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While the civil war in Afghanistan was fuelled by power-hungry warlords 
and competing radicalised Islamic groups, the Taliban, with their harsh 
interpretation of Islam and with the help of foreign funds, managed to 
impose order and remain at the helm of the state for five years. Once 
they were ousted, their increased resolve to keep fighting for power, 
together with their alliances with other radical groups, Afghans and 
internationalists, has surprised – and keeps surprising – the international 
community involved in peacekeeping and counter-insurgency operations 
in Afghanistan.

The political, geostrategic, religious and tribal affiliations of the Taliban 
movement
Taliban is the plural form of taleb, which means ‘seeker’ (of knowledge) in 
Arabic and Urdu. It is also used to refer to a student of Islam. The generic 
name Taliban stems from the Quranic schools, or madrassas, located 
in Pakistan, mainly in the North-West Frontier Province (NWFP) and 
Baluchistan, but also in Karachi and Lahore, where poor Afghan refugee 
children and orphans found a social structure to receive them.1 An esti-
mated 20,000 madrassas train students in Pakistan today, up from a couple 
of hundred at independence in 1947. As an essentially Pashtun movement, 
the Taliban have been rightly accused of ‘ethnic parochialism’.2 

Between 1994 and 1996, the Taliban took over Afghanistan with a speed 
that surprised many observers. They started with the support of truck-
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drivers fed up with being constantly taxed and looted on trips between 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. They then received financial support from 
Saudi Arabia and the Pakistani ISI, for use as a proxy force and as a source 
of recruits to fight India in Kashmir. Under the guidance of Mullah Omar – 
proclaimed in April 1996 ‘Amir al-Momineen’ (Commander of the Faithful) 
– the Taliban were initially welcomed for bringing security after the reign of 
the warlords. However, they rapidly lost popular support because of their 
strict interpretation of Islamic law, learned in radical Pakistani madrassas.

Today, the madrassas are not exclusively responsible for recruiting 
and training jihadist groups, and only a small proportion of these schools 
propagate messages of hatred. According to one survey, based on inter-
views with the relatives of deceased jihadists, madrassas are not the main 
recruiting ground.3 Instead, fundamentalist mosques, Tabligh4 preachers 
and friends’ networks are used as recruiting tools. It is, however, not known 
exactly how many madrassas there are in the Federally Administered 
Tribal Areas (FATA), and what proportion of them are used for enlisting 
would-be jihadists. 

The �uttahida �ajlis-e-Amal in Pa��istan
In the FATA, the fundamentalist Deobandi line represents the ideology of 
the bulk of the madrassas.5 The foremost Pakistani party defending this 
line is the Jamiat Ulema-i-Islami (JUI or Assembly of Islamic Clerics), one 
of the six main religious-political parties in Pakistan unified under the 
banner of the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal (MMA or United Action Front).6 
The JUI is divided into two factions named for their respective leaders: 
JUI-S, led by Sami ul-Haq, and JUI-F, led by Fazl ur-Rahman. Sami ul-Haq, 
who besides being the MMA co-chair also heads the jihadist Deobandi 
Darul Uloom Haqqania madrassa,7 openly supports his long-time friends 
Mullah Omar and Osama bin Laden.8

The pro-Taliban MMA is the main Islamist political force in Baluchistan 
and NWFP. It was created in October 2001 in response to the ‘global war 
on terror’, which Pakistan joined following General Pervez Musharraf’s 
order to end all support for the Taliban regime. There is a clear historical 
parallel between the creation of the MMA and the creation of the Deobandi 
religious movement as a reaction to British colonial policy, and one which 
is deeply rooted in the South Asian Muslim consciousness. The ambigu-
ity of the MMA’s very creation resides in the fact that, beyond its hatred 
for Western values, it is also a tacit partner with Musharraf’s coalition. 
Through its open support for the Taliban, the MMA alliance represents a 
direct challenge to Afghanistan’s stability.
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The Taliban as a geostrategic apparatus for Pa��istan
Since Pakistan’s creation as a sovereign state on 14 August 1947, Pakistani 
planners have been fixated by the notion of strategic depth: the idea 
that, in any conflict with India, the defence of Pakistan’s eastern borders 
(namely Kashmir) rests on its western borders with Afghanistan. This 
meant developing Afghanistan as an allied territory to which Pakistani 
forces could retreat in the event of war. The significance of strategic depth 
diminished in May 1998, when Pakistan established its own nuclear deter-
rent. Nonetheless, some elements within the ISI remain convinced of the 
notion of strategic depth, and continue to play a key role in Afghanistan. 
The ISI, whose role and power were boosted following the Soviet inva-
sion of Afghanistan in 1979, became the main instrument in bringing the 
Taliban regime to power. 

In September 2001, the fear that the United States might use India as 
a base from which to launch Operation Enduring Freedom was probably 
instrumental in Musharraf’s decision to end support for the Taliban.9 
However, the extent of the president’s control over the ISI is unclear, and 
ISI support for the Taliban insurgency in Afghanistan has continued. In 
October 2001, ISI head General Mehmud Ahmed was replaced by a less 
Taliban-friendly figure, Lieutenant-General Ehsanul Haq, but it is conceiv-
able that ISI agents are acting independently on the ground, exploiting old 
ties established during the jihad against the Soviets.10 Musharraf claims that 
the ISI has arrested 680 al-Qaeda ‘operatives’, although he has also admit-
ted that he has ‘seen reports that “some dissidents” and “retired people” 
who were prominent in ISI between 1979 and 1989 might be helping to 
leak intelligence to the Taliban’.11 It is well known that, in exchange for his 
support for the United States and Operation Enduring Freedom, Musharraf 
negotiated the evacuation from Afghanistan of Pakistani soldiers, military 
intelligence personnel and ISI-backed jihadists, particularly from Kunduz 
in December 2001.12

Given that military and religious factors are intertwined in Pakistan, it 
would be wrong to see Musharraf as a Pakistani Mustafa Kemal, a char-
ismatic military figure defending a secularist government in a Muslim 
society.13 The army, particularly the ISI, and the religious parties are closely 
linked, with the latter legitimising the former. Within the ISI, the Pathans 
(the Pakistani Pashtuns) constitute the majority group. It is not therefore 
surprising to find retired high-ranking officers such as Lieutenant-General 
Hamed Gul, the former chief of ISI and a main element in the original 
empowerment of the Taliban as a military force, still advocating Pakistani 
support for the Taliban.14 According to Husain Haqqani, a former adviser 
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to three Pakistani prime ministers: ‘The fact is, the ISI does not consider 
the Taliban as enemies, and US officials are simply bluffing themselves by 
failing to see that reality’.15 

Beyond the loss of strategic depth, Pakistan’s main fear in Afghanistan 
is the reconstitution of relations between Kabul and New Delhi. Starting 
with its support to the Northern Alliance (or United Front) during the 
war against the Taliban, India has forged excellent ties with Afghanistan, 
to Pakistan’s dismay. Pakistan has repeatedly accused Indian militias 
and India’s intelligence service, the Research and Analysis Wing (RAW), 
of training several hundred Baluch tribal dissidents (Ferraris), and has 
claimed that Indian commandoes are operating in Pakistan.16 India has an 
extensive diplomatic presence in Afghanistan, with consulates in Mazar-
i Sharif, Herat, Kandahar and Jalalabad, in addition to the embassy in 
Kabul.

The border question
Afghanistan’s current frontiers took shape in a series of agreements 
between 1876 and 1907. The main point of contention on the 2,500 kilo-
metre Afghan–Pakistani border centres on the ‘Durand Line’ agreement, 
signed in 1893 by Sir Mortimer Durand, the British foreign secretary to 
the government of India, and the Afghan Emir, Abdur Rahman Khan. 
This boundary between British India and Afghanistan artificially splits the 
Pashtun tribes into two different countries, a separation that the Pashtuns 
have never accepted. In 1947, Afghanistan was the only country to vote 
against Pakistan’s admission to the United Nations due to unresolved 
tensions over the border. 

In response to accusations that militants are freely crossing the Durand 
Line, Musharraf has repeatedly threatened to fence and mine the Afghan 
border. This proposal, initially presented in 2005,17 has been rejected by 
Karzai because it would recognise the border demarcation that Afghanistan 
disputes, and would institutionalise the separation between Pashtuns. 
Another strong argument against fencing the border is the proposed use of 
land mines: Afghanistan is already one of the most mined countries in the 
world and suffers from one of the highest rates of mine casualties.18 Despite 
the massive costs such fencing would incur and its technical complexity, 
Pakistani Foreign Secretary Riaz Mohammed Khan announced that the 
project had started in December 2006.19

Since 2003, a Tri-Partite Commission (TPC) – with three sub-groups (on 
intelligence-sharing, border security and improvised explosive devices) 
– comprising senior military representatives of Pakistan, Afghanistan, the 
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United States and NATO, has met regularly to discuss infiltration across 
the border.20 In early 2007, an Operational Planning Group was added 
and a joint Pakistan–Afghanistan–NATO Intelligence Center was set up 
in Kabul to share tactical and strategic intelligence.21 Despite these mecha-
nisms, however, there have been numerous skirmishes between Pakistani 
and Afghan forces along the border.

FATA and the peace treaties
The FATA comprise seven Agencies (from north to south, Bajaur, Mohmand, 
Khyber, Kurram, Orakzai and North and South Waziristan) and four 
Tribal Areas adjoining the Districts of Peshawar, Kohat, Banu and Dera 
Ismail Khan. Directly inherited from the British, they retained their semi-
autonomous status when Pakistan became independent in 1947. Dubbed 
Yaghestan (the land of rebellion), the FATA have a long tradition of feudal 
fighting and resistance dating back to Alexander the Great.22 Each Agency 
is headed by a Political Agent, appointed by the government in Islamabad, 
but these agents exercise little authority.

The Talibanisation of the FATA accelerated following the influx of 
Taliban and al-Qaeda commanders in November–December 2001. Since 
then, a series of peace agreements has been concluded between ‘tribal 
representatives’ and the Pakistani government. A verbal deal concluded 
in Shakai, South Waziristan, on 24 April 2004 with Nek Mohammad – a 
major Taliban leader – established the basic framework for succeeding 
deals. Nek Mohammad agreed not to attack Pakistani government targets 
and to register foreigners or expel them from the territories he controlled. 
After having reneged on the agreement, Nek Mohammad was allegedly 
killed by a US missile in June 2004.23

The second agreement was signed in February 2005 in Sararogha, 
South Waziristan, by Baitullah Masood, a representative of Mullah Omar.24 
Mullah Dadullah, another leading Afghan Taliban commander, also 
witnessed the agreement. However, provisions covering the handing over 
and registration of foreign fighters were not met and the agreement was 
repudiated by Baitullah shortly afterwards. Another accord was signed at 
the end of August 2006 by Dr Fakhar Alam Irfan, the North Waziristan 
Political Agent, and the Utmanzai tribe and ulema (clerics) represent-
ing the Taliban.25 This deal imposed surprisingly harsh conditions on the 
government, including the release of all fighters in government custody, 
the return of all confiscated material (including weapons), the restora-
tion of all tribal privileges, the closure of checkpoints and the cessation of 
military operations in the area. On the Taliban/tribal side, the agreement 
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Figure 1: Security risk in Afghanistan and the FATA, May 2007
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stipulated that militants stop attacking Pakistani forces and stop crossing 
the border to attack Coalition and Afghan troops.26

Musharraf has defended these arrangements on the grounds that they 
enable the government to clamp down on foreign elements in the FATA, 
thereby facilitating the fight against al-Qaeda. Indeed, many foreign fight-
ers (mainly Afghans but also Chechens, Tajiks, Uzbeks, Uighurs and Arab 
militants) have been handed over to the United States. At the same time, 
however, these peace agreements have helped to reinforce Taliban safe 
havens, allowing militants to train and regroup before launching attacks 
against NATO and Coalition forces in southern Afghanistan.27

Beyond the FATA, there is also no doubt that NWFP and Baluchistan 
have become launching-pads for cross-border attacks in Afghanistan. The 
former refugee camp of Girdi Jangle, for instance, located 400km from 
Quetta (the capital of Baluchistan), is a centre of operations for drug- and 
weapon-trafficking, and appears to act as a Taliban recruitment centre.28

‘�ot pursuit’ 
As early as 2002, the question of asserting the right of ‘hot pursuit’ to 
follow al-Qaeda and Taliban targets across the border into Pakistan was 
gaining prominence. In March 2002, Major-General Franklin Hagenbeck 
of the US 10th Mountain Division noted: ‘Hot pursuit would probably be 
my last resort’, and that it would be carried out in coordination with the 
Pakistani authorities.29 In June 2004, the United States designated Pakistan 
a ‘Major Non-NATO Ally’, a reward for its cooperation and a step that 
took Islamabad closer to concluding a long-sought-for deal to procure 36 
F-16 fighter jets. All the same, Musharraf has not officially authorised US 
and Coalition forces to carry out hot-pursuit operations into Pakistan. In 
September 2006, Bush was asked if he thought US forces should use hot 
pursuit to capture or kill bin Laden and his associates if there was cred-
ible evidence that they were based in Pakistan. ‘Absolutely’, he responded: 
‘We would take the action necessary to bring them to justice.’30 However, 
the question remains taboo within the US military high command, 
even if US officials sometimes admit that missile strikes launched from 
Predator unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) have hit targets in the FATA.31 
Islamabad’s position varies between denying that the attacks have taken 
place, denouncing them as violations of national sovereignty and covering 
them up as either accidents or Pakistani attacks.32

The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)’s Special Activities (SA) Division 
has overseen these Predator operations, and several successful attacks have 
been carried out.33 A January 2006 strike in Damadola (in the Bajaur Agency 
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of the FATA) did not acquire its target, Ayman al-Zawahiri – al-Qaeda’s 
most important figure after bin Laden – but managed to kill senior al-Qaeda 
members, including Abu Hamza Rabia, an Egyptian field commander, and 
Haitham al-Yemeni, a Yemeni bomb-maker. Hellfire missiles fired from a 
Predator were also responsible for the destruction of a radical madrassa 
in Chenagai (Bajaur Agency) on 30 October 2006. The madrassa was run 
by Maulana Liaquat, a senior leader of the banned group Tehreek-e-Nafaz-
e-Shariat-e-Mohammadi (Movement for the Enforcement of Islamic Laws, 
TNSM), and allegedly a deputy of al-Zawahiri. 

The Kashmir nexus
Indian military officials have repeatedly pointed to the linkage between 
the Taliban and Kashmiri militants, and have accused the ISI of using 
Taliban recruits to fight a jihad in Kashmir.34 The 9/11 Commission Report 
also emphasised these connections, citing a US National Security Council 
memo of October 1998 that warned of ‘links between Pakistan’s military 
intelligence service and [Kashmiri radical group] Harakat-ul-Ansar trainees 
at Bin Laden camps near Khowst’.35 

Two Pakistani groups, Lashkar-e-Taiba (the Army of the Righteous, 
LeT) and the Deobandi Jaish-e-Mohammed (the Army of Mohammad, 
JeM), have been at the forefront of the conflict in Indian-administrated 
Kashmir. JeM is also connected to Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan (SSP, a violent 
anti-Shia group) and Lashkar-e-Jhangvi (the Army of Jhangvi – Jhangvi 
was the founding leader of SSP), which was in turn linked to the killing of 
11 French navy technicians in Karachi and the murder of American journal-
ist Daniel Pearl in 2002.36 The founders of LeT participated in the Afghan 
jihad against the Soviet Union and had links with Western intelligence 
agencies.37 LeT has claimed responsibility for pioneering suicide bomb-
ings in India, a type of operation that has become increasingly common in 
Afghanistan. LeT and JeM both train in the FATA, and have taken part in 
military operations in southern Afghanistan.38 The Pakistani government 
banned both LeT and JeM in 2002, following attacks on the Indian parlia-
ment in December 2001. Nonetheless, it would be in line with Pakistan’s 
modus operandi to let JeM and LeT conduct destabilisation operations 
in Afghanistan. Pakistan derives important benefits from the activities of 
these groups, as the ongoing conflict in Kashmir ties down around 700,000 
Indian troops.

The Tribal Areas have become the jihadist sanctuary that Operation 
Enduring Freedom was supposed to foreclose in Afghanistan. The with-
drawal of Pakistani forces into their barracks, after suffering more than 750 
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casualties since the beginning of their operations in support of OEF, wors-
ened the lawless situation. What the International Crisis Group has dubbed 
a destabilisation of Afghanistan by Pakistan’s ‘ambivalent approach and 
failure to take effective action’ only threatens to get worse.39 

The Taliban’s command and control structure
The Afghan and Pakistani Taliban should be viewed within the same 
framework. It is not accurate to talk about ‘neo-Taliban’, as the Taliban 
never disappeared but simply blended into the wider population and 
regrouped. The Taliban-led insurgency is not a monolith but rather an 
amalgam of various groups with different motivations, from peasants 
fighting for a decent wage to madrassa-indoctrinated youths or villagers 
following the directions of tribal or clan elders. The Taliban command and 
control structure has greatly benefited from veterans, commanders who 
fought during the jihad against the Soviets, and younger militants who 
fought against the Northern Alliance. These elements are referred to by 
US and NATO forces as ‘Tier One Taliban’. They are believed to be more 
sophisticated in their tactics and better armed than the ‘Tier Two Taliban’, 
the locally hired rank-and-file used as ground troops. These fighters can be 
employed on a ‘part-time’ basis, and return to their villages after an opera-
tion has been staged.

The main command and control hub for the Taliban is in Quetta, the 
capital of Baluchistan, where the leadership shura40 (council) sits; it is made 
up of the dozen, mainly Kandahari, Taliban founding members. Besides 
Mullah Omar, Mullah Qari Abdullah, the former Taliban intelligence chief, 
and Mullah Baradar Akhund, the former head of the Taliban council in 
Kabul, are believed to be members of the Quetta shura.41 From the shura 
stem three military commands: one in Quetta, which runs operations in 
southern Afghanistan (Kandahar, Helmand, Uruzgan and Farah); one in 
the NWFP capital Peshawar, which runs operations north of the Khyber 
Pass (in Jalalabad, Kunar, Logar and Laghman); and one in Miran Shah, 
the capital of North Waziristan, which oversees operations in the eastern 
provinces of Khost, Paktya and Paktika.42

Jalaluddin Haqqani,43 the former Taliban minister of tribal affairs, who 
runs several radical madrassas in Waziristan, together with his brother, Haji 
Khalil, who manages another fundamentalist madrassa in Miran Shah, and 
his son Sirajuddin Haqqani, play a key role in Waziristan, running what 
they call the ‘Islamic Emirate of Waziristan’. In the FATA, the leadership of 
the Pakistani Taliban is represented by Haji Omar, a veteran of the Soviet 
war in Afghanistan, and Baitullah Masood. Other members of the Taliban 
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leadership include Mullah Abdul Khaliq and Mullah Sadiq Noor.44 
The two main blows US forces have delivered against the Taliban 

leadership are the killing of Mullah Akhtar Mohammad Osmani in an 
air strike in December 2006, and the killing of Mullah Dadullah in May 
2007 by Afghan and Coalition forces in Helmand. According to Pakistani 
journalist Ahmed Rashid, Mullah Osmani’s death was ‘the first casualty 
among the top Taliban leadership in the past five years’.45 One Afghan 
intelligence source states that Osmani was also part of the Quetta shura, as 
was Dadullah, who can be considered the most significant Taliban target to 
date.46 In addition to leading Taliban operations in southern Afghanistan, 
Mullah Dadullah ordered massacres of Shi’ites in 2001 and the murder 
of a Red Cross expatriate in 2003. He was particularly famous for his 
combativeness and cruelty,47 pushing for the beheading of civilians and 
the recruitment of suicide bombers.

Aside from these two successes, almost all of the top Taliban leadership 
is still at large. Taliban forces as a whole are estimated at between 7,000 
and 12,000 men, according to NATO and Taliban figures.48 Considering 
the high casualty rates inflicted by NATO, the Coalition and the ANSF 
in 2006 – 3,500 of the 4,000 combat-related deaths reported in 2006 were 
Taliban – it is clear that the movement has had little trouble recruiting new 
troops.49

Jihadist metastasis: conciliating tribalism and internationalist jihad
Beyond the specificity of the Afghan insurgency, the apparent convergence 
in the international jihadist discourse between Iraq and Afghanistan – the 
two main ‘lands of jihad’ – is growing stronger. With the loss of Afghanistan 
as a central geographical sanctuary,50 al-Qaeda, the Taliban and Hizb-i 
Islami have all adapted and merged into several fronts in southern and 
eastern Afghanistan, even though they differ in their creation and initial 
goals. Again, the Taliban cannot be understood as a unified movement, 
and the various motives of the two ‘Tiers’ range from Pashtun nationalism 
(for the majority of Taliban) to an internationalist ideology.

The Afghan, or rather Pashtun, nationalist narrative plays on the strong 
sense of resistance built upon the collective myth of combating foreign forces 
since the time of Alexander the Great. The British presence in Helmand has 
revived images of the Anglo-Afghan wars, from the Gandamak massacre 
in 1842 to tales of Malalai, the Afghan heroine, raising the Afghan flag 
at the battle of Maiwand in 1880. Then there is the internationalist jihadi 
narrative, which speaks of a Muslim resistance against foreign troops in a 
land of Islam, playing on the idea of the umma (the community of believ-
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ers) and transcending borders. These two narratives mark the strongest 
division behind the goals and motivations of the Taliban and al-Qaeda. 

In order to regain lost ground, the Taliban movement has engaged in 
what appears to be a systematic campaign of intimidation and killings 
against tribal elders (Maleks) and pro-government figures. Since 2005, 
around 200 Maleks and government officials accused of being ‘US spies’ 
have been killed in the FATA, most of them in Waziristan,51 allowing the 
Taliban to replace local authorities with radical mullahs. The killing and 
intimidation of Maleks and the emergence of suicide terrorism killings 
show that the jihadi narrative is rapidly gaining ground within the Afghan 
insurgency.

Taliban tactics
The ANSF, NATO and the Coalition face an extremely agile enemy 
employing a wide variety of tactics, from asymmetric attrition warfare 
to full-scale frontal encounters. Between 2002 and 2006, the Taliban 
focused primarily on ‘soft targets’, such as aid workers and government 
employees.52 In 2006 and 2007, as the Taliban have gained momentum 
with the deployment of an increasing number of foreign troops in their 
southern regional stronghold, they have begun to show greater boldness 
and have attacked a wider range of targets. Anti-personnel and anti-tank 
landmines have been laid overnight around US and NATO positions, and 
rocket attacks have been launched against static positions and moving 
convoys. The insurgents have also mounted increasingly sophisticated 
ambushes. ‘Baited ambushes’, for instance, involve the use of a secondary 
device, which explodes once rescuers and security forces are on the scene. 
Improvised explosive devices (IEDs) are the insurgents’ most lethal 
weapon. Between 2005 and 2006, IED attacks more than doubled, from 783 
to 1,677.53 Combining IEDs with suicide vehicles has helped to increase the 
lethality of attacks. Large-formation frontal assaults, involving hundreds 
of Taliban troops, have also become more common, as exemplified by the 
battle of Panjwai in 2006. In the Taliban-dominated border town of Chaman 
in Baluchistan, adjacent to the Afghan village of Spin Boldak, Taliban 
fighters are said to cross the Afghan border in waves of 300 motorbikes, 
queuing and crossing all at the same time.54 

As with Kashmir, there is a link between the terrorist attacks in Iraq and 
those conducted in Afghanistan. For instance, following the Iraqi example, 
coerced suicide bombings, where the bomber’s family is threatened if he 
does not conduct his mission, have been documented in Afghanistan.55 
Suicide attacks – unknown in Afghanistan’s previous wars – are the hall-
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mark of al-Qaeda, which launched the first such attack in Afghanistan with 
the assassination of the Northern Alliance leader Ahmad Shah Massoud 
on 9 September 2001. Since then, the number of suicide attacks has risen 
sharply, reaching 139 in 2006.56 Calls for jihad and martyrdom, threats, 
promises of monetary compensation and strict indoctrination have all fed 
the growing stream of volunteers. Recruitment is typically done in NWFP 
or Baluchistan, and involves the most senior Taliban (a video showing 
Mullah Dadullah, the late Taliban commander, enlisting would-be martyrs 
can be found on the video-sharing website YouTube).57 Suicide bombings 
vary in their form, from a man carrying a bag full of explosives in a bus or 
wearing an explosive jacket in a crowd, to bicycle riders carrying explo-
sive charges or militants driving suicide vehicles (cars and trucks). The 
lethality of these attacks is also increasing as suicide bombers, profession-
ally trained by seasoned al-Qaeda militants, learn from the failures of their 
predecessors.

The Taliban also often run improvised checkpoints on secondary 
roads in the south, and have seized control of government district centres 
or isolated police stations, holding them for a few weeks before melting 
away. Civilians, particularly women and children, are increasingly used as 
human shields. Beyond the obvious propaganda advantage that accrues 
from civilian casualties of NATO fire – the Taliban maintained a website 
dedicated to this issue58 – this tactic may be designed to compel NATO 
forces to engage in more close-combat operations.

Abductions, which have a long history in Afghanistan, are increasingly 
used as a tactic, targeting international contractors and aid workers, not 
only to pass on a political message and attract media attention but also to 
secure substantial gains such as alleged cash rewards and the liberation of 
key Taliban commanders. One of the most notorious cases was the release 
of Mullah Dadullah’s brother, Mullah Shah Mansoor, and four Taliban 
fighters in exchange for the release of an Italian journalist kidnapped in 
March 2007. Even though surveillance operations following Mansoor’s 
release have allowed the killing of Dadullah by a squadron of Britain’s 
Special Boat Service (SBS),59 the incident was part of a dangerous series 
of hostage negotiations involving hostages’ home countries (France, Italy, 
South Korea, China, Germany and others) in the negotiation process.

Jihadist propaganda 
Jihadist publications are readily available in Peshawar and Quetta, 
and their study helps us to understand the mind of the jihadists. These  
publications include Talaa-i-Khorasan (The Vanguard of Khorasan – the name 
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comes from the early caliphate created at the end of the Persian Sassanid 
Empire, which encompassed most of Central Asia), Tora Bora, Estiqamat 
and Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s weekly magazine Tanweer. The first two 
magazines are international in character, published in Arabic with articles 
translated from Pashtu. The Taliban distribute these magazines, along with 
other leaflets, among the Pashtun population on both sides of the border. 
In addition, up to 70 radio stations broadcast extremist propaganda in the 
Tribal Areas, taking advantage of a powerful medium that is easily access-
ible and appreciated by Afghans.60 Talaa-i-Khorasan and Tora Bora are also 
published in PDF format on the Internet, as is a wealth of other material, 
including online magazines, chat rooms, forums, bulletin boards and news 
groups.61 Al-Qaeda’s Pakistan-based As Sahaab (The Clouds) Foundation 
edits and produces cheap VCDs and DVDs depicting the recruitment 
of suicide bombers, IED attacks and the killing of ‘American spies’. 
Meanwhile, Taliban figures make appearances on media outlets ranging 
from al-Jazeera to the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC).

An exhaustive analysis of the insurgency’s discourse can help shed 
light on the evolution of the jihadist movement in Afghanistan. Although 
textual analysis has its limitations – wartime communication being part 
information, part propaganda – discourse analysis offers an insight into 
the insurgent groups, highlighting the themes they use to mobilise fighters 
and legitimise their actions. Research laboratories like the Radicalization 
Watch Project located in Saint-Cyr, the French Military Academy, are 
reviewing available communications, focusing exclusively on groups 
that have claimed responsibility for armed attacks in Afghanistan.62 Their 
conclusions are:

•	 that the Afghanistan discourse is increasingly dominated by 
references to the achievements and field techniques of the Iraqi 
insurgency; 

•	 that there is a gradual convergence around common practices and 
discourse; 

•	 that there is a growing awareness of public opinion, and groups are 
increasingly mindful of their image; and 

•	 that, unlike the Iraqi groups, Afghan militants have a clear political 
programme and a long-term vision for Afghanistan.

The traditional theme of the clash between Islam and the West is reinforced 
in al-Qaeda’s propaganda, which claims that Afghanistan has been invaded 
once again, this time by the ‘crusaders and the Jews’. Extremist propa-
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ganda exploits the language and imagery of the ‘clash of civilisations’ to 
promote this notion and attract new adherents. 

Taliban P�YOP�
Psychological Operations (PSYOPS) are ‘planned operations to convey 
selected information … to influence [an audience’s] emotions, motives, 
objective reasoning, and ultimately the behaviour of governments, organi-
zations, groups, and individuals’.63 Shab-nama (‘night letters’) are one of the 
most effective PSYOPS techniques used by the Taliban. These letters, which 
were also used against Soviet occupying forces and their collaborators, 
carry threats typically aimed at schoolteachers, pro-government clerics, 
health workers and government employees, promising death to anyone 
who works for ‘the infidels’. One of the main purposes of these letters is 
to dissuade Afghans from providing intelligence on Taliban insurgents to 
the government or international forces. The threats detailed in these letters 
have been carried out with increasing ferocity. In 2006, scores of schools 
were burned down; coupled with escalating levels of violence more gener-
ally, this kept an estimated 100,000 students out of school.64 Night letters 
have also been used to warn poppy farmers against obeying the govern-
ment’s ban on cultivation.

Gulbuddin �e��mat�ar’s �izb-i Islami (Part� of Islam)
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar is a Kharoty Pashtun from the Ghilzai tribal group.65 
During the jihad against the Soviet Union, he headed one of the seven 
Sunni resistance groups supported by Pakistan and America, the so-called 
‘Peshawar 7’.66 Founded in 1975 in Pakistan, the Hizb-i Islami grew out 
of Hekmatyar’s initial affiliation with the Muslim Brotherhood. Although 
one of the best-funded and most effective mujahadeen commanders in the 
US-supported anti-Soviet war, Hekmatyar was also a staunch anti-Western 
fundamentalist. The Hizb-i Islami maintained close links with the ISI, 
and was in fact the mirror party of Jamaat-i Islami (JI) in Pakistan (now 
part of the MMA). Although appointed Afghan prime minister in 1993, 
Hekmatyar was a principal combatant in the intra-mujahadeen struggle 
between 1993 and 1996. The Hizb-i Islami militia was responsible for much 
of the destruction suffered by Kabul, the main battle ground, and for many 
of the more than 50,000 civilian casualties.

In 2001, Hekmatyar threw his support behind the Taliban. Hizb-i 
Islami Gulbuddin (HIG) insurgent activity has been centred on Laghman, 
Nangahar and Logar, and in Hekmatyar’s traditional strongholds of Paktya, 
Khost and Kunar. In May 2006, in a video sent to al-Jazeera, Hekmatyar 
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declared that he was ready to fight ‘under the banner of al-Qaeda’.67 Even 
though Hekmatyar’s relationship with the Taliban has traditionally been 
problematic, together with the Taliban and al-Qaeda HIG represents one 
of the three corners of the ‘terror triangle’ in Afghanistan.68

Al-Qaeda: still there
Since its resistance against the Soviet invasion of 1979, Afghanistan has 
enjoyed a special place at the pinnacle of Muslim collective conscious-
ness. Well aware of this, bin Laden wrote in 2000: ‘It is compulsory upon 
all Muslims all over the world to help Afghanistan. And to make hijra 
[migrate] to this land, because it is from this land that we will dispatch 
our armies all over the world to smash all kuffar [non-believers] all over 
the world’.69

Contrary to the commonly held view that al-Qaeda has become merely 
an idea or a brand-name, it is still extremely active in Afghanistan, and the 
rise of suicide attacks there bears the hallmarks of al-Qaeda’s tactics. It has 
also demonstrated the efficiency of its alliance with HIG and the Taliban. 
In December 2001, bin Laden and al-Qaeda, with a group of 200 Saudis 
and Yemenis, escaped to Parachinar70 (the capital of Kurram Agency in 
the FATA), next to Tora Bora, with help from the Afghan commander 
Anwar ul Haq Mujahed.71 The case of Tahir Yuldash is a relevant example 
of the nexus between al-Qaeda and the Taliban. Yuldash was a deputy to 
the leader of the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU, closely linked to 
al-Qaeda), Juma Namangani, until Namangani was killed in Afghanistan 
in a US air strike in October 2001. Mullah Omar reportedly appointed 
Yuldash commander-in-chief of Taliban forces in Afghanistan’s northern 
provinces, with command of the remnants of Tajik and Uzbek militants 
there.72

Around 1,500 foreign fighters (Tajiks, Uzbeks, Chechens, Kazakhs, 
Uighurs and Arabs) are believed to be in the FATA,73 although these 
numbers vary as they are constantly moving backwards and forwards 
across the border. Besides Kashmiri groups, such as the Harakat-ul-
Mujahideen (HuM), many non-Afghan affiliates of al-Qaeda, such as the 
IMU, Ansar-al-Islam and Chechen groups, have long-standing connec-
tions with Afghanistan, and have waged operations and exchanged tactics 
and techniques between their home bases and Afghanistan, via al-Qaeda. 
According to British and US intelligence, 100 of al-Qaeda’s most expe-
rienced operatives74 (part of NATO’s ‘Tier One’ classification) are now 
leading Taliban attacks within Afghanistan.

To complete this picture we must also point to the TNSM. This ultra-
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violent Pakistani jihadist movement, close to al-Qaeda and known as 
the ‘Black Turbans’, was created in 1989 and banned in January 2002 by 
Musharraf. With its base in Malakand (northern NWFP), the TNSM is 
operating from Peshawar and the Bajaur Agency.75 The TNSM uses its 
strong historical networks in Afghanistan to conduct cross-border opera-
tions with the Hizb-i Islami, as the TNSM founder, Sufi Mohammad, was 
a JI militant close to Hekmatyar.

Friendly fundamentalists?
On the advice of former US presidential envoy and Ambassador to 
Afghanistan Zalmay Khalilzad, Karzai has followed an open-handed 
policy towards the fundamentalists, both within and outside the regime. 
The rationale behind this approach was to separate moderates from radi-
cals, marginalising the former and bringing the latter under the umbrella of 
the state. The first target of this policy was the Hizb-i Islami, which Karzai 
tried to rally to his side (with very little success) by asking its members 
to join a democratic Afghanistan and reject Hekmatyar’s radical vision of 
Islam.

When it was created, the Afghan government already had Islamist 
members. One notable example is Abdul Rabb Rasul Sayyaf, founder of 
the Ittihad-i Islami (Islamic Union) and a close ally of Karzai. Sayyaf is a 
Pashtun Wahhabist fundamentalist, with close ties to Saudi Arabia, where 
he spent a number of years. At one time he was also very close to bin 
Laden. Sayyaf is as responsible as Hekmatyar for the destruction and kill-
ings in Kabul between 1992 and 1996. He is also mentioned in the 9/11 
Commission Report, in its section on ‘Terrorist Entrepreneurs’. Abu Sayyaf, 
the main Islamist militant group in the Philippines, was named after him, 
and its founder, Abdurajak Janjalani, was a student of Sayyaf’s. Sayyaf is 
now a ‘respectable’ figure, and a member of parliament with the ear of 
Karzai.76

Following the September 2005 parliamentary elections, the Wolesi Jirga 
(Lower House) now has up to 34 MPs officially registered as members of 
Hizb-i Islami.77 They are led by Khalid Farooqi, a Hizb-i Islami mujaha-
deen commander in Paktika during the war against the Soviets. Although 
they have reportedly severed all ties with Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, many 
suspect that links remain. Four prominent members of the Taliban regime 
also won seats in parliament, including former Talib Governor Abdul 
Salaam ‘Rocketi’ (his nickname stems from his dexterity at shooting RPG-
7s at Soviet tanks during the jihad).
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Iran’s role
Besides the fact that both countries share a common language, historical and 
socio-cultural factors are vital to understanding Iran’s role in Afghanistan: 
Herat and Kandahar were part of the Persian Empire until 1747. 

Iran’s role in the security sector in Afghanistan is ambiguous. On the 
one hand, concerns over the return of the Taliban and the export of drugs 
to Iran have meant that Tehran has been very supportive of the Karzai 
regime. On the other hand, Iran is concerned over the long-term presence 
of US forces, and so maintains links with Hazara Shia groups.78 The Taliban, 
following a Wahhabist version of Islam in which Shi’ites are considered 
deviants and sinners, carried out atrocities against the Hazaras, includ-
ing mass murders and child rapes (mainly of boys). Iran welcomed the 
outcome of the US intervention in 2001 to the extent that it allowed the 
repatriation of over two million of the more than three million Afghan 
refugees residing in Iran, and removed an antagonistic regime. Moreover, 
Iran, which has several million heroin addicts, has been keen to see the 
consolidation of an Afghan regime capable of containing the opium trade. 

In January 2002, Tehran pledged $560m over five years at the Tokyo 
donors’ conference. Since then, Iran has worked assiduously to advance 
its influence in Afghanistan through the provision of aid and the devel-
opment of commercial links. Initiatives supported by Tehran include 
the renovation and refurbishment of hospitals, the construction of a 110- 
kilometre road – by far the best in Afghanistan – connecting Herat with the 
Iranian border, and the installation of customs posts. Iran is also planning 
a railway project to link the two countries, and is working on a scheme to 
facilitate Afghan access to the port of Chabahar.

Iran still has the potential, through its various proxies and its alleged 
financial support to newly elected Afghan MPs,79 to be a destabilising 
power if it chooses. From the Iranian perspective, the US presence close to 
Iran, particularly at Shindand airbase, which is just 100km from the Iranian 
border, is a source of concern. A shipment of Iranian-made weapons was 
intercepted in the Kandahar region in early 2007, and in June 2007 Nicholas 
Burns, the US under secretary of state for political affairs, claimed that 
‘there’s irrefutable evidence the Iranians are now doing this [transferring 
weapons to the Taliban] and it’s a pattern of activity’.80 Among weapons of 
Iranian origin found in Afghanistan, armour-piercing Explosive-Formed 
Projectiles (EFPs) are of particular concern. EFPs are allegedly supplied 
by the Iranian Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and its Quds 
Force elite unit to Shia insurgents in Iraq.81 They first appeared in areas of 
Afghanistan close to the Iranian border in April 2007.82 
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