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Abstract

Background and Aim: The prolonged wars and conflicts in Afghanistan have raised a generation of children
influenced by a warrior ethos and a pervasive sense of struggle. These experiences have profoundly shaped their
aspirations, behaviors, and beliefs, embedding dreams of fighting and leadership into their identities. This study
explores the reproduction of jihadist identity, focusing on how childhood experiences and conditions contributed
to the formation of Afghan jihadist commanders’ identities.

Data and Method: Data were collected through field research using qualitative methods, including semi-
structured interviews with 29 participants. The data were analyzed and interpreted using grounded theory.

Findings: The study identified key factors influencing the reproduction of jihadist identity, including family and
inter-generational interactions, cultural and social values, the environment of war and conflict, individual
agency, and identity formation. These elements played a direct role in the reproduction of jihadist identity
among Afghan commanders.

Conclusion: The prolonged state of war, internal group conflicts, and external interventions in Afghanistan have
collectively contributed to the central phenomenon of the “reproduction of jihadist identity.” This process
reinforced a jihadist mindset characterized by adaptability, and xenophobia during the formative years of
jihadist commanders. While fostering a sense of triumph and empowerment, it also imposed cultural and social
constraints that further strengthening the jihadist mindset at both individual and societal levels.

Keywords: Afghanistan, Childhood, Jihadist identity, Jihadist commanders, Identity construction.

Key Message: The childhood experiences of jihadist commanders played a pivotal role in nurturing their
enthusiasm and motivation for jihad, significantly shaping their social and cultural identities. Factors such as
family interactions, living conditions, educational content, social norms, poverty, and the pervasive environment
of war directly contributed to fostering a militant spirit during their formative years. These influences were so
profound that many transitioned from adolescent combatants to adult leaders, perpetuating the cycle of jihadist
identity.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction
In today's world, remarkable advancements have been achieved, leading many societies to

prosperity and well-being. These advancements have created an environment where children
can receive education, experience comfort, enjoy happiness, and engage in play. However, in
some countries, war and violence have prevailed, rendering the concept of childhood
unfamiliar and exposing children to immense and devastating hardships. For decades, Afghan
children have been deprived of a conventional childhood, often assuming adult
responsibilities instead. The majority of families rely on children as a source of labor, forcing
them to perform tasks beyond their physical and mental capacities. The childhood of jihadi
commanders unfolded in an environment marked by constant threats and inequality. This
context shaped their ideological, psychological, and personal foundations in a way that
enabled them to step into the role of jihadist commanders and pursue their paths according to
their beliefs. Examining the childhood experiences of these commanders, who have played an
undeniable role in Afghanistan’s socio-political transformations underscores the significance
of this research. The primary objective of this study is to analyze field data to explore the role
of childhood in shaping the identity of jihadist commanders and its reproduction within
Afghan society.

Methods and Data
This study uses a qualitative research approach and employs the systematic grounded

theory method. Data collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews and
purposeful sampling, involving 29 participants. Before entering the research field, local
security and intelligence authorities were informed, and official written permission for the
study was obtained. The study focuses on the childhood experiences of jihadist commanders
who were actively engaged in warfare and held command positions after 2001. For data
analysis, the study utilized open, axial, and selective coding techniques. During open coding,
after conducting the first interview, the recorded audio was transcribed, and line-by-line
coding was performed to identify key concepts. Subsequent interviews were designed based
on the concepts identified in previous interviews to uncover new themes, subcategories, and
core categories. In axial coding, the categories were organized around the central
phenomenon, leading to the development of a paradigmatic model. Finally, in selective coding,
a theoretical model was constructed, illustrating the cyclical process of jihadist identity
reproduction.
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Findings

The ;i{ndings of this study highlight several key factors contributing to the reproduction of
jihadist identity during the childhood of Afghanistan’s jihadist commanders. These factors
include family and intergenerational interactions, cultural and social values, the context of
war and conflict, agency and identity, and the process of empowerment. These commanders
grew up in poor farming and herding families, often experiencing despair and a sense of
inferiority. Cultural and social values played a crucial role in their jihadist socialization.
Religious schools (madrasa) shaped their ideological inclinations and beliefs, fostering a
militarized worldview that nurtured a spirit and motivation for jihad. Many jihadist
commanders who later held significant political and military roles spent their childhood and
adolescence amid conflict, developing a form of adaptation to wartime conditions. As children,
they actively engaged in identity formation and cultural production, shaping a sense of self
that ultimately directed them toward leadership and jihad. The data analysis led to the
identification of the study’s central phenomenon “the reproduction of jihadi identity” which
resulted in the development of a paradigmatic model and a theoretical model.

Intervening Conditions:
o Religious schools

o Ideological beliefs

o Jihadist mintality

Consequences:
c | Conditi Strategies: o Sense of victory
Oa‘l/:/s ;r al?cll] ci)trll?l?;?t Central Phenomenon: © Bs_tt_leﬁ:ld ° }Empm{v(_erme?t
o Group disagreement Reproduction of pa)l(‘ 1c1pe;ll(i)1} ° mpo§1t10n °
o External interventions jihadi identity ° en-op -O © restr_l ctions
o Aspiration for o Reinforcement of
leadership jihadist spirit

Contextual Conditions:
o Poverty

o Family status

o Influential models

Figure 1 - The Paradigmatic Model of the Reproduction of Jihadist Identity

According to the theoretical model, multilayered instability, the reproduction of jihadist
identity, and social inequalities and tensions continuously interact and reinforce one another.
This cycle perpetuates the conditions that sustain and regenerate jihadist identity within
society.
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Figure 2 - Theoretical Model of the Reproduction of Jihadist Identity

Conclusion and Discussion
The paradigmatic and theoretical models present the final outcome of the study, providing

answers to the research questions. The childhood of jihadist commanders was shaped by
external interventions, war, conflicts, poverty, family status, influential models, religious
schools, ideological beliefs, and jihadist tendencies, all of which contributed to their
inclination toward jihad. Over time, they internalized jihadism as a core identity and played an
active role in its reproduction. The findings indicate a direct relationship between the
childhood experiences of jihadist commanders and the formation of their jihadist culture and
identity. Several key factors including family and intergzsnerational interactions, cultural and
social values, war and conflict, agency, and identity, have played a crucial role in constructing,
preserving, reinforcing, and expanding jihadist identity.
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