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[bookmark: _Toc106810939][bookmark: _Toc106811094][bookmark: _Toc106813499][bookmark: _Toc107508082]Commander Ahmad Shah Massoud (1953-2001), as a resistance leader also known as the “Lion of Panjshir,” was the leader of the Northern Alliance during the Soviet occupation and the first Taliban government of Afghanistan until his assassination by Al Qaeda on September 9, 2001 (Gall, 2021). Commander Massoud’s development shaped him into a leader at precisely the right moment in history. He would have almost certainly been the first President of Afghanistan following the 2004 Afghan elections (Gall, 2001). Massoud’s father was a Colonel in the Royal Afghan Army, and his father’s service impacted Massoud’s development (Gall, 2001).
Between 2010 and 2016, I advised Major General Abdul Wakil of the Afghan National Army. General Wakil served as third in command of the Northern Alliance under Massoud. Wakil was a Colonel and Commander of a Commando unit in the old Soviet-trained Army. During the failing Soviet invasion and the rise of the Taliban, his unit disbanded, and he went home. The Northern Alliance later approached him. Massoud abruptly asked Wakil why he was at home “doing nothing?” Wakil responded, assuming he was going to die, that he “did not believe the Northern Alliance was fighting for true Islam!” Massoud contemplated this response and said, “Then come work directly for me to defeat the Taliban in accordance with true Islam!”  
Young Ahmad Shah Massoud grew up in a military family, a tradition that many families have followed, including my own (Gall, 2001). He was a Tajik from the Panjshir Valley, the future base of the Northern Alliance (Gall, 2001), where a small number of resistance fighters to the Taliban remain today, led by Massoud’s son. His mother was educated and progressive, which meant his family had a higher socio-economic status (SES) (Gall, 2001). These factors also influenced Massoud’s development. 
Even in elementary school, he was a gifted and religiously devout student who followed a moderate form of Sunni Islam with Sufi influences (Gall, 2001). This is a much more welcoming view of Islam than the Taliban, who are also Sunnis but Pashtuns (different ethnicity, culture, and language) who have historically dominated Afghan political life. Perhaps only second to his family, religion, and schooling are factors that contributed to his cognitive development and to his later status as a comparatively liberal figure in the Afghan political landscape (Gall, 2001). These are the significant aspects of his child-rearing and nurture (Beck, 2023). Massoud’s early childhood identity development is very distant from the Egyptian Revolutionary Salafism of Al Qaeda, which is even more deviant than the Taliban’s Deobandi sect (Berk, 2023).
Afghans typically do not keep records such as birth dates or certificates, and little is known about Massoud’s early childhood. Based upon my own experience, many Afghans from his generation often suffered from lead poisoning. Lead poisoning negatively affects the nervous system and may result in permanent cognitive deficits (Hou, 2017). Many are also exposed to high levels of mercury from low-quality foods imported from Pakistan and China, which are often labeled “not for sale” in the country of origin. One of my interpreter-translators told me after watching a television report on fake rice from China that was really potatoes wrapped in plastic, “Oh! Great, now we will get fake rice.” When I asked why, he said, “We always get the worst of everything!” There are concerns about a potential link between mercury exposure and autism or other cognitive development problems (Davidson, 2004). I have seen the effects of mercury and lead exposure, cognitive and physical limitations, and, occasionally, skin lesions.
Very few Afghans suffer from Parental Alcohol Exposure (PAE), as alcohol is prohibited, sacrilegious, and challenging to find even on the black market outside of the major urban hubs (Kabul, Maz-e-Sharif, Kandahar, and Herat) even today; however, marijuana is legal and hashish from poppies is a cultural artifact, even used in medical settings as a substitute for severe pain medication, to include in childbirth. Studies show a relationship between Prenatal Cannabis Exposure (PCE) and low body weight babies (Kopil, 2025). Newborns with Neonatal Opioid Withdrawal Syndrome (NOWS) experience autonomic and neurobehavioral problems, including “low birth weight, preterm, sepsis, feeding difficulties, increased irritability, tremors, seizures, jaundice, and breathing problems” (Burduli, 2025, p. 1).
Massoud’s father’s military service led to frequent moves throughout his childhood (Gall, 2001). This upbringing shaped his worldview, his desire to enter public service, and his openness to military service (Gall, 2001). Children from military families are more likely to have unique physical and mental healthcare needs, as well as better access to healthcare (Crouch, 2025). This applies cross-culturally to Massoud. Even to this day, most Afghans have never left their district, and some have not even left their village. Even by 2001, the literacy rates for Afghan men and women were 27% and 6%, respectively (Save the Children, 2001). The male life expectancy by 2001 was also only 47-54 years old (Country Economy, 2025). This also makes Western Normative Theories less relevant (Berk, 2023). This was a rough time to grow up in Afghanistan. For example, I asked General Wakil at a shooting range, “Why do all the generals shoot better than any of the soldiers?” He said, “That is simple! The people from my generation who cannot shoot well are all dead.” A version of Darwin’s Theory (Berk, 2023).
He attended high school at the French government-operated Lycée Esteqlal in Kabul. Massoud later considered this his happiest period of development (Gall, 2001). His identity development rocketed in high school. He became fluent in his native Dari, French, as well as Pashto and Urdu, which later enabled him to communicate with the Taliban, whose native language is Pashto mixed with Urdu, as they had fled to refugee camps in Pakistan (Gall, 2001). This is quite an accomplishment for anyone and is essentially unheard of in Afghanistan, which is a clear sign of Massoud's innate cognitive abilities (Berk, 2023). During high school, he learned about the 1967 Arab-Israeli Six-Day War and, from that, realized his strong interest in politics, ethics, and justice—a significant growth in identity achievement (Berk, 2023; Gall, 2001). His sympathy for the plight of Palestinians and Arabs in general fueled his revolutionary angst and advocacy for Pan-Islamism (Gall, 2001). This foreshadows his later role in the Mujahedin fighting against the Soviets. In college at the Soviet-run Kabul Polytechnic Institute, he studied engineering. He joined Sazman-i Jawanan-i Musulman, or the Organization of Muslim Youth, which opposed Soviet communist ideology (Gall, 2001). However, within his Soviet-run college, the movement clashed with students favoring communism, and he had rivalries within the Organization of Muslim Youth, who sought more radical Islamic ideals than Massoud's moderate view (Gall, 2001). One important example was when Gulbuddin Hekmatyar tried to kill Massoud (Gall, 2001). Hekmatyar also later led a Mujahideen group called Hezb-e Islami (Party of Islam) and served as Prime Minister from 1993 to 1996; however, unlike Massoud, Hekmatyar did not fight the Taliban regime and instead fled to Iran (Gall, 2001). 
Before moving on to Massoud’s adulthood, we will shift to the influence of Massoud's mother, Bibi Khorshid, who was not the traditional housewife of this period. She was considered "modern-minded" as she believed in education for all her children, including her daughters, and even taught herself to read and write (Gall, 2001). She instilled in Massoud the value of education and the need for social change (Gall, 2001). From his mother’s nurturing, Massoud could never support the extreme misogyny of the Hekmatyar, the Taliban, or Al Qaeda. It is unclear whether Massoud had any lasting cognitive development problems from birth. The only hint is that he is known for lengthy, quiet thinking before answering questions, and he is often photographed in a thinking pose. He had no apparent physical effects from mercury or lead.
As a very proud honor-based society, any recognition of cognitive deficits or physical disabilities would have been concealed. Even the elderly people I worked with from the Mujahedin times were still physically and cognitively sound. I moved my office once and had a meeting with several Mujaheddin leaders. I apologized for not having chairs to sit on, and a former Haqqani Network leader just said, “We are the Mujaheddin, we can just sit under a tree.”
 Commander Massoud kept a diary of his adult life and his inner thoughts. It demonstrates that he engaged in self-reflection and self-criticism while preserving his modesty, unlike his peers' arrogance (Gall, 2021). He never lost his view of serving humanity, of socialized power, and of tolerant Islamic values, despite being surrounded by the losses of sustained combat (Gall, 2001). His military strategy, operational plans, and tactics demonstrated agility in adapting to lessons from both his successes and failures (Gall, 2001). Unlike other Mujahideen leaders, he held annual reviews of the last year to plan for the next (Gall, 2001). 
His infighting with Hekmatyar and, later, with General Abdul Rashid Dostum, also a Mujahideen warlord and later Vice President of Afghanistan under President Ghani, is a good example of his military pragmatism in working together to defeat the Soviets and, later, with Dostum to defeat the Taliban (Gall, 2001). Dostum was a brute, simple-minded, and attacked with only his hope in Allah, not plans. When I met him as Vice President, he would often literally cry and beg to return to his warlord lifestyle – he was not the future of Afghanistan. 
US Special Forces first on the ground after 9/11, worked closely with Dostum from the Northeast in Herat to fight the Taliban in Kabul; however, seeing the military success and political implications of taking control of Kabul, Massoud’s forces, the Northern Alliance, from Panjshir were the first to engage with the Taliban in Kabul despite requests from Americans to wait until they and General Dostum’s forces linked up with the Northern Alliance (Gall, 2001). The most significant landmark in Kabul remains Massoud Circle, the site of many protests.
Despite his duties as a resistance fighter and Mujahedin leader, he was married and fathered six children (Gall, 2001). Massoud, at age 34, married Sediqa, age 17, the daughter of one of Massoud's fighters (Gall, 2001). This is not at all unusual for Afghans, past or present.  Massoud’s wife was his most trusted confidante, which was very unusual for Afghan men or Mujahideen leaders, and he conferred with her on war strategy and their family life (Gall, 2001). 
In her memoir, Pour l'amour de Massoud (“For the Love of Massoud,” in French, but published in English as “My Life with Massoud”), she notes that Commander Massoud lamented as if a poet on the beauty of Afghanistan, which demanded its defense by all parts of the mind and body (Massoud, 2005). Massoud had learned from his mother’s modern views the need for the education of girls and women and their greater inclusion in society (Gall, 2001). This clearly places Massoud as an iconoclast in his time and would still be even today. Massoud also held that the hijab and burqa were not required or a tradition for Afghan women, but a cultural imposition of Arabs, and he also opposed the norm of arranged marriage (Grad, 2009).
Ahmad Massoud, Commander Massoud’s only son, who currently commands the remnants of the National Alliance, rebranded as the National Resistance Front, with funding from the Massoud Foundation, which he chairs, studied at Britain’s renowned King's College London, receiving his formal military education from the equally renowned Royal Military Academy Sandhurst (Gall, 2001). The last instructions from his father were never to give up and never run away from his mission, a reference to predestination rather than free will (Gall, 2001). 
The developmental theory that appears to fit Massoud's early life best is Piaget’s Cognitive-Developmental Theory (Berk, 2023). This theory posits, “children actively construct knowledge as they manipulate and explore their world” (Berk, 2023, p. 17). Massoud’s life was exceptional in his time; he was literate and educated, traveled the country, later attended a French high school in Kabul, had the discipline of military life, and had comparatively good access to healthcare. His mother was an iconoclast and taught him progressive ideas to improve civil society in Afghanistan. He was aware of world events, such as the 1967 Six-Day War, which would shape his worldview as he matured into adulthood (Gall, 2001). His strength of character, discipline, and physical development endowed him with the unique abilities and skills necessary to succeed in the challenging life of a rural Afghan resistance fighter. 
Massoud overcame several diversity-based challenges, including his liberal sect of Islam creating lethal adversaries, and, as a Tajik, he could never be accepted as a leader by the politically dominant Pakistani-backed Pashtuns. His high SES enabled many of his early-life experiences but also distanced him from the people he would later seek to lead. Any revolutionary or resistance fighter in such a patriarchal, honor-based culture also must have significant physical abilities to survive, fight, and maintain their leadership role. His Mujahedin peers relied on ethnicity rather than unity as a base of support (Gall, 2001). In 1992, the Soviets withdrew, and Massoud became the Minister of Defense, but was unable to stop ethnic violence (Gall, 2001). The disorder that ensued gave rise to the first Taliban government, originating in the South and Southeast, and allied with Al Qaeda (Gall, 2001). 
Moving on from Piaget’s model of development, with a now broader understanding of Massoud’s development from childhood through adulthood and until his death, Erikson’s intimacy versus isolation model seems highly applicable (Berk, 2023). The role of intimacy and isolation in Massoud’s life is complex, especially in his early childhood, when he had a very intimate relationship with his parents. He thrived in elementary school through high school in terms of intimate peer groups; however, from college to his death, he also faced peers who were lethal enemies, due to Massoud’s anti-communist beliefs, liberal Islamic beliefs, or his ethnicity. These isolating factors include nurture, political ideology, religious beliefs, iconoclastic cultural beliefs, and nature, such as his unchangeable ethnicity. He had intimate and loyal followers in his Northern Alliance, who, for those still living, remain close – I speak to several of them weekly, and they note that we, myself included, are still the Northern Alliance, no matter where we are located. Being the advisor to General Wakil means that, like a son, I am assumed to have inherited his friends, enemies, ideology, and goals. Once, when he left to receive medical care in India, he told all his Generals that I was now in charge until he returned. I told him I am not really supposed to do that, but all he said was that he had already told them and could not change it now. His brother, a Colonel and career Intelligence Officer, was also with us most of the time, as well as Wakil’s son, who was in the Northern Alliance but not in the Afghan military. 
Massoud was unusually close with his wife and confidant, as well as with his son and five daughters. However, his ethnic and ideological isolation severely limits his rise to political power, ultimately leading to his assassination by Al Qaeda. It is perhaps why his Northern Alliance forces wanted to capture Kabul before Dostum and the Americans could, to claim the capital and solidify Massoud’s legacy.
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