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Foreword

This book had been completed in April 2011, mere weeks before Osama bin Laden had been
discovered in Abbottabad, Pakistan by U.S. Navy SEALS. I had followed the events that
transpired with great interest, and questioned the relevance of this work extensively before

attempting to publish it.

In the three years that have elapsed since mid-2011, it has become apparent that the West will
indeed be looking to pull their forces out of Afghanistan, and that the Afghan government,
whoever will be leading it after Hamid Karzai, remains unprepared to impose its authority on the
entire country. As we are currently seeing in Syria with rebels controlling large segments of the
country, and the rise of the radical ISIS group in both Syria and Iraq, a country that is unable to
impose the rule of law within its borders is leaving the possibility open for a militant group to fill
the security vacuum. Al Qaeda is one of these groups, although it has since spawned a vast

network of affiliates, ranging from North Africa to Indonesia.

Al Qaeda can be considered as a prime catalyst for the rise of radical Islamist groups in their
current form. The West has not yet changed its strategy to focus more on discrediting Al Qaeda’s
ideology, but has shifted to drone attacks in Afghanistan, Pakistan and Yemen amongst others; in

order to eliminate known operatives.

The group, now led by Ayman al-Zawahiri, will not fade away simply through the means of
military force. It has succeeded in sparking sentiment amongst other radicals, who have flocked
under their banner, or like ISIS, copied Al-Qaeda’s ideology and took it a step further — in a
more radical direction. It is my belief that this book remains as relevant as ever to the question of
Al Qaeda as a ‘brand’, its future in the context of Afghanistan, and Western strategy to confront

it.

Matthew Bugeja

June 2014



Abstract

This book explores the threats posed by al Qaeda in Afghanistan and whether it is first
necessary to stabilize this country in order to eliminate the group. It will be argued that al
Qaeda's ideology has now become stronger than its ability to threaten international security; that
its aim to become an agent of change within the Muslim world has come to outweigh the threat
attributed to it as a conventional, kinetic, terrorist entity. The current instability within
Afghanistan is not due to al Qaeda's physical presence there but rather an amalgamation of
factors. It will be argued that the U.S.-led invasion in 2001 has contributed to al Qaeda's
weakening there but it has not contributed to stabilize Afghanistan itself. The instability in
Afghanistan will require a strong, long-term commitment by the international community, while
the fight against al Qaeda will require more focus on combating its ideology, and less on military
action. Whilst al Qaeda remains an elusive enemy for the West due to its ability to constantly
adapt, the international community has failed to adapt adequately to not only combat al Qaeda's
ideology, but also to implement the necessary long term strategy that is required to achieve

stability in Afghanistan.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

What did they accomplish in Afghanistan? They evicted the Taliban government from
Kabul, but it centered itself in the villages and mountains — where the real power of
Afghanistan lies.

-Ayman Al-Zawabhiri
Deputy leader of Al Qaeda, former leader of the Egyptian Islamic Jihad.

Al Qaeda has long been a hot topic of focus for national governments, international and
organizations, and academics for the last decade. Its impact on the conventional wisdom
regarding international security and the position of the nation-state as the sovereign actor in
conflict cannot be understated. The invasion of Afghanistan, after the September 2001 attacks on
the U.S. brought to the fore a number of related and complex questions. A military intervention
was launched in a third party country (Afghanistan), whose government (the Taliban) provided
shelter to the main suspects (the al Qaeda network) of a terrorist action on foreign soil (the
United States). Now, a decade later, the question is whether that intervention has accomplished
any concrete results in dismantling the al Qaeda network, whilst simultaneously attempting to

stabilize Afghanistan after decades of war.

As a result, since September 11" 2001, the issue of international security has become
invariably linked with the issue of transnational terrorism as a result of the attacks on New York
and Washington D.C. Such an attack on the world’s lone superpower was bound to bring a
change of focus in academic research on the topic of terrorism. With the attack being planned
and carried out by al Qaeda, a radical Islamic terrorist entity, the focus also came to center on
Afghanistan, which had been deemed one of the world’s poorest and most war-ridden nations.
Their status as guests of the Taliban regime in Kabul had marked the Afghan government as the
main target of America’s reprisal, and their subsequent ousting from power had posed a number
of questions — not least revisiting a key 1990’s issue raised by the wars in former Yugoslavia,

namely that of nation-building.

! The Al Qaeda Reader. New York City: Broadway, 2007. Print. Pg 176



However, as the American-led intervention in Afghanistan slowly turned into a drawn out
occupation, the capture of al Qaeda high value targets being illusive, and the progress of the
Afghan conflict being questioned, the results thus far have not appeared to be overwhelmingly
positive. The Afghan war has now surpassed most of the major conflicts of the 20™ century in
terms of duration (both World Wars, the Korean War, Gulf War, and the Iran-Iraq war), and will
have surpassed the length of the Soviet intervention in the country on November 28" 2010, for a
total of 3339 days. Such an ominous landmark should pose a number of questions about the

current Western presence in the country, and leads to the introduction of this book.

This book will be seeking to answer a rather interesting research question, which is
whether al Qaeda poses a threat from within Afghanistan, which is a key argument used by the
West for a continued presence in the country, as well as what would be required in order to
stabilize Afghanistan. On the surface, one would be forgiven to feeling perplexed as to how such
a question can be tackled, with one focusing on what is known in the West as a terrorist
organization, and the other issue being a long and increasingly difficult insurgency eroding at the
fabric of an already weak state. The answer lies within the Western strategy itself, which has
used its presence in Afghanistan as both a counter terrorist force against supposed al Qaeda
remnants as well as a stabilizing variable that can help to shore up the reach and power of the
Afghan central government. This strategy has been ongoing since the invasion itself, and it is
only in the last several years that it is coming into question more widely, as the years creep along

and allied casualties continue to increase.

The research question itself reflects the progress, or lack thereof, made in the war to date.
With the West, particularly the United States and its N.A.T.O. allies, investing so much in terms
of manpower and finance in Afghanistan (with N.A.T.O. arguably using the war to prove its
relevance in a post Cold War, multipolar world); it is vital to attempt to establish a bridge
between what is perceived as al Qaeda’s present threat to the West and the achievement of
stability in Afghanistan. Whilst many commentators and academics have often analyzed either al
Qaeda or the war in Afghanistan, they have rarely done both simultaneously in detail. As a
result, one of the main focuses of this thesis will be to establish whether al Qaeda currently

presents a threat as the conventional, centralized terrorist organization depicted by the media and



Western governments; and whether the emphasis placed by Western powers on Afghanistan is
justified under the pretext to ensure Bin Laden and his supporters do not return to the country. A
comparison will be drawn between what threat may be posed by al Qaeda in its current form, and
the result of the Western powers and Afghan government failing to bring stability to Afghanistan
itself. The dissertation will seek to deeply scrutinize the Western narrative for the occupation of

Afghanistan.

In order to tackle the research question, the book will begin by analyzing the issue of al
Qaeda as a transnational terrorist organization and the type of threat that it currently poses, in
order to juxtapose the al Qaeda of the present with that which had struck on September 11"
2001. In the next chapter, the focus will shift to Afghanistan’s own historic and political
development in light of foreign interventions and the results those have had on country’s political
trajectory. Chapter 5 recounts the U.S. handling of the war by the Bush and Obama
administrations (until the time of writing), and what progress had been made utilizing the
strategy of both nation-building and counter terrorist operations to date. Finally, the sixth chapter

looks at Afghanistan and explores the various areas in which the country’s development has been

lacking.

This research comes at an appropriate time, with the West’s own economic issues being a
sensitive topic due to the recession which began in late 2007, and the Western public’s growing
antipathy towards the war effort in Afghanistan pushing events towards a hasty withdrawal. The
structure of the book has been done in a manner which will allow an analysis of the U.S.-led
Afghan strategy in detail, and effectively dividing it into its counter terrorist and nation-building
pillars with in depth background information on both Afghanistan and al Qaeda, and the synergy
(or lack thereof) which has existed between the two over the years. This is done in order to
ascertain whether al Qaeda’s metamorphosis as a terrorist organization or whether Afghanistan’s
instability should be the prime focus for a continued Western presence in the country, if that

same presence 1s determined to be required at all.



The implications of the war in Afghanistan on international relations is certain to help
steer the discourse of future interventions in hotspots all over the globe for the next generation.
Scholars, historians and government policy makers alike will be analyzing the war for years to
come, with the Afghan story being rich with a number of issues, with repercussions for the
conflict itself, and other future conflicts alike. It touches upon nation-building and failed states,
humanitarian issues, counterterrorism and counterinsurgency, and the future of conflict in
underdeveloped nations. Like the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan, and the American
experience in Vietnam, it will be dissected and argued about for years, if not decades, to come -
well after the last Western soldier has left the country. Afghanistan currently represents the
future of foreign intervention and counterterrorism operations, and the variety of issues which
fall in between. As a result, it is deserving of an in depth analysis, which this book seeks to

provide.

Methodology

I had chosen this topic as the focus of my book as I had felt that it was an area in which
so many of the key questions facing International Relations, such as transnational threats to
established nation states and nation-building initiatives, could be tackled under the umbrella of
one topic. With the attention of the U.S. and the West at large focusing once again on their
mission in Afghanistan, it felt necessary to revisit and analyze some of the key points and

arguments that had been made on the subject over the period of the last several years.

Conducting research on an ongoing topic such as Afghanistan and al Qaeda posed a
number of interesting challenges. One notable example was lack of availability of research from
a non-Western standpoint in English, as well as the inability to travel to Afghanistan in order to
obtain first-hand research without risking life and limb in the prevailing circumstances at the

time of writing.

Although the theories of International Relations have been used in parts throughout the
book, this research mainly comprises of empirical sources. These sources had been a mixture of
primary sources, such as the Congressional Research Service papers, N.A.T.O. and U.S.

government documents; as well as secondary sources such as peer-reviewed journals, newspaper



reports (in order to include the most up to date information on the topic) and books written by
experts and analysts amongst others. I had chosen to use these sources in order to provide a
balance of official reports and data (primary sources) and analytical critiques (secondary sources)
on the issues of Afghanistan and al Qaeda. These had been juxtaposed in order to depict the scale

of the topic and the conflicting interpretations of the policies being enacted.

On the one hand, conducting research about an ongoing topic such as this one poses a
number of problems, as one can come to a reasonable conclusion based on the data available at
the time of writing, only for events to occur in Afghanistan several days later that would render
the conclusion irrelevant or incorrect. As a result, it was essential to use the research available in
order to provide the most accurate analysis possible, whilst allowing for events to alter the
circumstances somewhat, and being able to make the necessary amendments as time elapsed and

new information transpired.

The data used throughout the book had been gathered between July 2008 until October
2010. The situation in Afghanistan, as well as the questions revolving around al Qaeda as a
militant entity, have been ongoing since 2001, and the conclusions reached at the end of this

book are relevant at the time of concluding the book, which had been October 2010.

There had been some limitations in the regards of research material. In order to obtain a a
larger amount of data, I had travelled to London (specifically, the International Institute for
Strategic Studies) in January 2010 in order to obtain new research material in order to
supplement that which I had found locally, through online book retailers, such as Amazon and
Barnes & Noble, and via online databases such as JSTOR amongst others. The I.1.S.S. in London
had a wealth of information on Afghanistan, al Qaeda, nation building, and terrorism in general.
The information I had found there had been more than sufficient for me to complete this book, as
I had also found a number of primary source materials, such as Congressional Research
documents, and N.A.T.O. and U.S. government reports on Afghanistan which had been

invaluable to my research and overall understanding of the topic.



Another issue which had to be dealt with was that of the language of the research that had
been available. The research material which I had found had been in the English language, as my
level of understanding of French is limited, whilst I do not have an understanding of Arabic,
Pashto or Dari (the latter being the official languages spoken in Afghanistan). Inevitably, the
research found often portrays the topics from a Western point of view, although I tried to temper
this by using material from non-Western academics such as Tariq Ali, Ahmed Rashid, and Col.
Muhammad Yahya Effendi, who are all of Pakistani descent. Unfortunately, academic research
conducted by Afghans proved to be difficult to find, and those that had been available were not
available in an English translation. Thus, there had been limitations in the scope and balance of
the research material available, which I had made every effort to balance in order to conduct an

impartial piece of analytical work.



