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Preface 

In August 2021, as the world looked on with shock and dismay, 
the Afghan Taliban strolled into Kabul. Abandoned by its American 
benefactors, the republic quietly collapsed. The world most famed 
militant group returned to power without much bloodshed, or the need 
for it. Political maneuvering and local negotiations, actions hardly 
associated with the group, had paved the way for their return. For 
many outsiders, a darkness appeared to have descended on 
Afghanistan. For us, sitting only miles from the country, the return of 
the Taliban was a call to pause and reflect: What if our projections on 
the Taliban, Afghanistan, and its people have trumped our 
perceptions? 

This book attempts to look beyond the simplifications. We trace 
the origin of the Taliban as ideologues and their evolution as 
strategists and politicians. We attempt to understand the environment 
and the worldviews that shaped them. We do not justify their actions. 
We do not romanticize their return. We put it in perspective – as a 
victory for one idea of Afghanistan over the other. We put the battle 
for the ideas of Afghanistan in the historical context, without which 
we believe you cannot understand Afghanistan. 

As a researcher and academic who grew up in Peshawar, I have 
lived with the long shadows cast by the war in Afghanistan. My co-
author, Muhammad Israr Madani, has unique positionality. He went 
to Darul Uloom Haqqania to live and study with, and later teach, 
Afghan students, many of whom became leaders and members of the 
Taliban. This allowed Israr to observe and understand the Taliban and 
other Afghans like no other. It also gave him a level of empathy for 
all Afghans that I have rarely witnessed with anyone else. If there is 
someone who can look past the caricature of the Taliban usually 
presented in the media, it would be him. Admirably, he does so 
without losing sight of the many shortcomings of the group. 

More than anything else, the book confronts the narrative fallacy 
on the Taliban and the state they are building. This should serve as a 
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reminder that not everything fits a neat description. The Taliban are 
here. The reality is that they are the rulers of Afghanistan. Whatever 
one thinks of them, it is undeniable that we need to engage with them 
– diplomatically, politically, and in other ways. Useful engagement
requires that we understand them – not as primitive creatures from
another age, but a by-product of a political order that world powers
brought about.

We hope that the book draws a starting line for such understanding. 

Aamer Raza and Israr Madani 






