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Afghanistan: Understanding

(and Misunderstanding) the Taliban

Class Contradictions, Women’s Oppression and Anti-Imperialist Resistance

A Pamphlet (with 5 Tables) by Michael Probsting, International Secretary of the RCIT, 9 September 2021

Introduction

The historic character of events can be seen in how they
shape resp. reflect profound developments in world poli-
tics. The RCIT has pointed out since a number of years that
U.S. imperialism — the long-time global hegemon - is in
period of decay. This process provokes global instability,
weakens regimes allied with the U.S., and opens the space
for new Great Powers like China and Russia. ! The fact
that Washington lost against a popular guerilla movement
in a much smaller and poorer country — despite 20 years
of occupation, despite spending $2.26 trillion and despite
deploying a total of more than 775,000 troops since 2001
2 —reflects, and indeed symbolizes, such decline.

Such historic convulsions also highlight the political
character of self-proclaimed socialist organizations. Do
they understand the nature of the event and they underly-
ing historic dynamics, can they resist the pressure of the
bourgeois public opinion and the petty-bourgeois intel-
ligentsia, are they able to stand on the right side of the
barricade?

A naive person could think that something which is de-
scribed by nearly every observer as the worst and most
humiliating defeat of U.S. imperialism since the Vietnam
War in 1975 could provoke nothing but rejoice among left-
wing forces. However, as a matter of fact, the opposite is
the case. Most so-called “socialist” organizations charac-
terize the victory of the popular resistance after 20 years
of guerilla struggle against the imperialist occupation not
only as a disaster for the U.S. but also as a disaster for the
Afghan people. In fact, many suggest that the Afghan
people would have been better off under the imperialist
occupation than under the domination of the Taliban!

All this reflects the vast extent of the opportunist adaption
of large sectors of the so-called “left” to the public opinion
of the ruling class. Hence, historic events like those in Af-
ghanistan have the advantage that they not only reveal the
dynamics of the global class struggle but also expose the
nature of “socialist” organizations.

Usually, these “left-wing” organizations justify their hos-
tility to the victory of the Taliban by referring to their re-
actionary policy against women as well as their Islamist
fundamentalist outlook. Of course, the Revolutionary Com-
munist International Tendency (RCIT) and its predecessor
organization have been fully aware of the reactionary pol-
icy of the Taliban since their emergence in the mid-1990s.
Hence, we have always differentiated between support
for the Taliban’s military struggle conducted by non-rev-
olutionary forces against imperialist forces and intransi-
gent opposition against their political program. In autumn
2001, shortly before the imperialists started their invasion
against Afghanistan, we said: “We have to be clear that in
this war we want to see the imperialist coalition defeated, and

that means supporting all Afghan military resistance against
imperialism, including Taliban resistance” * “In the event of im-
perialist attack, the LRCI stands clearly for the military victory
of all Afghan forces that resist the US/UK offensive. That in-
cludes Taliban forces if they resist the imperialist offensive. This
in no way implies political support for the deeply reactionary
Taliban regime or for the terrorist policies pursued by Osama bin
Laden and the al-Qaeda organisation.” *

In contrast to those with weak hearts and minds, we
have not changed our course and we stand by the Marxist
principles of anti-imperialism as we did in 2001 and all
the years after. The purpose of the pamphlet at hand is to
deal with some of the most important arguments which
have been brought forward against the Marxist approach
on the anti-colonial struggle of the Afghan people. We are
convinced that many of our well-intentioned critiques do
not or do not sufficiently apply the Marxist method to the
current events in Afghanistan. Neither do they approach
the Taliban and the political and social developments in
Afghanistan in general in a comprehensive way but rather
tend to one-sidedness and distortion. Hence, we think that
in order to correct mistakes and exaggerations, it is urgent
to elaborate a dialectical and materialist analysis of a num-
ber of issues which are in the center of the polemics by our
opponents.

Below we will elaborate on the Marxist approach to the
class character of states, explaining the crucial difference
between imperialist and semi-colonial countries. We will
discuss the concrete class relations in Afghanistan’s coun-
tryside and what this means for the class composition of
the Taliban. We will deal with various aspects of women’s
oppression in this country and how this relates to the pol-
icy of the Taliban. We will discuss the difference between
the Taliban and the occupiers in their policy towards opi-
um production. Finally, we will discuss some aspects of
the political orientation and the social basis of this move-
ment as well as the historic dimension of the current de-
feat of the Western imperialists in Afghanistan.

As we focus on the discussion of these issues, we will not
repeat in detail our analysis of the current events and the
strategic and tactical consequences for revolutionaries.
The RCIT has done so extensively in a number of state-
ments and articles which we published in the past weeks
and which should be read in addition to this pamphlet. ®
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Ignoring Differences in the
Class Character of Countries

A key political failure which nearly all socialist organiza-
tion have in common is their total ineptitude to analyze
and to recognize the class character of the forces involved in
the occupation of Afghanistan respectively the resistance
against it. True, it is common practice among left-wing or-
ganizations to talk about “U.S. resp. Western imperialism” .
In times of political correctness, even some mainstream
journalists accept such terminology. However, usually all
these people use the category of “imperialism” only in a
liberal manner without its meaning in the Marxist theory.

The RCIT is a staunch defender of the Marxist concept
of imperialism. Lenin, Trotsky and many other orthodox
Marxists have explained that the world is divided between
a small number of imperialist states and the majority of
the world population who live in dependent — colonial or
semi-colonial — countries.

“The programme of Social-Democracy (this is how the Marx-
ists called themselves at that time, MP), as a counter-balance
to this petty-bourgeois, opportunist utopia, must postulate the
division of nations into oppressor and oppressed as basic, signifi-
cant and inevitable under imperialism.” ©

In another article Lenin repeats this idea which later be-
came a fundamental pillar of the Communist Internation-
al’s program: “Imperialism means the progressively mounting
oppression of the nations of the world by a handful of Great Pow-
ers (...) That is why the focal point in the Social-Democratic
programme must be that division of nations into oppressor and
oppressed which forms the essence of imperialism, and is deceit-
fully evaded by the social-chauvinists and Kautsky. This divi-
sion is not significant from the angle of bourgeois pacifism or
the philistine Utopia of peaceful competition among independent
nations under capitalism, but it is most significant from the an-
gle of the revolutionary struggle against imperialism.” 7
Hence, imperialism is a global system in which all nations
- in one way or another — are interlinked with each other
and in which a few imperialist states and their capitalist
corporations dominate the world economy and world pol-
itics. These imperialist powers and monopolies dominate
and super-exploit most of the world population living in
(semi-)colonial states and nations. As we have analyzed
modern imperialism in much details in two books and
various pamphlets, we will not go into more detail at this
place. ®
Likewise, it is hardly necessary at this point to explain
why we consider the U.S. as a rich, imperialist power and
Afghanistan as a poor, capitalist semi-colony (in fact, it
was rather a colony in the past two decades).

We are aware that a current of Marxist theoreticians sup-
port the theory of so-called “sub-imperialism”. While we
reject this theory, as we have explained on several occa-
sions, ? it seems not necessary to us to deal with this con-
cept at this place as there is not a single proponent of this
theory who would claim that Afghanistan belongs to this
category.

Hence, the war of the U.S. and other NATO states against
Afghanistan in 2001 and the subsequent occupation of
the country was a classic form of imperialist aggression
against a poor country. For 20 years Afghanistan was
transformed into a colony in which the U.S. and their
Western allies dominated the country, created a subordi-

nated administration, and armed, trained and directed lo-
cal auxiliary forces (misnamed “Afghan National Army”).
Therefore the U.S./NATO forces represented the Western
imperialist powers and their Afghan collaborators were
colonial underlings — similar to local servants as they ex-
isted in the British Empire, the Empire colonial francais and
the German occupation of Europe in 1939-45.

In summary, the U.S. and European powers have a very
different class character than Afghanistan. While the formers
are dominating capitalist states, i.e. imperialist states, the
latter is a dependent capitalist country, i.e. a (semi-)colonial
state. Ignoring such a decisive difference in the class char-
acter between these two parties in this war is impermissi-
ble for everyone who considers him- or herself as Marxist!

Therefore, the resistance against the U.S./NATO occupa-
tion, the struggle to expel the Western masters from a poor
(semi-)colonial country, had by its very nature an anti-
colonial, anti-imperialist character. First and foremost, the
guerrilla struggle — led by the Taliban — was objectively
directed against the occupiers. Secondly, the main reason
why many people supported this struggle was exactly be-
cause they all wanted to expel the imperialist invaders.
And, thirdly, this anti-imperialist character has also been
reflected in the Islamist-nationalist rhetoric of the Taliban
as we will see below.

Have the Taliban been Agents of ...?

Theoretically, one could argue against our assessment
that the Taliban would have been proxies of another impe-
rialist power (e.g. China or Russia). But this is obviously
nonsense as the Taliban never had particularly close rela-
tions with these powers nor did they receive any meaning-
ful material support for them. The relations with Russia
have been - to put it mildly — handicapped by the Soviet
invasion in the 1980s. And the relations with Beijing have
also been not particularly close as it is reflected by the
fact that the East Turkestan Islamic Movement — an armed
Islamist guerilla organization of the Uyghurs in China,
who face horrible oppression by the Stalinist-capitalist re-
gime — has close relations with the Taliban since decades.
Unsurprisingly, hardly any serious person claims that the
Taliban would have been Chinese or Russian agents.

A number of Stalinists and likeminded people suggest
that the Taliban would have been agents of U.S. imperial-
ism. Obviously, this is a bizarre theory which make the
QAnnon maniacs look like reasonable people! True, the
Taliban had some connections with the U.S. in the late
1990s. But obviously, this turned into a hostile relationship
in 2001 at latest. Otherwise, if the Taliban would have been
loyal agents of U.S. imperialism, why should Washington
have bombed, invaded and occupied the country?! And
how do these gimps explain that the U.S. and NATO forc-
es killed — according to the latest calculations of the U.S.
Brown University — 85,731 guerilla fighters in Afghanistan
and Pakistan since October 2001 — of whom the majority
has been affiliated with the Taliban?! *°

Another objection of various Stalinists is that the Tali-
ban had the support — or were even agents of the ISI, the
Pakistan secret service. While there certainly exist(ed)
some links, this is nevertheless a total senseless argument.
First, Pakistan is a semi-colonial country, not an imperial-
ist state. Hence, even if it would be true that the Taliban
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had been proxies of Pakistan, that would not alter the class
character of the war as it would be still a conflict between
forces representing imperialist resp. semi-colonial coun-
tries. Secondly, Pakistan is a dependent capitalist country
which had been a close ally to the U.S. for a long time.
However, in the last decades, it has aligned itself increas-
ingly with Chinese imperialism. ' In any case, it is obvi-
ous that the Pakistani state apparatus first and foremost
accommodated to the interests of Washington (and Bei-
jing) but not to the interests of the Taliban!

Thirdly, and most importantly, it is evident that such sup-
port has been limited to providing shelter, giving money,
some weapons etc. It never transformed into any serious
military support. Otherwise, the Taliban would have had
anti-aircraft guns or missiles (as it was the case with the
Mujahideen fighting against the PDAP/Soviet forces in
1980s who got Stinger missiles from the CIA). In contrast,
the Taliban had no modern weapons at all, they even had
no uniforms and often no boots! Mr. and Mrs. Stalinist,
think hard: how serious could the Pakistani ISI support for
the Taliban have been?!

Finally, we shall add that of course, things can change in
the future. For example, if Afghanistan gets fully integrat-
ed in China’s Belt & Road Initiative and subordinates itself
to the political and economic interests of Beijing, the Tali-
ban might become a kind of agents of Chinese imperial-
ism. But this is music of the future and such an assessment
can only be derived from a concrete analysis.

“Feudalist” Taliban?

Having established the class character of the Western im-
perialist countries resp. of Afghanistan, we need to deal
now with the character of the forces involved in the war. In
the case of the U.S. and NATO troops this is pretty simple.
These are the official armed forces of the Western imperi-
alist Great Powers. The administration in Kabul resp. their
“army” were the collaborators of these colonial masters.
Which class forces do the Taliban represent? Usually,
Stalinists and pseudo-Trotskyists don’t give an answer
to this question which, it seems to us, should not be of
secondary nature for a Marxist! Our opponents yell: The
Taliban are “medieval forces”, “ultra-reactionary”, “feu-
dalist”, etc. While these categories contain an element of
truth, they don’t help to comprehend such political phe-
nomenon. Basically, these are rather useless stigmatiza-
tions resulting from classic imperialist school of orien-
talism which Edward Said once demolished so well but
which are nevertheless still pretty popular among the
middle-class liberals and their “left-wing” parrots. 2

In order to approach the political nature of the Taliban,
we need to look at their social base and the social econom-
ic structures where they exist. Many leftists claim that Af-
ghanistan would be a kind of feudal country or that at least
the countryside — where % of the population live — would
have such a pre-capitalist character. Such an assumption is
usually — deliberately or not — made in order to justify sup-
port for (bourgeois) “modern” forces which could help to
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remove such pre-capitalist features. This is the reason why
many liberals and “leftists” implicitly sympathize with the
imperialist occupation. True, they are willingly to admit,
the Americans pursue their capitalist interests. But objec-
tively, so their argument goes, they could help to modern-
ize “this medieval country”. Well, that did not really work,
don’t you think so after 20 years of imperialist occupa-
tion?! After two decades of imperialist “modernization”,
Afghanistan’s main “industry” is ... opium production!
Finally, the “backward” peasants showed the world what
they think about these Western benefactions and sent the
high-tech armed Lords of Power and Money running!

Land Ownership and Class Relations
in Afghanistan’s Agriculture

In order to approach the class character of the social base
of the Taliban movement, we need to analyze the econom-
ic relations in the rural areas where most Afghan people
live. It is important to remove the myth that Afghanistan’s
countryside would be dominated by feudal class relations.
Land reforms in the late 1970s and early 1980s and de-
cades of civil wars have not allowed the existence of social
relations where big landowners control large junks of land
with most peasants earning their living as sharecroppers
or tenants on their land. In fact, most Afghan peasants are
owners of a small piece of land. A researcher concludes:
“The prevalence of ownership has increased from about 60% of
farmers in some reports from the 1960s and 1970s to more than
90% in 2003. Most tenants are also owners. From a situation
once described as “few owners, many tenants”, a new situation
has arisen with many owners and few tenants. Sharecropping
(or in some cases money rent), as well as mortgaging, affects
only a minority.” 3

A large and comprehensive study, which was published
by the United Nation’s FAO in 2003, provides an in-depth
look into Afghanistan’s agriculture. As this study was pro-
duced shortly after the U.S./NATO victory, it therefore
reflected the social relations in the country before the two
decades’ long period of Western occupation. **

The large majority of rural households in Afghanistan are
farm households (83.7%). Households earning wages, but
not farming and lacking any non-farm self-employment,
were 11.3% of rural households. This figure indicates that
there is a small layer of rural workers who do not possess
any land. ®

According to the FAO study, Afghanistan has about 1.28
million farms with arable land. Similar to other capitalist
countries, land is distributed in a highly unequal manner
where a small minority owns large junks of land while
most farms are only small in size. One of the authors of
the above-mentioned study summarizes the results as fol-
lows: “Most of the farms in Afghanistan are in fact very small.
Only a small fraction of farms (13.7%) have an area over 10
hectares of arable land, either irrigated or rain-fed, covering
44.5% of all arable land. About 73% of farms are below 5 hect-
ares, controlling just 22.8% of the land. Even if large latifundia
are not common in Afghanistan, there is a significant amount of
land in the larger farm-size groups. The upper 4.9% of farms,
with areas over 20 hectares, concentrate 39% of total arable land
(30.4% of the irrigated and 46.4% of the rain fed), (...). Nearly
one half of the farmers, with holdings below 2 hectares each, con-
trol only 7.5% of total arable land.” '¢

Such a kind of unequal distribution of land has strong
similarities with that in many other poor capitalist coun-
tries in Southern Asia and Sub-Sahara Africa as Table 1
and 2 show.

However, there are also countries in the region with a
much more unequal land distribution. For example, in
neighboring Pakistan the top 5% among the landowners
possess 64% of total farmland while peasants with small
farms — constituting about 65% of landowners — hold only
15% of such land. At the same time, more than half of rural
households (50.8%) are landless.

In contrast, most peasants in Afghanistan own their
land. “The most striking feature here is that 86.5% of farms,
comprising 82.9% of arable land, are operated by their owners
without any form of tenancy, neither letting land to others nor
renting land from someone else.” * In other words, 8-9 out
of 10 peasants work their own land but neither lend land
to others nor work for any landlord. “Existing inequality
does not stem from the prominence of a few very large estates,
mostly wiped out by war and land reform, nor from a large pro-
portion of landless families, but from the widespread prevalence
of very small farms, able to provide but a fraction of a family’s
food needs and little cash income, if any at all.” *!

This means that the idea of the existence of feudal class
relations is simply a myth which bears no relation to the
class reality in Afghanistan. The FAO study states: “An-
other interesting point is that there are very few cases of labour
payments to landlords, indicating that bonded labour or related
forms of servitude are practically non-existent.”

This does not mean that tenancy would not exist in Af-
ghanistan. However, it is not a widespread phenomenon.
“[Olwners who also take some land from others, represen|t]
10.3% of farms which comprise 11.6% of total arable land.” *
Most sharecroppers and tenants do not depend on such
income exclusively. “One particular feature of the survey
data is the relative scarcity of tenants in general and pure ten-
ants (without any land of their own) in particular. Only about
27,000 pure tenants (making 2.5% of all farmers) are represent-
ed in the sample (...). Their farms occupy about 97,000 Ha, i.e.
about 1.5% of all arable land” **

Most tenants are forced to earn an additional income as
wage laborers. “The prevalence of wages in farm households
was high in all tenure categories, peaking among pure tenants
(96% of whom had wage income) and with the lowest (but still
high) value among farmer landlords (among which 54% earned
wages). At the same time, 27.7% of farm households had some
non-farm self-employment income, but this increased to 52.7%
among pure tenants. Transfers (mostly remittances) were pres-
ent in 22.3% of farm households, but in 59.3% of pure tenants.”
25

Such social relations are not necessarily relations between
tenants and big landowners. “Another significant feature
is that 4.7% of arable land (i.e. above 300,000 Ha) is held by
farmers under various tenancy arrangements but owned by
non-farmers, i.e. by landlords who do not actually conduct ag-
ricultural production themselves. These non-farming landlords
are not necessarily absent. Some may live in the same village
but not farming because of being widows, elderly, infirm, or
war-disabled, choosing instead to entrust their land to tenants.
Among the absentee landlords, not all are members of a more
powerful landed class: some may be just relatives or neighbours
living abroad and having their land farmed by someone else in
the meantime.” %
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Table 1. Afghanistan: Percent Distribution of Farms and Arable Lands
by Farm Size, 2002-03 "/

Farm size (Ha) Farms Arable land (Hectares)
Total 100.0% 100.0%
Below 0.50 Ha 15.8% 0.9%
0.50-0.99 Ha 13.4% 1.8%
1.00-1.99 Ha 18.6% 4.8%
2.00-4.99 Ha 25.2% 15.2%
5.00-9.99 Ha 13.4% 17.7%
10.0-19.9 Ha 8.3% 20.6%
20.0-49.9 Ha 4.4% 23.9%
50.0-74.9 Ha 0.6% 7.1%
75.0-99.9 Ha 0.2% 2.7%
100+ Ha 0.2% 5.2%

Table 2. Number and Area of Farms by Land Size Class
in Southern Asia and Sub-Sahara Africa '®

<lha 12ha 2-6ha 6-10ha 10-20ha 20-60ha 60-200 ha
Southern Asia

Share of Farms (%) 69.1 16.8 11.3 2.2 0.5 0.1 0.0
Share of

Agriculture Land (%) 239 21.5 29.7 13.3 6.5 3.9 1.2
Sub-Sahara Africa

Share of Farms (%) 52.0 21.8 18.9 4.3 3.2 0.4 0.3
Share of

Agriculture Land (%) 11.5 16.2 294 17.8 9.0 4.6 10.5
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The large majority of Afghan peasant families live under
very poor conditions on a small piece of land which they
(formally or de facto) own but which does not provide
sufficient income to secure a living. “[A] large majority of
farmers have quite small farms. The typical or average farmer
with less than 5 hectares of arable land controls 1.14 hectares of
irrigated land and 0.5 hectares of rain-fed land, of which only
a portion can be cultivated at any given time. This land area
is not enough to feed a family of 11 people [the average size
of a peasant household, Ed.], and this situation afflicts more
than 730,000 farms, nearly 70% of all farms.” ¥ Only a small
minority, about 16% of farm households, do not have any
non-farm sources of income (wages, non-farm self-em-
ployment and transfers), and seem to be able to live pre-
sumably on the farm alone. #

Hence, these poor peasant families are forced to earn
money either by selling products of their farming, lending
money, receiving remittances from family members who
migrated abroad, or, and most importantly, by getting a
job as wage laborers. The above-mentioned FAO study re-
ports: “In particular, 60.8% of all farmer households have some
wage-labour income. Money needs are also addressed through
informal financial relations: about one half of households had re-
ceived some loan in the year preceding the survey, and a sizable
number receive remittances. Money income is almost universal.
Reported sources of income indicate 96% of farmers have some
form of money income. The remaining minority of less than 4%
almost surely has also some source of money that remained un-
reported. Since only about one half sell any farm products, and
96% have money revenue, most farmers have off-farm monetary
incomes. Farmers selling specifically crop output are almost
23%. This includes sellers of wheat but also sellers of other crops
who do not sell wheat. The difference comes from the modest
cash crops grown by Afghan farmers, such as melons or some
pulses. Farms with any form of revenue from sale of farm prod-
ucts amount to 56% of farms, including farms reporting sale of
crops, sale of animals, or both, and other sales most of which are
supposedly farm products such as eggs, hides or wool.” %

Given the backward capitalist conditions in the country-
side, most rural household members working for a wage
were engaged in casual labor and “less than a fifth of them
were on a regular salaried job.” *°

According to reports from peasants, about 1/5 receive
remittances. However, as the authors of the FAO study
explain, “The true percentage must be higher, since there is a
tendency to hide this source of income. With millions of Afghans
living abroad, and not only in neighbouring countries, remit-
tances are a major source of income for many.” *

Due to the poor living conditions, many peasants are
forced to take on debts. The FAO study reports that “[n]
early half the farmers took on some new debt in 2002, and about
60% were in debt by the time of the survey.” > However, this
does not automatically mean that these peasants are in-
debted to big landlords or financial capitalists. “The credi-
tors, however, are in large proportion relatives of the debtors.
About 41% of the debtors owe money only to relatives, making
a total 60% owing money to relatives alone or in combination
with other creditors. Another large category of creditor is “other
village member” (21% of debtors, of which 9% alone, 9% along
with relatives, and 3% in other combinations). This indicates
that practically the vast majority of debtors owe money to a fam-
ily member or another member of the same village.” %

In summary, the mass of Afghan peasant families owns

a small piece of land which does not provide sufficient
food to secure a living. Hence, family members are forced
to earn an income as wage laborers (or by other forms of
non-farm self-employment). Another form of income is
that family members move abroad and work as migrants
(usually as wage laborers) and send some money home.
Hence, we can say that most Afghan peasants have a com-
bined or intermingled class existence with a mixture of semi-
petty-bourgeois and semi-proletarian characteristics. They rep-
resent a large and impoverished plebeian layer. One of the
authors of the FAO study makes an accurate observation,
despite the fact that he approaches the issue not from a
Marxist but from a bourgeois-sociologist point of view:
“[Flarming is often coexisting with people in the household
working as wage labourers, or having some non-farm self-em-
ployment, as two facets of the same peasant livelihood. There is
no clear divide between the rural wage labour force and the rural
peasant farmer population. A large majority (63%) of farmer
households in the 2003 Winter Survey reported some monetary
wage income during 2002. This indicates a deep penetration of
labour market relations in the Afghan countryside.” **

Hence, we repeat, Afghanistan’s class relations in the
countryside do not have primarily a feudal character but
rather a backward, underdeveloped capitalist character.

Did Afghan Women Benefit
from the U.S. Occupation?

It is well-known that the oppression of women in Afghan-

istan is severe and has a long tradition. In fact, Western
imperialists — and their liberal and “left-wing” parrots —
refer to this fact as a justification of the two-decades long
occupation of the country. Here, again, we have the im-
perialist-orientalist ideology of the “backward Afghans”
resp. the “misogynic Afghan men” who require the vio-
lent enlightenment by their Western masters.

However, for the imperialist powers, women's liberation
was never an issue and only naive fools can criticize them
that they would have “betrayed” the Afghan women. No,
the imperialists just acted in an imperialist way — what a
surprise! Concerning the opportunist left, such naive criti-
cism only betrays a) their illusions as they seem to have
been taken imperialist rhetoric seriously and b) their total
lack of understanding of the social and economic roots of
women'’s oppression.

Let us begin with referring to some figures of the United
Nations. It regularly publishes the so-called Human Devel-
opment Report which — from a bourgeois-sociologist point
of view — provides an overview of global social devel-
opment. This report includes, among others, a so-called
“Gender Inequality Index”, a “composite measure reflecting
inequality in achievement between women and men in three
dimensions: reproductive health, empowerment and the labour
market.” 3

Unfortunately, the Human Development Report began to
include Afghanistan only in its 2009 version, providing
data for the year 2007. The latest issue of this report stems
from last year and contains data for the year 2019. Hence,
while we can not provide figures for the period before the
U.S. occupation began, it is nevertheless possible to view
the development of the situation of Afghan women in the
course of 12 years of imperialist benefactions. According
to the mentioned issues of the UNDP’s Human Develop-
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ment Report, Afghanistan ranked on place 154 (out of 155
listed countries) in 2007. ¥ 12 years later, the country is
listed on place 157 (out of 162 countries).

So, even if we take the official figures of the United Na-
tions, i.e. the very institution which officially sanctioned
the imperialist invasion and occupation of Afghanistan
in 2001, we can hardly see a progressive development of
the situation for Afghan women compared with develop-
ments in other countries.

This is also the conclusion which has been reached by two
female researchers who analyzed the situation of Afghan
women on the basis of personal interviews as well as re-
ports of two well-known organizations — the Revolutionary
Association of the Women of Afghanistan and Human Rights
Watch.

“As the war (in 2001, Ed.) has officially ended, new forms of
misogyny and sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) have
arisen. The ‘post-war’ context presents an institutional normal-
ization of violence, favouring a culture of rape and impunity.
New frames of SGBV appear as female genital cutting within
marriage, self-immolation, forced prostitution, acid attacks,
body part mutilations perpetrated by husbands, and increasing
domestic violence partly due to the growing consumption of opi-
um, but also to the presence of powerful warlords in government
institutions.” %

They also cite a study published in 2015 which estimates
“that nine out of ten Afghan women face physical, sexual or psy-
chological violence.” *°
Not only did the imperialist occupation nothing to over-
come the socio-economic conditions of poverty and back-
ward development. It also promoted developments which
aggravated the situation of women. Among these was the
fact that the key allies of the U.S./NATO occupation forces
were the leaders of the so-called “Northern Alliance”. These
were the same war lords who were responsible for the hor-
rific period of civil war in 1992-96 — one of the most dev-
astating chapters of Afghanistan’s modern history. In that
period, these warlords terrorized the country in general

and Kabul in particular. “Kabul faced a severe food crisis in
the winter of 1992-93, as Hezb-i- Islami imposed a blockade of
shipments from the south and Pakistan. All in all, in the first
year of mujahideen rule, some 30,000 civilians were killed in Ka-
bul and 100,000 wounded, mostly by Hekmatyar’s rockets. By
1996, the total of civilian deaths in Kabul had probably reached
50,000.” * According to some estimates, about 80,000 civil-
ians lost their lives in this period in the whole country.

This was a particular horrific period for women. “The
Islamic government proclaimed by the mujahideen when they
entered Kabul in 1992 began imposing restrictions on women.
Women were required to cover their heads in public; worse still,
they became tempting targets for those avenging ethnic and po-
litical attacks. Between 1992 and 1996, women in Kabul were
especially vulnerable as the city was divided among the war-
lords. Many were kidnapped, raped, tortured, and forced into
marriage by the rival factions. Thousands of war widows, often
the sole breadwinners of their families, were terrified to leave
their homes.” *

Since these warlords were the key allies of U.S./NATO
imperialism during their invasion of Afghanistan in 2001,
they came back to power. “Soon after the Taliban collapsed,
the US-led coalition tried to establish a new government in Af-
ghanistan based on their alliance with the Mujahideen. Thus,
Mujahideen leaders had a major role in the Bonn Conference of
December 2001, where the transitional government was formed.
At that point, the US installed the warlords in power, pretend-
ing to achieve democracy. The crimes, atrocities and particularly
violence against women that these groups committed during the
civil war were simply ignored by NATO’s occupation forces.
The Mujahideen received key positions in government, domi-
nating the majority of seats in Parliament. These circumstances
provided a golden opportunity for Afghan warlords to establish
impunity for one another. Consequently, justice died for the Af-
ghan people.” ¥

An interesting reportage which has been published re-
cently in the New Yorker and which is based on a series of
interviews with rural women in the south of Afghanistan
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confirms that if life under the Taliban for rural women
was bad, it became worse under the pro-NATO warlords!

“When I asked Shakira and other women from the valley to re-
flect on Taliban rule, they were unwilling to judge the move-
ment against some universal standard —only against what had
come before. “They were softer,” Pazaro, the woman who lived
in a neighboring village, said. “They were dealing with us re-
spectfully.” The women described their lives under the Taliban
as identical to their lives under Dado and the mujahideen —mi-
nus the strangers barging through the doors at night, the deadly
checkpoints.” *

So after 2001, the extreme version of the reactionary social
policy of the Taliban — which banned or at least extremely
restricted the access of women to education and the public
in general — was officially no longer in place. However,
this was replaced by handing over provinces to warlords
and their underlings which resulted in widespread mis-
treatment, rape and killing of women. “In March 2005, Hu-
man Rights Watch, a U.S.-based advocacy group, charged that
former warlords now ensconced as provincial governors and top
police officials ‘have been implicated in widespread rape of wom-
en and children, murder, illegal detention, forced displacement,
human trafficking and forced marriage.” *°

The rule of these warlords — the local proxies of the U.S./
NATO occupation forces — had also other consequences
with devastating consequences for women. While the
Taliban had implemented a (backward and patriarchal)
centralized form of law and order, the rule of the NATO/
warlord forces created a “lawless” situation with numer-
ous local gangs and militias which used their possession
of weapons for terrorizing the population in general and
women and children in particular. “Reports and news by
RAWA, Al-Jazeera English and the Afghan News Agency have
shown an increasing normalization of sexual abuse in all spheres
of society. Recently, child abuse has also become a part of ‘every-
day’ news: ‘Sexual abuse and rape of children have been ram-
pant in Afghanistan, specifically in northern parts of the coun-
try’ as the same news presented the case of a seriously wounded
3-year-old child sexually abused by a 14-year-old boy. Domestic
violence has increased since the over-stated end of the Taliban
regime: it is also related to those holding the weapons. A lot of
women in safe houses mentioned that after they escaped from
domestic violence, their family or in-laws sought the support of
commanders with regards to their ‘disrespect’ of ‘legitimated’
forms of violence by tradition. Domestic violence seems to be
higher in considered ‘peaceful areas’ where laws are imposed
by former commanders and where ‘the pressures of the nation’s
double digit unemployment rate are more easily felt’ " *°

Hence, Western liberals and their leftist parrots are com-
pletely wrong if they the judge the situation of women by
looking at Kabul only. For the mass of Afghan women,
who are living in the countryside, life became worse under
the NATO occupation. The interviews with Afghan wom-
en living in the South in the above-mentioned essay in the
New Yorker confirm this: “In Sangin, whenever I brought up
the question of gender, village women reacted with derision.
“They are giving rights to Kabul women, and they are killing
women here,” Pazaro said. “Is this justice?” Marzia, from Pan
Killay, told me, “This is not ‘women’s rights’ when you are kill-
ing us, killing our brothers, killing our fathers.” Khalida, from
a nearby village, said, “The Americans did not bring us any
rights. They just came, fought, killed, and left.”” *

This has been also confirmed by another study. “To for-

eign observers, a curiosum of the new Taliban government was
the General Department for the Preservation of Virtue and the
Elimination of Vice, which set stringent moral standards in
daily life. A squad of over 30,000 was responsible for enforcing
observance of religious service, dress code, and banning of en-
tertainment such as television, music, or kite-flying. All women
were obliged to wear burkas (head-to-toe garments) and were
forbidden to appear in public unless when accompanied by a
close male relative. The most controversial edict was the ban-
ning of girls from attending schools. The impact of the restric-
tions was felt most profoundly in urban areas where women had
greater access to education and employment opportunities, in
contrast to the countryside. Restrictions were enforced through
public punishment, including beating of women in public. On
the other hand, positive change was felt mostly in the area of
security. Roads were cleared from criminal elements and travel
became possible, even at night. A survey conducted in 1997 with
120 women in a refugee camp close to Jalalabad city showed that
women felt much safer under the Taliban than under the previ-
ous regime. The administration of draconian justice through the
establishment of Islamic courts passing judgment over crimes
and private disputes considerably contributed to general secu-
rity and order. Murderers were subjected to public executions
and thieves to public amputations.” *8

Excurse: The Increase in the
Cultivation of Opium in Afghanistan
after the Overthrow of the Taliban in 2001

This situation was worsened by another development
which reflects, once more, that the NATO/warlord domi-
nation did not result in social progress for Afghanistan:
the rapid rise of the production and consumption of opi-
um. As it is widely known, the Taliban had banned and
largely eradicated opium production in the years by the
year 2000.

However, this policy was radically reversed with the
overthrow of the Taliban and the beginning of the U.S.
occupation. The new imperialist masters were interested
in providing their local proxies with a profitable basis to
increase their wealth. Hence, the local warlords used the
opportunity to revive the evil business which the Taliban
had eradicated. (By the way: it would not be surprising if
scandals would become public about the involvement of
American occupation forces in opium trade like it was the
case in South-East Asia during the Vietnam War!)

The following Table 3 demonstrates this very clearly. Af-
ter the Taliban banned opium production it rapidly de-
clined and by 2001 - the last year of Taliban rule — it was
largely eradicated as only 185 metric tons were produced.
However, when the U.S. occupation began and the war-
lords took over the country, opium production dramati-
cally increased. Within a single year, opium production
increased by more than 18 times — according to the official
figures of the United Nations! Since then, it increased even
further. No doubt, the Western occupation was manna
from heaven for opium producers and narcotraffickers!

The authors of a book about the history of Afghanistan
note: “After 2001, opium production once more soared, from
just 185 tons in 2001 (when production was depressed by a Tali-
ban ban) to 2,700 tons the following year and to a near-record
4,200 tons in 2004, constituting a staggering 87 percent of
world production.” * In other words: the imperialist occupi-
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Table 3. Opium Production in Afghanistan, 1999-2020 (in Metric Tons) *

Year 1999 2000 2001 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020
Metric

Tons 4,565 3,276 185 3,400 4,200 5,300 5,900 3,600 3,700 6,400 4,800 6,400 6,300

Table 4. Child Marriage in selected Asian and African Countries, 2001 *°
Married Adolescents, Percentage of 15-19 year-olds married

Country Boys Girls
Sub-Saharan Africa

Dem. Rep. of Congo 5 74
Niger 4 70
Congo 12 56
Uganda 11 50
Mali 5 50
Asia

Afghanistan 9 54
Bangladesh 5 51
Nepal 14 42

Table 5. Top 20 Countries with the Highest Prevalence Rates
of Child Marriage, 2020 *

Country Percentage
Niger 76%
Central African Republic 68%
Chad 67%
Bangladesh 59%
Mali 54%
Mozambique 53%
Burkina Faso 52%
South Sudan 52%
Guinea 47%
Somalia 45%
Nigeria 43%
Malawi 42%
Eritrea 41%
Ethiopia 40%
Madagascar 40%
Nepal 40%
Uganda 34%
Democratic Republic of the Congo 37%
Mauritania 37%
Sierra Leone 39%

Legend: Percentage of women 20-24 years old who were first married or in union before they were 18 years old. Source: UNICEF
global databases 2020, based on Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS), Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS), and other
national surveys.
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ers helped to make Afghanistan the powerhouse of global
opium production! It is worth reminding that, according
to the World Health Organization, about 500,000 people
die each year because of drug use. More than 70% of these
deaths are related to opioids! *!

Such rise of opium production has massive consequences
for women. As the number of male drug addicts dramati-
cally rises, domestic violence against women has mas-
sively increased too. While concrete figures do not exist,
researchers are in no doubt about this despicable devel-
opment. “Recently, violence against women has undergone
changes as the occupation of Afghanistan permitted a fertile
ground for the consumption of opium and inevitably provoked
a radical change of militarized masculinities in search of other
sources of power that are generally found with women’s bod-
ies. Nowadays, the domestic scenario does not represent a secure
place for women anymore as war politicized and militarized also
the private sphere. The insecurities and misogynist practices
that were built during the Taliban era have not disappeared.
On the contrary, the injection of dollars to reconstruct the soci-
ety, without a serious compromise with the denaturalization of
corporeal and psychological violence, has rather fomented new
forms of insecurities for Afghan women, signifying other forms
of sexual violence.” *

The Taliban did repeatedly draw attention to the fact that
while they suppressed the production of the deadly poi-
son, the imperialist occupiers made Afghanistan the center
of global opium production. “Before the US occupation, the
Islamic Emirate was able to eradicate drug cultivation to zero,
but now under the American occupation Afghanistan has shat-
tered the world record for cultivation and export of the drugs.” >

While the U.S. occupation allowed a glorious period for
narcotraffickers, such golden age might be now over. Ac-
cording to the latest reports from the Wall Street Journal
and other media, the Taliban have already started efforts
to ban the cultivation of opium poppies immediately after
taking power in August 2021. >

Women’s Oppression:
The Example of Child Marriage

Let us now deal briefly with another feature of women’s
oppression: child marriage. Unfortunately, this cancer is
widespread in Afghanistan since centuries. However, this
has neither been caused by the Taliban nor has it anything
to do with Islam. As a matter of fact, this is a widespread
phenomenon in poor countries irrespective of the religion.
In Table 4, we reproduce figure about the prevalence of
child marriage in several Asian and African countries.
They are taken from a UNICEF study published in 2001,
i.e. the figures for Afghanistan refer to the time before the
Western invasion when the Taliban were still in power.

In Table 5 we reproduce a more actual statistic which
demonstrates again that proliferation of child marriage is
not something which is a specific feature of Muslim coun-
tries, but which exists in poor countries irrespective of
which religion dominate.

Needless to point out that Western powers do not attack
or occupy any other of these countries as “women’s rights”
have only been an ideological figleaf for the imperialist ag-
gression against Afghanistan.

Anyway, we see that the barbaric practice of child mar-
riage has been neither unique for Afghanistan not for

Muslim countries. It exists also in countries with Chris-
tian or Hindi majorities. By this, we do not want to deny
that social norms and customs play an important role in
motivating parents to force their children — mainly their
daughters — into early marriage. However, these customs
themselves have social and economic causes.

It is worth pointing out that a recognition of the relation
between such customs and social and economic causes is
not limited to Marxists but is also accepted by a number of
bourgeois sociologists. In one of its reports, UNICEF point
out that in regions where poverty is acute, “a young girl
may be regarded as an economic burden”. ¥ Her marriage to
an older man, i.e. someone who might have accumulated
some wealth, could not only relieve the poor family from
such burden but even get them a bride price. In addition,
marriage in insecure and violent regions might serve as
some sort of protection for a woman. Another UNICEF re-
port on Afghanistan explains: “Similar to Iraq, Syria and Ni-
ger, during instability families tend to marry off their daughters
early for their protection from sexual exploitation, to maintain
family honour and to make financial gains.” >

Needless to point out the numerous disadvantages of
child marriage for the victims and that it is a key task of a
future socialist workers and peasant republic to provide
the preconditions to overcome this barbaric tradition. But
itis important to bear in mind that there exist concrete rea-
sons for the decisions of parents of impoverished layers
and that these have material, economic roots and are not
simply a result of “lack of education” as many liberal intel-
lectuals want to make us believe.

We shall conclude this chapter by discussing the issue if
the proliferation of child marriage has been reduced dur-
ing the two decades of U.S./NATO occupation. It is diffi-
cult to give an exact answer to this question as the validity
of surveys in this period is doubtful. It is well-known that
surveys and polls were often undertaken in a way that re-
searchers made polls on the ground in Kabul mostly or
only and spoke with people in the provinces via phone or
Skype. * This includes also the latest UNICEF survey on
child marriage in Afghanistan published in the year 2018.
% Naturally, this resulted in a one-sided social selection
disadvantaging the poor and rural masses — the vast ma-
jority of the Afghan population.

Hence, the claims by supporters of the imperialist occu-
pation that the proliferation of child marriage has been
reduced are highly doubtful. What can be said with cer-
tainty is that based on the figures published by the United
Nations itself, there has been hardly any reduction. The
above-mentioned latest UNICEF survey from the year
2018 reports. “42% of households across the 5 surveyed prov-
inces indicated that at least one member of their household had
been married before the age of 18. This is slightly higher than the
most recent survey data collected, but roughly in line with other
data previously collected on the topic in the last few years. For
example, the AMICS gives a rate of 46.3% for women aged 20-
59 years who were married before turning 18, allowing for some
margin of error and a variation created by different specific que-
ries. Similar trends have been identified in the DHS 2015 (45%
of women and 11% of men were married by the age of 18).”

If we compare these data with those provided in Table
4 we see that even the figures published by the UN itself
do not indicate a significant reduction of the barbaric phe-
nomenon of child marriage.
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The Systematic Rape of Women and Boys:
The Warlords and their American Protectors

As already mentioned above, the comeback of the war-
lords at the end of 2001 also meant the beginning of a pe-
riod where powerful men can abduct and rape women
and girls. ©* However, we want to draw attention to an-
other feature which is largely ignored in the media reports
about Afghanistan. This is the despicable phenomenon
called bacha bazi which roughly translates as “boy play”.
This is the term used in Afghanistan for the widespread
phenomenon of enslavement and sexual abuse of under-
age boys “by powerful or wealthy local figures and business-
men” — to quote a report of the U.S. military. © Often these
boys are forced to dress up as girls and serve these men as
sex slaves.

Here we do not talk about extraordinary iniquities done
by “black sheep” but about a culture rampant among
Afghan warlords, businessmen and commanders. A few
years ago, an independent government watchdog in the
U.S. published a report which covers the period of 2010
to 2016 and which lists 5,753 cases of what it describes
as gross human rights abuses by Afghan forces. Many of
those abuses involve the so-called bacha bazi. Needless to
say, that this report covers without doubt only a trickle of
such abuses.

Even the report by the US government watchdog sees it-
self forced to admit: “"The full extent of child sexual assault

committed by Afghan security forces may never be known,” the
report from Sigar said. But two-thirds of the individuals and
organisations interviewed for the recently declassified report
said they were aware of ‘child sexual assault incidents or related
exploitation by Afghan security forces’, the watchdog said.” *

However, the widespread rapist culture of the Afghan
lackeys of U.S. imperialism is not the only outrageous is-
sue. The other remarkable fact is that the U.S. army com-
mand was not only aware of this rape culture but explicitly
instructed their soldiers to tolerate this culture! “American
troops were told to ignore the rape and abuse of children by Af-
ghan security forces they were partnered with, according to a
report released Thursday by the Pentagon’s inspector general.”
% A journalist of the New York Times noted pointedly: “On
5,753 occasions from 2010 to 2016, the United States military
asked to review Afghan military units to see if there were any in-
stances of “gross human rights abuses.” If there were, American
law required military aid to be cut off to the offending unit. Not
once did that happen.”

Nevertheless, there were incidents were American sol-
diers spontaneously intervened. In such cases, the army
command disciplined them or kicked them out of the
army. “American soldiers who complained had their careers ru-
ined by their superiors, who had encouraged them to ignore the
practice.” ¢
There are two famous cases which have received wider
attention by the media, and which demonstrate the policy
of the U.S. occupation forces. One is Capt. Dan Quinn, a
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Special Forces officer at that time, who beat up an Afghan
commander for keeping a boy chained to his bed as a sex
slave. In response, he had been relieved of his command as
a result! Another case is Sgt. First Class Charles Martland,
a highly decorated Green Beret, who was forced out of
the military after beating up an Afghan local police com-
mander in Kunduz who was a notorious child rapist. He
became incensed after the Afghan commander abducted
the boy, raped him, then beat up the boy’s mother when
she tried to rescue him. ¢

Dan Quinn, who later left the military, draws a highly ap-
propriate conclusion from his experience: “The reason we
were here is because we heard the terrible things the Taliban were
doing to people, how they were taking away human rights...But
we were putting people into power who would do things that
were worse than the Taliban did — that was something village
elders voiced to me.”

It would be utterly wrong to assume that the appalling
phenomena of raping women and bacha bazi are some-
thing typical for the “backward Afghan people”. As a mat-
ter of fact, these are phenomena typical for people with
guns and power, for the ruling elite — not for the ordinary
people.

It is a matter of fact that the Taliban are well-known to
be the only force (at least the only relevant force) which
has always opposed this culture and tried to eradicate it.
They praise themselves as being hard on rapist. “In July
1994, according to Taliban legend, Omar and 30 of his students
responded to the pleas of oppressed citizens near Kandahar and
rescued two girls who had been kidnapped and raped by a guer-
rilla leader; he also intervened when two Kandahari warlords
fought for the sexual favors of a young Kandahari boy.” ™

While we do not know if this legend is true, fact is that
the Taliban attacked and reduced the culture of bacha bazi.
Even an academic U.S. law journal had to recognize this.
“Bacha bazi is not a new phenomenon. Its roots in Afghanistan
can be tied to the late nineteenth century, although similar prac-
tices have been prevalent in Central Asia since at least the rule
of the Ottoman Empire. The practice notably declined during
the extremist rule of the Taliban, a group formed in the early
1990s by an Afghan faction of mujahideen, Islamic fighters who
resisted the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan (1979-89) with the
backing of the U.S., Pakistan, China, Iran, and Saudi Arabia.
In the mid-1990s, the Taliban extremist group gained control
of Kabul and, subsequently, the country, by forcibly hanging
the former president. In 2001, a U.S.-led invasion toppled the
Taliban regime, and bacha bazi returned.” ™

It is therefore not surprising that such behavior of the Tal-
iban over many years contributed to make them popular
among the Afghan people. “The bacha bazi problem is not
just a question of our cultural values clashing with their cul-
tural values. Most Afghans are appalled by this kind of behav-
ior, and it’s been a very effective recruiting tool for the Taliban
because generally this is not behavior that the Taliban has ever
tolerated.” ™

To summarize: Afghanistan under Western occupation was
a paradise for rapist and narcotraffickers. Only ignorant fools
can be surprised that nobody in the country was ready to
defend this regime. Why are the liberal journalists and the
opportunist left surprised that many Afghans view the
victory of the Taliban as a lesser evil?!

The Taliban: a Petty-Bourgeois
Islamist-Nationalist Movement
Rooted among the Rural Poor

It is widely known that the Taliban have always been a
movement with a social reactionary program with harm-
ful consequences for women and other oppressed layers.
Likewise, they never had an anti-capitalist agenda nor has
the struggle against the imperialist system been part of
their program.

However, this is not the whole story and any serious ob-
server, let alone Marxists, must not be content with such
correct but on-sided assessments. The reason for this is
that any political movement, including the Taliban, must
be judged not only by their ideological goals but also by
their practical activities under the concrete circumstanc-
es under which they are forced to operate and to evolve.
Hence, it is always necessary considering which classes
put pressure on a given political movement, which classes
are they fighting against, and which classes are they based
on. A rounded analysis of a political movement can only
be made if all these factors are taken into account. How-
ever, most left-wing organizations fail in this and arrive,
consequently, at one-sided and wrong conclusions.

We have pointed out in past works the different goals and
roles of various Islamist organizations, even different roles
of one and the same organizations under different circum-
stance. In our “Theses on Islamism”, we wrote: “An overview
of the different shades of Islamist currents and organisations
demonstrates, that any idea or a “global” or international unity
of Islamists is a fiction — a mythologisation both, the imperialist
and Islamist ideologues engage in for reactionary purposes. In
reality, the different Islamist organizations do not only vary in
their attitude to national liberation struggles, to regimes, being
in government or opposition, using terrorist or constitutional
means. They are also national organizations, resting of specific
social classes (or sections of them). Therefore, it is the global
and national class struggles, which push Islamist currents, or-
ganizations or movements in different directions, may lead an
Islamist organization to become a merely Islamic one. The dif-
ferent shades of Islamist forces are not watertight or mutually
exclusive categories. There are transitional and composite forms
that can evolve from one type to another. Whilst some may be
direct expressions of ruling classes and control a state appara-
tus on their behalf, others may base themselves on the desperate
middle classes and petit-bourgeoisie. Some may even play a lead-
ing role in progressive struggles.” 73

In a pamphlet on the Syrian Revolution, we noted: “Natu-
rally, there are many shades among Islamist forces. Some — like
the Jama~-at al-Tkhwan al-Muslimin (the Muslim Brotherhood)
— try to combine Sharia law with capitalist democracy (for in-
stance, the Mursi government in Egypt). Others want to cre-
ate a reactionary Caliphate without democratic institutions.
However, we have always insisted that Marxists have to judge
Islamist movements by their current role in any given concrete
struggle. And, as we have elaborated in our Theses on Islamism,
history has shown that, given their betrayal of Stalinism and
bourgeois nationalism, Islamist currents have managed many
times to stand at the forefront of mass movements against dicta-
torships and for national liberation. To give just a few examples,
we cite the cases of Eqypt, Iraq, Afghanistan, Chechnya, Yemen,
etc."”

The Taliban are an example of a political movement
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which emerged in 1994 in opposition against the civil war
waged by criminal local and tribal leaders. As they took
power, they became the dominating party working to con-
solidate the power of the ruling class based on a backward
capitalist society of a semi-colonial country. However,
against their intentions, they clashed with the U.S. — the
hegemonic Great Power at that time — and the whole im-
perialist West. Eventually, they were attacked and over-
thrown by NATO in autumn 2001. Hence, with one stroke
they were transformed from a government party into a
guerrilla movement operating in underground. As such, it
could only survive by consolidating and expanding their
roots among the rural masses. This was the only way to
recruit new members, to get protection from the villagers
against the occupation forces and their local proxies, and
to launch an armed insurrection.

The very fact that they were a government party only for
a short time of their existence and that they operated as a
guerilla movement fighting against imperialist occupation
for the last two decades made sure that they had to base
themselves among the rural poor masses.

In order to understand the specific nature of the Taliban it
is crucial to recognize the following features. First, when
they did emerge in 1994, they did differ from other Is-
lamist forces by not relying on the tribal structure. While
they were at the beginning (and for a longer period) most-
ly based on the Pasthuns — the largest ethnic group repre-
senting 40-50% of Afghanistan’s population — they did not
base themselves on tribal structures. This is a highly im-
portant fact which is usually ignored by most observers.

The Taliban’s independence of the tribal structures had
several consequences. First, it made it easier for them to
unite people from different tribes and to pacify conflicts
between tribes. In fact, they could advance in 1994-96 with
relatively ease because they won popular support by call-
ing the local militias to disarm and to unite under a uni-
fied state which is above the tribes. They could do so with
some credibility as they were no associated with a specific
tribe. A well-informed analyst pointed out this feature of
the Taliban already in a study published in 2009. “The Tali-
ban are a revolutionary movement deeply opposed to the tribal
structure in Afghanistan. They promote mullahs as the key po-
litical leaders in the society and state they seek to create.” ™

The Taliban’s policy also undermined the traditional
domination by tribal leaders. A report about the first Tali-
ban government 1996-2001 states: “In the Taliban era, the
Taliban’s practice of inquiring about a local commander’s legiti-
macy in the eyes of his constituency limited the arbitrary influ-
ence of the local commanders. At the same time, the enforcement
of speedy justice for conflict cases that had been simmering for
years without progress or solution prior to the Taliban’s pres-
ence in the north-east robbed ‘conventional’ elders of their main
(traditional) responsibilities and often made them appear redun-
dant.” 7

Of course, the Taliban advocated not a modern state as an
alternative to the tribal structures but rather a centralized
theocratic (capitalist) state based on mullahs as local lead-
ers. Nevertheless, in the climate of the horrific civil war in
1992-96, this appeared to many people as a lesser evil. In
this period, local militias erected checkpoints on all roads,
demanded high taxed and terrorized the population at
will. The Taliban offered a model which removed all this.

Standing above tribal structures also allowed the Tali-

ban to intervene against the above-mentioned culture of
rape by local warlords as mentioned above. As mentioned
above, the arrival of the U.S./NATO occupation forces re-
sulted in a reversal of this and a return of the system of
tribal structures and local warlords. Of course, the imperi-
alists at that time hoped that this would serve their inter-
ests and pacify the country. “When the Taliban leaders were
removed, tribal government was resumed in much of the coun-
try, especially the Pashtun areas: Some experts say this return
to feudalism, where warlords gain power by exercising power
— relying on weapons and pragmatism rather than ideologies or
written laws — could endanger the fledgling government. But
others argue that, at least at first, Afghanistan’s best opportu-
nity for peace is to tap into a traditional infrastructure that may
be unstable — even brutal — but works.” 77

Excurse: The Islamist-Nationalist
Rhetoric of the Taliban in their own Words

Furthermore, the main activity of the Taliban from 2001
until now has been the struggle against the U.S./NATO oc-
cupation. Hence, they led a struggle for national indepen-
dence, and this has also played a key role in their public
appearance. In their public statements, the Taliban empha-
sized that their goal was the expulsion of the foreign oc-
cupiers and the restoration of the country’s independence.
Naturally, all of this has been mixed with religion and ap-
peals to Islam. To give just a few examples:

“Join hands in brotherhood against Western colonialism, injus-
tice, atrocities, brutality, corruption and the Western culture of
nakedness; move forward like a solid-cemented wall in the direc-
tion of popular Islamic revolution” 7

“But in the current jihad against the US and NATO, no coun-
try is ready to support the mujahedeen because they are all afraid
of the US. It is also difficult for people to support the mujahe-
deen openly as they did during the jihad against the Soviets.
The people are also under the pressure of oppressive imperialists.
(...) In summary, for the achievement of the goals of jihad (the
establishment of a true Islamic system) close understanding and
cooperation between the mujahedeen and our people is neces-
sary. Without the cooperation of our people, all our success and
conquests will be temporary. At present, a powerful imperialist
power has prepared plans to take over our country. For this pur-
pose it has established military bases and signed a security treaty
with the puppet regime. I believe that the colonialists will no
more engage in active warfare against the mujahedeen. Instead,
they will use their technological prowess and the forces of the
puppet regime as a shield.”

“Peace can be more easily achieved in our beloved country than
in any other country or region, because we Afghans have five
shared values:

— Afghanistan is an independent and sovereign state.

— Afghans have not accepted foreign invasions and invaders
throughout their history.

— Afghans do not accept a life of subjugation nor stooge alien
governments.

— The majority of people living in Afghanistan are Muslims.

— Afghans want an independent Islamic government.

Keeping in mind the aforementioned points, the following three-
point agenda for peace should be seriously considered:

— All foreign troops should withdraw from our country.

— All agreements which contradict our sovereignty, integrity
and the Islamic identity of Afghanistan, including the security
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agreements, should be declared null and void.

— An Islamic government should be established and Islamic
shari’a fully implemented.” *

“If we look into the history of imperialism, we will find that
illegitimate pretexts have always been crafted for the justifica-
tion of invasions. The incident of the World Trade Center in
New York on 11 September 2001 is a good example. Though
the embassy of the Islamic Emirate in Islamabad immediately
condemned this incident during a press conference following its
happening and strongly denying any involvement of IEA in it,
yet hardly an hour had passed before American officials started
levelling accusations and used this incident as a pretext to in-
vade our independent country. (...) The incident of the World
Trade Center in New York on 11 September 2001 is a good ex-
ample. Though the embassy of the Islamic Emirate in Islamabad
immediately condemned this incident during a press conference
following its happening and strongly denying any involvement
of IEA in it, yet hardly an hour had passed before American of-
ficials started levelling accusations and used this incident as a
pretext to invade our independent country. (...) Independence
and the establishment of an Islamic system are the legitimate
rights of the Afghan Muslim nation.” 8

A Popular Basis as a Result of
Two Decades of Anti-Colonial Struggle

Of course, there is a continuation of the Taliban in the
1990s and those of the period of the anti-occupation strug-
gle after 2001. However, being determines consciousness
and the conditions of two decades of guerilla struggle
against the Western imperialist powers have shaped the
consciousness of many activists, the rhetoric, the profile of
this organization. A researcher noted: “Although some par-
allel may be drawn with the pre-2001 Taliban of bidding on the
most promising legitimacy community, the post-2001 Taliban
reveals itself to be distinctive in many ways as epitomized by the
term neo-Taliban or the new Taliban to underline the disruption
with the previous Taliban.” ®

In fact, the Taliban’s key role in the anti-colonial struggle
against the Western imperialists and their appeal to (Islam-
ic) nationalism has been the main reason why they could
increase their popular support. Even surveys conducted
during the period of the occupation in governmental-
controlled areas — where it was very dangerous to openly
express sympathy for the Taliban — revealed high support
for the resistance forces. “In 2001, the Taliban started to call
themselves the Mujahideen to claim the same legitimacy they
used to enjoy during the anti-Soviet resistance. According to
the survey of Asia Foundation of 2013, 35 percent of the local
respondents sympathized with the insurgents, mostly because
they would restore the Afghan cause. (Since the survey was con-
ducted mostly in the government-controlled area, the real fig-
ures could be even higher.)” %

All this meant that the Taliban could rely mostly on sup-
port among the rural petty-bourgeois and semi-prole-
tarian masses. These layers were the main victims of the
warlords, the culture of rape, the system of checkpoints
where people were terrorized, the raids and bombings by
the NATO forces etc. These layers had an interest to see
the weakening of the tribal structures and the removal of
(or at least discipline) the warlords. These layers wanted
to see the end of the imperialist occupation. These layers
were the basis from which the Taliban recruited tens of

thousands of fighters and among which they were “swim-
ming like a fish”.

Those who do not recognize the role of the Taliban as an
anti-colonial, national resistance force fighting against im-
perialist occupation are incapable to explain the follow-
ing: how could a guerilla movement of a few thousands
at the beginning and several tens of thousands later, with
primitive weapons, sandals and no uniforms defeat the
combined forces of most powerful Western armies and
their local proxies?! A Western military analyst draws at-
tention to the extreme imbalance of the two camps: “Dur-
ing 2009-13 the Taliban stood against a much larger force, with
the US contribution to the coalition amounting at one point to
over 100,000 men. With US funds, the Afghan security forces
increased to over 300,000 men by 2014, and US allies contribut-
ed tens of thousands of additional combat troops. The Taliban’s
enemies, particularly the Americans, had immense superiority
in terms of technology and firepower; airpower in particular
inflicted heavy casualties on the Taliban. The Taliban mostly
relied upon military technology from the 1950s, and had little
or no anti-aircraft defences except heavy machine guns. During
2002-14 Taliban combat groups often took casualties averaging
between 10-20 per cent yearly. By 2014, few of those who had
entered the insurgency in the early years were still alive to tell
the tale. Almost all still in the ranks, particularly in the elite
mobile units, would have seen many of their comrades in arms
blown to pieces. Whatever one might think of the Taliban and
their cause, their resilience should not be in doubt.” &

How could the Taliban defeat such an overwhelming
force if they would not have had popular support and if the
imperialist enemy did not lack such support?!

A researcher who made many interviews with Afghans
— male and female — in the province of Helmand in the
rural South concluded that “many Helmandis seemed to pre-
fer Taliban rule—including the women I interviewed. (...) This
scale of suffering was unknown in a bustling metropolis like
Kabul, where citizens enjoyed relative security. But in country-
side enclaves like Sangin the ceaseless killings of civilians led
many Afghans to gravitate toward the Taliban. By 2010, many
households in Ishaqzai villages had sons in the Taliban, most of
whom had joined simply to protect themselves or to take revenge;
the movement was more thoroughly integrated into Sangin life
than it had been in the nineties. Now, when Shakira and her
friends discussed the Taliban, they were discussing their own
friends, neighbors, and loved ones. (...) Messaging by the U.S.-
led coalition tended to portray the growing rebellion as a matter
of extremists battling freedom, but nato documents I obtained
conceded that Ishaqzais had “no good reason” to trust the co-
alition forces, having suffered “oppression at the hands of Dad
Mohammad Khan,” or Amir Dado. In Pan Killay, elders encour-
aged their sons to take up arms to protect the village, and some
reached out to former Taliban members. Shakira wished that her
husband would do something—help guard the village, or move
them to Pakistan—but he demurred. In a nearby village, when
U.S. forces raided the home of a beloved tribal elder, killing him
and leaving his son with paraplegia, women shouted at their
menfolk, “You people have big turbans on your heads, but what
have you done? You can’t even protect us. You call yourselves
men?”” ¥

It is because of such popular support that the Taliban
could control regions without the omnipresence of check-
points and the daily terrorizing of people — in contrast to
the NATO/warlords regime. “The most striking difference
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between Taliban country and the world we'd left behind was
the dearth of qunmen. In Afghanistan, I'd grown accustomed
to kohl-eyed policemen in baggy trousers, militiamen in bala-
clavas, intelligence agents inspecting cars. Yet we rarely crossed
a Taliban checkpoint, and when we did the fighters desultorily
examined the car.” %

The fact that the Taliban have their social basis among
the rural poor masses has been also acknowledged by a
number of analysts. “In the 1990s the Afghan Taliban were
essentially a peasant army rather than an international terrorist
organization. This is what they still are, though the upper ech-
elons are composed of hard-core jihadists who desire no compro-
mise with the Americans or the Kabul regime.”

Colonel Anil Athale, a well-known Indian military ana-
lyst, pointed out recently that many commentators con-
fuse the opinion of the middle class in Kabul with the view
of the majority of the Afghan people. “In case of Afghanistan
falling to extremist Taliban the fear is being expressed that this
will give rise to demand for a similar ‘Sharia’ based strict Islam-
ic rule in Pakistan. One point that needs to be made in case of the
Taliban in Afghanistan is their social composition. Most Taliban
recruits and their support is from rural and impoverished sec-
tions of society. It is the mostly urban Middle Classes that are
both fearful and opposed to Taliban.” %

Afghanistan 2021:
A Historic Defeat for Western Imperialism
by a Popular Guerrilla Struggle

The RCIT has repeatedly pointed out in its statements
that the latest events in Afghanistan represents a histor-
ic defeat for the Western imperialists. We are aware that
large sectors of the opportunist left deny this. But how else
can one characterize the dramatic expulsion of the most
powerful imperialist armies from one of the poorest coun-
tries in the world by the very same forces which the impe-
rialists toppled 20 years ago and which they had merciless
suppressed since then with all available high-tech weap-
ons and money?!

It is clear that such a historic event must have global
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consequences. Only the most ignorant people can deny
that such a victory for a guerrilla insurgency must have
encouraging effects on liberation struggles of oppressed
peoples in other countries. Furthermore, it weakens the
geopolitical position of U.S. imperialism in relation to its
Great Power rivals — in particular China and Russia. In
fact, the smarter among Western politicians and commen-
tators are fully aware of the historic dimensions of their
defeat.

Let us give just a few examples. The European Union’s
foreign policy chief, Josep Borrell Fontelles, described the
defeat as a “a catastrophe for the Afghan people, for Western
values and credibility and for the developing of international re-
lations.” ®

A well-known American commentator wrote: ““This is
manifestly not Saigon,” said United States Secretary of State
Antony Blinken as helicopters snatched fleeing Americans from
the embassy roof in Kabul. It's incomparably worse for America’s
world standing. Like the fellow in the Sam Cooke song, Blinken
doesn’t know much about history or geography. Unlike the man
in the song, he doesn’t know that one and one is two, by which I
mean Russia and China. Richard Nixon opened diplomatic rela-
tions with China three years before the fall of South Vietnam,
securing China’s tacit agreement not to exploit the Communist
victory by exporting the revolution to the rest of Southeast Asia.
America’s defeat in Vietnam, damaging as it was, had a limited
impact in the region. Afghanistan, by contrast, will draw China
and Russia into a dominant role in Central and Western Asia.
The defeat of an American proxy regime by Taliban irrequlars
marks the first victory for a jihadist army against Western mili-
tary forces since the annihilation of a British expeditionary force
in Afghanistan in 1842. It will serve as a rallying point for ji-
hadists in Russia, China, Central Asia and the Middle East.” *°
And another commentator wrote in the New York Times
about the decline of the American Empire: “[OJur failure
in Afghanistan more closely resembles Roman failures that took
place far from Rome itself — the defeats that Roman generals suf-
fered in the Mesopotamian deserts or the German forests, when
the empire’s reach outstripped its grasp. (...) Seen from this per-
spective, the clearest American defeats of our imperial era, first
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in Southeast Asia in the 1960s and then in the Middle East and

Central Asia after 9/11, have followed from the hubristic idea
that we could make the world empire a simple extension of the
outer empire, making NATO-style arrangements universal and
applying the model of post-World War II Japan and Germany
to South Vietnam or Iraq or the Hindu Kush. (...) That said,
defeats on distant frontiers can also have consequences closer
to the imperial core. The American imperium can’t be toppled
by the Taliban. But in our outer empire, in Western Europe and
East Asia, perceived U.S. weakness could accelerate develop-
ments that genuinely do threaten the American system as it has
existed since 1945 — from German-Russian entente to Japanese
rearmament to a Chinese invasion of Taiwan. Inevitably those
developments would affect the inner empire, too, where a sense
of accelerating imperial decline would bleed into all our domestic
arguments, widen our already yawning ideological divides, en-
courage the feeling of crackup and looming civil war.” %!

Of course, we don’t want to suggest that the Taliban have
an anti-imperialist agenda. Events, concretely the imperi-
alist invasion and occupation, pushed them into an anti-
imperialist struggle. Likewise, to make an analogy, the
petty-bourgeois nationalist movement of Fidel Castro ini-
tially also looked for friendly relations between Cuba and
the U.S. However, the hostile actions of Washington after
the revolution in 1959 pushed them into an anti-imperial-
ist direction.

Likewise, the relation of forces and the objective process
might now push the new Taliban government to establish
closer economic and political relations with Chinese and
Russian imperialism.

The anti-imperialist content of the Taliban’s victory lies
neither in their program nor in their goals. It lies in the ac-
tions that they defeated and humiliated the largest impe-
rialist power and their local proxies. This is a lesson which
make all Western oppressor states trembling, which left
the allies of the U.S. in fear, and which makes all oppressed
people fighting for liberation more confident! These facts
alone show that Afghanistan 2021 has been a historic de-
feat for the Western imperialists and a historic victory for
the oppressed peoples!
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Conclusions

We conclude this pamphlet by summarizing the main
ideas in form of a set of theses.

1. It is impossible to comprehend the character of
the war between the U.S./NATO and the Taliban without
recognizing the different class character of the countries
involved. On one hand, there were the strongest Western
imperialist powers, on the other hand a guerilla move-
ment representing the popular masses of one of the poor-
est semi-colonial countries.

2. Therefore, the resistance against the U.S./NATO
occupation, the struggle to expel the Western masters
from Afghanistan, had by its very nature an anti-colonial,
anti-imperialist character.

3. In the course of the 20-years long guerilla strug-
gle, the Taliban were — neither objectively nor subjectively
— agents of any imperialist power. They were in contact
with the U.S. in the 1990s, but this obviously ended in 2001
if not already before. Neither were they agents of Russian
or Chinese imperialism albeit the Taliban leadership have
been looking for a “normalization” of its relations with
these powers for simple reasons of economic survival. The
Taliban have indeed contact and limited support from sec-
tors of the Pakistani secret service. But this was never a sig-
nificant feature of the resistance struggle and, besides this,
Pakistan itself is a rather backward semi-colonial country.

4. It is utterly wrong to claim that the Taliban would
represent the interests of feudal forces. This is not least the
case because the class relations in Afghanistan’s country-
side — where the mass support of the Taliban is located
- can not be characterized as feudal. While large landown-
ership exists — like in all capitalist countries — most Afghan
peasants have their own small piece of land and work not
(or only to a limited degree) as tenants for big landowners.
In addition, most small peasants are poor and are forced
to earn an additional income as wage laborers (or by sell-
ing commodities at the market). It is this plebian class of
semi-proletarian, semi-petty-bourgeois, poor peasants
who form the social mass base of the Taliban.

5. Contrary to the propaganda of the Western me-
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dia, neither the Afghan people in general nor the Afghan
women in particular did gain from the U.S. occupation.
The colonial masters brought back the notorious warlords
who have been known for arbitrary killing, rape, and cor-
ruption. Add to this the endless series of deadly raids and
bombings by the NATO forces. As a result, about a quarter
of a million people were killed in 2001-2021. How on earth
could this have been a gain for the Afghan people and its
women?!

6. The reactionary character of the imperialist oc-
cupation is also evident if we look at specific features of
women’s and social oppression. An example for this is the
continuing and widespread existence of child marriage.
In case of rape of women and young boys (bacha bazi) we
have rather seen a massive deterioration since the warlords
were again put into power in 2001 by the Western impe-
rialists. While the Taliban stand for a reactionary women
and social policy, they always strictly opposed rape of
women and young boys and tried to eradicate these evils.
In fact, their opposition against the rape and bacha bazi was
an important factor which made the Taliban popular.

7. Another example demonstrating the reactionary
and not progressive character of the Western occupation is
Afghanistan’s opium production. While the Taliban strict-
ly opposed and nearly eradicated this evil by 2001, the
NATO/warlords regime made opium production its key
economic resource. As a result, the cultivation of opium
dramatically has increased in the last 20 years.

8. The Taliban are a petty-bourgeois Islamist-Na-
tionalist movement which has waged a two decades-long
armed insurrection against the Western imperialist pow-
ers. They advocate the establishment of an Islamic Emirate
in an independent Afghanistan without foreign occupa-
tion. The struggle against imperialist occupation and for

the independence of their country has played a key part in
the Taliban’s propaganda as well as in their popular recep-
tion. The Taliban’s role in the leadership of an anti-colonial
national liberation struggle was decisive for gaining broad
support among the popular masses.

9. The anti-imperialist struggle which the Taliban
fought in the last 20 years was not a result of their strat-
egy or program but was rather forced upon them by the
aggression of the Western powers. Now, back in power,
the Taliban leaders will try to reestablish political and eco-
nomic relations with China, Russia and maybe also with
Western Great Powers. How such relations will evolve
depend on the development of the domestic contradic-
tions as well as the policy of the respective Great Powers
(respectively their own contradictions). However, if they
stay in power they will act as a bourgeois force at the top
of a capitalist semi-colonial country which enters, in one
form or another, dependent relations with one or several
imperialist Great Powers.

10. The expulsion of the Western occupation forces
and their local proxies by a victorious guerilla struggle
with massive popular support represents a historic defeat
for Western imperialism and a historic victory for the op-
pressed peoples all over the world. It has left the old Great
Powers humiliated and discredited. This is why all West-
ern oppressor states are trembling, this is why the allies of
the U.S. are left in fear, and this is why all oppressed peo-
ple fighting for liberation have become more confident!
These facts alone show that revolutionaries were right to
side with the armed insurrection of the Afghan national
resistance without lending political support to the Taliban.
The recent events represent a defeat for the Western impe-
rialists and a step forward in the global class struggle!
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Footnotes

1 The RCIT has published numerous documents about
the rise of China and Russia as imperialist Great Power. They
are compiled at a special sub-page on the RCIT’s website: https://
www.thecommunists.net/theory/china-russia-as-imperialist-
powers/. Concerning China we refer in particular to our book
by Michael Probsting: Anti-Imperialism in the Age of Great
Power Rivalry. The Factors behind the Accelerating Rivalry be-
tween the U.S., China, Russia, EU and Japan. A Critique of the
Left’s Analysis and an Outline of the Marxist Perspective, RCIT
Books, Vienna 2019, https://www.thecommunists.net/theory/
anti-imperialism-in-the-age-of-great-power-rivalr See also
by the same author an essay published in the second edition of
The Palgrave Encyclopedia of Imperialism and Anti-Imperialism (ed-
ited by Immanuel Ness and Zak Cope), Palgrave Macmillan,
Cham, 2020, https:/link.springer.com/referenceworkentry/10.1
007%2F978-3-319-91206-6_179-1; China’s transformation into an
imperialist power. A study of the economic, political and mili-
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