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“The international community came here 20 years ago with this clear objective of fighting extremism 
and bringing stability ... but extremism is at the highest point today. So, they have failed,” (Hamid 

Karzai) 
 

The withdrawal of U.S. and coalition forces from Afghanistan triggers strong emotional reactions 
(Ackerman, 2021) but the strategic landscape has barely shifted. The Anti-Government Forces 
(AGF), i.e., Taliban, the Haqqani Network, Al Qaeda and other extremists, view that the U.S. and 
the coalition been defeated. This view is shared by western analysts, scholars, Afghans, experts 
and Middle eastern voices. The looming shadows of Vietnam is making a grim reappearance.  
 
The U.S. army leadership, moderate politician forces in Afghanistan and the former and current 
Afghan presidents warn of the beginning of a new war ushering in a new uncertainty1. Exacerbating 
is the commonly adopted view by the Taliban leadership the U.S. and its allies are defeated. This 
may be a near-term perspective by the Taliban leaders but is equally embraced by many western 
media, defense and political experts. 

 
The 2020 NATO Terrorism Experts Conference (2020, 2020) held in Turkey made this point. 
Terrorism and terrorism can be constrained, not prevented, Counter Terrorism is a social 
science and a multinational problem- it does not have a straightforward solution, so the 
conference paper stated. The factory sized industry of experts, solutions, and social experimentation 
failed in Afghanistan. Afghanistan’s survival and the return of Al Qaeda, the Taliban, and Islamic 
State morphing into a newer version of violence and terror is a reality.  
 
Contrary to public perception that the insurgency in Afghanistan is “backward”, “medieval” and 
“reactionary” and a loose association of organized factions or groups the lack of productive 
Intelligence Community strategy led to the misperception. Research strongly suggests the Taliban 
is quite capable of strategic planning and coordinated action (Dorronsoro, 2009).  

 
“…. This means that they will adapt to and counter any moves by the International Coalition. 
On-the-ground observations and reliable evidence suggest that the Taliban have an 
efficient leadership, are learning from their mistakes, and are quick to exploit the 
weaknesses of their adversaries. They are building a parallel administration, have 
nationwide logistics, and already manage an impressive intelligence network…. The 
objective of the Taliban today is the same as it was in the 1990s: to take Kabul and to 
build an Islamic Emirate based on Sharia.” (Dorronsoro, 2009). 

 
Although the Afghan government is defiant and no push-over in size of militias, police and armed 
forces, the question is the complex political tribal constellations, intrigues, plots, and power-dealings 
will survive if challenged by the Taliban. And is the Afghan state a viable instrument in lieu of U.S. 
and European funding commitments? The mainly western public narrative tends to paint a negative 
outlook. This contrasts the cautiously, optimistic narrowly outlook held by Afghans as a recent 
survey suggest (Asiafoundation, 2019).  
 
Experts argue the withdrawal undermines the morale of the government forces leading to their 
erosion (Ruttig1, 2021). Regardless of what side one falls the prevalent views on the future of 
Afghanistan can be summarized as follows: a) the Taliban will take over by force, and b) the political 
coalitions in Afghanistan will muddle along, equally with an uncertain outcome. 
 
The black elephant (Ho, 2019) in the room are the extremists. No indication is present Al Qaeda, 
the Islamic State, its franchises, and their proxy master abandoned the jihadist ambitions. If 
anything, the withdrawal has emboldened the jihadi cause. 

 
1 https://www.militarytimes.com/news/pentagon-congress/2021/05/02/top-us-general-afghan-forces-could-face-bad-possible-

outcomes/; 2 May 2021, accessed on 13 May 2021 

https://www.militarytimes.com/news/pentagon-congress/2021/05/02/top-us-general-afghan-forces-could-face-bad-possible-outcomes/
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/pentagon-congress/2021/05/02/top-us-general-afghan-forces-could-face-bad-possible-outcomes/
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Any agreements must, and has not, addressed the elephant in the proverbial room in Doha, in 
Afghanistan, and Pakistan. The question not asked what will happen to the 600-800 hardcore Al 
Qaeda and 2,000 new formed Al Qaeda units under the Haqqani joint command?  
 
Twenty years on, Al Qaeda has outlived the occupation, rebuilt its battered organizational structure, 
and reaffirmed the relationship with extremist factions in the Taliban and the global jihadist 
landscape. It has successfully exported the apocalyptic fantasy of a Takfiri, nihilist Islam. Al Qaeda 
2.0 like their forefathers will serve the pay masters in Iran when opportune.  
 

“…. The Taliban are a revolutionary movement, deeply opposed to the Afghan tribal system 
and focused on the rebuilding of the Islamic Emirate. Their propaganda and intelligence 
are efficient, and the local autonomy of their commanders in the field allow them both 
flexibility and cohesion. They have made clever use of ethnic tensions, the rejection 
of foreign forces by the Afghan people, and the lack of local administration to gain support 
in the population….” (Dorronsoro, 2009) 

 
Whereas an all-out civil war might be prevented if moderates have moved away from violence the 
extremists have not. The Afghan Study Group in the final report in 2020 warned of the overly 
optimistic portrayal of the Taliban. The Taliban leadership itself aims for a take-over of power within 
three months after U.S. forces exit Afghanistan.  
 
The post-withdrawal plans by the United States and the Europeans displays the usual language of 
diplomatic language creating ambiguity.  
 
Afghanistan in 2021 is the Columbia from yesterday. The illicit trade outranks legal business flooding 
the country with weapons, narcotics and smuggled goods stripping resources of Afghanistan 
desperately needed to sustain the government.  
 
The U.S. exit strategy once more is messy, ambiguous, and the long-term objective to eradicate Bin 
Ladens ideology has not been achieved. The man is dead but not the ideology. U.S. political elites 
share similar concerns. Mike Rogers2, the house ranking member questioned the logic of the Biden 
rush for exiting Afghanistan for political expediency. One scholar argued keeping U.S. forces in 
Afghanistan does not significantly changes the material outcome of the war. Many experts and war 
veterans in the Special Forces community argue that “big army” has not worked. Taken the rapid 
collapse of the Taliban in 2001/2002 into account the point is well taken.    
 
Despite a promising peace-deal the members of the Taliban leadership in Doha, extremists, and 
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar issuing stark warnings. Particularly the latter is perhaps a pragmatic voice in 
understanding the jihadist best. 

 
WAR IS DECEIT 
 
Often forgotten is the religious and cultural underpinning fervour of the jihadists. Not honouring an 
agreement, dishonesty, betrayal, and deception is under the Islamic jurisprudence of war is entirely 
justifiable3. From the jihadi perspective the current concession negotiated is considered good crafty 
jihadist tradecraft. Commonly referred as the practice of "taqiyya" (Louarn, 2013) deceiving the non-
believer is not only justifiable but also an essential duty of the jihadist4. Hence the “muddling along” 
option applies.  
 

 
2 https://www.lawfareblog.com/preview-post-withdrawal-problems-afghanistan; 22 April 2021; accessed on 16 May 2021 
3 Muhammad, Bukhari (52:269) 
4 Taqiyya dates to the time when Shiite Muslims were persecuted by the Sunni caliphs in the 7th century after a schism between the 

followers of the Prophet’s son-in-law, Ali, and the Sunni caliphate. For the traditionally persecuted Shiite minority, deception, or taqiyya, 

was considered a matter of survival. 

https://www.lawfareblog.com/preview-post-withdrawal-problems-afghanistan
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Thomas Ruttig wrote,  
 

“…. A not impossible third scenario is that the most powerful military and political factions in 
Afghanistan (including the Taliban) come to their senses after the foreign troops have left, 
sit together and try to work out a political solution. Most of the factions are more or less 
Islamists, de facto excluding those who are not, as they can always be called 
"unislamic" if they raise too many questions about international laws and human rights. 
The Taliban, from their position of strength, might be able to impose many of their concepts 
about the future nature of the Afghan state in such a scenario….” (Ruttig1, 2021)  

 
Political leaders from the Taliban Mawlawi Hibatullah Akhundzada5, the military commission 
Sirajuddin Haqqani, and Mullah Mohammad Yaqoob, as well as some voices within the political 
offices of the Taliban in Doha were able to maintain some unity, but preparation for war were made 
for some time.  

 
“…. But Haqqani’s network is not independent of the larger Taliban network and does 
not have an autonomous strategy. He [Maulani Haqqani] does not appoint cadres on his 
own authority or have an autonomous strategy. Haqqani obviously is not competing with 
Mullah Omar for the Taliban leadership. His biography indicates a strong commitment to the 
Taliban, and he comes from the same madrasa network as the Taliban leadership of the 
1990s…” (Dorronsoro, 2009) 

 
In 2020 the U.N. reported factions aligned with Sirajuddin Haqqani ordered large quantities of 
ammunition and explosives to be made ready (UNSC, 2020). The Taliban leader Sadr Ibrahim, 
remaining fiercely loyal to the hard-line interpretation of Islamic law that defined Taliban rule in the 
1990s, and once reported to have been killed by an U.S. airstrike6, a claim denied by the Taliban 
spokesperson Qari Yousuf Ahamd7, ensured the bond with the Islamic Emirates and the heir to Al 
Qaeda Bin Laden met in the spring of 2019. Hamza, the heir of his father’s jihad is reportedly killed 
in a drone strike.  

 
Like Sirajuddin Haqqani, Mullah Abdul Qayyum Zakir favour continuation of fighting as a defeat of 
the Ghani administration with the use of arms seems inevitable. From the extremist world view, the 
U.S. invaders, infidels, and apostate were defeated. Psychologically the propaganda victory of the 
cunning negotiation tactics in Doha and a new, civil war of attrition of the Islamic republic of 
Afghanistan against the Islamic Emirates leading to an immediate or mid-term collapse of the 

Afghan government (Ruttig1, 2021). Muddling, bitter decay at best, collapsing at worst is the 
foreseeable outcome of the U.S. policy change.   

 
 
END TO THE WAR IN AFGHANISTAN OR JUST ANOTHER CHAPTER?  

 
In the new chapter of Afghanistan, the return of the Afghanistan caliphate surfaces in the context of 
a destabilized government of Afghanistan, the articulation of intent by factions of Taliban leaders 
and the renewed attraction to the global jihadists.  

 
The reshuffling at the ministry of defense, interior and rural development reflect the signs of fluidity 
that can be expected for the years to come (19/6, 2021). In the same week, the South China Morning 
Post interview with Mullah Misbah, Taliban commander in the Ghazi province, declaring the Taliban 
will remove “slave administration unable to survive five days” (Choi, 2021). The attraction of 

 
5 https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/08/16/brother-of-afghan-taliban-leader-killed-in-pakistan-mosque-blast/; 16 August 2019; the 

Taliban leader brother was killed in a mosque holding Taliban talks 
6 https://ariananews.af/talibans-minister-of-defense-killed-over-airstrikes-sources; 15 August 2019, accessed on 15 May 2021 
7 https://asiatimes.com/2020/07/the-man-who-drove-the-us-out-of-afghanistan/; 16 July 2020, accessed on 15 May 2021 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mawlawi_(Islamic_title)
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/08/16/brother-of-afghan-taliban-leader-killed-in-pakistan-mosque-blast/
https://ariananews.af/talibans-minister-of-defense-killed-over-airstrikes-sources
https://asiatimes.com/2020/07/the-man-who-drove-the-us-out-of-afghanistan/
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recruiting a new wave of jihadists to Afghanistan because of the loss of the territory in the Levant in 
2015 kick-starting its regional expansion beyond Iraq and Syria. This analysis argued for some time 
the question the Taliban will not retain its nationalist-Islamic character limited to the territory of 
Afghanistan.  
 
Susan Sim (Sim, Terrorism and Counterterrorism in Southeast Asia: Emerging Trends and 
Dynamics, 2021) quoting Colin P. Clarke, wrote in February 2018, wrote:  

 
“Historically, terrorist and insurgent groups tend to establish roots in weak states plagued by 
persistent civil conflict, sectarian tension and government inability to maintain a monopoly 
on the use of force.” 

The combination of active discussions with Al Qaeda command, extremist faction of the Taliban 
and the calling for a return of fellow travellers to the new caliphate illustrates Afghanistan once again 
is a sanctuary for jihadists around from the globe. By early 2020, before the  Covid-19 pandemic 
shut down international travel, at least a dozen Indonesians had already attempted to migrate to 
Afghanistan (Sim, 2021). The report by The Soufan Center also illustrates the kinetic response is 
viewed the simplest response opted by many governments,  

 
“…The Indonesian police’s “whack-a-mole” approach to JI’s regeneration will likely 
continue for the foreseeable future, so long as the group, outlawed in Indonesia in June 
2007, continues to avoid overt acts of violence….” 

 
Very much applicable to Afghanistan, Iraq, and conflicts in Africa. Lebanon and Columbia are painful 
experiences Afghanistan is doomed to relive. The extremist leadership was not decapitated, the 
ideology has not been defeated. A kinetic response gives only a sense of security but not lead to 
structural changes of society. Corruption among police are symptoms of a failed political elite.  
 
Suppression of political dissent is viewed in the shallowest of terms. Constructivism is viewed as 
criticism which leads to dissent in society. It can and has led to extremism. The distrust for the state 
is evident in Afghanistan, Indonesia, the Philippines, Niger, Mali, the new emerging centers of 
gravity in the battle. Afghanistan, Pakistan, are systematic failure of western interventionist and 
development policies. The overly suppressive response by authoritarian regime has worked, for 
some time, but eventually leads to societal collapse.  
 
Afghanistan is no exception to any other country suffering from extremist, violent ideologies thus, 
the combination of the elements of instability will unlikely lead to a peaceful conclusion of the 
American war in Afghanistan. “Jihad everywhere, by everyone” remains unifying battle cry for the 
global jihadist landscape.   
 
The political Iranian and Turkish interests further exacerbate regional uncertainty. For example, the 
U.S. Treasury named Sadr Ibrahim8, formerly leading the Taliban Military Commission in Peshawar 
and during the Taliban rule served as a Defense Ministry official, receiving in 2018 monetary support 
and training by Iranian officials9 (USTreasury, 2018).  
 
In late January 2021, Iran hosted the Taliban leadership. Earlier on 27 January 2021 Ali Shamkhani, 
the secretary of the Iranian Supreme National Security Council stated,  

 
“In today’s meeting with the Taliban political delegation: I found the leaders of this group 
determined to fight the United States.” (Aman, 2021) 

 
8 The Defense Intelligence Agency declassified cable https://www.dia.mil/FOIA/FOIA-Electronic-Reading-Room/FOIA-Reading-Room-

Afghanistan/FileId/39680/; 6 May (no year), accessed on 20 May 2021 
9 “In 2018, Iranian officials agreed to provide Ibrahim with monetary support and individualized training in order to prevent a possible 

tracing back to Iran.  Iranian trainers would help build Taliban tactical and combat capabilities.” 

https://www.scmp.com/coronavirus
https://www.dia.mil/FOIA/FOIA-Electronic-Reading-Room/FOIA-Reading-Room-Afghanistan/FileId/39680/
https://www.dia.mil/FOIA/FOIA-Electronic-Reading-Room/FOIA-Reading-Room-Afghanistan/FileId/39680/
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Although quickly condemned in Afghanistan by the General Staff of the army, and not the Taliban, 
the statement hints the growing influence peddling by Iran and others in a post withdrawal world.  
 
On March 31, the Taliban held a ‘war conference’ in Peshawar with the aim to the consolidate some 
factions and coordinate actions. At the same time, domestic attacks against Afghan targets are 
consolidation attempts to secure territorial influence for future domestic negotiations (Dorronsoro, 
2009). Open-source reporting indicated at least 251 Taliban militants were killed, 193 others were 
wounded in heavy fighting in 12 provinces with the Taliban inflicting heavy casualties on the ANA 
with several outposts fallen to the Taliban. The Afghan government rebuked these reports 
(Khaama2, 2021). At the time of this report the bloodshed continues on both sides.  

 
The hard-line factions within the Islamic Emirate continue to aspire to take power by violent means. 
The Taliban leaders are confident the Afghan Government (AG), the Afghan National Army (ANA), 
the Afghan National Police (ANP), and its national security organization can be defeated within three 
months of a withdrawal from U.S. forces, possibly by or after, September 2021. A collapse of the 
Afghan government would signify not only the defeat of the current Afghan administration and a 
setback for Afghanistan moderates but complete the defeat of U.S. policies in Afghanistan. 
  
A large attack, bombing or physical assault of a government in session, are symbolic signature 
attacks that have become a hallmark for Al Qaeda, the Haqqani’s and radical factions. The Haqqani 
network attempted in 2013 to detonate a 61,000 kg truck bomb, the largest ever built. The attempt 
failed but illustrates the innovative approaches of Afghan extremists. An attack against the Wolesi 
Jirga/Meshrano Jirga, once tried in 2015 with a car bomb, signifies the symbolism of the state order 
is defeated by the mujahedeen.  
 
Killing the cabinet or foreign dignitaries will be seen as a bonus. A wide range of analysis does 
predict within 12 to 36 months attacks are not ruled out (ASG, 2021). Although many commentators 
are not confident the Afghan government can withstand military actions the geographical disposition 
of the opponents and the armed forces slightly favours the Afghan government. 
 
According to a Long War Journal (Roggio2, 2021) study 87 provinces are under Taliban control, 
the Afghan government controls 97 provinces with about a majority of 11,988,331 citizens living 
in government-controlled provinces. Only 5,259,123 million Afghans living under Taliban 
controlled areas. But 15,759,025 million Afghan citizens are living in so called contested provinces.  
 
This presents a classic counter insurgency scenario with many of the undecided inhabitants will play 
one of the deciding factors soon if the Taliban can take power. Geographically the east-west corridor 
under control by the Taliban connects Iran with Pakistan cutting the country in a north-south divide. 
It should be considered an attack commencing in the southern provinces would consolidate a 
southern “Islamic Emirate” facing a northern “Afghan Republic”. This would play into the regional 
ambitions of Iran, China and possible Turkey which has large commercial and trade interests in 
Afghanistan.  
 
Open-Source research indicates a distinctive U.S. centric view in contrast with a Western European 
perspective and a Shanghai centric security interest continue to influence, shape, and somewhat 
define outcomes. The increasing role of Iranian influence over extremists will gain importance in 
particularly with new paymaster arrangements provide influence over the extremist groups and 
serve as a new springboard for the rebirth of Al Qaeda (AQ) and its franchise partner.  
 
This relationship should be seen as pragmatic, practical and tactical to assert a counter the U.S. 
hegemony. According to Fatemah Aman, Iran came to view the Taliban to weaken the Americans 
but did not support the group at the expense of Afghan stability (Aman, 2021). This may change as 
part of the Iranian covert action against U.S. interests. Pragmatically Iranian closeness enables the 
Iranian regime to draw on resources, expertise and human assets as needed.  
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The commitment of the United States to fund the ANA until 2024 and secured European Union 
funding pledges of 1.4 billion USD until 2024 (Byrd, 2020) provides some stability. Some reporting 
suggest the U.S. withdrawal is symbolic (Sun, 2021) with special forces, advisors, and security 
contractors remaining in place. However, reviewing the U.S. contractor recruitment ads as a guide, 
the assistance “operations” in Afghanistan are very much like the U.S. war in Afghanistan. It remains 
a U.S. driven effort, with U.S. contractors pursuing a U.S. foreign policy. Little will change.  
 
This will revert the U.S. to a traditional Foreign Security Assistance operations role which in the 
context of Afghanistan is more effective. However, cynical observers view a twenty-year 
commitment has not changed the situation it is unlikely a four-year funding will significantly change 
the immediate future for Afghanistan or reduces the threat of terrorism. It is reasonable to assume 
U.S. interests in the region will remain under a sway of new counter terror/counter narcotics 
initiatives.  

 
But, Jana Puglierin, the Director of the Berlin office of the European Council of Foreign Relations 
(ECFR) puts it bluntly,  

 
"I don't want to be cynical, but I think the Taliban have understood very well that they 
just have to wait until the Americans and Western forces have withdrawn and they can 
take over the country again piece by piece." 

 
“…. She is "extremely pessimistic" on this issue…This foreign mission goes on for so long 
and in principle has produced so few positive results." Now, an "honest" balance must be 
drawn. “The more the Taliban take back territories, the more everything that has been built 
up will in principle be destroyed again,” (Schaefer, 2021) [emphasis added] 

 
This view is shared by the Taliban leadership who continues to belief it can take power by force 
(UNSC, 2020). Already inter-factional Islamic State or Al Qaeda factions continue to challenge the 
increasing political dominance of the moderate Taliban factions. And intra-group fighting between 
hard liners aligned with AQ factions collide with moderates is a highly likely outcome.  
 
Although the ANA has reached operational strength of 180,000 men10 the combat effectiveness as 
a nation is not achieved, loss of material through theft, waste, graft, and systemic corruption is 
prevalent. Compounded by the rise of the nexus of narco-terrorism (Felbab-Brown, 2020) an 
estimated 72,000 men (or 40%) are calculated as annual shrinkage due to desertion, or combat 
death and injury, hence questions the effectiveness of the Afghan army. Reports suggests up to 40-
50% of security forces are addicted to illicit substances. Commanders and regional politicians 
are routinely identified involved in the drug trade.  

 
However, the situation in Afghanistan based on the authors experience is not uncommon. The Sri 
Lankan army, Peruvian National Police and army, Lebanese or Columbian security forces faced an 
equal challenging environment with corruption and an experienced combat hardened opponent 
battling the government forces leading to decades long muddling through processes must be 
accepted as a reality and the most likely outcome of the current process.  
 
Afghanistan, and the U.S. coalition is embarking on a multi-decade long low-intensity/counter 
insurgency/counter-narcotics path. The outcomes are equally painful for Afghan society, the hard-
line components of Taliban and Al Qaeda will retaliate, and Afghan society will undergo a new wave 
of violence, bombings, and full-blown battles with an immediate uncertain outcome. A total collapse 
of the fragile coalition is plausible. The tribal elites to form a Afghan nation instead of a tribal structure 
will determine if the country survives.  
 

 
10 Including the Afghan National Police and militias the combined strength is estimated about 380,000 men.  



 
(U) UNCLASSIFIED  

 

Page 8 of 28 

 

 
The Taliban can muster approximately 100,000 men. The actual size of the support and sympathizer 
network are unclear but essential in the coming fight. The extremists indiscriminate use of terror 
may work in favour of the government as seen in South America. As stated earlier, Afghanistan in 
2021 is more like Columbia and Peru in 1980. But a return of hostilities will essentially turn into a 
war of attrition and begs the question of the Taliban have changed. And here the opinions are 
divided.   
 
Although some encouraging signs were on display in the battle against the Islamic State Khorasan 
(IS-K) but the continuation of early successes is uncertain. The Taliban, in conjunction with the ANA 
and coalition forces were responsible for the near eradication of the Khorasan Chapter of the 
Islamic State which has suffered significant territorial losses in Kunar and Nangarhar provinces 
(Morgan, 2021) but it is unlikely if the IS-K was removed from the battlefield. On a more positive 
note, the Afghan security forces were able to recapture contested districts.  
 
Early January 2021 Tamim Asey wrote,  

 
“Many Afghans, including members of the Republic’s negotiation team, do not believe that 
the Taliban have changed, noting that they still hold to their medieval, totalitarian, and 
dogmatic ideologies. In fact, they are more confident of their ideology because they 
believe that they have finally prevailed.…. According to recent studies by the Afghan 
Analyst Network’s… the Taliban still rule through fear; heavily tax local populations; close 
down schools in areas that they control; have no representation of women; and provide few 
public services. The recent intra-Afghan negotiations in Doha also indicate clearly that the 
Taliban have not changed in critical ways, as their team did not include women or 
minorities and they implicitly objected to “Fiq Jaffari” (the Shia interpretation of Islamic 
jurisprudence) …. The Taliban’s belief in a military victory, however, has made them more 
confident of their cause and ideology. The group currently sees itself as unique within 
the jihadist universe in having defeated the United States and forcing it to negotiate an 
exit. This has made them quite popular and a center of gravity within the jihadi 
world….” (Asey, 2021) 
 

The Taliban factions are willing to suffer significant losses in the fight and could resort to a Tet-like11 
(P.W. Singer, 2002), post Ramadhan or pre-Christmas all-out attack around September or late 
fall 2021 to force concessions. Any future date could be chosen for symbolic reasons such as, to 
inflict a propaganda defeat for the Afghan government, and indirectly show the radical constitutes 
the absolute power of the Islamic State, Al Qaeda and Taliban ideas.  
 
It may not be a Taliban Doha negotiation endorsed operation but will emerge from the extremists’ 
factions within the jihadist network. Internal divisions, squabbles, and intrigues illustrate fluidity that 
continues to plague Afghanistan. The hard liner collaboration of factions of the Haqqani Network, 
disgruntled Taliban cells, AQ and ISIL-K continue to re-establish the Caliphate remains the Afghan 
reality.  Both in the strategic, and tactical space of current issues in Afghanistan, the Iraqi and Syrian 
based extremists will regain some credibility within their own constituencies. Quick to fill the vacuum, 
perceived or real, the withdrawal of the stabilizing factor, the U.S., and its coalition partners is 
providing the tactical and strategic space opening.  
 
Regardless of the U.S. commitment considerable challenges are ahead for Afghan security forces. 
Interestingly, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar called the U.S. withdrawal as ‘irresponsible’ and warned of 
a new war beginning (Amiry, 2021). The Chinese Foreign Minister echoed an identical sentiment 
blaming the U.S. administration (Sun, 2021) contributing to the insecurity in Afghanistan.  

 
11 Identified in 2002 issue of Foreign Affairs, the civil war was described as ‘spoilers’, i.e., limited spoilers, greedy spoilers, and total spoilers. 

The extremists’ factions of the Taliban and Al Qaeda are not viewed to be included in a future government (2002) the groups can be expected 

to act as total spoilers seeking to attack the regime whenever and wherever they can.  
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THE TALIBANS LARGER MILITARY STRATEGY: THE NORTHERN ISLAMIC REPUBLIC OF 
AFGHANISTAN VS. THE SOUTHERN ISLAMIC EMIRATE OF AFGHANISTAN  
 
One of such challenge is the rejection of the Afghan state by some factions within the Taliban can 
be found in the linguistic narrative between the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, (Da Afġānistān 
Islāmī Jumhoryat/ Jomhūrī-ye Eslāmī-ye Afġānestān) and the insurgents’ definition of the Islamic 
Emirate of Afghanistan discrediting the legitimacy of Afghan government. The public sentiments 
are summed up by Talib Mawlawi Qalamuddin,  

 
“People do not want an Islamic Emirate, they do not want this corrupted and useless 
government led by warlords, but they want a new Islamic government,” says former 
Talib Mawlawi Qalamuddin, who is also supported by Ghulam Farouq Wardak, a former 
minister under the Karzai administration and one of the main creators of the 2004 Afghan 
constitution...” (Filippo Rossi, 2021) 

 
The withdrawal of coalition forces has created power pockets with areas under different control by 
several factions. The increase in recent attacks and killings is a shift in the Taliban’s larger military 
strategy.  

 
“…Meanwhile, the pace of Taliban progress in other provinces (see map, inside front 
cover) far outstrips the ability of the Coalition to stabilize the South. The Coalition should 
change the priorities of its current strategy, shifting resources to stop and reverse the 
Taliban’s progress in the North, while reinforcing and safeguarding the Kabul region or 
risk losing control of the entire country… The situation around Kabul is unclear. Taliban 
leaders are now convinced that the International Coalition will soon be compelled to 
accept the facts on the ground and abandon Afghanistan in a few years. ….” 
(Dorronsoro, 2009) 
 

Viewed through the prism of geography the Taliban faction’s military strategy becomes visible. 
Insurgencies who retained power in the periphery often take the capital as the final, symbolic move. 
Historical examples such as Saigon, the war of liberation in Algeria, and the initial US response 
following September 11, provide sufficient historical reference points to draw comparisons. 
However, extremist groups can be defeated. On 18 May 2021, the significance of the occupied 
province surfaced emerged,  

 
“…Baghlan needs serious attention as it is an important province,” said Asadullah Shahbaz, 
an MP from Baghlan. “This is because it is a connecting point for nine northern 
provinces. If it faces a problem, nine provinces will face the problem….” (Tolonews18, 
2021) 

 
If a Taliban military campaign fails, a split of Afghanistan into an extremist held territory below the 
Taliban controlled provinces in the South and a northern Afghan republic could emerge. This 
plausible scenario viewed from the hard-liner factions taken the commercial interests of narcotics, 
gemstones, and precious metals as an economic argument.  
 
The question of the Tajik link to Russia is not addressed at his juncture and could be either a 
secondary objective but will incur a Russian response if territorial integrity or national security of the 
Russian Federation are endangered. A troop build-up in Tajikistan, Uzbekistan or moving of large 
amounts of troops or supply will be indicative of a changing security posture by the former Soviet 
republics.  
 
The second argument of the hard-liner aims of the military strategy is the ‘Balkanization’ of 
Afghanistan along tribal, narco-economic interests, and regional political divisions presents a strong 
argument for the north-south split. The social base for the Taliban is relatively narrow but if a military 
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campaign fails and cannot be achieved a breakup along tribal lines, north-south, east-west should 
not be ruled out and could emerge as a ‘middle-way’ to seek an uneasy peace in Afghanistan.  
 
 The question of Afghan social cohesion, the “Afghan national identity” will be one of the determining 
factors if a somewhat peaceful transition can be achieved resisting the extremist factions. (Note. In 
the Moscow meeting on March 18, the son of Ahmad Shah Massoud floated a Swiss decentralized 
system including de-concentration of power which retains the localized, or provincial enclaves of 
power (Ruttig, 2021). The viability of such concept is uncertain at this juncture). 
 
Regardless, the Taliban is committed to targeted violence (Ashley Jackson, 2021). The spate of 
attacks against isolated police or army post, and civilian targets is not random violence but more 
likely the prelude to set the stage for a new wave of terror. As evidenced earlier tactical control over 
roads, to extract taxes, and deny troop movements by the government is setting the tone. 
  
For example, the bombings of schools and mosques during the fasting month, considered a taboo 
in Islamic culture, the killing of medical doctors, and “the others” (JFMayer, 2001) such as Hazari’s, 
the acceptable killing of school children further evidence to destabilize social cohesion and attempt 
to set off sectarian violence as seen in Iraq or Africa.  

 

 
Source: (Bill Roggio, 2021) 

 
The Afghanistan extremists’ landscape is predictable. The J.F. Mayer model titled Violent behaviour 
in religious groups (JFMayer, 2001) charts out the near-and mid-term strategies of the violent groups 
in Afghanistan. Although the excessive use of violence can backfire, fear remains a powerful tool in 
the societal context of Afghanistan.  
 
The use of extreme violence against civilians quickly backfired, Afghan society is conditioned to 
violence and resigned to the loss of life. How far Afghan society accepts the loss of innocent life is 
unclear. But a traumatic bombing incident, affecting cross societal groups, could polarize the country 
turning the silent majority against the Taliban. Similar turning point incidents were experienced with 
the Red Army faction in Germany, Algeria, Shining Path in Peru, the FARC in Columbia, the Provos 
in Northern Ireland, Jemaah Islamiyah in Indonesia, Islamic State in Iraq, and the Philippines. But 
the bloodletting has yet to stop.  
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AFGHANISTAN FAILED STATE OR NATION IN MAKING? 
  
Although the coalition and the Government of Afghanistan has disrupted foreign jihadist structures, 
battle domestic terrorist factions, the terror-criminal nexus continue to dominate the battle space. 
The political infrastructure of the Taliban is not disrupted, financial revenues are plenty with crime, 
narcotics and extraction of taxes funding the Anti-Government Forces (AGF). The recruitment 
pipeline is not interrupted, and losses of men and material are replenished by the willing to join the 
jihad.  
 
The security forces particularly the Afghan National Police (ANP) is perceived as incompetent, 
corrupt and penetrated by Taliban or other extremists. Crime and graft are ripe. The public does not 
trust the Afghan National Police. The National Security Directorate and Afghan Special Forces are 
effective, but it is unclear how much battle damage these small unit actions cause to disrupt 
command and control, leadership, and funding of the extremists.  
 
One of the key questions is if the current administration of President Ashraf Ghani and his Afghan 
High Council for National Reconciliation will be able to secure sufficient support within 1990’s 
Mujahedeen leadership to retain power. The creation of a High Council of Government is one of 
such attempts to unify the political leadership in a post-withdrawal landscape (Shaheed, 2021). The 
Russian Afghan war veteran Mujahedeen generation do not want a return of the Taliban 1.0 of the 
Islamic Emirate, but it is uncertain if the younger generation of jihadists, pro-AQ/hard liner Taliban 
factions 2.0 can prevent a civil war.  
 
The bombing of the Qala-e-Murad Bek mosque in the Shakardara district during Friday prayers is 
now seen as a combination of sectarian violence combined with re-entering the drug trade as the 
district was previously declared ‘poppy-free’ by the Afghan counternarcotic officials. In 2009 poppy 
cultivation fell by 57% and the district received benefits from the government (Tolonews5, 2021).  

 
The district leadership provided a soft target of opportunity for extremists demonstrating the fragility 
of the social fabric and testing if minorities can withstand the temptation of sectarian violence. 
Repeated attacks may test the limitations as seen in Iraq and Africa.  
 
Complicating the issue is the role of regional interests including Pakistan, India, Russia, Turkey and 
even China. Most Chinese analysts seem to be pessimistic about the government of Ashraf Ghani 
not standing much of a chance of surviving in the years, if not months, to come (Sun, 2021).  
  
The March 2021 proposal by the U.S. to create an interims government was rejected by the Gani 
administration as well as the Taliban. The Shanghai Cooperation Organization meeting in 
September will discuss the departure of foreign troops from Afghanistan, bloc Secretary General 
Vladimir Norov announced in Beijing on 13 May 2021 (Jennifer Jacobs, 2021). In November 2020, 
Chinese premier Xi Jinping emphasized the importance of the Afghanistan Contact Group in the 
peace and post-conflict reconstruction process (Sun, 2021).  
 
A similar message surfaced in recent meetings with the Iranian foreign minister. With the United 
States no longer actively engaged in field operations the rise of instability is a serious concern for 
Central Asian neighbours and China’s homeland security in Xinjiang and beyond. It suggests the 
withdrawal of U.S. forces shifts the burden of security to a wider set of actors relieving pressure on 
the United States and European allies.   
 
The consequence of a resumption of violence may backfire for hard-liners. The Taliban military 
leadership has ordered large quantities of ammunition and explosives and rearranged the political 
leadership in the provinces.  
 

http://www.tajemb-my.org/tajikistan-presidency-in-the-sco-in-2020-2021/#:~:text=The%20presidency%20on%20Shanghai%20Cooperation,to%20the%20Republic%20of%20Tajikistan.&text=Emomali%20Rahmon%20announced%20that%20on,of%20the%20Shanghai%20Cooperation%20Organization.
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2020-11/10/c_1126723118.htm
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But this call to take power within three months the military option could lead to a miscalculation. If 
the Taliban choose to launch large offensive operations against Afghan forces, the Biden 
administration will respond accordingly with technologically superior kinetic response. The 2020 
U.N. Security Council report states,  

 
“…Taliban facilitators and non-combatants could bring the total figure to 100,000. Based on 
information available to the Monitoring Team, it is clear that the Taliban are not struggling 
with respect to recruitment, funding, weapons or ammunition….” (UNSC, 2020) 

 
The Chief of General Staff of the United Kingdom, General Carter stated that with the withdrawal of 
western forces from Afghanistan the Taliban should have no reason to claim jihad again (Tolonews, 
2021). This simplistic articulation fails to address the division of Afghan interests in contrasts to 
western narratives. From the AGF perspective the domestic victory over the apostates, kufrs and 
foreign invaders, and anyone who support the apostate Afghan government is a concluded 
outcome.  
 
Although the Taliban leadership in the UAE recognizes a political solution is needed the peaceful 
coexistence with the current Afghan administration is not politically or tactically justifiable at this 
juncture. There is discontent with senior Taliban living comfortably abroad with their families. For 
example, although Anas Haqqani was claimed not to be part of the Haqqani faction, has an Emirati 
wife and upon his release immediately surfaced in the political office in Doha.  He is representing 
the Haqqani network is viewed by some observers with caution.  
 
Appeasement the U.S. and coalition forces is a deciding factor, but evidence suggests the presence 
is part of a survival strategy by the Haqqani’s to have a voice on the table, and if opportune, to walk 
away from the talks.  
 
The “walk-away” red lines indicating a resumption of jihad could include claims of all foreign 
influences need to be removed from Afghanistan, all foreigners are expelled, and the apostate 
government is illegitimate. The Taliban leadership is unequivocal clear of their objectives. The 
tactical balancing act between the first generation of the Taliban leadership, the pro-western 
Mujahedeen, and the militants in constant consultation with Al Qaeda makes uncomfortable 
bedfellows with uncertain outcome.   
 
Tasim Asey warned that “Afghanistan is entering a new bloody, multi-layered phase with elements 
of a proxy, civil war” (NPR, 2021). It reflects somewhat the distancing towards Afghanistan by 
coalition partners. The German defense minister calling the Taliban debate an “intra-Afghan matter” 
said,  

 
“One lesson to be learned for other …...missions, however, is that the idea of turning 
Afghanistan into a modern state in the European sense was not realistic from the 
start….”, (Remme, 2021). 

  
This is a striking statement and reflects the hubris position by liberal Europeans failing to understand 
the consequence of war. The global implication are yet to emerge and a renewed campaign of global 
terrorism is not ruled out. 

 
However, a 2020/21 survey by the Asia foundation contradict this gloomy outlook. The survey 
conducted in the majority in the rural areas indicted that 54% (!) think the Afghan National Army 
can provide adequate security without foreign assistance (Asiafoundation, 2020). The second 
surprise of the survey was that in a male dominated society 85-87% said it is very important to 
protect woman’s right in the agreement and an overwhelming majority is unwilling to accept 
that woman and girls are not attending schools (Asiafoundation, 2020).  
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The 2019 report stated, 
 

“…While optimism in 2018, at 32.8%, was effectively unchanged from 2017, Afghans this 
year report a slightly higher level of optimism, with 36.1% of respondents saying the country 
is going in the right direction, and in explaining reasons for their optimism, those who say 
“peace / end of war” has increased notably from 16.4% to 26.3% this year…” 
(Asiafoundation, 2019) 

 
But despite the improved data, 58.2% of respondents in Afghanistan are still thinking the country 
going in the wrong direction. Crime, the economy, and the security situation are key factors for 
survey findings. 

 
The deterioration of the security is partially sparked as the discussion of evacuating essential Afghan 
talent surfaced in the public space. Fear is embedded in the Afghan psyche. The Asian Foundation 
report provides a compelling argument is not adequately addressed by counter-terror/counter-
narrative efforts. The reports states, 

  
“…. Fear when encountering the Taliban (93.1%) is nearly the same as in 2018 (93.6%), 
as is fear when encountering ISIS/Daesh (95.0% in 2019, 94.9% in 2018) ….” 
(Asiafoundation, 2019, p. 18) 

 
With the possible evacuation of up to 350,000 Afghans supporting U.S. and coalition forces critical 
shortcoming of institutional knowledge can be expected (Jennifer Jacobs, 2021). Afghans 
represents the second largest group of refugee applicants in Germany in 2020 (Schaefer, 2021). As 
so often in countries with insecurity the affluent leave, the rest suffers. 
 
These datapoints are well known to extremists. Hence disarming the fears, discrediting the ‘fear-
myth’ must be a continuous effort in the counter information operations going forward (Sachs, 2012). 
Creating the Afghan hero, providing society an Afghan poetic hero, with a purpose, in the actual 
sense is not visible (FreeRange, 2012). The collective failures are known but the Afghan hero is not. 
But the fearsome, mythical Taliban warrior of the faith is well established. 

 
Peter Singer in 2001 wrote,  

 
“…...From an information warfare perspective, the key aspect of the Taliban is that they are 
susceptible to certain divisions. The Taliban leadership has never been a truly cohesive 
actor, but more reflects the nature of its quick takeover of most of Afghanistan from 1994-
96. There are two broad potential fractures in the movement. The first is between 
relatively moderate and more orthodox factions within the original Taliban. The second, 
and perhaps more important, is that the Taliban were able to seize power rapidly though the 
incorporation of local warlords and commanders, who were either bought off or defected 
from other mujahadeen groups. Hence, there is also a split between the new members, who 
joined out of expediency, and the original Taliban leaders….” (Singer, 2001) 

 
The observations made by Singer twenty-years ago are still relevant. A moderate, orthodox faction 
and a radical, nihilistic extremist fringe. Both oscillate when opportune or needed despite the 
moderates not necessary agreeing with the extremist interpretations. It is a symbiotic relationship 
steeped in cultural, religious, and inter-group dynamics.  
 
The attacks on the Sayed Ul Shuhada school in the Kabul's Dasht-e-Barchi (NPR, 2021) epitomize 
future trends of an attempt to racially purify Afghanistan and restart sectarian violence. The Islamic 
State of Khorasan Province (ISKP) claimed responsibility and has long singled out the Hazara Shia 
community in Afghanistan (HRW, 2020). The May 2020 bombings the school and maternity ward 
attacks (Frontières, 2020) systematically executing a mid-wife and female patients resulting in a 
withdrawal by Doctors Without Borders/Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) from Afghanistan. 
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Whereas the Federal Foreign Minister Heiko Maas (SPD) expressed hope the Taliban had 
understood that the conflicts in the country had to be "politically resolved" little evidence is present 
that power sharing agreement will work.  
 
Once more, the Taliban has explicitly stated that it seeks to re-establish its Islamic Emirate of 
Afghanistan by force, through jihad, and install its emir, Mullah Haibatullah Akhundzada 
(Roggio6, 2021). 

 
The question if Afghanistan remains a failed state or emerging nation can be found in the nexus of 
politico-socio, economic and social changes. The near-term future will hinge on the governments 
(in)-capability to contain, defeat, and offer an acceptable alternative to the citizens and extremists 
alike as it has in other conflicts around the globe. But for the foreseeable time the nexus of 
insurgency, terrorism and a narco state is here to stay. Vanda Felbab-Brown wrote in her brutally 
honest op-ed article,  

 
“...Most counter narcotics measures adopted since 2001 have been ineffective or outright 
counterproductive economically, politically, and with respect to counterinsurgency and 
stabilization efforts…” (Felbab-Brown, 2020) [emphasis added] 

 
Although the efforts by the National Directorate of Security (NDS) and the Afghan National Army 
shows consistent efforts to uncover and disrupt terrorist operations that continue to undermine 
efforts to stabilize the Afghan administration it may be too little too late. The division size 
commandos carry the burden of response with the quality of the rest of the ANP and ANA forces 
lack.  
 
A high-quality counter terror structure transcending through all ranks will determine to some extent 
the sustainability of the Afghan state shifting from a big army footprint towards a counterinsurgency/ 
counter-terror operation. Historically in both, Peru and Columbia, these approaches were more 
effective than the commitment of large foreign forces. Afghanistan is still a war of attrition, the 
combination of violence, terror attacks and near-civil war like conflict will continue for 2020/2021.  
 
 
IT’S THE ECONOMY 
 
Afghanistan is on the verge of the narco-terror nexus of another failed state. Insurgent violence, 
widespread bloodshed, violence against minorities and the “slave administration” in Kabul is daily 
news. Awash with drugs, cash, and weapons the ‘drug economy’ ensures for decades the cycle of 
domestic violence and export terrorism as a commodity.  
 
The economic performance in Afghanistan and Iraq is intrinsically linked to violence. According to 
the World Bank Group (Group, 2020) Iraq’s Oil-GDP contracted by 12% in 2020, non-oil GDP is 
contracting by 5% as services sectors are affected by COVID-19 mitigation measures, especially 
the all-important religious tourism. Subdued domestic demand and the depreciation of currencies of 
the Iran and Turkey vis-à-vis the domestic currencies have kept inflation checked. In 2016 a U.S. 
Geological Survey identified the mineral resources of Afghanistan.  
 
Afghanistan may hold 60 million tons of copper, 2.2 billion tons of iron ore, 1.4 million tons of rare 
earth elements such as lanthanum, cerium and neodymium, and lodes of aluminium, gold, silver, 
zinc, mercury and lithium were identified. For instance, the Khanneshin carbonatite deposit in the 
Helmand province is valued at $89 billion. The U.S. Department of Defense Task Force for Business 
and Stability Operations valued the mineral resources at $908 billion, while the Afghan government's 
estimate is $3 trillion.  
 
 
 

https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2020/03/taliban-religious-decree-calls-for-its-emir-to-rule-islamic-government-in-afghanistan.php
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2020/03/taliban-religious-decree-calls-for-its-emir-to-rule-islamic-government-in-afghanistan.php
http://www.livescience.com/28865-aluminum.html
http://www.livescience.com/39187-facts-about-gold.html
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The Afghan government signed a 30-year, $3 billion contract with the China Metallurgical Group, a 
state-owned mining enterprise based in Beijing, to exploit the Mes Aynak copper deposit, and 
awarded mining rights for the country's biggest iron deposit to a group of Indian state-run and private 
companies (NBCNews, 2014). With this shift the geopolitical economic interests will play a role in 
the asset wealth of the country.  
 
Growth is highly uncertain as economic infra-structure projects only will be projected in 2021-2022 
with a 2% to 7.3% cautious forecast. The World Bank wrote, “…This means 2.7 to 5.5 million Iraqis 
would become poor due to the pandemic in addition to the existing 6.9 million pre-crisis poor...” 
(Group, 2020). Although domestic consumption has contracted in 2020 it is forecasted the modest 
domestic consumption will stimulate economic growth. In contrast the government spending 
remains disproportionally high (14.3%). The agricultural production has consistently provided a 
growth however goods and services and industry continue to underperform  (MPO, 2020). In this 
context Afghanistan remains equally uncertain.  
 
60% of revenues are agricultural driven, public spending are largely financed by grant 
inflows. Security expenditures represents 28% of GDP and the illicit economy, such as 
production, export and employment of opium, smuggling and illegal mining represents a large 
portion of the GDP (Afghanistan, 2020). The UNODC estimated that the opiate economy is worth 
between 6 and 11% of Afghanistan’s GDP (Felbab-Brown, 2020). A similar trend is visible in other 
emerging economies facing terrorism and instability (Bank, 2020) such as Niger an emerging centre 
of gravity for extremism in Africa.  
 
Health care in Afghanistan has become significantly better, as has the education system. Life 
expectancy has increased by ten years. Women's rights have improved significantly, at least in the 
urban parts of the country. But a viable state still did not emerge (Pindur, 2021) and a new Taliban 
regime attempts to reset the clock to a pre-2011 regime (Rashid, 2021).  
 
A stable government, growing middle class and economic recovery with strong infrastructure 
rebuilding on a scale of Dubai or the UAE is causally linked to the stability of the region and signal 
a decline of terrorism. Both Iraq and Afghan population need economic and societal alternative to 
the suicide culture, violence, and extremist attraction the government has not yet tackled. However, 
such indicators implying change are not present at the time of this analysis.  
 
Afghanistan is a textbook insurgency. Illegal revenues range from 300 million USD upwards to 
1.5 billion USD. These conservative figures are likely higher. This is a loss to the Afghan state. 
Extortion of businesses, theft and narcotics are stifling the economy and the population. Taliban 
uses resources cost effective and does not experience a cash crisis. The zakat taxation in areas 
under control by Taliban funds the insurgency. 

 
“…. Overall, the Taliban are currently able to levy taxes on almost all infrastructure, utilities, 
agriculture, and social industry in areas under their control or influence. The Taliban have 
conducted notable extortion campaigns during the past year against mobile telephone 
providers and electrical supply companies….” (UNSC, 2020) 

 
The Taliban-narco nexus in particular the methamphetamine production exceeded heroin profits 
created a new dimension for the Afghan and international community. The Jamaat Ansarullah 
Tajikistan (JAT) and criminal networks facilitating the movement of narcotics (UNSC, 2020) in 
Nangarhar and into Pakistan. With the acquiescence of security officials who regulate and profit 
from the smuggling of heroin, hashish, and goods such as gems and precious metals the revenue 
stream remains intact and fuels the insurgency. Revenues are shared between security officials, 
heads of the tanzeems and the Taliban.  
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It is unclear how the Afghan government will tackle the loss of tax revenues through the illegitimate 
trade of drugs and resources. With the Afghan government the Taliban is the alternative economy. 
Questions of how Afghan drugs are flooding the European and Asian markets are unclear but 
provide powerful motivators to export and protect the trade representing foreseeable challenges for 
the near future.  

 
THE AFGHAN NATIONAL SECURITY RESPONSE “DRINKING FROM THE CUP OF 
MARTYDOM” 
 
Even though 2020 marked the first time a casualty figure below 10,000 killed the 2,792 losses in 
2020 matches casualty figures from 2009. Ground engagements and Improvised Explosive Devices 
(IED) caused 34.5% of casualties. Despite the extremists’ claims airstrikes represent only 8% of 
total loss of human life (McCarthy, 2021). Reports suggest 40% of the ANF will be lost to 
desertion, combat deaths, no-shows, discontinue of service or injuries. With an annual attrition of 
72,000 men the question of sustainability is in doubt.   
 
But all source reporting agrees that an unstable Afghanistan will contribute to a destabilization of 
the region beyond the sub-contingent (ASG, 2021) sparking a larger conflict. This represents a 
wicked problem not yet clear how the cycle of will be broken. 
  
U.S. intelligence reports suggests about twenty (20) Pakistan based terror groups are operating in 
Afghanistan12. With the fragmentation this number will increase. Unclear is if these factions operate 
locally and regionally or pursue global ambitions (ANI, 2021).  
 
In contrast the losses on the side of the Taliban and other Anti-Government Forces (AGF) are 
equally considerable but the capability to rebuilt, recruit and replenish losses remains unchanged. 
Training camps surface repeatedly. Both sides are in the war of attrition however the AGF claims a 
perceived victory often influenced by the negative press narrative that is extensively studied by the 
Taliban and other Anti-Government Forces.  
 
The capability to identify the training pipeline for new company strength Anti-Government Forces 
fielded for combat operations is an indicator. Social media images included in this analysis illustrates 
a level of uniformity designed to provide the AGF with legitimacy. It also creates the visual tool to 
recruit, have purpose in the fight against a corrupt government. The Islamic State methods of 
communications surface in greater numbers in recent months. The Taliban propaganda machinery 
create a hero image. The hero of an Islamic warrior.   
 
On the other side of the coin the public message of Afghanistan successes is not necessarily 
translated to form a national identity or collective purpose which the public can associate. The 
withdrawal will be seen as abandonment by the public. Surface scanning for this analysis finds the 
Afghan National Army has a better public standing than the National Police.  
 
Experiences by the Sri Lankan army (Senaratne, 2016) should be applied in Afghanistan. Other 
examples include civil society actors who continuously wage a successful war of public opinion 
(Sachs, 2012) with a concept called “story telling is activism” (Greenpeace, 2017), (Lama, 2017).  
 
Ahmed Rashid, a British-Pakistani journalist holds the opinion the Taliban is extremely focused on 
war trying to restore a Taliban 2.0 and no concession will be offered after the U.S. and coalition 
forces will be withdrawn (Rashid, 2021). The Taliban although not known for its civics will face 
resistance by Afghans to return to a pre-9/11 form of governance.  

 
12 Pakistan has accused the Indian intelligence services financing Pakistan based terror groups. https://www.dawn.com/news/1590441; 

15 November 2020; accessed on 23 May 2021  

 

https://www.dawn.com/news/1590441
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Hence it is highly likely a violent, targeted campaign against woman could emerge. The attack 
against mid-wife’s, doctors and communal workers is an indicator. (Note. Shining Path with targeted 
assassinations (Schmidt, 1991) targeted communal soup kitchen to intimidate poor communities in 
Lima.) 
 
Afghanistan’s Ministry of Defense and Ministry of Interior said there are credible intelligence reports 
that the insurgents are trying to take over provincial capitals. At the time of this paper activities 
throughout provinces (Tolonews, 2021) report an increase of significant violence in Herat, Farah, 
Badghis, Helmand, Kandahar, Zabul, Logar, Balkh, Kunduz, Baghlan (@hbalkhi1, 2021) and 
Maidan Wardak provinces are recorded. In the 2021 fasting month alone 200 bomb blasts, 15 
suicide bombers and over 500 civilians injured are recorded (Tolonews, 2021). As of 12 May 2021, 
the Wardak district is under Taliban control, but the government announced that operations have 
commenced to recapture the critical areas. In comparison in Iraq during the fasting month Islamic 
State claimed 201 attacks in Iraq and 70 attacks were recorded in Syria. 437 people are killed 
and injured.  
 
On 18 May 2021, the government announced that operations to retake lost ground has commenced. 
The death toll so far includes 40 civilian, 30 soldiers and 60 Taliban fighters.  
 
A potential battle for control of Kabul will likely begin in Wardak and Logar. The Taliban overran 
two other districts in the northern province of Baghlan, seized the country’s second largest 
dam in Kandahar and launched numerous other high profile attacks throughout the country over 
the past week (Roggio1, 2021). Controlling the dam aims to strangle the power supply to the regions.  
 

“What is happening in Baghlan is an open secret. Over recent months, the NDS and 
influential politicians in the government have been paying hundreds of militias all over 
Afghanistan — often on behalf of third countries with their own agendas — to preserve their 
influence and buy a stake in Afghanistan’s future once the U.S. withdraws.” (Filippo Rossi, 
2021) 

 
On 18 May 2021, the importance of the occupied province surfaced emerged,  

 
“…Baghlan needs serious attention as it is an important province,” said Asadullah Shahbaz, 
an MP from Baghlan. “This is because it is a connecting point for nine northern 
provinces. If it faces a problem, nine provinces will face the problem….” (Tolonews18, 
2021) 

 
The tactical response of detaining and disrupting insurgents are well evidenced. This includes the 
Mullah Khairullah faction surrendering to the Government (@Shahin209Corps2, 2021), special 
operations capture Taliban operatives, kidnappers and bomb makers as recently as 10 May (NDS5, 
2021), the death of Taliban leader Maulvi Ahmad Kandahari on 27 April (NDS4, 2021) , detaining 
408 members of ISIS from 14 countries (NDS4, 2021) including 16 Chinese, 5 Russians, 4 Indians 
and 299 Pakistanis (NDS4, 2021),  detaining Taliban tax collectors (@Shahin209Corps, 2021), a 
Taliban caught disguised as a woman (@Shahin209corps3, 2021), the death of Taliban’s 
intelligence chief Karimullah aka Zarqawi in Jalriz (@Shahin209corps4, 2021), or Pakistanis killed 
in action  (@salam_sarbaz, 2021) supporting the Taliban in the Paktika province shows the 
successes but it is uncertain if these efforts are sustainable by the Afghan government.  
 
The successes are countered by carbon copy images of the AGF. On May 8, images suggest “250 
Mujahidin graduate with “specialized training” from the Mahmud Ghaznawi (RH) Military Camp” 
(HackerLegion, 2021) emulating the appearance of U.S. or Government of Afghanistan forces. The 
use of high-tech night vision goggles can be found repeatedly in the public reporting 
(@Shahin209corps4, 2021).  
 

https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2021/05/taliban-takes-control-of-two-districts-in-afghan-north.php
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2021/05/taliban-takes-control-of-two-districts-in-afghan-north.php
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The funding of militias aimed to challenge the legitimacy and at the same time create the image of 
an Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan army capable to defeat the government. The difference in 
uniforms illustrates the diversity of factions of Anti-Government Forces.  
 

    
 

   
see: (HackerLegion, 2021), Al-Fatih camp (HackerLegion7, 2021) 

 
The line between criminality, narco trafficking and terrorism is indistinguishable in Afghanistan. With 
an increase of success of combat operations by government forces the criminal nexus will gain 
increasingly dominance with drug cartels provides hard currency cash for supporting the insurgency. 
This has continued unabated.  

 
The publications show well fed, motivated and well-equipped groups. If these groups are the so 
called ‘Red Groups, Danger Groups or Blood Units’ is unclear. However, the visuals provide an 
insight of small unit operations, improved tactics, funding of equipment and tactical capabilities.  

 
Tariq bin Ziyad Camp in Paktika are among the publicly acknowledged camps training specialized 
Taliban Red Units (Roggio6, 2021). In 2015 these camps were identified as ‘suicide’ camps. The 
Pakistan based special groups referred as the Mujahideen Special Group or Special Task Force. 
The former Al Qaeda 055 Brigade (Zahid, 2014) morphed into a larger Lashkar-e-Zil (or Shadow 
army and known as Jaish al Usrah, or the Army of the Protective Shield) closely operates with the 
Taliban and other groups in Pakistan and Afghanistan (Stanford, 2018). A 2008/9 report suggested 
more than 150 camps and 400 support locations are operating in Northwest Pakistan. As of last 
summer, an estimated 25 to 40 of the camps were considered permanent (Roggio, 2009). Taken a 
class size of 250 graduates per camp generates 10,000 graduates per 40 camps. No information is 
available indicating a declining of graduates by numbers, training, and combat capabilities.      

 
The shift in command for the Red Units also referred as Blood Unit, Danger Groups of Taliban’s 
Rapid Reaction Units Mullah Abdul Rehman also known as Pir Agha who dealt with the threat 
posed by Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant-Khorasan (ISIL-K) and the previous shadow governor 
for Zabul, Mullah Mohammad Essa, replacing Pir Agha in Nangarhar would seem to be a signal of 
pending actions.   
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In 2018 reports emerged Abdul Wadood (Roggio3, 2018) alias Thomas K. from Rheinland-Pfalz a 
known German Salafists (Bild, 2018) served as a military adviser to Mullah Shah Wali, who was 
also known as Haji Nasir, the commander of the Taliban's elite "Red Unit" in Helmand. The German 
BKA warned in 2014 of possible attacks carried out by this individual. 
 
THE INFORMATION WAR 
 
The 2010 publications on Taliban Information Operations illustrates the problem. 

  
“…...My original conclusion was that Taliban IO is not as sophisticated or effective as 
many suggest, but that their efforts did appear to be significantly assisting the insurgency. 
They appear much more effective at the local level (mainly in southern, southeastern, 
and eastern Afghanistan and northwestern Pakistan), where they have a cultural and 
linguistic advantage in operating within the Pashtun tribal areas from which most Taliban 
fighters originate. They are much less advanced at the strategic level (communicating 
to the Afghan government, region, and international community), where a lack of 
understanding of the wider world, poorly articulated goals and intentions, and paranoia 
about "Western media" are handicapping their performance…...” (Foxley, 2010) [emphasis 
added] 
 

The above illustrates all so common assumption of Information warfare misses a key point. The 
Taliban information warfare does not need to achieve an acknowledgement or measure the 
effectiveness. What works will be used, what does not is abandoned. Their cause is morally 
superior, it serves only their faithful, aims to undermine the will of the apostates and kufrs to battle 
for the liberation from the unbelievers. Their message is aimed at their exclusive audience primarily 
and everyone else. Simplicity works. Fancy PR campaigns do not.  

 
The governments public message receives limited traction with the general population. Although 
about 200 TV stations, 500 print media and 150 radio station exist, the successes of the government 
are limited effective. This view is supported by the U.S. Inspector General report (USIG, 2019) which 
wrote,  

 
“… “it is difficult to gauge receptiveness to Taliban messaging. Assessments that the Taliban 
are winning the information war often rely on indicators of quality, quantity, and 
dissemination. By most accounts, including the assessment of USFOR-A, Taliban 
messaging is disciplined and outpaces most U.S. and Afghan efforts to counter it. For 
example, a recent Reuters report described a Taliban “newsroom” staffed with writers, 
editors, and spokesmen who rapidly produce and distribute articles, photos, and 
social media messages—many of them factually inaccurate—in five languages… The 
Asia Foundation’s 2018 nationwide survey that they received the majority of their 
information from family, friends, and the radio…” (USIG, 2019) [emphasis added] 

 
This analysis agrees with the quantitively definition but disagree with the U.S. governments 
assessment. Propaganda is quantitatively measurable. The Taliban news messaging board does 
not aim to achieve Pulitzer quality journalism. The message is aimed to reach a tipping point 
(Gladwell, 2000) undermine confidence in the state and topple the government and fight the 
apostates and unbelievers.  
 
U.S. and coalition officials continue to pursue a failed Public Relations and mass communications 
narrative of a world view that has neither contextual relevance nor is realistic for the average citizen 
suffering under the yolk of extremist ideology. Lessons from the Malayan Emergency (Ramakrishna, 
2000), are not heeded.  
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“...While somewhat more has been written about the propaganda used, its use in conjunction 
with psychological warfare (psywar) techniques has received little attention in the past 
fifty years…” (Fallon, 2011) 

 
The counter narratives of the cold war, and a variety of more non-traditional civil society actors that 
strategically approach counter ideology narratives instead of a project accounting cycle that 
embraces common issues of the average citizen is needed. The tactical narratives, often cemented 
in the kinetic success needs a strategic approach beyond an accounting cycle of one to two years. 
An Information Operations with the author constructing, recruiting, and countering took a decade 
long effort. A life cycle beyond the 24 hours news flash is needed. So is volume.  
 
The AGF narrative and message is not based on accuracy, contextual finesse, or syntax but on 
volume output. “Who Reports, First” and “Who Reports, Often” is more valuable than grammatical 
accuracy or political correctness. 
 
Although the full media spectrum is applied across Afghanistan all media is reactive and offers little 
to ordinary Afghan’s other than suffering. The identified evidence shows some success of Afghan 
forces however these are not promoted outside Afghanistan hence the negative narrative 
supersedes the achievements by government forces. 

 
THE REMAKING OF AL QAEDA  
 
Whereas the Taliban, Hezb-e Islami Gulbuddin (HIG) are nationalist groups and are not known to 
operate outside their respective regional domains the social linkages between the groups in 
Afghanistan and cleavages to Iran and the middle East are well documented. This may change but 
however, Al Qaeda is a transnational global terror actor.  
 
Al Qaeda and the Islamic State franchises are committed to the eternal jihad, export terror in the 
transnational context and continue to represent a domestic, regional, and global threat in the near 
space, i.e., Afghanistan, Iraq, and the far space, such as the European Union, and the United States 
and their allies. 
 
Although the cleavages with Al Qaeda “central” continue morph with the variety of groups in 
Afghanistan the Taliban-U.S. agreement is the beginning of a new chapter in the radical cycle of 
global terror.  
 
The conflict will change to a survival strategy for AQ, the Haqqani Network and Taliban splinter 
factions. Like Shining Path, the Provos of the IRA the political wing will contrast with the extremists 
committed to violence. The potential for terror attacks against intra-groups as well as foreigners 
remains relatively high. AQ and Islamic State are transnational groups. The Afghanistan, Pakistan 
role of sanctuaries will be substituted with new operational theatres and renewed threats if AQ and 
the Islamic State existence is threatened. The Afghan Study Group stated,  

 
“…During its deliberations, the Study Group was advised that a complete U.S. withdrawal 
without a peace agreement would allow these groups to gradually rebuild their capabilities 
in the Afghanistan-Pakistan region such that they might be able to attack the U.S. homeland 
within eighteen (18) to thirty-six (36) months….” (ASG, 2021) 

 
Hence the mixture of cultural and socio-economic linkages to Iran and opportunistic endorsement 
of the Taliban in July 2015 and the Islamic State in August 2015 after Mullah Omars death illustrates 
the ever-changing dynamics in the extremist landscape. Despite the attacks executed by the Afghan 
based factions we view these attacks as negotiation tactics in the domestic context.  

 
Ghairat Baheer and Qutbuddin Hilal entering politics is an example of violence in the context of 
groups serves a political purpose. Tribal links shows the importance of kinship in the context. Ghairat 
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Baheer is married to the daughter of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar and the Chairman of the Political 
Committee of Hezbi Islami in Afghanistan. 

 
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, a hard-line Pashtun although critically viewed by media, is a product of 
Afghanistan. In a world of lifelong survival, and intrigue he is an ultra-nationalist. Hekmatyar is 
described as a merciless pursuer of power and fiercely ambitious (Sharifi, 2016) with a long history 
and even longer list of enemies such as the Hazara leader Abdul Ali Mazari and the Uzbek leader 
Abdul Rashid Dostum. Hekmatyar is a political powerhouse of the old guard of Afghan Mujahedeen 
leaders. His warning of a new war beginning is significant and concerning. 
 
The creation of a High Council of Government attempting to include 25 political leaders across 
fraction to seek consensus. Names circulates include Mohammad Mohaqiq Abdullah Abdullah, 
Hamid Karzai, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, Abdul Rab Rassoul Sayyaf, Atta Mohammad Noor, 
Mohammad Mohaqiq, Abdul Rashid Dostum, Fazel Fazly and Mohammad Karim Khalili (Shaheed, 
2021). 

 
But, to illustrate the complexities that continue to this day the late July 2020 UN and media reporting 
suggested the continuous close ties between Al Qaeda in Afghanistan and the Haqqani network 
continues in twelve (12) provinces in Afghanistan providing shelter.  

 
Ayman al-Zawahiri is said to be based in Afghanistan with 400-to 600 fighters in close contact with 
the Haqqani network. In February 2020 Ayma al-Zawahiri met with Yahya Haqqani to discuss 
operations and cooperation (Dajjiworld, 2020). The May 2020 United Nations report states,  

 
“…The Taliban regularly consulted with Al-Qaida during negotiations with the United States 
and offered guarantees that it would honor their historical ties. Al-Qaida has reacted 
positively to the agreement, with statements from its acolytes celebrating it as a victory for 
the Taliban’s cause and thus for global militancy….” (UNSC, 2020) 

 
Al Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS) operates under the Taliban umbrella from Nimruz, 
Helmand and Kandahar provinces, the report said, adding that the group reportedly has between 
150 and 200 members from Bangladesh, India, Myanmar, and Pakistan. 

 
About 6,500 Pakistani nationals affiliated with the Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) are still 
operating in Afghanistan. Led by Amir Noor Wali Mehsud, supported by his deputy Qari Amjad 
and TTP spokesperson Mohammad Khorasani. The Eastern Turkistan Islamic Movement 
(ETIM) is reported to be active in the provinces of Badakhshan, Kunduz and Takhar. 

 
Although all serious studies undertaken by the USG, UN, the EU, and other global institutions 
Afghanistan remains a center of gravity for the global jihadi movement. Even the most critical 
reporting, the Afghanistan Study Group, remains optimistic compared to the dramatic changes 
Afghanistan is facing. This assessment opines the fundamentals, violence, acts of terror, use of 
political violence as a negotiation tool has not changed and unlikely will changes for the foreseeable 
future.  

 
THE ISIS, ISLAMIC STATE KHORASAN (IS-K) NEXUS 

 
The Islamic State Khorasan (IS-K) is an illustration how a variety of actors, factions, interests, 
personalities, and extremist ideology mutate in Afghanistan. Formed in 2017 by some members of 
Lashkar-e-Taiba, Jamaat-ud-Dawa, the Haqqani Network, and the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan 
(IMU) was reported to have joined the IS-K.  

 
Early membership included a contingent of Pakistani militants who emerged in Afghanistan’s 
Nangarhar province around 2010, just across the border from the former Federally Administered 
Tribal Areas (FATA) of Pakistan. The appointment of Khan as IS-K’s first emir, and former Taliban 
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commander Abdul Rauf Khadim as his deputy, further facilitated the group’s growth, utilizing long 
established recruitment networks in Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

 
These leaders, as well as those at the district and provincial levels, generally possessed meaningful 
experience with local militant movements in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Uzbekistan prior to joining 
IS-K. While there is no evidence that Islamic Khorasan has been involved in plotting against the 
U.S., it has mocked and threatened the United States in its official media streams and called for 
lone-wolf attacks in the West. 
 
These tactics further demonstrate IS-K’s localized strategy aimed at delegitimizing existing states, 
degrading trust in democracy, exploiting sectarianism, and sowing instability in its areas of influence. 
The UN 2020 report states,  

 
“…. Member States have commented that most attacks claimed by ISIL-K demonstrated 
some degree of “involvement, facilitation, or the provision of technical assistance” 
by the Haqqani Network. Furthermore, they have stated that ISIL-K “lacked the capability 
to launch complex attacks in Kabul on its own” while taking responsibility for 
operations that had, in all likelihood, been carried out by the Haqqani Network. 
Notably, the tactical autonomy of the Haqqani Network in pursuing Taliban goals 
enables them to support operations, which undermined the control and credibility of 
the Government of Afghanistan…...” (UNSC, 2020) 

 
Islamic State core’s decision to formally expand into South and Central Asia was premised on the 
region’s existing networks for recruitment and weak governance, as well as the group’s financial 
flexibility from success in Iraq and Syria. However, IS-K’s hostility towards Pakistan, indiscriminate 
Takfiri violence, and willingness to exploit local grievances has mounted considerable aversion to 
the Islamic State in Pakistan and Afghanistan. 

 
In early 2020 Taliban forces, as did the Afghan National Defence Security Forces and their 
international allies, played a significant part in inflicting the defeats of the Khorasan Chapter of 
the Islamic State but has remained capable to remount attacks partially supported by the Haqqani 
network (UNSC, 2020). Despite in 2019 it was nearly eradicated the capability to regroup, recruit 
and re-start operations requires continuous counter-terror effort. 

 
The Global Terrorism Index 2020 the IS-related terrorism has started to decrease in the past few 
years, IS-related deaths are still 36% higher than in 2013 (Morgan, 2021) suggests the increasing 
trend is led by the Khorasan Chapter of the Islamic State. The group was responsible for 3,134 
terrorism deaths between 2015 and 2019, or 89% of the region’s terrorism. Of the 596 ISIS-
related terrorism deaths in South Asia in 2019, more than half were attributed to the Khorasan 
Chapter in Afghanistan, India, and Pakistan (Morgan, 2021).  

 
Family ties, trade relationship, kinship, and association, the ‘fraternity of the brotherhood’ are the 
pillar of the extremists’ landscape. This has not changed and will enjoy a renaissance in the near 
term once the domestic power divisions in Afghanistan are decided. The U.S. Treasury points out 
the links of Taliban facilitators to Iran (USDT, 2018)13 are emerging threats.  

 

 
13 The U.S. Treasury documented the Iranian linkages in 2018 illustrating the Iranian Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps – Qods Force (IRGC-

QF) members supporting Taliban elements in this action highlights the scope of the Iranian regime’s malign activities and regionally 
destabilizing behavior and furthers the U.S. maximum pressure campaign against Iran. Mohammad Ebrahim Owhadi (also known as Jalal 

Vahedi), Esma’il Razavi, Abdullah Samad Faroqui, Mohammad Daoud Muzzamil, Abdul Rahim Manan, Abdul Aziz (also known as Aziz Shah 

Zamani), Sadr Ibrahim, and Hafiz Majid pursuant to Executive Order 13224, which targets terrorists and those providing support to terrorists 

or acts of terrorism.  In addition, TFTC Member States also designated Naim Barich, who is managing the Taliban’s relationship with Iran.   
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The sanctuaries are the African continent, Europe and as far as Southeast Asia remain operative 
theatres for the groups. It is yet to determine if the battle space in Afghanistan turns into a wider 
export ‘market’ for travelling extremists. ‘Have Bomb, Will Travel’ is not just merely a slogan.   

 
The Marawi defeat by the Philippine Armed Forces was decisive, but splinter factions remain 
supportive of fighters from the Middle East resettling in far spread Wilayahs of the global Khilafat. 
The U.S. Department of State 2020 Terrorism reporting illustrate our view that,  

 
“[T]here was also a notable uptick in violence in the tri-border region shared by Mali, Niger, and 
Burkina Faso, which affected all three countries.” 
 
This said, the traditional operational theatres of Islamic State such as Syria, Iraq, Iran, Turky, Europe 
are within the reach of jihadist operational reach.  
 
We should anticipate a 12 to 36 months period of decay, instability and general insecurity in 
Afghanistan with increases in bombings, soft target attacks, i.e., schools, infrastructure attacks, lines 
of communications/transportation, kidnapping for financial gains but also for political reasons, 
increase of attacks against isolated Afghan Army/National Police posts or assassinations of agents 
of the state (HackerLegion1, 2021), etc.) and continuous weakening of the central government 
denying legitimacy and a sustainable future of the Afghan state.  

 
The extreme graphic, emotional attacks against school children could turn the tide against the 
Taliban and other extremists’ factions however the violence has become so engrained in Afghan 
society that the societal fabric is not able to react to violence. Al Qaeda, Islamic States and variation 
of these groups continue to enjoy the support of the willing to wage jihad. The newer brand version 
of Islamic State is continuing to morph into a variety of groups, actors, networks, and different levels 
of extremist violence to continue jihad. For example,  

 
“Countries such as Burkina Faso, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Mozambique and 
Niger have all recorded sharp rises in terrorist attacks with the emergence of several new 
ISIL provinces and affiliates (the Central Africa Province of the Islamic State and the 
Islamic State in the Greater Sahara), and the expansion of existing groups, namely the 
Islamic State West Africa Province (ISWAP), into neighbouring countries.” (Morgan, 2021) 

 
To illustrate the changing landscape is the morphing of the Islamic State was Boko Haram. The 
formal name was the Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda’awati Wal-Jihad. In March 2015, when it 
subsequently renamed itself ISWAP. A year later a dispute over the leadership of ISWAP resulted 
in the emergence of two factions of the group; while one faction continued to operate as ISWAP, 
the other faction reverted to the original name (Morgan, 2021).  

 
In Afghanistan and Iraq, a fragmentation of the Taliban, new actors will emerge under new structures 
and paymasters14. The localization increases the complexities in the intelligence assessment of 
groups lethality and connectivity to main ideological direction of a nationalist agenda, i.e., the 
Taliban, or global extremist factions. 

 
In 2015 the former leader of Mullah Mansoor announced Sirajuddin Haqqani named to be the first 
deputy (Farmer, 2020). Mullah Mohammad Yaqoob, son of Mullah Omar, was named the second 
deputy. In 2016 Mansoor was killed in a drone strike. His business dealings included drug dealing, 
a cell phone company with running his business via a private residence in Dubai. 

 
In 2020 it was announced that Yaqoob was appointed to head the Taliban military commission in 
15 of the 34 provinces (Bezhan, 2020) supporting the U.S.-Taliban agreement. In comparison Al 
Qaeda operates in 12 provinces.  

 
14 International Resistance Faction surfaced in Iraq defined as a “special/specific unit”; Twitter message by Evan Kohlmann 11 June 2021 
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In August 2020 Mullah Mohammad Yaqoob, described as a moderate, reported to favour the 
negotiation to end the war. Mullah Yaqoob is described as a "shrewd young man who is somewhat 
entitled and self-centred”. Trained in guerrilla warfare by the Pakistan-based militant group Jaish-e 
Muhammad, which has been blamed for deadly attacks on Indian targets in Afghanistan and 
Kashmir. 
The more moderate camp includes Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar, a co-founder of the Taliban and a 
former deputy to Mullah Omar. Baradar, who spent years in a Pakistani prison, recently served as 
the Taliban's political chief and head negotiator in talks with the United States (Bezhan, 2020). 
 

“…But the selection of such an inexperienced commander has also hinted at possible 
divisions within the Taliban, which has undergone bitter leadership transitions and growing 
internal dissent in recent years…...” (Bezhan, 2020) 
 

Taliban negotiator Sher Mohammad Abbas Stanikzai demand to remove the Taliban from the UN 
blacklist is viewed a breakthrough in the ongoing negotiations (Press, 2021). Stanikzai went on to 
link peace in Afghanistan to Ghani relinquishing power (Cul, 2021).  

 
Sher Mohammad Abbas Stanikzai is perceived as hardliner. But the Political Office in Doha 
understands the need for interaction with the international community showing moderation are at 
odds with the rank and file. The reporting suggests the political, as moderate perceived Taliban 
leaders did not disclose the details of the agreement particularly the commitment to cut ties with Al 
Qaeda and foreign fighters fearing a backlash, leading to acrimonious relationship (UNSC, 2020).  

 
THE IRANIAN AMBITIONS 

  
A new breakaway Taliban faction that has close links to Iran and opposes peace has emerged in 
recent months. The Hezb-e Walayat-e Islami (Party of Islamic Guardianship) is believed to 
have split from the mainstream Taliban after the U.S.-Taliban agreement was signed in Doha on 29 
February 2020. Based in Iran the faction was at the time forming and consist of radical Taliban 
members and leaders (Bezhan1, 2020). These new factions will execute the proxy war on behalf of 
Iranian interests in the Afghan-Pakistan area and expand into the border lands of the former Soviet 
empire such as Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and beyond. 
  
In late January 2021 Iran hosted senior leaders of the Taliban to ‘exchange views’ on the U.S. 
peace deal between the Afghan factions. Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar, the Taliban’s deputy chief 
and head of the group’s political office in Doha, Qatar, was leading the delegation showing the 
growing interest by Teheran in the changing landscape. Torek Farhadi said Iran’s move to host the 
Taliban could be an attempt to demonstrate to U.S. President Joe Biden’s administration that Tehran 
is keen to play its part in promoting Afghan peace to improve ties with Washington.  
 
A view rejected by the Afghan national security advisor Hamadullah Mohib alleging the insurgents 
"do not want peace through talks and instead they are preparing to intensify battlefield attacks” in 
the upcoming summer fighting season (Gul, 2021). A view shared by a recent report suggesting 
“the hard-line Taliban believe that they can and will still achieve their aims by force” (UNSC, 
2020). 
 
The moderates are in stark contrast to the pro-Iranian hard-line, battlefield commanders such as 
Mullah Qayum Zakir and former military chief of the Taliban. A former inmate in Guantanamo, 
hardliners said he was instrumental in authoring the Taliban play book, coordinated military action 
in Helmand but after tensions over strategy stepped down from his leadership position due to “ill 
health”. 

 
The Haqqani Network is pursuing a hard-line interpretation of jihad. Involved in bombings, attacks 
against schools, kidnapping and ransom Sirajuddin Haqqani pursuit of a Takfiri direction is evident 

https://www.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-taliban-splinter-group-peace-deal-iranian-links/30661777.html
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in the 2010 training manual entitled Military Lessons for the Benefit of the Mujahedeen, where he 
appears more radical than the Taliban’s displaying Al Qaeda influences, supporting beheading and 
suicide bombings, legitimizing targeting the West, and asking Muslims there to "blend in, shave, 
wear Western dress, be patient”. This reflects a Takfiri behaviour and suggests planning to attack 
in the west.  

 
To illustrate the extremist perspective of the Haqqani network the group was responsible to build 
the largest ever truck bomb targeting an U.S. outpost.  

 
“….in October 2013, Afghan security forces intercepted a truck bomb deployed by the 
Haqqani’s against Forward Operating Base Goode in Paktiya Province. The device, which 
did not detonate, contained some 61,500 pounds of explosives and was the largest 
truck bomb ever built….” (DNI, 2021) 

 
It is unclear if the Haqqani network due to the new political dynamics will pursue a moderate path 
or retain violence. On January 4, 2021, a summary by the U.S. Department of Treasury states,  

 
“…al-Qaeda capitalizes on its relationship with the Taliban through its network of mentors 
and advisers who are embedded with the Taliban, providing advice, guidance, and financial 
support….as of May 2020 Taliban and al-Qaeda maintained a strong relationship and 
continued to meet regularly...” (Gul, 2021) 

 
Another faction is the Feday-e Mahaz (Suicide Brigade) lead by Haji Najibullah (DOJ, 2020)15, a 
loyalist to the 2007 killed Mullah Dadullah, which surfaced around 2014. Opposed to reconciliation 
funding/linkages to extremist factions in the Taliban an Iranian funding should not be ruled out. On 
March 12, 2014, the group claimed responsibility for the killing of British-Norwegian journalist Nils 
Horner accused of being a spy. In 2008 the kidnapping of NYT journalist David Rohde was 
associated with the faction (Bezhan1, 2014). Although on 11 March 2014 the Sacrifice Front, also 
known as Fidai Mahaz claimed responsibility. This faction was behind a failed suicide attack on the 
Indian consulate in Jalalabad in 2013.  

 
In 2012 the Mullah Dadullah Front, also known as the Mullah Dadullah Lang Allegiance or the 
Mullah Dadullah Mahaz, led by the brother of Mullah Dadullah, Daddi Allah, shot and killed Arsala 
Rahmani Daulat a Taliban leaders elected to the High Peace Council.  

 
In 2016 the breakaway faction was reunified with the Taliban. It was the Taliban’s effort to bring 
wayward groups and commanders back into the fold after divisions over the death of its founder and 
first emir, Mullah Omar. Notable the US military’s killing of Mullah Akhtar Mohammad Mansour, the 
Taliban’s last emir, may have paved the way for rebellious Taliban commanders to re-join the group. 
Dadullah was responsible for embracing al Qaeda’s ideology of waging global jihad, and 
incorporated al Qaeda tactics, including the use of suicide bombers on the battlefield (Roggio, 
2016).He was one of the seventy moderates within Taliban. Some analysts suggest the two groups 
are one and the same and responsible also for the Rabbani assassination to derail peace talks with 
the U.S. at the time.  

 
The Jihadi Shura of Mujahidin For Unity and Understanding pursues identical ideological 
directions (Bezhan1, 2014). The relationship between Shi'ite-majority Iran and the Taliban, a 
fundamentalist Sunni group, is complex. Iran officially opposes the Taliban, but experts say it 
provides some military support to the mainstream Taliban and rival breakaway factions (Bezhan1, 
2020). Taken the changing dynamics the fractionalization will shift the criminal nexus as a substitute 
for political power. Abubakar Siddique wrote,  
 

 
15 He was charged in conjunction with Timor Shah in October 2020 
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“…Just like the Arab Afghan mujahideen who turned on the United States after the 
communist regime fell in Afghanistan in 1992, the Taliban had turned on their Pakistani 
masters….” (Wiliams, 2014) 

 
Iranian thinking may miscalculate the loyalty of factions to do their bidding. Eventually alliances 
change. Filippo Rossi, a Swiss journalist wrote on May 11,  

 
“The Taliban see themselves as the victors in the 20-year war with NATO and its Afghan 
allies. They, too, have paid lip service to turning the page and ending hostilities. But, as with 
the other side, their willingness to make peace is conditional on an outcome favourable to 
their interests.” (Filippo Rossi, 2021) 
 

This provides the terror groups and the Anti-Government Forces (AGF) with the oxygen of 
existence. Research shows that Al Qaeda has already formed Hizb-i Vilayet Islami (Hussein, 
2020) composed mainly of dissident senior Taliban members residing outside Afghanistan. 
Reporting suggests that the successful implementation of the agreement could lead foreign terrorist 
fighters to give up fighting or relocate outside Afghanistan. Alternatively, should the peace process 
fail, there could be a surge in violence and chaos in Afghanistan (UNSC, 2020). 
 
To summarize the AQ-Taliban-Haqqani nexus is continuously active. To illustrate the point AQ 
and Taliban leaders held six meetings over a period of twelve months in 2019 and 2020. Al-Qaida 
leadership detailed in meetings with the Taliban have included Ahmad al-Qatari, Sheikh Abdul 
Rahman, Hassan Mesri aka Abdul Rauf and Abu Osman, a Saudi Arabian member of Al-Qaida. A 
meeting in spring 2019 that took place in Sarwan Qal‘ah District of Helmand Province, at which 
Sadr Ibrahim, Mullah Mohammadzai and former adviser to Mullah Mohammad Omar, Gul Agha 
Ishakzai reportedly met with Hamza Usama Muhammad bin Laden to reassure him personally that 
the Islamic Emirate would not break its historical ties with Al-Qaida for any price (UNSC, 2020). By 
August 2019, the son of Bin Laden was killed in an U.S. air strike (BBC, 2019).  
 
Al-Qaida is covertly active in 12 Afghan provinces: Badakhshan, Ghazni, Helmand, Khost, 
Kunar, Kunduz, Logar, Nangarhar, Nimruz, Nuristan, Paktiya and Zabul. According to reporting, al-
Zawahiri met with members of the Haqqani Network in February 2020. Hafiz Azizuddin Haqqani 
and Yahya Haqqani consulted al-Zawahiri over the agreement with the United States and the peace 
process. Yahya Haqqani has been the primary Haqqani Network focal point for liaison with Al-
Qaida since mid-2009.  
 
The presence of Al-Qaida, particularly in the form of Al-Qaida in the Indian Subcontinent, was 
demonstrated on 22 September 2020. A U.S.-Afghan operation targeted a Taliban-Al-Qaida 
gathering in the Musa Qal‘ah District, Helmand Province. In the operation the leader of Al-Qaida in 
the Indian Subcontinent, Asim Umar, had been killed in the attack, along with several foreign 
nationals, including the group’s deputy, its “courier” to al-Zawahiri and several foreign female 
members. Umar and his followers were being sheltered by local Taliban forces, some of whom had 
also been killed in the raid.  
 
Discussions were held among senior Haqqani Network figures to form a new joint unit of 2,000 
armed fighters in cooperation with and funded by Al-Qaida. The newly established unit would 
be split into two operational zones with Hafiz Azizuddin Haqqani in overall command and leading 
forces in the Loya Paktiya area (Khost, Logar, Paktika and Paktiya), while the remaining force 
would be deployed to Kunar and Nuristan under Shir Khan Manga, the head of intelligence for 
the Haqqani Network. 
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The recent UN report outlines the position of the Taliban against the Afghan government. It reads,  

 
“…This message from the Taliban leadership was echoed by Taliban commanders in the 
field who informed civilian populations that, following the “victory of the Islamic Emirate”, the 
“Afghan Government would be toppled within three months…” (UNSC, 2020) 

 
“…. The Monitoring Team received information that the attack16 was carried out by Al-Qaida 
operatives, concerned that the prospective agreement called for the Taliban to break 
ties with Al-Qaida and foreign fighters….” (UNSC, 2020) [emphasis added] 

 
 

SOME CONCLUSIONS  
 

The situation in Afghanistan remains volatile, fluid, and fragmented qualifying for the definition of 
Fissures, Fractions, Fragmentation on the Fringe (4F). Afghanistan has it all. Some elements of 
society barely hold on to the concept of national unity, tribal fractionalization continues to surface, 
fragmentation of society from the bottom up and extremism on the fringe providing the re-birth of Al 
Qaeda, the Taliban extremist factions and political power pocket in the search of a new purpose.  
 
Three trends are emerging:  

 
• First, the current government will not survive. The Taliban despite negotiated concessions 

have no common ground with the Afghan administration of the current president. The 

extremist factions of Taliban are set on taking power by force. Its position is communicated 

almost daily. The apostates, kufrs are defeated. The self-illusion of Afghan warlords and drug 

dealers are a nation is illusionary but a reality.  

 

• Second, the current administration does survive with a peace deal will be accepted by all 

parties. This will increase the pressure on Al Qaeda as one of the conditions of the U.S. 

agreement is the question. 

 

• Third, a status quo is maintained, the conflict muddles along, and Afghanistan remains in a 

state of perpetual decay, conflict, and violence. The Afghan army will be able to maintain the 

status quo and a protracted war of attrition commences.  

 
Whereas the above three options are mainly political factors the military aspiration of retaking Kabul 
in an orgy of violence should not be ruled out. An outbreak of civil war, widespread loss of life and 
waves of violence are the consequence. Skirmishes are ongoing, incursions into the periphery to 
control the capital and control the roads are reported.  
 
The attrition of civil war can be predicted on the basis, on the capability to replenish resources in 
men and materiel and exhaust militants, will fight in a struggle between a nihilistic group of 
extremists versus emerging Afghan nationalists and the political balancing act to find a consensus.  
 
Hence, this could lead towards the path of breaking up of Afghanistan, along the north-south and 
tribal lines.  
 
 
 
 

 
16 The attack was against the former Korean Hospital, so-called as it was a functioning hospital left by the Korean Provincial 

Reconstruction Team. 
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Some evidence suggests:  

 
Political leaders with deep roots into the extremist circles warn of a pending civil war. Afghan 
intelligence reports stated the objectives to take power in the provinces are known and large stores 
of ammunitions and explosives were acquired by the Taliban military command indicates 
preparation for war is made. The leadership of the shadow structure in Khost, Kunar, Laghman, 
Logar, Wardak, Nangarhar, Nuristan, Paktiya, Badakhshan, Baghlan, Balkh, Bamyan, Kabul, 
Kapisa, Kunduz, Samangan and Takhar provinces indicates the preparation for take over17. 
 
Al Qaeda, the Haqqani network leadership and factions of the Taliban are actively engaged in the 
negotiation process. But it is an uncertain if Al Qaeda and the Haqqani’s are included in a future 
government. This is unlikely but in the bizarro world of geopolitics nothing is ruled out either. 
Indications for such behaviour would be a pledge to peaceful settlement of issues and a 
fragmentation of the inner group of Al Qaeda hardliners into smaller factions who are committed to 
the jihad. Acts of global terror having its roots in this process should be anticipated.  
 
It is anticipated these groups will act as total spoilers attacking the Kabul government wherever 
and whenever at will. The U.S. concessions and sudden withdrawal emboldens the global jihadists 
in their conviction of victory over the United States and the western, apostate coalition.  
 
The time frame for terror attacks varies. The Taliban announced three months after the 
withdrawal, possibly post September (November-December). The Afghan Study Group eighteen 
to thirty-six months (March 2023 – September 2024). A military campaign, or terror incident 
within twelve months is within the greater likelihood as extremist factions push for a quick return 
to power.  
 
A successful assassination attempt on members of the cabinet or a signature attack by Al Qaeda in 
Afghanistan or abroad is likely. Sirajuddin Haqqani asked Muslims there to "blend in, shave, 
wear Western dress, be patient” is a strong signal of a beyond Afghanistan operation is in the 
making. A successful assassination of the political leadership in Afghanistan could threaten the 
peace deal particularly if U.S. or western representatives are killed.  
 
A failed military offensive could trigger a north-south split of the country. Geographically it represents 
the consolidation of the captured territory protecting the narco economy to fund the insurgency. A 
Salami slice strategy to dismantle the Abdul Ghani administration would represent a middle way. 
The breakup of Afghanistan forms along tribal lines could be the result of this scenario.  
 
Whatever the outcome of the immediate future will be, in all the scenarios a collapse or near collapse 
of social order, bloodshed, violence, and protracted periods of instability remains the hallmark of a 
post-withdrawal Afghanistan.  

 
17 With the Abdul Aziz Abbasin and Sirajuddin Haqqani ordered large supplies of explosives and ammunition for Ghazni, Wardak, Paktiya 

and Parwan preparation for actions are in the making for some time. 


