. Its poorer or less-
connected residents were prominent among the groups of migrants seeking a better fortune in Kabul even 
under the Republic.
4 The inhabitants of several high-altitude districts of Badakhshan, for example, particularly those on the 
border with Tajikistan which lost much of their arable land after the border partition at the end of the 19th 
century, turned to the career of teaching as a way of making a living and were employed in many provinces 
across Afghanistan. (Read this AAN report).

https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/education-in-times-of-waseta-the-example-of-badakhshan/


Ruling Uncharted Territory: Islamic Emirate governance in northeastern Afghanistan9

a) Takhar

The medium-sized Takhar province sits between the Hindu Kush’s northern slopes 
and the Amu River, which also marks Afghanistan’s border with Tajikistan. The 
southern districts are composed of high mountain valleys, like those of neighbouring 
Panjshir and Badakhshan. Across much of the province’s centre, there are rolling 
steppes and the northern riverine border districts are flatter. The population is largely 
split between Uzbeks and Tajiks. Tajiks make up a more homogenous population 
in the southern districts and are less present in the north. Pashtuns are thought to 
constitute around ten per cent of the population, mostly in pockets of villages in the 
centre and north of the province, as well as in the provincial capital, Taloqan. 

The comparative political marginalisation and violent ‘retaliation’ attacks suffered 
by many smaller Pashtun communities in the north during the first years after 
2001, because of their (perceived or real) support for the Taleban in the 1996-2001 
conflict with the Northern Alliance or simply due to their lack of connections with 
the centre and weakness compared to other groups (read this Human Rights Watch 
report), provided Taleban insurgents with their first entry point for propaganda and 
recruitment. However, the movement did not try to capitalise solely on ethnic fault 
lines. Instead, it tried to rally all communities in the province on religious grounds. 

Around 2009, efforts to recruit beyond the Pashtun communities started to be 
successful, as portions of the Uzbek population of Takhar province proved especially 
permeable to Taleban propaganda.5 This may partially be attributed to the weak 
ideological appeal and opportunities for patronage offered to the religiously 
conservative Uzbeks of Takhar by the main political organisation of Uzbeks 
countrywide, Jombesh-e Meli. Jombesh’s secular background, and the fact that its 
centre of gravity was far away in provinces such as Jowzjan and Faryab, left a political 
vacuum that the Taleban sought to exploit. The province’s Tajik communities were 
initially less amenable to Taleban propaganda, given the religious credentials of 
Jamiat-e Islami and the political and military prominence at the national level of  
its foremost Takhari leader, General Daud (until his assassination by the Taleban  
in 2011).

A major characteristic of Takhar’s security environment under the Republic had been 
the heavy and chaotic presence of militias linked to local strongmen from Jamiat, 

5 For a study of the early years of Taleban insurgency in Takhar and Badakhshan, see ‘The Insurgents of the 
Afghan North’, an AAN paper from April 2011 by Antonio Giustozzi and Christoph Reuter.

https://www.hrw.org/reports/2002/afghan2/affghan0402.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2012/10/AAN-2011-Northern-Insurgents.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2012/10/AAN-2011-Northern-Insurgents.pdf
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Hezb-e Islami, Jombesh and PDPA’s ‘tribal militias’, who had enduring connections 
to national-level politicians and factions. Many of them managed to get security and 
civilian appointments for themselves and/or get their men recruited into official 
government ‘defence’ programmes, such as the Afghan Local Police (ALP). In 2019, 
when AAN reported on Takhar’s militias, the province faced grave and widespread 
security problems: besides the high-level insurgent activity in the northern riverine 
districts and areas bordering Kunduz and Baghlan, the plethora of armed groups, 
besides fighting the Taleban alongside the Afghan National Security Forces, 
also engaged in illegal trafficking, personal feuds, abuses against civilians and, 
occasionally, collaborations with the insurgency. 

b) Badakhshan

Afghanistan’s northeastern-most province borders Tajikistan, China and Pakistan 
and much of it consists of sparsely populated high mountain areas. The valley of the 
Kokcha River cuts through the centre; the waters of two deeply-cut valleys above 
the provincial capital of Faizabad, those of Baharak and Jorm, converge to flow west 
to the lower-altitude districts bordering Takhar. The creation of the international 
border between Afghanistan and what is now Tajikistan at the end of the nineteenth 
century led to the division of many communities. In districts on the banks of the 
Amu River, along Afghanistan’s long northern frontier with Tajikistan, communities 
on both sides of the river are followers of the Ismaili branch of Islam and still share 
some religious and social connections. This is especially true for the upstream 
districts such as Shughnan, Ishkashim and Wakhan. Following the course of the 
Amu River downstream, Darwaz and then Ragh constitute two distinctive regions 
with histories often separate from that of Faizabad and central Badakhshan.

Badakhshan provided some of the few non-Pashtun high-ranking members in the 
first Emirate, as seen below. The province was not under Taleban rule during the 
first Islamic Emirate, however, some Badakhshi communities expressed support 
for the first Emirate. This was, in the main, two-fold. Some communities opposed 
the hegemony of the Jamiati Tajiks from the central areas of the province;6 they 
might also be Tajik, such as those from Ragh, a region to the northwest of Faizabad 
now comprising several districts, or belong to a different ethnic group, such as the 

6 The commanders who jointly controlled the province belonged to networks loyal to Rabbani (mostly from 
Yaftal and Faizabad) and Massud’s Shura-ye Nizar (mostly from Baharak, Jorm and Warduj). Though these 
networks often competed locally, they were allied at the national level.

https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/war-and-peace/a-maelstrom-of-militias-takhar-a-case-study-of-strongmen-co-opting-the-alp/
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Uzbeks of Argu district, west of the provincial capital. In both cases, the affiliation 
of these communities to Hezb-e Islami augmented their sense of marginalisation 
and facilitated both their break-off with the then Rabbani-Massud coalition in the 
late 1990s and their reaching out to the Taleban. However, these overtures tended 
to be limited and often largely pragmatic, aimed at extracting concessions from the 
powers in Faizabad, to which they reconciled after some negotiations. 

Ideological proximity to the Taleban, on the other hand, was not uncommon in the 
province. Sunni inhabitants of Badakhshan have a long tradition of travelling to the 
centres of religious learning of both Central and South Asia (which, since the mid-
20th century, meant largely the Pakistani madrasas). This certainly played a role in 
the initial decision by clerical leaders such as those in Ragh to declare support for 
the Taleban but, being a large group politically in charge of a community located 
away from Taleban front lines, they settled their differences with the Jamiat-
controlled powers in Faizabad. However, a number of individuals from Badakhshan 
– some senior established religious scholars, but mostly young students sent to 
study in Pakistani madrasas – did join the Taleban during the first Emirate for 
ideological reasons and became among the movement’s most trusted members.

The Badakhshi Taleban, however, did not manage to set foot in their home province 
for the length of the first Emirate and remained secluded from the political game 
there, lacking grassroots support. After 2001, the more senior among them went 
into exile in Pakistan, while many rank-and-file fighters went back home, largely 
escaping trouble with the authorities because of their scattered presence. The 
Taleban’s inability to count on pre-existing networks based inside Badakhshan 
that could be easily reactivated accounted for the late and faltering starts of the 
insurgency in the province, which did not materialise until around 2010. These 
insiders, however, were to prove useful assets in the long run despite their isolation.

For some years, Badakhshan functioned mostly as a transit area for insurgents 
coming from Pakistan and moving on to Takhar or Kunduz. This did not create much 
concern among provincial authorities, including because some local powerbrokers 
were getting paid by transiting Taleban for granting safe passage and haven.

Eventually, after a late start, the years between 2014 and 2021 saw the Taleban 
become deeply entrenched in a number of districts of Badakhshan. The remoteness 
of the province facilitated the deterioration of the security situation: the near total 
lack of engagement by foreign troops (read this 2018 AAN report about a lone outlier 

https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/regional-relations/tilting-at-windmills-dubious-us-claims-of-targeting-chinese-uyghur-militants-in-badakhshan/
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of NATO airstrikes in the province), the prohibitive mountainous terrain and the 
fact that the insurgents were mostly highly-motivated and ideological members 
of the movement, allowed them to establish an unchallenged, albeit territorially 
limited presence. 

Their progressive occupation of central districts such as Warduj, Jorm and Yamgan 
meant they virtually cut the province in two. Moreover, they had also established 
a strong presence in areas which, although peripheral to the provincial capital 
of Faizabad, offered access to local revenues and recruiting: these not only 
included places where they had previously enjoyed some support, such as Ragh 
(encompassing the districts of Raghistan, Yawan and Kohistan) and some side 
valleys of the main Kokcha River system such as Kishm-Tagab and Argu districts, 
but even some new strongholds such as Nusay district in remote Darwaz. On the 
eve of the fall of the Republic, Taleban fronts had expanded to areas closer to 
Faizabad such as Khash and Yaftal.

Army Chief of Staff Qari Fasihuddin Fitrat (left) acting Minister of Defence Muhammad Yaqub Mujahed and 
Defence Ministry spokesman, Enayatullah Khawarizmi, at a press conference in Kabul.  
Photo: Wakil Kohsar/AFP, 28 August 2022
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c) Panjshir and Andarab

Panjshir, a small province carved out of Parwan in 2004, consists of a single 
mountain valley system around 70 kilometres northeast of Kabul. Its strategic 
location close to the main north-south communication axis of the Salang highway, 
its terrain favourable to defence against outside attackers and the emergence of a 
particularly successful mujahedin commander, Ahmad Shah Massud, in the 1980s, 
spurred the transformation of the valley into a highly organised and cohesive 
unit during the war. The Andarab valley of Baghlan province (corresponding to 
the modern districts Pul-e Hisar, Deh Salah and Andarab-Banu) connects to the 
Panjshir by the comparatively accessible Khawak Pass and features similar physical 
and human geographic characteristics. It was integrated into the Panjshiri military 
structure in the early 1980s. Andarab’s political-military networks have since 
remained strongly linked to those in Panjshir, apart from a group of local actors 
previously linked to Hezb-e Islami, who found themselves marginalised and had to 
leave the province. 

Panjshir, unlike the other two provinces under study, had experienced hardly any 
serious security problems up to the Taleban takeover of 2021. Its geography and 
rather homogenous population made it easier to repel potential threats from the 
outside, while the insurgents found support among only a very limited number of 
Panjshiris; this was a province that had benefited greatly from the establishment 
of the Republic. Despite increasing attempts, the Taleban were not able to breach 
the valley’s security successfully. There were sporadic explosive attacks in the 
main valley and occasional infiltration attempts by small numbers of insurgents 
from Nuristan’s Mandol district into Darah district (eventually divided into Darah 
proper and Abshahr), which were generally repulsed without much trouble. 
Andarab’s security under the Republic proved less satisfactory, but the main cause 
for incidents tended to be the widespread presence of rival, heavily armed, petty 
commanders rather than an organised Taleban presence.
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THE 2021 TALEBAN TAKEOVER

Given the disparities in the ‘starting conditions’ in the three provinces under 
study, the Taleban’s final offensive in 2021 began at different times in these places. 
Takhar was among several provinces in the north attacked early in what amounted 
to a pre-emptive strike at areas where influential figures opposed to the Taleban 
were feared capable of mobilising ‘uprising forces’ in support of the Republic. 
The Taleban also focused early attacks on border provinces where they could 
capture customs posts, getting revenue for themselves and starving the Republic’s 
treasury. Thirteen out of Takhar’s seventeen districts – all but the provincial capital 
and the southernmost mountainous districts closely connected to Panjshir – had 
fallen into Taleban hands by mid-June (see this AAN report).

Badakhshan was next in line, targeted by major Taleban operations at the end 
of June. By 9 July, in less than two weeks, the Taleban had conquered all the 
districts in this huge province except Faizabad and Yaftal. The offensive was well-
coordinated and also benefited from experienced Badakhshi commanders like 
the shadow governor Amanuddin Mansur and Qari Fasihuddin Fitrat; it also met 
with very limited resistance by the scattered and isolated Republic garrisons. 
Indeed, hundreds of government security forces from the border districts simply 
fled across the Amu River to Tajikistan. The Taleban were momentarily stopped 
just before Faizabad, where all the remaining Republican supporters and military 
forces had concentrated. The city held out for another month before capitulating 
(see AAN reporting). 

Panjshir’s fate was different. The Taleban opted not to test their mettle against the 
valley during their offensives in the other territories that had traditionally been 
strongholds of the Northern Alliance in June-July – probably conscious that in 
the ongoing battle for morale, a setback there would prove too costly compared 
to the limited strategic value of the small province. This way, Panjshir became a 
safe haven where hardcore opponents of the Taleban among the Republic military 
could regroup in the wake of the fall of Kabul on 15 August, especially those with a 
Panjshiri or northeastern background.

Under the leadership of Vice-President Amrullah Saleh and Ahmad Massud, son of 
the late mujahedin commander, a National Resistance Front (NRF) was announced 
to oppose the Taleban. It included both reactivated local Panjshiri networks and 

https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/war-and-peace/a-quarter-of-afghanistans-districts-fall-to-the-taleban-amid-calls-for-a-second-resistance/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/war-and-peace/menace-negotiation-attack-the-taleban-take-more-district-centres-across-afghanistan/
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remnants of the Republic’s security forces and other officials from across the 
country. The Emirate took some time to move decisively against Panjshir. They 
first established firm control over the newly captured cities across the country, 
amassed troops from other parts of Afghanistan ahead of the onslaught and waited 
for the last NATO troops – still engaged in the evacuation from Kabul airport – to 
leave for good. 

Meanwhile, IEA military operations continued in the neighbouring Andarab 
districts of Baghlan where the NRF had also called for a “second resistance.” 
These districts represented a key access route to Panjshir, as an alternative to the 
heavily defended main entrance of the valley. The Taleban were not able to fully 
secure them nor control the pass into Panjshir until September. During the last 
week of August, a round of desultory negotiations between the NRF and the IEA 
took place (see Global Village Space), cut short by renewed attacks by Taleban 
troops in both Andarab and Panjshir, while the besieged valley was cut off from 
telecommunications and food supply.

During the first week of September, the NRF defences were broken by a combined 
advance from four sides – the main entrance to the valley at Gulbahar, the Khawak 
Pass connecting Andarab to Panjshir, the Darah lateral valley where some Panjshiri 
security commanders switched sides and joined the Taleban letting IEA troops in 
and, decisively, the Anjoman Pass leading from Badakhshan into Parian district, 
from which contingents of Badakhshi Taleban entered the main valley from the 
rear. The NRF fighters retreated to the upper reaches of some side valleys as the 
Emirate claimed control of all Panjshir’s district centres. By mid-September, NRF 
leaders had mostly left Panjshir for Tajikistan, while its fighters maintained a 
presence in remote areas of Panjshir and neighbouring provinces.

Since then, the IEA has faced scattered armed resistance in a number of areas of 
the region under study, primarily in the Panjshir and Andarab valleys, but also in 
southern parts of Takhar and some districts of Badakhshan. 

https://www.globalvillagespace.com/taliban-and-northern-alliance-in-panjshir-strike-a-peace-deal/
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2021-2024: THE EMIRATE’S CONSOLIDATION

The IEA used the months following the takeover to consolidate control over 
regions they had not already de-facto-ruled for years, or in some cases at all. 
These attempts involved a massive military presence in some areas, like Panjshir, 
Andarab and the southernmost districts of Takhar. Large numbers of IEA forces 
from other parts of Afghanistan were rotated into these areas in what looked much 
like a military occupation. Elsewhere, in most of Takhar and Badakhshan, in the 
absence of a continued presence of armed opposition, the IEA did not have to 
assert its rule so strongly. In these areas, the face of IEA governance resembled 
more the vigilant, inquisitive and yet paternalistically conciliatory presence it had 
in other recently conquered parts of the country. 

However, the situation varied widely from district to district, depending in part 
on the path taken by local personalities linked to the Republic who used to wield 
major influence in an area – whether they stayed and come to terms with IEA rule, 
have instead left the country or have joined the ranks of the NRF or the AFF (an 
armed opposition group formed in early 2022 which, although active countrywide, 
also has the northeast among its main support bases). Despite these variations, 
from the outset, the IEA confronted some common challenges throughout  
the northeast.

The first was a deficit of manpower available to garrison and administer this vast 
region. Despite the amazing pace and extent of their success in conquering this 
once anti-Taleban stronghold, the fronts established there were relatively small 
numerically and, apart from some new local recruits joining their ranks in search of 
a salary, could not count on a large number of reinforcements.

Generally speaking, except for the worst embattled areas and some strategic 
borders, heavily garrisoned by non-local Taleban, the IEA has normally tried to 
avoid swarming the relatively quiet areas of Takhar and Badakhshan with ‘stranger 
troops’, whose presence could hurt local sensibilities. Shortly after the takeover, 
Emirate authorities in Takhar and Badakhshan asked village elders to set up 
local militias. This was an expansion of the model that had allowed the Taleban 
to rule large swathes of the country through a military apparatus that was also 
responsible for many civilian aspects of governance. 
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The limited number of personnel available in northeastern Afghanistan put an 
additional strain on the chain of command and control of cadres which meant that, 
with the IEA in need of personnel, it was easy to gain relatively important positions 
quickly. Interviews suggest that, for instance, in Takhar, this has meant that locally 
recruited Taleban often act as a buffer between the local population (at least their 
own communities) and IEA intelligence officials, who mostly come from outside, 
possibly explaining why fewer former supporters of the Republic have been 
actively targeted, killed or imprisoned there. This, in turn, points to the continued 
reach of pre-existing waseta connections. 

The persistence of old, probably hostile social networks was a second, related, 
challenge for the IEA. The Emirate’s proclaimed amnesty and/or private deals 
struck even before the collapse of the Republic has meant that in many areas of 
Badakhshan and Takhar many of the previous elites have been able to not only 
stay but also preserve their assets and remain, to some extent, the lynchpins of 
local economies. 

The attitudes of the IEA’s central leadership regarding how to deal with these 
previous elites have been ambivalent. For many years, part of warfare practice 
in this part of Afghanistan involved opening communication channels with the 
other side and striking deals about reducing military confrontations or bolstering 
mutually beneficial economic ventures. The momentous military successes in the 
northeast that paved the way for the Taleban takeover nationally also partially 
relied on the ability of local Taleban to negotiate the peaceful surrender of local 
men on the side of the Republic. Part of the leadership of the IEA has identified the 
co-option of established elites as key to building local support in the northeast. 
However, these goals clash with other Emirate priorities, including tight control 
over the movement’s ranks, avoiding compromising power-sharing deals and, 
whenever possible, centralising the management of local sources of revenue.  
In the northeast, those revenue sources encompass significant mining sites and 
their taxation. 

The IEA has thus attempted to strike a balance between its need to staff local 
institutions in the face of a shortage of pre-existing Taleban cadres available 
locally and a cautious stance towards empowering individuals or networks who 
could, in the future, prove an obstacle to the movement’s policies or even pose a 
military challenge. 
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The ambivalence has not left veteran Taleban officials untouched either. Initially, 
in order to appease local communities and bring them into the IEA’s fold, Taleban 
officials with a local background were appointed in their home regions. However, 
these individuals sometimes proved to be figureheads with little effective grip 
on local society in the absence of IEA backing. Or, if they were more effective and 
proactive, this could trigger concerns in the IEA’s central leadership about either 
‘unsanctioned contacts’ with non-Taleban political actors or their possible growing 
local importance and independence. In a number of cases, the Emirate has faced 
rebellious attitudes from local commanders who felt they were being targeted or had 
their personal power threatened by the central government. 

Many of these sub-national governance dilemmas and policies resemble situations 
seen under the Republic, but the main actors, their ideological framework, long-term 
political aims and socio-economic perspectives have changed.

Let us look at the main developments and figures at play in the three provinces  
under study. 

a) Takhar 

Despite officially rejecting all considerations of ethnicity, the Taleban have 
always been careful about the ethnic factor in Takhar, a mixed province where 
Pashtuns constitute but a small minority. Communities characterised by common 
ethnolinguistic traits have been ideal loci for military mobilisation during the last 
decades of conflict. In Afghanistan’s waseta-dominated political landscape, they  
have remained an everyday reference for average Afghan citizens. The IEA’s approach 
to governance has, therefore, been marked by the need to balance the sway of the 
two main local constituencies, Uzbeks and Tajiks (both about the same size), with 
their respective ethnic elites entrenched from at least the Republic era and often  
from the days of the mujahedin, while at the same time, not neglecting Takhar’s 
Pashtun minority, who played a major role in the early stages of the insurgency. 

Both the Uzbek and Tajik communities in Takhar can put forward a number of senior 
Taleban leaders fit to fill top positions such as that of provincial governor. In terms 
of grassroots support, however, things vary between them. Many Uzbeks joined the 
Taleban insurgency throughout the 2010s and tended to group together in fronts 
separate from the Pashtun-dominated ones. On the other hand, Tajik communities  
in Takhar have so far shown limited support for the IEA. Drawing them closer  
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and gaining influence over them would constitute a major governance goal for  
the Emirate. 

Before the fall of the Republic, the Taleban shadow governor for Takhar was a Tajik, 
Mawlawi Mohsen Hashemi,7 but it was his Uzbek deputy, Mawlawi Nuruddin Umair, 
who became provincial governor shortly before the final spring-summer offensive 
of 2021 (see ToloNews). After the establishment of the IEA, Nuruddin proved to be 
a charismatic governor of Takhar, especially for the province’s Uzbek community.8 
Benefiting from the protection of the most senior Uzbek IEA official, Abdul Salam 
Hanafi, then serving as acting Deputy Prime Minister in the IEA cabinet, Nuruddin 
enlarged his power base by patronising local elites, among them, many former 
commanders linked to Jamiat-e Islami or other mujahedin factions or PDPA tribal 
militias, who had held security positions or parliamentary seats under the Republic. 

However, accusations levelled against the provincial governor by other Takhari 
Taleban that he had enlisted former anti-Taleban militiamen based on ethnic 
solidarity and had resisted their disarmament hit the mark with the Emirate’s 
leadership. The Ministry of Interior and the General Directorate of Intelligence (GDI) 
made several unsuccessful attempts to disarm his forces, until, at the end of March 
2022, Nuruddin was sacked from his position as governor. His later reappointment 
as deputy governor of Jawzjan mirrors that of Makhdum Alam, an Uzbek 
commander from Faryab, who was arrested in early 2022 (see Khaama Press) but 
has since been reintegrated, suggesting that the IEA is keen not to polarise ethnic 
sensibilities of this constituency. Despite his removal from the province, Mawlawi 
Nuruddin has not completely relinquished his role as a reference point for the 
Takhari Uzbeks. 

7 Despite being a senior member and having the full support of the Taleban leadership – in the new IEA he 
would become acting Deputy Minister of Interior and later governor of Panjshir – Hashemi lacked military 
and public influence in his home province and had been unable to significantly boost Tajik support for the 
Taleban in Takhar during the insurgency.
8 Mawlawi Nuruddin’s role as a focal point for Uzbeks or other Turkic-speakers predated the Taleban 
victory and transcended the provincial borders. A few years before the collapse of the Republic, he was 
approached by a delegation of Qarluqs from neighbouring Dasht-e Archi district of Kunduz province 
(Qarluqs area a group of Turkic-speaking people closely associated with the Uzbeks, who also inhabit 
Khwajah Ghar district of Takhar and parts of Badakhshan). In Dasht-e Archi, they had so far sided with the 
Republic and were concerned that the Taleban of their district, largely local Pashtuns, would carry out 
abuses in their areas now they were getting the upper hand. The Qarluq religious leaders had thus been 
sent to Nuruddin in order to enlist his support to create their own armed group recognised as a Taleban 
front and maintain control of their countryside. 

https://tolonews.com/afghanistan-170496
https://www.khaama.com/taliban-new-appointments-education-minister-replaced-57484/
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Instrumental in Mawlawi Nuruddin’s expansion of his power network was the Takhar 
Chief of Police, Mawlawi Tayyab. An Uzbek from Rustaq district and a veteran militant, 
he had been the Taleban’s overall Takhar military commander in the lead-up to the 
Taleban victory and supported Nuruddin’s policies after the takeover. A few months 
after Nuruddin’s replacement, the IEA also removed Tayyab from Takhar province, 
appointing him as deputy commander of the 313 Central Corps headquartered  
in Kabul.

A new governor, Muhammad Ismail Rasekh (see Bakhtar News), a Turkmen from 
Jowzjan, spent an uneventful six months in the job before being replaced, this time  
by a local Tajik (see Khaama Press). This was another veteran Taleban official: 
Mawlawi Zia al-Rahman Madani. Hailing from the Namak Ab district of Takhar 
province, he had studied in a madrasa in Karachi and joined the Taleban during 
the first Emirate. His tenure as governor lasted no longer than a year. As with 
Mawlawi Nuruddin, Zia al-Rahman’s tenure as provincial governor was criticised as 
ethnocentric by other Taleban in Takhar and eventually, in September 2023, he was 
transferred to Logar, a province he had governed during the first Emirate.

Young boys in a madrasa in Faizabad, provincial capital of Badakhshan. 
Photo: Omer Abrar/AFP, 17 March 2024

https://www.bakhtarnews.af/en/new-governor-of-takhar-introduced/
https://www.khaama.com/taliban-new-appointments-education-minister-replaced-57484/
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Pashtun Taleban commanders from Takhar have resented the loss of political and 
military weight since the takeover, as Uzbek and Tajik commanders benefited 
the most from the surrender of their co-ethnic troops in the province in terms 
of weaponry and manpower. So when an Uzbek or Tajik leader becomes too 
powerful, local Pashtun Taleban often lobby to have him removed. 

This approach to appointments, offering local prominence to Uzbeks and Tajiks 
‘by turns’ has so far not resulted in major defections or rebellions from among IEA 
ranks in the province, unlike in Badakhshan or Panjshir, although confrontations 
have arisen.9 However, the fact that local political actors are often swiftly moved 
after they rise to prominent positions may create more tension than it defuses. 

According to a local source, the Emirate strategy to try to weaken local strongmen 
and networks in Takhar relies on the construction of religious schools managed by 
people loyal to the central government and on the appointment to government 
positions of individuals without a power base of their own. 

Zia al-Rahman’s replacement as governor of Takhar fits this description. A Tajik 
from Badakhshan, Mawlawi Obaidullah Aminzadeh, had no social or military 
support in Takhar, but his appointment allowed the IEA to progress at least in one 
strategic field of governance, mining. Takhar features at least three major gold 
mining sites, two salt and one coal. These mines have long constituted prized 
sources of revenue, and governments, including the IEA, have struggled to wrest 
control of them from local commanders, who are typically in cahoots with patrons 
located in the provincial capital or even Kabul. The story of the rise and fall of one 
such local commander, Ghulam Hussain, illustrates this well. 

Ghulam Hussain is a Tajik resident of Shah Ab who, during the Republic, went to 
work in a bakery owned by his uncle, a member of Hezb-e Islami, in Khost province 
in southeastern Afghanistan. His fortunes changed when his family married into 
Khalil al-Rahman Haqqani’s family, who is Sirajuddin Haqqani’s uncle and the 
acting Minister for Refugees. Building on this family relationship, Ghulam Hussain 
joined the Taleban and was deployed to Yangi Qalah district of Takhar province 
two years before the Republic’s collapse. From there, he began operating in his 
home district, which neighbours Yangi Qala. He formed a group of thirty fighters 

9 In an instance reported in April 2024, the Uzbek IEA district governor for Hazar Sumuch, Mawlawi Qadir, 
was forcibly disarmed by Pashtun Taleban when he went back to his home district of Khwajah Ghar for 
Eid prayers (see Hasht-e Subh).

https://8am.media/eng/taliban-disarm-their-uzbek-commander-in-takhar-province/
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from among his relatives and neighbours. Chah Ab fell into his hands as the 
Republic collapsed, and he secured the weapons and ammunition of the local 
garrison and became the district’s border commander. For the next two years, 
Ghulam Hussain managed to keep control of one of the country’s biggest gold 
mines, Nuraba in Chah Ab district. Meanwhile, he built a power base for himself, 
participating in governor Zia al-Rahman’s policy of appeasing non-Taleban Tajiks. 
Only in late 2023, after the replacement of Zia al-Rahman as governor, was the 
Ministry of Mines able to reclaim the mine from Ghulam Hussain; he was dismissed 
from his post and disarmed. He had almost 300 armed men under his command by 
then. After some time spent in prison he was released, possibly also thanks to his 
family connection. He no longer holds any official position.

The appointment of the new governor Aminzadeh, a locally acceptable ‘outsider’ 
(he is at least from the region) who is loyal to the centre, became the opportunity 
for major administrative changes in Takhar province, including a new police chief, 
head of intelligence and a number of district governors. These changes allowed the 
Ministry of Mines to take control of mining sites from local commanders. More than 
two years after coming into being, the IEA is now in direct control of most mines  
in the province and grants concessions to firms and individuals involved in 
extractive activities. 

b) Badakhshan

The IEA efforts to organise governance in Badakhshan faced challenges different 
from those in Takhar. Here, the local political game did not have many ethnic 
dimensions, as the population is overwhelmingly Tajik, with only small minorities 
(Uzbeks, Baluch), including politically marginalised groups (Pamiri Ismailis). More 
importantly, the province had never before experienced Taleban rule and special 
care was required when making appointments. Faced with limited manpower and 
social influence inside Badakhshan and pressing strategic concerns about borders, 
neighbouring countries and foreign fighters, the IEA has tended to rely heavily on 
its main asset in the province, a group of high-ranking veteran Badakhshi Taleban.

These veterans have been a constant at the IEA central leadership level, either 
because they played an important and effective role or because their Tajik 
ethnicity offered a rare occasion to showcase inclusivity and representativeness 
on the part of the Pashtun-majority IEA. Their specific history of affiliation to the 
Taleban links many of these Badakhshi Taleban more closely to the Kandahari 
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leadership than is common for other Taleban in northeastern Afghanistan, 
especially non-Pashtun ones. 

The most senior IEA leader from Badakhshan is Qari Din Muhammad Hanif, a 
seventy-year-old religious scholar who was Minister of Higher Education during 
the first Emirate and currently serves as Minister of Economy. However, when it 
comes to affairs in Badakhshan, it is a younger and more dynamic personality 
who occupies the foremost position in this group, Qari Fasihuddin Fitrat.

Born in Warduj district, Fasihuddin Fitrat completed his studies at a madrasa in 
Yamgan district during the Rabbani government in the late 1990s and started 
to teach in a primary school there. He joined the Taleban after he moved 
to Karachi Pakistan to pursue a religious education. Fitrat was deployed to 
Badakhshan to lead a group of fighters. In 2013, after returning to Pakistan for 
medical treatment, he was promoted to deputy head of the Taleban’s Military 
Commission. As deputy to Mullah Abdul Qayyum Zakir in the commission, Fitrat 
developed close relationships with the Kandahari leadership, thanks in part to 
his earlier connection to Gul Agha Ishakzai, also known as Inayatullah Badri, 
who was the head of the Taleban Financial Commission during the insurgency 
and later became director of Afghanistan’s Central Bank (see The Independent). 
After returning to Badakhshan (see this AAN report), Fitrat assumed the position 
of shadow governor and overall military authority for the northern provinces 
until the fall of the Republic in 2021. Fitrat also played a key role in the military 
operations in Panjshir. Since the IEA was established in September 2021, he has 
held the position of Chief of Staff of the Army. While based in Kabul, Fitrat has 
assumed a quasi-official role in overseeing the provinces’ affairs and serves as a 
key adviser to the central government on governance in Badakhshan. 

A look at appointments in the districts allows an evaluation of the IEA approach 
to district-level governance in this vast province and the influence of a major 
actor such as Fitrat on the balance of power. The author has been able to identify 
with certainty the senior civilian and military officials in 24 out of Badakhshan’s 
28 districts and their likely connection with major Badakhshi powerbrokers. 

The first interesting detail is how nearly all district governors and security 
commanders have been appointed to their home districts. This is contrary to 
established Taleban attitudes and practices, which often aim to keep officials out 
of their home districts (at the district level) or provinces (at the provincial level). 

https://www.independent.co.uk/asia/south-asia/mullah-badri-afghanistan-central-bank-chief-taliban-b2305712.html
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/war-and-peace/the-non-pashtun-taleban-of-the-north-a-case-study-from-badakhshan/
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During the insurgency, especially in its last years, Taleban strategy valued having 
local fighters and commanders on the ground instead of ‘strangers’, as this often 
constituted a major military advantage, in terms of morale and skills, against the 
nationally drawn and more mixed Afghan National Army. At the same time, the 
movement has always prided itself in not bowing to matters of local identity and in 
looking at an individual’s qualifications rather than his origin. The result has been 
a ‘mixed landscape’ when it comes to sub-national governance, with both locals 
and outsiders as administrators and security commanders. 

In Badakhshan, however, there seems to have been little mixing-up of district 
officials (compared with the situation in other provinces, as described in detail by 
this study by David Mansfield and Alcis). This is even more striking when compared 
to Baghlan and Takhar, as well as other provinces where the IEA faces significant 
security challenges and risks triggering hostile attitudes with unpopular or 
unsupported appointments. In those provinces, as is normal practice, almost every 
district receives its officials from another part of the province, while seeing its own 

Members of the Taleban watch newly recruited personnel during a graduation ceremony in Faizabad, 
Badakhshan province. 
Photo: Omer Abrar/AFP, 19 February 2023 

https://www.xcept-research.org/publication/nimroz-and-samangan-a-comparative-case-study-of-shifts-in-afghanistans-political-economy-since-the-taliban-takeover/
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eligible Taleban leaders appointed a couple of districts away. The appointment of 
so many officials to their home districts in Badakhshan is unusual and seems to 
point to a ‘hands-off’ approach, allowing local cadres to strengthen their status  
at home.

Another recognisable pattern is how local Taleban networks enjoy areas of 
influence when it comes to appointments in Badakhshan. Districts are grouped 
in macro-areas that look much as they did under the Republic. For example, the 
greater ‘Ragh’ area, encompassing the districts of Raghistan, Yawan and Kohistan, 
plus now possibly Khwahan, Kufab and Shahr-e Bozorg as well, is administered 
by officials appointed in their home areas and all linked to the network of a young 
and charismatic leader in his forties, Mawlawi Najibullah Raghi. 

Mawlawi Najib, like Fasihuddin Fitrat, received his religious education in Karachi 
and joined the Taleban during their post-2001 insurgency. Around 2005, Najib 
returned to his home district of Yawan and, despite the initial opposition of his 
family, started to preach jihad against the Republican order and NATO troops. 
After a tough start, with the help of the Taleban in Kunduz, he was eventually able 
to organise a local group of fighters. He went on to become a major commander 
in this part of Badakhshan, reaping benefits from the fall of the Republic, after 
which the fighters under his command swelled. Despite his current appointment 
to another province, his influence over an area of Badakhshan that is important in 
mining and for having border crossings has so far remained intact. 

The major exception to districts tending to be ruled by local men are the Ismaili-
inhabited districts of Shughnan, Ishkashim, Wakhan, Zibak and Koran wa Munjan. 
There, officials are overwhelmingly ‘outsiders’ from other parts of Badakhshan. 
The political and military prominence of non-local Sunnis in these frontier districts 
is not new; indeed, it used to be somewhat like that even under the Republic when 
former mujahedin commanders would compete for these lucrative positions 
offering access to the border with Tajikistan. While local Ismailis were at least able 
to provide civilian officials back then, the current situation replicates more closely 
that of the 1990s when the Ismaili districts were conquered by Sunni mujahedin 
from central Badakhshan and the districts ended up being divided among the 
victors: the four southern districts served as a ‘colony’ of networks from Baharak-
Warduj while commanders from Faizabad claimed the more northern Shughnan 
district. Similarly, nowadays, Shughnan is administered by individuals from 
Faizabad and Khwahan while, in the four remaining districts, seven positions out of 
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eight are held by individuals from Warduj and the remaining one by a commander 
from Baharak (whence the military commander for the Wakhan frontier region 
also comes). The massive presence of local officials originating from Warduj is 
remarkable, given the district’s small population, and reflects the high number of 
veteran and ideologically committed Taleban cadres originating from there, as well as 
their good career prospects under the auspices of fellow Warduji, Fasihuddin Fitrat. 

A visible change, compared to the mujahedin and Republic times, is the relative loss 
of power by individuals from Yaftal district, located at the gates of the provincial 
capital, Faizabad, which even before its most famous son Burhanuddin Rabbani 
took centre stage, had traditionally provided a large share of the provincial elites. 
The powerbroker role, which was once held by people from this area, more or less 
centred around the Rabbani family, seems to have shrunk or partially subsumed 
into other networks. 

It is not that the Yaftalis did not have high-ranking Taleban among them, as they 
did mujahedin and Republic-era officials. The doyen of Badakhshi Taleban, Din 
Muhammad Hanif, is from Yaftal, along with several younger commanders and 
officials, including the late Deputy Governor Nesar Ahmad Ahmadi. At least, this 
was the case at the beginning of the new IEA era before a series of incidents brought 
their number down.

Around one year after the takeover, the IEA began vetting commanders across the 
north via the so-called Purification Commission10. Many of those who had served 
in the Republic’s security forces or had non-Taleban backgrounds were either 
demoted or expelled from the ranks. One such commander was Abdul Hamid 
Mujahed from Yaftal. He had previously served in the Afghan National Army and 
only joined the Taleban four years before the fall of the Republic after losing his 
previous job. By the time of the takeover, he held a strong command of around 
300 men and was considered reliable, being promoted to commander of the 
Detection Branch of the newly launched Omar Salis 219th division in early 2022. 
Notwithstanding this, a few months later, he was ordered to transfer first to Kunduz 
and then to Kabul in what appeared to be a demotion. Moreover, some of the 
weapons captured from Republican troops that he had distributed informally to 
fellow Yaftalis were confiscated.

10 Established already in October 2021 under the authority of acting Defense Minister Mullah Yaqoob in 
order to expel unworthy members from the ranks of the IEA.
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Abdul Hamid Mujahed’s stance towards the Taleban grew confrontational and, 
despite attempts by Fasihuddin Fitrat and another high-ranking Badakhshi 
commander, Amanuddin Mansur, to convince him to back down towards the end 
of September 2022, he rebelled against the IEA, together with 200 of his men and 
in collaboration with a former Jamiati commander with links to the NRF. At this 
point, Amanuddin Mansur was brought back from a stint leading the IEA Air Force 
(see Afghanistan International) to lead the military operations against Mujahed. A 
month after he launched his rebellion, Mujahed was trapped and killed, along with 
many of his men, as he tried to retreat to Tajikistan (see Amu TV). 

Although arguably the most serious armed rebellion the IEA faced in Badakhshan, 
it was not the first. A few months earlier, another mid-ranking commander, Qari 
Waqas from Tagab, a veteran of the Taleban Red Unit11, had rebelled under similar 
circumstances. As the commander of the only Taleban front in the whole Tagab-
Keshem area at the time of the fall of the Republic, he had received the surrender 
of all troops and weapons in these two districts, finding himself overnight in 
charge of a formidable force of 500 men. Over the next few months, he expanded 
his influence by attracting many locals with links to Jamiat-e Islami, but did not 
receive any official promotion; instead, the IEA decided to send the Purification 
Commission to verify the backgrounds of his troops. When, in June 2022, over 300 
of his men were purged, Qari Waqas refused to have them disarmed and started 
communicating with NRF leaders who were originally from Tagab-Keshem (see 
Amu TV). Finally, Qari Waqas accepted returning to the fold of the IEA and the 
situation was defused through a compromise: his men would not face punishment 
or disarmament, but only a fraction of them would be retained in service 
(transferred to the police), while the rest would be demobilised. After breaking 
his armed power, the IEA transferred Waqas to Kabul to a purely civilian position, 
working in the Attorney General’s Office under the control of Mawlawi Shamsuddin 
Shariati, the highest-ranking Taleban leader from Keshem. He is reportedly banned 
from visiting his home district.

Judging by the appointment patterns, attempts by the centre to impose 
its favourites on Badakhshan were slower to start than in other provinces. 
Interference from the centre has taken the form more of taking sides within local 
struggles for power, rather than outright intervention, unless in the case of an 

11 The Red Unit (Sara Qeta in Pashto) developed in the later phase of the Taleban insurgency as special 
units employed as  shock troops across the country. 

https://amu.tv/21495/
https://amu.tv/10415/
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armed threat and even then, through deploying its favourite top-ranking officials 
with a local background as ‘troubleshooters’, rather than sending in an external 
governor or troops. 

In summer 2023, however, something did seem to be changing: in June of that 
year, a new governor, Muhammad Ayub Khalid, was appointed, while Amanuddin 
Mansur was transferred to Kunduz as commander of the 217th Umari Corps (see 
Kabul Now). The new appointment, together with that of a number of other 
provincial officials such as police and intelligence chiefs, saw the first significant 
injection of outsiders, notably Pashtuns, into Badakhshan’s administration.12 
This could signal a first step towards progressively moving to a more hands-on 
approach to the province’s governance (see Amu TV). This could be linked to the 
IEA’s stated objective of bringing the province’s extractive resources – such as lapis 
and gold mines – under the direct control of the government and its attempts to 
manage taxation more directly through ‘outsider’ functionaries or at least those 
primarily loyal to the centre.

If such a scenario is approaching, it would seem that, to some extent, the long-
term objectives of Badakhshan’s major Taleban powerbrokers should coincide 
– to retain a degree of management of appointments and resources within the 
province, independent of the centre by playing on its remoteness, strategic 
location and risk of armed threats to IEA power. 

The battle for local influence and political survival also plays out in the field of 
education. The IEA has increasingly emphasised controlling religious schools 
nationally, but especially so in this province, arguably because of concerns about 
rival or untrusted groups promoting ‘wrong’ tenets or loyalties. In November-
December 2022, IEA security forces launched a campaign against suspicious 

12 Badakhshi powerbrokers have for decades been used to competition only among fellow Tajiks or, 
at most, with the local Uzbeks. The fact that since the 1970s competition by Pashtuns has not been an 
issue has incidentally meant that relations between Pashtun and non-Pashtun Taleban have not been 
strained – as was the case in more mixed provinces of the northeast such as Baghlan, Kunduz and Takhar. 
However, back in the 1960s and 1970s, Badakhshan had been the cradle of a radical ethnonationalist 
ideology which opposed ‘Pashtun domination’ and ‘internal colonialism’ by Pashtun-dominated 
monarchic Afghanistan. This secular political discourse, once set forth by Setam-e Meli party and still 
partially expounded by some actors such as Abdul Latif Pedram, is at the opposite end of the spectrum 
from both the Taleban and the majority of their potential opponents in Badakhshan who are linked to 
Jamiat-e Islami. However, traces of its more basic and apolitical implications can still be felt among the 
province’s population.

https://kabulnow.com/2023/06/taliban-leader-appoints-three-new-provincial-governors/
https://amu.tv/96016/
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religious networks, leading to the arrest of over a hundred members of Hezb ut-Tahrir 
in Faizabad and Baharak districts on charges of affiliation to the Islamic State in 
Khorasan Province (ISKP). In Shohada district, which has seen the presence of Salafi 
groups since the 1980s, the IEA took control of a Salafi madrasa in December 2022; 
later, in February 2023, it extended its operation to three more Salafi madrassas 
and ten mosques, banning Friday prayers and teaching here, or appointing pro-IEA, 
Hanafi teachers.13

In line with national IEA policy, several madrasas have been newly established in 
Badakhshan province, including one in Faizabad attended by as many as 1,200 
students. The establishment of such schools, directly managed by the central 
government, with teachers selected and paid by the Ministry of Education, has 
spurred local commanders to fund and develop their own madrasas. 

One interviewee estimated the number of religious schools established by local 
Taleban leaders in the province to be more than 250, each having up to several 
hundred students and a total of over ten thousand students. Successful madrasas 
quickly turn into economic assets on their own: the majority are boarding schools 
and students’ fees constitute a source of income. This is only likely to increase, given 
the recent push by the IEA to formalise access to the civil service and military through 
religious examination and education qualifications. More importantly at this stage, 
these educational facilities offer local powerbrokers the opportunity to uphold and 
extend their influence within their home region, enhancing the loyalty and respect 
they enjoy among local communities. Currently, among the Badakhshi Taleban, it 
is Mawlawi Najibullah who has established the most madrasas, closely followed by 
other commanders.

Altogether, it is not clear whether the IEA considers itself ready to pursue its 
centralisation of governance in this province, given that, thus far, it has gained so 
much with little intervention – while pushing too hard too soon could easily backfire. 

An example of the IEA’s cautious attitude was until recently represented by the 
limited application of the IEA opium ban in this province. Two years into the 
ban, poppy cultivation has continued unabated in the province. In 2023, it even 
saw an increase in cultivated land, amounting to over 15,000 hectares, in sharp 
contrast to a province like Helmand, where poppy cultivation fell by 99 per cent 

13 See Antonio Giustozzi’s 2023 paper, ‘The Taliban’s Campaign Against the Islamic State’, p 18, published by 
Royal United Services Institute (RUSI).

https://static.rusi.org/op-taliban-campaign-against-islamic-state.pdf
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(see Alcis). Moreover, Badakhshan had seen negligible attempts at enforcing the 
ban compared to other provinces. In January 2024, Fasihuddin Fitrat declared 
his concern about the rise in poppy cultivation in Badakhshan, admitting that 
the province was an outlier nationwide in that people cultivated it freely and 
promising to take action (see ToloNews). Some eradication indeed took place in 
the following months. In April, the IEA announced that 7,500 acres (around 3,000 
hectares) of poppy crops had been destroyed in ten districts of the province (see 
Pajhwok).14 However, these efforts quickly turned into a political confrontation 
with local farmers. In early May 2024, in Darayem and Argu district, locals opposing 
eradication were shot by IEA forces, with casualties (see Pajhwok); a few days later, 
a convoy of IEA police heading for eradication was targeted with a magnetic bomb, 
leaving several dead and injured (see Associated Press (AP)).

Chief of the Army Staff and IEA’s favourite Badakhshan troubleshooter Fitrat was 
sent as head of a commission to investigate the issue (see Voice of America (VOA)). 
In this, as on other occasions, he had to walk a careful line between acting as 
both a native viceroy loyal to the centre and sent from there to rein in a peripheral 
region but also as a political actor with a major role, relations and interests at stake 
in his home province.

Nevertheless, the eradication of poppies continued in Darayem and Argu districts 
throughout June and July 2024, as well as in other districts, though smaller areas 
were reportedly cleared. Local protests in the two districts were defused in mid-
May after a compromise was reached to allow only IEA members from the province 
to engage in eradication activities – another indication that local Taleban are 
viewed as more acceptable and are perceived to be more receptive to at least some 
local requests. 

c) Panjshir and Andarab

Panjshir represents a different scenario from what we have seen so far. It does 
not share the geographic remoteness of Badakhshan – in fact, it is quite well 
connected to Kabul – and although it also represents a place of strategic focus 
for the IEA, it has been treated more as a military than a governance priority. The 

14 David Mansfied and Alcis reported that Badakhshan had about 13,800 hectares under poppy cultivation 
in 2022 and about 15,400 in 2023, ‘Uncharted Territory: Does the Taliban’s new edict signal a crackdown 
on the drugs trade is looming?’, 8 November 2023.)

https://www.alcis.org/post/opium-poppy-return
https://tolonews.com/index.php/afghanistan-186856
https://pajhwok.com/2024/05/04/man-killed-during-badakhshan-poppy-eradication-operation/
https://apnews.com/article/taliban-bomb-blast-badakhshan-poppy-a92d100fe8d63fd463359ac86a291cd2
https://www.voanews.com/a/taliban-face-rare-public-uprising-against-their-rule-in-northeastern-afghanistan/7598640.html
https://www.alcis.org/post/taliban-drug-crackdown
https://www.alcis.org/post/taliban-drug-crackdown
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province has represented the gravest potential internal security concern for the IEA. 
The dearth of Panjshiri Taleban has led to a heavy influx and garrisoning of external 
fighters – not only from the broader northeast but also Pashtuns from the south and 
Loya Paktia. Between February and September 2022, around 15,000 IEA troops were 
deployed to the province, only decreasing to around 12,000 towards the end of that 
year, as a state of conflict lasted for the best part of 2022 (see The Economist).15

Available governance options for the IEA are also more limited since the province 
featured a more pronounced shortage of IEA cadres than Takhar or Badakhshan. 
Despite this, the province’s first governor, Qudratullah Amini, was a Panjshiri who 
had already been the shadow governor for the Taleban (although non-resident) for 
several years before 2021. After the takeover, he retained his post until June 2022, 
when he was replaced amid renewed attacks by the NRF, possibly because he did 

15 Deputy Minister of Defence Abdul Qayum Zakir was appointed as military chief for Panjshir and Andarab 
in August 2022 (see the Long War Journal).

Taleban commander, Abdul Hamid Khorasani, stands with his fighters at an outpost in Tawakh village of 
Anabah district of Panjshir province.  
Photo: Wakil Kohsar/AFP, 8 July 2022

https://www.economist.com/asia/2022/06/30/resistance-to-the-taliban-resumes-in-north-eastern-afghanistan
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2022/08/taliban-appoints-former-guantanamo-bay-detainee-to-lead-fight-in-panjshir.php
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not respond to the military escalation strongly enough. His successor is a Pashtun 
from Helmand, Muhammad Nasim Nuri (see Amu TV).

The spring of 2022 also marked the end of the rising trajectory of an emerging class 
of political actors who had come to play a pivotal role in Panjshir in the previous 
months. These were ‘outsider allies’ who had joined the Taleban insurgency at a 
late stage and become commanders of some importance in the aftermath of the 
victory, without going through the normal process of affiliation to the movement 
and its ideology. They were often former security officials who had been dismissed 
because of some illegal activity or lack of connections, or if still serving in the 
Republic’s security forces, had handed over key positions or districts to the Taleban 
at a critical moment and had been rewarded with equivalent or slightly superior 
ranks in the new government.

In a uniquely strategic area such as Panjshir, such turncoats were particularly useful 
in speeding up the collapse of the NRF’s territorial defence. Being among the few 
Panjshiri troops at the IEA’s disposal, their services were retained in the aftermath. 
They were, however, never fully trusted by the IEA and were eventually either 
relocated or dismissed. Most of these commanders had not completely cut their 
links with family members who maintained an anti-Taleban stance, but they were 
often not powerful enough to protect their relatives from Taleban reprisals. This put 
them in an awkward position and sometimes precipitated crises between them and 
their new comrades.

One such case is that of Haji Malek from Darah district. After having already fought 
in his youth against the first Emirate, he briefly became chief of police of Darah 
district under the post-2001 Afghan government, but lost his position because 
of insufficient qualifications. In 2021, he made contact with the Taleban through 
Panjshiris who had already joined the movement, even though he had also started 
to get involved in the uprising forces and the NRF. He proved instrumental in the 
Taleban’s conquest of Panjshir, providing them entry through the Darah valley. 
Afterwards, however, he was said to have kept some communications with the NRF, 
arguably to avoid confrontation between them and his men and to keep Darah 
district peaceful. He was initially appointed head of the GDI for Panjshir, but was 
ultimately dismissed. In May 2022, he resisted disarmament and took up arms 
against the IEA in cooperation with the NRF. He was killed on 14 September 2022, 
along with his brother and other followers (see Hasht-e Subh).

https://amu.tv/10903/
https://8am.media/eng/senior-nrf-commander-killed-as-clashes-escalate-in-panjshir/
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Two brothers who had participated in Malek’s cooperation with the Taleban and 
were responsible for Darah’s neighbouring district of Abshahr, Sadat Mir and 
Khushdel, were initially put in charge of military units in the province by governor 
Amini. They were also soon demoted and finally arrested by the IEA in June 2023 
on charges of illegally amassing weapons (see Kabul Now). Another Panjshiri, 
who had been jailed for anti-government activities and freed from Bagram by the 
Taleban in the last months of the Republic, Obaidullah Mubarez, was appointed 
IEA commander for Shotol district: he was arrested in February 2023 on accusation 
of affiliation to ISKP (see Kabul Now).

However, the most remarkable case is that of Abdul Hamid Khorasani. Born 
in Anabah district of Panjshir, but raised in Kabul’s northern Khairkhana 
neighbourhood, he became a policeman under the Republic but was eventually 
dismissed. He became active in militant politics after 2017; during the tent protest 
that followed the truck bombing of Charahi-ye Zambaq in Kabul (see this AAN 
report), he launched a movement called Nezhat-e Islami-ye Moqawamat (the 
Islamic Front of Resistance), which criticised the government’s Western backing 
and raised the old green, white and black flag of Rabbani’s Islamic State of 
Afghanistan government. He occasionally received the support of elements of 
the old Jamiati mujahedin establishment but developed an enmity with fellow 
Panjshiri, Amrullah Saleh, and was arrested in June 2019 for burning the Afghan 
national flag and other anti-government activities, as well as various common 
crimes (see this AAN report).

In prison, Khorasani developed links with the Haqqani network and, once freed, 
resumed those contacts as the Taleban were about to enter Kabul, subsequently 
joining their attack on Panjshir. Under the IEA, he held the position of Deputy 
Head of Police of Panjshir until March 2022, when he was removed. Despite having 
engaged in harassing personal enemies in Panjshir (see Hasht-e Subh), he had 
apparently also developed differences with some other officials as to IEA treatment 
meted out to Panjshiris in general (see Afghanistan International). After a year 
without any official job, he was made police commander in Ahmadabad of Paktia 
province, a Haqqani stronghold, in March 2023. He has since lost this position, 
but continues to be a vocal political actor, at times criticising the IEA and at times 
posing as a diehard supporter of their positions.

Mawlawi Amin al-Haq, another Panjshiri who developed a relationship with the 
Haqqanis while in jail, is a radically different figure. Amin al-Haq is a religious 

https://kabulnow.com/2023/06/taliban-detains-local-commander-and-his-brother-in-panjshir-province/
https://kabulnow.com/2023/02/taliban-commander-in-panjshir-arrested-for-iskp-membership/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/political-landscape/aan-qa-tents-and-bullets-the-crackdown-on-the-kabul-protests/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/kabuls-expanding-crime-scene-part-2-criminal-activities-and-the-police-response/
https://8am.media/eng/khorasani-a-taliban-commander-arrests-two-nephews-of-former-national-security-chief-of-panjshir/
https://www.afintl.com/en/202306247266
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scholar and member of Hezb ut-Tahrir who was imprisoned by the then Deputy 
President of the Republic, Amrullah Saleh. He was later appointed by the newly 
constituted NRF as a delegate to the peace negotiations at the end of August 2021, 
preceding the siege of Panjshir, but quickly defected to the Taleban and contributed 
to the failure of the talks. Employed briefly by the IEA in Panjshir, including even as 
district governor of Parian for a time, he quickly fell under suspicion because of his 
Hezb ut-Tahrir connection. He has had to retire from public life.

In Panjshir, more than anywhere else, the IEA’s main tool for laying the grounds for 
future support rests on establishing religious schools that can foster support and 
influence among the valley’s young men. During the Republic, religious networks 
and education facilities in Panjshir had seen an increasingly central role played by 
Hezb ut-Tahrir, causing concerns among some local political actors (see ToloNews). 
Hezb ut-Tahrir shared with the Taleban criticism of the Republic over some values 
deemed un-Islamic and links were established with the movement as it was trying 
to expand in northeastern Afghanistan. However, later collaboration between the 
IEA and networks linked to Hezb ut-Tahrir has proven problematic. Despite attempts 
at reconciliation (see Hasht-e Subh), the IEA remains suspicious of Hezb ut-Tahrir 
in Panjshir, which slows down the pace of the IEA’s attempts to co-opt existing local 
religious networks.

For the moment, it appears that in Panjshir, where operations against the armed 
opposition have never totally ceased and individual loyalties are constantly put 
to the test, the divide between those who are pro the Emirate versus those who 
are against it has polarised to the extreme. This has complicated the integration 
of existing Panjshiri political actors into the mainstream IEA. New ‘outsider allies’ 
have nearly all been eliminated or sidelined. The IEA’s long-term expectations, even 
more so than those in Takhar or Badakhshan, thus lie with a new generation of 
supporters raised through madrasas.

Far more than in Takhar and Badakhshan, control of mining has been taken over 
centrally. The IEA has a comparatively free hand in Panjshir, in the near absence 
of allied local elites to appease, and has introduced major changes in the practice 
and extraction of profit from the provinces’ mines. The result has been a renewed 
emphasis on mining activities with the opening of new or abandoned sites 
(see ToloNews). Moreover, the Emirate is trying to attract foreign interest and 
investment in Panjshir’s emerald mines (see Bakhtar News) and is advertising other 
underground riches in the province, such as iron ore deposits (see ToloNews). 

https://tolonews.com/afghanistan-170346
https://8am.media/eng/hizb-ut-tahrir-pledges-allegiance-to-the-taliban-in-panjshir-province/
https://www.bakhtarnews.af/dr/%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%AC%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%85%D8%B1%DB%8C%DA%A9%D8%A7%DB%8C%DB%8C%D8%8C-%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%B2%D9%87-%D8%AA%D8%B1%DB%8C%D9%86-%D8%B9%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%82%D9%85%D9%86%D8%AF%D8%A7%D9%86/
https://tolonews.com/index.php/business-188534
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Neighbouring Andarab valley in Baghlan has partially shared the same fate. After 
the Taleban’s takeover in August 2021, the Andarab valley represented, together 
with Panjshir, the last bastion of resistance from the Republic’s security forces and 
the armed groups of the anti-Taleban opposition which tried to regroup there. 
Unlike Panjshir, the Taleban had already entered Andarab in mid-August, but the 
garrisons they set up were attacked and the troops were expelled soon after the 
fall of Kabul. The valley was then attacked in force by the Taleban who managed to 
occupy its main populated areas by the end of that month. 

Before that, Andarab had seen only a negligible Taleban presence and activities. 
Some people from the area had joined the Taleban, mostly religious scholars and 
students who had attended Pakistani madrasas, but they were active in other 
parts of Baghlan. Such was the case of Mawlawi Dad-e Khuda Khadim, who led an 
armed group of around 40 men from Andarab in Baghlan’s Dand-e Ghori district. 
Inside Andarab, supporters of the Taleban were to be found most frequently among 
the local Gujar community. Their marginal role in local politics and the strategic 
location of their settlements near the high mountain passes brought some into 
association with the Taleban insurgents.16

Remnants of Hezb-e Islami networks in Andarab, who had been largely forced into 
inaction or internal exile by the hegemony commanded by Jamiat-e Islami since 
the 1980s, do not seem to have played an important role in the Taleban conquest. 
Former commanders Mu’alim Taza and Mullah Sadiq reportedly offered cooperation 
to the incoming Taleban, but neither they nor other Hezb-e Islami affiliates have 
been included in the administration of the area.17

Generally speaking, there are few locals in the administration and heightened 
security measures continue to control the local population (see Hasht-e Subh). 
Although, compared to Panjshir, the pressure on the population seems to be 

16 Despite their prominence among IEA security forces in Andarab, Gujars seldom reached high-ranking 
positions within local administrations, though there are currently two district governor of Gujar origin in 
broader Baghlan, in Doshi and Tala wa Barfak districts. The security commanders of Andarab/Banu and 
Jelgah districts are also Gujjar.
17 Andarab had briefly seen a Hezb-e Islami predominance in the early 1980s before falling under Massud’s 
influence and remaining afterwards a Jamiati stronghold. Rivalries and feuds originating in the Hezb-e 
Islami/Jamiat-e Islami struggle during the early years of the jihad have been brought up by some sources 
also to account for different levels of support encountered by the Taleban inside Panjshir itself, such as the 
cooperation from some families in Parian and Khenj districts. However, their overall importance in Panjshir 
seems to be limited.

https://8am.media/eng/taliban-arrest-baghlan-province-resident-upon-return-from-iran-in-kabul/
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somewhat mitigated by a fair number of local councils with elders and religious 
leaders serving on them, who act as intermediaries with IEA troops deployed to  
the area. 

As in the other locations under study, the IEA can expect a future broadening 
of its social support base, mostly through the expansion of religious education. 
Besides the newly founded IEA madrasas, pre-existing ones in Andarab are now 
also seeking government recognition in order to enhance their activities and 
enrolment. One of the few senior Taleban leaders from Andarab, Mawlawi Dad-e 
Khuda Khadim, has seen his importance acknowledged by the IEA – he is currently 
deputy governor of Baghlan. He also supports these attempts by establishing links 
with local religious leaders and directors of madrasas. In 2023, with the cooperation 
of Mawlawi Khadim, the IEA already managed to recruit 450 students from the 
madrasas of the three districts of Andarab into the security forces. These recruits 
underwent six months of military training and religious studies in accordance with 
the IEA curriculum and are currently deployed in Andarab. However, most troops 
garrisoned in Andarab continue to come from outside the province, mostly from 
other provinces of northern Afghanistan. 

CONCLUSION 

Despite the elements of unity and continuity in Afghanistan’s northeast that were 
outlined in the first section of this report, different socio-geographic features and 
political developments during the later stages of the Republic, as well as diverse 
histories of individual affiliations, have shaped the IEA’s sub-national governance 
policies. These run the gamut from various attempts to appease and/or co-opt local 
elites in order to strengthen the IEA’s influence and control – prevalent in most of 
Takhar and Badakhshan – to harsher forms of military control and administration of 
the territory, as is the case in Panjshir and, partially so, Andarab.

Taking the centre’s perspective towards what it probably sees as three peripheral 
provinces, we may try to summarise some elements of analysis in the form of 
conclusive thoughts. 
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Firstly, the main political actors in these provinces available for the IEA to work 
with can be seen as types in a three-layered pyramid. At the top are a few senior 
leaders who hail from these provinces whose place within the IEA’s hierarchy is 
assured, despite their ‘peripheral’ origin (or in some cases because of it, since they 
help create diversity within the Pashtun-majority leadership). They reside mostly 
in Kabul and their actual political relevance at the national level, as in their home 
provinces, can vary greatly, from symbolic figureheads to real decision-makers. 
They intervene in their home provinces’ political game mostly through a second 
layer of leaders in the pyramid. 

This second group consists of local IEA officials based in the provinces, whose 
functions range from veteran leaders who played major roles during the 
insurgency to minor commanders with often patchy service records within the 
Taleban militancy. These men are subject to closer IEA scrutiny. Although some 
are deemed strictly necessary or may prove difficult to remove, they can become 
the target of official action, including transfer and demotion. Much depends on the 

Taleban security personnel destroy poppy plants on the outskirts of Faizabad, Badakhshan province. 
Photo: Omer Abrar/AFP, 9 May 2024
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quality and strength of their connections inside the core leadership in Kabul and 
Kandahar, as well as their behaviour vis-a-vis the IEA. 

The third layer is made up of the provinces’ previous elite who are often connected 
to former anti-Taleban commanders. Despite theoretically representing a 
politically outcast group under the IEA (as jihadi commanders and then pro-
government militia leaders or officials under the Republic), these men retain a 
potential for communal and even military mobilisation on their home turf, which 
tier 1 and tier 2 IEA officials may be eager to tap into. Tier 2 and 3 local actors need 
safety nets and patrons at the centre to secure protection, sanction their ascent to 
local power and keep their positions in the face of lobbying by rivals. 

The Emirate is not torn apart by rampant and clear-cut factionalism as the 
Republic was and, quite correctly, sees unity and cohesion as its main advantage 
over other Afghan political forces. Yet the threat of internal competition is never far 
away. In particular in the provinces, patronage links and vested interests have the 
potential to drag national figures into the violent rivalry that often characterises 
the political game in the periphery. 

From a central IEA perspective, beyond provincial specificities, the best course of 
action in the northeast would appear to be to pursue the slow but steady erosion 
of the previous local networks’ power. The ongoing purges of the armed forces 
aim to do exactly that, to remove the presence or influence of people previously 
connected to the Republic from the troops. This, however, runs counter to the 
needs of local IEA commanders and their patrons who may need the collaboration 
of elites who are in the process of being co-opted. 

The dilemma for the centre thus rests in reclaiming control of economic assets and 
political power without relying too strongly on imposing ‘strangers’ for key jobs. 
Moving too hastily in this direction would potentially mean conferring a new role to 
the old local networks: they could then be able to capitalise on any resentment of 
local communities with whom they share a common identity for political purposes. 
Rising disgruntlement might even push newly forming networks, so far loyal to the 
IEA, towards the opposition. 

To some extent, in the region under study, the current system still requires local 
intermediaries, commanders and strongmen akin to those who thrived during the 
long decades of conflict, their role guaranteed by the security concerns of both 
the centre and the local communities. However, the IEA, both nationally and in the 
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provinces under study, is expending great resources on creating a new structuring 
principle in which networks of the religiously trained become, it hopes, the 
bedrock of its ideological, security and administrative cadres. This will need time, 
though, to take effect. 
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