11 Afghanistan [GRB]

The interplay between politics and religion in Afghanistan represents a complex series of interlinked events between and within diverse ethno-cultural-religious sectors in the region.  Factors surrounding conflicts in the country predate the Communist coup d'etat in 1978, which was followed by an invasion by the Soviet Union the following year. However, it could be said that since this pivotal phase in Afghanistan's history, subsequent events have gone on to have global political-religious ramifications. 

Particularly significant was the emergence of the Afghanistan guerrilla movement(s), known as Mujahideen, which coincided with these dramatic shifts in Afghan politics. The playing out of the Cold War, and the involvement (and conflicting interests) in particular of Soviet (and then Russian), United States, Iranian and Pakistan security interests (and their affiliates at various times) in Afghanistan became a focal point of Muslim political-religious rhetoric and militaristic action.  After a long, bloody and economically crippling period of regional warfare, the 'liberation' of Afghanistan in 1989 by the Mujahideen, causing Russian forces to retreat from the country.  This did not prevent further conflict from political-religious parties that remained dissatisfied and disenfranchised, despite (or because of) the development of an 'Islamic State'. 

Popular resistance, specifically rooted in the Pathan cultural-religious milieu, coalesced in the emergence of ' the movement which became known as the Taliban, under the 'spiritual' leadership of Mullah Omar and with - subsequently - the support of Osama bin Laden and his associates). In 1996, the Taliban took over Kabul, becoming the de facto leaders of Afghanistan (although not without popular resistance). This resulted in the creation of an administration based around an interpretation of the 'shari'ah', which borrowed heavily from traditional Pathan culture, fused with supposed 'Wahhabi' influences. Some international observers saw this as detrimental to the population at large, specifically focusing on the treatment (and perceived disenfranchisement) of women, and the introduction of a legal system rooted in an interpretation of the Qur'an and other Islamic sources.  With hindsight, equally significant was the financial, political and religious role of Osama bin Laden and his followers in the country, and the infrastructure established in the country which permitted the (further) development of the network(s) and ideologies which became known as al-Qaeda.   This was largely maintained, despite some international concerns, until the events of 9-11, and the subsequent and rapid invasion of Afghanistan by the United States', led by President George W. Bush.  

The Taliban were defeated and dispersed, although Mullah Omar survived; al-Qaeda's methodologies continued to evolve, whilst bin Laden and his core leadership were believed to remain within the region (and continued with some level of effectiveness).  The election of President Karzai, supported by the United States (which maintained a presence in Afghanistan along with its allies), suggested a new phase in Afghanistan's troubled history.  The intensity of the focus on the shari'ah as a state legal system diminished (relative to its dominance under the Taliban administration), although aspects retained their currency on traditional common law issues (depending on the regional and cultural context).   Afghanistan's regional importance remains, particularly as a strategic level, as a routeway for various oil pipelines, and as a religious fulcrum for diverse Islamic political and ethnic interests.  How this plays out will have a significant impact on Muslim politics in the twenty-first century.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Suggested Reading 
 
Ahmed Rashid, Taliban: Militant Islam, Oil, and the Fundamentalism in Central Asia, (I.B. Tauris), Chapter 1, discusses the origins of the Taliban movement.
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