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a regular army’ (Oxford English Dictionary). Both definitions apply to the term ‘militia’ in the 

contexts of this research. The first definition well-suits for the ‘pro-government militias’ and 

the second definition serves the term ‘anti-government militias.’ This research discusses the 

(pro) government militias initiated by different Afghan governments, as well as, (anti) 

government militias, AKA, armed groups, non-state actors, informal security providers who 

operates against the state, or are created in response to certain circumstances and are militarily 

engaged in security and political issues. 

 

Militarization – in the context of this research, the term militarization is defined as a process 

by which people (political forces) pick up arms and enter conflicts when they are unable to 

achieve their demands through peaceful ways.  

 

Political settlement – the meaning behind political settlement in this research is the fair and just 

distribution of power and economic resources among the political forces inside the country 

through dialogue, peaceful arrangement and political engagement, aimed at bringing stability, 

peace and prevention of militarization. 

 

Military Integration – military integration in this context is translated as bringing all the 

military forces (state and non-state actors/militias) under a common system and structure not 

only for using their potentials in the benefit of the state, but also to prevent further expansion 

and formation of armed groups. 

 



 

9 
 

Power vacuum – The term “power vacuum” is used in political science and political history 

to compare a physical vacuum to the political circumstance “when someone has lost control of 

something and no one has taken their place.”1 

 

List of Figures  
 
Figure 1. Views of Afghans on militias/non-state actors as agents of foreign countries. 

Figure 2. Afghans’ perspectives on the role of foreign countries in creation of armed groups in 

Afghanistan. 

Figure 3. Afghans’ perspectives about military integration in the country. 

Figure 4. Afghans’ views on the role of militias/non-state actors in maintaining and spoiling 

security. 

Figure 5. Afghans’ views about the future of militarization in the country. 

Figure 6. Afghans’ views on military and civil integration. 

Figure 7. Afghans’ perception regarding the Taliban’s political rival’s position in absence of 

political settlement. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 Pedigo, Sarah Nicole, United States Interventions: Power Vacuums and the Rise of Extremist Groups, 
Sociology & Criminal Jusitce, 2016. 



 

10 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

List of Tables 
 
Table 1. Afghan Mujahideen groups/armed groups formed/active in the 1980s. 

Table 2. Afghan Mujahideen alliances from 1985 to 2001. 

Table 3. Afghan Mujahideen groups’ military strength (number of fighters) in the 80s and 90s. 

Table 4. Militias created by US-NATO and Afghan government in post-2001. 

Table 5. Evolution of militias/non-state actors in Afghanistan from 1747 to 2021. 

Table 6. Comparison of northern and southern militias/non-state actors. 

Table 7. Characteristics of northern militias/non-state actors. 

Table 8. Powerful forces/non-state actors of the south. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

11 
 

Acknowledgement 
 
This research was conducted by the Institute of War and Peace Studies’ (IWPS) research team 

with generous funding from the National Endowment for Democracy (NED). 

  

The research was carried out under the overall supervision of Tamim Asey (IWPS) with a two-

member team of capable researchers which included: Maryam Jami (Senior Researcher – 

IWPS), and Rajab Taieb (Senior Researcher – IWPS).  

 

We would like to thank all of our provincial focal points for their support during the primary 

data collection process. We would also like to thank the distinguished individuals with rich 

experience of the subject matter who spared time and talked to us in the face-to-face interviews.  

 

The research team also would like to thank the IWPS management team for their role in 

facilitating and coordinating the administration, finance and logistics for this research. 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

12 
 

Executive Summary 
 
 

Non-state security providers, often known as informal security actors, armed groups and 

recently in Afghanistan as ‘militias’, have played a significant role in Afghanistan’s political 

history. Non-state actors’ involvement in security and political issues had been changing 

throughout time and from region to region in terms of objective, scope, importance, and 

ramifications for the country’s stability and instability. The informal security actors’ logic of 

existence is rooted in local communities’ customary norms. In some parts of the country, 

especially in the south and east and among the Pashtun population, non-state actors or ‘men 

with guns’ existed from long ago for protection of villages and lands. External interventions, 

as well as internal factionalism, have all played a role in the establishment of such forces in 

other parts of the country, i.e. north, west and center. The ‘men with guns’ have evolved over 

time, transforming from solely defensive actors to offensive armed groups. Intercommunal 

fights, external interventions/invasions, war economy, factionalism and social fault lines all 

have played a role in pushing the guarding men towards becoming ‘Lashkars,’ armed groups 

and militias. 

 

Militias/non-state actors, usually centered on the periphery, have played an important 

stabilization/destabilization role in the country, depending on the power and policies of the 

central governments. In Afghanistan’s history, there have always been tensions between official 

authority and authority held beyond the state by local powerbrokers. On occasions, the central 

government has sided with and cooperated with these groups, which has resulted in stability. 

However, the central government’s co-option with these groups have often been opportunistic 

and never resulted in a long-term cooperation which could integrate them in the formal security 

sector. There has always been tensions between the center and the periphery, resulting in 

instability and conflict. History, on the other hand, shows that conflicts between these local 

armed groups/militia forces, or between them and the central authorities, have always occurred. 

These groups have operated practically in every province of Afghanistan in the past. The most 

powerful factions, on the other hand, have been active in northern, southern, and western 

Afghanistan. During armed action with rebels from the opposition, militias in the northern 

regions have frequently formed spontaneous pro-government or independent alliances. They 

were founded on an ethnic basis as well, with Tajiks and Uzbeks making up the majority. 
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In contrast, as a form of opposition to the former Afghan government, the neo-Taliban 

and Islamic radicals largely governed the South and other Pashtun-populated districts. With the 

help of their ethnic bases and clans, these militias/armed groups achieved authority in various 

areas. Similarly, in western areas, militias have been formed mostly out of loyalty to past 

warlords, like as Ismail Khan in Herat province. The non-state actors/militias in Afghanistan, 

have acted as double-edged swords in times of crisis. In Afghanistan’s history, there are crisis 

times during which the militias have supported the state against the, and defeated 

rebellions/opposition forces. However, in some other instances, the same militia groups as 

agents of the state have turned against the principle and collapsed the state. Hence, hiring or 

designing militias for protection purposes by the state is a very risky and tricky policy option 

that has to be dealt with cautiously. 

 

Throughout Afghanistan’s history (1747-2021), there have been four stages of evolution of 

non-state security providers, armed groups or militias. In the first phase (1747-1960), there have 

been only ‘men with guns’ in the south and east, assigned mostly for protection purposes, but 

later on participated in offensive actions in the form of ‘Lashkars’. In the second phase (1980-

1990), the non-state security providers emerged in other parts of the country as a response to 

the Soviet Union invasion of Afghanistan as well as inter-ethnic hostilities. Dozens of armed 

groups/non-state actors formed each with tens of thousands of armed men. In response to the 

insurgencies, several pro-government militias were created by the communist government and 

the Soviet Union. The third phase (1992-2001) saw the re-organization of the armed groups, 

transforming from ‘Tanzims or groups’ into more organized political parties. In this phase, 

intercommunal conflicts over power intensified the level of militarization in the country, 

forcing more people to pick up gun for their survival and join one of the groups on the basis of 

religion, ethnicity or region. And in the fourth phase (2001-2021), a new wave of militarization 

started with the US-NATO and the Afghan government creating several pro-government militia 

groups who received professional training and equipped with modern and sophisticated 

weaponry. At the same time, the Taliban raised from ashes, re-organized and fought the modern 

NATO army using guerrilla war tactics and carrying out complex and deadly attacks. The 

external invasions/interventions in Afghanistan have had a tremendous impact on militarization 

and emergence and consolidation of non-state actors in the country. 

Afghan militias have played both spoiler and facilitator roles in Afghanistan’s peace initiatives. 

The most notable people who intended to facilitate meetings and conversations for the Afghan 

peace process starting in 2018 were warlords and Jihadi heavyweights. Former militia leaders 
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or their sons made up the majority of the Afghan peace negotiating delegation. Militias, on the 

other hand, played a key role in sabotaging potential peace talks in 1980s. Currently, the 

distinction line between militias/armed groups and the state has been blurred due to the lack of 

an internationally recognized and internally legitimized government with a formal modern 

security apparatus with technical counterterrorism capabilities. The future of security and 

military integration is unknown as armed clashes are ongoing between the National Resistance 

Front and the Taliban, with occasional deadly attacks by Daesh. It is feared that Afghanistan 

might witness a new wave, ‘the fifth wave,’ of militarization unless a clear roadmap is sketched 

for stopping the current growing fights and political tensions between the Taliban and non-

Taliban. 

 

To put an end to this ambiguous situation and stop further militarization in the country, a trusted 

national reconciliation process is a must to include people from all walks of life, from all 

ethnicities and regions in the government. Only after the formation of such a broad-based 

government, the condition for a complete military integration will be paved. Absorbing non-

state actors through a trusted, continued and fair process is believed to be the best way for using 

the military potentials in the benefit of the country. In absence of an inclusive government, non-

state actors’ integration is highly unlikely to happen. On the contrary, it could fuel violence and 

conflicts further, resulting in further chaos and a new wave of militarization.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 
 

1.1. Research Background 

After the messy withdrawal of US and NATO forces from Afghanistan in August 2021 - a 

silent historical player within the Afghan security and political landscape has started gaining 

momentum and getting stronger day by day – these are militias and illegal armed groups 

supported by local strongmen who could pose a serious threat to the long term sustainability of 

any peace deal and political settlement if their future is not guaranteed and their integration into 

military and civilian life is not well thought out, designed and implemented. The Taliban regime 

has so far failed to generate such a plan and evidence suggests that they lack both the technical 

and financial means to undertake such an imitative since they prefer the current status quo and 

their transition from a militia to a government is proving more challenging than many predicted. 

There is no dearth of research and studies on various aspects of militias and illegal armed groups 

in Afghanistan but there is almost no comprehensive and serious study from an Afghan 

perspective on the future role and potential integration of militias and illegal armed groups 

within the context of the ongoing peace process in Afghanistan. There is a risk that many of 

these groups if not politically – economically – socially integrated within the Afghan society 

and state they could derail and plunge Afghanistan into a deeper crisis, instability and a threat 

to the region. For example, there are credible reports that Taliban commanders across 

Afghanistan carry out extrajudicial killings and grab properties and lands of former Afghan 

government officials. In addition, Taliban commanders such as Maulavi Mehdi in Balkhab are 

revolting against the Emirate and forming their own fiefdoms over political and economic 

differences. This is just one example of hundreds of such commanders spread around 

Afghanistan who portray themselves as local Robinhoods who pose dangerous risks to the 

sustainability of any future peace deal 

During the republic, government sources estimated that there were more than twelve hundred 

(1200) militia and illegal armed groups of various sizes and shapes active across Afghanistan. 

Some of these militias were pro-government, some against the government and others simply 

filled a governance gap. 
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Typically, these militia groups are highly context specific and variable in their modus operandi 

and longevity. The militias that operate across Afghanistan can be categorized as: a. pro 

government militias – serve as scouts and auxiliary force to the Afghan forces because they 

know the territory and localities better for intelligence and operational reasons. b. anti 

government militias – these are militias groups which are affiliated to the Taliban and other 

anti-government elements including drug smuggler and local warlords who challenge 

government authority in their areas of operation. c. autonomous militias – these are self-created 

militia groups created by local strongmen for extortion, smuggling and other purposes and are 

essentially guns for hire. 

All the above categories of militia groups pose direct and indirect risks to any Afghan peace 

deal if their integration and inclusion within the Afghan peace process is not seriously studied 

and considered. Today, with the Taliban in power these militias are filling in large ungoverned 

areas and exercise power and authority over these areas nominally under the umbrella of the 

Taliban’s Islamic Emirate but essentially, they are autonomous. 

The modality of militias organization, structure, modus-operandi and financing vary from 

province to province and region to region in Afghanistan i.e. militia groups in northern 

provinces of Takhar, Kunduz and Baghlan are quite different than the militia groups which 

operate in Loy Kandahar areas i.e. Kandahar, Helmand and Oruzgan. Therefore, the risk set 

they pose to the sustainability of any peace deal also differs and moreover their integration 

model would also differ but no such study has taken place to address these two particular vital 

questions in the context of ongoing security and geopolitical developments in Afghanistan. This 

is particularly of interest with so many foreign fighter groups operating under the Taliban 

umbrella. 

 

1.2. Research Objectives 

The main goal of this research study is to explore options on how to integrate militias post peace 

settlement into military and civilian life and offer policy recommendations and foresee the risks 

plus offer mitigation measures for those risks associated with integration of these militia forces. 

 

The specific objectives of this research are:  
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i. undertake an in-depth comprehensive research into the existing number, structure, 

organization and functions of militias across Afghanistan and propose a roadmap on 

their integration into military and civilian life within the Afghan peace talks. 

ii. identify a risk set that militia groups pose to the Afghan peace and political 

settlement and propose a mitigation strategy. 

 

1.3. Research Importance and Relevance 

Militias have always remained a unique and permanent feature of the Afghan security 

landscape. The Afghan way of warfare, irregular and guerrilla wars, dictate that while militias 

remain a permanent fixture of any future security organization within the country but it has to 

be reigned-in and be brought under some sort of organization with clear lines of accountability. 

Throughout Afghanistan history, militias have committed gross human rights violations and 

war crimes due to lack of accountability but above all due to ungoverned spaces and a 

governance void that they have exploited.  

Furthermore, there are plenty of research studies which approach the question of militias in 

Afghanistan through a western i.e. non-Afghan perspective but this research tries to bring that 

Afghan view onto the table. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
2.1. Background and Context 

Informal security actors or non-state security providers had been an indispensable 

phenomenon in Afghanistan’s history. The role the non-state actors have played throughout 

history varies in intention, scope, importance and consequences on stability and instability from 

time to time and from region to region. The rational of existence of the informal security actors 

are rooted, in some parts of Afghanistan, in customary structures and norms of the local 

communities. In some other parts, external interventions as well as internal factionalism have 

led to creation of such forces. These forces which are also known as tribal forces, local defense 

forces, non-state actors and militias, all fall out of the control of the state. Although all are seen 

as informal security actors, there are differences among them in terms of size, strength, logic 

of existence, chain of command and the sources of legitimacy or authority.  

 

One can find the footprint of these forces throughout Afghanistan’s history. Depending on the 

strength and policies of the central governments, these forces which primarily located in the 

periphery, have played their significant stabilization/destabilization role in the country. In 

Afghanistan’s history, there has always been tensions between state authority, and authority 

held beyond the state under the control of local powerbrokers. Sometimes, the central 

government has sided and worked with these forces, and thus they have played a role in 

stability. In some other periods, there have been tensions between the center and the periphery 

which have led to instabilities and conflicts. However, history shows that there always has been 

clashes either among these non-state actors/militia forces, or between them and the central 

government. This chapter will illustrate how non-state security providers/tribal forces emerged 

in Afghanistan, expanded over the course of time, and what factors and causes have led to 

militarization in the country. 

 

2.2. A Brief History of Militias in Afghanistan 

Afghanistan emerged as a polity under the name of “Afghanistan” in the 1700s. Up until 

that time, the country had no political identity of its own under the name of “Afghanistan” and 

was incorporated into the Safavid and Mongol empires, and the western parts of the country 

was under the control of Nadir Shah Afshar, Shah of Iran (Persia).2 After the assassination of 

 
2 Anthony Hyman, “Nationalism in Afghanistan,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 34, no. 2 (May 
2002). 
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Nadir Shah in 1747, his empire disintegrated, and his Afghan military commander, Ahmad 

Khan Abdali (Durrani), took control of the eastern half of the empire and chose Kandahar as 

what was by then the Afghan state.3 Ahmad Khan Abdali belonged to the Durrani dynasty. He 

mobilized tribal forces for the gradual expansion of his control beyond what was by then the 

Afghan state. In the geography named Afghan state, which later become Afghanistan, he 

mobilized large numbers of non-state actors or tribal forces, named Lashkar at the time, for 

offensive and defensive purposes. In fact, to some extent, he institutionalized non-state forces 

because he paid tribal forces in times of wars.4 Ahmad Khan had two types of army: a regular 

army belonged to the state; an irregular army composed of tribal men who were called for duty 

whenever their services were required.5 In time of peace and stability, this irregular army would 

return to their homes doing farming and herding. In addition to the irregular army, he was 

offered men and horses by tribal leaders in times of fights. The fighters were mobilized under 

the banner of “Lashkar” and each tribe would provide him with a Lashkar of their own men.6 

Hence, if not go too far, militias and tribal forces dates back to the creation of Afghanistan. 

Ahmad Khan Abdali, the founder of Afghanistan, used these forces for the expansion of his 

power base throughout Afghanistan and into India.7  

 

Although many governments attempted to abolish tribal forces/non-state actors, such attempts 

never succeeded in complete eradication of these local structures with armed men. They were 

always there, albeit, their strengths, operational tactics, purposes and mobilizations differed 

from time to time and region to region. During the reign of Dost Mohammad Khan (1843-

1863), Afghanistan was ruled by his sons and grandsons who had their own armies ruling the 

provinces independently, only subject to the Amir, the central government.8 The provinces were 

not controlled by the central government’s army. Each of these provincial governors’ forces 

were composed of tribal men. The Afghan kings one after another made opportunistic use of 

tribal forces, sometimes confronted with them, and in some periods just let them govern their 

areas. These forces were always present and never vanished. Working with local power brokers 

and giving them the authority to rule their regions, in addition to enabling the central 

government to expand its rule to the countryside, also led o center-periphery confrontations.9 

 
3. ibid.  
4 Meer Gholam Mohammad Ghobar, Afghanistan in the Course of History (Qom: Nahzat Printing, 1996). 
5 ibid. 
6 ibid. 
7 ibid. 
8 M. Hassan Kakar, A political history of Afghanistan: 1863-1901, Brill Leiden, Boston, 2006. 
9 Ghobar.  
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In Afghanistan’s modern history, fights and struggles between different local rulers, between 

the periphery and the central statesmen who in many cases related to each other by blood, 

caused instabilities and ruined opportunities for reaching a sustainable peace. Thus, when Amir 

Abdul Rahman Khan, known as the iron Amir, came to power, he broke the intermediaries and 

local power networks. He learned that for keeping the country united and avoiding provincial 

rebellions against the center, extending the power from the center to the periphery was a must. 

As such, he for the first time in Afghanistan’s modern history established direct rule.10 

Establishing a direct rule also meant abolishing local islands of powers that would resist the 

central authority. Ironically, for establishing the direct rule and suppressing rebellions, he used 

tribal forces.11 His use of tribal forces was opportunistic as he used tribal forces from his own 

tribe for suppressing other local powers.12  

 

Prior to Abdul Rahman Khan’s rule, Afghanistan’s borders were not demarcated. Tribal forces 

were guarding their areas and this situation enabled them to get support from outside powers 

who in turn used them for guarding their own interests. The British failed repeatedly in securing 

Afghanistan because multiple Pashtun princelings had their own armies (tribal forces) fighting 

each other for the throne of Kabul. When the British failed to secure the country after their 

second invasion from the Indian subcontinent in 1879, they pushed for demarcation of the 

country’s border which led to the emergence of modern Afghanistan.13 The British chose Abdul 

Rahman Khan from among the princelings and supported him financially and militarily to 

secure the country and suppress the tribal forces that usually did the rebellions. Abdul Rahman 

played with the support he received and hired tribal militias for securing the country and 

suppressing his oppositions.14 The Britain’s interference, especially the money and weaponry 

it provided to Abdul Rahman Khan, indirectly empowered tribal leaders because their forces 

benefited from the money and weapon. Nonetheless, the outside support enabled Abdul 

Rahman to establish security in the country. During his reign, Afghanistan’s borders were 

demarcated by British and Russian military teams at the end of the 19th century, and the country, 

 
10 Kakar. 
11 Seth G. Jones, Arturo Munoz, “Afghanistan’s local wars: building local defense force,” Rand Corporation, 
2012. 
12 Ghobar. 
13 Nazif M. Shahrani, “War, Factionalism, and the State in Afghanistan,” American Anthropologist 104, no. 3 
(September 2002). 
14 Joseph J. Collins, “Understanding war in Afghanistan,” National Defense University Press, Washington DC, 
2011. 
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with its current borders, was created as a “buffer state” between the territories of the two players 

of the Great Game.15 

 

Although Abdul Rahman broke the local intermediaries and established a direct rule, non-state 

security providers and tribal forces never melted away because he also relied on these forces 

for quelling rebellions. The local powerbrokers, as intermediaries, facilitated governance before 

and after Abdul Rahman Khan. In addition to geopolitics and external factors, two homogenous 

factors made local forces important in Afghanistan. First, Afghanistan’s geographical features 

and its mountainous terrain challenge direct rule. This is of utmost relevance when the central 

government is weak, which almost always has been the case. The rulers in Kabul have to work 

with local power brokers to control the countryside.16 This geographical peculiarity, thus, paves 

the context for the growth of local power-holders and armed groups outside the formal security 

system. Given the geographical features and the ethnic divisions in the country, non-state actors 

are believed to be very affective in maintaining order or creating disorder in their under-

influence geography.  

 

Second, local defense forces and policing is rooted in Pashtuns’ culture, as well as to some 

extent among other communities. The customary norms, structures and principles for guarding 

communities and maintaining order existed from the very beginning in Pashtun communities. 

Although carrying different names and having different levels of armed men, these institutions 

always existed for guarding local communities against outsiders. The structures/institutions 

named as ‘Arbakai’ and ‘Chalweshtai’ were local policing structures. They did not play an 

offensive role in the way that modern militaries do, but were mostly defensive; defending their 

communities and people against anyone who would attempt to harm them.17 These local 

structures were operating under the auspices of village councils and tribal elders. ‘Tsalweshtai,’ 

‘Chagha,’ ‘Chalweshtai’ and ‘Lashkar’ are other forms of local policing and defense forces 

assigned by community leaders and councils for protecting villages, roads, valleys and the local 

areas. Out of these institutions, Lashkar is the biggest one which in addition to the defensive 

mode, engages in attacks and offensives.18 The word Lashkar is an equivalent of an army in the 

traditional sense. The Pashtun people are divided into tribes and clans and there are as many as 
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400 tribes and clans and each of them have a small army or men with guns.19 The presence of 

such huge human resources and equipment available in each village automatically paves the 

way for mobilization of armies, in the past Lashkars, for defensive and offensive purposes. 

 

During the reign of Ahmad Khan Abdali, tribal forces were mobilized in the form of Lashkar 

when he was pursuing an expansionist policy. Therefore, it has been difficult to demolish these 

institutions that had been part of the tradition of the local communities. During the fights 

between kings and princelings, these customary institutions and structures facilitated quick 

mobilization of forces. These traditional structures, however, were used opportunistically by 

princelings and kings for forming Lashkars for offensive purposes. Ahmad Khan’s irregular 

army could be counted as the first mobilization of local defensive forces into offensive soldiers 

in Afghanistan in a more organized way as the soldiers received salary in times of war.20 Such 

opportunistic use of local forces continued over time which in itself led to an increase in the 

number and strength of the forces and changed them into big tribal armies.  

 

International interventions/invasions in Afghanistan and their opportunistic use of local defense 

structures and forces was another factor served the interests of local power brokers, who used 

external support for expansion of their networks and strengthebed their forces. The external 

powers played with their material resources and mobilized local forces for securing their own 

interests. The British military leaders were the first who poured money and guns into 

Afghanistan enabling Abdul Rahman Khan to consolidate the central government’s power in 

the countryside. As the central government lacked having enough military forces, tribal forces 

were used for this purpose. In another instance, the British in 1899 and after the establishment 

of the North West Frontier Province (NWFP), trained and armed the local militias of Afridi 

Pashtuns and through them controlled this province.21 Over the course of time, these tribal 

forces re-organized and adopted new operational tactics and thus played a significant role in 

changing regimes. Habibullah Kalakani, a Tajik who ruled for nine months in Kabul, was 

ousted by a tribal army composed of fighters from Waziri and Mehsud tribes (the Afridi 

Pashtuns).22 In 1929, Nadir Shah of the Mysahiban dynasty, in addition to ousting Kalakani, 
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suppressed rebellions in south and Kabul by the same tribal forces.23 The tribal forces’ 

effectiveness and also the rewards they received in exchange for their services, incentivized the 

local power brokers to expand their networks and enhance their capabilities for gaining power 

and accessing to economic resources. 

 

The 1979 invasion of the Soviet Union on Afghanistan and formation of the Afghan resistance 

groups in Pakistan and Iran, marked a new wave of militarization in the country with massive 

support from the world super power (the United States) and regional countries (Pakistan, Saudi 

Arabia and Iran, to name some). During the decade of Afghan-Soviet war (1989-1979), seven 

Afghan resistance groups formed in Pakistan and nine groups in Iran.24 The United States, Saudi 

Arabia, Pakistan and Iran’s support empowered these groups and pushed militarization a step 

further in Afghanistan. In addition to the external support, (pro) government militia making 

also started inside the country with the support of the Soviet Union. As the Soviet-installed 

communist regime was struggling in the face of externally supported growing insurgency, the 

Soviets saw local defense forces as an alternate option for cracking on the insurgencies and 

bringing stability in the countryside. Therefore, they provided the local powerbrokers with 

money and weapons to fight the Mujahideen. The Soviets by forming local militias against the 

Mujahideen groups used the divide and rule game for strengthening the communist 

government’s hold on power in the country. It was the militias that helped the communist 

government to remain in power even after the Soviet Union forces withdrew in 1989. However, 

when the militias switched side, the communist government also collapsed.  

 

The legacy was strong militia groups remaining in the country and fighting each other for power 

in the 1990s. Worth to mention, the tribal forces and militias have also played a role in dragging 

super powers into Afghanistan by threatening the existence of their pro-governments in Kabul. 

The continued and growing insurgencies against the communist government in Kabul led to the 

invasion of the country by the Soviet Union in support of its installed communist government 

in 1979.25 Therefore, the opportunistic use of local security structures and forming big tribal 

armies have always been problematic for the country. 
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Militarization and militia making even did not stop after the US-led global war on terror in 

2001. Since the local defense structures had been effective in guarding local communities, 

decisive action was not taken for their removal even when Afghanistan had a modern army 

equipped with sophisticated weaponry provided by the United States (US) and the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) countries. On the opposite, the US-NATO played a role 

in strengthening militias by forming various local defense forces. The US elite forces sided with 

the former Mujahideen in ousting the Taliban in the early year of the war on terror. It provided 

huge amount of money to them.26 This trend continued for many years. In 2006, estimations 

showed that 10,000 militia groups/armed groups existed in the country, many of them 

commanded by the regional warlords.27 Although many initiatives for dissolution of these group 

launched and efforts were made to integrate them into civil and military life, militias never 

eradicated. In post-2001 era, the local defense structures are no longer the same small structures 

existed before the Soviet Union invasion. Instead, large armies of militias formed during the 

Afghan-Soviet war continued to exist and expanded. Additionally, new groups formed with the 

financial support of US and NATO which also helped the non-state actors/militia leaders to 

further consolidate their power in the countryside and increase their sphere of influence.  

 

Most of Afghans also believes the regional and world powers have played a significant role in 

expansion and sophistication of armed groups in the country throughout history. Armed groups 

are perceived as proxies of regional and world powers who use them as local actors for 

advancing their interests in Afghanistan and in the region. A nationwide survey conducted by 

the Institute of War and Peace Studies (IWPS) as part of this study in 2022, shows that most 

Afghans see militia groups as the local players of outside powers. More than half of Afghans 

(54.52%) view militia groups as men with guns created and supported by foreign countries for 

pushing their interests in Afghanistan. Based on the survey, both males and females (65% and 

64%), and rural and urban residents (64% and 65%, respectively) share the same view.   

 

(Figure 1). 
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The educated people and uneducated one, however, have significantly different views about the 

role of foreign countries in the Afghan conflict and militia makings. Afghans with higher 

education (bachelor and master’s degrees) mostly believe the foreign countries are involved in 

Afghan conflicts and have been supporting their proxies in country. On the other hand, the 

uneducated or those with religious studies are less likely to say foreign countries are involved 

in deteriorating security in Afghanistan. This discrepancy could have two reasons: First, the 

educated Afghans have studied, although to varying degrees, security, politics and international 

relations theoretically and are informed about geopolitical and geo-economic competitions. 

Thus, they have a broader understanding of security and politics in Afghanistan and in the 

region. Second, those with no education or with religious education mostly sees the Afghan war 

as merely Jihad, which according to them is obligatory under certain circumstances. As higher 

the educational status of the respondents, the more likely they believe foreign countries have 

played a role in establishing and supporting non-state actors/militias in Afghanistan.   

(Figure 2). 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
Figure 2. Afghans perspectives on the role of foreign countries in creation of militias. 
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The post-2001 Afghan National Army’s files and ranks were filled largely by former 

militia members. As the insurgency grew after 2006, the US and NATO initiated local defense 

forces and pro-government paramilitary groups. Community Defense Initiative (CDI), Local 

Defense Initiative (LDI), Village Stability Platform (VSP), Afghan Local Police (ALP), Afghan 

National Army-Territorial Forces (ANATF), and Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) led local 

units were all new militia groups or local defense forces formed in post-2001 era. In this period, 

militias even become more sophisticated and their operational capabilities, sources of authority 

and modus operandi differed from militias in the past. At the same time, the Taliban became 

the strongest anti-government militia group Afghanistan has ever seen. Although their chain of 

command and internal organization has largely remained hidden, their resilience and abilities 

in fighting for 20 years against a modern army and eventually taking back power reveals how 

sophisticated it has been.  

 

The existence of local power brokers, militias, tribal forces or local defense systems 

have always challenged direct rule and the outreach of the central government. Throughout 

Afghanistan’s history, the central governments have always favoured centralized system, but 

local power brokers have resisted and held much residual power over their population via their 

patronage networks.28 Given Afghanistan’s geographical feature and local norms and 

structures, the most centralized system and powerful central government were always forced to 

seek the support of island of powers in the periphery for governance and maintaining order.29 

Therefore, the politics in Afghanistan has always been local. The local power-brokers with their 

armed men have been used by the central governments as facilitators for extension of their rule 

to the countryside, because otherwise, their rule usually extended to the Kabul surroundings 

and big cities.30 The successful rulers have managed to balance between center-periphery and 

co-opted with the power rests in the countryside, otherwise, center-periphery competitions have 

always led to rebellions and regime changes.31 This has happened to the monarchical rule, the 

soviet-backed Afghan communist government, during the Islamic State of Afghanistan, to the 

Taliban, as well as to the US-backed republican system. At least six rapid regime changes have 

happened in Afghanistan in the 20th and 21st centuries and one of the key factors has been the 
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center-periphery competition, and the periphery has always been backed by militias and tribal 

forces.  

 

It can be concluded that the geographical features of Afghanistan, cultures, social structures, 

traditional norms and history greatly influence security in the country. Paying a special attention 

to these peculiarities can add to the efficiency of public administration, such as security. Any 

process to succeed has to be in-line with the realities on the ground to be accepted by the locals. 

History has shown that security was not achieved when local norms and cultures were ignored. 

The governments, mostly the foreign-backed governments have usually pursued a top-down 

security approach, which largely ignored local realities. Thus, failed one after another. 

However, a bottom-up approach alone also cannot be efficient because locals do not have 

enough resources. Instead, a mix of the two is more practical and efficient. The top-down effort 

directed and controlled by the central government combined with the bottom-up process 

facilitated by the local people is a good way of governing and maintaining security in the 

country.32 The Musahiban Dynasty (1929-1978), pursued this mixed method and cooperated 

with the local power brokers and ruled Afghanistan peacefully.33 This dynasty used tribal forces 

and local powerbrokers for establishing order and security and made their era (1929-1978) one 

of the most peaceful periods in Afghanistan’s modern history.34 

 

From dynastic rulers’ co-option with local power brokers in establishing the Afghan 

government to the British and Soviet invasions and to the Mujahideen and anti-terror war, 

militias/non-state actors played a significant role in shaping Afghanistan’s political history, 

especially in protecting and demolishing state institutions. Hence, there is a need to merge 

militias, integrate them into the state army and their families into civil life for bringing security 

in the country. Based on the result of our survey, most Afghans are in favor of a complete 

demolish of militia groups in the country. 39% of the respondents share the view that the militia 

groups should be disarmed, and 28% said militarization should be stopped forever. The Afghans 

seems to be aware of the difficulties with straightforward demolishing of all the militias as they 

know the level and complexities of militarization in the country. Hence, 17% of them are in 

favor of the integration of militia groups into security forces of the Islamic Emirate, the de facto 
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rulers, and 16% of them believes militias can maintain security of their areas if they are allowed 

to and supervised by the central government (now the Taliban).  

 

(Figure 3). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Militias/non-state actors can easily act as spoilers to any peace process by creating instabilities 

and sabotaging negotiations. Pro-government militias also complicate any political settlement 

because they would demand something from the settlement and will act as spoilers when 

excluded from any peace negotiations.35 Due to their power and active presence throughout the 

country, demolishing them seems extremely difficult. On the other hand, the continued 

existence of militia groups and pro-government paramilitary groups erode state’s legitimacy 

and the chain of command of its security apparatus.36 Reintegration as a middle way seems the 

best option for starting a mixture of top-down-bottom-up security process and making a 

political settlement to succeed. Therefore, in order to successfully reintegrate militias, it is 

necessary to understand its history, the context in which they grew, the factors and causes.  
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Figure 3. Afghans perspectives about military integration. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

3.1. Research Methodology 

This research follows a mixed method of data collection and analysis. Both qualitative 

and quantitative data is used for creating an overarching picture of militias/non-state actors in 

Afghanistan. Since the research is aimed to primarily answer why, how and when questions, the 

data collection and analysis is overwhelmingly qualitative, while quantitative data is used as 

supplementary. Militarization in Afghanistan has been a historical phenomenon. Hence, the 

research studies the structures, origins, causes and evolutions of men with guns in the country 

to find out why, from where, when and how militarization started and evolved. To that end, the 

methodology has been overwhelmingly qualitative to provide descriptive answers and 

explanations to the questions. However, quantitative data has also been used for illustrating the 

size and strength of militias as well as people’s perception towards them. 

The research methodology is broken down into the following parts and the following 

paragraphs explain various components of the methodology. 

  

3.2. Data Sources 

Armed groups/militias and militia makings are of the issues that have largely remained 

unexplored in Afghanistan. Although militias have played a key role in shaping Afghanistan’s 

political landscape, especially in the last few decades, it is difficult to find a systematic study 

of the phenomenon. In the meantime, one can find lots of scattered literature on war and armed 

groups in different timeframes, but the focus has not been on the emergence and evolution of 

militias. This research bridges the gaps by putting the pieces together and finding the missed 

parts of the puzzle through field research. To that end, the data used in this study are driven 

from three sources. 

 

3.2.1. Literature 

The researchers conducted a comprehensive desk research on the role of non-state 

armed groups/militias in Afghanistan’s politics and security. The literature they reviewed 

spanned over a large timeframe – from creation of Afghanistan or the Afghan state in the 1700s 

to the present time -- to sketch the historical root of men with guns in the country. The literature 

review included historical books written in Dari/Farsi by Afghan historians, reports, books and 
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journal articles. Based on the desk research, the researchers have divided militarization in the 

country into four phases. This division has been made considering key developments and 

factors including: evolution of militia groups, factors contributed to militias’ growth, the 

intensification and pacification of the phenomenon. Two case studies have also been selected 

and studied: Case one includes militias in the northern part of the country; Case two studies 

militias in the southern part of the country. The case studies are aimed to compare different 

militia groups, particularly their strengths, operational tactics, organization, size and causes. 

North and south are not only distinct in terms of ethnic composition, terrain and history, but are 

also different in terms of indigenous security structures.  

 

3.2.2. Semi-Structured In-depth Interviews 

This has been the most important part of the data collection process which enabled the 

researchers to fill the gaps in literature. Although at first it was planned to hold two Provincial 

Consultative Conferences (PCC) in North and South zones of the country, the collapse of the 

western-backed Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (IRoA) and the emergence of the new security 

situation did not allow PCC’s to be held. The research team switched from holding PCCs to 

conducting semi-structured in-depth interviews for gathering the primary data. It was planned 

to have between 25 to 30 people in each PCC and the participants were supposed to come from 

different background i.e. former militia commanders, former Mujahideen members, 

government officials. The same number of people have been interviewed (50) and the same 

criterion has been applied in selection of the interviewees. The PCCs were planned to be held 

in Mazar (with participants from northern provinces), and Herat (with participants from west 

and southern provinces). The same criteria were applied for selection of the interviewees as the 

respondents were extensively from northern and southern parts of the country, but there were 

also interviewees from east and central parts of Afghanistan. 

 

Having most of the interviewees from the north and south zones aimed to facilitate the 

comparison of the selected case studies (north and south militias). The respondents belongs to 

two categories of people with good knowledge and experience of militia makings: former 

members of pro-government militia groups and former members of anti-government militia 

groups. The number of interviewees of the first category is limited as access to those people 

was difficult at the time being. However, the second category of people was easily available 

simply because the anti-government groups continued to exist, while the pro-government 
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militia forces disintegrated in tandem. The interviewees were also selected based on their 

affiliation with different militia/Mujahideen groups to explore the differences and similarities 

of these groups. Geographically, the majority of the respondents are residents of north and south 

zones where the PCCs were planned to be held. However, several respondents were also 

selected from other parts of the country to reflect on militia makings and militarization in 

different parts of the country.  

 

The semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted by the field researchers via using a 

pre-prepared questionnaire by the research team. The questionnaire was also for two sets of 

respondents. The first part comprised of eight key questions were asked from the former pro-

government militia members and commanders. The second part comprised of 10 questions were 

asked from the former anti-government militia members and commanders. Since it was semi-

structured in-depth interviews, the field researchers were instructed to let the respondents 

continue talking and explaining their experience of being a (pro or anti-government) militia 

member. The field researchers recorded all the accounts of the respondents relevant to 

militarization in the country.  

 

The questionnaire was designed to gather primary data on issues that are missing in the 

literature and are remained largely unexplored. The questions allowed the respondents to talk 

about their experiences, the militias’ operational tactics, logistics, human and financial 

resources and chain of command. All the questions were descriptive to allow discussion and 

explanation for grasping as much information as possible. Chain of command, soldier 

recruitment, resources, size and organization were the main themes around which the questions 

revolved. Since these aspects of militias are not studied systematically, the selection of 

questions and respondents’ answers are of attempts to have an inner explanation of how did the 

various militia groups operate, expanded and sustained throughout decades. The respondents’ 

responses were written down by the field researchers. All the questionnaires then were collected 

by our research team in Kabul. After computerising the questionnaire, the research team 

analysed primary data for integration into the research report.  

 

3.2.3. Nationwide Survey  

A nationwide survey was conducted after the fall of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 

(IRoA) in mid-August 2021. The survey gathered opinions and perception of the people of 
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Afghanistan about militia groups, non-state actors, militarization and peace in the country. 

Although a vast range of questions were asked from respondents, militias and militarization 

was one of the key components of the survey. The survey gathered the perception of Afghans 

about militias’ role in security and insecurity in the past, as well as, the future of militia groups 

under the current security environment.  

 

The survey was conducted in 34 provinces of the country and in over 300 districts. The 

questionnaire was asked from 5,000 respondents, both male and female, educated and 

uneducated, young and old generations. The survey aimed to understand how the ordinary 

citizens view militias/non-state actors. Whether these groups contributed to their security and 

safety or caused them harm and agony over the last few decades. The survey covered four 

thematic questions regarding militias, security and the future of the armed groups in the country. 

The themes included: 

 

I. Did the militias groups contributed to security or insecurity in the past and how people 

felt about the various groups in the country. 

II. Will Daesh constitute a serious threat and will the group emerge as a security threat. 

III. How the people feel about the Taliban-led government; a militia group in itself that 

overthrown a legitimate government. Will it be able to transform from insurgency into 

governance?  

IV. And how do people feel under the rule of a complete military organization that lacks 

any civil and professional capability in running a modern economy and state apparatus.  

While the semi-structured in-depth interviews was an inner look into militia groups, the 

survey provided an outer perspective. In other words, the interviews reflected the perspectives 

of militia men about their activities, causes, aims and tactical and logistical processes, the 

survey provided an outer and consequential view of the militias’ activities. Despite providing 

quantitative data, it also provided qualitative data because the respondents answered the 

questions based on their experiences, who had to cope with the militarization in the country for 

decades. As such, the interviews and survey were complementary to each other in bridging the 

gaps in the literature about militia groups/non-state actors in Afghanistan.  

3.3. Research Limitations 

This research was conducted in a time that Afghanistan saw one of its worst downturns 

in history. Research institutions, civil society organizations and think-tanks’ activities were 
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halted in the country. Academics, researchers, government security officials, journalists and 

activists were fleeing Afghanistan. The foreigners who were involved in post-2001 militia 

makings had already left the country. People with ties to the former government and militia 

groups were living in hiding and fear of retaliation. The space for research and academic work 

severely shrunk. All these made data collection process extremely difficult.  

 

The PCCs which were the main component of the research was no more feasible, which forced 

the research team to gather the data via key informants’ interviews. In the meantime, the field 

researchers faced extreme difficulties in finding former militia members to interview. 

Additionally, most senior members of the former pro and anti-government militia groups either 

had fled the country or were inaccessible. Since the issue of militia is very sensitive, the data 

gathering process had to be conducted secretly. The respondents’ details had to remain 

inaccessible as well as the field researchers had to avoid any behaviour that would reveal the 

nature of their work. The data gathering was done under this tense atmosphere of fear and 

mistrust.  

 

Based on the original plan which was set before the collapse of the republican system, the 

Taliban as a group was supposed to be studied in details. Field research and primary data was 

supposed to be gathered, the group’s chain of command, hierarchical organization, resources 

and causes were to be looked upon deeply. However, since they are the new rulers and at the 

same time have are very sensitives towards such issues, no primary data was collected on the 

Taliban as a militia group that remerged from ashes and overthrew a legitimate government. 

Hence, the Taliban was studied briefly based on literature with no new primary data collected 

from the field.  

  

3.4. Research Ethical Protocols 

In light of standard research ethical considerations, the research team conducted its work 

based on a clear code of conduct. The key informant interviewees were given information about 

the research, its aims and the issues it covers. Due to the abnormality of the situation, no consent 

form was distributed. Having the consent forms with people’s names on it was a risk in itself 

because no one knows for how long such physical forms will remain inaccessible given the 

house-to-house search operation happened (ongoing) in Kabul and a number of provinces. The 

respondents were given enough information about the research that enabled them to decide and 
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share their insights about militia groups/non-state actors. As per the request of the respondents, 

their names are not mentioned in the research report.    

 

3.5. Risks Management 

Safety of the researchers and respondents was one of the main concerns of IWPS and 

the research team. Under the new special security regime in the country, the level of 

vulnerabilities was high. Nothing could be predicted due to not only a lack of rule of law, but 

also due to double-standards and extra-judicial behaviour of the Taliban members. To ensure 

that the key informants and the researchers do not face harm as a result of their work, a number 

of precautionary measures were considered. Establishing contacts with the Taliban was not 

possible because of the sensitivity of the research topic. Some of their senior members could 

have been convinced to collaborate or at least not create problems for researchers and 

respondents, but their commanders at the provincial level were difficult to reach to, talk to and 

to convince them. 

 

Therefore, considering the situation it was impossible to send enumerators and researchers from 

Kabul to provinces for data collection, while at the same time expect to collect the data secretly. 

Sending researchers from Kabul could pose risks to both researchers and respondents because 

the Taliban would get suspicious. IWPS’ local employees were used for data collection. The 

enumerators were tasked to find former members of pro and anti-government militia groups 

through their local trusted networks. The enumerators identified the interviewees and talked to 

them about the project in details.  

 

After that, the interviews were conducted either at residence or another safe place chosen by 

the interviewees. The enumerators were instructed to remain flexible and let the interviewees 

chose the location and set the time. In this way, the interviewees felt more comfortable and 

secure as they know their areas more than anyone else. The enumerators were told to write 

down the answers and explanations of the respondents during the interview while remaining 

engaged with the informants. The recorded data were converted into images and sent to the 

coordinator in Kabul right after the interview. The questionnaire was discarded in front of the 

interviewees to ensure that nothing physical remains with the enumerators that could be seized 

by the Taliban. The recorded data were then computerized in Kabul for analysis.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Theoretical and Contextual Understanding of Militia Formation 
 
4.1. An Overview of Militia Formation and the Contexts Paving the Way for the Rise of 
Informal Security Actors 

 
Militias are pro-state or anti-state informal security actors who rise as a result of civil 

wars, economic struggles, and foreign interference; as well as in normal conditions and under 

auspices of the state. Previously restricted to the far-right, the name “militia” today embraces a 

much broader range of organizations, ranging from armed-to-the-teeth neighbourhood watch 

groups to an all-Black paramilitary force that marches to protest police violence.37      

 

Many critics have demanded that the term “militia” be removed as a result of the increased 

prominence of such groupings. They argue that as more parties use the phrase to disguise threats 

of violence, it has lost its meaning.38 While militias are most frequently associated with Africa 

and weak regimes, they have also played significant roles in the US-led operations in Iraq and 

Afghanistan, as seen most dramatically by the US military's direct allying with localized Iraqi 

militias, the so-called ‘Sons of Iraq’.39  

 

Overall, because of the wide range of locations, forms, motivations, and relationships, academia 

and policymakers have struggled to come to a clear understanding of what militias are, what 

roles they play, and why, and how to effectively respond to them.40 This chapter will elaborate 

on different types of militias and the factors and contexts which lead to the formation of militias.  

 

4.1.1. Civil Wars 

Civil wars create a state of volatile security in the countries. This atmosphere continues 

to resonate even in post-war circumstances. While civil wars and post-war conditions give 

many incentives for state-sponsored repression, they also present an opportunity for the creation 

of militias due to a lack of robust and independent political institutions capable of holding the 
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executive accountable.41 As such, Afghanistan’s civil war in 1990s bears witness to such a case.  

 

When Najibullah was deposed from office in April 1992, a weak interim administration was 

formed by a coalition made up primarily of Mujahedeen parties that had battled the communists, 

but general peace and stability remained a long way off. Interethnic tensions erupted as 

competing militias vied for power, and the economy collapsed.42 Outside of Kabul, law and 

order had broken down across much of the country, and Afghanistan had effectively become a 

country ruled by militia leaders and warlords who demanded road taxes and transit fees from 

trucks engaged in cross-border trade, as well as extortion in almost every other aspect of daily 

life. Kidnappings, whether for sadism or profit, were prevalent, and the population was usually 

depressed.43  

 

In 1994, the Taliban arose in part as a reaction to this scenario. Mullah Mohammad Omar, a 

former Mujahedeen combatant who was most renowned for his displays of piety and 

participation in the battle against the Soviet occupation, was the movement’s spiritual and 

political leader. The Taliban gained international attention when it was able to defeat those 

groups preying on the transit trade and when it was able to rid Kandahar of its predatory and 

corrupt governors.44 

 

African states have also witnessed the formation of militias as a result of civil wars. Since 2017, 

masked militants linked to the Islamic State have inflicted havoc in the province of Cabo 

Delgado.45 Their attacks intensified, causing a humanitarian situation equivalent to the end of 

Mozambique's civil war, which lasted from 1977 to 1992. The civil war started to erupt in 2007. 

In 2007, disgruntled youth in the province’s ethnic Makua-dominated southern districts began 

questioning the authority of local religious leaders, particularly those close to the country’s 

official Muslim council.46 Ethnic Mwani militants in the coastal district of Mocmboa da Praia 

had joined the fight by the mid-2010s. Their activity had an Islamist bent to it: they advocated 

for alcohol prohibitions while opposing child enrolment in public schools and women’s ability 
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to work.47  

 

They also disliked the influence of liberation-era generals from President Filipe Nyusi's 

Makonde ethnic group, who had financial interests in the area. Authorities removed artisanal 

miners from commercial mining leases in early 2017 amid this simmering hostility, further 

fuelling local unrest. Finally, in October 2017, militia group known as al-Shabab, went on the 

offensive.48 Such cases also intensify the state of civil war in the countries.  

 

4.1.2. Economic Grievances 

The “Greed and Grievance” theory investigates the financial and economic causes of 

the civil wars and militia formation including economic inequality, violation of political rights, 

and ethno-religious divisions in the society.49 When people’s grievances are severe enough, 

they wish to express themselves through violent protest.50 Between 1965 and 1999, a few 

economic factors, such as reliance on primary commodity exports and low national income, 

were consistently triggering the danger of civil war and militia formation around the world. A 

more recent case study of the greed and grievance theory is the Libyan war of 2011.  

 

The political economics of the Libyan scenario reveals a wealth of information about the 

various ways in which greed, grievance, and other incentives can lead to an escalation into 

intrastate violence.51 One of the major factors of the economic instability that led to such 

conflict was Muammar Gaddafi’s inconsistency in making economic policies. Gaddafi headed 

a radical, unpredictable, and opaque political and economic system for the next four decades. 

Gaddafi established a complex system of constantly changing laws that resulted in constant 

turnover of local authorities, regular reconfiguration of the official power structure, and no 

opportunity for autonomous civil society.52 This in turn instigated public reaction and led into 

a series of furious protests by Libyans. Security forces responded with brutal violence to large 

rallies around the country, killing at least fifteen people in Benghazi alone.53 This was a 
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significant turning point. The next day, the protestors’ numbers and brutality began to seriously 

challenge regime control in Benghazi, with the first reports of security forces being killed by 

and defecting to the protestors.54 Protests erupted across the country over the next two days, 

and by February 20, 2011, protestors had taken entire control of Benghazi, aided by a huge 

number of defecting soldiers who began to form the nucleus of an organized armed revolt.55 By 

February 27, 2011, the rebels had established the National Transitional Council (NTC) rebel 

government in Benghazi, amassed an artillery of weapons on both the eastern and western 

fronts, begun organizing and training Libyans into a group of coordinated militias, and 

controlled most major cities, including territory accounting for 80% of the country’s oil 

production.56 

 

4.1.3. Power Vacuum 

The term “power vacuum” is used in political science and political history to compare 

a physical vacuum to the political circumstance “when someone has lost control of something 

and no one has taken their place.”57 When a government lacks clear central power or authority, 

this situation might arise. Other forces will tend to “rush in” to fill a power vacuum as soon as 

it is created, potentially in the shape of an armed militia or insurgent, military coup, warlord, 

or dictator, according to the physical analogy.58 One case study of this phenomenon is the rise 

of Mujahedeen militia groups in Afghanistan following Najibullah’s execution in 1992.59 Khost 

was rapidly taken by a Mujahedeen coalition in March 1991. President Najibullah agreed to 

step aside in March 1992, having lost the last vestiges of Soviet support, to make room for a 

Mujahideen coalition government.60 Hezb-e Islami Gulbuddin, a Mujahedeen organization, 

refused to meet and discuss a coalition government under the Peshawar Peace Accords, which 

were sponsored by Pakistan, and instead invaded Kabul. This sparked a civil war, which began 

on April 25, 1992, between five or six Mujahedeen organizations or armies.61 As a result, the 

Afghan regime lost its ability to maintain its military apparatus. As a result of the regime’s fear 

of bad repercussions, several individuals within the regime changed their strategy and allied 
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with the Mujahidin. The UN’s attempts to organize a peaceful transition, on the other hand, 

were unsuccessful because they failed to take into consideration the complicated relationships 

between the various armed movements. Furthermore, the UN and the Soviets attempted to 

include former king Zaher Shah, who was popular but lacked military backing, in the peace 

process.  

 

The revolt of Rashid Dostum’s Northern militia, Junbesh-i-Melli, brought down the regime 

(National Front). Lack of a government and head of state in Afghanistan gave these groups took 

the opportunity to extend their authority across the country.62 Pro-government militias, which 

were organized by the government as part of its counter-insurgency strategy, grew to be a 

significant part of the armed forces. As a result, their defection dealt the regime a fatal blow. 

The main Mujahidin parties were able to easily reach the city as the mutiny expanded. They 

forged ties with the remnants of the state apparatus (such as the police and the secret service) 

as well as occupied ministries and districts, all while pursuing strategic and communal goals.63  

 

4.1.4. External interventions 

Foreign interference in military and political affairs of a state instigates the rise of militia 

groups who proclaim themselves as the defenders of the territory against foreigners. The US 

military attack on Afghanistan in 2001, aimed at ousting the Taliban from power and the Soviet 

occupation of Afghanistan are two case studies of the external interventions which paved the 

way for the formation of militias groups in Afghanistan.64 Iraq-US war is also an incident of 

this phenomenon.  

 

The Iraqi insurgency is an armed insurgency in Iraq waged by a variety of organisations, 

including private militias, against the US-led occupation and the US-backed Iraqi government. 

There are evident sectarian overtones to the battle, as well as huge international repercussions.65 

Supporters and anti-Iraqi forces have dubbed this campaign the Iraqi resistance (AIF).66 In 

Afghanistan, the US military mission starting from 2001 gradually paved the way for the 
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creation of different militia circles. The Afghan Local Police (ALP) was such an instance. It 

started out as a small-scale US military experiment in Afghanistan, but then grew into an 

important aspect of Afghanistan’s security structure. Hundreds of rural communities had 

residents serving on the front lines of a battle that is nearing levels of violence not seen since 

2001, as rebels threatened large cities genuinely.67  

 

At first, senior Afghan authorities were hesitant to support community-based forces, partly 

because they evaded central government authority and, more importantly, because they 

resembled militias that played a role in the 1990s civil conflicts. After asking that the armed 

villagers be classified as “police” and report to the interior ministry, President Hamid Karzai 

reluctantly accepted the ALP notion and it developed as a state-driven military force.68 

 

4.2. Militia as a State Driven Phenomenon 

State-driven militias or simply state militias are organized military units formed and 

furnished by the governments for several purposes such as facilitating the local defence 

enterprise, quelling revolt, securing local areas, and supporting the formal security apparatus.69 

For instance, local militias have played a vital role in the defence and security of the United 

States of America since its foundation.  

 

The concept of the citizen soldier has subsequently become embedded in American society and 

government, bolstered by George Washington’s concerns about keeping a strong standing army 

and retained throughout the Constitution.70 As described before, the Afghan ALP is also a 

prominent example of state-driven militias, aimed at supporting the formal security sector and 

securing local areas. Because they emerge from inside their communities, such informal local 

forces bring great benefits to the government: they are conversant with local customs, language, 

and networks. They give the authorities vital information about rebels’ identities and 

whereabouts. Local knowledge is crucial in irregular warfare, but it is frequently unavailable to 

centralized and formal security forces. The local integration of these irregular troops builds 

public trust, gains “hearts and minds,” and strengthens the legitimacy of the national 
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government that backs them.71 

 

Also, the recent progress of the Taliban in Afghanistan before the fall of Kabul had urged the 

former Afghan government to form new militias to quell the revolt. The Taliban had taken 

control of Tajikistan’s main border crossing, a major commerce route. They also controlled the 

important district of Doshi, which is vital because it is the only road between Kabul and 

northern Afghanistan. As a result, the former Afghan government began a “national 

mobilization” campaign, arming local volunteers. According to observers, the move has 

revitalized militias loyal to local commanders or powerful Kabul-allied warlords.72 In addition, 

pro-government militias have also become a regular feature of armed internal conflict around 

the world, from news of the fearsome Fedayeen Saddam in the run-up to the 2003 US invasion 

of Iraq, to massacres by the Hutu-dominated Interahamwe during the Rwandan Genocide, and 

the recent prominence of the pro-Assad Shabiha in the Syrian Civil War.73 Between 1981 and 

2014, a recent data collection effort identified approximately 500 armed groups that are aligned 

with and linked to the government of the territory in which they operate, but are not part of the 

formal security structure. Pro-government militias are not limited to weak or failed regimes; 

they can be found all around the world. Most countries involved in counterinsurgency and 

armed conflicts create or work with irregular armies. Shabbiha in Syria, awakening 

organizations in Iraq, Village Defence Committees in Kashmir, and Volunteer Battalions in 

Ukraine are recent instances.74 

 

4.3. Militia as an Anti-State Force 

As opposed to pro-government militias, anti-state militias are the informal armed groups 

which oppose the official government and formal security sector. Examples can be seen in a 

wide wave of countries. For example, hundreds of militia groups exist throughout the United 

States, each with its own ideology, but the vast majority of them have one thing in common: 

they oppose the federal government. In 2019, the Southern Poverty Law Center, a well-known 

civil rights organization in the United States, identified 576 radical anti-government groups, 

181 of which were militias.75  
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Later, the success of Biden in the 2020 election, combined with Trump’s employment of 

misleading rhetoric to mobilize his base to “stop the steal,” prompted a return to the sentiment 

of destroying the government, which became disturbingly real in Washington, D.C. Armed 

militia organizations have become more active in right-wing demonstrations around the country 

since the election.76 These groups are a prominent example of rent-seeking militias, who engage 

in  the manipulation of public policy or as a strategy for increasing profits. 

 

As much as militias can secure local areas and support formal security sector, they can also 

function as a double-edged sword and spoil the government apparatus.77 When the state has 

minimal authority over its militias, patron-client issues are common. The riches of war can lead 

militias to seek rent rather than provide safety. And, particularly in Afghanistan, long-standing 

grievances and trust deficits resulting from decades of violence frequently drove militias to seek 

vengeance or political gain. Despite these dangers, the United States, like their Soviet 

counterparts in the 1980s, invested substantially in Afghan militia programs.78  

 

Also, in Helmand province, female militia leaders have been successful in maintaining peace 

and order. One such leader is Abedo, a popular female paramilitary commander in 

Afghanistan’s southern Helmand district, who commanded a lot of respect.79  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Afghan’s Experience of Militia Makings: Rationales, Organizations, Strength 
and Resources 

 
5.1. Afghan’s Experience of Militia Makings  

As discussed in chapter three, local defense and policing structures outside the control 

of the state existed from long ago in rural Afghanistan, mainly among the Pashtun communities. 

However, the rationale, organization, strength and resources of these structures have not been 

static throughout centuries. The local defense structures have evolved over the course of time. 

The structures that once existed for local defense and policing, gradually expanded and changed 

into tribal forces, Lashkar and militias. A closer look at the development and evolution of these 

structures show that certain political and societal developments have led to the expansion of 

these local organizations as well as to the creation of such structures in other parts of 

Afghanistan that traditionally lacked such forces.  

 

In a broad classification, internal and external factors can be labelled as key drivers of evolution 

of the small local policing structures with few gunmen into big armies, mass mobilizations as 

well as small militia groups equipped with sophisticated weaponry. In terms of internal factors, 

center-periphery conflicts, conflicts over political power, inter-communal conflicts as well as 

conflicts over resources can be counted as key drivers of the evolution. International 

interventions – superpowers interventions as well as regional powers interferences – have been 

the external contributors to militia makings and non-state actors’ growth in Afghanistan. Hence, 

over time, the rationale, organization, strength and funding sources of non-state actors and 

groups of actors have changed.  

 

Militia makings and evolutions in Afghanistan can be classified into four phases based on the 

role they played as well as the rationale behind their existence. The classification is also made 

considering the international interventions and radical changes in Afghan politics. In addition 

to these phases, militias are also classified into pro and anti-governments and their role in 

stability and instability in the country. The first phase includes a wide timeframe starting from 

the creation of Afghanistan till the Soviet Union invasion of Afghanistan (1747-1970s). In this 

period, the tribal forces and local policing have been in their traditional form defending local 

areas under the auspices of local Shuras and Jirgas and only involved in offensives in the form 

of Lashkar during fights between the different dynastic rulers as well as in times of fighting 
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foreigners, like the British. As soon as the fighting stopped, the tribal forces went back to their 

regions and did not govern or control areas independent of the central state. The second phase 

(1979-1990), and the third phase (1990-2001) share commonalities. And the fourth phase starts 

from 2001 to 2021. These three phases are are much different from the first phase because in 

these periods not only the shape of militias changed, but they controlled territories, constantly 

challenged the central state and were supported either by foreign governments or by the central 

Afghan state. The second and third phase will be studied as one phase, due to commonalities, 

and the fourth phase will be studied separately, in details.  

 

5.2. Militias from 1970s to 1990s: The Soviet Union Invasion of Afghanistan 

The Soviet Union invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, laid the corner stone of a new era 

which made post-Soviet Afghanistan, to a large extent, different from pre-Soviet period. The 

People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) or the communist government faced 

insurgencies from the very beginning of its rule in the country in 1978. Their radical policies 

on land, education and economy encouraged the Islamists to resist and take up arms against it.80 

To grasp support among the local communities, the PDPA factions (Khalq and Parcham) 

pushed for ethnic politics favouring their own ethnicity and depriving others from state 

positions, economic privileges and so on.81 This push was combined with establishment of pro-

government militias. The politics in Afghanistan become ethnisized in this period and later 

ethnicity served as a means for mobilization of masses, including armed groups.   

 

The Soviet-backed communist government, in addition to the formal security sector, used 

informal security actors to push back the insurgencies in the countryside. To some extent, 

ethnicity served as an engine for recruitment of pro-government paramilitaries. The anti-

government militia groups also used ethnicity and region as means of mobilizing fighters. When 

the communist government collapsed in 1992, it left a legacy of ethnic politics and big militia 

groups, while the central government chain of command had eroded. Militia making was further 

institutionalized after the Soviet Union invasion, because superpowers such as the Soviet Union 

and the US were involved in equipping and paying the militias. The regional countries, mainly 

Pakistan, Iran and Gulf states also were involved in supporting militias and non-state actors in 

 
80 Antonio Giustozzi and Caludio Franco, “The battel for the schools: the Taliban and state education,” 
Afghanistan Analysts Network, 2011. 
81 Fred Halliday and Zahir Tanin, “The Communist Regime in Afghanistan 1978-1992: Institutions and 
Conflicts,” Europe-Asia Studies 50, no. 8 (December 1998). 



 

51 
 

Afghanistan. As such, the Soviet Union invasion of Afghanistan led to a new era of 

militarization in the country. In this period, not only anti-government militias strengthened, but 

also pro-government militias were established and supported extensively. 

 

5.2.1. Government-led Militia Making During the Communist governments 

Although local policing and structures existed in parts of Afghanistan from long ago, 

those structures and local defense forces never had been as strong and organized forces that we 

see in today’s Afghanistan as well as in the 1980s and 1990s. In Afghanistan’s modern history, 

a linear gradual expansion and strengthening of militia groups took place over the course of 

decades and centuries. Undoubtedly, one of the key contributors to the militias’ expansion had 

been the role of foreigners and foreign countries in times of interventions. The 10-year presence 

of the Soviet Union and its continued clashes with armed groups had been one of such 

experiences in Afghanistan’s history.  

 

The growing insurgencies against the Soviet-backed communist regime and the Red Army 

encouraged the government in Kabul and its Soviet backers to mobilize local actors against the 

Mujahedeen who were fighting a guerrilla warfare against the central government. 

Theoretically, governments outsource security assignments to militias and para-militaries when 

the formal security apparatus is unable to, or cause huge costs, to fight insurgencies.82 Despite 

this, recruiting militias have also proved to be effective because the locals are familiar with the 

geography, social fabrics, customs and norms. This has been one of the reasons that in the past 

30 years in over 80 percent of anti-insurgencies wars, governments have collaborated with local 

militias.83 Afghanistan is no exception. Both during the Soviet Union invasion as well as in the 

past two decades of the US-NATO engagement, local militia’s support was sought and they 

played a vital role in guarding government’s interests and fighting insurgents. 

 

Amid the increasing fight from the Mujahedeen groups supported mainly by the US, Pakistan, 

Saudi Arabia and Iran, the Soviet officers allowed creation of local militias to exploit the know-

how knowledge of local fighters against the Mujahideen. The pro-government militias enjoyed 

convincing payrolls, even much more than the regular army, modern weaponry and much more 
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freedom in operations.84 Several tough military officers who had studied at the Soviet-funded 

military academy in Kabul were allowed to create their own militias in the countryside to face 

off the rebellions.85 Abdul Jabbar Qahraman, a member of the former president Najibullah’s 

Hizb-e-Watan was one of such commanders graduated from this academy and was supported 

to create a militia in Kandahar’s Maiwand district. Najibullah, the last communist president in 

Afghanistan who faced most severe resistance from the Mujahideen, launched an extensive 

militia program to defend his government. The government’s support enabled the militia groups 

to effectively push back Mujahideen and participate in most dangerous fights. Jabbar Qahramna 

was a resident of Mainwand district, well familiar with the region and that his militia succeeded 

repeatedly in the fights against the local anti-government fighters.86 According to the 

interlocutors, the government-supported militias at its peak reached to over 100,000 and they 

were stationed in different parts of the country, mainly in the strategic and vulnerable regions. 

 

It is argued by scholars that eradication of state’s legitimacy and authority is one of the main 

risks that militias pose to a government. Existence of militias in a country erode state’s chain 

of commands as they gradually will claim governance over territories and thus undermine the 

incumbent government’s legitimacy at national and international level.87 Governments do not 

want militias to exist, and if does, to become such strong. However, during Najibullah, the 

central government supported militias extensively for the sake of defending the state because 

the militias proved to counter insurgencies effectively than the regular army. According to 

multiple accounts from both former members of government-led militia groups as well as the 

anti-government groups (Mujahideen), the militias were very effective in holding and pushing 

back the Mujahideen. The rationale behind militia making, thus, in this period had been 

“defending-self” against the “enemy.” To that end, the government delegated many fronts, 

especially in the north, to a militia group under the leadership of Abdul Rashid Dostum, an 

ethnic Uzbek who gradually emerged as powerful as becoming the first vice president in 2014. 

Since the militias in the north presents an interesting case of militia making in this era, this 

chapter will study it in details as a pro-government militia; its organization, size, mode of 

operation, resources and its role in supporting the central government.  
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Abdul Rashid Dostum was picked up as a commander of a battalion of militia run by the 

communist government’s secret police, the State Information Service aka KHAD in the north.88 

KHAD was founded by Najibullah Ahmadzai, the fourth and last communist president. 

Dostum’s militia, also known as Jawzjani militias, soon become one of the most powerful and 

ruthless forces that often defeated Mujahideen in the northern parts of Afghanistan. According 

to the interlocutors, Dostum’s militias were comprised mostly of Uzbek, Turkmen and Tajik 

fighters. However, militias in south and east were primarily made up of Pashtun fighters. 

Dostum’s militias was only one of the several powerful groups created in the country.  

 

When Najib came to power, the resistance forces got more organized and became more 

powerful. At the same time, the Soviet Union’s intention for withdrawal got momentum. 

Compounded together, the state faced a fragility which made Dostum’s forces crucial for the 

government’s sustainability. Najibullah continued promoting him and his forces was upgraded 

to a division of 10,000 men, called the 53rd Division.89 Due to his militias’ ruthlessness, 

operational capability and their familiarity with the local population and geography, the Red 

Army also believed it was one of the few units that could be relied on. Later, the number of 

Dostum’s forces increased to around 20,000 men.90 Initially, Dostum was assigned to guard a 

few northern provinces, including Jawzjan, Faryab and Sar-i-Pul provinces against the local 

resistance, but he was able to push back the Mujahideen in other parts of the country too.91 His 

fighting and commanding skills brought him the distinction title of ‘Hero of the Republic of 

Afghanistan’ and he became a member of the central council of the communist party.92 As 

Dostum continued pushing back Mujahideen assaults in many fronts, he was rewarded and in 

1989 he became commander of the 7th Afghan Army Corps. By then, the forces under his 

command in the north was between 20,000 to 45,000 which included three infantry divisions, 

an armoured brigade, 60 MiG aircrafts, 60 helicopters, and 200 Soviet-made tanks.93 Dostum’s 

forces no longer was a traditional militia group with rifles; it was a modern army equipped with 

air power and tanks.  
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Dostum’s forces was paid by the government from the money provided by the Soviet Union. 

After the withdrawal of the Red Army in 1989, Dostum’s militias became the backbone of 

Najibullah’s government in the north and Najib became more dependent on local militias for 

pushing back the Mujahideen.94 The military assignments were excessively outsourced to these 

militia groups. They were loyal until 1992, almost three years after the withdrawal of the Red 

Army. However, in 1992 after the Soviet Union curtailed its support to Kabul and after 

Najibullah showed a green light for stepping down following an interim government was 

formed, Dostum and a number of generals, joined hand with the Mujahideen’s Northern 

Alliance under the command of Ahmad Shah Massoud. Their cooperation with the Mujahideen 

precipitated the collapse of Najib government in 1992.95 Dostum’s militias and supporters then 

turned into a political party for gaining legitimacy among the local populations.96  

 

Since it was under-control of the central government, it had a formal chain of command. 

According to the interlocutors, the hierarchical chain of command was observed strictly. 

Operations had to be approved by the senior leaders and government officials. Irregularities 

were severely restricted. However, as the fights continued and the Soviet resources dried up 

after its withdrawal, the chain of command started to erode. The commanders on the ground 

were refusing the central government orders, soldiers were engaged in extortions and 

corruption. And finally, the forces formally denied the central government’s authority and 

changed into anti-government militias. Since then, there was no monitoring and governing 

mechanism on the forces, except Dostum’s authority. Ultimately, Dostum’s forces become an 

anti-government militia group equipped with aircrafts, tanks and other heavy weapons. This 

was a hug evolution in history of militias in Afghanistan. 

  

 
 

5.2.2. Anti-Government Militia Groups during the communist regime 

 

Following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, a new wave of militarization started in 

the country. The pro-government militia programs were launched in response to the growing 

anti-government militia groups. In this period, anti-government militias also became stronger, 
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more organized and structured for battling the Red Army as well as its supported communist 

government forces. At the beginning the resistance was completely local, according to the 

interlocutors. The people were tired of the communist government’s policies and cruelty which 

forced them to take arms all over the country. Thus, militarization started in places where before 

armed groups were not much present, such as the central highlands. Theoretically, militias are 

not always foreign or government-led groups, but are also formed by locals for defending their 

communities.97 This was the case in some parts of Afghanistan at the time. In the aftermath of 

the Soviet invasion, dozens of armed groups formed in Afghanistan along ethnic and religious 

lines. However, only around 10 of these groups managed to emerge as organized big groups 

with thousands of armed men, which eventually transformed into political parties and continues 

to exist till present. 

 

Another development in this period was the ethnicization of politics. Ethnicity played a major 

role in mobilization of masses and local forces. Based on the accounts of the interlocutors, 

ethnic connections and region served as the axis around which people came together. Since, in 

addition to other ethnicities, four major ethnicities i.e. Pashtuns, Tajiks, Hazaras and 

Uzbek/Turkmen lives in the country, the anti-government militia groups were also divided into 

four big categories. Lack of communication technologies, mountainous terrain and density of a 

single ethnicity in different regions were other reasons that the members of armed groups 

primarily came from one ethnic group. The graph below shows a general picture of armed 

groups/Mujahideen groups formed during the Soviet-Afghan war. Although some of these 

groups were formed earlier, they become more organized and structured while fighting for a 

common goal in the 1980s.  

 

 

 

 

 
(Table 1). 

Pashtun 
dominat
ed 
groups 

Name of the group Founded/active Leader  Constituency/ 
Members 

Foreign 
supporter 

Hizbe Islami  Split from Jamiate 
Islami in 1975. Active 
till present 

Gulbuddin 
Hekmatyar 

Mainly Pashtuns with 
some Tajiks and 
Hazaras 

Pakistan 
from 
1970s to 
1990s 
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Hizbe Islami 
Khales 

Fractured from 
Hekmatyar’s Hizbe 
Islami in 1979. Active 
till 1998 when 
defeated by Taliban 

Younus 
Khales 

Exclusively Pashtuns Pakistan  

Harakate Inqilabe 
Islami 

Founded in 1960s, was 
active till the rise of 
Taliban 

Mohammad 
Nabi 

Exclusively Pashtuns Pakistan  

Ettehade Islami 1980s-1996 – still 
present, but not very 
active 

Abdul Rabb 
Rasul Sayyaf 

Exclusively of 
Pashtuns 

Wahabis 
in Saudi 
Arabia 

Jebhae Nejate 
Milli 

1978-1996. Still has 
minimal presence 

Sebghatullah 
Mujadedi 

Both Pashtu and Dari 
speakers 

Pakistan  

Mahaze Melli 1979-prsent. Hamid 
Gailani 

Primarily Pashtuns Pakistan  

Taliban 
Movement  

Formed after the 
Soviets withdrawal; 
1994-present. 

Mullah 
Mohammad 
Omar 

Religious students 
from madrassas in 
Pakistan, primarily 
Pashtuns. New 
generation also 
includes Uzbeks, 
Tajiks and Hazaras. 

Primarily 
Pakistan 
– semi-
independ
ent from 
2010 
onward. 

Tajik 
Dominated 
groups 

Jamiate Islami  1971-present. Burhanuddin 
Rabbani 

Primarily Tajiks, also 
includes Pashtuns and 
Uzbeks 

Pakistan, 
Iran 

Shurae Nazar – a 
military-political 
organization 
affiliated to Jamiat 

1984-2001 Ahmad Shah 
Massoud 

Primarily Tajiks Pakistan, 
Iran 

Uzbek and 
Turkmen 
dominated 
groups 

Junbishe Melli 
Islami 

19992-present Abdul Rashid 
Dostum 

Mainly Uzbeks and 
Turkmens 

Uzbekista
n and 
Turkey 

Hazara 
dominated 
groups 

Hizbe Wahdat – 
comprised of nine 
smaller groups 

1989-present.  
Wahdat fractured into 
three branches in 
1994, 2004 and 2005. 

Abdul Ali 
Mazari 

Exclusively Hazaras Iran 

Table 1. Afghan Mujahideen groups formed/active in the 1980s. 
 
 
In addition to these militia groups or political organizations, there had been also alliances which 

have also contributed to militarization and violence in the country. The Mujahideen groups 

made loosely alliances both in times of fighting against the Soviet forces as well as among 

themselves during the civil wars. The graph below shows an overall picture of the biggest 

military alliances during the Soviet-Afghan war as well as during the civil wars.  

 
 
 
(Table 2). 

Peshawar Seven 
(Seven Sunni 
groups) 

Founded/active  Members Purpose  
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Peshawar 
alliance 

Founded in 1985 and remained 
active till the collapse of the 
communist government. All the 
groups did not join or did join 
altogether, some joined and left 
earlier and some later. 

Hizbe Islami Hekmatyar, Hizbe 
Islami Khales, Harakate Inqilabe 
Islami, Ittehade Islami, Jebhe 
Nejate Melli Afghanistan, 
Mahaze Melli,  
Jamiate Islami 

Fighting the Soviets 
and the communist 
government forces 

Afghan 
Mujahideen 
government  

1992-1996: A number of the 
groups supported this alliance, 
while some also defected and 
opposed it 

Jamiate Islami (1992-96); 
Ittehade Islami (1992-96); Hizbe 
Wahdat (1992-Dec 92); 
Junbeshe Melli Islami (1992-
93); Hizbe Islami Hekmatyar 
(joined in 1996 after being 
defeated by Taliban). 

The power-sharing 
government was 
formed based on a 
rotational leadership, 
but the different 
groups could not 
agree and fought each 
other on loosely 
alliances.  

Northern 
Alliance  

1996-2001 
 

Jamiate Islami, Junbesh Melli 
Islami, Wahdate Islami, Ittehade 
Islami. 

Fighting the Taliban. 

Table 2. Afghan Mujahideen alliances from 1985 to 2001. 
 
Of these groups, Hizbe Islami Hekmatyar, Hizbe Jamiat Islami, Hizbe Wahdat and Junbeshe 

Milli became the most active and powerful ones. These groups also managed to exist till present 

and played a key role in war and politics in the past 20 years. Except Junbeshe Milli which was 

formed only after the collapse of the communist regime, the remaining three groups are selected 

as samples, representing different region and ethnicities, for studying the cause, organization 

and size, mode of operation and resources of militias in Afghanistan.  

 
 

5.2.3. Causes, organization, size, mode of operation and resources 

The Soviet-Afghan war transformed politics in the periphery, because it changed the 

local actors. While before the invasion mostly influential people titled Khans, Mirs and Maliks 

held most of the residual power and were acting as intermediaries for the central government, 

during this fight religious figures such as Mullahs and Mawlawi’s replaced them.98 As the 

religious people have high influence in Afghanistan’s conservative and religious society and on 

local customary assemblies, the context for mobilization of masses was fertilized further in the 

periphery. In 1978, the leftist communist regime’s radical policies in education, dress code, 

land redistribution and its hasty efforts toward modernization encouraged resistance among the 
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religious local communities.99 In the so-called years of Jihad (1980s-1990s), Afghanistan saw 

a sharp increase in militarization. Provision of weapon and money by the outside powers to the 

religious leaders resulted in creation of many militia groups in the country and enabled religious 

leaders to expand their power bases.100 

 
The Mujahideen who were organized along ethnic lines with seven Sunni groups based in 

Pakistan and nine Shia groups based in Iran (which later came under one party of Hizbe 

Wahdat), used political Islam and Islamic values as a narrative for their jihad. During the 

Afghan-Soviet war, according to the interlocutors, Jihad was the cause of the Afghan fighters 

who were fighting a guerrilla war. The rationale was to defeat the atheist enemy of Islam and 

to expel them from Afghanistan. This slogan well-suited the conservative society and anyone 

who could afford picked up a gun and joined one of these many groups. Based on the accounts 

of the interlocutors, while jihad was the only cause for the fighters, it was not for the leaders, 

especially in the last several years of war. There were also hidden causes, such as the desire for 

power and wealth as the groups’ behavior during the civil wars showed. Moreover, each of the 

groups had also ethnically-motivated goals. Hizbe Wahdat was pushing for a decentralized 

federal system in the country in which the Hazaras would have a share in power.101 Jamiat’s 

ultimate goal was to create a centralized state with some regional autonomy.102 Hizbe Islami of 

Hekmatyar was more radical than other groups with an aim of creating an Islamic State with 

Sharia Law to be practiced.103 

 
In terms of organization, different groups had their own style of command and control, 

hierarchical structure and decision-making processes. Generally, however, the groups were 

loosely arranged with a decentralized chain of command. Although commanders at the village 

and district levels were accountable to their seniors, to a great extent, they also enjoyed freedom 

of operation and decision making at that levels. The groups were comprised of fighters from 

local communities, whose commanders also usually came from the same area, according to the 

interlocutors. Since it was a ‘holy war,’ the Mujahideen had the support of the locals. This 

support eased decision making for local commanders because their seniors would not oppose 

low-rank commanders’ decision as tribal elders were mostly consulted. Seniors would oppose 
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them only when their decision would create provocations among the people. Since most of the 

leaders were religious people and clerics, they enjoyed high reputation among the populations 

and fighters. Even most senior military commanders would not oppose decisions taken by a 

religious man at the local level. Hence, the chain of command and decision-making process has 

not been very direct and hierarchical in most areas, based on the accounts of the former 

members of these groups interviewed for this study. The chain of command became very loose 

during the civil wars when the foreign money was no longer available to the groups. The 

commanders had to feed their fighters and this basically led to disobediences and violation of 

people’s rights to their properties. The lose chain of command was almost eroded after the fall 

of the communist government. Only the serious military commands would travel the chain in 

this period, not all the commands.    

 
After the withdrawal of the Soviet Union as well as after the collapse of the communist 

government, the central government was not enough powerful to govern the countryside. As a 

result, the central government had no presence in the rural areas and it was these non-state 

security providers/Mujahideen groups who were governing their areas. The military groups saw 

another transformation in this period: governing. Civilian sections were created and assigned 

by these groups in offering affordable basic services. In Hazarajat, for instance, the religious 

men were tasked as judges in resolving people’s legal disputes. Their process of registering 

complaints and appealing resembled very much to the formal government because only the 

people were replaced, not the whole structures and buildings. The military men were tasked to 

facilitate the implementation of the decisions taken by the judges. In Panjshir valley, even 

schooling, healthcare and political and courts were governed by Jamiate Islami. These groups 

practiced self-governance because they wanted to deny any foreign authority in their region, 

including of the government in Kabul.104 Legal services or resolving people’s disputes, 

according to the interlocutors, were offered by all of these groups in their under-control regions. 

But other services which required funding, like building schools and health centers were not 

offered by all of them. In the areas that such services were active, they were run either by NGO’s 

or the local people were doing part of the required jobs voluntarily. In places like Panjshir 

valley, Jamiate Islami played an active role in keeping such services active.  

 
The Mujahideen groups’ sizes and strengths have largely remained unexplored and that little 

information is available in this regard. Based on accounts of the former members of these 
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groups, their strengths varied from region to region, from group to group, and from time to 

time. Since they were on insurgency with no permanent sources of income, facing too many 

uncertainties and having no permanent hold over a specific territory, their strengths were 

constantly changing. This was very much the case after the collapse of the communist 

government because the foreign funding channel of the Mujahideen dried up to a large extent. 

At this period, the groups which had sources of income were still powerful, but those facing 

financial challenges got weakened. However, during the Jihad the number of fighters of each 

group started from hundreds of men to thousands. The most active and biggest groups had 

around 60,000 men. In Hazarajat, for instance, when the nine Shia-dominated groups had not 

merged together, each of them had only a few thousand fighters. After joining together under 

the pressure of Iran, their men reached to tens of thousands. Other groups had also thousands 

of men with a gun ready to fight; each group with a mobile army. Table below outlines the 

number of fighters of some of the groups during the Afghan-Soviet war. 

 

(Table 3). 
No Name  Number of fighters 
1 Hizbe Islami Hikmatyar 60,000 
2 Jamiat Islami 50,000 – 60,000 
3 Ittihade Islami 40,000 – 50,000 
4 Hizbe Islami (Khalis) 40,000 
5 Harakate Inqilabe Islami 30,000 – 40,000 
6 Mahazi-Milli-Islam 30,000 – 40,000 
7 Jabhai-Nijati-Milli-Afghanistan 20,000 – 30,000 

Table 3. Afghan Mujahideen groups along with the number of their fighters in the 80 and 90s. 
Source: Zalmay Khalilzad, Prospects for the Afghan Interim Government, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, R-
3949, 1991; Olivier Roy, Islam and Resistance in Afghanistan, 2nd ed., New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990. 
 
The strength of the groups not only depended on the number of fighters and resources, but also 

the way they organized and operated. Some of the groups had more modernized and structured 

chain of command, while others did not. Jamiat Islami was one of the most organized one under 

the command of Ahmad Shah Massoud, while Hizbe Islami Hikmatyar was the largest one, but 

not as effective as Jamiat Islami.105 Massoud had created Shurae Nazar, a military-political 

organization in 1984 which lasted till 2001. This organization established coordination between 

130 Jamiat-affiliated commanders across five provinces in the country that Jamiat was 

controlling or had heavy presence in.106 Shurae Nazar was based in the provincial center of 
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Takhar that Massoud had captured after the withdrawal of the Soviet forces. Its aim was to 

coordinate military groups across the country and to create a force that could be transformed 

into an army to stabilize the country after the pull out of the Soviet forces and the collapse of 

the communist government.107 This political-military organization enabled Jamiat Islami to 

establish a de-facto government in several provinces and offer basic services, in the same way 

a government does, to the people.  

  
In the last years of, as well as, after the collapse of the communist government, these groups 

controlled their areas independently of the central government. At the time, Afghanistan had 

become a de-facto federal state and the powerful groups were running their own affairs as states 

within state. At this point, according to the accounts of the former members, the groups were 

running all affairs of their under-control areas like a state, albeit, many efforts and decisions 

were implemented at gun point or under gun’s fear. These groups were not only military 

organizations, but also changed into political parties and de-facto rulers. They broadened their 

membership among the local civilian populations and issued party membership cards to more 

people. This enabled them to govern and run the basic civil affairs. Junbeshe Milli under 

Dostum also transformed from a militia group into a political party to legitimize itself in the 

eyes of the population.108 It controlled several provinces in the north and during the civil wars 

kept many public services functioning, such as schools and universities. The same happened in 

many other provinces. The Mujahideen groups, thus, experienced major transformations and 

shaped the political structure of Afghanistan.  

 
In terms of their operational methods, they used the hit-and-run tactic against the Soviet forces 

and the communist government soldiers. According to the interlocutors, in the first years of 

Jihad, their battle tactics were completely hit-and-run and ambushing. This guerrilla fighting 

enabled them to resist against an army equipped with modern weaponry and backed by a super-

power. In addition to the hit-and-run tactic and ambushes, they also attacked government 

targets, sabotaged infrastructures, assassinated government forces and did rocket attacks.109 The 

Mujahideen fighters enjoyed another leverage against the state army and that was their 

familiarity with the local terrain, easy access to hideouts and their acceptability within the local 
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communities. They were using villages and the local terrain as strongholds.110 This operational 

tactic was cheap for them as they would not sustain heavy causalities. On the contrary, based 

on the accounts of the former members of pro-government militia members, the government 

forces were in open ground, their outposts, checkpoints and basses were known to the local 

fighters. Also, they were moving in convoys from place to place. Their visibility made them 

vulnerable against the guerrilla fighters. While a Mujahideen fighter would carry an AK47 and 

could hide anywhere when needed, the government forces were using tanks and military 

vehicles for moving and carrying out operations. The material costs of the two sides were 

incomparable.  

  
As the resistance continued and the guerrilla fighters accessed more sophisticated and heavy 

weapons, the tactics also changed. According to the interlocutors who were fighters at the time, 

in the last years before the withdrawal, the Mujahideen fighters accessed stinger missiles and 

shot down several Russian helicopters. Additionally, they started launching coordinated 

offensives against military bases and engaged in face to face fights. Attacking on highways, 

cutting supply routes to government forces were other tactics used by them which severely 

affected the government forces’ operational capabilities. The consequences of attacking logistic 

convoys from the Soviet Union to the communist government were determinant to the state 

army. From one hand, the army faced shortage of supply, on the other hand, the guerrilla 

fighters accessed those weaponry and thus became stronger. 

 

In terms of resources, the Mujahideen had two channels, based on several accounts. The first 

and most important was the foreign support. The US and countries in the Gulf region provided 

the Mujahideen with huge financial support which enabled them to expand their networks, 

recruit more fighters, make their structure more organized and thus intensify and prolong the 

war. According several former Mujahideen fighters, they suffered heavy casualties in the first 

years of their Jihad, partly because they were not well-organized and faced lack of weaponry. 

The US and Gulf countries’ supply were channeled by Pakistan and its ISI to the Mujahideen. 

Between 1980 and 1989, the US alone provided around $3 billion in economic and covert 

military assistance to the Mujahideen.111 Since Pakistan was the distributor of the assistance to 

the Mujahideen groups, different groups received varying amount as Pakistani ISI favored some 
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groups over others. Hekmatyar’s group received the bulk of the assistance.112 Iran was also 

providing support to the Shia groups. In addition to weaponry and money, the foreign countries 

also supported the Mujahideen in recruiting soldiers and promoting Jihad in Afghanistan. Many 

Islamist groups’ members had fled to Pakistan in the early 1970s because Daud Khan wanted 

to suppress them. They became the axis of resistance when the Soviet Union invaded 

Afghanistan.  

 

After the invasion, thousands of Afghans fled the war and prosecution and went to Pakistan and 

Iran. In Pakistan’s refugees camp, refugees’ registration always required affiliation to a 

Mujahideen group to get benefited from the basic services.113 The refugees’ camps served as 

human resources centers for the groups to recruit fighters. Most of the Shia groups’ fighters 

were also refugees who had fled to Iran. The US even supplied educational materials and printed 

books to Afghan refugees in camps in Pakistan, which campaigned for jihad and expulsion of 

the Soviet army from Afghanistan. The materials contained illustrations such as rifles and tanks 

that indoctrinated a whole generation and thus provided the ground for the Mujahideen groups 

to have thousands of people with anti-Soviet and anti-modernism mindset to hire as freedom 

fighters.114 

The second human and capital sources were inside the country. According to the interlocutors, 

the religious leaders used mosques and madrassas as recruiting centers. The groups-affiliated 

clerics were preaching Jihad in mosques and religious gatherings and were incentivizing people 

to join Jihad. In terms of financial resources, the Mujahideen groups collected money, food and 

fuel from the people. In the years of Jihad, people were providing them voluntarily with food 

and anything they could afford, despite the religious taxes. At the same time, the groups were 

receiving external funding. However, after the withdrawal of the Soviet forces, the Mujahideen 

groups were charging Islamic taxes on the people because the foreign fund was no longer there. 

After the communist regime’s collapse and during the civil war, the groups were involved in 

extortion, getting ransom and even looting, because the taxes was not also enough. For instance, 

if a fighter wanted to go from one place to another, he would stop a passenger vehicle at gun 

point for travelling the distance without paying the driver. The groups were carrying their 

ammunitions and goods on local means of transportations, donkeys, without paying the owners. 
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Even, they were collecting their winter fuel from the people. Since they had no revenue 

generation means of their own, all the costs were on the people. Drug money was another 

source, but it was not available to every group.115 Taxes on land was collected regularly and 

each household with a piece of land had to pay the tax to the group governing the region, the 

interlocutors said. All these injustices paved the ground for the emergence of the Taliban during 

the civil wars.  

 
 
5.3. Militias From 2001 to 2021: Militias and the US’s Anti-terror War 

Following the US-backed global war on terror, it was hoped that militias/non-state 

actors would perish and militarization in the country would cease. The US Central Intelligence 

Agency (CIA), already had a vast network of Afghan militias as it supported them in the 1980s. 

In 2001, CIA operatives came into the country with bundles of dollars to mobilize the same 

militia groups, this time against the Taliban.116 However, from 2003 onward, a nationwide 

programme of Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration (DDR) was launched to disarm 

militia men and reintegrate them in military and civil life. The programme, however, did not 

prove fruitful. Thousands of militia men remained armed and many of them joined the new 

Afghan National Army (ANA) and Afghan National Police (ANP).117 Though the US and other 

international forces seemed to be serious about disarmament, and in addition to DDR some 

other similar initiatives also launched, all lost momentum in the first few years. It was 

extensively due to the US Special Forces’ interest in keeping militias alive for their 

counterinsurgency efforts. The US Special Forces and CIA exploited the know-how knowledge 

of the militias in toppling and cracking down on the Taliban, almost in the same way did the 

Soviet forces and their supported communist government. In 2002 and 2003, the local militias 

were used for search operations in east and south of Afghanistan with only a few US boots on 

the ground.118 The militia’s/non-state actors proved to be useful for the US, as it toppled the 

Taliban government with their coordination. This effectiveness prevented their eradication. 

Although the Taliban were defeated, they were not completely vanished. The revival of Taliban 

insurgency against the foreign troops since 2006, basically killed the US desires for melting 

away militia groups. It was against this background that the US-NATO started forming new 
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militia groups for countering the Taliban. Numerous militia groups were formed by the US and 

the Afghan government with different tactical and operational capabilities and in different sizes 

and strengths. In this period, militia were semi-institutionalized with receiving funding and 

weapon from the US and Afghan government institutions. Some of the newly-created militias 

were operating under the authority of the Afghan interior and defence ministries, while some 

others were created by the US and had no accountability to the Afghan government. The process 

of militia making under the banner of building local defence forces had never been a long-term 

process. Different groups were formed and abandoned in tandem which could be counted as 

one of the reasons why security did not improve in the country. Though the overall cause for 

revival of local defence structures via arming local fighters was bringing security and stability, 

due to a lack of coordination and parallel programs the desired goal was not achieved. 

 

The Khost Protection Force (KPF) was formed by CIA as a local defence to the Taliban’s 

insurgencies. The forces which numbered to over 10,000 strong was equipped with US modern 

weaponry and stationed in the north-eastern part of the country. KPF had no place in Afghan 

security apparatus, Afghan law and no budget line.119 It was a shadow army and not accountable 

to the Afghan institutions. Another CIA supported group was the National Directorate of 

Security’s (NDS) Special Forces which named as NDS 01 to 04. These four units were one of 

the most effective, best-equipped forces directly supported by the CIA, with no accountability 

to the Afghan government’s security departments. Although the forces fell under the structure 

of NDS, but they were operating beyond the chain of command of the government security 

departments and their working relationships were more with the foreign troops than the Afghan 

government, as were their payments and equipment.120 Although the exact number of these 

forces is not known, but reportedly they reached up to 6,000 strong. Counterterrorist Pursuit 

Team (CPT) composed of around 3000 forces was another militia group formed and run by 

CIA.121 In 2009, NATO plus the Afghan government formed local defence forces named 

Community Defense Initiative (CDI), Local Defense Initiative (LDI), and Village Stability 

Platform (VSP).122 These forces were paid by NATO and Afghan government and they were 

guarding villages against the Taliban under the supervision of local Shuras and Jirgas. By 2010, 

security improved in the areas these forces were stationed.123 Overall, however, they were under 
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direct control of US Special Forces or CIA operatives. They were equipped with modern 

weapons, received the best training and become elite forces. Divided into small unites, they 

were assigned the most difficult and important operations. However, much information is not 

available about their chain of command, organization and size and strengths. 

 

In addition to the above-mentioned forces, semi-institutionalized militia groups were also 

formed under the structure of the Afghan security departments. In 2006, the Ministry of Interior 

(MoI) requested hiring of 200 to 400 police, ideally mercenaries, for every district in unstable 

provinces of Helmand, Zabul, Kandahar, Farah, Uruzgan and Ghazni.124 These forced aimed at 

supporting the local police forces in maintaining security. It was created under the name of 

Afghan National Auxiliary Police (ANAP) and the fighters were stationed in checkpoints and 

also supported Afghan and foreign troops in counter-insurgency operations. These forces never 

integrated into the local institutions, proved unsuccessful and ultimately abandoned in 2008.125 

Afghan Local Police (ALP) was another new force created in 2009 and 2010 under the structure 

of MoI to support Afghan National Army (ANA) and Afghan National Police (ANP) in 

maintaining security and protecting the areas cleared of Taliban. The number of this force 

reached to 30,000 at its peak in 2020 and it was dissolved the same year due to being corrupt, 

misused by local power holders and its inefficiency.126 The Afghan National Army Territorial 

Force (ANA-TF) was another force created under the structure of the Ministry of Defense 

(MoD) in 2018 and it reached 10,000 strong in 2020.127 ANA-TF was created to replace ALP 

and it resembled the same militia forces created during the communist government and was led 

by General Abdul Rashid Dostum. ANA-TF soldiers were chosen from the areas they were 

serving, except their commanders to decrease the chances of co-opting with local power 

holders, to prevent what happened to the ALP. They were also stationed in district centers to 

avoid remaining defenceless from the insurgents’ attacks. ANA-TF members were deployed in 

32 out of 34 provinces of Afghanistan.  

 

In addition to these forces, several security companies were operating in post-2001 era, 

providing security to US-NATO and some foreign missions as the Afghan ANA and ANP were 
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TF safeguards?, Afghanistan Analysts Network, 2020. 
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not either capable, or trusted. These companies had their own armed men providing security 

services outside the command and control of the government. The companies were banned in 

2010. In 2009, another security programme was launched by the Afghan government under the 

structure of Ministry of Interior (MoI) named Afghan Public Protection Force (APPF) to replace 

the private companies.128 APPF was designed to protect public infrastructures and maintain 

security of military bases and foreign missions. This force also proved unsuccessful as many 

foreign missions did not trust it to guard their bases. Another local defense force was the public 

upraising. As the Taliban increased attacks on provincial centers and districts from 2014 

onward, local people took guns under the auspices of National Directorate of Security (NDS) 

in defense of their communities. This force was not permanently active, but in time of fights 

and attacks. The NDS provided them with guns, although many of them had their own 

equipment, according to reports and accounts of several interlocutors. They were not 

institutionalized and largely remained out of the formal security sector. The NDS had 

connections with some of these local uprising, while in some regions there was no coordination 

at all. 

 

The CIA and US Special Forces-run militias continuously were accused of war crimes, human 

rights violations and violence against civilians by rights activists and organizations. Since they 

were militias and not accountable to the government, their wrongdoings, to a high extent, never 

investigated. The forces that were semi-institutionalized and were operating under the auspices 

of the government also caused repeated harms to the population, thus, damaged the reputation 

of the government among the local communities. Studies have found that one third of the 

Afghan Local Police (ALP) had been so ineffective in counterinsurgency efforts and their 

wrongdoings exceeded their activities for which they were created.129 The ANA-TF, however, 

has been harmless than the ALP. It had been against this background that these forces formed 

and dissolved one after another and failed to win hearts and minds of the people.  

The existence of too many militia groups damaged government’s reputation and legitimacy 

among the population, and eroded chain of command, as most of these groups were not 

accountable before Afghan laws and they were operating beyond the state’s authority. The local 

populations, as a result, have no positive attitude towards militias and see them as a 

destabilizing force. Our nationwide survey on the stabilization/destabilization role of these 

militias shows that they have had a negative role rather than positive. Over half of the 

 
128 Clark, Gaston, Muzhary and Osman. 
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respondents (59.99%) have said that militia groups have caused instability, while only 16.14% 

sees militias as a contributing force to security. Public’s perception and support is crucial in 

public administration, such as security, and this might be a good takeaway for any future 

government to strengthen the army and police rather than delegating security to non-state actors 

or to actors who are not accountable to the state and to the people.  

 
(Figure 4). 
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Figure 4. Afghans views on the role of militias in maintaining and spoiling security.  
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(Table 4).  

Table 4. Militias created by US-NATO and Afghan government in post-2001. 

No Name  Creation Creator/supporter Number  Deployment Status 
1 Khost Protection Force Unknown  CIA 3000 to 10000 North-Eastern region Active until 

August 2021 

2 NDS Special Forces (no: 1-4) Unknown  CIA Around 6000 Mobile  Active until 
August 2021 

3 Afghan Local Police (ALP) 2009-2010 US plus Afghan 
government 

30000 Several insecure 
provinces 

Abandoned in 
2020 

4 Village Stability Platform – 
Community Defence Initiative 
– Local Defence Initiative 

2009 US plus Afghan 
government  

Not known Mostly in south and east  Not known 

5 Afghan National Army 
Territorial Forces (ANA-TF) 

2018 US plus Afghan 
government 

Over 10000 Deployed in district 
center of 32 provinces 

Active until 
August 2021 

6 Local Uprising Forces Occasional NDS Varying  In insecure provinces  
7 Afghan National Auxiliary 

Force (ANAF) 
2006 US plus Afghan 

government 
Up to 400 
(mercenaries) 

South and western 
region. 

Abandoned in 
2008 

8 Afghan Public Protection 
Force (APPF) 

2009 Afghan government Unknown  Kabul and several other 
provinces 

 

9 ISAF hired local armed men 
as guards for its bases 

From 2003 
onward 

The guards 
belonged to local 
warlords 

Unknown  Assigned in military 
bases, infrastructures, 
government institutions 

Abandoned in 
2006 

10 Counterterrorist Pursuit Teams Unknown CIA Around 3000 Mobile teams Unknown 
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5.3.1. Anti-Government Militias: The Taliban from ashes to the political 
power 

Afghanistan saw formation of dozens of new militia groups in the post-2001 era and 

almost all of them were engineered by the government or US-NATO forces for bringing and 

maintaining stability in the country. The coalition of the anti-terror war quickly ousted the 

Taliban through cooperation with the local militias/armed groups. Five years after their 

government’s collapse, the Taliban started to re-emerge from ashes as a strong insurgent group. 

Within years, they changed to the biggest and most problematic armed group that challenged 

the whole foreign troops and the Afghan security forces. The Taliban fought a guerrilla war, 

the same way did the Mujahideen against the Soviets and the communist government forces. 

The US-NATO exploited the know-how knowledge of Afghans and created dozens of militia 

groups to defeat the Taliban, but never succeeded. Therefore, the Taliban’s organizational 

structure, chain of command and their resilience has become a mysterious story, at the same 

time, largely undiscovered. 

 

The Taliban have proved to remain one of the most cohesive, resilient and enduring group 

which fought for 20 years against an international coalition. The toppling of the Taliban in late 

2001 left large numbers of former militias unemployed. In the coming years, the Taliban 

reorganized and especially after 2006, recruited fighters from this wide pool of unemployed 

tribesmen.130 As their insurgency continued, they recruited more fighters and expanded their 

network. The Taliban is not a single group, but a coalition of groups scattered in different 

provinces with varying degree of loyalty to the leadership and to the concept of Islamic 

Emirate.131 The group, however, have a strict hierarchical structure that manage this vast 

network of tens of thousands of fighters. Taliban membership is composed of two categories of 

combatant and non-combatant members. The total number estimated around 100,000 with 

between 60,000 to 70,000 are fighters.132 Based on personal accounts of some Taliban 

members, when one member of a Taliban gets killed, another member of the same family has 

an obligation to fill his place. As a result, the human resource of the group never finishes.  

 

 The resilience of the Taliban has not been only because of their human resources, but 

 
130 Collins.  
131 DFAT, “Country information report: Afghanistan,” Australian government, department of foreign affairs and 
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of the unique strict structure, chain of command and morale. Like any other institution, the 

Taliban’s organizational structure is hierarchical. The Amir or the ‘Commander of the Faithful’ 

is the top leader. The fighters are completely obedient to their seniors and the seniors to the 

Amir. The level of religiosity is high among them which encourage the fighters to put aside 

personal interests and judgements and to follow the Amir’s instructions without questioning 

him because they are taught that God works through the person of Amir, so obedience to the 

Amir is obedience to God.133 This ideological believes makes the Taliban different from other 

militia groups in the country and keep the group internally cohesive while preventing the 

fighters from pursuing personal interests and stepping on the group’s ideals for gaining position 

and acquiring wealth. This ideology places the Amir in the center of everything around whom 

thousands of fighters revolve and never disobey what seniors say. The Amir gives moral, 

religious and political statements, oversees the activities of the different sections of the 

organization and make the appointments.134  

 

In addition to the ideology and leadership, other organizing principles and practices of Taliban 

are also radically different from other militia groups. Unlike governments and other militia 

groups, the military-civilian distinction is blurred within the Taliban. After regaining power in 

August last year, one could hardly ever see a Taliban member walking in Kabul streets without 

a gun. This is a principle among them that everyone should know how a gun works and must 

own one. There is no clear line between civil-military personnel. As such, rotation is a principle 

based on which civilians also serve in military fronts, which basically bluer the military-civil 

distinction.135 This principle blocks any attempts for having a permanent in-office comfortable 

job. Each member of the movement is a ready-fighter. Based on their guiding principles, the 

rotation also happens to be very short, which aims to force the members not to get used to an 

office job and forget the battlefield, or not to remain for too long in the battlefield to forget 

office works.136 This quick rotation aims to make a member ready for any kind of task all the 

time. These principles also create an imaginary direct link between the fighters on the ground 

with the Amir. Since the fighters obey all Amir’s instructions, the movement remain united, 

cohesive and effective than any other militia/armed group formed in Afghanistan.  

 

 
133 Michael Semple, “Rhetoric, ideology, and organizational structure of the Taliban movement,” USIP, 2014.  
134 DFAT. 
135 Semple. 
136 ibid.  
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Initially supported by Pakistan, the Taliban gained support from the regional countries in the 

second decade of the post-2001 era. At the same time, they diversified their sources of income 

to sustain the large number of men across the country and also to decrease their dependency on 

foreign countries’ support. Based on reports, drug money, illegal mining, extortion on highways 

and ports served as their sources of income. In recent years, they even collected electricity bills 

in some parts of the country, taxed supermarkets, telecom companies, development projects, 

and the private sector in exchange for allowing them to operate in their under-influence regions, 

according to multiple accounts and reports. The financial sustainability of the group rejoined 

with their internal cohesion made them one of the fiercest, most resilient and large militia group 

that Afghanistan never has seen in its history. They continued fighting for 20 years and finally 

collapsed the republican government in August 2021. 
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Men with guns in Afghanistan: from local policing to Lashkar, tribal forces, militias and to political parties 
(Table 5). 
Evolution 
 

Timeframe 
 

Name of forces  Purpose  Size and 
Strength 

Mode of 
operation 

Leadership  
 
 

Resources Areas  Foreign 
support 

1st phase  
 

1747-1960s 
 

Indigenous local 
structures: 

Arbakai, Chagha, 
Tshalwestai, etc. 

Guarding Only a dozen in each 
community – on 
rotational bases 

Defensive: 
guarding 
villages, 

properties, 
valleys, etc. 

Customary 
structures 

(Shuras, Jirgas) 

Supported by 
local 

communities 

Primarily in 
Pashtun 

communities 

No 

Tribal forces and 
Lashkars 

Attacking  100s to 1000s – 
mobilized 

occasionally 

Offensive: 
attacking others 
for power and 

land 

Kings, 
princelings 

Funded and 
armed by state, 

tribal 
powerholders 

Practiced 
primarily in 

Pashtun 
communities 

Sometimes, 
mostly 

indigenous 
mobilization 

2nd phase 1980-1990 Mujahideen groups 
(10 big groups) 

Overthrowing 
government, 

expelling Red 
Army 

1000s to tens of 
thousands – 

organized permanent 
fighters 

Guerrilla war – 
with 

hierarchical 
structures 

Tribal, religious 
leaders who 
founded the 

group 

Foreign states In whole 
Afghanistan 

Extensively by 
US, CGC, 

Pakistan, Iran. 

Pro-Government 
Militias 

Counter-
insurgency 

1000s to tens of 
thousands organized 

men 

Attack, defend Government Central state 
plus foreign 

states 

In vulnerable 
regions 

Extensively by 
USSR 

3rd phase 1992-2001 Mujahideen 
Militias 

(around 10 big 
groups) – changed 
to political parties 

Power and 
wealth 

Over 100.000 
permanent fighters 

Fight The party 
organization 

under the leader 

Foreign states, 
drug money, 

extortions, etc. 

In whole 
Afghanistan 

Pakistan, Saudi 
Arabia, Iran, 

CA, etc. 

4th phase  2001-2021 
 

Taliban Power, 
overthrow of 
government, 

expel of 
foreign troops 

Up to 70.000 
permanent fighters 

Guerrilla war The 
movement’s 
organization 

under the 
supreme leader 

Foreign states, 
drug money, 

illegal mining, 
extortion, 

electricity bills, 
taxes, etc. 

Started from 
south, expanded 

to east, north, 
west and the 

whole country 

Pakistan and 
some other 

regional 
countries 

US-NATO-
Government run 
militias (up to 10 

groups) 

Counter 
insurgency, 

guarding 
areas 

Accumulation of 
fighters up to 70.000 
men equipped with 

sophisticated 
weapons 

Defensive, 
offensive, 

search, 
guarding. 

US, CIA-
NATO Special 
Forces, Afghan 

Government 

US, CIA-NATO 
and Afghan 
government 

In vulnerable 
regions 

US-NATO 
Countries 

Table 5. Evolution of militias/non-state actors in Afghanistan from 1747 to 2021. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Militias’ Variation in Afghanistan: An Overview of the Structural, Operational 
and Contextual Differences Between Different Militia Groups in Different Regions of 

Afghanistan 

 

6.1. Historical Diversity 

The formation of militias in Afghanistan has a long and tumultuous history. For 

centuries, Afghan rulers have used hybrid models of military sector. Local police, territorial 

army, popular uprising forces, pro-government militias, and other titles have been used by 

militias in the previous two decades, frequently under the auspices of government ownership.137 

Afghan militias have historically had changing relationships (cooperation or opposition) with 

the state and the formal security sector. As a case in point, the Soviet-created militias of 1980s 

had shown to be rather effective in putting down insurgencies in some areas including Jalalabad, 

Faryab, Jawzjan and Helmand.138 However, after the demise of the Soviet Union in the early 

1990s, the gradual independence from central leadership in Kabul was a crucial element in the 

overthrow of Najibullah in 1992.139  

 

Following the fall of  Najibullah’s government, the army was de-modernized, with portions of 

the regular army across the country progressively taking on the characteristics of militias, 

similar to other armed forces in the country.140 Later, the Taliban regime of 1996 centralized the 

means of violence to some extent, notably through a successful disarmament program, a move 

that was later overturned by the regime change, further fragmenting the political-military 

environment.141 The foreign military intervention in 2001 to oust the Taliban’s rule, the 

inadequacies in the Bonn Agreement, and state-building failures spurred the insurgency, which 

grew stronger and spread geographically over time.142 Although there were sporadic attempts at 

disarmament in the North and less so in the South as the insurgency grew, the US military 

 
137 Thomas Gibbons-Neff and Najim Rahimm, “Back to Militias, the Chaotic Afghan Way of War,” The New 
York Times, 2021. 
138 Adam Baczko, “The Militia System in Kunduz,” Noria Research, 2016. 
139 ibid. A comprehensive table introducing the militias during 1980s has been provided in the previous chapter. 
140 Antonio Giustozzi, “Decoding the New Taliban: Insights from the Afghan Field,” New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2009. 
141 Jonathan Goodhand and Aziz Hakimi, “Counterinsurgency, Local Militias, and State Building in 
Afghanistan,” United States Institute of Peace (USIP). 
142 ibid. 
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mission began arming Pashtun opponents of the Taliban in the South as the insurgency grew.143 

Since then, foreign powers continued to back and pay local power brokers to form new militias 

and deployed private security firms.  

 

Although the US also funded disarmament campaigns in Afghanistan like the Disarmament, 

Demobilization, and Reintegration (DDR) program, these projects which attempted at 

centralizing the means of coercion and establishing effective policing were a threat to the 

interests of influential Afghan warlords.144 Therefore, since 2001, different militia groups have 

been operating in and controlling different provinces and districts of Afghanistan. General 

Stanley McChrystal, ex-commander of the US forces in Afghanistan, had undertaken a 

comprehensive interagency review of such operations in 2009. According to this review, 

militias had strengthened their control of land in most sections of rural Afghanistan, particularly 

Pashtun districts in the south, west, and east, according to the report.145  

 

6.2. Structural, Contextual, and Ethnic Variations 

Outposts for the militias are occasionally half-dug trenches or hollowed-out houses. 

They are inhabited by a scruffy gang dressed in a rainbow of varied uniforms, civilian apparel, 

and sparkly leather bandoleers. Occasionally, the buzz of fighters testing and learning their 

weapons may be heard.146 Militia groups have been controlling their respective districts with 

regards to their specific contextual, operational, and structural peculiarities. For instance, in 

Northern Afghanistan, strongmen and former Jihadists have been the prominent militia leaders 

who have had influence over the entire zone. One such example is General Atta Mohammad 

Noor, former Governor of Balkh, who has been a prominent Jihadist figure and a leading 

member of the Northern Alliance, a military alliance that operated between late 1996 to 2001 

to fight off the former Taliban rule in Afghanistan.147  

 

Some northern militias, of the Uzbek ethnicity, are also loyal to Marshal Abdurrashid Dostum, 

 
143 Ibid. 
144 Antonio Giustozzi and Mohammad Isaqzadeh, “Policing Afghanistan,” New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2013. 
145 Goodhand and Hakimi, supra note 4. 
146 Gibbson-Neff and Rahim, supra note 1. 
147 Lara Cesaretti, “Afghanistan’s Militias: The Enemy Within?, The Diplomat, 2017. 
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an infamous Uzbek warlord. Such groups are based in northern Balkh and have been armed 

with modern machine guns from Chinese companies. They have dug fox holes and slit trenches 

to strengthen their front lines.148 The dust-covered walls appear to be bracing for a mechanized 

army's frontal attack.149 The militia front line in Nahr-e Shahi, a district bordering Balkh’s 

northern reaches, also contains Afghan Hazara militia men who fought alongside Iran’s 

Fatemiyoun battalions in Iraq and Syria.  

 

In the 1980s, other warriors and leaders battled the Soviets, and in the 1990s, the Taliban. 

Following the US invasion in 2001, some militia members joined the old government security 

forces and were mustered out, only to subsequently find themselves with firearms in their hands 

again, a seemingly endless cycle in Afghanistan.150 Militias of the Northern provinces are 

mostly spontaneous pro-government or independent alliances, forming in the time of an armed 

conflict with the opposition insurgents. During the recent attacks of the Taliban forces aimed at 

taking over Afghanistan, militias had built a loose defense belt around Balkh province and other 

locations across the north, bolstering former government soldiers that had not left or 

surrendered.151  

 

By contrast, the South and other Pashtun-dwelling areas have largely been controlled by the 

neo-Taliban and Islamic radicalists, as an opposition to the former Afghan government. In these 

areas, the militias have established their rule by the help of their ethnic bases.152 In 2009, the 

new military strategy of the US and Afghan forces facilitated the thriving of militias in the 

South. The plan called for special operation forces from the United States and Afghanistan to 

be deployed to villages in order to fight insurgents.  

 

The forces would concentrate on three goals: enhancing informal administration through village 

Shuras, forming or co-opting local defense groups, and advancing development. The militia had 

to have less than 300 members, be defensive, report to village Jirgas, and be tightly watched by 

 
148 Gibbson-Neff and Rahim, supra note 1. 
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the Afghan government and NATO.153 The deployment of the special forces to villages thus 

paved the way for the flourishing of new militia groups, as no formal role was yet envisaged 

for the Ministry of Interior (MoI) and the forces had to work with local Shuras.154  

  

  *A Comparison of Northern and Southern Militias 

(Table 6). 

Zone Basis of    

Formation 

Structure Ethnic  

Configuration 

Foreign 

Supporters 

 
North 

(Balkh, Takhar, 
Jawzjan, Sar-e Pol, 
Faryab, Kunduz, 

Baghkan, 
Samangan, 

Badakhshan) 

Ethnic Loyalties, 
Jihadist Ideology, 
or in some cases 
they are formed 

based on the 
government’s plan 

(for state-
authorized militias 

only) 

 
 
    Self-deployed 

or State-Led (for 
state-authorized 

militias only) 
 

 
 

Tajiks, Uzbeks, and 
some Turkmens 

 
 

China, Tajikistan, 
Iran, France 

 
 

 
          South 
(Zabul, Kandahar, 
Helmand, Nimroz, 
Farah, Daykundi, 
Oruzgan, Paktia) 

 
Tribalism, 
or in some cases 
they are formed 
based on the 
government’s plan 
(for state-
authorized militias 
only) 

 
Formed by tribal 
Shuras, or 
State-Led (for 
state-authorized 
militias only) 

 
Majorly Pashtuns 
with some Tajiks 

 
 
Primarily Pakistan 

Table 6. Comparison of northern and southern militias/non-state actors. 

 
6.3. Case Study I: Militias in the North 

 

Northern provinces of Afghanistan have historically been fruitful grounds for militias. 

For instance, Kunduz Province in northern Afghanistan had been plagued by militias for years, 

despite being one of the country's more secure regions. Insurgent organizations had entered and 
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overrun substantial portions of the province since 2008, prompting the development of militias 

in part as a local response to a dramatic decrease in security. The province is ethnically varied, 

with Pashtuns, Tajiks, Hazaras, and Uzbeks living together.155 Political parties promoted ethnic 

identities in the 1980s, particularly in the 1990s, even if political affiliations were complex at 

the time.156 As a result, the majority of Uzbeks belonged to Hezb-i Islami (rather than to 

Jumbesh-i Milli, as is often the case in the rest of the country.) Jamiat-i Islami, which is mostly 

made up of Tajiks in Afghanistan, lured Pashtuns and Uzbeks to its ranks in Kunduz.  

 

Second, the province is divided by several political fault lines, including the split within Jamiat-

i Islami between Ahmed Shad Massoud's (Badakhshan, Takhar, Panjshir) networks and those 

linked to Ata Mohammad Noor in Mazar-i Sharif; and, at the end of the 1990s, between the 

Taliban and Commander Massoud. Furthermore, Kunduz was one of the primary places with a 

substantial foreign Jihadi presence at the time, particularly through the Uzbek Islamic 

Movement and Pakistanis evacuated by Islamabad in 2001 as part of a deal with Washington.157  

 

In Balkh province, usually hidden power brokers and warlords were enticing disadvantaged 

people into militias, often under false pretenses, out of a growing desperation to hold territory 

around highways in the country's north, backed by prior Afghan governments and the national 

police force.158 These crucial arteries, which are the only method of road transit between 

regions, have progressively become the front line for an emboldened Taliban insurgency (when 

Taliban were anti-governmental forces) in recent years. To defend them, local officials in Balkh 

Province stationed untrained Afghans at highway checkpoints, who were given little more than 

a gun and the promise of a wage if they survived. Others have been offered construction 

contracts only to find that there was no repair work to be done when they arrived.159  

 

Badakhshan is the home province of Burhanuddin Rabbani, the late Afghan president 

and founder of Jamiat-e-Islami. The province has been the prominent headquarter of Jamiat-e 
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156 Anna Larson, “Political Parties in Afghanistan,” USIP, 2015. 
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Islami party, and Rabbani's family and associates have had the support of the majority of the 

former province government's top officials. Jamiat is Afghanistan's oldest Muslim political 

party, having begun as a student political group at Kabul University. The Tajiks in northern and 

western Afghanistan make up the majority of the party. It is founded on Islamic law and has a 

communitarian ideology. Jamiat-e Islami was one of the most powerful Afghan Mujahedeen 

factions during the Soviet–Afghan War and the subsequent Afghan Civil War against the 

communist regime.160 Gulbuddin Hekmatyar was also one of Rabbani’s followers, until he split 

from Jamiat in 1976 to found his own party, Hizb-e Islami.161 

 

Badakhshan, fraught with social and economic issues, was one of the few that the Taliban forces 

never managed to control.162 Militias of Badakhshan have mainly been working for Jamiat 

party. The recruitment of forces has been on people’s own will and there has been no guideline 

as to how many years the forces should serve in Jamiat.163 The Jamiat party has received aid 

from foreign powers including Tajikistan and Iran and continued its operations till August 

2021.164  

 

Despite the fact that the UN-backed DDR program purportedly disbanded all paramilitary 

formations in the Northeast, local leaders appear to have always had plenty of heavy and light 

armament at their disposal to enforce their will. In Jawzjan Province, even women have formed 

militias.165 As stated above, in Kunduz province, militias formed based on ethnic identities. 

These militias have recruited and implemented ethnic polarizing methods with the help of 

Western troops schooled in a (historically inaccurate) view of Afghanistan as a tribal and ethnic 

mosaic without a state.166  

            

While different military groups continued to form around ethnic basis, since 2010, Northern 

militias had been operating in the form of Afghan Local Police (ALP) under the auspices of the 
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former Afghan government. From August 2010 onwards, the ALP was established around the 

country in an attempt to mobilize local populations to defend themselves against the Taliban, 

particularly in places where the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) were weak.167  

 

ALP forces were also being sent to other provinces from the North. Since 2001, when American 

intelligence operatives arrived in northern Afghanistan to train local militias to fight the 

Taliban, the US presence has been linked to an increase in the number of irregular or semi-

regular forces backed by American sponsors. However, none have come close to the ALP's size, 

which has about 29,000 soldiers deployed in 29 of the 34 provinces. The ALP was a broader 

effort of the US and the former Afghan government to correct strategic problems in the war 

against the Taliban. Its predecessors were created to meet short-term tactical requirements, such 

as assisting counter-terrorism teams in border regions.168  

 

The strongest militias under ALP had been operating in Takhar province. Takhar has also been 

frequently mentioned by human rights campaigners when asked where the worst militias are 

situated. The reasons stated are the force's ongoing influence in the hands of local strongmen, 

as well as Afghan Local Police units' involvement in crime, particularly drug smuggling and 

population abuses.169 Northeastern Afghanistan, another area of ALP’s involvement, 

encompassing Badakhshan province, have oddly been regarded as one of the safest areas in a 

country plagued by instability, particularly in the south and east.170  

 

In general, according to the degree of political fragmentation and ethnic homogeneity involved, 

three militia models can be distinguished in the North. While militias based on a community-

based model (i.e. the district's ethnic homogeneity) generally succeeded in their operations, 

models of ethnic polarization (e.g. ethnic heterogeneity, or a militia recruiting among the ranks 

of a minority) and anarchy (e.g. a slew of uncoordinated militias, a slew of patronage and ethnic 

networks) exacerbated ethnic conflicts and, in a major proportion of Afghan militias were 

recruited using the logics of these latter two models, explaining the insurgency's development 
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following the Western withdrawal, aside from an increase in local disputes.171  

 

Currently, the most prominent active militia of the North is the National Resistance Front 

(NRF). The NRF is a military alliance formed after the Taliban’s takeover in 2021 by former 

Northern Alliance172 members and other anti-Taliban fighters who remain loyal to the Islamic 

Republic of Afghanistan. It is led by Afghan politician and military leader Ahmad Massoud.173 

The alliance is the country's only organized opposition to the Taliban's administration, and it is 

rumored to be organizing an anti-Taliban guerilla war.174 The recruitment of forces is based on 

people’s own will. However, NRF officials publicly declare resistance against the Taliban’s 

rule in Afghanistan and solicit people’s participation in the movement.175  

 

In the current political context, it is feared that Afghanistan might once again experience the 

apocalyptic era of the 1990s when several armed groups were fighting each other for power. 

The main reason behind this hypothesis is the Taliban’s exclusionary policy as their government 

is exhaustedly comprised of their own men. The dissatisfaction of non-Taliban combined with 

the social injustice towards others, including women, could encourage more resistance against 

the Taliban throughout the country. Already several anti-Taliban resistance groups have 

emerged. These developments have impacted the perception of Afghans about the country’s 

future security. Based on the IWPS’s nationwide survey on the future of militia groups, a large 

percentage of Afghans believes militia groups will continue to operate, unless positive political 

developments such as elections and formation of a representative government takes place. More 

than one-third of the respondents (35%) said militarization will increase, while one-fourth 

(26%) said it will continue as in the past, and only 21% believe militia groups’ activities will 

decrease. 

(Figure 5). 
 
 

 
171 ibid. 
172 The Northern Alliance was a military alliance of groups formed as a response to the Taliban’s takeover of 
Kabul in 1996, and operated between late 1996 to 2001. 
173 Emma Graham-Harrison, “Panjshir Stands Strong’: Afghanistan’s Last Holdout against the Taliban,” The 
Guardian, 2021. 
174 ibid. 
175 ibid. 

 
 
Figure 5. Afghans views about the future of militarization in the country. 
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A brief overview of the Northern militias, their recruitment, period of duty, and zones 

has been provided below.  

 

Northern Militias:176  

(Table 7). 
Name of 
Militia 
Group 

 

Provinces Recruitment 
of 

Forces 

Period of 
Duty 

Additional 
Public 

Services 

Revenue Leadership 

 
 

Hizb-e 
Wahdat 

Sar-e-pol, 
Jawzjan, 
Faryab, 
Takhar 

Voluntary 
(On ethnic 

Basis) 

Optional Channeling 
lawsuits, 

Facilitating 
and 

financing  
education, 
Publishing 

journals 

Funding by 
businessmen, 

plus some 
financial 

support from 
Iran and 
Pakistan 

By ethnic 
and 

religious 
leaders 

 
 

Hizb-e    
Jamiat 

Jawzjan, 
Balkh, 
Faryab, 

Samangan 

Voluntary 
(On ethnic 

Basis) 

Optional Facilitating 
and 

financing  
education 

Funding by 
businessmen 
and foreign 
countries 

(Tajikistan, 
Pakistan, Iran 
and France) 

By Jihadi 
leaders and 

former 
military 
officers 

Afghan 
Local 
Police 
(ALP) 

Takhar, 
Badakhshan, 

Jawzjan 

Based on the 
government’s 
recruitment 

pattern 

Based on the 
government’s 

need 

Channeling 
local feuds 

United States Former 
Afghan 

government 
and the US 

 
National 

Resistance 

Panjshir, 
Baghlan, 
Parwan, 

 
Voluntary 

( solicited by 

 
Optional 

 
N/A 

 
Tajikistan, 

Iran 

 
Ahmad 

 
176 The material for this table are gathered through a comprehensive survey conducted among members of the 
mentioned militia groups. (Conducted between February-March 2022). 
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Front 
(NRF) 

Wardak, 
Daykundi, 
Samangan 

advertisement) Massoud 

Table 7. characteristics of northern militias/non-state actors. 

 

6.4. Case Study II: Militias in the South 

In Southern Afghanistan militias have had several sources of power. While most actors 

in Southern province of Kandahar refer to themselves as tribal leaders, few significant 

Kandahari figures derive their power from this position. Gun control, money control, and 

foreign support control have all become more crucial sources of power. Influential Kandahari 

figures however try to keep their grip on the tribal system by organizing their networks, militias, 

and cartels along tribal lines.177  

 

In Kandahar, a powerful new order has formed in the place of tribal or mujahedeen leadership, 

organized around a small number of personal networks, most of which are interwoven with 

their own hierarchy of reliance. Arms, business interests, control over government institutions, 

and the capacity to manipulate patronage are all factors that contribute to the strength of these 

networks.178 Kandahar has long been a crucial location for the Quetta Shura Taliban and the 

Karzai family, and it was at the center of ISAF's counterinsurgency campaign in 2010.179 

Ahmed Wali Karzai had progressively constructed a powerful empire in Kandahar with the help 

of foreign donors and by bringing the province's important commercial, military, and 

contracting networks under his control since 2001. Hamid, Mahmoud, Qayum, and Ahmed 

Wali, the Karzai family's most powerful members, had amassed enormous power in several 

fields, bolstering the family's overall power in the province.180  

 

Also in Farah, Taliban were the prominent anti-state militia since 2001. After 2001, the Taliban 

were never completely vanquished, and armed factions still existed in many places of 

Afghanistan until they took power. This included Farah province, where the Taliban remained 

 
177 Carl Forsberg, “Politics and Power in Kandahar, Institute for the Study of War (ISW),” 2010. 
178 ibid. 
179 ibid. 
180 ibid. 
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active as anti-government militias, particularly in the Bala Boluk district's Shiwan hamlet.181  

 

Shiwan is largely populated by ethnic Pashtuns from the Alizai tribe, also known as Naqelin, 

or Pashtuns who have migrated from their ancestral homeland. Many of them are Alizais who 

were forcibly relocated from Musa Qala area in Helmand by the Afghan monarchy over a 

century ago. This explains the Taliban's close ties to the movement's strongholds in Helmand, 

where they previously battled against the government in Farah.182 Farah has also had a history 

of uprisings. The region of Bala Boluk was one of the first in the country to rise up against the 

Soviet occupation, which began in late 1979.183  

 

The Sharafat Koh Front ("mountain of honour" front) arose, named after a landmark in the 

district where it operated. Lwar Koh, or High Mountain, is a mountain range that runs between 

Kandahar and Herat and cuts through the Ring Road. For the Soviets and later the Americans, 

the area's harsh topography made it impossible to control.184 Even more dangerous militias used 

to operate in Zabul province. Throughout the reign of the Republic, in the “volatile south”, 

Zabul was considered a Taliban and militia stronghold. The former Afghan government had a 

small presence in the province, limited to the citadel at Qalat and a few military outposts in the 

southern districts. ISKP members and Al Qaeda agents were reportedly engaged in various 

regions of the province.185  

 

The Kharoti clan, a large Ghilzai Pashtun tribe, has been a powerful militia organization in 

Zabul. They however have generally refused to work with anti-coalition militias or take part in 

their actions. Gulbuddin Hekmatyar and Harakat, both of Hezb-e Islami Gulbuddin, are notable 

members of the Kharoti clan.186 Gulbuddin Hekmatyar has been a notorious ex-warlord and 

militia leader of the South. He leads the Hizb-e Islami Hekmatyar or Hizb-e Islami Gulbuddin 

(HIG). HIG is an Afghan political party and former militia led by Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, which 

 
181 Thomas Ruttig, “Why Farah? A Short History of the Local Insurgency (III),” Afghanistan Analysts Network 
(AAN), 2018. 
182 ibid. 
183 The material for this part are gathered through a comprehensive survey conducted among members of the 
mentioned militia groups. (Conducted between February-March 2022). 
184 ibid. 
185 European Union Agency for Asylum, Kabul, 2020. 
186 US State Department Gardez Provincial Reconstruction Team Political Officer Reporting, 2004. 
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was created in 1975 as Hezb-e-Islami. Mulavi Younas Khalis, the co-founder of this party, 

broke away from Hekmatyar in 1979 and formed his own group, Hezb-i Islami Khalis; the 

surviving Hezb-e Islami, still led by Hekmatyar, became known as Hezb-e Islami Gulbuddin. 

Hezbi Islami’s aim is, as stated by the leadership, to be like the Muslim Brotherhood, replacing 

Afghanistan's different tribal divisions with a single undivided Islamic state. This puts them at 

conflict with the Taliban, who are more focused on tribes.187 

 

Along with the tribal and ethnic militias, there were also pro-government militias in the South 

which were backed by the US and the international community. As a case in point, in 2006, the 

Afghan National Auxiliary Police (ANAP) program was established as a temporary bridging 

measure to deal with the delayed and inefficient process of building Afghan National Security 

Forces. The ANAP was a short-lived program that was shut down in 2008 after charges that it 

was a divisive militia made up of drug addicts and criminals. It was deployed in Helmand, 

Kandahar, Farah, Uruzghan, Ghazni, and Zabul.188 The ANAP's goal was to aid the Afghan 

National Army (ANA), Afghan National Police (ANP), and the National Directorate of Security 

(NDS) by providing an auxiliary police element capable of performing community policing at 

the local level.  

 

The ANAP was originally implemented in Afghanistan's Zabul Province in the south.189 With 

poorly defined rules of engagement, inadequate vetting and training, and high levels of rebel 

infiltration, desertion, and corruption, the program was rushed into existence.190 The militias 

were given an AK-47 assault rifle, clothing that were only distinguished from normal police 

uniforms by a "distinctive patch," and salary that was similar to that of an Afghan National 

Police patrol officer.191  

 

Also in 2001, the US-led coalition had hired some Pashtun militias such as the Afghan Guard 

Forces (AGF), Afghan Security Guards (ASG), and Afghan Security Forces (ASF) to fight off 

 
187 Seth Jones, “The Rise of Afghanistan’s Insurgency: State Failure and Jihad,” International Security, 2008. 
188 Andrew Wilder, “Cops or Robbers? The Struggle to Reform the Afghan National Police,” Afghanistan 
Research and Evaluation Unit, 2008. 
189 ibid. 
190 ibid. 
191 ibid. 
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the insurgency in Southern Afghanistan. Later in 2004, the US announced that as a temporary 

solution to deal with insurgencies in the south and east, the US would recruit up to 2,000 

soldiers. Until the Afghan National Army (ANA) was ready to take over, these militias would 

be deployed.192 

 

Currently, under the Islamic Emirate’s rule, the only active factions in the South are pro-Taliban 

groups (special forces) affiliated with Haqqani Network.193 These include Badri 313 Battalion 

which also comprises of suicide bombers, the Red Unit, Yarmouk 60 Special Forces Battalion, 

Victorious Force Unit, and Panipat.194 Pro-Taliban forces operate in Paktia, Kandahar, and 

Helmand. 

 

*Powerful Forces of the South 

(Table 8). 
    Province          Clan  Militia Name (If 

Applicable) 
  Leadership Source of Power 

   Kandahar        Karzai          N/A Ahmad Wali Karzai Gun and money 
control 

   Zabul       Kharoti Hizb-e Islami Hekmatyar Gulbuddin 
Hekmatyar 

Jihadism 

    
    Kandahar 

 
Haqqani  

Quetta Shura’s Taliban Mullah Mohammad 
Omar 

   Deobandi Islamic 
Ideology 

   Helmand        Haqqani Quetta Shura’s Taliban Mullah Mohammad 
Omar 

Deobandi Islamic 
Ideology 

    Paktia        Haqqani Quetta Shura’s Taliban Mullah Mohammad 
Omar 

Deobandi Islamic 
Ideology 

Table 8. Powerful forces of the south. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
192 See Human Rights Watch,“Just Don’t Call It a Militia” Impunity, Militias, and the “Afghan Local Police,” 
2011. 
193 Ron Synovitz, “Who is Who in the Taliban: The Men Who Run the Extremist Group and How They 
Operate,” Gandhara, 2021. 
194 ibid. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Militia’s Role in the Afghan Peace Process 
 
7.1. An Overview of the Peace Process 

The Afghan peace process included initiatives and conversations aimed at ending the 

conflict in Afghanistan, which began in 2001 and ended in 2021 when the Islamic Republic of 

Afghanistan fell. During Obama's presidency, the first attempts to start peace talks between the 

Taliban and the former Afghan government to bring peace to Afghanistan came to the fore. 

Despite this, the efforts between 2011 and 2013 were unsuccessful. President Hamid Karzai 

cancelled discussions scheduled for June 2013 in Doha, Qatar's capital, after the Taliban hung 

the "Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan" sign and the so-called flag at the office where the talks 

were to take place. A month later, the office was closed, and peace talks were put on hold for a 

long time. Three years later, a meeting with the participation of the United States and China, 

led by Pakistan, was conducted, but the Taliban-Kabul peace meeting in 2016 was also 

unsuccessful.195  

 

As discussed above, although there had been sporadic efforts since the war began, talks and the 

peace movement accelerated in 2018 amid talks between the Taliban, the main insurgent group 

fighting against the then-Afghan government and American troops, and the US, which 

maintained a presence in the country to support the Afghan government with thousands of 

troops.196 The process began in Kabul in early 2018 with the Taliban being handed a peace 

proposal devised by the US and the former Afghan government.197 During the Eid al-Fitr 

celebrations in June 2018, former Afghan president Ghani and the Taliban agreed to a mutual 

ceasefire in response to the peace offer. Taliban members rushed to Kabul during the Eid 

ceasefire, where they met and interacted with residents and state security forces. Despite calls 

from civilians for the ceasefire to be extended, the Taliban refused and resumed fighting once 

the ceasefire ended on June 18.198 American officials secretly met members of the Taliban's 

 
195 See Seren Merve, “A Critical Stage in Afghan Peace Process,” AA, 2021. 
196 ibid. 
197 ibid. 
198 Reuters, “Taliban’s Surprise Eid Ceasefire Is Unprecedented,” 2018. 
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political commission in Qatar in July 2018.199 In September 2018, Trump named Zalmay 

Khalilzad as special adviser on Afghanistan in the US State Department, with the declared 

purpose of promoting an intra-Afghan political settlement process. In October 2018, Khalilzad 

led more talks between the US and the Taliban in Qatar. In November 2018, Russia sponsored 

a separate peace meeting between the Taliban and members of Afghanistan's High Peace 

Council (HPC). The discussions in Qatar continued in December 2018, despite the Taliban's 

refusal to invite the Afghan government, which they regard as a US puppet government.200 

 

Finally, on February 29, 2020, the US and the Taliban signed a second peace deal, which called 

for the withdrawal of American soldiers from Afghanistan within 14 months if the Taliban 

adhered to the conditions of the pact.201 Following the US-Taliban agreement, insurgent attacks 

against former Afghan security troops increased dramatically. Peace talks between leaders from 

the former Afghan state and the Taliban began in Doha, Qatar, in September 2020, but civilian 

casualties increased after that. Nearly 800 Afghan civilians were murdered and over 1,600 

others were injured as a result of the strikes in May and June 2021, the highest number for the 

two months since the UN began routinely monitoring Afghan casualties in 2009.202 In July 

2021, Taliban began organized attacks on different cities of Afghanistan aimed at taking over 

the entire country. Finally, on 15 August, they took over the capital, Kabul, and seized the 

Afghan seat of power. Following the Taliban's takeover of Kabul in August 2021, the former 

Afghan government initiated negotiations with the Taliban, which concluded in the 

government's unconditional capitulation. The Taliban had asked for a peaceful transition of 

power, and the former government had stated that it will comply. Nevertheless, the former 

government officials had asked for power to be passed to a transitional government, whilst the 

Taliban wanted complete power transfer.203 

 

 
199 Taimoor Shah and Rod Nordland, “U.S. Diplomats Held Face to Face Talks with Taliban, Insurgents Say,” 
New York Times, 2019. 
200 Andrew Higgins and Mujib Mashal, “In Moscow Afghan Peace Talks Without the Afghan Government,” The 
New York Times, 2019. 
201 Abdul Basit, “The US-Taliban Deal and Expected US Exit from Afghanistan: Impact on South Asian Militant 
Landscape,” Counter Terrorist Trends and Analyses, 2020. 
202 ibid. 
203 Helen Sullivan, “Afghani President Ashraf Ghani Flees Country as Capital Falls to Insurgents – As It 
Happened,” The Guardian, 2021. 
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7.2. Peace Process’ Internal Stakeholders 
 
7.2.1. The Afghan People 

Afghan people have been represented in the peace process through their ethno-religious 

leaders and representatives. Diverse Afghan factions were supposed to work out a political deal 

that would balance power between diverse ethnic groups, religious perspectives, and economic 

and social outlooks that cut over the rural-urban split.204 However, whether all different ethnic 

and gender groups are properly represented in the process is debatable. In particular, the 

presence of Afghan women in the peace process has been subject of continuous criticism.  As 

the peace process gained traction following US-Taliban discussions in 2018, Afghan women's 

engagement became increasingly significant. Women's participation in the intra-Afghan 

conversation was considered as a method to avoid putting women's rights and safety at risk in 

the sake of peace. Their involvement, however, was usually considered as just symbolic. Their 

authority was also viewed as fictitious since they lacked political support and had limited 

decision-making and enforcement capacity.205  

 

In addition, the tension between ethnic leaders and politicians were also criticized as the factors 

driving the peace process to the brink of impasse. The High Council for National Reconciliation 

(HCNR) had full ability to decide on the promotion and management of peace, according to the 

political agreement between the President and the chief of the HCNR. Despite the fact that the 

United States, the European Union, and the Afghan people welcomed the formation of the 

leadership committee, ethnic and religious forces played a significant part in its 

postponement.206 In order to develop and build internal, regional, and international consensus, 

the High Council for National Reconciliation required to overcome team disagreements and 

tensions, power divisions, and internal disputes.207  

 

On 29 March 2020, Ghani announced the list of 21-member committee for the peace 

negotiations. The committee was supposed to be led by Massoum Stanikzai, the former Director 

 
204 United States Institute of Peace, “Afghanistan Peace Process,” 2021. 
205 See Maryam Jami, “Decisive Compromise with Women Behind the Doors: The Flawed Process of the 
Afghan Peace Negotiations,” UN Women, 2020. 
206 Farzad Ramezani Bonesh, “How the Ethnic Religious Factors Affect the Process of Intra-Afghan Dialogue,” 
Central Asian Bureau for Analytical Reporting, 2021.  
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of the National Directorate of Security (NDS).208 The team also included Batur Dostum, son of 

Abdul Rashid Dostum who is a famous former warlord, ethnic leader, and militia of Northern 

Afghanistan, and Khalid Noor, son of Atta Mohammad Noor, a famous former warlord, ethnic 

leader, and militia of Northern Afghanistan.209 Four female members of the committee were 

also influential women who have been popular among Afghan women and women’s rights 

activists. Those members included Habiba Sarabi, the second Women’s Affairs Minister of 

Afghanistan and former governor of Bamyan province; Fawzia Koofi, former member of 

parliament and the leader of Movement of Change for Afghanistan; Fatima Gailani, political 

leader and former president of the Afghan Red Crescent Society; and Sharifa Zurmati, former 

member of the Independent Election Commission.210 Logar, Laghman, Takhar, Badakhshan, 

Parwan, Ghazni, Paktika, Panjsher, Herat, Kapisa, Jawzjan, Kandahar, Bamyan, Nangarhar, 

Uruzgan, Paktia, and Helmand provinces each had one negotiator. The squad consisted of two 

individuals from each of the provinces of Balkh and Kabul.211 That being said, the committee 

lacked a representative from rural women.212 The committee also included figures from political 

parties including Abdul Matin Baig, son of Abdul Mutalib Baig who was a Jamiat-e Islami 

commander; Abdul Hafeez Mansour, member of Jamiat-i Islami party; Mohammad Rasoul 

Talib, member of Wahdat-i- Islami Party; Ghirat Baheer, member of Hizb-e Islami Afghanistan; 

and Maulavi Attaullah Lodin, a former member of Hizb-e Islami Afghanistan.213 That being 

said, Taliban officials rejected the proposed committee of Afghans for negotiations stating that 

the team was not inclusive enough.214  

 

7.2.2. The Taliban 

Taliban were also represented in the process by their leaders, officials, and delegates. 

Almost every member of the Taliban peace negotiation team had studied in private madrasas 

and came from one of the country's 14 provinces, notably Paktia and Kandahar.215 Their team 

was presided by Abdul Hakeem Haqqani who formerly served as the head of Taliban’s supreme 

 
208 South China Morning Post, “Taliban Rejects Afghan Negotiation Team in Long-Awaited Talks,” 2020. 
209 ibid. 
210 Pajhwok Afghan News, “Biographies of Intra-Afghan Peace Talks Negotiators,” 2020.  
211 Ibid. 
212 See Jami, supra note 157. 
213 Pajhwok Afghan News, supra note 162. 
214 South China Morning Post, supra note 160. 
215 Pajhwok Afghan News, supra note 162. 
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court.216 The team also included Abbas Stanikzai who had served as deputy minister for foreign 

and public health ministries during the first Taliban regime, Maulavi Shahabuddin Dilawar who 

was Afghanistan’s consul general in Peshawar, then ambassador to Islamabad and Saudi Arabia 

during the first Taliban era, Mullah Abdul Latif Mansour who was the minister of agriculture 

during the first Taliban rule, Suhail Shaheen who served as spokesperson of the Taliban Qatar 

office until recently, Anas Haqqani who is the son of Jalaluddin Haqqani, the notorious Jihadi 

leader who formed the Haqqani Network, and Amir Khan Muttaqi who had served as minister 

of culture and information and education during the Taliban regime.217  

 

 It is worth mentioning that the Taliban are also divided between themselves. Their demands 

from the peace process were united, yet their hopes for a government in Afghanistan got divided 

down the road. In fact, after the death of Taliban founder Mullah Mohammad Omar in 2013, 

factionalism began to grow between the Taliban's Quetta Shura governing council and insurgent 

commanders further east. As a result, Taliban factions across Afghanistan and Pakistan have 

realigned, particularly between hard-line groups like the Haqqani network, who wanted to 

expand violence, and more moderate Taliban commanders who wanted to negotiate with Kabul 

and Islamabad.218 Currently, the Afghan Taliban are divided into two major networks, Haqqanis 

and Durranis, who disagree over the structure of their rule and power-sharing in Afghanistan.  

 

At first the Taliban did not consent to negotiate with the former Afghan government, stating 

that the government was a puppet of the US. Then, in 2018, things changed as international 

actors started to lobby for the intra-Afghan peace talks. As a result, Taliban officials accepted 

Ghani’s proposal for a ceasefire.219  

Apart from the intra-Afghan dialogue, the US and the Taliban signed a separate peace accord 

in Doha, Qatar, on February 29, 2020, officially titled as the “Agreement for Bringing Peace to 

Afghanistan”, also known as the “Doha Agreement”.220 The agreement called for the removal 

of all American and NATO forces from Afghanistan, as well as a Taliban vow to prevent al-

 
216 ibid.  
217 ibid.  
218 Ron Synovitz, “Will the Taliban Stay United to Govern, Or Splinter into Regional Fiefdoms?, Gandhara, 
2021. 
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220 See Shereena Qazi, “Afghanistan’s Taliban, US Sign Agreement Aimed at Ending War,” Al-Jazeera, 2020. 
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Qaeda from functioning in regions controlled by the Taliban and talks between the Taliban and 

the Afghan government.221 

 
7.2.3. The Militias/Non-State Actors 

Militias/non-state actors had a relatively vital role in the Afghan peace process. Most of 

the government’s proposed team of 21 members for the negotiations were either former militias 

leaders, Jihadists, or their sons.  

 

In March 2021, Atta Mohammad Noor, a famous former militia leader, met with Zalmay 

Khalilzad in Kabul to plan for a participatory setup between the former government and 

political leaders to move forward the peace process.222 In a televised interview with Tolo News, 

Ata Mohammad Noor mentioned that he had several meetings with Khalilzad regarding the 

peace process and the ways to move forward the process in an effective manner.223 Noor has 

also been an influential figure in attracting foreign support for the peace talks. In May 2021, 

Noor met with the assistant to Iranian foreign minister and director-general of South Asia Sayed 

Rasoul Mousavi and adviser to Iranian Foreign Minister Mansour Shakib Mehr to discuss the 

peace process and its consequences.224 Noor also has friendly relations with India as he had 

saved the lives of Indian diplomats during a terrorist attack in 2016. He visited Delhi in October 

2020 and asked India to play a more proactive role in the Afghan peace negotiations.225 

 

Another famous former warlord, militia leader and former vice president of Afghansiatn, 

Marshal Abdul Rashid Dostum also took part in paving the way for an effective intra-Afghan 

reconciliation. In October 2020, he met with Indian External affairs minister S Jaishankar to 

discuss the Afghan peace process. After the meeting, Indian minister briefed their talks with 

Dostum in a tweet and stated that India was “fully committed to an Afghan-led, Afghan-owned 

and Afghan-controlled peace process”.226 In February 2021, he spoke for his supporters in an 

 
221 See BBC News, “US and Taliban Sign Deal to End 18-Year Afghan War,” 2020. 
222 TOLOnews, “Ata Mohammad Noor Discusses Afghan Peace,” 2021. 
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event, stating that all political leaders should set their disagreements aside for the sake of the 

country's interests and the peace process.227 Dostum claimed that he was in favour of the peace 

talks. If it does not succeed, he and his allies will undoubtedly defend the republican system.228 

In March 2021, he met with Khalilzad in Turkey to discuss the progress of the peace process.229 

Dostum was also a key participant of the Afghanistan meeting in Moscow which was held in 

March 2021.230 The Afghan delegation to Moscow comprised of Dr Abdullah Abdullah, 

chairman of the High Council for National Reconciliation (HCNR), his deputy Babur 

Frahmand, former president Hamed Karzai, members of the so-called Islamic Republic of 

Afghanistan (IRoA) negotiating team at the intra-Afghan talks in Doha, and a handful of former 

warlords and Mujahedin commanders.231 Also in 2020, another former warlord and militia 

leader Gulbuddin Hekmatyar visited Pakistani officials to further the Afghan peace process.232 

Hekmatyar met Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi at the Foreign Office shortly after 

his arrival in Islamabad. Qureshi said Pakistan aided the process that led to the start of intra-

Afghan talks in Doha, Qatar, and that it will continue to work to end Afghanistan's 20-year 

conflict.233 In September 2020, Hekmatyar announced his willingness to engage with the 

Taliban and create an alliance with them in Afghanistan.234 In December 2020, he gave speech 

at an event on the invasion of former soviet forces on Afghanistan, and stated that the peace 

process had to be as inclusive as possible, in order to become successful.235 In May 2021, 

Hekmatyar met with Ghani and Karzai to further elaborate on the peace process.236  

 

7.2.3.1. Militias as Spoilers: Causes, Conditions, Drivers 

As opposed to their recent efforts to shore up the Afghan peace process, militias also 

have a rich background of spoiling peace processes in Afghanistan. As such, in 1980s, former 

warlords and militia leaders had rejected Dr. Najibullah’s calls for a reconciliation process. 
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Mikhail Gorbachev was elected Secretary General of the Soviet Communist Party in 1985. 

Gorbachev pressed the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan's new president, Mohammad 

Najibullah, to provide a peace proposal. Najibullah demanded a six-month ceasefire between 

Mujahideen and government forces on January 15, 1987, and during that time he devised a 

number of suggestions aimed at "National Reconciliation".  

 

The National Reconciliation Policy aimed to reach an agreement with the mujahidin to 

terminate the conflict and lay the groundwork for a genuine political settlement. It merged 

traditional Afghan socio-political consultative and decision-making procedures with a 

realistic political strategy aimed at gaining internal and international support.237 At a mass 

gathering in Ghur Province in July 1987, the resistance responded to these demands. 

Mujahideen resistance commander Ismail Khan convened the gathering in Herat Province. 

The six-month ceasefire agreement came to an end after Najibullah's proposal was rejected.238 

 

Warlords also threatened the tentative peace process that Hamid Karzai had attempted to 

initiate in 2001. Abdul Rashid Dostum and Ismail Khan had threatened to quit the government 

if they were not given a larger share of power in the cabinet unveiled on December 5, 2001 as 

part of the Bonn power-sharing deal.239 However, respecting the interests of Dostum, Ismail 

Khan, and other warlords who believed that their contribution in defeating the Taliban should 

be reflected in their share of political authority was the only way to achieve peace in 

Afghanistan. Dostum and Ismail Khan could even opt to abandon the peace process and retreat 

to their own strongholds, maintaining private armies that would pose a threat to peace. This 

would be in obvious violation of the Bonn agreement, which specified that when the interim 

administration assumed control on December 22, 2001, all armed forces in the country would 

be under the direct direction of the temporary government.240  

 

Also, controversies of the warlords over power-sharing plans after a possible intra-Afghan 

reconciliation in 2021 had, to some extent, weakened the progress of the peace process. 

Several peace plans were circulating in Kabul, including one from the US and other proposals 

 
237 Anna Larson, “President Najibullah and the National Reconciliation Policy,” Conciliation Resources, 2018. 
238 See William Vogelsanf, “The Afghans,” Wiley, 2001. 
239 Institute for War and Peace Reporting, “Warlords Threaten Afghan Peace Process,” 2001. 
240 ibid. 
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from warlords like Hekmatyar and Dostum. Ghani had his own multiphase strategy as well. 

In terms of substance and depth, the visions were vastly different. But they all revealed that 

support for some type of transitional government in Kabul was growing, with many of Ghani's 

political adversaries looking for ways to gain greater influence in the process.241 In March 

2021, Zalmay Khalilzad, the United States' special envoy to Afghanistan, met with Afghan 

opposition leaders and warlords to discuss how to speed up the Afghan peace process. 

According to multiple accounts, Khalilzad was delivering a draft US proposal for post-peace 

Afghanistan. According to reports, the reigning Afghan warlords and elites will work together 

with the Taliban to build a transitional peace administration in Afghanistan. However, Afghan 

President Ashraf Ghani was enraged by the plan. Once again, he reaffirmed his opposition to 

any interim government solutions to the Afghan case.242 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
241 Susannah George, “A Ramped Up Push for Peace Is Splintering Afghanistan’s Already Fragile Government,” 
The Washington Post, 2021. 
242 Milad Naeimi, “Even After a Peace Agreement, Afghanistan’s Future Unclear,” The Diplomat, 2021. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

8.1. Risks Assessment 

Existence of militia groups in a country or in a particular region of a country constitute 

serious threats for an incumbent government. The risks, however, to a high extent depends on 

the nature of the militia groups; the groups’ power base, capabilities, source of ‘legitimacy’ and 

demands. The level of the risks also depends on whether the groups are anti-government militias 

or pro-government militias. It would sound weird to argue pro-government militias as agents 

would create problems for the state, the principal. However, it is true that armed groups outside 

the government structure are often problematic. The instance of militias under the command of 

Dostum during Najibullah’s government shows how a government-designed and government-

funded militia group would, under certain circumstances, turn against its principle. When pro-

government militia groups become too strong, which often tends to be the case, they are likely 

to follow an agenda of their own and thus will erode the government’s chain of command, will 

commit human rights violation and even will confront with its principal.243  

  

If pro-government militias in addition to counterinsurgency, deliver services to the public, they 

will blur the distinction line between state and non-state actors; thus, resulting in creation of a 

de-facto state within state. As big as the militia groups are, it is more likely that they control 

vast areas and have more tendency towards governance.244 The militias’ ability in offering 

services would attract support from the local people and thus will challenge the state’s authority 

in times of confrontations. Studies have found that in volatile areas, such as Afghanistan, 

militias are involved in corruption, extortion, illicit drug trafficking. In multi-ethnic countries, 

pro-government militias could cause immense problems if the necessary precautious measures 

are not taken during the design and hiring of such groups. When a militia is composed from 

only one religious or sectarian group, then there is the possibility that they would harm others. 

In such a scenario, the fault lines between different ethnic groups becomes wide. Government’s 

must consider these risks while designing a pro-government militia group.  

 

 
243 Adam Day, Vanda  Felbab-Brown, and Haddad, Fanar “Hybrid war, hybrid peace.” 
244 ibid. 
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The anti-government militia groups’ pathology shows that they are formed as a force against 

the state due to certain reasons i.e. dissatisfaction with the distribution of power and economy. 

Thus, in a broad sense, the existence of such militia groups can have two interpretations: either 

they want to collapse the state and take control of the military and political power, or they want 

to challenge the state to the extent that their demands are meet. In either cases, there is a 

confrontation between the two. Territorial integrity as one of the key elements of nation-state 

can be seriously challenged by strong militia groups. Lack of territorial integrity would 

challenge the state’s credibility and legitimacy. This constitute the most serious risks posed by 

militias against a government. Additionally, militias can stop the government’s functionality in 

their under-control areas. Peace is another process that can be hampered by militia groups if 

they are not heard.  

 
8.1.1. Militias Risks to Peace Process  

Theoretically speaking, both pro-government and anti-government militias have the 

potential, and under certain circumstances the will, to spoil peace process. While the former 

would act as a spoiler due to the fact that it would not be benefited enough in peacetime than 

the war time, the latter would spoil when its demands are not meet or when there are many 

groups and some of them are excluded from the process. However, most often the anti-

government militias are one side of peace negotiations and they instead of spoiling it, would 

likely to try bargaining during the negotiations to achieve their desirable outcome.  

  

Pro-government militias who are designed or hired for protecting the interests of state against 

rebels in a specific region and for a specific time period, constitute serious challenges to peace 

process. As non-state actors, they have more freedom in terms of movements and activities. 

They can easily commit human rights violations, extortion, robbery and killings and intensify 

ethno-religious tensions and distance the people from the state through their ethnically-

motivated activities in a multi-ethnic country. Their violence is likely to deepen fault lines in 

the society, making trust-building and peace negotiations difficult. 

 

For militiamen, war context paves the way for generating material and non-material benefits. 

The freedom that chaos and armed conflicts gives them in accessing to economic resources, 

incentivize them to wish the prolongation of conflicts. From the state’s perspective, militiamen 
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are seen as agents to whom a specific task is delegated in exchange for specific rewards. Lack 

of conflicts, therefore, directly question the existence of militias. From militias’ perspective, 

conflict is seen as a matter of survival. The termination of conflict brings the militias’ role and 

their revenue generation abilities to an end. Thus, militia groups develop the tendency to spoil 

peace process or the post-conflict peace. 

 

Seeing themselves sidelined and disadvantaged, reduces their commitment to peace 

agreements. In post-conflict situation, unlike the opposition forces, militias are likely to be 

completely disarmed, instead of being reintegrated. Bringing them under government control 

cut their hands from activities they could do in wartime. Hence, militias see no benefit in peace 

to support it. The militias are likely to spoil peace process to ensure their own survival and 

access to resources and control over areas.  

 

8.1.2. Militia’s Risks to Post-conflict peace  

 

In addition to spoiling peace process, pro-government militias also likely to spoil post-

peace situation. Unemployment and deprivation from the resources they used to receive and 

have access to in wartime, would be enough to encourage them to disrupt security. Thus, there 

is a possibility that they become new rebels if appropriate measures are not taken by the 

government. Therefore, when designing or hiring militias for fighting rebels and insurgents, 

states must impose certain controlling measures on them to avoid any misbehavior in wartime 

and in post-conflict setting. 

 

While exclusion of pro-government militias from peace negotiations could be justified and 

managed through certain measures, the exclusion of anti-government oppositions (with armed 

men) from peace negotiations or power sharing is fatal to peace and security. The takeover of 

power by the Taliban in 2021 in Afghanistan is a good example. Although the takeover ended 

the 20 years of war between the NATO plus Afghanistan army with the Taliban, it did not 

translate into peace. The security situation was good in the first months of post-August 2021, 

but battles once again raged in several parts of the country between the Taliban and resistance 

forces. The failure of the Afghan peace process killed an opportunity for bringing peace and 
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stability in the country through a political settlement plus integration of men with guns into civil 

and military life. In 2001, the Taliban was defeated, alienated and never integrated into the new 

government structures. As a result, they were dissatisfied and fought the entire 20 years. In 

2021, again a military takeover (rooted in a political failure) took place with no intra-Afghan 

peace and military integration. The dissatisfaction of non-Taliban has shaped the current 

security outlook.  

 

As has been debated by security and political scholars, integration of militia groups into military 

and civil life is crucial for security and stability. Without such an integration, peace cannot be 

maintained. The Afghans, both educated and uneducated, males and females, believe the same. 

Nearly half of those surveyed by IWPS said the union of the jihadi and political leaders with 

the Taliban will lead to security and stability. While only 17.2% believe that it undermines 

security. Thus, integration as the middle way is not only a theoretical way of ending wars and 

insecurity, but also a demand of the Afghans who have experienced the bitterness of non-

integration in the past four decades. Table below show the Afghans’ perception about the effects 

of political forces joining hands with the Taliban on security. 

 
 
(Figure 6). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Figure 6. Afghans views on military and civil integration. 
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The current government of the Taliban, has so far followed an exclusionary policy, in the same 

way it did in the 1990s, which basically kills any chance for integration of non-Taliban 

combatants. Pursuing an inclusive policy is one of the key steps required for trust-building and 

paving the way for military integration. Formation of an inclusive government that include 

people from all walks of life i.e. Taliban plus non-Taliban and women, seems to be the key 

demand of non-Taliban constituencies and political rivals. Afghanistan likely to witness more 

violence unless all political forces are satisfied with their share in governance, military and 

economy. Half of the people of Afghanistan (male and female, rural and urban) believe if the 

Taliban fails to form an inclusive government, its political rivals will take arms and the war will 

spread throughout the country. While the survey was conducted in first months of the Taliban’s 

rule, the respondents’ views proved to be true. As predicted by the respondents, several 

resistance fronts, including the National Resistance Front led by the Ahmad Massoud, has stood 

against the Taliban and fights are ongoing in several provinces. Table below shows the 

Afghans’ perception regarding the position of Taliban’s political rivals if an inclusive 

government is not formed and military reintegration did not take place. 

 
(Figure 7).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 7. Afghans perception on Taliban’s political rival’s position in absence of a political settlement. 
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8.2. Proposing Solutions 

Certain measures are must be considered while designing or hiring pro-government 

militias for the purpose of defending or protecting the government, territories or 

counterinsurgency. The measures should address predictable misbehaviors and actions by 

militias during peace process and in post-conflict situation. However, it should be noted that 

misbehaviors always do not comes from militias. Sometimes, their actions could be solely 

reactions to policies taken towards them by the state. This is more likely to happen in societies 

with deep ethnic and religious fault lines.  

  

Specific goals and roles should be defined for pro-government militias. Appropriate restrictive 

procedures should be implemented to prevent militia members from actions beyond their 

specified roles. An oversight body should be in place to monitor the militia’s move and report 

any misbehaviour towards the population living under their control areas. However, the 

problem is that in volatile regions with weak institutions it is difficult to implement such 

measures. Still there has to be some monitoring mechanisms to report and prevent human rights 

violations, extortions, extrajudicial killings, drug trafficking, etc.  

 

The composition of militia group is another key factor that should be considered. In multi-ethnic 

countries, the likelihood that such groups might take ethnically motivated actions is high. 

Militias coming from one ethnic group, stationed in their co-ethnic regions, increases the chance 

that they might co-opt with local co-ethnic powerholders in certain situations. It should also be 

specified that by whom and how the pro-government militias are logistically supported to 

prevent any possible connection with foreign countries, criminal networks, and illegal revenue 

generations activities. As no war would continue forever, a clear plan has to be in place 

regarding the fate of the militias in a post-conflict situation to prevent them from spoiling peace 

and post-peace context.  
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CHAPTER NINE 

A Roadmap for Integration of Militias in the Post Political Settlement Era 
 
9.1. An Overview of the Afghans Experience in Integrating Militias into 
Civil and Military Life 

In Afghanistan’s modern history, political failure has been one of the key failures behind 

states’ collapses. In the recent two centuries, around six regime changes have happened in the 

country. The political inability in agreeing on a broad-based structure that could encompass 

Afghanistan’s diversity, has always led to exclusion and consequently to armed conflicts and 

collapses of regimes. Failure in reaching a political settlement in the 1990s after the collapse of 

the communist government, drowned Afghanistan into a civil war. Later on, the Taliban’s 

exclusionary policy triggered armed resistance against it and ultimately led to its fall. In 2001, 

both Afghans and their international counterpart failed to initiate a political settlement with the 

Taliban, and thus, military integration did not take place. The entire 20 years of fighting, 

violence and armed conflicts, in part, rooted in that failure. The political failure in 2001, 

ultimately led to the state’s collapse in 2021. With the Taliban back on power, still no political 

settlement is on the prospect. It is feared that without a political settlement and military 

integration, the cycle of violence and regime changes will continue. Below, two instances of 

political failures are discussed in details.   

 
9.1.1. Militias Integration in the Post-Communist Regime 

Dr. Najibullah, Afghanistan's struggling communist ruler, was presented with a decision 

in early 1989. He understood the momentum of the US-funded Mujahedeen set on his overthrow 

would be difficult to stop now that the last of the Soviet forces supporting him had departed. 

As a consolation for what appeared to be impending disaster, Moscow offered only money, a 

few advisors, and minimal air support. Even with a powerful army, Najibullah realized that 

success hinged on his ability to control Mujahedeen territory outside of Afghan towns, which 

would necessitate the assistance of militias. While centuries of shifting alliances and perilous 

terrain have made unaccountable Afghan warlords and the fighters they command a double-

edged sword, Najibullah felt obligated to accept the risk. He had recruited over 170,000 

irregular fighters by the time Soviet funding stopped up in early 1992, and as he had predicted, 
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his increasingly destitute militias switched sides in droves, indicating the beginning of the 

end.245 

 

Following the Soviet withdrawal, the soldiers of Dostum, who was once a powerful Uzbek 

militia leader, became the Praetorian guards for Dr. Najibullah in Kabul. Surprisingly, under 

regime supervision, these 'hired guns' exceeded the regular army and air force combined. 

Ghulam militia was a derogatory term used by Pashtun Communists to describe gilamjam 

militias (hired guns). They pressed Dr. Najib to disarm and demobilize them, but Dostum 

outmanoeuvred him first. He hijacked a Soviet armament shipment intended for the Kabul 

regime and turned his pistols on his Communist bosses. Soon after, Dr. Najib's regime fell apart. 

Dostum joined himself with flamboyant Tajik leader Ahmed Shah Massoud as the 'jihad' 

developed into a power war, albeit the relationship did not last long.246 

 

Following Dr. Najib's deposition, the United Nations put together a coalition government 

dominated by Pashtuns and Tajiks. To his chagrin, the Uzbek warlord was refused a share. He 

returned to the North with his fighters to establish a quasi-independent state around Mazar-i-

Sharif. Dostum later joined the Communist Hazara militias under Sayed Mansour Naderi and 

fought against both the Tajik Massoud and the Pashtun Gulbudin Hekmatyar when he was 

drawn back into the battle for Kabul between the Tajiks, Hazaras, and Pashtuns. However, in 

an unusual turn of events, he teamed up with Hekmatyar to bomb Tajik-controlled Kabul, 

resulting in the capital's devastation and the massacre of its residents.247 

 

Long after the Soviets left Afghanistan, Dostum remained faithful to them. He aided the 

Russians in keeping jihadists out of Tajikistan's unrest and preventing the Taliban and its 

international allies from posing a threat to Russia's Central Asian hinterland. This commitment, 

however, was not ideological. He reaped enormous financial and in-kind benefits from Russian 

generosity.248 

 

 
245 Hussain, Naveed, Deal with the Devil (The Tribune, 2020). 
246 ibid. 
247 Derksen, Deedee, The Politics of Disarmament and Rearmament in Afghanistan (United States Institute of 
Peace, 2015).   
248 ibid. 
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Following the Taliban's rapid march towards Kabul in the post-civil war political scene, Dostum 

joined forces with Massoud and other non-Pashtun fighters in the Northern Alliance. Until the 

Americans invaded Afghanistan in 2001, the alliance waged a defensive war against the Taliban 

from their little bastion in the north. The United States' Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) 

pushed Dostum back into the spotlight.249 

 

After the Bonn Agreement of 2001 on Provisional Arrangements in Afghanistan Pending the 

Re-establishment of Permanent Government Institutions, Western powers gradually realized 

that early accommodation of Northern Alliance leaders could prove problematic as warlords 

such as Atta Mohammad Noor, Dostum, and Ismail Khan fought each other and resisted 

government interference in areas under their control. The UN Security Council mandated the 

ISAF to provide security since Afghanistan lacked a functioning police force or army, and there 

were fears of factional control in Kabul. However, due to initial US opposition to an ISAF role 

outside of Kabul, the council only authorized it to help control the countryside in 2003.250 

 

Warlords had already asserted control at that point. The Shura-ye Nazar faction in Kabul was 

tightening its grip on the security ministries. Defence Minister Mohammad Qasim Fahim's (also 

known as Marshal Fahim) forces were present in Kabul, albeit in barracks, which alarmed 

diplomats. Fahim took advantage of his position to select Shura-ye Nazar linked leaders to the 

Afghan Military Force (AMF), an eight-corps structure superimposed on the Northern Alliance 

militias, which was formally abolished in April 2002. By the end of 2002, Kabul and the 

Northeast, the Panjshiri heartland, had seen an almost rapid multiplication of military troops, 

with 14 divisions and many smaller units in place. The payroll was massively overstated, with 

defence authorities reporting levels as high as 230,000 AMF. It also apparently included 

numerous ghost soldiers.  

 

Later in 2005, another program, namely the Disbandment of Illegal Armed Groups (DIAG) was 

initiated and intended at disbanding illegal militias. The idea for this program to target illegal 

militias came from the Karzai administration's Westernized wing, which included former 

Minister of Communication Mohammad Masoom Stanekzai and Minister of Interior Affairs 

 
249 ibid. 
250 ibid. 
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Ali Ahmad Jalali. In July 2004, Presidential Decree No. 50 declared all groups other than the 

Afghan Military Forces to be unlawful and ordered their disbandment. In 2005, the government 

discovered 1,870 unlawful militias with a total of 129,000 men and 336,000 small guns and 

light weapons.  

 

DIAG collected 49,786 guns by the beginning of 2011. These accounted for less than 15% of 

the program's target, and only around half of them were considered usable. DIAG had the 

biggest potential of any disbandment and disarming programs on paper, because it included all 

illegal armed organizations in Afghanistan. It arrived at a critical juncture, when numerous 

former leaders were debating whether or not to join the insurgency's growing strength, 

particularly in the South and East. Individual participants, on the other hand, received no 

rewards, and foreign forces who were intended to ensure compliance refrained from doing so 

because they did not want to upset an already unstable situation. 

 

In 2010, the Afghanistan Peace and Re-Integration Program (APRP) was also established to 

deal with the Taliban who were militia groups back then. The APRP, which began in June 2010, 

combined the reintegration of mid-level Taliban commanders and fighters with high-level peace 

talks, was established in this environment. At the strategic and political levels, efforts were 

focused on the insurgency's leadership. It was focused toward the reintegration of foot soldiers, 

small groups, and local leaders at the operational level. 

 

The APRP had roughly ten thousand participants a few months before its official closure date 

in June 2015, after being in operation for five years. Analysts, diplomats, and some funders, on 

the other hand, were concerned about the results: the numbers were low, there were many non-

insurgents among them, and the majority came from the North and West of the nation, not the 

Taliban strongholds. While the APRP proved ineffective, the plans for a prospective settlement 

with the country’s most prominent militia (insurgent group) did not cease. Meetings, councils, 

and negotiations intended for peace were held occasionally till 2018.  
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The Afghan peace process then gained momentum in 2018, when former Afghan 

president Ghani declared ceasefire with the Taliban.251 Since then, a series of continued 

negotiations took place between the Taliban, US, and former Afghan government officials. The 

process continued without any tangible result into 2021, when finally, the Taliban took over 

Afghan in August 2021, right after the US withdrawal back in July 2021.       

 

9.1.2. Militia’s Integration in the Post-Taliban Era 

Several prominent former militia leaders, like Atta Mohammad Noor and Dostum, had 

already fled Afghanistan before to the Taliban's takeover in August 2021. Ismail Khan, on the 

other hand, resisted until the Taliban arrested him in Herat. After that, he was liberated and 

proceeded to Iran. Although there have been ongoing negotiations among Afghan militia 

leaders in other countries, their roadmap for future is not yet certain. On the other hand, the 

NRF is currently the only organized, prominent, and active militia group in Afghanistan which 

is resisting against the Taliban’s administration. Moreover, several Taliban commanders, i.e., 

Mawlawi Mahdi in Balkhab district of northern Sare Pul Province, have defected from the 

group, reportedly due to disputes with other Taliban commanders over generation of revenues 

from coal mines as well as problems in power-sharing. In another instance, clashes broke out 

between Pashtun Taliban under Pashtun commanders and Uzbek Taliban under the command 

Makhdoom Alam, a powerful Uzbek commander, in north of Afghanistan in December 2021.252 

Alam was arrested, transferred to and jailed in Kabul and finally released. These two cases are 

just instances of dozens of inter-Taliban disputes that are recorded so far.  Clashes among 

Taliban commanders, particularly based on ethnic fault lines, seems highly likely to continue 

and increase. Furthermore, based on the reports of the United Nations Assistance Mission in 

Afghanistan (UNAMA), several insurgent groups, including foreign groups, are active in 

different parts of the country.  

 
Clashes among Taliban commanders who enjoys autonomy in several parts of the country, the 

formation of several resistance fronts against the Taliban, and the existence of several insurgent 

 
251 The Guardian, Afghan President Announces Conditional Ceasefire with Taliban.  
252 Sudarsan Raghavan, “a popular Uzbek commander fought for the Taliban for more than two decades. He was 
arrested anyway,” The Washington Post, 2021. 
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groups threatens any future peace process in the country. With the Taliban in power, 

Afghanistan has entered a new phase of security landscape in the absence of foreign troops, 

intelligence gathering mechanisms, and counter-terrorism capacities. This research has found 

that the graph of militarization and militia makings has been on the rise in Afghanistan, 

especially in times of conflicts and dissatisfaction of communities with the central 

administration. The current situation, depict a real picture of such a situation. Any further 

political failure could trigger militarization a step further.  Addressing the current and future 

security challenges, thus, requires a peace process that can provide the context for formation of 

formal security apparatus with counter-terrorism capabilities. The current situation is likely to 

leave many powerful people, including some Taliban commanders, dissatisfied with the Taliban 

practices, and thus they might defect from the group and form their own militias. The economic 

grievances and the acute poverty will further facilitate soldier recruitment, particularly when 

non-Taliban are excluded from the government. 

 

Initiation of a new peace process also seems not to be realized unless certain pre-conditions are 

not meet by the Taliban. Formation of an inclusive government, which has been a key demand 

of the non-Taliban constituencies and political rivals, could be considered as the most important 

pre-condition. So far, the Taliban as the de-facto rulers have failed to initiate any peace process. 

Security of the country, however, might not be secured unless a new peace process is launched 

and an agreement is reached. No military and civilian integration of militias and armed groups 

is possible without a political settlement. However, if luckily a peace process is launched and a 

settlement is agreed, it should take into consideration the inclusion of all political forces into 

the future government, so that they return back to the society, and do not pose any future dangers 

to the security of the country.  

           
9.2. The Integration Roadmap for Post-Political Settlement 

 

Generally, a prospective post-settlement integration of the militia groups in Afghanistan 

should include both military and civilian integration. The militias, including Taliban defected 

commanders and anti-Taliban groups, as well as the Taliban fighters, should be integrated into 

the future army after completing pre-established vetting processes that can ensure their 

commitment to the new government. A number of militia groups or men might not be suited 



 

112 
 
 
 
 

for a future army, but this should not lead to their exclusion from the process. They and their 

families should be integrated into civil life. When the families can afford a living, the chances 

that their men would attempt money generation vial violence, will drastically decrease. Hence, 

military integration without civilian integration cannot ensure security and prevention of 

militarization. The below suggestions for military and civilian integration are proposed 

considering the current situation in the country as the line between state and non-state actors 

are blurred due to the lack of an internationally recognized and internally legitimized 

government. 

 
9.2.1. Civilian integration in post-political settlement 

For both civilian and military integration, a broad-based government is a must to include 

people from all walks of life, especially the militias. Currently, the NRF plus several other 

armed resistance groups, defected Taliban commanders, and several insurgent groups, 

including foreign groups, are active in the country. Former warlords have their own 

constituencies among them there are people with guns who would fight for them under certain 

circumstances. The Taliban, who have become the de-facto government, were themselves 

militias. With the lack of an internationally recognized government, the line between state and 

militias is blurred. Hence, a tolerant and broad-based formation is necessary to encompasses all 

these forces and use their competencies not only for the benefit of the country, but also to avoid 

any further armed clashes. Integration can happen only after a political settlement is reached. 

Integration of all of these forces, except foreign groups and terrorist groups, are possible and 

necessary. 

 
9.2.2. Military integration in post-political settlement 

I. Militias should be re-organized and integrated into new national army and police.  

II. A merit-based recruitment process should be launched through which the right ranks 

should be given to the right military men. 

III. The military men who received professional training in the previous government and 

now have joined armed groups/non-state actors should be appointed in professional 

positions. 
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IV. Weapons hold by the Taliban fighters, previous government soldiers and other armed 

groups should be registered and redistributed. 

V. A comprehensive educational and orientational program is needed to re-shape the 

mindsets of the Taliban fighters and non-Taliban armed men who joins the future army. 

They should be thought and encouraged to leave their radical interpretations and 

ideologies towards ‘others’ and stay committed to a new set of rules defined by future 

government which should be an inclusive one. 

VI. Educational programs should be launched with the main focus on: tolerance, putting 

aside the past enmity, unity and putting national interests ahead of group or self-

interests. 

 

In the same way, civilian integration should take place 

I. Taliban and non-Taliban political figures, academics, religious figures, women and 

youths should be included in the new government based on meritocracy.  

II. Employment opportunities should be created for families and jobless men, especially 

those with past experience of holding guns, to encourage them accept civil life instead 

of feeding their families via illegal income generation activities, including joining armed 

groups. 

III. A national reconciliation program is needed for doing all these. The reconciliation 

program, that might be facilitated by regional countries, European Union, the UN or the 

US, should be owned and lead by the people of Afghanistan. A contextualized process 

with a bottom-up approach can ensure its durability and acceptability by the people of 

Afghanistan. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

Conclusion and the Way Forward 
 
10.1. Conclusion 

 

Informal security actors, often known as non-state security providers, have played a 

crucial role in Afghanistan's political history. From time to time and from region to region, the 

involvement of non-state actors has varied in terms of goal, extent, relevance, and implications 

for the country’s stability and instability. In some parts of Afghanistan, the informal security 

actors’ logic of existence is anchored in local communities’ customary norms. External 

interventions, as well as internal factionalism, have contributed to the formation of such forces 

in various areas. 

 

Militias which have been mostly based on the periphery, have played a crucial 

stabilization/destabilization role in the country depending on the power and policies of the 

central governments. There have always been tensions between governmental authority and 

authority held beyond the state under the grip of local powerbrokers in Afghanistan's history. 

The central government has sided with and cooperated with these forces on occasions, and as a 

result, they have contributed to stability. There also have been tensions between the centre and 

the periphery in the past, which have resulted in instability and conflicts. History, on the other 

hand, demonstrates that there have always been battles between these local militias/non-state 

actors, or between them and the central authority. 

 

Militia groups have historically operated in almost all regions of Afghanistan. However, the 

most prominent groups have been active in the Northern, Southern, and Western Afghanistan. 

Militias in the Northern provinces have usually formed spontaneous pro-government or 

independent alliances during armed combat with rebels from the opposition. They also formed 

on ethnic basis and mostly consisted of Tajiks and Uzbeks.  
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In contrast, the neo-Taliban and Islamic radicals have mostly ruled the South and other Pashtun-

populated areas as a resistance to the former Afghan government. These militias/armed groups 

have established their dominance in these areas with the support of their ethnic bases and clans. 

Similarly, in Western provinces, the basis for the formation of militias has mainly been their 

loyalty to former warlords, e.i., Ismail Khan in Herat province.  

 

Afghan militias have had both roles as spoilers and facilitators of the peace processes in 

Afghanistan. Warlords and Jihadi figures were the most prominent people who intended to 

facilitate the meetings and negotiations for the Afghan peace process starting from 2018. The 

Afghan peace negotiating team consisted mostly of the former militia leaders or their sons. That 

being said, militias also had decisive role in aborting potential peace processes back in 1980.  

Currently, the distinction line between armed groups/non-state actors and state has been blurred 

due to the lack of an internationally recognized and internally legitimatized government with a 

modern security apparatus. This situation has also led to a no near peace settlement prospect. 

The Taliban, the erstwhile non-state actorS and the current de-facto authorities, are facing 

resistance from several non-state actors/armed groups. Any peace negotiations in the future 

must consider a military and civilian integration to put an end to the long-lasted violence 

between state and non-state actors. No peace negotiations and political settlement is likely to 

happen, unless a trusted national reconciliation process is launched for bringing together all 

political players of the country, mainly the Taliban and non-Taliban.  
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