
Taliban
The Taliban is a religious and military movement that seized control of large portions of Afghanistan in the mid-
1990s. While the Taliban was initially seen as a stabilizing force in war-torn Afghanistan, the movement's
embrace of a radical form of Islam quickly made it a pariah in the international community. The Taliban's
hosting of the terrorist organization al Qaeda eventually led to its ouster by the United States in late 2001,
following the attacks of September 11. Since 2004, however, the Taliban has managed to mount a successful
insurgency campaign against both Western forces and the Afghan government, extending its reach not only into
the formerly peaceful northern region of Afghanistan but also into the tribal regions of northwestern Pakistan.

Coming to Power

The Taliban emerged in the southern Afghan district of Kandahar in 1994. Two years before, the mujahideen—
a loose alliance of Afghan ethnic and religious groups, plus foreigners who had come to defend Islam—had
ousted the Soviet-backed People's Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) after more than a decade of war. But
peace did not follow victory. Mujahideen warlords began fighting over the control of Afghanistan. While some
areas, such as the western city of Herat, were relatively stable, the Afghan capital of Kabul was attacked
ceaselessly for two years as various factions fought for control of the city.

The district of Kandahar was also in chaos. There, the mujahideen warlords acted more like bandits than would-
be governors, attacking civilians as well as each other. In the summer of 1994, a former mujahideen fighter
named Mohammed Omar decided to rid Afghanistan of the mujahi-deen warlords and restore unity under Islam.
At the time, Omar was living at a madrassa, or Islamic religious school, in the village of Singesar. A reclusive
man who would not allow himself to be photographed, Omar would eventually become the ultimate leader of the
Taliban, given the title Commander of the Faithful. His background, and the religious philosophy of the
madrassas, would strongly shape the Taliban's agenda.

Omar was a member of the Pashtun ethnic group. Roughly half the Pashtuns lived in southern Afghanistan, and
the other half lived in neighboring Pakistan. National lines had been muddled following the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan in 1979 to shore up the PDPA government. Many Afghan Pashtuns fled to Pakistan, where they
lived in refugee camps and among Pakistani Pashtuns. Most Pashtuns follow the Sunni sect of Islam, which is
the dominant sect in Afghanistan.

The madrassas could also be found on both sides of the Afghan-Pakistani border. Students at the madrassas
received an education that was primarily religious. The madrassas had been greatly influenced by the Deobandi
movement, a Sunni religious movement that emphasizes strict observance of religious ritual.

The madrassas of Afghanistan and Pakistan not only supplied the Taliban with a leader, but also with soldiers—
most of them Afghan, but many Pakistani. Even the Taliban's name reflected its roots in the madrassas: The
word Taliban is a Persian pluralization of the Arab word talib, which means religious student. The Taliban was
largely dominated by the Pashtuns, and it was exclusively Sunni, to the detriment of Afghanistan's Shiite Muslim
minority. The Deobandi influence was expressed by the Taliban's strident emphasis on the observance of
religious customs, whether or not that observance was sincere or even voluntary.
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In October 1994, Omar and his growing group of comrades seized a village and an arms depot. A month later,
the Taliban—now with almost 3,000 fighters—routed an attack on a Pakistani convoy, then swept into the
provincial capital of Kandahar and seized the city.

While supporters of the Taliban tended to credit the group's remarkable success to divine favor, popular
discontent with the mujahideen, and the genius of Omar, critics noted the contribution of other factors. Almost
from its inception, the Taliban received aid from Pakistan and from mujahideen warlords—including ones the
Taliban would later overthrow—who apparently believed that the Taliban would serve to weaken rivals.

As a result, the Taliban were almost always better trained than their foes and had enough money on hand to
purchase support from key warlords. Success created more success: Seizing Kandahar gave the Taliban access
to heavy weaponry, including airplanes, helicopters, and tanks, once owned by the warlords who held the city.
Nonstudents soon joined, and despite the Taliban's emphasis on Islam and on destroying the mujahi-deen, its
leadership ranks soon included former warlords and PDPA officers.

By 1995, the Taliban had tens of thousands of fighters and the increased support of Pakistan, which was
apparently both responding to pressure by its Pashtun population and eager to have influence within
Afghanistan. In March, the Taliban tried to take Kabul to the north but were defeated. Turning west, Taliban
forces took Herat in September 1995, then returned to Kabul, finally seizing the national capital the following
year.

The mujahideen withdrew to the north, eventually forming the rival Northern Alliance. The Taliban attacked the
north repeatedly—in 1997 they came so close to success that Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab
Emirates recognized it as the government of Afghanistan—but were never able to eradicate the mujahideen, a
fact that would come back to haunt the Taliban.

Running Afghanistan

The Taliban's successful conquest of much of Afghanistan was initially greeted with equanimity by the United
States. It was hoped that the Taliban would restore stability to the country and close down the terrorist
training camps that had been established by radical Muslims in Afghanistan during the war against the Soviets.
The Taliban's strict religiosity was initially seen in a positive light as well. Some observers believed that the
Taliban would stamp out Afghanistan's thriving opium-poppy industry, and its leadership's hostility toward
Shiite-dominated Iran dovetailed neatly with the United State's poor relations with that country.

But the poppy trade for the most part continued. The Taliban's hostility toward Iran went beyond poor
relations, leading to the murder of several Iranian diplomats in 1998. In addition, the Taliban routinely
persecuted and periodically massacred Shiites, especially those of the Hazara ethnic group.

In urban areas where the Taliban's grip on power was especially strong, the Taliban outlawed a variety of
activities considered un-Islamic, including music, television, movies, kite-flying, and chess. Men were required
to wear long beards; those whose beards were of insufficient length could be jailed until their beards grew out.
Such rules were enforced by the religious police, part of the Taliban's Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue and
Suppression of Vice.

The Taliban's treatment of women attracted especial condemnation. The Taliban forbade girls from attending
school and forbade women from working. Women's bath houses—often used as a source of hot water in
wintertime—were closed. Women were forbidden from going out in public without male relatives, and they were
forced to wear a burqa, a garment that covered the entire body. Religious police publicly beat women who
strayed from such rules.

Foreigners were not exempt from harassment and persecution by the Taliban. Indeed, the Taliban's
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willingness to target diplomats and aid workers triggered a number of international incidents. Even Pakistan
soon found that it had little control over a movement it had helped build.

The Taliban and bin Laden

A significant reason for this was that the Taliban had found another source of funds—the wealthy Saudi radical
Osama bin Laden, who had helped recruit foreign fighters for the mujahideen during the Soviet occupation of
Afghanistan. In 1996, bin Laden returned to Afghanistan after the United States forced Sudan to expel him
following attacks on U.S. military personnel in Saudi Arabia by his al Qaeda terrorist network. While bin Laden
originally entered Afghanistan at the invitation of a mujahideen warlord, he soon made common cause with the
Taliban, reportedly helping finance the final takeover of Kabul. His acceptance by the Taliban seriously
strained relations with Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, but the wealth bin Laden commanded meant that the Taliban
still had access to considerable funds, making support from other nations less crucial.

The drawbacks of such an arrangement became clear in August 1998, when terrorists linked to al Qaeda
bombed U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania. In response, the United States bombed an al Qaeda camp in
Afghanistan. At the end of 1999, the United States discovered an al Qaeda plot to attack the country on New
Year's Eve; the U.S. government warned the Taliban that it would pay the price for any al Qaeda attacks. But
the Taliban continued to support al Qaeda and other radical Muslim groups. Military training camps in Taliban-
controlled territory were used by a variety of terrorists and separatists groups, and bases in Afghanistan were
even used to help launch an Islamic military movement in Tajikistan in early 2001.

On September 11, 2001, 19 al Qaeda operatives hijacked four planes in the United States, crashing two of them
into the Twin Towers of New York City's World Trade Center and one into the Pentagon outside Washington,
D.C. The attacks killed about 3,000 people.

Demands by the United States that the Taliban turn over bin Laden and the rest of al Qaeda's leadership were
denied, with the Taliban insisting that bin Laden was their guest and not responsible for the attacks. After a
period of fruitless negotiations, the United States and Great Britain began bombing Afghanistan in early
October, and the United States put a bounty of $25 million on Omar's head, as well as on bin Laden's. Using
Northern Alliance troops on the ground, the U.S.-led assault quickly overwhelmed Taliban forces, taking Kabul
in November and Kandahar in December. On December 22, 2001, Hamad Karzai was sworn in as chairman of a
U.S.-backed interim government created to replace the Taliban.

Into Pakistan

In the wake of their ouster from Afghanistan, Taliban leaders found a safe haven in the Pakistani city of
Quetta, near the border with Afghanistan. There, the Taliban regrouped and continued as a guerrilla warfare
operation, supplying men and weapons for the fighting in southern Afghanistan. Their resurgence was largely
funded through the opium trade and foreign donations, and it was bolstered by foreign recruits from Chechnya,
Pakistan, Uzbekistan, and various Arab countries. The Taliban were also assisted, in effect if not intent, by
Hamid Karzai's corrupt and inept administration. Many Afghanis learned to distrust the government and turned
to the Taliban for services, especially after Karzai's reelection in 2008, which was widely considered a sham.
Many Afghan civilians began to prefer the Taliban's enforcement of strict Islamic law to the corrupt
bureaucracy of the government.

Independent Pakistani branches of the Taliban began to spring up in 2002 in Pakistan's tribal border region.
The Pakistani Taliban allied with al Qaeda to plan and finance attacks against the government of Pakistan, and
these attacks grew in ferocity and complexity toward the end of the decade. In February 2009 the Pakistani
government announced it would accept a system of Islamic law in the Swat Valley, a Taliban-controlled tribal
area—a decision that was seen by analysts as a capitulation to the insurgents. Violence continued, however. In
October 2009 a series of well-planned attacks on police and government installations took place that killed at
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Pfc. Dalton Martin of Tactical Command Post, HQ
Company, 2–502 Infantry, 101st Airborne Division,
keeps watch as two men and woman pass by
during a joint patrol with the Afghan Army in Zhari
district, Kandahar province, southern Afghanistan,
on August 25, 2010. Soldiers in Zhari operate in a
district that is the birthplace of the Taliban
movement and holds many well-armed insurgents
who blend in with a support network providing
them with explosives and safe havens.

(AP Photo/Brennan Linsley. © 2011 The Associated
Press. All Rights Reserved)

least 40 people across Pakistan.

In late 2008 and early 2009, the Pakistani Taliban commanders and a six-member Afghani team dispatched to
Waziristan by Mullah Omar formed a united council and vowed to put aside their differences and join together in
the fight against American-led forces in Afghanistan. The Taliban also teamed up with Pakistani militants in the
country's populous Punjab Province and carried out a series of deadly attacks.

In 2009 Omar moved to the Pakistani city of Karachi with the help of the Pakistani Inter-Services Intelligence
Directorate (ISI) to escape attacks from unmanned U.S. drones. For many years the ISI had offered money,
supplies, and guidance to the Taliban in Afghanistan as a way of influencing a friendly government in
Afghanistan following the eventual departure of U.S. forces. But as the Pakistani Taliban, which was
increasingly seen as indistinguishable from the Taliban in Afghanistan, pushed further into Pakistan, the
country's military and political leaders, with strong pressure from the United States, took on a full-scale military
operation to push the Taliban back. Omar's deputy, Abdul Ghani Baradar, who was largely seen as a powerful
force behind the Taliban's resurgence in Afghanistan, was captured by the ISI in February 2010, signaling a
shift in Pakistani strategy, though an ambiguous one, with some seeing it as a sign that Pakistan was turning
against the Afghan Taliban and others considering it just a tactical move made in advance of the U.S.
departure from Afghanistan and meant to marginalize Karzai and bolster Pakistan's future negotiating position
with the rebel leadership.

An Expanded Presence and Influence in Afghanistan

In the second half of the 2000s, the Taliban proved itself to be a resilient insurgency. The year 2006 was one
of the bloodiest of the new millennium, with suicide attacks reaching record levels and the number civilian
deaths higher than any year since 2001. Both records were then broken in 2007.

In 2009 President Barack Obama announced a build-up of
30,000 troops to reverse the Taliban's gains and force it to the
negotiating table. The Taliban showed its determination to
cause havoc on January 18, 2010, when Taliban gunmen and
suicide bombers launched a coordinated assault on Kabul that
targeted a shopping center, a movie theater, and a hotel, killing
12, injuring 71, and creating a sense of chaos in the capital.

In 2010, U.S. troops stepped up operations in Kandahar
Province, a Taliban stronghold, and successfully forced the
Taliban to give up their hold on all the districts around the city
of Kandahar by the end of the year. Many Taliban commanders
took refuge in Pakistan. The advances in the south, however,
have come at the expense of the north, which in 2010
experienced a stronger insurgency than in the past, with armed
groups attacking and terrorizing local people, government
officials, and diplomats, highlighting the inability of the
government to secure and protect the region.

By the end of 2010, the Taliban was also stronger in eastern
Afghanistan, where the government was a particularly weak
presence. Insurgent leaders have largely filled the void left by
the government and are in very regular contact with the local people, providing services, settling disputes, and
dictating school curriculums.

American progress in southern Afghanistan remained tentative at the beginning of 2011, and U.S. losses in the
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north and east were worrisome. Certainly the Taliban exerted more power in Afghanistan in early 2011 than
they did in the first few years after the 9/11 attacks and the invasion by coalition forces. The U.S. fight against
the Taliban continues, and many security and military experts worry about the organization's increasing
foothold in Pakistan, a nuclear country.

—Mary Sisson

—Tim Anderson
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