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Abstract  

Affective polarization has been a persistent feature of Afghanistan’s society and politics in 

the past decades. However, with the instantaneous collapse of the republic’s government 

and the return of the Taliban, the country has witnessed heightened affective polarization 

along ethnic and ideological lines. Stemming from deep-rooted historical grievances, 

aggregated conflicts, and over a century of failed struggles for statebuilding and nation-

building in Afghanistan, the surge in affective polarization is intricately linked with the 

elite’s behaviour and social media use. Outbidding strategies by elites result in more 

extreme positions. Coupled with the dissemination of hate and harmful messages, and 

divisive online content, this attracts wider attention and social support against a 

background of dwindling inter-group trust, state failure, and uncertainty over the political 

prospects. This article attempts to conceptualize the complex causal relations of affective 

polarization, elite behaviour, and social media platforms in Afghanistan’s fragmented social 

and political landscape.   
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Introduction  

Afghanistan’s politics and society have been characterized by social fragmentation and 

political polarization throughout its modern history, especially in the past half-century, 

marked by continued violence and armed conflict. Modern Afghanistan, carved out of a 

fragmented tribal and ethnic milieu in the 1880s, has reinforced social divisions under 

conditions of excessive use of coercive force and unprecedented levels of oppression, 

marginalization, and discrimination against minority ethnic and religious groups (Hopkins, 

2008; Rubin, 2002; Barfield, 2010). Based on some sources, Afghanistan is home to over 55 

ethnic groups speaking 45 languages (Allan, 2001, 545), from which four ethnic groups—

Pashtuns, Tajiks, Hazaras, and Uzbeks—wield significant political weight and have played a 

decisive role in shaping the political trajectory of the country. The relationships between 

ethnic groups have been both cooperative and competitive.  However, dynastic rivalry, 

coupled with the tribal structure of Pashtun society, has been the primary cause of political 

instability and discontinuity. With 17 different national flags in the 20th century (Allan, 2001, 

545), Afghanistan has witnessed a series of revolutions and political transitions that have 

left deep scars and varying legacies in Afghan society. Today, given the aggravated historical 

and current grievances and frustrations over continued war and violence, migration, and 

displacement, Afghan society and politics remain intensely polarized, fractured, and 

fragmented. The Taliban’s return to power on August 15, 2021, was perhaps the final blow 

to the fledgling democratic political process and nation-building efforts that were put in 

motion by the Bonn Agreement in 2001. 

Taliban rule, associated with oppression, excessive use of violence, and discriminatory and 

exclusive policies, has deepened social divides, which, in one way or another, enforces two 

major trends. First, intensification of affective polarization along ethnic, ideological, and 

gender lines, and second, as the public sphere shrinks, political and social activism is left 

with no option other than to move online. With severely constrained political action in the 

region, exiled political and civic activists have found themselves compelled to take refuge in 

the online public sphere and use ICT for networking and mobilization. Today, political 

parties, civil society organizations, human rights activists, and the new generation of so-

called “digital natives” (Kamber, 2017; Prensky, 2001), including the Afghan diaspora 

around the world, are making the utmost use of Information and Communication 

Technology (ICT), especially the social media platforms, for political expression and 

influencing the public opinion. Therefore, social media platforms have gained more 

importance than ever in Afghanistan’s political and civic activism despite considerably 

limited access to internet use.  

Mirroring the long-standing political fragmentation, coupled with elites’ competition, online 

divisive content significantly increases affective polarization.  Social media users and online 

networks are fragmented along ethnicity, language, ideology, and gender issues, which is 

conducive to the intensification of the emotionally charged polarization process in Afghan 

society. Understanding the nature, scope, and scale of affective polarization and the effect 

of social media and elite behaviour is crucial to any effort to build common ground that 

would allow the deconstruction of affective polarization and constructive interaction and 

dialogue conducive to peace. Therefore, this study is motivated by increasing affective 

polarization, associated stereotypes, deindividuation, dehumanization, and vilification of 
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out-groups which are seen as alarming signs that call for constructive and positive 

intervention.  

This study adopts a multi-disciplinary perspective to offer an analytical framework for the 

complex causal relations of increasing affective polarization with elite competition and 

social media in Afghanistan. Drawing from the extensive scholarship on affective 

polarization, the research incorporates theories from social identity, elite competition, and 

communication to provide a systematic explanation. 

Affective Polarization  

Affective polarization is a relatively new term that denotes an old phenomenon and refers 

to an individual’s identification with a particular identity, including ethnicity, ideology, or 

political party, giving rise to favouritism, mistrust, and bias (Druckman & Levendusky, 

2019). In other words, affective polarization occurs when socio-political divisions stem 

from emotional attachment to ethnic or ideological identities rather than a rational 

evaluation of policy preferences or distinctions. While issue-based or opinion-based 

polarization is a constructive and integral part of democratic deliberation and an essential 

component of a vibrant and dynamic society, affective polarization evolves into a sharp  

in-group and out-group division, where individuals dislike and distrust members of another 

identity group (Iyengar et al., 2019). However, the existing literature on affective 

polarization, to a large extent, focuses on partisan and electoral divides linked to different 

understandings of policies and politics (Már, 2020; Reiljan et al., 2023; Voltmer, 2006; 

Garrett et al., 2019), in divided societies experiencing prolonged armed conflict and high 

levels of aggregated enmity, ethnic politics and ideological extremism which take 

precedence over partisan politics. In an ethnically divided social context, party politics is 

correlated with ethnic politics and functions as ethnopolitical factionalism rather than 

thriving distinctive rational ideological features or policy preferences.  

Fortunately, an emerging and burgeoning body of scholarship on affective polarization has 

explored and investigated ethnic politics and ideological extremism.   Iyengar et al. (2019) 

argued for three types of causal explanations for affective polarization: social cleavages, 

ideological differences, and political messaging.  An important source of this scholarship 

comes from social identity theory that relates affective polarization to ethnic politics and 

identity-based group interactions (Bradley & Chauchard, 2022; Iyengar et al., 2012; Tajfel 

et al., 1971).  From the perspective of social identity theory, ethnic identity constitutes the 

main foundations of social and political polarization, where contention and conflict over 

issues of equal access to political, cultural, and economic opportunities and development 

widen the divide and get intertwined with conflict escalation and ethnic mobilization that 

enforces in-group and out-group divisions (Mason, 2016; Stewart et al., 2020; 2021). This 

argument is supported by historical records of civil wars, with over 70 ethnic conflicts in 

the past 50 years (Quinn & Gurr, 2003; Williams, 1994). 

Anthropologists and scholars using social identity theory provided earlier explanations for 

social polarization in terms of the formation of specific in-group communication systems 

and proposed ethnicity as the most salient type of identity and the main driving force of 



 Policy Brief No.193 Toda Peace Institute 4 

conflicts in divided and war-shattered or conflict-prone settings (Barth, 1998; Smith, 1994; 

Chai, 1996).  Naroll (1964, 284) defined ethnicity as biologically self-perpetuating, with 

shared fundamental cultural values, a system of membership and identification, and a field 

of communication and interaction. An ethnic group explains “their own and other groups’ 

successes and failures in terms of racially imputed intellectual capabilities and ethnically 

marked cultural propensities” (Snajdr, 2007, 604). Social psychology and symbolic 

interactionism scholars contributed to this debate by outlining a two-dimensional 

commitment defining the salience of ethnic identity that includes interactional commitment 

(Serpe 1987, 45) and affective commitment (Stryker, 2003, 85).  

Therefore, it can be said that affective polarization has its roots in the initial affective 

commitment. As empirical studies show, it is positively associated with psychological biases 

(Kvam et al., 2022) and intensifies with ideological extremity (Hopp et al., 2020) such as 

ethnonationalism and radical Islamism. In developed countries with well-established 

democratic institutions and lower levels of persona-centrism, ideology plays a cross-cutting 

role and redirects social polarization from ethnic identity to one revolving around political 

ideology and policy to varying degrees (Bright, 2018; Iyengar et al., 2012; Rogowski & 

Sutherland, 2016). In contrast, in divided, developing, and undeveloped countries such as 

Afghanistan, instead of superseding the ethnic division, ideology only complicates the 

convoluted politics of identity cleavages and provides additional motivation for conflict and 

a parallel dividing line for affective polarization. Weak and dysfunctional institutions, 

exclusive structures and policies, and the absence of institutional channels for 

accommodating ideological differences cause increasing tensions and conflictual relations, 

resulting in ideological extremity precipitating a latent or active armed conflict.  

In other words, ideology becomes a secondary means of social and political sorting and 

identification with a dual and shifting role in changing the nature of polarization. Under 

such socio-political settings in divided societies, even extreme ideological proclivity cannot 

overcome the salient ethnic identification propensity. This was evident in Afghanistan, as 

the two generations of Islamists, the mujahideen and the Taliban, failed to overcome 

ethnopolitical factionalism with jihadism or Militant Islamism. The first metamorphosed 

into ethnopolitical factions fighting a devastating civil war in the 1990s, while the latter has 

been overwhelmed by its Pashtun identity in its national political manifestation 

(Wafayezada, 2023).  

The impact of elite behaviour and social media   

In divided socio-political settings, elite behaviour and social media can significantly impact 

the scope and scale of affective polarization. To invoke the scholarship from elite 

competition and instrumentalist theories, elites tend to instrumentalize identity and 

reinforce polarization in politics (Brass, 1991; Olzak, 1983). Elite polarization is a precursor 

to social polarization and shapes political behaviour (Zingher, 2022). Political leaders are 

inclined to reflect upon and represent ethnic aspirations and mobilize support on an 

ethnolinguistic basis. Under such circumstances, the more inequality and injustices which 

exist, the more leverage is found for elites and parties to advance their agendas on an 

identity basis. In most cases, elites fixate their actions on in-group affections and emotions, 

which leads to populism, or what some scholars have termed as ‘populist polarization,’ 
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referring to how populist leaders articulate the existing ethnic, ideological, or partisan 

divisions (Stefanelli, 2023, 1).  

Therefore, the pre-existing aggregated adversaries of identity groups and conflict escalation, 

together with the elites’ machinations or manipulation, shape the social media content and 

create a spiral of divisive content and behaviour. Nordbrandt (2021, 1), in his study, found 

that “it was the level of affective polarization that affected subsequent use of social media.” 

Social media use per se can contribute to increasing moderation or tolerance through 

exposure of the users to various contending ideas and their rational or emotional 

underpinnings. Asimovic et al. (2021,1), through an experiment in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

also found that during one week of heightened identity salience, the anniversary of the 

Srebrenica massacre, “people who deactivated their accounts, reported lower out-group 

regard than the group [which] remained active.” However, contextual conditions matter; it 

can be argued that social media’s content and its effect need to be understood and analyzed 

as part of a sociopolitical ecosystem that is influenced by social tensions and conflicts and it 

exerts an impact in return by amplifying those conditions.  Given the emotional intensity of 

ethnic and ideological divides under conditions of conflict escalation, social media 

contributes to increasing affective polarization.  

To put it in the words of Hecht and Ribeau (1984), “ethnic identities are expressed and 

transmitted through communication,” and social media platforms, as argued by Levo-

Henriksson (2007, 2), have the “ability to diffuse group identities” by creating a “placeless 

culture” that permits invading belief systems and conceptual-political territories of others 

without entering them. In addition, social media, in providing a platform for individuals to 

express their political and ideological views without or with less restrictions and connect 

with like-minded individuals, amplifies affective polarization by reinforcing echo chambers 

(Cookson et al., 2023; Lackey, 2021; Tornberg, 2019) and spreads disinformation and 

misinformation (Jenke, 2023; Kubin & von Sikorski, 2021). Therefore, social media offers a 

vehicle for elite competition and manipulation through targeted messaging and emotional 

manipulation techniques under acute tensions and aggregated conflict conditions. 

Social media, through uncontrolled divisive content, contributes in one way or another to 

heightened polarization. Acerbi (2019, 97) argues that with the hyper-availability and 

personalization features in social media, individuals tend to interact with like-minded 

people, and thus, “the pre-existent opinions are shouted back at us—the ‘echo’ in echo 

chambers.” The formation of echo chambers is perceived to be conducive to the 

radicalization of opinions (Cheng et al., 2023) and the black-and-white division of ideas that 

can cause increasing hatred toward out-groups. Miller et al. (2016, 181-2) noted that “social 

media is contributing to the rise of narcissistic, self-centered individuals,” who prefer to 

limit their interactions and online ties to those who share not only the same opinion but 

also the same behaviour, known as homophily. Mcpherson et al. (2001, 415) found that: 

“Homophily in race and ethnicity creates the strongest divides in our personal 

environments, with age, religion, education, occupation, and gender following in roughly 

that order.” Moreover, as Pariser (2011, 10) described, filter bubbles caused by algorithms 

used by social media to personalize user experience “create a unique universe for each of 

us” and result in intellectual isolation. In other words, social media individualizes the 
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dissemination of information that ironically works through deindividuation and self-

righteous perceptions.   

In a state of intellectual isolation, individuals lose their sense of reality and tend to accept 

misinformation and disinformation as long as they find it consistent with their views. Under 

high levels of affective polarization, individuals are more likely to ‘believe in-party-

congruent misinformation” (Jenke, 2023) and to feel hostility and express bias against 

others (Renström et al., 2023). In sum, divisive content on social media is motivated by 

social dynamics of conflict and division and structural sociopolitical ecosystems, but it also 

has attributable links to deliberate tactics of political elites, resulting in intensifying 

affective polarization. As discussed above, social divisions and the existence of acute and 

aggravated grievances provide ample space for the production and circulation of divisive 

content and elite manipulation.  

Dynamics of Polarization in Afghanistan  

The dynamics of polarization in Afghanistan involve a complex set of factors that have 

worked together to shape the dynamics of continuity and change in the country’s modern 

history, marked by the politicization of ethnicity and activation of ethnic boundaries, 

ideological extremity, and problematic gender boundaries. Formation of the state in the 

1880s with sheer brutal force came at a high cost for Afghanistan, cultivating endemic inter-

ethnic enmity and leaving deep scars in the collective memory of identity groups, especially 

the Hazaras, who suffered a massacre tantamount to genocide, were sold into slavery and 

became subject to forced displacements during this process. These ethnic and identity-

based grievances have been coupled with continued structural violence and oppressive 

policies of the governments, causing an aggregation of grievance and struggle for change. 

However, the emergence of ideology in the modern sense of the term as a significant 

political factor dates back to the establishment of leftist and Islamist parties during the 

"Decade of Democracy" (1964-1973) and the ratification of a new Constitution. During 

Daud’s Republic government, the socialist parties gained momentum, enabling them to 

infiltrate the administrative and military establishments and ultimately overthrow Daoud’s 

government by a bloody coup d'état on April 28, 1978. At the height of the Cold War, the 

Soviet invasion of Afghanistan triggered an unparalleled surge in ideological extremism, 

marked by the introduction and promotion of the two revolutionary forces of militant 

Islamism or jihadism and revolutionary socialism, overwhelming the much weaker urban-

centric liberal elites. These elements collectively heightened the complexity of the 

convoluted politics characterized by fragmentation and polarization (Rubin, 2002; Olesen, 

1995). 

The withdrawal of the Soviets, followed by the fall of Dr. Najibullah’s government in 1992, 

brought an end to over a decade of leftist rule in the country, and the page was turned in 

favour of the Islamists who came to dominate Afghanistan’s politics and society buttressed 

with the politicization of ethnic identity. The absence of an international initiative for an 

inclusive and broad-based government in the post-Soviet period created a political vacuum 

that, in one way or another, catalyzed ethnic competition with new ideological motivations, 
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struggling to reshape and redefine the political structure. The failure of jihadi ethnopolitical 

factions to agree on an inclusive government and political order resulted in a destructive 

civil war from 1992 to 1995 (Rubin, 2002), which deepened the social divides and 

aggravated grievances, contributing to unprecedented ethnic mobilization and activation of 

even dormant ethnic identities. The rise of the Taliban in 1994, who promoted Islamic 

extremism, and their subsequent takeover of power in 1995, furthered affective 

polarization and collective frustration over the political prospect of the country and the 

coexistence of its various ethnolinguistic groups (Nojumi, 2002).  

In the post-2001 period, Afghan politics was shaped by liberal ideas and pro-democratic 

aspirations with extensive support from the international community and a US-led military 

coalition that terminated the Taliban rule and put in motion a new democratic political 

process. However, ethnic identity retained a crucial role in shaping the political landscape 

and proved more salient than any other sociopolitical factor; militant Islamism of the 

Taliban continued to challenge the pro-liberal democratic forces with armed insurgency 

and violent conflict for nearly two decades. Taliban insurgency exerted a significant impact 

on the dynamics of power and politics in the government as well, which was already mired 

in ethnic competition, elites' predatory behaviour and outbidding policies, endemic 

corruption, and diminishing legitimacy, with contested presidential elections of 2014 and 

2019. As a result, Afghanistan's political elites failed to take advantage of a golden 

opportunity, presented to the country in the post-2001 period, to navigate the country 

through the existing and unfolding challenges. Instead, Afghan society and politics remained 

intensely polarized along ethnic and ideological lines.  

Under such an ethnically divided and emotionally polarized environment, even the republic 

government’s collapse was perceived to be part of a ‘secret deal’ and an ethnic conspiracy 

by Pashtun elites on both sides of the government and the Taliban for the restoration of 

Pashtun domination in Afghanistan. Some information that became public after the 

Republic’s fall, such as the final telephone conversation between Hamdullah Moheb, 

President Ghani’s national security advisor, and Khalil al-Rahman Haqqani, a key figure in 

the Haqqani network, confirmed such a perception.  In that short conversation, Moheb, on 

behalf of President Ghani, had allegedly signaled for the Taliban’s entry to Kabul; this went 

against the previous agreement reached with and assured by the US envoy, Zalmay 

Khalilzad, that the Taliban would not be entering Kabul until an interim administration or 

transitional mechanism was sorted out (Abbas, 2023, 3-7). However, Moheb later told CBS 

News that, in that call, the Taliban asked for surrender and to negotiate later (CBS News, 

2021). Nevertheless, for non-Pashtun minority groups, who were pushed out of the game 

and rendered dysfunctional and excluded, the fall of the republic had a significant impact, 

whether they saw it as an ethnic conspiracy or otherwise.  

The Taliban, upon their ascendance to power, nullified the 2004 Constitution and all its 

associated laws and regulations while promoting Sharia law. The Taliban de facto 

government declared a ban on political parties, women's work, girls' education higher than 

sixth grade, and the application of gender apartheid. Such policies have resulted in the 

elimination of all civic and political activities and, especially, a complete erasure of women 

from society. The severity of women’s exclusion from all social and political activities and 

denial of their basic rights and liberties also added the gender issue as the third dimension 
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to polarization in Afghanistan’s society and politics, notwithstanding ethnic and ideological 

polarities. Under the current gender apartheid policy of the Taliban, gender and, more 

specifically, women's rights is not merely a simple matter of difference in policy or opinion 

but an existential issue for Afghan women and, thus, a definitive factor in shaping the future 

prospects for peace and dialogue. An unprecedented crackdown on freedom of expression 

and association to eliminate any opposition or criticism has contributed to furthering social 

divides, eroding social capital, and dismantling political platforms for constructive dialogue 

and discussion that would help to bridge the gaps (Wafayezada, 2023).  

Increasing affective polarization under the Taliban’s rule  

Against this historical backdrop, the Taliban has incorporated a mixture of Islamic 

radicalism and Pashtun ethnonationalism motivated by primordial feelings, that I have 

termed ‘hybrid extremism’ (Wafayezada, 2023). This ideology predominantly aligns with 

Pashtun ambitions for control over Afghan politics, while starkly contrasting with the 

aspirations of non-Pashtuns. Ideologically, the Taliban's radicalism creates a rift with pro-

liberal factions within the Pashtun community, while finding common ground with Islamist 

elements among other ethnic groups, albeit to a lesser extent. 

In the complex socio-political landscape of Afghanistan, marked by the politicization of 

ethnicity, longstanding historical grievances, and heightened tensions in interethnic 

relations, the fusion of radical Islamism and Pashtun ethnonationalism shapes a political 

environment characterized by exclusion, discrimination, and subjugation of minority 

groups. The Taliban’s return to power, coupled with the reinstatement of oppressive 

authoritarianism, triggers a deepening polarization in a fractured social context. In 

Afghanistan, the Taliban’s ideological extremism (Islamism) reinforces Pashtun 

ethnonationalism, serving as both justification and motivation. For instance, the Taliban's 

implementation of gender apartheid and their ban on girls' schooling and women's 

employment align with the strict adherence to the Parda code of Pashtunwali (Barth, 1998), 

which dictates the separation of males and females, finding support among the larger rural 

and nomadic Pashtun population. In addition, the Taliban, in their Islamism, manipulate the 

hidden code of power in Pashtunwali (Hawkins, 2009, 21) and foster a unifying allegiance 

across tribes that would otherwise vie for power, as exemplified by the historical 

competition between the Ghilzai and Durrani tribes in the modern history of Afghanistan 

since 1747. 

As noted by Lieven (2021,10), “strong espousal of Pashtun ethnic nationalism by the state 

inevitably frightens and infuriates the other large ethnic minorities of Afghanistan,” 

especially when it is defined by Islamic radicalism and militant extremism, making it more 

brutal and coercive. The Taliban’s insertion of Pashtun ethnonationalism into the official 

policy of the government and identity of the state, highlights ethnic identity in the most 

politicized sense. Efforts such as promoting Pashtu as the national language at the expense 

of the Dari language, which has been eliminated from official use, banning activities of 

political parties and all social and political platforms, forcing evictions of non-Pashtuns and 

resettlement of Pashtuns in traditional enclaves of other ethnic groups for the purpose of 

social control, project fear and put other ethnic groups in a defiant position. As a result, 

ethnic identity, along with all its associated features, such as language and culture, has been 

politicized even further, turning it into the main driving force of conflict and polarization. 
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This situation, first and foremost, poses an existential and crucial question over the 

prospects of peaceful coexistence under an authoritarian system that functions through the 

politics of exclusion and suppression.  

 

The blended ideology of ethno-nationalism and Islamic radicalism of the Taliban serves 

primarily for ethnic mobilization to secure social support from amongst the Pashtuns' 

various tribes by giving them a sense of unity through sustaining in-group affinity and out-

group animosity. On the side of excluded ethnic groups, such as Tajiks, Hazaras, Uzbeks, etc., 

ethnic collective consciousness is enforced by their exclusion and subjugation. However, 

sub-divisions into Shiite and Sunni may add to the complex spiral of affective polarization 

while some cross-cutting cultural features, such as Dari language, might unite broader 

societal segments. Yet ethnic identity remains the chief cause for driving affective 

polarization and emotional rifts. Islamic radicalism, while being the raison d'être of the 

Taliban, contributes to the consolidation of the Taliban’s ethnic politics through the 

rejection of a constitutional order and all man-made laws and regulations, the notion of the 

people’s sovereignty while promoting the perpetuation of jihad.  

Shaikh Abdul Hakim Haqqani (2022, 18), Taliban’s Chief Justice, in his book titled “Al 

Emarat al Islamiah wa Nizamuha,” which translates as “The Islamic Emirate and 

Its Organization,” with a foreword by Taliban’s leader, Mawlawi Hebbatullah Akhundzada, 

reflects their attempt for the perpetuation of Jihad: 

Mujahidin of the Islamic Emirate is not permitted to give up or cease jihad upon 
the withdrawal of the US forces and its allies, as it was not the only goal of Afghans’ 
jihad. But their goal was to restore the rule of Allah’s law on Afghans and to live 
under the flag of Sharia.  

The Taliban are also making the utmost use of Pashtun ethnic identity in establishing both 

solid foundations for social support and redefining Afghanistan's identity as a Pashtun and 

Islamic Emirate on the world map. The Taliban efforts in constituency mobilization along 

Ethnopolitical aspirations

(Tajiks, Hazaras, Uzbeks, 
Baluch, etc.) Ethnonationalism 

(Pashtuns)

Islamic radicalism

Figure 1: The exclusive nature of Taliban's hybrid ideological extremity.  
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Pashtuns’ ethnic and tribal lines adversely affect national politics, but could be directed 

toward peace and stability. Given the social and political fragmentation and failed attempts 

at nation-building around the Pashtuns’ identity as an ethnocultural core, the Taliban find 

it highly challenging to create a sustainable status quo without addressing the causes of 

fragmentation and polarization. The oppressive authoritarianism of the Taliban, while 

enforcing ethnic competition, lays the ground for intense elite competition and the adoption 

of proportionately extreme methods by the political elites of excluded and marginalized 

ethnic groups. In other words, the Taliban’s extremism only breeds extremism. On the one 

hand, their survival hinges upon continued and increased oppression and ideological 

extremity, and on the other, it generates counterforces charged with extreme 

ethnonationalist ideology and intense affective attachment to ethnic identity. 

How Do Elites Drive Affective Polarization?  

The extreme ideological stance of the Taliban, steeped in ethnonationalism and Islamism, 

has led to the marginalization of moderate perspectives and voices. The Taliban’s 

mobilization strategies among the Pashtuns have been based on a highly charged 

ideological motivation, sensationalism, and play on the emotions and aspirations of local 

Pashtun communities. In addition, the Taliban uses extensive coercion and intimidation to 

either silence or sideline urban intelligentsia and moderate voices among Pashtuns. 

Meanwhile, ethnic minorities facing oppressive policies, discrimination, and harsh 

repression from the Taliban see moderate and conservative factions as lacking strength and 

determination to bring about a positive change or subdue the Taliban’s exclusionary and 

discriminatory policies and oppressive rule. Therefore, with increasing affective 

polarization due to the severity of oppression and exclusion, the disparate expectations of 

excluded and oppressed identity groups trigger intense elite competition for ethnic 

mobilization.   

In their seminal work, Rabushka and Shepsle (1972, 139) argued that in plural societies 

where ethnicity is salient, politics of moderation give way to politics of outbidding, in which 

“communal groups favor extremist positions over a moderate or ambiguous one.” However, 

some scholars argue that ethnic competition is not sufficient to prompt ethnopolitical 

parties to resort to an outbidding strategy. Their political ideology is also important in 

affecting strategies available to parties (Stewart & McGauvran 2020, 405). A notable 

deficiency in the existing scholarship is that outbidding is applied and examined as an 

electoral strategy for political parties (Chandra, 2005; Zuber & Szöcsik, 2015), while 

outbidding towards extremist positions may take place under conditions of ethnic 

competition in non-democratic settings with heightened ethnic polarization, as in the case 

of Afghanistan.  

The outbidding strategy was extensively applied during the ethnic mobilization and civil 

wars of the 1990s, mostly in intra-ethnic elite competition to win over others. It continued 

to be applied to varying degrees in the following decades. However, due to social and 

political transformation and the changing political context in the post-2001 period, the 

decline of the old guard ethnopolitical leaders, and the rise of a new generation of political 

elites, the application of outbidding strategy also transformed in method and severity. 
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During the past decades, a consensus on nationhood and addressing ethnolinguistic 

diversity through a more inclusive and representative political structure existed among 

both the old guard and the new generation of Afghanistan’s political elites. However, it was 

challenged occasionally by the rising number of mavericks and Ronin politicians who 

tended to define themselves independent of existing political parties. The collapse of the 

government and the suppressive behaviour of the Taliban have broken that consensus, 

precipitating the application of extreme outbidding strategies along ethnic and ideological 

lines. Notwithstanding the urban-rural split of elites in Afghanistan, it is important to make 

a distinction between the old-guard and new elites’ behaviour.  

The old-guard elites  

The old-guard elites played an active role in defining ethnic boundaries and building their 

political bases upon ethnic representation in power, which resulted in heightened affective 

polarization. The old guard included ethnopolitical and factional leaders of Mujahideen, 

who gained prominence with the Soviet invasion and established themselves as the political 

leadership of identity and ideological groups over the past four decades. The jihadi ethno-

political factions, along with Afghan political circles in Rome and Cyprus, were the main 

signatories to the Bonn Agreement in 2001 and came to play a pivotal role in shaping the 

post-2001 political trajectory. Despite internal factionalism and splits, the jihadi ethno-

political factions maintained their social influence and political weight and represented 

certain ethnic groups in peace and conflict situations.  The old guard leaders, going through 

stages of cooperation and confrontation, had transformed from ruthless warlords to flexible 

politicians.  

With their theocratic dogma melting, they started to view politics as a business rather than 

a battleground for conflicting extreme ideologies. Such transformation, however, had 

contributed to their moral corruption. In a political sense, this helped them soften their 

ideological stance and become more flexible in joining inter-ethnic alliances and national-

level alignments. Arguably, a similar change of behaviour and perception was taking place, 

to some extent, among the Taliban’s leadership. The first generation of the Taliban—or in 

terms of Hassan Abbas (2023, 243-6), ‘the old Taliban’ who had massacred thousands of 

innocent civilians, especially the Hazaras—were learning from their previous short-lived 

rule and were demonstrating incremental shifts, drifting away from their initial ultra-

extremist views. Nevertheless, armed insurgency and promoting extremism and violence as 

their modus operandi had hampered tangible transformation in their outlook and behaviour. 

Even if some had changed positively, they were either weakened and sidelined or old and 

dead.  

The transformation in the old guard elite behaviour contributed to rebuilding social 

cohesion and trust in the post-2001 period to some extent, as they shifted their policies of 

ethnic mobilization for political gain toward rent-seeking strategies in larger inter-group 

networks, for which Sharan provides a detailed account (Sharan, 2023). One of the main 

explanations for their behaviour change was the satisfactory incentives provided in the 

post-2001 de facto consociational political structure, with each political faction having a 

quota in government positions under a ‘grand coalition,’ as termed by Lijphart (1969).  As 

part of their survival policy, they played the ethnicity card whenever their interests were 
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threatened by the government, which would change once their interests were secured, a 

hypocritical pretense that gradually undermined their political strength and social support 

bases. In addition, the rapid social transformation and mobilization of new young forces 

into politics and society, coupled with the inability of the government to incorporate them 

or accommodate their aspirations, had outpaced the survival efforts of the old-guard 

leaders.  

With the decline of the old guard’s monopoly of ethnic representation in the power 

structure and the erosion of their social authority, the new elites and the young generation 

came to challenge them more explicitly in a theatrical manner as early as 2014. But the 

‘Tabassum Movement’ after the Taliban’s execution of Shukria Tabassum and six other 

Hazaras in November 2015, followed by Junbesh-e-Roshnayi-e (the Enlightenment 

Movement) in 2016 and Junbesh-e Rashtakhiz-e Taghir (The Uprising for Change Movement) 

in 2017, had a cataclysmic impact on the authority of the old guard. As noted by Bose et al. 

(2019), all three major movements criticized the government for making decisions on 

ethnic bases, causing exclusion and marginalization of Hazaras, Tajiks, and Uzbeks. Finally, 

the collapse of the Republic Government left the 'old guard' political leaders with 

diminished influence. Lacking military capability and the means for armed resistance in the 

post-2021 political landscape, they faced harsh criticism for their failure to provide effective 

leadership.  

Today, most of the old-guard ethnopolitical leaders are allied under the Supreme Council 

for National Resistance, in what is called the Ankara Council. The alliance includes, among 

others, Abdulrab Rasul Sayyaf, Marshal Dostum, Mohaqqeq, Ata Mohammad Nor, 

Salahuddin Rabbani, Yonus Qanoni, and Ahmad Zia Massoud. Those actively seeking armed 

resistance have gathered around Ahmad Massoud’s National Resistance Front, with 

Tajikistan as their main operational base. Dr. Abdullah and former President Hamed Karzai 

are in Kabul, their actions strictly observed by the Taliban to such a degree that some have 

called them as hostages. Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, a key figure among the old-guard politicians 

who represented an ultra-Islamist and Pashtunist political outlook until the rise of the 

Taliban in 1994, has lost his social support to the Taliban while being outbid in extreme 

political manifestation of the Taliban. He also resides in Kabul, with restricted political 

activities.  

Nevertheless, the Taliban see these old-guard leaders as their main counterparts in peace 

and conflict. A member of the Afghan government negotiation team once told the author 

that the Taliban were avoiding negotiating with the republic government in Doha and had 

emphasized that their main counterparts that they should negotiate with were 

ethnopolitical leaders. Recently, Taliban leaders such as Serajuddin Haqqani have repeated 

their call to the ethnopolitical leaders to return to the country and join the Taliban, which 

explains how the Taliban views Afghan politics through the 1990s lens and weighs up the 

political elites. This also indicates that the Taliban leaders think that incorporating or 

surrendering the ethnopolitical leaders would help them to overcome the existing 

challenges, especially addressing the questions of legitimacy and recognition, while the 

social aspirations for a free and just society and the complexity of social dynamism remain 

out of sight for the majority of Taliban leaders.  
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Maverick leaders, ronin politicians, and new elites  

In post-2001 Afghanistan, youth mobilization, including unprecedented women's activism, 

showcased social transformation. As argued by Huntington, in a changing context, the rapid 

mobilization of new forces, coupled with the slow development of institutions (Huntington, 

1968, 4) was driving the country to the precipice of instability and violence. Afghanistan’s 

demographic structure is composed of an overwhelmingly young population, indicating a 

‘youth bulge.’ In 2014, 20 percent of Afghans were between 15 and 24 years old, and 48.4 

percent were under the age of fifteen (Central Statistics Organization, 2014, 10).  The twelve 

million juveniles and youth constituted the core dynamism of change and the main forces 

for both violence and development. Studies show that the youth bulge in general (Flückiger 

& Ludwig, 2018) and urban youth, in particular (Korotayev et al., 2023), have positive 

correlations with violence and terrorism in multiple and divided societies suffering from 

the slow pace of economic development and low levels of political stability.  

Mobilization of the new generation, who sought a voice and agency in the larger political 

and social structures controlled by ethnopolitical leaders and their small circle of loyalists, 

had turned the youth into a ‘generation of protest.’ With the failure of the government to 

incorporate or accommodate the young forces among the Pashtuns and effectively address 

the socio-economic challenges, as argued by Gaan (2015), ‘slipping into the hands of the 

Taliban, which provide[d] better economic prospects, [could] become a fait accompli.’ 

Among the non-Pashtuns, Afghanistan witnessed the rise of a new generation of elites and 

a young social and political force who came to challenge the old-guard leaders on the same 

ground of ethnic politics but with a more assertive tone.  

The three movements of Tabassum (2015), Roshanayi-e (2016), and Rastakhiz (2017), 

while predominantly Hazara or Tajik, included clusters of youth activists from other ethnic 

groups as well. In addition, such movements inspired the new generation of elites among 

other ethnic groups to take on the same assertive socio-political stance. Huntington (1968, 

4), drawing on de Tocqueville's observation, noted that an important factor behind the 

instability and violence in developing countries was “the rapid social change and the rapid 

mobilization of new groups into politics coupled with the slow development of political 

institutions.” Afghanistan was facing a similar situation, with the rapid mobilization of a new 

generation of youth forces and elites, who were met with limited employment opportunities, 

economic inequality, and political capability to give direction and purpose or accommodate 

and incorporate these new forces.  

Defying the overwhelming persona-centrism in political parties and the state apparatus 

pushed the newly mobilized forces of young and educated Afghans to take on different paths. 

While movements mentioned above vividly came to echo ethnic aspirations for equality and 

inclusion, in competition with the entrenched old-guard elites who had turned into 

kleptocrats, there were other movements that voiced major and wider concerns. The 

movement against unemployment was perhaps the most exemplary among those that 

transcended ethnic boundaries. In 2015, the movement went on strike for 55 days in front 

of the Parliament building and carried slogans such as “Not Pashtun, Tajik, Hazara, or Uzbek, 

but we are all unemployed” (Bahari, 2015).  
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An important characteristic of the new elites and young social and political activists was 

that they constituted the main forces in the mainstream media and civil society and were 

the digital natives in terms of social media use. Civil society, with over 5254 local NGOs 

(MOE, 2021) and 4476 registered associations (MOJ, 2021a), was perhaps the most 

important platform for youth activism, where they could play an important role in 

monitoring the government's accountability and effectiveness and translating the citizens' 

demands into civic action. In the political arena, although they lacked an established social 

base, given the socio-political transformation that was in progress, the new elites were 

advancing to play an important role in the redefinition of the country’s future political 

trajectory. The new elites had embarked on entering politics through the parliament, 

government offices, and business networks, and some had established their own political 

parties. More than half of the 72 political parties registered with the Ministry of Justice by 

2021 were established by young political activists (MOJ, 2021b). New maverick leaders had 

emerged as a daring and potent political force, challenging the old-guard political leaders.  

With the collapse of the Republic and the return of the Taliban, youth activism was impacted 

negatively by the instantaneous and catastrophic political change that dashed their hopes 

and aspirations for a better future. The immediate response from the young generation was 

to frame their thoughts and reactions by identity and ideology. They came to blame the old-

guard politicians for their ineptitude and their lack of determination and leadership 

qualities to navigate the country through the complex challenges it had faced. On the other 

hand, as the Taliban manifestations became vividly centered around Pashtun identity, 

projecting fear and a sense of exclusion and marginalization, identity politics was 

reinvented among young elites, along with fierce opposition to the Islamic radicalism of the 

Taliban.    

Social Media  

Social media use has had an enormous impact on elite behaviour and continues to drive 

affective polarization in Afghanistan. Traditional elites leveraged legacy media to engage 

with their party members and distribute political information. Conversely, new political 

elites found social media more efficient and convenient, requiring minimal or no financial 

investment while offering greater accessibility and personalized features. To retain 

influence within the socio-political landscape, ethnopolitical leaders established their own 

media platforms, such as newspapers, television, and radio stations. For instance, 

Burhanuddin Rabbani, the former president and leader of Jamiat Islami, founded Noor TV; 

Marshal Dostum, leader of the Junbesh-e Melli party, owned Ayena TV. Additionally, Karim 

Khalili and Mohammad Mohaqqeq, both Hazara leaders, created Negah and Rah-e Farda TV 

stations, respectively, while Rasul Sayyaf established Dawat TV, among others (Procter, 

2015). These outlets promoted ethnic and political agendas but were also bound by mass 

media laws preventing the incitement of ethnic or religious animosity and the 

dissemination of false information to a large degree. 

After the introduction of social media in 2007, it took several years to become a commonly 

used medium of social and political expression in Afghanistan. Over a decade of investment 

in cell phone and internet connectivity has changed the information and communication 
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system. According to the World Bank (2020) and ITU (2022a, 2022b), in 2020, there were 

27.04 million mobile connections, 68.7 percent of the total population, of which 9 million 

had regular internet access in all 34 provinces, constituting 22.9 percent of the population 

(Internet World Stats, 2023). Afghanistan had 4.4 million social media users in July 2022, 

constituting 11.2 percent of the total population. Data published in Meta, LinkedIn, and 

Twitter advertising resources indicates that Facebook had 4.4 million users in Afghanistan 

in early 2022, making it the leading social media platform, followed by Instagram 552,000 

users, LinkedIn 450,00 users, and Twitter (X) 319,000 users (Kemp, 2023; Statcounter, 

2022). In addition, a similar number of social media users among the Afghan diaspora 

communities worldwide also play a significant role and are highly engaged in peace, human 

rights, ethnic politics, and other political and social debates. However, a Gallup survey 

(Nusratty & Crabtree, 2023) reveals that the digital divide remains in Afghanistan, with 25% 

of men reported having access to the internet versus 6% of women, which signifies the 

gender gap and the importance of bringing this to the fore in Afghanistan's social and 

political discourse. 

In recent years, social media platforms have significantly evolved into pivotal arenas for 

expressing identity, debating ideological stances, and catalyzing political movements. 

Dating back to 2015 with the Tabassum Movement, Facebook and Twitter emerged as focal 

conduits for communication and mobilization. This trend gained momentum and 

sophistication during subsequent movements such as Roshanayi-e (2016) and Rastakhiz 

(2017). Although social media was not exclusive to the new elite, they extensively harnessed 

it to express opinions openly, largely unchecked by censorship or robust content oversight. 

This unbridled usage led to widespread dissemination of disinformation, misleading 

content, hate speech, and divisive narratives.  

To combat the overwhelming presence of new political elites, open flow of information, and 

direct attacks on their personal lives, government officials, ethnopolitical leaders, and 

emerging political figures resorted to social media trolling tactics. This strategy allowed 

them to avoid direct association or culpability for disseminating hate speech or inciting the 

masses. They deployed hundreds of trolls on Facebook and Twitter, humorously labeled by 

the public as 'Facebookchalawoonki.'  

The use of social media contributed to increasing affective polarization, inter alia, in two 

ways: first, by mirroring the social divisions vividly and amplifying discriminatory practices 

in the government offices, giving ethnic and ideological interpretation to offline events, 

aided by stereotypes, dehumanization, and deindividuation and generalization of individual 

actions. Especially under increased social frustration emanating from the insecurity, daily 

incidents of suicide attacks and car bombings targeting civilians, and growing economic 

inequality and unemployment, people had become more receptive to sensational and 

emotionally-driven content rather than moderate and more thoughtful expressions.   

The second aspect of social media use that drove affective polarization was the possibility 

of echo-chambering with like-minded people and homophily with those who shared similar 

values, identities, and ideologies. Echo-chambering results in a sub-division of the online 

public sphere into several communities, with most of the debates taking place within the 

group. This pattern has been more visible in the post-2021 period, after the collapse of the 
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government and the return of the Taliban to power. The Taliban’s manifest animosity 

towards other ethnic groups and their discriminatory and oppressive policies in terms of 

identity and gender is an important reason in explaining the heightened affective 

polarization among social media users. For example, as observed by the author, one issue 

that has appeared in hate messages and divisive content is the depiction of ethnic groups as 

a whole, either as the owner of the country or migrants, or an increase in stereotyping and 

belittling expressions. The following comments are some of the samples:  

 

 

“They (Pashtuns) are the owners of the country, and who are you Kolabies (Tajiks) to speak 

about Afghanistan?” 

 

“You are the descendant of Genghis Khan. Hazaras are the tribes of Gog and Magog.”  

 

“You are not even related to Afghanistan. For more than 300 years, Pashtuns have implicitly 

told you to leave the country. This is not your homeland. However, you do not have the 

modesty to realize. Throughout history, the Pashtuns have used your women as 

dancers/townswomen and your men as slaves. This is your value with us. Do you have 

anything to say? Any shame?”  

 

“Awghans (Pashtuns) are immigrants from India. They force their barbaric language of 

Pashtun on our people in Khurasan land.”  

 

“You prostitutes shall never be safe anywhere!”  
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Lack of effective content moderation  

These and much more intense hate messages got through the ineffective content 

moderation mechanism of social media platforms. However, Facebook and Twitter (X) have 

introduced and enforced complex systems of content moderation. Comparably, they are less 

efficient in moderating divisive content or hate messages in low-resourced languages such 

as Dari and Pashtu, not to mention the case-specific requirement of conflict-prone and 

divided societies such as Afghanistan. Social media companies such as Facebook and 

Twitter (X) set government regulations as the baseline for standard content moderation 

(Bickert, 2020, 3). For Afghanistan, the first challenge for regulatory intervention for 

content moderation is the absence of a legitimate government with a minimum belief in 

guiding principles of social media platforms, especially human rights. If content moderation 

is structured based on government regulations, e.g., the Taliban sharia laws, it threatens 

freedom of expression, something that the Taliban would want. 

In addition, as argued by de Keulenaar et al. (2023, 273), content moderation policies ‘on 

the basis of evolving and ever-contingent public conceptions of objectionability’ are also 

challenging in a socially divided context with heightened affective polarization. Affective 

polarization entails norms and value polarization; hence, content supported by a group 

might be fiercely rejected and perceived as objectionable by others. For instance, one 

mechanism for tackling hate messages on both Facebook and Twitter is reporting by the 

users, which results in taking down the reported account. Such reporting can be 

reciprocated in an outbidding manner, which does not solve the content problem but may 

increase inter-group conflict.   

In practice, social media platforms use a hybrid approach for content moderation, 

employing automated means to identify content and an additional human review if needed. 

Since the actions of social media platforms are guided mostly by business priorities (Díaz & 

Hecht 2021,3), it seems less plausible that there will be much investment in developing 

robust automated mechanisms and content moderation algorithms for low-resourced 

languages and states with a couple of million users. Therefore, compared to languages such 

as English, in Dari and Pashu, hate messages and harmful content circulate freely on social 

media without being moderated. Today, users have learned how to get around content 

moderation mechanisms by changing the spelling of the words carrying harmful or hate 

messages or typing in a dashed and broken way. In addition, social media users improvise 

or use very local and old hate phrases that are not included or recorded in the existing 

lexicons, AI detection systems, and machine learning algorithms.  

Conclusion  

In Afghanistan, unresolved historical grievances and ethnicization of politics coupled with 

state failure and the Taliban’s extremist ideological and ethnopolitical stance exacerbate the 

situation and cause heightened affective polarization along ethnic, ideological, and gender 

lines. Continued violence and conflict, mass frustration with poverty, and multiple 

humanitarian crises are conducive to an inter-group blame game that turns smoothly into 

an identity-based narrative.  
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As a survival strategy, political elites have built their political ideology around ethnic 

identity and excessively exploited social divisions and old and new grievances to create a 

favourable status quo or push for change. However, they used legacy media, including 

newspapers, radio, and TV stations, to promote their political agendas and ethnic 

mobilization. The introduction and development of social media platforms provided both 

the masses and the elites with an unchecked platform of expression. The deep-rooted and 

unresolved aggregated grievances, massive identity-based sufferings, discriminatory 

policies and actions, gender apartheid, and oppressive rule in a very coercive manner 

resonate with and are reflected upon in social media content.  

Elites, in their competition for soliciting support from their ethnic basis, have sought an 

outbidding strategy that leads to the intensification of animosities and the widening of 

social divisions.  The current high volume of divisive content on social media, ranging from 

stereotypes to hate and harm messages, dehumanization and deindividuation, and 

vilification of others, indicates a latent conflict in Afghanistan that can ignite whenever the 

opportunity arises and conditions are ripe and right.  Hence, ideological extremity and 

ethnic politics, coupled with elite competition and ample spaces for the dissemination of 

hate speech and harmful content on social media platforms, create a conflict aggregating 

loop that drives affective polarization to the extreme edge.  

In its uncharted path toward social transformation, the youth bulge and the mobilization of 

new young forces in Afghanistan’s society and politics are intermingled with a tangible 

inter-generational gap and digital divide. In the absence of democratic institutions and 

positive developments in the political and economic areas that would help accommodation 

and incorporation of these forces, it presents a threat that could otherwise be its social 

dynamic for positive change. Youth’s frustration with the long-standing economic inequality 

and stagnation, social insecurity, and political instability have driven them toward 

ideological extremity, both those who side with the Taliban and those who oppose the 

Taliban. Ethnonationalist passions are higher among the youth compared to the older 

generation, which makes them susceptible to holding more extreme views regarding the 

political prospects of the country with an intense affective commitment to identity groups. 

While those among the Taliban are indoctrinated under ideological orientations of radical 

Islamism, Afghan youth opposing the Taliban are nested in an imagined utopia within the 

comfort of echo chambers of online homophily, isolating them from the political diversity 

and ground reality of the country. Therefore, inadvertently, they fall prey to the elite’s 

machination while being misled by the hyper-availability of social media and the massive 

flow of misinformation, disinformation, hate, and harmful messages, which turns them into 

forces of a latent conflict rather than constructive forces of peace and positive change.  

In sum, for Afghanistan to move forward, all parties need to work for the deconstruction of 

affective polarization through the deconstruction of the culture and narrative of violence 

and inter-ethnic and sectarian enmity. However, we need to recognize that such efforts find 

less ground in the current political regime that suppresses its opposition voices and does 

not recognize cultural and political diversity. A robust and constructive international 

engagement for facilitating intra-Afghan dialogue and peacebuilding is of paramount 

importance. Historical evidence and past experiences suggest that without an 

accommodating democratic system of governance that recognizes the sovereignty of the 
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nation and sociopolitical diversity, it is hard to imagine a foundational solution to the 

current situation and an end to the plight and suffering of the Afghan people.  

Therefore, the following recommendations are quintessential for any positive engagement 

for peace and reconciliation in Afghanistan:  

• Technological intervention from social media platforms for robust and effective content 

moderation would help reduce the amount of hate and harmful content and give 

moderate voices a chance to build common ground based on shared values and 

aspirations. This is also important in de-escalating conflict and deconstructing affective 

polarization, allowing diverse opinions to be heard and discussed in meaningful cross-

group communication and interaction.  

• In addition, deconstruction of affective polarization requires opening and widening the 

political and social horizons for positive change, which requires a more effective and 

robust international engagement for intra-Afghan dialogue and initiation of a peace and 

reconciliation process. Otherwise, as long as the Taliban’s oppressive monopoly of 

power continues, deconstruction of affective polarization will not be possible by 

moderating the content, simply because divisive content is part of a socio-political loop 

that works through a complex reinforcement mechanism.  

• Given that initiating intra-Afghan dialogue and a comprehensive peace and 

reconciliation process takes time and can be lengthy and complex, track 2 discussions 

among political elites, parties, and civil society are crucial for highlighting common 

ground and shared principles. Digital peacetech platforms such as Remish and Pol.is can 

play a facilitating role in deliberative peacebuilding by generating a new conversation 

over the future of the country and bridging the gaps.  
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