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Opposites Attract? The Taliban-Al-Qaeda Partnership

I. Executive Summary

The following is an analysis of the Taliban’s robust, yet unlikely, partnership with al-

Qaeda. The domestically focused Taliban viewed the foreign-based and foreign-led al-Qaeda as
a strategic partner due to four major reasons: first, al-Qaeda aided the Afghan tribesmen during
the Soviet War, and Afghan tribal codes dictate that the Taliban must use any and all available
means to defend its homeland and repay favors to those that aided in Jihad; second, the forms of
Islam that both groups follow were very similar; third, al-Qaeda proved that it could be a
strategic partner to counterbalance any external threats; and finally, the overarching ideologies
for both groups are congruent with one another, giving the perception that an alliance would aid
each group in achieving its objective. With all of these reasons, the Taliban saw that in order to

survive against its enemies, partnering with al-Qaeda was necessary.

I1. Introduction

The Taliban is a stalwart defender of Afghan territory, Afghan people, and Afghan
traditions, and yet, the group was willing to protect a foreign-based global Jihadi organization
such as al-Qaeda potentially at its own detriment. Even through the demands of the West
following the September 2001 World Trade Center bombings, the Taliban’s desire to maintain its
strategic partnership was worth risking everything for. Despite the West having trillions of

dollars in warplanes, naval ships, land-based vehicles, and hundreds of thousands of soldiers



from varying countries, the Taliban chose not to acquiesce to US and coalition forces’ demands.
They instead chose to give refuge and support to their Jihadi partners; meaning the ties that
bound the two groups were so robust that not even the threat of a global hegemon could drive a
wedge between them. The unlikely partnership begs a simple question — what made the Taliban-
al-Qaeda relationship so strong? Why did the domestically focused Taliban fighters choose to
form a strategic partnership with a Pakistan-based, Saudi-led foreign Jihadist terrorist network
with regional and global ambitions in the first place and what made said relationship last? The
answers to these questions are simultaneously simple, yet complex. The reasons the Taliban

chose to align with al-Qaeda all amount to a decision based on necessity.

To start, Afghan tribal social codes demanded the Taliban do two things: first, use all
available means to protect the Afghan territory and people against invaders — in this case, al-
Qaeda was ready to provide assistance — and second, reciprocate the help that al-Qaeda provided
during the Islamic Jihad against the Soviets. Another influencing factor in the Taliban’s decision
calculus was the harmonious religious relationship of the Taliban’s Deobandi version of Hanafi
Islam and al-Qaeda’s Wahhabism. The key connection here is that Wahhabism funded and
influenced the Deobandi schools to such an extent that the Taliban’s Deobandi teachings can be
sometimes synonymous with al-Qaeda’s Wahhabi rhetoric. Then, after both groups were
officially established, they saw the other as a force multiplier for the purpose of balancing
against any external threats, while simultaneously adopting such common ideologies and shared
goals that make cooperation not only feasible, but desirable. The interplay here between the two
groups is consistent with both core realism balance-of-power theory and the constructivism

ideological distance theory. The Taliban saw the external threat in 2001 as the Western coalition,



and they had distinct recollection of how fighters from al-Qaeda previously formed a
counterbalance to aid Afghan tribesmen in defeating a reigning world power in the Soviets.
Thus, the evolution of their cooperation shows a distinct alignment with the projections that
these two International Relations theories denote: The ideological distance is not only muted but
transformed into ideological affinity, whereas the balance-of-power lends itself to a necessary

mechanism for survival against their enemies — in this case, the West and its coalition.

Based on the evidence, the Taliban took this approach because the group knew that the
best chance it had at surviving and gaining power in Afghanistan was through the establishment
of a strategic partnership with al-Qaeda and utilizing the terror group’s Jihadi network to execute
collective operations. From al-Qaeda’s perspective, fighting against Western powers was a core
ideological tenet, and partnering with a group that was founded on similar belief structures and
founded within close proximity of Pakistan provided al-Qaeda a convenient ally to further their
objectives. For both groups, the partnership seemed to be one of necessity, convenience, and

expedience.

With the answer laid out in front of us, one must build upon this narrative by providing
in-depth analysis of the aforementioned narratives that influenced the Taliban’s thinking at the
time. First, taking a look into the ever-present role tribal culture plays in the lives of modern-day
Afghans will show how tribal and social codes are paramount to all other concerns, and the strict
codes dictate the importance of concepts such as honor, loyalty, and defense of one’s family.
Second, the particular branch of Islam that resonated with the group was one that al-Qaeda also

favored, which made disputes easier to settle and ideologies easier to coordinate. Also, the



Islamic school of thought made the concept of the Taliban waging Jihad against al-Qaeda’s
enemy a palatable — and even desirable — practice. Finally, looking at the partnership between the
two groups and how they worked together before 2001 to defeat enemies and pursue objectives
jointly made a compelling argument for the Taliban leadership in becoming partners with the
foreign terror group. The history of the partnership is then analyzed through the balance-of-
power realism thread and the ideological difference constructivism theory to see the evolution of
their alliance from 1989 to 2001, and specifically if the evolution corresponded to the predictions
outlined in these international relations theories. Summarily, this would all come together to
answer the question of why such an inward-facing group opted to side with a primarily outward-

looking al-Qaeda in the face of tremendous external pressures.

I11. Afghan History and Tribal Culture

Throughout the more than 3,000-year history of Afghanistan, the most powerful entities
in Afghanistan have not been the centralized government, but instead it has been the village and
tribal elders who have wielded considerable influence over the Afghan populace.! This power
dynamic has been shown throughout the last 300 years of Afghan history, in which kings and
centralized governments could only function with the explicit permission of local and tribal
elders.? Thus, the first rule that anyone seeking to understand Afghanistan must follow is that,
more than anything, a tribe or locality will be the principal motivator for Afghan fighters to

oppose any entity, and conversely, gaining the favor of a tribe returns loyalty and cooperation in

1 Barfield, Thomas. "Introduction." In Afghanistan: A Cultural and Political History, 1-16. PRINCETON; OXFORD:
Princeton University Press, 2010. Accessed July 11, 2021. doi:10.2307/j.ctt7sqkc.6.
2 |bid.



dividends. But how and why did tribes gain so much power and influence? That question goes to

the very essence of what constitutes the modern-day Afghan.

There are three levels of what constitute the tribal structure of Afghanistan — the
ethnicity, the tribe, and the intra-group relationships that form due to locality, occupation, or
some other shared circumstance, also known as the gawm. Each aforementioned level is listed
from largest to smallest and most inclusive to most exclusive; however, loyalty is given at each
level. In analyzing the widest level — ethnicities — in Afghanistan, one’s ethnicity is a macro level
explanation of who one is and could signal what beliefs and languages are spoken by those
around him. As there is a debated number of ethnicities within the country, there are four
primary groups in terms of population and influence that are accounted for in national census
counts. In order from largest representation to least, they are the Pashtuns, the Tajiks, the
Hazaras, and the Uzbeks.? Other notable groups include the Baloch, Turkmen, Nuristani, Pamiri,

Arab, Gujar, Brahui, Qizilbash, Aimag, Pashai, and Kyrghyz.4

One of the larger groups, the Tajiks, is generally located in the center and northeastern
regions of the country. As one could expect from the name, Tajiks have affiliations and bonds
with neighboring Tajikistan, and due to these ties, the language of the Tajiks resembles a
Persian-Dari dialect that is similar to Iranian dialect of Persian-Farsi, as Persian-Farsi has

influenced Tajikistan’s main spoken language. The bonds and language shared by the Tajiks are

3 Central Intelligence Agency. Afghanistan. CIA World Factbook. 2015. https://www.cia.gov/the-world-
factbook/countries/afghanistan/. Accessed 24 May 2021.
4 |bid.
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fundamentally different than that of the most populous ethnic group in Afghanistan — the

Pashtuns.

The origin of the Pashtuns has been disputed throughout history, ranging from stories of
Semitic beginnings to Indo-Aryan inception, yet the shared language — Pashto — and a greater
shared history and culture lends the Pashtuns to be a dominant and tight-knit ethnicity throughout
both Afghanistan and Pakistan.®> There are thousands of Pashtun tribes that straddle both sides of
the southern and eastern Af-Pak borders. There are also a number of Pashtuns that live deeper in
mainland Pakistan due to reasons such as the Soviet invasion of 1979 or seeking economic
prosperity.® Throughout the various diaspora, however, there is a common social code called
Pashtunwali that binds the Pashtun peoples through social, cultural, and religious norms.” The
value of the code is its incentives, which provide the Pashtuns with a decentralized system for
maintaining order between the peoples without a centralized state government. Such tenets of the
code include bravery to defend your friends, family, and homeland; loyalty to those who have
aided you; righteousness and integrity in living; and living honorably in adhering to the code.®
Furthermore, the code activates a decentralized defense system that has allowed Pashtuns to not

only regain their independence from colonizers but band together to fight colonizers despite any

5 Malik, Iftikhar H. "GANDHARA LANDS: WRESTLING WITH PASHTUN IDENTITY AND HISTORY." In Pashtun Identity
and Geopolitics in Southwest Asia: Pakistan and Afghanistan since 9/11, 13-32. London, UK; New York, NY, USA:
Anthem Press, 2016. Accessed June 7, 2021. doi:10.2307/j.ctt1dfntpn.8.

6 Ibid.

7 Ibid.

8 Yasmeen Aftab Ali. “Understanding Pashtunwali”. The Nation. 6 Aug 2013. https://nation.com.pk/06-Aug-
2013/understanding-pashtunwali. Accessed 7 June 2021.
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internal struggles.® But even beyond such a system, the tribal connection is one that influences

Afghans to band together or take up arms.

Tribes are the second echelon in the hierarchy, essentially being a group of several
gawms linked by a common ethnic background, religious affiliation, geographical region, or
genealogy. Tribes cooperate according to the gawm rules, perceived local or nationwide
mandates, threats from outsiders, and in accordance with any overarching codes like
Pashtunwali. It should be noted, however, that while tribes can put aside inner squabbles to face
external threats, tribes are by no means a harmonious unit. In fact, after the Afghan mujahedin
drove out the Soviets in 1989, with a power vacuum in the capital, there were tribal struggles for
security and power among the regional warlords. So much so that the country fell into a deep
civil war that lasted until the Taliban came to power and took over the country, and the Taliban
were only able to maintain power by cooperating with tribes to maintain decentralized power
throughout Afghanistan.® This is a common refrain in that rulers of Afghanistan have had to co-
opt tribal leaders to maintain their thrones.** The power to influence Afghans does not stop at the

tribal level, however; the deepest level is that of the gawm or the clan.

It should be of little surprise that the most influential level is the most intimate unit for

Afghans — their gawm. The gawm is based on blood relation, shared occupation, or can be

9 Bruce L. Benson, Zafar R. Siddiqui. “Pashtunwali—Law for the lawless, defense for the stateless”. International
Review of Law and Economics, Volume 37, 2014, ISSN 0144-8188. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.irle.2013.07.008.
(https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0144818813000574)

10 Gilles Dorronsoro. “The Taliban’s Winning Strategy in Afghanistan”. Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace. 2009. https://carnegieendowment.org/files/taliban winning strategy.pdf. Accessed 8 June 2021.

11 Stephen Tanner, Afghanistan: A Military History from Alexander the Great to the Fall of the Taliban (New York:
Da Capo Press, 2002), 157.
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represented based on which village the Afghan was birthed. Members of the gawm work with
each other in business and social dealings and set the rules, tone, and direction of a group of
people or a village.'? As the closet cell and most impactful group to an Afghan, the gawm
represents where the Afghan would place their utmost loyalty, and what dictates an Afghan’s
actions more than anything. It happens, however, that when an entity threatens the tribe, the
ethnicity, or the nation, the gawm’s dominant decree for defense and a restoration of the status
quo is usually not far behind. It is at these three levels that an Afghan defends their people,
honor, and land; and with the social codes embedded in each hierarchy, Afghans see their actions

as honoring themselves, their allies, and their country.

IV. Islam in Afghanistan

Alongside tribal identity, an Afghan’s religious identity forms a core part of not only who
the Afghan is, but why he or she is willing to fight and die. But how did this religion become so

powerful that it can rival the influence of an Afghan’s qawm?

Islam made its way into Afghanistan roughly around the seventh century with the
conquests of Arab invaders serving the Rashidun caliphs and the Umayyad dynasty,*® and these
invaders conquered several areas of what is now Afghanistan which included Kandahar, Kabul,
and Balkh. However they didn’t stray far into the mountainous regions of the country, which

allowed Islam to spread within the mainland areas while Buddhism and other religions flourished

12 |bid.
13 Green, N. (ed.) (2016) Afghanistan’s Islam: From Conversion to the Taliban. California: University of California
Press. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1525/luminos.23
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in the mountainous regions.'* By the end of the seventh century, Islam had splintered between
both Sunni and Shi’a variants, and under the principles of Sunni Islam, emphasis was placed the
appointment of religious scholars as spiritual leaders that would not challenge the authority of
the tribes in Afghanistan — whereas Shi’a Islam would appoint Imams which would be the
authority over the tribes. Therefore, it is not surprising that Afghans gravitated more towards the

Sunni variant.1®

Islam did not take over the mainland and become such a critical part of an Afghan’s
identity overnight, however. It took centuries of having the belief taught in local madrasas —
religious schools — being integrated in daily life and being enforced by rulers. In July 1880, ‘Abd
al-Rahman Khan (r. 1880-1901) became the new ruler of Afghanistan. His rule, however, was
marked as one where he wished to impose his specific interpretation of Islamic Shari’a law onto
the land of Afghanistan by diplomacy, threats, or worse; and none took up this challenge more
than the nationalistic and proud Pashtun tribes.'® Rahman Khan cited the unruly attitude of the
Pashtuns and the corruption and ineffectiveness of government officials as reasons for the failure
of Shari‘a law vis-a-vis Pashtun tribal customs.'” However, Islam was embedded in the teachings
of the madrasas and had already commanded a strong influence over the people, even the
Pashtuns. So, for the Pashtun tribes that Rahman Khan could not control, locally appointed

clergymen interpreted and enforced Islam in accordance with local customs and laws over which

14 Stephen Tanner, Afghanistan: A Military History from Alexander the Great to the Fall of the Taliban (New York:
Da Capo Press, 2002), 76.

15 Shultz Jr., Richard, & Dew, Andrea. (2006). Insurgents, Terrorists, and Militias. Columbia University Press.
https://doi.org/10.7312/shul12982

16 Green, N. (ed.) (2016) Afghanistan’s Islam: From Conversion to the Taliban. California: University of California
Press. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1525/luminos.23

7 Ibid.

11



the central government had little to no influence.*® As a result, much to Rahman Khan’s chagrin,
he could only impose Shari‘a as state law in parts of the country. However, what this
accomplished was an institutionalization of the Hanafi school of Islamic jurisprudence as
Afghanistan’s only religious rite.'® Rahman Khan then sought to “Islamize” the judicial
administration, and other portions of government, making Hanafi Islam prevalent in Afghan

culture and government.

The Hanafi school emphasized the Sufi, or mystical, approach to Islam where personal
piety and the power of personal belief are emphasized, and in a tribalized system such as
Afghanistan, this type of individualism is more valued than the rigidity in structures of power
that tend to accompany organized religions.?® The Hanafi school of thought further split in the
1860’s creating the Deobandi school of thought in British India after Muslims rebelled against
British forces in the region, and due to the proximity of the schools among the Pashtun belt in
Pakistan and how a large number of prominent Pashtun community leaders endorsed Deobandi
seminaries and teachings, the standing of the Deobandi school rose among Pashtuns in Pakistan,

and subsequently Afghanistan.?!

Meanwhile, with the Saudis looking to expand the Wahhabi ideology and seeing the
popularity of Deobandi seminaries, they poured large sums of money to support the seminaries

and influenced the Deobandi teachings with Wahhabi ideology, thus co-opting the support of

18 |bid.

19 |htisab al-din (Kabul: Matba’-i Dar al-Saltana, 1306 [1888 or 1889]), pp. 12-13.

20 Oliver Roy. Afghanistan: From Holy War to Civil War. (Princeton, NJ: The Darwin Press, 1995), p. 19.

21 Luv Puri. “The Past and Future of Deobandi Islam”. Combatting Terrorism Center at West Point. Nov 2009.
https://ctc.usma.edu/the-past-and-future-of-deobandi-islam/. Accessed 12 June 2021.
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Pashtun faith leaders.?? The Saudis also funded the Deobandi seminaries during the Soviet
Invasion of Afghanistan, which is particularly important due to these seminaries producing a
large number of Pashtun freedom fighters — or mujahedin — to fight against the Soviets.?® The
Saudi funding and fusion of ideologies will play a large part later on in the chapters focusing on
the formation of the Taliban and al-Qaeda and why the religious ideologies of the two groups

were similar.

Islam spread throughout the Afghan community, not just as just an ideology, but the
spread transformed the religion into a way of life for many Afghans. As such, it permeates every
aspect daily life in Afghanistan — from everyday conversations, business transactions, dispute
resolutions, and moral judgments. Within Afghanistan, there is no relationship — whether it be
political, social, or economic — without the seal of Islamic approval.?* Thus, in a society that ties
everything to religion, we see the intrinsic links between an Afghan, his culture, his religion, and

his identity, and how these elements motivate who he fights with, and who he fights against.

V. The Emergence of the Taliban

With the understanding of the tribal and religious nature of the Afghans, one can now
take a look at the formation of the Taliban group and understand its rationale — both from a
cultural and ideological point of view. The seeds that formed the Taliban were planted when both

the US and Pakistani governments supported the Afghan mujahideen fighting against the

22 Tahir Andrabi, Jishnu Das, Asim ljaz Khwaja and Tristan Zajonc, Religious School Enrollment in Pakistan: A Look at
the Data (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006).

2 |bid.

24 Thomas Barfield. “People and Places.” Afghanistan: A Cultural and Political History. Princeton University Press,
PRINCETON; OXFORD, 2010, pp. 41. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt7sgkc.7. Accessed 12 June 2021.
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invading Soviets. Rising from the Mujahideen-led victory in 1989, for years Afghanistan saw
various power brokers and warlords — oftentimes foreign-backed — control various sections of the
country. It is during this time that the Taliban started to form, with political support from the US
and Pakistan. The US saw the Taliban at the time as a pro-Western and anti-Iranian force, and
Pakistan saw the Taliban as a strategic partner that it could use to assert more influence in the
region.?> However, given the outsized role that Pakistan — specifically the Pakistani intelligence
service, the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) — played in funding and supporting the soon-to-be
rulers of Afghanistan, particular analysis must be dedicated to explaining Pakistan’s rationale

and actions.

For multiple reasons, Pakistan desired an Afghanistan that they can consider stable and
friendly. Three of Pakistan’s reasons, in no particular order, are as follows: Pakistan has seen
India as a long-time foe, and if the Afghan government were to become strategic partners with
India or if the Afghan government simply saw Pakistan as an adversary of some kind, that would
put Pakistan in a geo-strategic perilous situation of being threatened on both fronts by the two
countries; second, with Afghanistan unstable, Pakistan’s access to Central Asia was threatened,
which created economic and security challenges; and finally, due to the infighting in
Afghanistan, an influx of millions of displaced Afghans had fled to Pakistan which further
compounded Pakistan’s domestic political, security, and economic woes resulting in domestic

social tensions, the trafficking of small arms, extremism, and drug-related issues in the

2> Ghufran, Nasreen. (2009). Pushtun Ethnonationalism and the Taliban Insurgency in the North West Frontier
Province of Pakistan. Asian Survey, 49(6), 1092—1114. https://doi.org/10.1525/as.2009.49.6.1092

14



country.?2” Thus, Pakistan opted to support the Taliban in a bid to stabilize the country and
assert Pakistani influence on Afghanistan’s government. It should be noted that Pakistan’s
foreign policy objective of projecting influence was one of the main reasons that Pakistan was
one of three countries that formally recognized the Taliban as the legitimate government in

Kabul; the other two being Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.?®

For the aforementioned reasons, the Pakistani government under then-Prime Minister
Benazir Bhutto supported the Taliban mainly through Pakistan’s Interior Ministry. Pakistan’s
Interior Minister at the time was General Nasirullah Babar. Babar, under Bhutto’s direction,
created the Afghan Trade Development Cell in the ministry to not only promote trade routes to
Central Asia, but to also provide the Taliban with funds. Furthermore, the state-owned Pakistan
Telecommunications Corporation had a telephone network set up for the Taliban. Radio Pakistan
provided technical support to the Taliban’s official radio channel — Radio Shariat, the Civil
Aviation Authority repaired Taliban fighter jets, and the Pakistani Interior Ministry’s
paramilitary Frontier Corps provided a wireless network for Taliban commanders.?® In addition
to the Interior Ministry’s help, the ISI soon started to provide funds and military equipment to
help the nascent Taliban group promulgate its influence throughout the country. An example of

military aid was seen in September 1994, when the Taliban, with the aid of I1SI-provided military

26 7eb, R. 2013. “Pakistan and Afghanistan, 2014 and Beyond: Not Friends, Not Yet Enemies?”, Journal of South
Asian Development, vol. 8, no. 2, pp. 165—-183.

27 Saxena, C. 2015. “Afghan Refugees and Pakistan’s Internal Security Concerns”, Society for Policy Studies.
Available at http://spsindia.in/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/SPS-Paperl.pdf. Accessed 9 July 2021.

28 |bid.

2 Human Rights Watch (HRW) . 2001. Crisis of Impunity: The Role of Pakistan, Russia, and Iran in Fueling the Civil
War. Available at https://www.hrw.org/reports/2001/afghan2/. Accessed 9 July 2021.
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convoys, conducted its first successful attack in the Spin Boldak District of Kandahar.®® The
Pakistani government also thought that a strong Taliban would be able to curb Pashtun
nationalism in the Northwestern Frontier Province — a province in Pakistan home to the majority

of Pashtuns in Pakistan.

With the aforementioned aid from the US and Pakistan, the Taliban officially formed
under Mullah Omar’s leadership with the purpose of ousting the existing Afghan government
whom they considered illegitimate, while simultaneously seeking to establish their own rule of
law throughout the country and answer the Afghan people’s pleas for ending the warlord system
that went counter to tribal ideals. Another reason that the Pashtun people specifically gravitated
towards the Taliban was that the Taliban represented a chance for the Pashtuns to reclaim their

dominant position among the ethnicities of the country.

Briefly, starting in 1747, the state of Afghanistan began to take shape under the rule of
Ahmad Shah Durrani. The Durrani empire lasted until 1823, and during this time, the Durranis
treated the Pashtuns preferably in comparison to other ethnicities by making Pashtun tribesmen
the backbone of the empire’s military force, taxing them more lightly than other ethnicities,
giving them more land, and having Pashtuns be the primary beneficiaries of state expenditures.3!
After the empire dissolved, Afghanistan was still ethnically a predominantly Pashtun country,

and due to the Durrani Pashtuns having the most power and influence still, they were considered

30 Ahmed, N. 2012. Pakistan’s Taliban Policy 1994—1999. March. Available at
http://www.qurtuba.edu.pk/thedialogue/The%20Dialogue/7 1/Dialogue January March2012 81-101.pdf.
Accessed 9 July 2021.

31 Anwar-ul-Haq Ahady. "The Decline of the Pashtuns in Afghanistan." Asian Survey 35, no. 7 (1995): 621-34.
Accessed July 10, 2021. doi:10.2307/2645419.
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the only serious contenders for power during this period of intradynastic conflict.3? Even during
the period of Abdul Rahman Khan’s reign (1880-1901), all the way through to the fall of
President Najibullah in April 1992, the Pashtuns — while enduring several political efforts by
non-Pashtuns to reduce Pashtun supremacy in the country — still managed to wield considerable
political, economic, and institutional power over the other ethnicities. With the Northern
Alliance overthrowing President Najibullah’s regime in 1992, however, the Pashtuns lost vast
portions of land and had to enter into power-sharing agreements with other ethnic warlords, such
as Uzbek General Abdul Rashid Dostam and Tajik Commander Ahmad Shah Masoud.®* All of
this to say that when the Taliban started their ascent into the military and political sphere of
Afghanistan, the Pashtuns saw this as a way to reclaim a status that they enjoyed for over 200
years. Thus, Pashtun tribesmen formed a core group within the Taliban as a means to preserve
their power and influence in Afghanistan. But what was it that motivated these Pashtuns, looking
to reclaim intra-Afghan dominance, to gravitate towards the likes of a foreign-based and foreign-

led group like al-Qaeda? And how were the bonds that formed between the group so durable?

The answer to these questions comes from understanding exactly how the Taliban was
formed and where they received their support. From a religious standpoint, the rank and file of
the Taliban group were trained in Deobandi seminaries, and many of said seminaries were
influenced by Wahhabism. For example, Mullah Omar, the former head of the Taliban, was a
product of a Deobandi seminary. Furthermore, various senior leaders — both current and former —

studied in Deobandi seminaries on both sides of the Durand Line that divided Afghanistan and

32 |bid.
33 Ibid.
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Pakistan.®* The more extremist Deobandi madrassas along the Af-Pak border regions were also
known for sending significant numbers of students to fight alongside the Taliban whenever the
movement was in need of manpower.3 The Taliban’s form of Islam didn’t only include scripture

from Deobandi madrassas, however, it also included elements of law from Pashtun social codes.

Various elements of Taliban leadership believed that the religious traditions practiced in
southern Pashtun villages prior to the Soviet invasion were in complete accordance with their
version of Islam, and thus this formed the ideal Islamic society.3¢ Taliban leadership compared
these practices as divine law that could not be changed under any circumstances. In reality, these
statements by Taliban clergymen that related said practices as being Shari’a law were in fact a
mixture of both Shari’a law and Pashtun tribal customary law, Pashtunwali. This phenomenon
occurred due to many Afghan clergymen not being well-versed in Arabic, thus they ended up
intermixing the narrow Islamic law worldview presented to them in the Wahhabi-funded
Deobandi schools with what they knew — Pashtunwali. These similarities undoubtedly made the
practices easier to adopt for the Pashtun community in and out of the country, however its
version of Islam did not have much in coherence with the elements of Islam actually practiced by
Pashtuns in traditional life.®” For example, traditional tribesmen saw that while Shari’a law had

similarities with Pashtunwali, in instances where there were differences, the Pashtuns would

34 Luv Puri. “The Past and Future of Deobandi Islam”. Combatting Terrorism Center at West Point. Nov 2009.
https://ctc.usma.edu/the-past-and-future-of-deobandi-islam/. Accessed 12 June 2021.

35 Oliver Roy, ‘Islamic Radicalism in Afghanistan and Pakistan’. UNHCR Emergency and Security Service, WRITENET,
2002, p. 12. Accessed 12 June 2021.

36 Anchita Borthakur & Angana Kotokey (2020) ETHNICITY OR RELIGION? THE GENESIS OF THE TALIBAN
MOVEMENT IN AFGHANISTAN, Asian Affairs, 51:4, 817-837, DOI: 10.1080/03068374.2020.1832772

37 20 Thomas J. Barfield, ‘Afghan Customary Law and Its Relationship to Formal Judicial Institutions’. United States
Institute for Peace, 2003, p. 35, https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/file/barfield2.pdf. Accessed 13 Jun 2021.
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defer to Pashtunwali first, rather than the Taliban’s version of Islam.3® Therefore, to mold the
two belief systems — Pashtunwali and Islam — together, the Taliban had made it so Islam could be
used in tandem with Pashtunwali to bolster one’s social status and provide safety in perilous
situations, which meant the Taliban had — to an extent — replaced Pashtun nationalism with their
own version of Pashtun Islamism.2® So we see that from a religious and nationalistic standpoint,
the Taliban had the support of the Pashtun population, and due to the Pashtuns being the
majority, other ethnicities generally fell in line and capitulated to the Taliban’s demands.
Therefore, the Taliban were being indoctrinated by what they thought was a pure version of
Islam, but what was actually a “Wahhabified” version of the religion — Wahhabism being the

principal religion of al-Qaeda, and then placing those mandates on the local Afghan populace.

VI. Al-Qaeda’s Beginnings

Terrorist, mastermind, devil — are among some of the many names used to describe the
former leader of al-Qaeda, one of the largest terror groups in the world. Osama bin Laden
became a household name not only in the US, but in the entire Western and Muslim world after
the horrific attacks against the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001. Yet, according to
testimony from those who knew bin Laden and original documents discovered after his death,
the terrorist organization did not start out as one with global ambitions. Under bin Laden’s
leadership, the group’s initial focus was to provide Islamic Jihadist support to the mujahedin

fighting in Pakistan and Afghanistan.*°
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In 1984, with the Soviet invasion still mounting ever-increasing casualties on both sides,
the son of a wealthy Saudi billionaire traveled to Afghanistan to aid in the Islamic Jihad against
the Soviets. This young activist, Osama bin Laden, had also been deeply influenced by Wahhabi
religious teachings during his time in Saudi Arabia attending university. Initially, bin Laden
supported the Afghan War by providing critical funding to various institutions supporting the
movement. Soon, bin Laden began to work under the prominent Palestinian cleric Abdullah
Azzam to create a group called the Maktab al-Khedmat, also known as MAK, whose purpose
was to recruit Arab jihadis to fight in Afghanistan.** Working under his mentor, Azzam, bin
Laden not only funded the organizations supporting the Afghan jihad, but bin Laden fought on
the front lines himself. Nowhere was this more apparent than at “al Masada,” or the Lion’s Den,
between 1986 and 1987. Bin Laden had set up the Lion’s Den near a Soviet garrison in Jaji, an
area located in eastern Afghanistan about 10 miles from the Pakistani border. It was from this
base that bin Laden fought a week-long engagement against the Soviets in the spring of 1987
called the Battle of Jaji. Emerging victorious from this battle, bin Laden was hailed a hero by his
colleagues and became feared by his enemies.? It is during this time that bin Laden began

promulgating his own version of jihad, which differed from his mentor.*3

Bin Laden wished to gather all the Arabs in Afghanistan into Jalalabad and wage jihad,

yet Azzam was opposed to the idea of a separatist Arab force due to Arabs being scattered
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around the country and since the numbers would not amount to a massive force.** Bin Laden
believed Arabs were more willing to fight and die for the Islamic jihadi cause compared to
Afghans. Bin Laden saw Afghans as having competing loyalties to their tribes and social codes
and wished to create a force that augmented the Afghan mujahedin force, but for it to not be
made up of Afghans. Bin Laden believed that an Arab victory against the Soviet invasion would
provide a tangible upswing in recruits for his organization.*> Soon after, bin Laden met with the
Egyptian Ayman al-Zawahiri, who would later become the leader of al-Qaeda, but who was the
leader of the Egyptian Islamic Jihad at the time. During his meetings with Zawahiri, bin Laden
became more detached from his former mentor, Azzam’s, vision of the MAK, in which Zawahiri
told bin Laden that he was wasting financial resources on Azzam’s MAK.#¢ Soon, bin Laden
completely separated from Azzam and set up al-Qaeda, not as a global Islamist revolutionary
group, but as a separate military organization for Arab Islamists that wished to fight in the

Afghan War.#

VII. Strategic Partnership

Thus, the Afghan mujahedin — who later became the Taliban — saw the continued support
of bin Laden, al-Qaeda, and the Saudis during the Soviet invasion and developed an affinity for
the group. The Taliban recognized that bin Laden did not wish to present a counter Islamic
narrative to the world or delegitimize the Taliban’s cause; in fact, bin Laden and al-Qaeda

wished to do the opposite — strengthen the Islamic Jihadi cause in Afghanistan and be a strategic
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partner for Afghanistan whenever the Afghans needed a force multiplier militarily or financially.
Furthermore, given the schools of thought being very similar from a religious standpoint, the
Taliban saw al-Qaeda as being brothers-in-arms against the corrupt powers of the West or any
other Islamic group that went counter to the Taliban-al-Qaeda ideology of Wahhabi Islam. Also,
since al-Qaeda initially wanted to take on Arabs exclusively, the existence of al-Qaeda posed no
issues for the rank and file of the Taliban, who wanted to see Pashtun tribesmen focus on

Pashtun issues. However, all of the boons from al-Qaeda did not come without a cost.

For al-Qaeda, after the Soviet withdrawal, bin Laden shifted his focus from Afghanistan
and turned al-Qaeda into a global terrorist organization. Al-Qaeda soon found itself conducting
terrorism operations in Sudan, Riyadh, Kenya, and of course the United States. With the
notoriety that al-Qaeda was gaining, bin Laden knew he could rely on the Taliban and the
Afghanistan-Pakistan frontier officials to provide him sanctuary. Al-Qaeda reportedly
compensated the Taliban anywhere between $10 to $20 million per year for shelter, and while
the Taliban welcomed the funds, the international attention from bin Laden’s newfound global
ambitions proved to be a point of contention that the Afghans chose to ignore, but nevertheless
did not like because it would draw undue attention to Afghanistan.*® Furthermore, al-Qaeda was
able to provide Islamic jihadists to support Taliban forces regarding issues that met the two
groups’ collective goals, such as jihad against hostile forces or spreading Islam throughout the

region.
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VIII. IR Theory Analysis

There are two main international relations theories at play here to analyze the depth of the
Taliban’s relationship with al-Qaeda. Those two are the realist balance-of-power theory and the
constructivist ideological distance theory. This section aims to take a look at the evolution of

their relationship to see if it corresponds to the predictions of the theories.

Briefly, the core axiom of the balance-of-power theory is that weaker actors will seek to
constrain powerful actors by either mobilizing military capabilities internally or forging alliances
to coalesce disparate militaries into one force. This counterbalance creates a deterrent against any
hegemonic tendencies of stronger actors. This theory goes on further to state that once a country
achieves the position of material primacy compared to others, the more entrenched its dominance
is, the more unlikely other states or actors will be to counter its influence due to the costs of
counterbalancing being very prohibitive. There is a caveat attached to the prohibitive argument,
however. When the survival of an actor is at stake, despite the power imbalance and costs,
counterbalancing is seen as a necessary action.*® Both the Taliban and al-Qaeda knew from their
meager beginnings that in order to deal with stronger actors such as the Soviets, powerful
regional powers, and eventually the West, they would need to rely on each other and bring all of

their resources to bear.
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Throughout the history of both the Taliban and al-Qaeda, both groups’ survival has been
threatened by foreign hegemons, whether that be the Soviets wanting to usurp Afghanistan, or
the Western coalition seeking to dismantle al-Qaeda and simultaneously defeat the Taliban. An
important note here is that the Taliban never sought to “dethrone” any particular global hegemon
—such as the US or the Soviets — and become a new hegemon. According to counterbalancing
theory, the Taliban sought to rival the capabilities that the hegemon deployed in Afghanistan.
Thus, prior to the Soviets invading, or the West threatening to invade Afghanistan, the Pashtun
tribesmen — who later became the Taliban — had seemingly little interest in forming any sort of
counterbalancing power. However, after the survival of both groups was threatened in the 1980s
by the Soviets, the relationship between the Taliban and al-Qaeda became one where the only
way for both to survive was for both to collaborate. Even in the days shortly after the Taliban
took over Afghanistan in 1996, the US sought to negotiate with “the new authorities” in Kabul
for extraditing Osama bin Laden in exchange for US concessions, and despite some Taliban
officials claiming bin Laden was a “problem,” there was a strong belief in top Taliban leadership
that without bin Laden and al-Qaeda’s support, the Taliban would be overthrown.*® Thus, the
relationship morphed to one that didn’t just rely on counterbalancing during active times of
conflict, but one where the alliance was equally as strong during times of respite. The strategic
partnership went beyond the bounds of the balance-of-power theory and bordered on the realm of

a true alliance.

Looking at the formation of the Taliban’s relationship with al-Qaeda from a constructivist

point of view provides different causal factors for the strength of their relationship. While there
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are many reasons, one stands out from International Relations scholar Mark Haas’s analysis
centered on the concept of ideological distance and affinity. Briefly, ideological distance relates
to how the ideologies of actors — meaning the foundational principles of domestic political
legitimacy that the actors espouse — impact leaders’ foreign policies by affecting their
perceptions of threats that others pose to any central domestic and international interest.>! Haas
further states that the greater the ideological differences among disparate decision makers, the
more likely they will view each other as threatening and seek to adopt power-maximizing
strategies to counter said threat, and conversely, the greater the ideological similarities or
ideological affinity, the more the actors will view each other as partners or allies and seek to
strengthen diplomatic, economic, or military ties.>> An interesting point to note here is that Haas
notes that specific behavioral prescriptions are often associated with particular ideologies —
which can influence an actor’s foreign policy — but it is the difference in the ideologies, not the
behavior patterns, that allow actors who have vastly different foreign policy strategies to be
partners and allies. Examples ranging from how liberals can work with monarchs, how
communists can work with fascists, or in this particular case, how an internally focused group of

religious tribesmen can be partners with a global Jihadi terror organization. >3

A look at the evolution of the two actors’ partnership shows from the beginning and
onward, the ideological similarities between the two groups are so close that the concept of
ideological affinity can be employed. From the time when the Taliban were just a number of

religious students in Deobandi madrassas, there were clear religious linkages between the
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religious edicts the students were taught and al-Qaeda ideology, due to Wahhabism influencing
the Deobandi madrassas. Moving to the Soviet War, the foreign policy ideologies of the two
groups focused on preserving a free Afghanistan and countering Soviet force deployed in the
region. Al-Qaeda showed through its actions in the Soviet War that its principal objectives were
creating a global Jihadi network and countering any foreign influence that threatened its goal.
The Taliban had no such foreign policy. The Taliban, when it formed, had an ideology primarily
focused on domestic affairs, in the sense of keeping Afghanistan free from invaders and
strengthening Afghanistan’s military, economic, and political strength. To achieve this goal, the
Taliban forged ties with many governments, and even negotiated with al-Qaeda’s sworn enemy,
the US.> However, throughout the partnership, the ideological affinity for the group was
displayed on several occasions. Both Mullah Omar and Osama bin Laden used Deobandi-
Wahhabi Islam to guide their actions, both leaders saw the West as being an ideological threat —
in the sense that the West espoused vast ideological differences such as that of religion, foreign
policy, and domestic policies; and both leaders acted to strengthen Afghanistan and the Pashtun
fighters within — the last point being particularly significant for Mullah Omar. Thus, regardless
of the fact that al-Qaeda sought to conduct global operations and instill terror in populations
abroad, the ideological differences between the two groups were so muted that they did not see

each other as being threatening and consequently formed a lasting partnership.

IX. Conclusion
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Returning to the question of why the Taliban formed ties with al-Qaeda despite their
differences in foreign policy and mandates, the answer is that it simply made rational sense.
From a tribal standpoint, which is the most important driver for the Pashtun, the Pashtunwali
social code gives several lines of guidance that would instruct the Taliban to create a partnership
with al-Qaeda. Such tenants are loyalty to friends and family, bravery against external threats,
giving sanctuary to guests seeking refuge, and above all else, being honor-bound to defend one’s
land, family, women, and property against invaders.®® Al-Qaeda presented itself as a friend
during the Soviet War by fighting and dying with Afghan tribesmen during the invasion of an
external actor. Thus, Afghans were better able to protect their land and families with al-Qaeda’s
assistance. Furthermore, by having al-Qaeda’s leader remain in Afghanistan, the Taliban were all
but guaranteed future aid against any external threats as well as financial, military, and religious

support domestically from the group.

Second, from a religious point of view, having been educated in Deobandi madrassas that
have the same Wahhabi influence that al-Qaeda and bin Laden espouse meant that the religious
worldview and ideology of the two groups were blended together. Also, as religion is the second
most powerful driver for the Pashtun Taliban — right behind defending his tribe — many Taliban
officials viewed discourse with al-Qaeda as further being a legitimizing mechanism for their own
domestic Shari’a law. Furthermore, the shared religion lent itself to furthering joint goals for

sustainment and empowerment.
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Third, the two groups have proven their strength to each other in combat or jihadist
operations. With bin Laden and what would be al-Qaeda helping the mujahedin claim victory
against one of the world’s superpowers, the Taliban learned of and hailed al-Qaeda’s reach and
power as heroic and worthy of being nurtured. Also, the Islamic Jihadi troops that al-Qaeda
could provide for the Taliban as a force multiplier and their funding, gave the Taliban the ability

to expand their power and project more influence throughout the Afghanistan-Pakistan region.

For al-Qaeda, the sanctuary and ideological support that the Taliban provided allowed the
group to continue to train new recruits and promulgate its message to the world from a safe
location. Bin Laden had been barred from returning to Saudi Arabia and had become a wanted
man throughout the world, thus sanctuary to conduct operations was top of his agenda.>®
Furthermore, the troops that the Taliban could provide al-Qaeda multiplied bin Laden’s ability to
operate in the Afghanistan-Pakistan region. Moreover, having a group that wanted to promote al-
Qaeda’s vision of defeating the West aligned well with bin Laden’s viewpoints. Thus, for both
groups, the strategic partnership was vital, and the relationship has continued on well past the

Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.

Finally, understanding both groups from the balance-of-power theory and the ideological
distance theory produces clear understandings of what formed the groups’ ties and why said ties
have remained robust from the 1980s to the early 2000s. Regarding the balance-of-power theory,
necessity and survival created the partnership during the war against the Soviets. As each group

gained power and influence, one could see the counterbalancing theory shifted from aiding each
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other only during an active existential threat to that of supplying refuge, funds, legitimacy, and
men during peacetime, thus forming a true mutual strategic partnership. On an ideological front,
there are vast similarities between the two groups. With the religious foundations being mutually
sound, the core tenets of each group lend itself to strengthening Afghanistan, promoting Shari’a
law, and seeing actors such as the West as threatening due to the massive ideologically

differences between the West and the aforementioned Islamic groups.

With this analysis and all the similarities in purpose, behaviors, and domestic mandates, it
is clear why the Afghan-centric Taliban saw a Pakistan-based, Saudi-led global Jihadi terrorist
network in the 1980s as a reliable wartime partner and then built such robust ties with al-Qaeda
that the relationship transformed into that of a strategic peacetime partnership throughout the

1990s and 2000s.
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