
Al-Qaeda: The Anti-Soviet Struggle 

Let's begin with the founding of Al-Qaeda Al-Qaeda comes out of the anti-Soviet Afghan jihad. 

In 1979, the Soviet Union invades Afghanistan, and the invasion angers and electrifies much of 

the Muslim world. There is outrage at the occupation of Muslim territory. And over time, this 

takes several years, there is a mobilization in the Arab world to start to send people to fight in 

Afghanistan.  

 

Now as you're going to hear more from Professor Esposito, there's a shift in discourse. There's 

a change to the idea that this is a global struggle that all Muslims should be engaged in, that this 

is not simply the responsibility of Afghan Muslims.  

 

In military terms, the Arabs who go to fight in Afghanistan are largely irrelevant. They don't play 

a significant role in the defeat of the Soviet Union. But in their own eyes they do. They believe 

that a ragtag group of fighters with minimal arms was able to defeat and ultimately destroy the 

Soviet Union. A remarkable accomplishment.  

 

Also important to know is that the fight, although it takes place in Afghanistan, the Arab 

operations are based in Pakistan, that the logistics, the recruiting, some of the training, the 

headquarters, the leadership, all of this is occurring next door in Pakistan. So when we talk 

about the anti-Soviet struggle in Afghanistan, we're also talking about Pakistan.  

 

Al-Qaeda is founded in 1988, at the end of the anti-Soviet struggle. And initially the organization 

and the broader Arab jihadist movement is focused on the continued fighting in Afghanistan. 

And it's focused on how to change the Arab world. It is not really focused at this time on the 

United States.  

 

Al-Qaeda itself sees itself as a vanguard, a small group of people who can lead the Muslim 

world and affect change. They're also about supporting other groups. Two writers on Al-Qaeda 

describe them as the quartermaster of jihad. The idea that they would work with insurgencies 

around the Muslim world, arm them, train them, assist them, fund them.  

 

And here bin Laden's own personal fortune is very important. Osama bin Laden, as I'll discuss 

later, is the scion of a very wealthy Saudi family. And he has millions of dollars at his disposal 

that he uses to gain goodwill to try to bring groups together. And initially when the group is 

small, this is very important.  

 

Now Al-Qaeda itself is based in Pakistan and operating in Afghanistan, but as the Soviets leave, 

the Afghan mujahideen start to fight each other, and many people who are there, many of the 

Arabs say this is not why we came. We didn't come to take sides as Muslims kill other Muslims.  

 

In addition, conditions in Pakistan are getting tougher. The Pakistani government is starting to 

crack down a little bit, and in 1992 an opportunity comes up for the organization to relocate to 



Sudan. Sudan at the time was led by a radical Islamist government that was supporting an array 

of terrorist groups. So we saw Hamas, we saw Hezbollah, we saw other groups all locating 

some of their people in Sudan. 

 


