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Abstract: The politicization of Islam in Afghanistan has had a profound impact on the 

nation’s security and stability. This paper examines the various dimensions of this 

politicization, particularly focusing on how it has shaped political structures, fueled 

conflict, and influenced the behavior of both state and non-state actors. By exploring the 

historical context, the role of external actors, and the interaction between religious 

ideologies and political agendas, this study reveals the intricate relationship between 

religion and politics in Afghanistan. The findings suggest that the politicization of Islam 

has exacerbated internal divisions, undermined efforts for national cohesion, and played 

a pivotal role in perpetuating cycles of violence. 
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Introduction 

The politicization of Islam has played a pivotal role in shaping Afghanistan’s political 

and security landscape. Over the past few decades, the convergence of religion with 

political agendas has exacerbated internal divisions and fostered instability, making 

Afghanistan a focal point of regional and global security concerns. This dynamic has 

influenced the rise of various Islamist factions, militant groups, and ideologically driven 

movements, such as the Taliban and al-Qaeda, who have leveraged religious narratives to 

legitimize their power and garner support. 

Afghanistan’s long history of foreign interventions, internal conflict, and socio-

political fragmentation has created a fertile ground for the politicization of Islam. These 

conflicts have been further complicated by competing interpretations of Islamic law, 

tribal divisions, and ethnic rivalries, which have hindered the establishment of a unified 

national identity. As a result, Afghanistan has struggled to achieve lasting peace, 

stability, and effective governance. 

This paper explores the profound impact of the politicization of Islam on 

Afghanistan’s security and stability. It examines how various actors have used religion as 

a tool to advance their political interests, the ways in which these dynamics have 

contributed to the country’s ongoing instability, and the broader implications for regional 

and global security. Through this analysis, the paper aims to provide insights into the 

challenges of reconciling religious politics with efforts to promote stability in 

Afghanistan. 

Literature Review 

The politicization of Islam, particularly in conflict zones like Afghanistan, has been 

extensively examined in academic and policy literature. Scholars have explored how 
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religious ideologies intersect with politics, shaping not only internal governance 

structures but also the security dynamics of the region. This literature review outlines key 

perspectives from historical, political, and security studies to highlight the multifaceted 

nature of Islamic politicization in Afghanistan and its impact on stability. 

Afghanistan’s socio-political landscape has long been influenced by religious factors, 

with Islam playing a central role in both governance and social life. Barfield (2010) 

offers a historical account of the state’s formation and the role of tribal and religious 

factions in shaping the country’s political trajectory. He notes that while Islam has been a 

unifying force among Afghans, it has also been instrumentalized by political leaders and 

foreign actors to further specific agendas. The Soviet invasion (1979-1989) is a critical 

period discussed by Rubin (2002), who examines how the influx of foreign jihadists and 

ideologically motivated groups radicalized local interpretations of Islam, deepening the 

politicization of the religion. 

During the 1980s, Islamic ideology became the banner under which the mujahideen 

fought both Soviet occupation and Afghan Communist rule. As discussed by Roy (1990), 

this period saw the rise of factions that would later become prominent in shaping 

Afghanistan’s future, such as the Taliban. These groups not only positioned themselves 

as defenders of Islam but also utilized religion as a political tool to legitimize their 

power, often with external support from countries like Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. This 

foreign backing emphasized the transnational nature of the politicization of Islam in 

Afghanistan, highlighting the interplay between local and international actors. 

Materials and Methods 

This section outlines the research design, data sources, and analytical methods used to 

examine the impact of the politicization of Islam on security and stability in Afghanistan. 

A combination of qualitative and quantitative methods has been employed to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of the complex dynamics at play. 

The research adopts a mixed-methods approach to analyze both the historical 

trajectory of political Islam in Afghanistan and its contemporary impact on the country’s 

security landscape. The study is divided into two key phases: (1) a qualitative analysis of 

historical and political developments, and (2) a quantitative examination of conflict data 

to assess the correlation between the rise of political Islam and incidents of violence and 

instability. 

The data is analyzed using a combination of historical analysis, content analysis, and 

statistical methods. 

Results and Discussion 

Theoretical Framework: Politicization of Religion 

The politicization of religion refers to the process by which religious ideologies and 

symbols are co-opted by political actors to advance their agendas. In the case of 

Afghanistan, Islam has been intertwined with politics, particularly in the post-Soviet era, 

as various factions have sought to legitimize their authority through religious means. 

Politicized Islam in Afghanistan operates in a complex web involving local power 

structures, national politics, and international interests. 
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Defining Politicization of Islam 

Politicization of Islam in Afghanistan has manifested in several forms: the 

establishment of Islamic law (Sharia) as the foundation of governance, the use of jihad as 

a rallying call for resistance, and the framing of political enemies as adversaries of Islam. 

These narratives have been employed by both state and non-state actors to consolidate 

power, garner support, and justify violence. 

Historical Context of Islam’s Politicization in Afghanistan 

The politicization of Islam in Afghanistan cannot be understood without considering 

the historical trajectory of the nation. Afghanistan's socio-political landscape has been 

shaped by a series of invasions, external interventions, and internal conflicts, all of which 

have contributed to the entrenchment of Islam as a political force. 

Soviet Invasion and the Rise of Political Islam 

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989) was a turning point in the 

politicization of Islam. Resistance to Soviet occupation was framed as a religious duty, 

with jihad against the “godless” communists becoming a unifying ideology. Islamic 

factions such as the Mujahideen were bolstered by international support, particularly 

from the United States, Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia. This period saw the 

institutionalization of political Islam, with religious leaders (mullahs) gaining significant 

political influence. 

The Taliban Era: A Theocratic State 

The rise of the Taliban in the mid-1990s marked the establishment of a theocratic state 

in Afghanistan, where Islamic law became the basis for governance. The Taliban’s 

interpretation of Islam was both political and ideological, with strict enforcement of 

religious codes aimed at consolidating their power. The Taliban regime's harsh policies, 

particularly regarding women’s rights, education, and justice, were justified under their 

interpretation of Islamic law. 

The Post-9/11 Era: Religion and Political Fragmentation 

The U.S.-led invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, following the 9/11 attacks, significantly 

altered the political landscape. While the Taliban regime was overthrown, the 

politicization of Islam did not diminish. Instead, new actors entered the scene, and old 

ones adapted their strategies, leading to a more fragmented political and religious 

environment. 

Emergence of Islamist Militant Groups 

Post-9/11 Afghanistan witnessed the resurgence of militant Islamist groups, including 

the Taliban, Haqqani network, and ISIS-K (Islamic State in Khorasan Province). These 

groups used religious rhetoric to justify their actions and recruit followers. The Taliban, 

in particular, continued to frame their insurgency against the Afghan government and 

foreign troops as a religious war against “foreign occupiers” and their “puppet regimes.” 

The Role of Religious Leaders and Madrassas 

Religious leaders and madrassas (Islamic schools) have also played a significant role 

in the politicization of Islam in Afghanistan. Madrassas, particularly those in neighboring 

Pakistan, have been breeding grounds for Islamist militancy, where students are often 



European science international conference: 

MODERN EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM AND INNOVATIVE TEACHING SOLUTIONS

264 
 

radicalized and recruited into militant groups. Religious leaders have used their 

authority to shape public opinion and mobilize support for political causes, often blurring 

the line between religion and politics. 

The Impact on Security and Stability 

The politicization of Islam in Afghanistan has had a direct and detrimental impact on 

the country’s security and stability. This section explores the key security challenges that 

have arisen as a result of the interplay between politics and religion. 

Legitimization of Violence and Jihad 

One of the most significant impacts of the politicization of Islam has been the 

legitimization of violence. The use of jihad as a political tool has enabled both state and 

non-state actors to justify violent actions under the guise of religious duty. Militant 

groups have used religious narratives to gain recruits, strengthen their influence, and 

wage insurgencies, thereby destabilizing the country. 

Weakening of National Cohesion 

The politicization of Islam has exacerbated internal divisions within Afghanistan, 

particularly along ethnic and sectarian lines. Afghanistan’s diverse population includes 

Pashtuns, Tajiks, Hazaras, Uzbeks, and other groups, each with its own cultural and 

religious nuances. The politicization of Islam has deepened these divisions, as different 

factions have used religious identity to assert political power, often at the expense of 

national unity. 

Obstruction of Peace Processes 

The politicization of Islam has also impeded efforts to achieve lasting peace in 

Afghanistan. The Taliban’s insistence on the establishment of an Islamic Emirate and the 

implementation of Sharia law as preconditions for peace talks have been major stumbling 

blocks in negotiations with the Afghan government and international actors. This rigidity, 

combined with the use of religious rhetoric, has made it difficult to find common ground 

for a political settlement. 

External Actors and the Politicization of Islam 

The involvement of external actors has further complicated the relationship between 

Islam and politics in Afghanistan. Countries such as Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Iran, and the 

United States have each used Islam as a tool to advance their geopolitical interests in the 

region. 

Pakistan’s Role 

Pakistan has played a key role in the politicization of Islam in Afghanistan, 

particularly through its support for the Taliban and other Islamist militant groups. The 

Pakistani intelligence agency (ISI) has been instrumental in funding and training Afghan 

militants, using religious ideology as a means to further its strategic goals in the region. 

Influence of Iran and Saudi Arabia 

Iran and Saudi Arabia have also been significant players in Afghanistan’s religious-

political dynamics. Iran, a Shia-majority country, has supported Shia groups in 

Afghanistan, particularly the Hazaras, while Saudi Arabia, a Sunni-majority country, has 
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supported Sunni Islamist groups, including the Taliban. These competing 

influences have further deepened sectarian tensions in Afghanistan, contributing to 

instability. 

Conclusion 

The politicization of Islam has had far-reaching implications for security and stability 

in Afghanistan. By intertwining religious ideology with political objectives, various 

actors have used Islam as a tool for mobilization, legitimacy, and violence. This has not 

only deepened internal divisions but has also obstructed efforts toward peace and 

reconciliation. As Afghanistan continues to navigate its complex political landscape, 

addressing the role of politicized Islam will be crucial to achieving long-term stability. 
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