
KABUL: Streets that were once bustling with life have
fallen silent. Few women dare to leave their homes.
Fighters patrol the neighborhoods. Welcome to the
new Kabul, a city ruled by fear of the Taleban.  “It’s like
a zombie apocalypse,” a 20-year-old women’s rights
activist tells AFP on condition of anonymity. Around
Kabul airport, chaos reigns as thousands of people
mass, desperate to flee ahead of the August 1 deadline
for the US withdrawal. But everywhere else, the streets
are eerily quiet.

“People almost don’t go outside and (when they do)
they are in a rush,” the activist says. “People get home as
soon as they can.” Under the ousted government, an
increasing number of women were adopting Western
clothing, attending university, and working. Now, even in
Kabul, women hardly venture out of their homes. Burqa
sales have rocketed. Many Afghans fear a repeat of the
brutal interpretation of Islamic law that the Taleban
implemented when first in power from 1996-2001.

The Taleban have vowed a softer, more inclusive
regime this time around, offering assurances of rights to
women. However, the activist says she has been unable to
return to university since the Taleban’s stunning military
victory on August 15. She says the hardliners do not want
women to attend class until they can segregate classes
along gender lines. “I think it’s an idiotic decision,” she
says, because there simply aren’t enough female universi-
ty teachers. The bank she works for has also barred her
from returning, citing fears for her safety.

Reign of fear 
On the city walls, advertisement posters featuring

female models have either been defaced or torn down.
Pop music, banned outright under the Taleban’s former
regime, can no longer be heard in Kabul. Only the sound

of children playing-oblivious perhaps to the depth of the
transformation under way in their homeland-breaks the
silence.

Widespread fear, says a Kabul banker, is working to
the Taleban’s advantage as they seek to establish their
dominance. “They don’t have any army to control people
but the fear is controlling everyone,” he says on condition
of anonymity. While the Taleban leadership strives to
project an image of an organized movement capable of
governing, the reality on the ground is that the militants’
behavior varies greatly from place to place.

“Some groups are acting good and nice but some of
them go to restaurants without paying,” the banker says.

‘Normal’ in Khost 
In the southeastern city of Khost, long a conserva-

tive city seized by the Taleban shortly before Kabul fell,
the militants appear to have adopted a softer approach.
“After a few days, the situation returned to normal. The
flow of the city has slowed down but many shops and
small businesses have reopened now,” a local aid work-
er tells AFP. “Boys and girls go to school like before,” he

says. “The attitude of the Taleban towards the people is
much softer than what people thought,” he adds, noting
he danced with friends at a wedding held last week.
However, some residents fear economic woes, particu-
larly with government services halted. “Many people
lost their jobs, they are afraid of a bad economic situa-
tion,” he says.

No money to rebuild 
At the market in the northern city of Kunduz, Taleban

militants use loudspeakers to announce their new rules to
residents. Devastated by weeks of fighting leading up to
the Taleban’s win, the city is now starting to see some
rebuilding-though progress is slow.

“People started rebuilding their shops but not the
homes because people fled and did not return, or don’t
have the money to rebuild,” a local business owner tells
AFP. Some poorer residents are so scared of the impact
the regime change may have that they have stopped
buying fruit and even using soap, he says. “They think
they should save because in the future there is no way
to earn money.” — AFP

Thursday, August 26, 2021

7
I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Established 1961 

Zombie apocalypse: Fear grips 
Afghans under Taleban rule

Chaos reigns
around
Kabul airport

Streets fall silent, few women dare to leave homes

KABUL: This handout photo taken and released by the French Etat-major des Armees shows a French
soldier watching people walking to board a A400M Atlas military transport aircraft at Kabul airport to fly
to the air base of Al-Dhafra, near Abu Dhabi.— AFP

As thousands flee 
Afghanistan, some 
want to go back
CHAMAN: From trucks stuffed with carpets, bedding,
clothes and even goats, around 200 Afghan refugees
look beyond the horizon toward Spin Boldak in their
country’s south, waiting to return home from Pakistan.
Dreading another period of harsh rule after the Taleban’s
rapid takeover following the US troop withdrawal, thou-
sands have been desperately trying to flee Afghanistan,
with chaotic images emerging from the Kabul airport.

But some families want to repatriate to their home-
land, saying the Taleban will bring stability to the war-
torn nation. “We emigrated from Afghanistan during
bombing and hardships, when Muslims were in trouble,
now, praise be to Allah, the situation is normal, so we are
returning to Afghanistan,” Molavi Shaib told AFP while
waiting at the border. Divided by a 10-foot-deep trench
filled with barbed wire, the mountainous boundary sepa-
rating Spin Boldak from Chaman in Pakistan’s southwest
sees thousands crossing the trade route every day.

As scores try to escape Taleban rule, Pakistan has
ramped up security at the border, making the process
more stringent. “People want to return but they are not
allowed to cross, we request the Pakistani government to
allow us to cross the border because there’s no war, and

peace has been established,” Muhammad Nabi said.
“We have our household with women and kids wait-

ing-we want them to cross the border.” Pakistan has
housed over two million Afghan refugees since the first
wave of war broke out in Afghanistan over 40 years ago,
with numbers fluctuating based on the conflict’s intensi-
ty, but the country has said it is not in a position to take
in any more. Displaced Afghans have long complained
about feeling unwelcome with little access to employ-
ment and citizenship rights. Many have become pawns in
a diplomatic blame-game between the countries, which
have accused each other of aiding militant groups.
Islamabad has long been seen as protecting the Taleban
and could be one of the few governments with close ties
to the new regime in Kabul.

Better to go back
With dust blowing over their belongings and children

squeezed in between the furniture, dozens of trucks are
parked in Chaman’s barren fields, as returnees complete
document checks and wait for their crossing to be
approved. On the back of one truck, a teenage boy holds
a baby, surrounded by a hodgepodge of household
goods including a bucket, a bed and a bicycle. Another
boy sits next to him on a yellow cushion while a white
goat can be seen milling about between them.

The returnees say they will have better lives in
Afghanistan. “I am returning to Ghazni, now peace has
been established and we are happy that we are returning
back to our home. It’s much better to go back and settle
there,” Wali Ur Rahman told AFP.—AFP

KABUL: A video grab taken from Afghan TV RTA shows
propaganda images of Taleban’s Badri 313 Special
Forces patrolling streets in an unidentified location in
Afghanistan. — AFP

CHAMAN: Afghan people walk inside a fenced corridor as they enter Pakistan at the Pakistan-Afghanistan border cross-
ing point in Chaman yesterday following the Taleban’s stunning military takeover of Afghanistan. —AFP

Taleban spokesman 
in spotlight after 
shadowy fight
KABUL: For years the Taleban’s top spokesman
shunned the public eye, even as he amassed hun-
dreds of thousands of followers online where he
live-tweeted the insurgency. But days after the
Taleban captured Kabul following the collapse of
the US-backed government, Zabihullah Mujahid
presented himself to the public for the first time in
a surprise press conference in the Afghan capital.

At first glance, there was little that distin-
guished the Taleban spokesman from its other
leaders-the middle-aged jihadist sported a black
turban and full black beard framing a stoney
demeanor carved from decades of war.

“We have expelled the foreigners,” he pro-
claimed in his opening remarks. Just days earlier,
Mujahid announced via social media the assassi-
nation of leading government spokesman Dawa
Khan Menapal, boasting that the killing had been
orchestrated “in a special attack” carried out by
the Taleban. The spokesman is now sitting in
Menapal’s old seat, seeking to allay concern about
how the Taleban will rule. “All those on the oppo-
site side are pardoned from A to Z,” said Mujahid
as he fielded questions from the remnants of the
Afghan press corps.

“We will not seek revenge.”
For years, there was a debate as to whether

Mujahid was even a single person-his moniker
serving as cover for the Taleban’s sprawling infor-
mation wing. But Mujahid was real and relaxed in
his public debut, delivering assurances in a live
broadcast on behalf of a group that once banned
television. When asked if the Taleban expected to
be forgiven following their brutal campaign of vio-
lence that brought death and destruction to
Afghan cities, Mujahid did not sidestep. The losses,
however devastating, were worth it, he argued. “A
huge occupying force was defeated,” he
explained.

The information war 
Notorious for banning TV and radio under

their iron-fisted rule in the 1990s, the Taleban have
adapted to the ever-changing nature of modern
media and deftly used it to their advantage. “The
Taleban understand that the information war is
modern warfare,” wrote Richard Stengel-a former
undersecretary of state for the Obama administra-
tion-in a New York Times editorial.

“They are not trying to build a new platform;
they’re trying to integrate into and dominate the
existing landscape.” Mujahid is believed to over-
see a vast public relations operation that has coor-
dinated countless press releases, interview
requests and questions from journalists in recent
years. Outside of his social media presence,
Mujahid and his team also managed an impressive
network of WhatsApp groups, where they deliv-
ered real time updates directly to journalists.

Little is known about the spokesman’s past
roles in the movement, but his impact on their
string of victories has been monumental even as
other spokesmen emerged and took on more pub-
lic roles from the Taleban’s political office in Doha.

Under Mujahid’s leadership, the Taleban effec-
tively owned the battlefield narrative during the
group’s final offensive this summer, providing
detailed sketches of its fighters’ movements as the
Afghan government stayed largely silent. The
Taleban’s victory appeared all but inevitable,
according to the narrative presented by the
Taleban press office, as government forces surren-
dered en masse often without a shot fired. During
the last 10 days of the war, Mujahid would
announce the fall of every new city to the Taleban
with a tweet, becoming the de-facto minister of
information of the conflict that his group was win-
ning rapidly. Now in power, Mujahid will be faced
with a new task-convincing Afghans and the inter-
national community that the Taleban are able to
transition from fighting to governing.

“All issues can be resolved with talks,” Mujahid
told reporters Tuesday. “We give our brothers
reassurances. We have the same country and the
same goals.” — AFP 

Taleban show off 
‘special forces’ in 
propaganda blitz
KABUL: The Taleban have been showing off its own
“special forces” on social media, soldiers in new uni-
forms equipped with looted American equipment who
contrast sharply with the image of the usual Afghan
insurgent. Pictures and videos of fighters in the so-
called “Badri 313” unit have been posted online for
propaganda purposes to underline how the Taleban
have better equipped and trained men at their disposal
than in the past, experts say.

The soldiers are shown in uniforms, boots, balaclavas
and body armor similar to those worn by special forces
around the world-and unlike the shalwar kameez, turban
and sandals of the traditional Taleban fighter. Rather
than a battered Russian-designed Kalashnikov rifle
slung over their shoulder, the men of Badri 313 hold new
US-made rifles such as the M4, sometimes with night-
vision goggles and advanced gunsights.

Badri 313 “likely represents some of the best trained
and equipped fighters within the Taleban more broadly,
although as you would expect there is a degree of sen-
sationalising in propaganda coverage of the unit by the
group,” Matt Henman from the Janes defense consultan-
cy told AFP. A Western weapons expert who writes
anonymously on Twitter under the pseudonym of
Calibre Obscura said the unit would be no match for
Western special forces, or those of India or Pakistan.

But “they are more effective than normal Taleban and
certainly more than standard Afghan national army
troops from a couple of weeks ago,” he told AFP.

US weapons 
Named after the battle of Badr 1,400 years ago,

when the Prophet Mohammed (PBUH) supposedly van-
quished his enemies with only 313 soldiers, the Taleban
unit could number up to several thousand men, experts
say. The amount of equipment at their disposal is
unclear, but multiple pictures online show jubilant
Taleban fighters posing with captured armored
Humvees, aircraft and weapons abandoned by the
defeated US-equipped Afghan national army.

Experts say the most sophisticated equipment, espe-
cially the helicopters, will be difficult to operate and
near-impossible to maintain. “There is certainly a
degree of propaganda, but we saw during the final
offensive since May that the Taleban special forces have
been critical in the taking over of Afghanistan,” said Bill
Roggio, managing editor of the US-based Long War
Journal.—AFP

Uganda welcomes 
first group of 
Afghan refugees
ENTEBBE: A flight carrying Afghan evacuees fleeing the
Taleban takeover of their country touched down early
yesterday in Uganda where they will be given temporary
refuge, government officials said. The foreign ministry
said a charter flight carrying 51 Afghans-including men,
women and children-landed in the lakeside city of
Entebbe, where they were whisked to hotels in a convoy
of buses.

More evacuees from Afghanistan are expected to
arrive at a later time in Uganda from the war-torn coun-
try, the ministry said. It said it followed a request from
the US government to temporarily host “at-risk” Afghan
nationals and others who are in transit to the United
States and other destinations worldwide.

“The decision to host those in need, is informed by

the Government of Uganda’s consistent policy of receiv-
ing refugees and persons in distress as well as playing a
responsible role in matters of international concern,” the
ministry said in a statement. Media reports have sug-
gested Uganda had agreed to take about 2,000 refugees
but this has not been confirmed.

Uganda hosts one of the largest refugee populations
in the world-nearly 1.5 million according to the United
Nations, mainly from neighboring South Sudan and the
Democratic Republic of Congo. The ministry said that
arrangements were also being made to bring home a
number of Ugandans who were unable to make this first
flight “due to the challenges of accessing the airport in
Kabul”. Neighbouring Rwanda said on Tuesday it also
plans to take in dozens of schoolgirls and staff from
Afghanistan’s only boarding school for girls. Since the
Taleban’s August 15 takeover of Kabul, Afghans have
grown increasingly desperate to escape the country,
with many terrified of facing life under the hardline
Islamist group. The US embassy in Kampala thanked
Uganda for its “generosity and hospitality toward these
communities”.

“The Government of Uganda and the Ugandan peo-
ple have a long tradition of welcoming refugees and

other communities in need,” the embassy posted on
Twitter. Most refugees in Uganda live in large refugee
settlements in the sparsely populated north of the
country but around 81,000 urban refugees live in the
capital Kampala. Aid agencies have repeatedly said
that the international response to support refugees in
Uganda, a country of about 44 million people, has been

ENTEBBE, Uganda: This video grab shows the convoy
with first group of Afghan evacuees to reach Uganda on
the road from the airport. — AFP


