
Learn More on South Asian Terrorism: The 
Anti-Soviet Jihad and its Enduring Effects 
on Islamist Terrorism with Class Faculty 
Member Christine Fair (Optional) 

One of the most important events in the region of South and Central Asia was the Soviet 
invasion in Afghanistan. And the jihad effort that was sponsored by the Americans, the Saudis, 
and the Pakistanis, among others. But the problem didn't simply begin when the Soviets 
crossed the Amu Darya on Christmas day 1979.  
 
In fact, events were already churning in Afghanistan long before the Soviets invaded. 
Specifically, King Zahir Shah was a modernizing king, but he wasn't modernizing at the pace at 
which many of the pro-Soviet Afghanistans wanted. So his own cousin, Daoud, overthrew him.  
 
And as Daoud tried to push forward more aggressive changes in Afghanistan, many of the 
Islamist who opposed this began confronting Daoud. Daoud responded as dictators do. He was 
brutal. He put down their efforts to resist him. And as a consequence, they fled to Pakistan. And 
those who were Shia fled to Iran.  
 
Pakistan had a long going dispute with Afghanistan over Afgan claims to much of Pakistani 
territory. They're inhabited by an ethnic group called Pashuns. And Pakistan was very 
concerned, for that matter, about the influence of communism when Pakistan itself was an 
ideologically Islam state.  
 
At the time, Pakistan was under the governance of the democratically elected, but nonetheless 
autocratic civilian leader Zulfikar Ali Bhutto. He took the opportunity of the Islamists that were 
fleeing into Pakistan to set up a cell within Pakistan's intelligence organization called the ISI, the 
Inter-Services Intelligence Directorate.  
 
This cell within the ISI was tasked with taking all of these different Islamist actors and forming 
them into very specific, functional, jihadi groups. Now when Zulfikar Ali Bhutto was ousted in a 
military coup, and General Zia-ul-Haque became the ruler of Pakistani, he persisted with this 
policy that began circa 1973, 74.  
 
So by the time the Soviets crossed the Amu Darya on Christmas, 1979, many of those jihadi 
groups have already been pre-form. Now this is really important to understand. Many Pakistanis 
like to say that the idea of the jihad in Afghanistan was an American policy. Simply not true.  
 
Pakistan had its own off Afghan jihad policy. And it funded it out of its own meager resources, 



long before the first American dollar, even reach the AfPak theater. As it turns out, from 1982 
onward the Americans became a very effective supporter of this effort. For every dollar the 
Americans put in, the Saudis matched it dollar for dollar.  
 
So from approximately 1982 to approximately 1989, the entire area was awash with weaponry 
that was paid for by the Americans and the Saudis. Muslims who wanted to partake in this 
Muslim jihad came from all over the world.  
 
So in some sense, the anti-Soviet jihad became the crucible of global jihad. Never before had 
their been such an event in modern history where Muslims from all over the world came to 
participate in what was imagined as the struggle for the global Ummah. And this is very 
important because in the midst of this, Osama bin Laden arrived in the scene. And with Abdulah 
Assam, he sets up an organization called the Office of Services.  
 
The Office of Services was meant to coordinate the efforts of all of these different international 
jihadist. So you could roll up in to Peshawar and say, I want to become a mujahid. Help me get 
to Afghanistan. And the Office of Services facilitated that and helped you become an effective 
fighter in Afghanistan.  
 
The Office of Services, as we now know, became the precursor to Al Qaeda. So we can ask a 
really interesting counter factual. Had the United States not been sucked into Pakistan jihad 
policy, would there have been an Osama bin Laden coming to Afghanistan? Would there have 
been an Office of Services? Would there have been an Al-Qaeda?  
 
Nonetheless, when the Soviets finally withdrew from Afghanistan, The Americans also withdrew 
from the region. Pakistan, however, did not withdraw from Afghanistan. Pakistan was very 
worried about the events that were shaping up in Afghanistan. Specifically, the war ended 
without any preconceived or predecided idea as to who was then going to govern Afghanistan.  
 
Pakistan preferred that there would be an Islamist Pashtuns. But as the war came to a formal 
end, who was in place was actually a pro communist leader. Pakistan felt very, very 
uncomfortable about this.  
 
So Pakistan did not back down from supporting the different jihad groups that it had been 
supporting throughout the 1980s. In fact, it continued to put even more resources into this. 
Hoping that the Islamist would eventually overtake the communists that were operating in 
Afghanistan.  
 
The first character that enjoyed the most support from Pakistan was a fellow by the name of 
Hekmatyar. He was the favored mujahid until about 1993, 1994 when the Taliban emerge on 
the scene.  
 
Now many people think the Taliban were made by the Pakistanis. That's not really true. The 
Taliban came out of religious seminaries, also called Madrassas in the Afghanistan Pakistan 



border. Many of them were in fact Afghan refugees, who were fleeing the conflict.  
 
In fact, the word Taliban means plural of students. So it's reflecting that this was a movement 
not of the teachers of the seminaries, but rather of the students themselves.  
 
So from 1994 onwards, the Pakistani shifted from Hekmatyar to the Taliban.  
 
By 1996, the Taliban were able to claim control over almost all of Afghanistan with the exception 
of a very small placement North called the Panjshir Valley. Where the Northern Alliance 
remained the only formidable opposition to the Taliban. But something else happened in 1996 to 
transform the region, as well as global jihad. And that was the return of Osama bin Ladin.  
 
Osama bin Ladin had been in the Sudan. He was kicked out of the Sudan and he returned to 
Afghanistan. And this is where we begin to modern period of Osama bin Laden cohabitating 
with the Taliban.  
 
Now, the Pakistanis at this point were still only one of three countries that supported the 
Taliban. The others being the United Arab Emirates, and the other being Saudi Arabia. Now it 
turns out as events were beginning to move towards 9/11, Pakistan was increasingly ambivalent 
about the Taliban.  
 
The Taliban had actually brought upon Pakistan international opprobrium. They had destroyed 
this important Buddhist heritage site in the town of Bamiyan. The Taliban did not, by the way, 
ever settle the border with Pakistan. In fact, they were supporting many of the criminal and 
sectarian elements that were so deeply problematic to Pakistan.  
 
Nonetheless, the Taliban did confer one important advantage. The Taliban being a Deobandi 
organization. Deobandi is a particular strain of Islam, had had very long standing relationships 
with many of the militant group that Pakistan had been using in India. So the Taliban afforded 
many of these Pakistani based militant groups opportunities for training that they otherwise 
would not have had.  
 
And then those militants went on from Afghanistan to India. And Pakistan persisted with this 
policy up until 9/11, when the United States forced it to cooperate with the Americans in the 
invasion of Afghanistan.  
 
Now, the question that remains. Pakistan says that it did a U-turn. But from everything that we 
have seen, Pakistan continues to have this alliance with the Taliban. It continues to rely upon 
the Taliban, is its primary source of influence to shape up events in Afghanistan.  
 
The primary objective that the Pakistanis would like to see in Afghanistan, after military 
operations by the Americans and NATO have concluded, is that they would like to ensure that 
there's very little, if any Indian presence in Afghanistan. So it's my personal assessment that the 
relationship that Pakistan has with the Taliban is probably going to be enduring. The Taliban-- or 



whatever version the Taliban takes in the future, whatever shape it should take the future-- is 
Pakistan's only trusted and true ally to help Pakistan achieve what it wants to achieve in 
Afghanistan. 
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