
 

 

The Taliban are back, or maybe they never left! 

By Dennis Sammut 

The world looked in amazement this week as the government of Afghanistan – an entity that had 

been propped up by lavish international financial and military support over two decades – 

evaporated in thin air in the face of a Taliban advance, that was hastened and emboldened by a 

rushed American decision to cut their losses in Afghanistan and leave at short notice. 

The wisdom or folly of the American decision can be the subject of much discussion, but one 

question needs to be answered first, which is why and how did the Taliban, supposedly defeated in 

the US invasion of 2001, manage to make such a spectacular comeback, overwhelming in days 

government forces? There are some very essential points to be considered. 

(1) The Taliban are a genuine grass-root  Afghan movement that is well knitted into Afghan 

society, even if their views are considered extreme by most people outside of Afghanistan. 

But it needs to be remembered, and accepted that these views, especially when it comes to 

social issues, are shared by many in Afghanistan, especially in rural and tribal areas. The 

Taliban have never been marginalised, but rather have been the expression of views many 

Afghans support. 

(2) Afghanistan is a tribal society, and a society split along ethnic lines, amongst which the 

Pashtun are the largest group, constituting about 43% of the population. The rest is made up 

of five or six other ethnic groups, the only one significant enough to be a counterweight 

being the Dari speaking Tadjiks. The Taliban’s affinity with the Pashtun gives them “strategic 

depth” well beyond the religious base with which they are often associated. 

(3) The Taliban have maintained close relations with the Pakistani Intelligence Services ever 

since they came into existence.  Just how close this relationship is can be a matter of 

speculation, but that it is considerable cannot be denied. That has provided the Taliban with 

a strategic partner that ensured that even in their most dark days of US and international 

intervention, they were never completely isolated. 

(4) The forth, and perhaps most important point to remember is that whilst the Taliban were 

kicked out of government as a result of the international intervention after 9/11, they never 

really left Afghanistan. It is true their fighters withdrew to some rural areas on the border 

with Pakistan and for a moment they appeared under considerable pressure. But it is also 

true that millions of Taliban sympathisers remained enmeshed in Afghan society, in Kabul 

and throughout the country. Their military wing started its fight back not too long after 

2001. It was largely guerrilla warfare but the government in Kabul could never really say that 

it had 100% control of the country, and the ease with which the Taliban could launch small 

attacks in Kabul shows that the government never really had 100% control there either. As 

time passed, and American resolve to fight them weakened, the Taliban started their march 

back to power. 

The second question being asked is how the government of Afghanistan headed by president 

Ashraf Ghani, and the military and security structure that the Americans, NATO and others had 

spent billions propping up, could evaporate in days.  



 

 

After 2001 the international community embarked on an ambitious project of state-building in 

Afghanistan which cut across the entire range of issues one associates with a well-functioning 

state. However this was essentially a top-down exercise, with the Afghans being constantly told 

what they must or must not do. Foreign governments and international organisations of all 

shapes and forms came to Kabul with their ideas of what an Afghan state should look like. They 

talked a lot but did not listen enough. Huge amounts of money were spent but most Afghans 

benefitted from this process very little. Some Afghans managed to get some monetary benefit 

legitimately working with international organisations, or with the expanding government and 

military and security structures. Others made their money through corruption. Some pockets of 

exemplary action related to freedom of speech, the rights of women, poverty alleviation etc. did 

spring up, and they were the nascent seeds that everyone hoped that with time could grow into 

strong trees. But in fact there was never enough of them to really make a difference. They 

provided a “feel-good”  feeling for the international community but their fragility was always 

there to see. The core institutions of the state were always seen as an adjunct to the 

international presence.  Afghan political leaders under the shadow of the American forces 

engaged in endless bickering about shares of power seemingly oblivious of the dangers ahead. 

The Army and security apparatus in particular, were fine as a compliment to a robust US and 

NATO military presence, and in those circumstances could show discipline, courage and resolve, 

but on their own they stood no chance, as could be amply seen in the last days. The Afghan state 

was hollow.  

The realisation of this probably weighed in on the US decision to leave. But then no one should 

have been surprised as to what followed. The process of state-building in Afghanistan failed, and 

the responsibility for this needs to be shared around between those involved in pursuing it. The 

Americans in this regard have no monopoly on blame.  

Related to this is the ambiguity in the policy of the international community towards the Taliban. 

One the one hand the movement was considered a terrorist group, which it no doubt was. A 

movement that kills young girls for going to school does not deserve to be called anything 

different. On the other hand the contacts with it by the international community in all its 

dimensions had reached proportions that made it in recent years look more like a government in 

waiting rather than a terrorist group. As this played out the government in Kabul was often 

made to look irrelevant, and at best playing second fiddle to outside scheming. 

The third question that arises from the events of this last week is what sort of governance will 

Afghanistan have going forward and what are the implications for this both for Afghanistan but 

also beyond. A lot of focus has been put on the rights of women. Important as it is, this issue will 

be secondary to the bigger questions of whether the Taliban will be ready to share power, and 

with who, and also what is going to be the role of a fundamental Islamic entity in a strategic part 

of Asia, and what will be the fall-out from this. The new reality the Taliban will have to contend 

with includes the fact that from the last two decades an Afghan middle class of several hundred 

thousand has emerged.  They were the main beneficiaries of the policies of the last two decades 

and the ones who will miss the western presence in the country most. Some of them will leave 

but enough will stay to challenge the Taliban diktat, and be a thorn in their side. 



 

 

The Taliban have not changed much, but they have evolved enough to know what are the red-

lines that they should not cross. Assurances that they will not become a haven for those plotting 

violence against others have been given. It seems these assurances were serious enough for the 

US to believe them, and this probably weighed in on the US decision to leave. But that does not 

mean that an “Islamic Emirate” based on a very narrow and conservative interpretation of Islam 

is not going to be a source of instability at least in the immediate vicinity including Central Asia, 

the Indian sub-continent, the Gulf and beyond.  

The Taliban has inherited a hollow state, but this state has been receiving large quantities of 

assistance. It is in a better shape than when the Taliban left it in 2001, and in many ways, not 

least militarily, lavishly equipped. The west may be able to to freeze Afghan monetary assests in 

its banks, but the material on the ground is for the Taliban to exploit. The Taliban appear to be 

very keen to lay their hands on this booty, especially the military equipment, as soon as possible. 

They may well need it sooner rather than later, not to fight the departing Americans, but to 

make sure that a resistance movement will not be allowed to emerge , especially among the 

Tadjik and Uzbek minorities that in the past provided resistance to Taliban rule. These groups 

and their leaders may have also evaporated in the last days, but that does not mean they may 

not be able to regroup and re-appear in the future. 

The re-emergence of an “Islamic Emirate” as a model of governance will once more become a 

totem pole for those who want to use jihad as a political tool to fight both the west, and those 

Muslims and Muslim states that they consider not to be truly following the Koran.  Just quite 

how this will play out is still too early to say. The Taliban may not want to return to the time 

when they were hosting Al Qaeda and their associates on their territory given the heavy price 

they had to pay for that. But it does not mean that they will not have sympathies, and more. 

Much will depend on the discipline and cohesion of those taking over control of Kabul. The 

suave English speaking faces that now represent the Taliban on social media are hardly a good 

reflection of who really makes decisions in the movement. And then again, there is Pakistan. 

How much control does it have on the Taliban? And how ready is it to use the Taliban in 

pursuing its own agenda, especially when it comes to its stand-off with India. 

The international community now has some hard choices to make too. Does it engage with the 

new Taliban administration in Kabul, and try to influence the process? Or will it try to box them 

in, hoping that Afghans will cook in their own stew whilst insulating the world from any 

negativities? The Chinese, the Iranians, and to some extent the Russians already have cosy 

channels of communication with the Taliban leadership. They will play roles that may not be 

particularly positive. The west will try to remain aloof, preferring containment to engagement.  

For Muslim countries the problem may be more complicated. Domestic opinion may demand a 

more benevolent approach to the new rulers of Kabul. But these countries may in the immediate 

future be more vulnerable to Taliban shenanigans beyond the borders of Afghanistan. 

Whichever way you see it, and in ways that could not be predicted so clearly only weeks ago, 

Afghanistan is back on the international agenda, and for not so good reasons. 

Dennis Sammut is the Director of LINKS Europe, and Managing Editor of commonspace.eu 

(director@links-europe.eu). 



 

 

 

 


