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BACKGROUND

America’s longest war has come to a messy and 
chaotic end. With the withdrawal of US troops 
from Afghanistan, the Biden administration 
chose to bring down the curtain on a war that was 

increasingly unpopular with the American public. The manner in which the 
decision was reached, and how it was implemented, was however not ideal. 
It was taken unilaterally, with little or no consultation with NATO or the 
EU, America’s long time partners. There was also no consultation with the 
Chinese, who have an interest to make sure that Afghanistan does not become 
a haven for those who bear it ill-will due to its policy in Xinjiang with Uighur 
Muslims. China’s Xinjiang province shares a short border with Afghanistan1 . 
Indeed, there is a sense by America’s international allies that it has betrayed 
them, as its presence in Afghanistan gave cover for advancements in human 
rights and literacy, especially for women and girls, no matter how shallow. 

Yet, the unpopularity of the war, as well as its great cost, is also a stark reality. 
The direct costs of the war and Afghanistan is in the order of $2 trillion 
including a direct cost of $800 billion and $83 billion to train the Afghan 
Army, with a total cost estimated to be up to $6.5 trillion by 20502  if the 
superpower had remained in the country. The blood and treasure that has 
propped up Afghanistan for the past 20 years has not been enough to prevent 
the collapse of the government in a very short time. 

The rapid advance of the Taliban in only 10 days in August, capturing many 
provincial capitals as well as the country’s capital, Kabul, caught many by 
surprise3. As recently as 8 July, US President, Joe Biden, said that it was 

1Inocencio, R. (18 August 2021). “With complex hopes and fears over Afghanistan, China likely to treat Taliban “as an equal”. CBS 
News. Available from: https://www.cbsnews.com/news/afghanistan-china-taliban-security-xinjiang-resources-rare-earth-minerals/    
2Knickmeyer, E. (17 August 2021). “Costs of the Afghanistan war, in lives and dollars”. Association Press. Available from: https://
apnews.com/article/middle-east-business-afghanistan-43d8f53b35e80ec18c130cd683e1a38f 
3BBC Visual Journalism Team. (16 August 2021). “How the Taliban stormed across Afghanistan in ten days”. BBC. Available from: 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-58232525 
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unlikely that the Taliban would quickly take over. The most 
pessimistic estimates gave the central government a few 
months, but images of the Taliban in the Afghan Presidential 
Palace on 15 August after President Ashraf Ghani fled4, mere 

weeks after the withdrawal, will live long in the minds of 
many.

One of the main aims of why American forces remained in the country was 
to provide air support to the Afghan police and special forces as they kept 
the Taliban at bay in the provincial areas. That US support provided morale 
to the Afghan National Army. However, the announcement of a withdrawal 
agreement between the Trump administration and the Taliban in 2020, saw 
that morale begin to evaporate quickly.

The dramatic 10 days (6 to 15 August) of collapse of the government forces 
was several months in the making. The Taliban spent the last 12-18 months 
making deals with provincial governments and their security forces, to 
make their rapid advance largely bloodless. By the time the US withdrawal 
of combat forces was complete, they were ready to make their move.

The fact that the US was apparently unaware of how advanced the plans for 
Taliban control had gone, leading to Mr Biden’s 8 July statement about the 
“unlikelihood” of a takeover of the country, is viewed by many foreign policy 
analysts as an embarrassment for the administration and a black mark on 
American intelligence credibility and competence.

Historically, however, the US was always swimming against the tide in 
Afghanistan. Previous attempts by world powers - the British in the 19th 
century and the Soviets in the 20th century - to achieve various objectives 
had largely failed, to the point where Afghanistan came to be known as the 
‘graveyard of empires’. 

4AlJazeera. (16 Aug 2021), “Afghan President Ghani flees country as Taliban enters Kabul ‘’. Available from: https://www.aljazeera.
com/news/2021/8/15/afghan-president-ghani-flees-country-as-taliban-surrounds-kabul 
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The initial rationale for war in Afghanistan was a very narrow 
one: to exact revenge on the Taliban for harbouring Osama 
bin Laden during the planning of the 9/11 terror attacks, and 
to dismantle bin Laden’s Al Qaeda. In partnership with the 
Northern Alliance, the Taliban were routed within a few months 
bringing their five-year reign to a close.

Gradually, this remit expanded first to preventing Al-Qaeda from seeking 
refuge in Afghanistan, to the more amorphous and much costlier ‘nation 
building’ idea, complete with foreign aid and democracy. Even after Osama 
bin Laden was killed in 2011, the US did not withdraw. It fell, first to Donald 
Trump, and finally Joe Biden, to bell the cat and end the occupation.

While Donald Trump said a lot about an America first foreign policy, which in 
practice turned out to be the US undermining - or trying to undermine - various 
international agreements and organisations that it is a key member of, with 
poor results, the Biden administration refers to its doctrine as ‘foreign policy for 
the middle class’. With the Covid-19 pandemic heightening already significant 
economic concerns, there had been plummeting public support for pouring 
money and materiel into interventions in countries thousands of miles away.

Biden addressed Americans on 16 August and admitted that events had 
accelerated much quicker than they had anticipated, but still stood behind 
his decision to withdraw, insisting that the initial goal of the war in 
Afghanistan had been accomplished.

Critical steps taken by the Trump administration to ensure that a 
withdrawal plan from Afghanistan was successful, could in many ways have 
been a boost to the Taliban’s effort to retake the country. To legitimise its 
negotiations with the Taliban, the US ensured the release of Mullah Abdul 

FOREIGN POLICY FOR THE MIDDLE CLASS
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Ghani Baradar5, a co-founder of the Taliban who spent most 
of the past decade under arrest in Pakistan. Abdul Ghani 
Baradar is now set to lead the Taliban government, having 
been at the inception of the group and also a key player in 

the negotiation talks with the US. 

As the US ends its combat mission in Afghanistan and soon Iraq, it is clear 
that its military involvement in the region is winding down. President Biden 
has pledged that the US will end its combat mission in Iraq by the end of the 
year. Currently, the US has just about 2,500 US troops in Iraq supporting 
local forces to combat members of the Islamic State group6. 

Seeing how much of a pyrrhic victory US involvement in Afghanistan, Libya 
and Iraq have been for the war on terror, the US withdrawal perhaps signals 
the end of US military interventions globally, a troubling reality for countries 
that have dependent on the US military and aid largesse to keep afloat 
the overwhelming influence of non-state actors. The same can be said for 
France’s proposed withdrawal of its troops from the Sahel, bringing an end 
to Operation Barkhane7. Just as easily as the Taliban took over Afghanistan, 
fears of a similar fate await countries in the Sahel, seeing that insurgent 
groups may overwhelm local forces. 

The Taliban takeover has raised fears that parts of Africa could suffer a 
similar fate after a French mission ends next year. France, as the former 
colonial power in much of the Sahel, has had troops in Mali since 20138. In 
an eerie similarity with the Afghan military’s lack of capacity, French troops 
intervened to help the Malian Army dislodge Islamist extremists who had 
seized towns in Mali’s north.

IMPLICATIONS OF A TALIBAN TAKEOVER 
FOR AFRICA’S WAR ON TERROR

5Donati, J. and Stancati, M. (16 August 2021). “A Taliban Leader Emerges: Hunted, Jailed and Now Free”. The Wall Street Journal. 
Available from: https://www.wsj.com/articles/a-taliban-leader-emerges-hunted-jailed-and-now-free-11629154710 
6BBC. (27 July 2021). “US combat forces to leave Iraq by end of year”. Available from: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-cana-
da-57970464 
7Rushworth, N. (10 June 2021). “Macron announces the end of France’s anti-Islamist Operation Barkhane in the Sahel”. France 24. 
Available from: https://www.france24.com/en/africa/20210610-live-macron-to-announce-a-restructuring-of-french-forces-in-mali 
8Asala, K . (10 July 2021). “)Many Malians happy about French Barkhane force departure from Sahel”. Available from: https://www.
africanews.com/2021/07/10/many-malians-happy-about-french-barkhane-force-departure-from-sahel// 
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Some Islamist militant groups which are affiliated with al-
Qaeda9, which shares links with the Taliban in Afghanistan, 
are among the the extremists that have their members spread 
across Africa. While there is no evidence that there is a link 
between the Taliban and Somalia-based al-Shabab, Somalia-
based media affiliated with al-Shabab hailed the takeover of 
Afghanistan by the Taliban.

Somalia’s UN-backed government has been grappling with al-Shabab which 
has for many years been fighting to topple it and impose strict Sharia law 
in the country. The group has been responsible for many deadly attacks in 
Somalia, and across East Africa. In Mozambique, Islamist militants have 
brought mayhem after seizing parts of the far-north province of Cabo 
Delgado. According to the UN, more than 2,500 people have been killed and 
some 700,000 have fled their homes since that insurgency began in 201710. 
Islamist extremists also operate in parts of the Democratic Republic of 
Congo. 

For a decade now, Nigeria has been confronted by the Boko Haram 
insurgency in its North-East, and increasingly in its North-West and parts 
of its North-Central by terror groups known locally as “bandits”, some of 
whom have links with Al-Qaeda in the Maghreb. These groups, along with 
other such groups in the Sahel region, have been behind the killing of tens 
of thousands of people and the displacement of millions in West Africa.

President Buhari went on the record in the Financial Times, in an op-ed 
published on Sunday, 15 August, calling Africa the ‘new frontline of global 
militancy’, and saying that “international assistance has not followed in 
step”11. This observation missed the two of the major lessons from the 
collapse of the Afghan government. First, no amount of international aid 
can make up for endemic corruption and lack of state capacity. Secondly, 

9Brands, H. (14 April 2021). “The War on Terrorism Isn’t Over — It’s Moved to Africa”. Bloomberg. Available from: https://www.
bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2021-04-14/mozambique-attacks-global-war-on-terrorism-is-africa-s-problem  
10BBC (27 March 2021). “Mozambique insurgency: Islamist militants ‘ambush workers fleeing hotel’”. Available from: 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-56550359  
11Buhari, M. (15 August 2021). “Muhammadu Buhari: Africa needs more than US military aid to defeat terror”. Financial Times. 
Available from: https://www.ft.com/content/5e50eed6-1ca6-4a28-8341-52157b2f946e 
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centrist governments in the West are coming under sustained 
pressure from more radical elements on both ends of the 
political spectrum. This has forced a reckoning with how these 
countries prosecute foreign policy, and the costs of these 

interventions, in favour of a focus closer to home. 

The Taliban gains have significant implications for states across the Sahel, 
home to hundreds of local and foreign radical Islamist militias12, chief 
of which is the Islamic State West Africa Province (ISWAP).  ISWAP,  a 
breakaway faction of Boko Haram has long sought what the Taliban has 
finally achieved--to create an Islamic State in West Africa. Prior to the 
splintering of Boko Haram into ISWAP and the Jama’atul Ahlis Sunnah 
(JAS), the erstwhile leader Abubakar Shekau voiced support for former 

Most Muslims in a Pew survey are concerned about Islamist extremism
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12Marc-Antoine Pérouse de Montclos (2021). “Rethinking the response to jihadist groups across the Sahel”. Chatham House. 
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montclos.pdf
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Taliban leader, Mullah Mohammed Omar. Despite this, Taliban’s 
support for ISWAP should not be expected considering that 
ISWAP is allied to the Islamic State that fought over control 
of the eastern part of Afghanistan where the Islamic State was 
attempting to establish the Islamic State-Khorasan Province 
(ISKP). The Taliban succeeded in pushing IS out of the country, 
and reestablishing control over the area.

Islamist extremism is a major concern on the continent and around the 
world, especially with the increase in militant insurgent groups. Majorities 
in most of the Muslim publics surveyed in a 2013 Pew Research Centre study 
expressed concerns about Islamic extremism in their countries. Senegalese 
Muslims are the most worried (75% concerned), but at least six-in-ten 
Muslims in Lebanon, Tunisia, Malaysia, Nigeria, Pakistan, Egypt and the 
Palestinian territories are also concerned13.  More Jordanian Muslims (54%) 
see Islamist extremism as a threat than do not (45%).

Even though there are numerous Islamist militias in the region and across 
the continent, potential Taliban support for them will depend on their 
access to resources and how allied these militias are to the Taliban. This 
automatically excludes groups allied to the Islamic State such as ISWAP, the 
Islamic State in the Greater Sahel (ISGS) and Ansar-al-Sunna (formerly ISIS 
- Mozambique).

The biggest impact the Taliban’s takeover of Afghanistan will have is not in 
terms of aid or resoources, but it is that it will provide a morale booster for 
Islamist groups who are aiming to create caliphates of their own, albeit it 
will be harder to create these across states compared with the Taliban that 
has never aimed to gain control of territory beyond Afghanistan’s borders. 

It will also reignite conversations about the role of Sharia law in Muslim-
majority societies especially in societies that practise some from of 

14Pew Research Centre (10 September 2013) “Muslim Publics Share Concerns about Extremist Groups”. Available from: https://
www.pewresearch.org/global/2013/09/10/muslim-publics-share-concerns-about-extremist-groups/  
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democracy, and specifically where there is rising acceptance 
of the Salafist ideology that advocates for a theocratic 
government. A list of such countries will include Nigeria 
where 12 states in the Muslim-majority North of the 

country have introduced the full Sharia legal system, an issue 
that continues to be contentious in the region and across the 

country. 

Although Muslim clerics in Northern Nigeria are yet to comment publicly 
on the recent events in Afghanistan, private conversations with a number of 
clerics, mostly of the Salafist sect, across the region reveal a tacit support for 
the Taliban in respect to their taking over the country and desire to shape 
it in line with the provisions of the Sharia law, which they believe Muslim 
societies should be modeled after. 

However, this support is more muted now compared to the outpouring of 
support that the Taliban received from Muslims in Northern Nigeria in the 
early days of the American invasion of Afghanistan. This is chiefly due to 
a fear that such support will be interpreted as support for ISWAP, whose 
goal is similar to that of the Taliban in terms of imposing Sharia law on the 
society, and will embolden them to not just double down on their activities 
but to also attempt expanding their sphere of operations.

Another reason why clerics are reluctant to publicly voice their support is the 
fear that doing so will negatively impact prominent Muslims in government 
at federal and state levels. An example is the Minister of Communications and 
Salafist cleric, Dr Isa Ali Pantami, who was embroiled in controversy in April 
202114  when old sermons where he expressed support for the Taliban and 
al-Qaeda in 2004 resurfaced. Asides Dr Pantami, there are many politicians 
across northern state governments that are devout Salafist Muslims, who 
also believe in Muslim societies being governed by Sharia law, and this gives 

14Asadu, C. (27 April 2021). “Nigeria: After Pantami, are there ‘more closet extremists’ in government?” The Africa Report. Available 
from: https://www.theafricareport.com/83029/nigeria-after-pantami-are-there-more-closet-extremists-in-government/ 



AFGHANISTAN’S COLLAPSE AND LESSONS FOR AFRICA’S WAR ON TERROR
SLOWLY, THEN SUDDENLY

AUGUST 2021

11

extremists legitimacy. Extremists often provide the judicial and 
social services that have collapsed in many African countries 
and then exploit those services to win support. 

In this respect, Northern Nigeria bears similarities with 
Afghanistan. A 2013 Pew Study found that Afghanistan is more 
conservative than most other Muslim countries, with 99% of respondents in 
favour of making Sharia the law of the land, and 61% holding the view that it 
should apply to both Muslims and non-Muslims alike. In the same study, 71% of 
Nigerian Muslims polled were in favour of making Sharia the law of the land15. 

15Pew Research Centre. (30 April 2013). “The World’s Muslims: Religion, Politics and Society”. Available from: https://www.pewfo-
rum.org/2013/04/30/the-worlds-muslims-religion-politics-society-overview/
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The sentiment shared by Nigerian Muslims to have Sharia 
as the law of the land, is  reflected in the general legitimacy 
of Hisbah groups in Nigeria’s northern states, who perform 

a number of functions ranging from social services, religious 
functions and most controversially, coercive disciplinary 

functions. A study in October 2016 conducted by the UK’s Agency for 
International Development under the Nigeria Stability and Reconciliation 
Programme (NSRP), found that the legitimacy of the Hisbah is significant. 

A majority of respondents polled in Kano and Bauchi say that the Hisbah is 
more trustworthy and less corrupt than the police, and that they (Hisbah) 
abide by Sharia law16.
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Politics, though, reflects a difference in approach to the same 
goal: while extremist groups such as the Taliban, ISWAP and 
al-Qaeda favour the use of violence, Northern Nigerian Muslim 
clerics and their followers believe that a better way to achieving 
their goal will be to control democratic governments and influence 
the actions of such governments to bring them in line with the demands of 
Sharia law.

It bears pointing out too that a number of these clerics find the tactics of the 
Taliban to be extreme, specifically its treatment of women in denying them 
a right to education and to work.
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ABOUT SBM

SBM Intel is an Africa focused geopolitical research and strategic communications 
consulting firm focused on addressing the critical need for political, social, 
economic and market data, and big data analytics. We employ various methods of 
data collection. Our Data Collection Methodology team advises on data collection 
methods for all ONS social and business surveys. With clients both within the 
business and the wider government community, we aim to provide expert advice 
on data collection procedures and carry out research leading to improvements in 
survey quality.

Since 2013, we have provided data analytics and strategic communication solutions 
to clients across various sectors in Nigeria, Ghana, the Ivory Coast, Kenya, South 
Africa, the UK, France and the United States. 


