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Since the Taliban’s return to power in August 2021, the space for
organised religious activism in Afghanistan has narrowed sharply.
Islamic parties have been suppressed or gone quiet. The Islamic
Emirate of Afghanistan (IEA) has steadily brought religious discourse
under its control and peopled the state with Taliban-aligned mullahs,
who now serve as ministers, generals, judges, university chancellors
and civil servants. At the same time, an unusual category of religious
figure has grown more prominent under the Emirate than it ever was
before - young, urban, ‘online-first’ preachers, who blend short videos
on personal piety, family life and self-improvement with charitable
and educational projects. In this report, AAN’s Sharif Akram examines
four of the most prominent Afghan Islamic influencers - Rahmatullah
Nowruz, Nasratullah Sahibi, Abdul Samad Qazizada and Jawed Ibrahimi
— and considers how they are gently testing the scope and nature of
religious authority in Afghanistan.

These four preachers are very different from the Taliban and the
traditional Afghan mullah. Rather than speaking a language of
prohibition and chastisement, warning people what they must not do
and threatening them with punishment in the hereafter, the online
preachers strike an encouraging tone. They speak the idiom of today’s
young people and address their problems - how a young man should
manage his anger, how a husband and wife should communicate

or how a person should cope with depression. Their followers
collectively number in the millions and include young women as well
as men. Notably, none of the four has gone through the full, rigorous
madrasa education, which means they are dismissed by the religious
establishment and more conservatively minded Afghans as unfit to
speak about Islam. Yet, their popularity keeps on growing.

Part of their appeal is that under the Islamic Emirate, religion and the
state have become increasingly difficult to tell apart. Ordinary people
used to look to mullahs as figures who could, at least in principle, stand
apart from power. Now, their sermons sound less like religious counsel
and more like state communication. Into this gap in religious authority
and teaching have stepped the online preachers. For AAN, Sharif looks
at what they preach and how their audiences receive them. He also asks
whether, ultimately, the four are helping the Emirate maintain its rule,
or subverting it.
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Mullahs affiliated with the Taliban movement and its ideology, a large number of
them now embedded in state structures, have become the public face of religion
in Afghanistan. As such, they are subject to growing controls. The content of
Friday sermons (khutbas) is formulated by the Ministry of Hajj and Religious Affairs
and imams are required to include the name of the Amir, Mawlawi Hibatullah
Akhundzada, and pray for him and the IEA’s stability and success (Hasht-e Subh).
Even among the Taliban’s own clerics, the content of sermons is closely monitored
and stepping across the line carries consequences. With the Law on Preachers
(ganun-e mubaleghin), promulgated by Hibatullah on 5 February 2025, the IEA has
also codified who may preach, how and on what.!

Despite all these efforts, an unusual category of religious figures has grown more
prominent under the IEA. Most of these individuals were already active during the
Islamic Republic, running small charities, posting religious content on Facebook
and YouTube and quietly building schools and orphanages, but they were not
particularly visible. At the time, Islamist groups crowded the space: Hizb-e Islami,
Jamiat-e Islah and Hizb ut-Tahrir. Since 2021, those groups have been suppressed
or gone quiet and the field has cleared. The figures who remain are individuals,
mostly young, who offer a mix of preaching and charitable and educational work

- schools, orphanages, mosques built after earthquakes, computer and language
courses, online tafsir (Quranic exegesis) and lectures. The pattern of combining
religious appeal with social services has a long history in the Sunni Islamist tradition;
the Muslim Brotherhood in the Arab world and Jamaat-e Islami in South Asia built
influence this way. This newer Afghan form is, however, loose, individual and largely
apolitical in tone. Afghan Islamic influencers focus on personal piety, family life and
the problems of young people. They speak in plain Dari and Pashto and dress more
like an urban professional than a village mullah, reaching audiences that number in
the millions online and the hundreds in their classrooms.

! The law was finalised in February 2025 and published in the Official Gazette, Issue 1483, in April 2026. See
Qanun-e Mubaleghin (The Law on Preachers), on the Ministry of Justice website.


https://8am.media/eng/taliban-friday-prayers-and-public-boycott/
https://moj.gov.af/ps/%D8%AF-%D9%85%D8%A8%D9%84%D8%BA%DB%8C%D9%86%D9%88-%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B4%DB%90%D8%AD-%D8%A7%D9%88-%D9%BE%D9%87-%D8%B1%D8%B3%D9%85%D9%8A-%D8%AC%D8%B1%DB%8C%D8%AF%D9%87-%DA%A9%DB%90-%D8%AE%D9%BE%D9%88%D8%B1-%D8%B4%D9%88
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The report begins by examining how religious activism operated before the Emirate
takeover and then explains why, with its return, the space for independent religious
voices has opened. It then focuses on four figures who have become the most
prominent in this emerging field: Rahmatullah Nowruz of the Qamar Foundation,
Nasratullah Sahibi of Tasnim Nasrat, Abdul Samad Qazizada of the Iqra Centre and
Jawed Ibrahimi of the Jawed Ibrahimi Charity Foundation. Several others fit the
same template, but these four have the largest reach and the greatest institutional
weight. They are not a movement, but they are phenomena. This report draws

on a review of the four figures’ online output, their televised interviews, audience
comments on their posts and secondary reporting by other outlets. The analysis

is based on what they have chosen to say in public. The report looks at what they
preach and considers how they are received both by their audiences and by the
authorities themselves, whether they are subversive or actually help the Emirate.



https://www.facebook.com/rahmatullahnowruzofficial/
https://www.facebook.com/p/Nasrat-Sahibi-نصرت-صاحبی-100094038146000/
https://www.facebook.com/abdulsamadqazizadaofficial/
https://www.facebook.com/Jibrahimi786/
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Islamic activism in Afghanistan, understood here as organised religio-political
activity distinct from traditional religious practice in madrasas and mosques, began
in the late 1950s and early 1960s, influenced by the wave of Islamism sweeping the
Arab world. The Muslim Brotherhood, founded in Egypt in 1928 by Hassan al-Banna,
developed a model of organised Islamic activism combining religious da’wa (the call
to Islam) with political mobilisation. His ideas reached Afghanistan through students
and scholars who had studied abroad or encountered Brotherhood literature and
gave rise to movements such as the Nahzat-e Jawanan-e Musliman (Muslim Youth
Movement) in the late 1960s. Islamist activism reached its peak in the 1970s, as
Islamists came into confrontation with both the state and communist activists who
were also inspired by non-native ideology.

The 1978 communist coup pushed many Islamist activists underground or into
exile, but, especially after the Soviet Union’s invasion of 1979, popular resistance,
commonly formulated as a jihad, gave an opening to Islamist groups to take centre
stage. They came to lead some of the mujahedin factions from bases in Pakistan,
strengthened both by the vast amounts of money for the jihad coming from the
United States and the Gulf, and the policies of the Pakistani president, Zia ul-Haq,
who sought to strengthen the Islamist character of his own country and of the anti-
Soviet resistance. Madrasas, many funded by Gulf states and shaped by Brotherhood,
Salafi or Deobandi currents, grew in strength and number, helping to shape a
generation of young Afghans in the refugee camps. After the Soviet withdrawal in
1989 and especially after the fall of the PDPA government in 1992, many mujahedin
became disillusioned as victory turned into civil war and jihad turned into survival.
Under the first Emirate (1996-2001), the state’s restrictions only added to the
obstacles to independent religious activity.

The Republic era brought new freedoms of speech and political organising and
Islamist groups resurfaced with energy. Alongside the religious discourse that
underpinned much of what was said in public life, in parliament and elsewhere -
not surprising given the high proportion of former mujahedin in office - the Islamist
groups preached a more radical politics. They included Hizb ut-Tahrir, a pan-
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Islamist organisation (which is banned in many countries), Hizb-e Islami, a major
former mujahedin party, Salafi networks (not all of which were political) and most
prominently, Jamiat-e Islah, which was described by AAN’s Borhan Osman in 2014
as “the Afghan version of the Muslim Brotherhood” and “one of the biggest and
most disciplined Islamist organisations” in the country. It drew its strength from the
religiously conscious urban youth and worked systematically through universities,
mosques, public gatherings and the media. These groups used the open space to
advance their agendas, including opposition to the United States presence and to
the Republicitself and succeeded to a significant extent in shaping public discourse
on Islam, the West and the political order especially among the young and politically
conscious segments of society.

Towards the last years of the Republic, however, a quieter set of individuals was
beginning to make a mark alongside the Islamist parties. They were younger,
less tied, or untied to organisations, often without a formal madrasa background
and mostly active online. They did not run for parliament or attend party rallies,
but created small charities and posted short religious videos. They were a minor
presence in areligious landscape dominated by the parties. Nowruz, Sahibi,
Qazizada and Ibrahimi, among many others, all began their public work in this
period, but none of them was widely known before 2021.

Since 2021, the stage for religious activism has been reorganised in two ways. The
party-based Islamists have been silenced. Hizb ut-Tahrir and Jamiat-e Islah are
banned (Hasht-e Subh). Hizb-e Islami, whose leader, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar was
initially allowed a continued public presence, has been gradually banned (Hasht-e
Subh). The Salafi networks, whether political or apolitical, have been the target of a
sustained crackdown (Hasht-e Subh).

The IEA, meanwhile, has worked steadily to occupy the religio-political space
unhampered by rival organisations. By late 2024, the Taliban-aligned madrasa
system reportedly counted more than 21,000 institutions and around 3.6 million
students, four times the pre-2021 figure, with curricula approved by the Ministry of
Education and subject to frequent inspections (Voice of America). More than three
dozen Salafist mosques and seminaries have been closed across some sixteen
provinces (Centre for Information Resilience). One senior cleric, Sheikh Abdul Sami
Ghaznawi, who had taught generations of Taliban members, was jailed for 45 days

2See Borhan Osman, Mursi in Kabul: Afghan Islamists scrutinise democracy in the wake of Egypt’s coup,
Afghanistan Analysts Network, 28 September 2013.



https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/political-landscape/afghan-youth-for-democracy-not-all-of-them/
https://8am.media/eng/banning-the-activities-of-fundamentalist-groups-by-taliban/
https://8am.media/eng/from-ally-to-apostate-what-do-the-taliban-want-from-hezb-e-islami-afghanistan/
https://8am.media/eng/from-ally-to-apostate-what-do-the-taliban-want-from-hezb-e-islami-afghanistan/
https://8am.media/eng/banning-the-activities-of-fundamentalist-groups-by-taliban/
https://www.voanews.com/a/religious-education-surges-under-taliban-as-secular-schooling-languishes/7815283.html
https://www.info-res.org/afghan-witness/articles/afghanistans-madrasa-system-under-the-taliban/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/political-landscape/mursi-in-kabul-afghan-islamists-scrutinise-democracy-in-the-wake-of-egypts-coup/
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in July 2025 over both a fatwa permitting jihad against Pakistan and his criticism

of the closure of girls' schools (Radio Azadi). In September 2024, Prime Minister
Muhammad Hasan Akhund issued an eight-point directive to religious scholars
instructing them to avoid “controversial and divisive issues” in the media, as well as
providing media outlets a list of 64 approved ‘experts’, beyond whom any interview
required clearance. In early 2024, the Kunduzi scholar, Mawlawi Abdul Shakur Hanif,
was arrested after delivering a khutba (sermon) calling the IEA oppressive (Centre for
Information Resilience). In February 2025, restrictions were given legal form by the
Law on Preachers, which sets out what authorised religious discourse can look like.

The law’s main provisions reward attention. Article 6 says that preachers must be
from the Hanafi school of Sunni Islam, which the majority of Afghans follow, but
which excludes Salafis, as well as the country’s significant Shia minority; provincial
offices are required to prohibit any non-Hanafi from da’wa (preaching) (article 14);
preachers are to be registered, monitored and their names shared with security
agencies (article 14.5); and they may not use mass media containing “images of
living beings” (article 9), a clause that, on a strict reading, would disqualify any of
the four figures discussed in this report (as well as many in the Taliban, including
those in government). Mandatory topics in sermons include zakat (obligatory alms),
family rights, mosque etiquette and the life of the Prophet, but also two more-
pointed items - jihad as taught in a specific Taliban-approved text (article 11.4) and
obedience to the Amir (article 11.12).


https://da.azadiradio.com/a/33482956.html
https://www.info-res.org/afghan-witness/reports/the-anti-taliban-khutba-of-mawlawi-abdul-shakoor-hanif/
https://www.info-res.org/afghan-witness/reports/the-anti-taliban-khutba-of-mawlawi-abdul-shakoor-hanif/
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Religion and the state have, for many Afghans, become difficult to tell apart. During
the Republic, the leaders of most of the old mujahedin factions enjoyed power,
some shedding the religious zeal of their jihadi days, others remaining staunch
Islamists. Many religious figures, including both moderates and hardline Islamists,
were loyal to or co-opted by the new state, though arguably, they lacked popular
legitimacy. Other religious leaders, including clerics, kept varying degrees of
distance from the government.

That distance has now totally collapsed under the IEA. Currently, religious figures
and mullahs do not only preach, they also run state institutions, as governors,
ministers, intelligence officials, judges and university chancellors. For ordinary
people who used to look to mullahs as figures who could, at least in principle, stand
apart from power, a sermon now sounds less like religious counsel and more like
state communication (see this and this AAN report on the evolution in the role of
mullahs). In the meantime, the degree of religious autonomy that Shia communities
used to enjoy has also been eroded (AAN and RFE/RL).

The IEA’s interpretation of Islam also affects how it is received in the cities: it

is strict, shaped by the teaching of madrasas and hujras (informal guestrooms

in mosques) in southern Afghan villages, refined through decades of war. It is
suspicious of practices it views as bid’ah (innovation or heresy) and is influenced by
the conservatism of the rural milieu from which much of the movement is drawn.
At its core is a deeper anxiety - that other interpretations of Islam will keep making
inroads if they are not actively excluded. Salafism is the most visible target. So is
the kind of Sufism the IEA associates with khurafat (superstition). Even the more
pluralist Hanafi readings of the Republic years are treated with caution. The forced
closure of Salafist mosques, a September 2024 directive against media discussion
of Sufism and the Hanafi-only requirement of the Law on Preachers all point to

the same concern (VOA Dari). The IEA is not only enforcing what it considers to be
correct Islam, but also defending its own traditional version against the alternatives
that competed with it during the Republic and that continue to circulate online and
in the diaspora.


https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/political-landscape/living-a-mullahs-life-1-the-changing-role-and-socio-economic-status-of-afghanistans-village-clerics/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/political-landscape/living-a-mullahs-life-2-the-evolution-of-islamic-knowledge-among-village-clerics/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/themed-reports/political-landscape-themed-reports/the-politics-of-survival-in-the-face-of-exclusion-hazara-and-shia-actors-under-the-taleban/
https://www.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-taliban-shiite-persecution-discrimination/32507042.html
https://www.darivoa.com/a/taliban-prime-minister-office-asked-taliban-clerics-to-not-debate-in-public-on-issues-that-clerics-are-differs-on-them/7791684.html
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Ayoung man uses a mobile phone in Kabul as he walks past the flag of the Islamic Emirate. Access to the
internet has opened up the world to Afghans and provided inspiration for the new brand of online preachers.
Photo: Haroon Sabawoon/Anadolu via AFP, 3 October 2025

Under the IEA, religion and politics are inseparable. Policies such as the ban on
girls’ high school and tertiary education, the restrictions on women’s employment
and movement, the prohibitions on music and certain forms of entertainment, the
guardianship rules for women, and the strictures on dress are all framed as religious
obligations, rather than mere policy choices. When the policies cause hardship,
religion is invoked to justify them, which may absorb some of the resentment.

The Amr bil-Maruf (Ministry for the Propagation of Virtue and Prevention of Vice),?
which enforces these requirements, has become the most visible face of official

3 The full name of the ministry (see its website) is the Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue, Prevention of
Vice and Hearing Complaints (wazarat-e amr bil-maruf wa nahi an il-munkar wa sam-e shekayat). In this
report, we use the shorthand deployed by Afghans, ‘amr bil-maruf’, capitalised when referring to the
law, the ministry or its enforcers, but in small letters for the ethical practice prescribed in the Quran for
believers - to enjoin what is good and forbid what is wrong.



https://mopvpe.gov.af/en
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Islam, and some of its methods, often perceived as harsh, alienate people not from
religion itself but from the version of religion the state has come to embody (see
the AAN English translation of the Amr bil-Maruf law and this and this AAN report on
its policies). Because the IEA’s legitimacy rests on its claim to govern according to
Islam, every shortcoming of governance lands on the religious project, as well as on
the regime.

Despite many decades of war, hardship and different political state projects,
Afghanistan has remained a deeply religious society and most Afghans continue to
identify as devout Muslims. However, what the urban slice of society currently faces
when it comes to the religion is a crisis of religious authority, an erosion of trust in
who speaks for Islam, how it is interpreted and how it is enforced. This has opened
a space - and, with most other forums of public dissent closed off under the IEA,

it is for the moment, one of the few spaces where alternate voices can be heard.

It is mostly occupied by religious voices that operate at a distance from the state,
that speak in a less rigid and less coercive tone and that address the spiritual and
personal concerns of contemporary life without subordinating them to politics.

Moreover, the IEA’s religious establishment is largely made up of figures whose
formation is traditional, whose vocabulary is shaped by older religious literature
and whose register does not naturally engage the language and preoccupations of
younger urban Afghans. The same was true of much of the Republic-era ulema. But
the four figures examined in this report belong to a different generation. They speak
the idiom their audience speaks and some of the space they occupy is therefore
not strictly a product of IEA restrictions: it is the gap that opens whenever an older
religious establishment fails to keep pace with how the young actually live and
think, a gap into which some preachers and groups push the young toward more
radical positions, while others, like these four, offer moderate alternatives. The IEA
did not create the gap, but it has certainly widened it.


https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/themed-reports/rights-and-freedoms-themed-reports/a-force-for-good-or-source-of-coercion-an-islamic-scholar-reflects-on-the-emirates-morality-law/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/rights-freedom/a-year-of-propagating-virtue-and-preventing-vice-enforcers-and-enforced-speak-about-the-emirates-morality-law/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/themed-reports/rights-and-freedoms-themed-reports/law-control-fear-and-some-defiance-citizens-and-enforcers-talk-about-the-promotion-of-virtue-and-prevention-of-vice/
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The four Islamic influencers featured in this report were chosen because each
represents a slightly different combination of background, content focus and
institutional model and because they are the most widely followed of the many
who are active in the field. None is formally affiliated with a recognised Islamist
movement, and all began with social media preaching and grew into figures
with significant institutional footprints. Their followers range in number from
the hundreds of thousands to over 2.5 million on Facebook alone, while their
educational programmes draw thousands of students.

Rahmatullah Nowruz describes himself as an entrepreneur, educator and
philanthropist, with a large following for his relaxed discussions of religious and
business matters. Nasratullah Sahibi runs a religious studies centre, foundation,
orphanage and private school and is known for his elegant Quranic recitation, down
to earth teachings, and his defence of polygamy. Abdul Samad Qazizada has a huge
social media following, where he offers religious instruction and life advice with an
intellectual air, as well as carrying out philanthropic works. Finally, Jawed Ibrahimi
is a social activist with a foundation and educational centre, who has earned a large
following for his short faith-based motivational videos.

None is, in the strict Afghan sense, a mullah or alim (religious scholar). None comes
from a recognised madrasa tradition where students spend years in strict, immersive
training, with a structured dawn-to-night routine of study, prayer and recitation,
built around the careful, text-by-text study of core classic Islamic subjects under a
scholar’s guidance, until the student becomes a qualified religious scholar himself
(or very rarely, herself).

Rather, Nowruz studied technology in Pakistan and learned his religious style
largely from the videos of the Indian preacher Zakir Naik.* Sahibi is a hafez (he has
memorised the Quran) and a gari (Quran reciter); he attended Dar al-Ulum Abdullah
ibn Abbas in Ghazni city, and read Sharia at Kabul University. Qazizada, who is also a
hafez, has the most formal training of the four, with a bachelor’s and master’s from

* Zakir Naik is a Mumbai-born Islamic televangelist whose comparative-religion debates and public
preaching have built him a large global following. He has also drawn criticism from governments in India,
Bangladesh, the United Kingdom and others over allegations of inflammatory content (BBC).


https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-india-48132710
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Salam University in Kabul. Even so, a university degree in Sharia is not the same as
the long apprenticeship of the madrasa. Ibrahimi has a law degree and no religious
training at all. The four are, in effect, non-mullahs preaching in a country whose
religious establishment is dominated by mullahs. This shapes how they speak, the
audiences they reach and how the IEA’s religious officials regard them.

Rahmatullah Nowruz

Nowruz was born in 1993 in Laghman in
eastern Afghanistan. He went to school
there, before moving to Pakistan for higher
studies in technology. On his return to
Afghanistan, he worked as a teacherin a
USAID-funded project. In interviews, he
has spoken of a period in which he became
fascinated with comparative religion, kept
a Bible on his desk at work and studied
other religions online. According to his
own account, in an interview with Affan‘s
Facebook page, this drew accusations of

Rahmatullah NOWrUZ, taken from his apostasy. During the Repu blic’ around
fficial Facebook - All fi f the onli

oticlat raceboo page. Al ToUT of fe ontine 40 mullahs were assembled by the local

preachers featured in this report dress more ) i

like urban professionals than traditional Department of Education to question

mullahs or Taliban. him. He passed their test, he says, partly

because, by then, he had been watching
the videos of Zakir Naik, but was still advised to leave the country. He moved first
to Dubai and then to Malaysia, where he joined da’wa organisations and did street
preaching in buses and parks. He returned to Afghanistan with the intention of
building, in his words, the country’s first institutional religious da’wa project.’

That project, the Qamar Foundation, has grown into one of the most institutionally
diversified religious enterprises run by an independent figure in Afghanistan, and
supports a wide range of humanitarian and community development initiatives

® Nowruz’s claim to have established Afghanistan’s first institutional religious da’wa project might
surprise some in the country, such as Jamaat Tabligh, the millions-strong movement in South Asia that
encourages followers to undertake ‘preaching missions’, as well as Afghan mullahs, who could contend
that they have always undertaken da’wa.


https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=505187583532245
https://www.facebook.com/QamarFoundationPashto/videos/26150809107887917/
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in Afghanistan. By its own account, the Qamar Foundation has built more than 360
houses for orphans and children who have lost a father, more than 230 mosques,
ten schools and two clinics, installed ten solar water projects and also distributes
funding to more than 1,200 orphans each month.

Nowruz also runs Yageen Private High School, with branches in Kabul, Kandahar,
Parwan, Nangrahar and Laghman. Its approach is explained by Nowruz on Facebook:

We want to educate this school’s students with knowledge of Islam, science and
technology in such a way that we encourage their minds to think. After grade
nine, we provide them with practical mechanical training so that, from this place,
they can choose their field and profession. The school gives special attention to
orphans and the goal is that the children of the poor and the rich study together.

Nowruz has also launched several mobile apps, including Reab, a social media
platform; Carwa, a car sales app; Koor, a property app and Clast, a planning tool for
schools and universities, all of which are listed as projects of Ulearna Technologies, a
Dubai-based business. Nowruz’s personal Facebook page has 687,000 followers.

Of the four, Nowruz is the most visibly ‘Western’ in style. He uses English words

in his Pashto speech, such as ‘startup’, ‘mindset’, ‘audience’ and ‘project’. He is as
comfortable offering tips as an entrepreneur and tech start-ups as he is offering
spiritual advice. He works in short videos with attention-grabbing titles, and openly
admires Zakir Naik. He explicitly says that the mark of a good da’i (preacher) is to
discuss the daily problems of society, rather than dwell on inherited anecdotes.
Asked which books he would recommend to young people, he cites business
bestsellers alongside Islamic texts, indeed, alongside the Quran and the Sirat (the life
of the Prophet).

Nasratullah Sahibi was born in Ghazni in 1994, where he still lives. He attended
primary school in the province up to sixth grade, memorised the Quran, then spent
nine years at Dar al-Ulum Abdullah ibn Abbas in Ghazni city. After passing the kankor
(university entrance exam), he was admitted to the Sharia faculty at Kabul University.
He speaks Pashto, Dari, Arabic and English. In terms of superficial credentials, he

is the most religiously trained of the four, as a hafez (having memorised the Quran)
and qari (skilled in Quranic recitation). Traditionalists within the religious madrasa
establishment may question whether he has done enough to be a proper mullah or


https://www.facebook.com/share/v/1BDjc8JxNi/?mibextid=wwXIfr
https://www.youtube.com/shorts/RKGUFjG8-Ms
https://ulearna.com/
https://www.facebook.com/search/top?q=rahmatullah%20nowruz%20-%20%D8%B1%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%AA%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87%20%D9%86%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B2
https://www.facebook.com/share/r/1CJRmue66S/?mibextid=wwXIfr
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Islamic scholar, who are required to go through up to twelve or so years of madrasa
education. However, he holds a teaching position at the Quranic Centre of Mus’ab
ibn Umayr in Ghazni, has written one book on tajwid (the rules of Quran recitation)
and translated another on family reform from Arabic.

Nasratullah Sahibi, taken from his official
Facebook page.

Promotional material about Sahibi
describes him as ‘the Nightingale of the
Ghaznavid’, a reference to his Quran
recitation and the emotional pitch of his
preaching (see this Facebook article). He
has built a network of institutions in Ghazni
and Kabul (see this Facebook article on his
biography): the Tasnim Nasrat Centre for
Islamic Studies in Kabul offers online and
in-person courses in memorisation of the
Quran, tajwid, figh (jurisprudence), tafsir,
hadith, Sirat and Arabic grammar, for both
male and female students, teaching them
in separate campuses; his Jaafar al-Tayyar

Orphanage operates in Ghazni; and he also runs a private school in Khoshhal Khan
in Kabul, along with a charity foundation, Bonyad Mehrabani, that collects and
distributes donations. His Facebook, YouTube and Instagram pages reach more than

half a million followers (see also this ToloNews interview).

Sahibi’s content sits between two registers. One is purely religious - pulpit-

style sermons, lessons and recitation. The other addresses what he calls the
psychological and social dimensions of life, with YouTube titles like Ways to cope
with mental problems and stress, Successful marriage and Overlooking friends’

mistakes. In one televised interview, he explained how he decides on topics:

I think a lot about the choice of topic because most issues are repetitive, but |
want to present them from such an angle and in such a way that there are words
of wisdom in them, so they descend to people’s hearts.

Sahibi is also distinct because of a public controversy that has shaped his
reputation, particularly among women. In a televised interview, he mentioned that
he had three wives, which drew strong online criticism. In a subsequent video, he
said the two ‘extra’ wives in question were widows, around fifteen years older than


https://www.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=113748967581785&id=100068712715957&mibextid=wwXIfr&rdid=xNzfkrPM7pKiDi3Y
https://www.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=113748967581785&id=100068712715957&mibextid=wwXIfr&rdid=xNzfkrPM7pKiDi3Y
https://www.facebook.com/tasnimnasratisec/
https://www.facebook.com/tasnimnasratisec/
https://www.facebook.com/jafaretayyarorphanage/
https://www.facebook.com/jafaretayyarorphanage/
https://www.facebook.com/p/Nasrat-Sahibi-%D9%86%D8%B5%D8%B1%D8%AA-%D8%B5%D8%A7%D8%AD%D8%A8%DB%8C-100094038146000/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCiam8HeJhIgqnwczoJR6WLg/playlists?app=desktop&view=1&sort=dd&shelf_id=0
https://www.instagram.com/nasratsahibi/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q9ZbZhSH000
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f9UQd0S3wJc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f9UQd0S3wJc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b1iE7PrmOTI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TdwOZfhdUr4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TdwOZfhdUr4
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him, each with two orphan children whom he is raising, along with looking after a
brother-in-law, who has a serious mental disability, and a mother-in-law. He used
the same speech to argue that polygamy is widely practised but rarely admitted,
including, he claimed, among doctors, mawlawis and engineers. The episode
captured a tension that runs through this category of preachers: they cultivate a
youthful, modern image, while remaining socially traditional on issues such as
polygamy, and they sometimes find themselves defending what their very urban
audience finds problematic, even if they otherwise find them attractive.

Sahibi and others in this circle have been outspoken on the war in Palestine,
condemning Israeli attacks, encouraging jihad there and offering prayers for
Palestinians. Their videos and posts on the subject are frequent and emotionally
charged, treating Gaza less as a foreign-policy question than as a matter that
concerns Muslims everywhere. The motivation, in their telling, is not political, but
comes from a sense of shared Muslim identity and solidarity, a pattern common
among Afghans and Muslims more broadly (see this video on Sahibi’s YouTube,
entitled, ‘The Arabs Send Shrouds to Gaza’).

Abdul Samad Qazizada

Abdul Samad Qazizada is the oldest of the
four, born in 1986 in Parchaman district of
Farah province. His biography, published
by several social media users (here on
Facebook), presents a classic trajectory
from rural poverty to religious learning -
village mosque schooling, then Herat for
nine years of religious education where he
became a hafez in the Quran memorisation
centre, Mirwais Sadiq Dar al-Huffaz. He
then went to Kabul, where he completed

a bachelor’s at Salam University in Law
and Islamic jurisprudence and a master’s
in Tafsir and Hadith. Qazizada has worked
as an imam and khatib in Kabul, as teacher
Abdul Samad Qazizada, taken from his official and imam at a road construction company
Facebook page. and taught at a dar al-ulum (seminary)



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=03298DCJNY8
https://www.facebook.com/100063767648070/posts/_____-____-_____-___-_____-____-_________-___-__-________-_-______-_-______-___-/1402611195207789/
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in Herat. In 2021, he migrated with his family to Turkey, but continues to run his
activities in Afghanistan from there (see his interviews on Tolo and YouTube). He has
one of the largest social media reach of the four: 816,000 followers on Facebook and
219,000 subscribers on YouTube.

Qazizada’s institutional footprint is substantial. He has a foundation, Abdul Samad
Qazizada Charity Foundation, after the Kunar earthquake in August 2025, built an
80-house township called Qaba in 50 days, with a large mosque and a 7,500 metre
water pipeline, at a total cost of around 40 million afghanis (roughly USD 615,000)
(YouTube). He runs Noor International High School in Kabul, co-managed with the
educator Muhammad Qasim Farahmand, and a media studio called Igra Media. He is
expected soon to publish his own tafsir of both Surah al-Fatiha and al-Bagara.

What sets Qazizada apart is the breadth of his subject matter. His content includes
religious instruction and family advice, like the others, but he speaks far more
openly on contested political and policy issues, both Afghan and international. (His
sermon and interview titles include questions like: Why do we have a problem with
knowledge, progress and development?; The world has changed, we should also
change!?; We should not raise the people as hypocrites; Why cannot we mine our
mines? and What are the responsibilities of amr bil-ma’ruf from the perspective of
Abdul Samad Qazizada?) Among the four, he is more of a public intellectual rather
than a preacher. His speech is fluent and academic in tone, drawing not only on
Quranic exegesis, but also on examples from international scholarship and the
systems and institutions of other countries.

Jawed Ibrahimi was born in 1993 in Maidan Wardak. He has a law degree and no
formal madrasa training. He came to religious activism through social media and
charity work and has remained closer to the latter than to the former. He is fairly
described less as a religious preacher who has expanded into charity than a social
activist who frames his work in religious terms (watch this and this video). The Jawed
Ibrahimi Charity Foundation has the largest following on Facebook - 2.58 million
followers, with more on Instagram and YouTube.

Ibrahimi’s foundational story, told repeatedly in videos and interviews, comes
from his kankor (university entrance exam) preparation year, when he was about
seventeen. On a minibus in Kot-e Sangi, he sat next to a man holding a small child


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fZQ9n_dm1SM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YsdGRBXVG_Y
https://www.facebook.com/abdulsamadqazizadaofficial/?locale=en_GB
http://www.youtube.com/c/ustadabdulsamadqazizada
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KfwuVsgOH74
https://www.facebook.com/p/لیسه-بین-المللی-نور-Noor-International-High-School-61586191185544/
https://www.facebook.com/iqramediaofficial786
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pAeu0O58cVw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pAeu0O58cVw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QaNWwYILWqQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QaNWwYILWqQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4H2QHINQ8Jw
https://www.facebook.com/abdulsamadqazizadaofficial/videos/چرا-ما-معادن-خود-را-استخراج-کرده-نمیتوانیم-/1345485486927540/
https://www.facebook.com/abdulsamadqazizadaofficial/videos/چرا-ما-معادن-خود-را-استخراج-کرده-نمیتوانیم-/1345485486927540/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kYefbeq5Pt8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kYefbeq5Pt8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fZQ9n_dm1SM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YsdGRBXVG_Y
https://www.facebook.com/Jibrahimi786?locale=en_GB
https://www.facebook.com/Jibrahimi786?locale=en_GB
https://www.instagram.com/jawed_ibrahimi786?fbclid=IwY2xjawSFQTlleHRuA2FlbQIxMABicmlkETEyZHVzcHNmRTJwR1E2UjhYc3J0YwZhcHBfaWQQMjIyMDM5MTc4ODIwMDg5MgABHtax6R4XcOE6OXYxSTygX251MtF6QEC13BHXDsIVO1QjWbERU3fEST1DHYp2_aem_T8mBFiHh7WAhoyUmkToRXw
https://www.youtube.com/@jawedibrahimi7046

1"/ Preaching Without a Party: Independent religious figures find space under the Islamic Emirate

with green eyes. When the bus moved, the man raised the child in both arms and
announced that he wanted to sell him in order to pay for medical treatment for the
boy’s mother. The child was holding an egg and laughed at Ibrahimi as his father
spoke. The image, Ibrahimi says, stayed with him.

The Jawed Ibrahimi Charity Foundation,
like Nowruz and Qazizada’s, has done
major work in earthquake response in
Paktika, Herat and Kunar provinces,
and in flood relief and seasonal aid.
According to Ibrahimi, in a single
night during the June 2022 Paktika
earthquake, the foundation collected
four million afghanis (roughly USD
60,000) in donations. The Jawed
Ibrahimi Educational Centre is more
distinctive. Ibrahimi runs education
centres with courses in computer,
information technology, digital
page, the smile pointing to a very different style of marketing and English in Kabul and
preaching from the traditional ‘strict-mullah’idiom, ~ Khost (with, according to sources inside
and one that is finding a mass audience, especially in  the educational centre the author has
Afghanistan’s cities. spoken to, around 2,000 and 1,000
students respectively). He also runs
kankor preparation classes. The fees are nominal, around 500 afghanis (USD 8) for a
four-month computer course, free for those who cannot pay, with a stipend given for
transport costs. In an interview on YouTube, Ibrahimi said he runs a private business
that exports traditional Afghan clothing to Germany, the United States and Canada
and reportedly employs around 50 women in Afghanistan.

Jawed Ibrahimi, taken from his official YouTube

Ibrahimi’s religious content is the simplest of the four. His videos are short, the

titles tend to be motivational, rather than doctrinal, such as Who are you?, These
eight things will make your life happier and Hard days of life. His charity videos
consistently bring together people from different ethnic and linguistic backgrounds,
often Pashtuns and Hazaras, and emphasise a shared Afghan identity over difference.
He travels personally to disaster sites and meets returnees and the urban poor. The
resulting videos have an unpolished quality that audiences read as authentic.



https://jiec-edu.com/about
https://jiec-edu.com/about
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YsdGRBXVG_Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QEJxmyFgi4Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LheY-0YwSfk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LheY-0YwSfk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pHRMExXYI24
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The four share a recognisably common approach. Their content is overwhelmingly
oriented towards the life of the individual - marriage, children, friendship, everyday
worries and anxieties, ambition, the best relationship with money, the temptations
of social media, the moral education of the young and what it means to live a life of
meaning, among others. They reach for Islamic resources to address these concerns
- Quranic verses, hadiths, stories from the life of the Prophet Muhammad, examples
from the lives of the Suhaba, the Companions of the Prophet, as well as other
notables from Islamic history. But the questions they seek to answer are questions
an urban dweller with a modern education might ask, not the traditional questions a
village judge might adjudicate.

Nowruz, for example, on his Affan Pashto Facebook site, explains what he believes

is his relevance to contemporary audiences. Asked what makes someone a good
preacher, he said that a true scholar “discusses the current state of society,” rather
than dwelling on handed-down anecdotes. He links this insight to his online da’wa
work in Europe: People there discuss today’s problems and they prefer that if
someone speaks to them or tells them about the truth of any religion, the demand is:
What are the solutions to today’s problems?”

Nowruz, reacting to the Pakistani strike on a Kabul rehabilitation centre for drug users
in March 2026 that killed more than 250 people (BBC), said on his Facebook page:

If I express my pain here, the video gets long and our young people’s hearts grow
tired of it. If | don’t express it, | don’t know to whom | should show my pain. But
the days of lamenting, of debating on TikTok, of arguing on Twitter are behind
us. Today, the Afghan youth needs a field of action. Unfortunately, this field of
action has been missing for the past forty years; people have been sitting and
talking only. ...  haven’t come here to lament, nor to express grief, because I’ll fail
to convey the pain of a mother who has lost her child. | want to speak practical
words and | hope you listen closely and act on [my words], not just make another
TikTok or Facebook video about it.

Nowruz and the others preach a religion of personal piety and inner cultivation, more
than a religion of public order. The classical Sunni tradition has always contained


https://www.facebook.com/Affanpashto/videos/505187583532245/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c202xrd9gn7o
https://www.facebook.com/share/v/1CpsS4PqsR/?mibextid=wwXIfr
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both, weighted differently in different periods and places. What these figures
emphasise is the inward face: tazkiya (purification of the self), akhlaq (ethics),
ibadat (worship) and the proper management of relationships. While not ignoring
it, they give less attention to the outward face of religion - the enforcement of
public morality and the ordering of society. The IEA’s official religious discourse is
overwhelmingly about the outward face. Its muhtasibin (Amr bil-Maruf officers) and
state-aligned mullahs speak the language of prohibition and warning, dwelling on
what people must not do, what corrupt influences are pulling society astray and
what punishments await those who deviate. They speak frequently of the failings
of urban Afghans, of women’s dress, of music and the influence of Western media.
They do not, by and large, address how a young man should manage his anger,
how a husband and wife should communicate or how a person should cope with
depression. The online preachers address precisely these questions, in a tone that is
encouraging rather than chastising.

One can describe this, with some caution, as an Islamic psychology for hard times -
religion as a psychological resource. What the four offer is closer to gentle motivation
in religious vocabulary, a register that has become common across the Muslim world,
particularly the Arab world, and which they have adapted to the Afghan context.

Sahibi works the genre most directly, with video titles that read like the contents

of a popular self-help book. Nowruz blends religion with business management
literature, quite openly. Asked which five books young people should read, he placed
the Quran and the Sirat first, then immediately pivoted to secular titles (watch this
interview on his personal Facebook page):

The books you should read are: 1. The Lean Startup [Eric Ries]; 2. Read People
Like a Book [Patrick King]; 3. Who Rules the World? [Noam Chomsky]; 4. 48 Rules
of Power [Robert Greene]; 5. The Music Made Me Do It [Gohar Mushtaq]. | tell you
to read these books so that you understand human beings, about psychology. ...
The others discuss the world and world politics; it is very good to know

about these.

Women’s rights and family relations are another register where the four notably
depart from the strict-mullah idiom. Sahibi, in a YouTube video, tells the story of a
girl who came to the Prophet to complain that her father had married her off without
her consent; the Prophet announced the marriage invalid. Sahibi calls a marriage
without mutual consent “the beginning of the imprisonment of two young people


https://www.facebook.com/share/r/1CJRmue66S/?mibextid=wwXIfr
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lMMJUPmSowA
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The books Nowruz named when asked what young people should read: the Quran and the Sirat,
followed by an eclectic mix of secular titles spanning business, psychology and global politics, shown in
the image above.

and the destruction of a generation.” Qazizada has argued openly on YouTube
against the religious argument that allows husbands to beat their wives, on three
grounds: the Arabic word zarb (to hit) has many meanings, that the Prophet is
reported never to have struck any of his wives and that the Prophet is the believer’s
model. Elsewhere, on a programme at Ariana Television, he described a husband
and wife as “two wings of one bird” and credits his own wife with a large role in both
raising their children and in his own success, noting that his audience has come to
call him “a defender of women’s rights.” On the institutional side, Qazizada’s Noor
School in Kabul employs dozens of female teachers.


https://www.youtube.com/shorts/TSKGOIRRxO8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TmhcApa34Ng&t=2s
https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=122119111005206372&id=61586191185544
https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=122119111005206372&id=61586191185544

Preaching Without a Party: Independent religious figures find space under the Islamic Emirate

The four men are also bound together by their physical and aesthetic distance
from the figure of the traditional mullah. They wear not shalwar kameez, but smart
shirts, sometimes suits and even ties. Several of them shave or trim their beards
short, in contrast to the long, untrimmed beards favoured by the IEA’s clerics

and required by the Ministry of Vice and Virtue’s policing. Their video aesthetics
are clean, modern and well-produced, with their own, relaxed and often smiling
image a major feature of their ‘brand.’ They take cues from international Muslim
‘televangelism’, rather than local mosque culture.

This break does several things at once. It signals to urban audiences that the
speaker understands their world. It distances the figures from the visual cues that,
under the IEA, have come to denote state-affiliated religion. And it does double
work as a soft argument: by appearing in a tie, Qazizada is in effect saying that the
tie is religiously permissible without having to debate it directly - although he has
argued this directly too. In remarks circulating online in response to IEA’s ban on
wearing ties in Herat (Amu), Qazizada set out on Facebook, in three brief points,
what he regards as the sharia position on dress:

Coat, trousers and tie are permissible from the perspective of the Quran, the
Sunna and Sunni jurisprudence and present no sharia problem. The claim

of imitation [of non-Muslims - tashabbuh] in this matter has no scholarly or
jurisprudential basis. The religion of Islam is the religion of reason, nature, ease
and human dignity, not the religion of imposing [on people what should be
their] personal preferences.

The argument is part of a wider position he has taken on Amr bil-Maruf, as a state
institution, which he has criticised in detailed religious terms. The work, he has
argued, requires people who first understand the distinctions between what is
obligatory (fard), permissible (mubah), forbidden (haram) and merely disliked
(makruh), who can distinguish between issues that warrant command and issues
that warrant persuasion, and who possess what he calls a “big heart,” to deal gently
with people. “No one will ever find that the Prophet seriously commanded anyone
over their beard or insulted anyone over this,” he told Tolo. Qazizada has framed

a wider problem in starker terms still: the nation cannot be taken back fourteen
hundred years and forced to use the dress, food and tools of that time, just as a
Muslim today does not walk to Hajj - because air travel exists.


https://amu.tv/222221/
https://www.facebook.com/share/r/1CJRmue66S/?mibextid=wwXIfr
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eYuzl2qwVBA
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Another preacher associated with this circle, Nisar Ahmad Ahmadi, has made a
similar argument about head coverings. Speaking on camera while not wearing a cap
or turban himself, he said in an interview on Facebook:

If some scholars see me and say, “Why is your head bare?” their thinking is so
wrong. A scholar who is sheikh ul-hadith, sheikh ul-Quran, who understands
religion well, still asks, “Why is your head bare?” when, in Islam, there is no such
Sunna. The Prophet did not command this. Nor is wearing a turban a Sunna of
his. [They] see a young man and say, “Why is your beard shaved?” and threaten
him, even though he has many other problems that need solving. They threaten
him and make young people hate religion. | see these problems in society and
want to oppose this thinking, to spread moderate thinking among the people.

None of the four (or others like them) directly oppose the IEA, deny its religious
legitimacy or make common cause with the armed opposition. That said, with

the partial exception of Nowruz on certain questions, none has publicly endorsed

it either. They seem to occupy a middle space best described as quiet support
combined with selective criticism, although their public discretion masks something
more interesting. The picture conveyed by their videos and posts, taken alone, would
be of figures who tolerate the IEA and criticise its excesses in religious language.

The picture from those who know them privately is closer to acceptance, even quiet
approval. Many of these influencers, including these four, have, according to various
insiders the author has spoken to, cordial personal relationships with IEA officials. In
private, they tend to be more favourable to the new order than to the Republic that
preceded it.

However, much of their audience, both inside Afghanistan and in the diaspora, is
unhappy with the IEA. A preacher who openly takes the IEA’s side risks losing the very
urban domestic and diaspora audience, educated and active online, that he depends
on for his charity, his school enrolments and his standing as an independent religious
voice (and for some, his businesses).

The result is a calibrated double register - warmth in private towards the Emirate,
near-neutrality in public, with only limited criticism. Direct criticism, when it comes,
is selective. Itis directed at specific policies, particularly those most unpopular with
the urban audience, and it is delivered in religious and moral terms rather than
political ones. Two policies recur - the closure of high schools and universities to girls
and the conduct of Amr bil-Maruf. On girls’ education, all four have voiced criticism,
although with varying directness. Qazizada is the most direct, arguing on YouTube:


https://www.facebook.com/reel/1295153778617091
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ogvilO-7OOk&t=870s
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On the entire face of the earth and in all Islamic countries, the door of education

is open to men and women, but in the land where we champion jihad, resistance
and Islam and make claim to have an Islamic government, the door of education is
closed. Don’t people say: How Islamic a government is this that opposes education?

A young woman uses a mobile phone at the perfume counter of a shop in Kabul. Urban Afghan women,
well-represented online and on mobile phones, form a key audience for the online preachers.
Photo: Haroon Sabawoon/Anadolu via AFP, 3 October 2025

Nowruz has been less sharp but has aired his criticisms more frequently. In one
Facebook post, he wrote that the closure of girls’ high schools and universities causes
damage that “no project or programme can compensate for,” and that Afghanistan
will not be able to compete in the region or the world until girls’ education is
guaranteed. He addressed his request explicitly to the authorities to reopen girls’
schools and universities. In a separate video reacting to Pakistan’s strike on the Omid
drug rehabilitation centre on 16 March 2026, he turned the discussion to education,
asking what the IEA is waiting for and arguing that, without education, the country
cannot even build the means to defend itself. He also mentions in interviews that

he wants his daughters as well as his sons to study to doctorate level. The framing is
personal and aspirational, yet also critical.


https://www.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=1485043542986515&id=100044426499774
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On the conduct of Amr bil-Maruf, Qazizada’s argument, discussed above, draws
careful religious distinctions to recast specific enforcement actions on matters he
casts as within personal latitude, rather than their being religious obligations (see this
YouTube interview where he explains how Amr bil-Maruf should behave).

Nowruz, in a YouTube interview entitled Republic or Emirate?, has gone further than
the others on one single question, but in a direction that ultimately serves the IEA.
Asked whether he favoured the IEA or the Republic, he gave an extended argument
that Afghanistan should stop debating systems and concentrate on changing policies:

It is always the countries that work on changing the policies of the system that
have remained successful, not those that change systems. ... Let’s work on
policies, try to change them, give good advice, present good arguments, so that
if this policy is implemented, it will be very good. It is to our benefit. Inshallah, we
will prosper.

Afghanistan, he explained in the same interview, has changed its political system
eight times in roughly seventy years, with each transition destroying not only the bad,
but also the good of what preceded it. The IEA, Nowruz said, is “80 per cent right and
20 per cent wrong,” and that 20 per cent should be addressed through policy revision
rather than regime change.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MyMHec79WIY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ISe9JbeX7B0
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Touching on the sensitive issues outlined above, however, comes at a cost. Even
though the IEA itself has not moved against any of the four men on these questions,
Qazizada and Ahmadi have both faced sustained backlash from traditional mullahs
and that section of the public, which is religiously conservative, including circles
that overlap with the IEA’s own social base. The criticism comes in two registers,
scholarly and populist. Both can be observed in the comment sections under their
videos and posts.

In the scholarly register, critics dispute that the four have the standing to issue
rulings of the kind they make. One Dari-language post on Qazizada’s interventions
that was widely shared on Facebook was by someone called Ibrahim Zahed:

Religion is a divine trust, not an arena for shallow readings or attention-
seeking through the media. On matters of belief and jurisprudence, one must
refer to grounded scholars whose endorsement is recognised, so that society
is not thrown into confusion and deviation. Inshallah, Qazizada-saheb will
refrain from going into subjects for which he does not possess the scholarly
competence and will not throw people into confusion and mental disturbance.

In the populist register, the language is sharper, openly aligned with the IEA and
explicitly directed at the audience the four attract. One Facebook post by user
named Sebghatullah Mosleh, dated 16 February 2026, reads:

Who likes Qazizada? Only those bareheaded types who interpret the sharia
according to their own whims. Qazizada’s only aim is to undermine the current
system and to strike at religion. ... Qazizada is not only not a scholar, he has not
the smallest knowledge of Islam, let alone of religion. He acts only according to
his own wishes and to gather followers. He has distorted religion and shaped it
according to the desires of those people who, under various pretexts, flee from
religion and issue fatwas.

Ahmadi has drawn the same kind of pushback. This post by Facebook user Abu

Sinwar is indicative of the tone of many more like it, saying that Ahmadi “throws
himself into certain religious matters without sufficient knowledge,” and that he
“issues fatwas on every matter he is asked about, without complete knowledge.”


https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=898246936323591&id=100084148787620
https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=928361342963662&id=100073694140187
https://www.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=122160986810713044&id=61571391326608
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A man uses a mobile phone while sitting on a roadside in Kabul as another man looks on. The Emirate has
restricted access to several social media sites, including Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat, following an
earlier 48-hour nationwide telecommunications blackout.

Photo: Wakil Kohsar/AFP, 7 October 2025

Two things are worth noting about this backlash. First, it is not coming from the
IEA’s official organs but from sections of the religious public that overlaps with

the IEA’s social and ideological base. The criticisms reproduce, in citizens’ voices,
exactly the position the traditional madrasa-trained mullah has long held against
any preacher who lacks what he sees as the credentials of apprenticeship - that he
is doctrinally unqualified, methodologically loose and bent on acquiring followers.
The four are non-mullahs and the religious establishment treats them as such and
prefers them not to touch on sensitive and complex issues that only a ‘real’ mullah
should discuss or preach on. Second, the criticism is precisely targeted at the issues
the four use to push back against IEA enforcement - clothes, beards, turbans, the
conduct of Amr bil-Maruf - which is to say, at the points where their soft religious
arguments do real political work. The IEA may not need to act against them on
these issues because a traditionally conservative religious public is doing much of
the discrediting on its behalf.
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The audiences for the four overlap substantially - largely young, mostly urban, with
at least some education and above all, active on Facebook. As noted, the social
media followings of Qazizada, Nowruz, Sahibi and Ibrahimi are huge, easily among
the largest religious followings in Afghanistan. The institutional reach is significant
too. Sahibi’s Tasnim Nasrat Centre for Islamic Sciences takes both male and female
students, itself a marker of the accommodation discussed above. Ibrahimi’s courses
count students in the thousands. Qazizada’s Noor High School and Nowruz’s Yaqin
schools serve hundreds of fee-paying families across multiple provinces.

A large portion of the audience appears to be female. Much of what the four preach
about - marriage, family, child-rearing, inner life and the conduct of relationships,
applies as much to women as to men. Urban Afghan women, well-represented
online and on mobile phones, despite the IEA’s wider restrictions, seem to engage
substantively, based on a review of the comments on more than a dozen videos as
well as the names of followers of the preachers’ official pages. Sahibi has a YouTube
video entitled Respect Women and the Tasnim Nasrat Centre offers programmes
for women: hundreds had studied and many graduated from one of the centre’s
programmes, as of April 2026 (YouTube), with Sahibi and one of his wives delivering
a graduation address (YouTube). The centre also shares on-camera, full-hijab
interviews with female students on a range of issues and runs speech-training
courses with hundreds of female participants. Qazizada draws long, appreciative
comment threads from women under his videos on women’s rights and education
with messages like “Thank you for telling us the real place we women have in
Islam” (YouTube).

Audience reactions are not uniformly positive. Nowruz draws regular criticism
around issues of charity and money: viewers accuse him of using his foundation’s
reach to attract donations that may not be fully accounted for, or of mixing religious
authority with commercial activity, including his mobile credit app, real estate app
and his agricultural land project. He has addressed this directly in videos such as
Why is the business of preachers viewed as exploitation of religion? and Qamar
Foundation: real impact or just slogan? but the questions have not gone away.
Qazizada draws sectarian pushback when he speaks about Sunni-Shia unity, from



https://www.youtube.com/shorts/feFJeDDich8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eQnDtycmrzQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uldIkriTnlg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fuzwiqBwKNs),
https://www.facebook.com/abdullahraihansafi5/videos/علماء-یا-داعیان-له-دین-څخه-په-استفادې-تجارت-کوي/788063177353660/
https://www.facebook.com/rnowruz/videos/قمر-خیریه-بنسټ-ریښتینی-اغیز-که-تش-شعار/895191153303123/
https://www.facebook.com/rnowruz/videos/قمر-خیریه-بنسټ-ریښتینی-اغیز-که-تش-شعار/895191153303123/
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Sunni viewers who accuse him of legitimising Shia practices and Shia viewers who
doubt that other Sunni clerics will follow him, and more muted criticism for his views
on girls’ education and Amr bil-Maruf, particularly from IEA-aligned commenters.
Ibrahimi has the least controversial profile; the most common complaint against him
is that his foundation does not always reply to requests for help. As noted, women
have criticised Sahibi over polygamy; many say they otherwise admire him, but
cannot square his three marriages with the modern, gentle figure he presents. One
woman, Marwa Ghazanfar, dropped a critical comment under an interview with
Sahibi on Facebook, using blunt language:

May God reward you. You are content, your wives are content, that is none of
our business. But guardianship of a woman or a family is also possible without
a marriage contract. When you make a marriage contract for the sake of
guardianship, it means asking for something in exchange for financial support.


https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=850359684663285&id=760883963710061
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The Afghan figures described in this report belong to a category of religious actor
that has emerged across the Muslim world over the past two decades. Members of
this category built their audiences online rather than through traditional clerical
institutions. They speak colloquially and wear suits or contemporary dress, rather
than the robes and turbans of traditional religious figures. They focus on personal
piety, family life, mental health and contemporary problems and run charities and
educational projects alongside their preaching. The Egyptian wave of the early 2000s
around figures such as Amr Khaled and Mustafa Hosni was an early instance, blending
what one observer described as Egyptian pop sensibility, American televangelism
and self-help psychology, using colloquial Arabic and consciously breaking with the
al-Azhar clerical aesthetic.® The category has since gone global - Mufti Ismail Menk

in Zimbabwe, Nouman Ali Khan and Yasmin Mogahed in the United States, Mizanur
Rahman Azhari in Bangladesh and a long list of others have built followings in the
millions on the same template. They are not a movement, but they share a form, and
audiences move between them. In short, Islamic influencers are neither a uniquely
Afghan phenomenon, nor purely a consequence of the IEA. It is a local manifestation
of a wider transformation of religious authority that, in Afghanistan, was already
beginning to produce figures of this type even during the Republic.

Two features of this global category do, however, bear directly on the Afghan case.
The firstis a shift in what makes someone a religious authority. In the older model,

a scholar’s authority depended on long apprenticeship under recognised teachers,
the issuance of an ijaza (licence) by a recognised authority (the state or a madrasa)
and the recognition of one’s institution by other institutions. The new figures bypass
much of this. What gives them authority is no longer the institutional chain. It is

the audience itself - the follower count, the comments and the donations people
make. The second is the careful management of politics. Across the global category,
these figures tend to stay away from explicit political controversy, touching only on
issues of widespread concern to their audience. But by largely avoiding politics their

¢ Lindsay Wise, Words from the Heart: New Forms of Islamic Preaching in Egypt, MPhil thesis, University of
Oxford, 2003, p2.



https://users.ox.ac.uk/~metheses/WiseNoImages.pdf

Preaching Without a Party: Independent religious figures find space under the Islamic Emirate

authority remains portable across regimes, sects and languages. The Afghan figures
have also made such a bargain in order to gain a national audience and operate
under a state that punishes political deviation from ‘official’ religion positions.

In every context where this type of religious figure has emerged, the state has had
to work out a posture towards it. Egypt under the late Hosni Mubarak (president
1981-2011) initially welcomed the new preachers as a counterweight to political
Islamism, then grew suspicious as their reach expanded and eventually pushed
some out of the country.” Saudi Arabia has alternately co-opted, monitored and
silenced its own celebrity preachers.® Turkey, under President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan’s Justice and Development Party (AKP), has integrated some into state-
aligned institutions while leaving others in a permanent ‘grey zone’? The current
polity in Afghanistan, however, derives its legitimacy solely from religion and the
IEA’s forbearance towards independent preachers is therefore more theologically
loaded than the equivalent arrangements elsewhere.

" See the introduction to New Islamic Media, which surveys the trajectory of Egypt’s ‘new preachers’,
figures like Amr Khaled, Moez Masoud and Mustafa Hosni, initially seen as a soft-Islam counterweight to
political Islamism, but later pressured by the Mubarak regime as their reach expanded; Khaled was banned
from preaching in Egypt more than once and sometimes relocated to the UK. See Marc Lynch (ed), New
Islamic Media, POMEPS Studies 23, Project on Middle East Political Science, Washington DC, 2017.

8 See The High Cost of Change: Repression Under Saudi Crown Prince Tarnishes Reforms, Human Rights
Watch, New York, 2019, which documents: the September 2017 Saudi crackdown on prominent celebrity
preachers, Salman al-Awda (then with 14 million Twitter followers), whom the state detained for failing
to support a Saudi-led blockade of Qatar, as well as alleged membership of the Muslim Brotherhood; and
the arrests of Awad al-Qarni and Ali al-Omari, again, for alleged membership of the Muslim Brotherhood/
Prosecutors later sought the death penalty against all three.

° See, for example, this article about the Diyanet, Turkey’s Religious Affairs Directorate, Ahmet Erdi Oztiirk,
Turkey’s Diyanet under AKP Rule: From Protector to Imposer of State Ideology?, Southeast European and
Black Sea Studies, 2016, pp 619-35.



https://pomeps.org/the-new-islamic-media
https://pomeps.org/the-new-islamic-media
https://pomeps.org/the-new-islamic-media
https://www.hrw.org/report/2019/11/04/high-cost-change/repression-under-saudi-crown-prince-tarnishes-reforms
https://repository.londonmet.ac.uk/5402/1/Turkeys-Diyanet-under-AKP-rule-from-protector-to-imposer-of-state-ideology.pdf
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The question of why the IEA tolerates these figures, given its broader campaign

to monopolise religious discourse, is the most analytically interesting. The simple
answer is probably that they help the IEA more than they hurt it. The fuller answer
has several layers.

These preachers reach an urban, educated, social-media-using audience that the
IEA’s own clerics largely fail to reach. They do so in a religious idiom, which means
they are not pulling that audience towards secularism, liberalism or political
opposition. Their criticisms are narrow, framed as the kind of constructive religious
advice a regime claiming to govern by Islam can absorb without losing face. Their
charity work substitutes for state services the IEA cannot provide. Crucially, much

of the money for that charity is raised from the Afghan diaspora and spent inside
Afghanistan, an inflow the IEA values and would not casually disrupt (though it may
want to control it). Their schools educate children the IEA has neither the funds nor
the curriculum to educate. Some of their business activities generate revenues the
IEA sorely needs to tax. They have, according to the author’s own observations, built,
behind the scenes, working relationships with certain officials who vouch for them
within Taliban circles that they are not in opposition to the Emirate. So far, they seem
to have no political ambitions, no controversial backgrounds and no ties to outside
actors the IEA considers hostile.

There is a less flattering reason too. They do not threaten the religious establishment
the IEA cares about. The IEA’s authority rests on the network of mullahs trained

in traditional madrasas and embedded in mosques, judicial institutions and rural
communities. These activists are not part of that network. Their following is largely
young, urban and online, with a significant share in the diaspora. Inside Afghanistan,
in the villages and small towns where the IEA’s social base lives, the four have hardly
anything (at least not yet) resembling a community network or a religious following.
They are visible, but ultimately without much weight. To ban or expel them would
alienate a slice of the religiously conscious urban youth and members of the diaspora
who fund their charities, with no offsetting gain in core authority. To leave them
alone is the easier and cheaper choice.
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Two women walk along a hillside path overlooking Kabul. Women'’s rights and family relations feature in
the four preachers’ content, a notable departure from the typical sermons of Afghan mullahs.
Photo: Mustafa Noori, Middle East Images via AFP, 13 June 2025

This phenomenon is consolidating, even as the individuals within it remain
separate from each other (but also not rivals). Whether this loose convergence will
harden into something more recognisable as a movement depends on factors that
are impossible to predict - how the IEA continues to manage them, whether any
positions himself as a leader, whether external funding or international attention
catalyses formal coordination and whether the political situation changes in a way
that makes the IEA feel less secure in its claim to religious legitimacy.
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CONCLUSION

The Islamic Emirate has worked to establish itself as the sole authoritative voice of
Islam in Afghanistan. It has consolidated control over madrasas, Friday sermons,
religious broadcasting and the public square. It has prosecuted clerics (including its
own) who deviate from its line, and with the Law on Preachers of February 2025, it
has codified that consolidation in law. The space for the kind of organised religious
activism that Hizb-e Islami, Jamiat-e Islah, Hizb ut-Tahrir and the Salafi networks
practised during the Republic has effectively closed.

Young men use their smartphones in Kabul as they sit on the front step outside their home.
Photo: Wakil Kohsar/AFP, 7 October 2025

But codifying religion in law carries a cost. By turning preachers into religious civil
servants and enforcing a Hanafism that is narrower and more politically explicit
than most Afghans practise, the IEA has opened a gap between official Islam and
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a lived Islam that the law does nothing to close. It is in this gap that such figures

as the four preachers considered in this report have grown ever more prominent.
They are neither a movement nor an opposition; nor are they, in any obvious sense,
reformers. What they have doneis hold a line. In a religious landscape pulled toward
the IEA’s strict, politicised official Islam on one side and toward the secularising

- at times overtly anti-religious - currents among sections of the diaspora and in
online communities on the other, they have offered urban, educated Afghans a third
option - a religion gentler in tone, more attentive to personal life, less coercive in its
demands, but unmistakably religious and encouraging piety and good actions.

The result is a kind of pious dissent - religiously serious, doctrinally relatively
conservative, but set apart from the state’s version of religious authority. What has
emerged is neither formal cooperation, nor opposition, nor a movement. It is a tacit
accommodation between an Islamist government that wants urban religiosity to look
voluntary and religious actors who need the state’s forbearance to keep operating.
The accommodation is unstable, resting on an unwritten understanding rather than
settled rule and the Law on Preachers has tested the boundaries of what is possible
without yet redrawing them. Whether this situation holds, hardens into something
more institutional, or breaks under further IEA pressure will be one of the defining
questions when considering Afghanistan’s religious order over the next few years.
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Cover: A young man perches on a rocky outcrop overlooking the Afghan capital, Kabul. The online
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