
 

1 

 
Foreign fighters in Afghanistan and Pakistan after 9/11 
 

Paper presented at the conference ”Understanding Jihadism: Origins, evolution and 
future perspectives”, Oslo, 19-21 March 2009. 

 

 

By Anne Stenersen 

PhD Candidate 
Norwegian Defense Research Establishment (FFI) 
P O Box 25, N-2027 Kjeller, Norway 
Telephone (office): +47 63 80 77 45 
Telefax: +47 63 80 77 15 
Email: Anne.Stenersen@ffi.no 
Internet: www.ffi.no\TERRA 

  

 



 

2 

 Introduction 
This presentation will focus on the role of foreign fighters in the insurgency in Afghanistan after 
9/11, and in particular the period from 2002-2006. Previous studies on this topic have tended to 
focus on the foreign fighters’ activities related to international terrorism, rather than their role in 
local insurgencies. It is important to stress that foreign fighters only play a minor role in the 
current insurgency in Afghanistan. However, it is still interesting to study their role and 
interactions with local militant groups, as this may give us new insights into the global jihadist 
movement and how it is developing. 

I’ll make two points during this presentation. First I’d like to challenge a common claim about 
the al-Qaida network, namely that “after 2006 and the failure of al-Qaida in Iraq, al-Qaida has 
renewed its focus and efforts towards the insurgency in Afghanistan”. I believe this is not 
entirely correct because it implies that before 2006 al-Qaida wasn’t really interested in 
Afghanistan. But I will argue that there was a clear intention from 2002, among high-ranking al-
Qaida members, to be involved in the insurgency in Afghanistan. The planning and preparing for 
this started very soon after the decision to withdraw to Pakistan in late 2001. 

The second topic I will talk about is the activities of foreign fighters on the ground in this period. 
And I’ll do this by presenting the main findings of a study I did of about 100 so-called martyr 
biographies – biographies of foreign fighters that were killed in Afghanistan and Pakistan 
between 2002-2006 – where I looked at their backgrounds, their travel route to Pakistan and 
what kind of activities they were involved in after their arrival. I will argue that a majority took 
part in traditional guerrilla warfare in a local level, such as ambushes and rocket attacks. In 
contrast only 11% were involved in suicide operations, and just 4% were involved in organizing 
or supporting terrorist attacks in Pakistani cities or in Western countries. This gives us hopefully 
a more balanced picture of what foreign fighters have actually been doing in Afghanistan and 
Pakistan after 2001. Since Western media tend only to focus on activities related to terrorist 
attacks in Western countries, one tends to forget that for the hunderds of fighters on the ground, 
the focus since 2002 has been to fight a traditional guerrilla war against the US and their allies in 
Afghanistan, not to support or train for terrorist operations abroad.  

 

AQ leaders focused on Afghanistan ever since 2002 
So the first point I wanted to make was that al-Qaida were involved in the insurgency in 
Afghanistan from its very beginning in 2002. Of course we know that after the fall of the Taliban 
regime in late 2001, the foreign fighters in Afghanistan, including the al-Qaida leaders, re-located 
to Pakistan, in particular to the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) in North-Western 
Pakistan. However, the current literature does not contain so much analysis of how this 
withdrawal took place and what the purpose of the withdrawal was. This is what I will be 
focusing on now, because it can highlight several interesting things about the nature of the 
foreign fighter community in Afghanistan, and the role of al-Qaida within this community.   

We know that from 11 September and until the fall of the Taliban regime in November and 
December 2001, fighting the US-led invasion of Afghanistan was a central priority for the al-
Qaida leadership. This is clear because high-ranking leaders stayed in Afghanistan and fought or 
organized the campaign during this period, and did not leave Afghanistan until after November 
2001, when it became clear that the Taliban would surrendered the major cities to the Northern 
Alliance. 

Based on accounts of various fighters who survived the US campaign in late 2001, the 
withdrawal of foreign fighters from Afghanistan took place because of “orders from above.” 
However, sources are ambiguous as to who exactly issued the orders, and what al-Qaida’s 
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strategy was at this point. This probably reflects both the chaotic situation on the ground, and 
the fragmented nature of the foreign fighter community in Afghanistan at the time. 

Some sources say that Osama bin Laden himself issued a direct order to the Arabs in 
Afghanistan to withdraw and go back “to their home countries, if possible” to continue the jihad 
there. It is an interesting claim, because if it is true, it means that bin Laden in 2002 wanted a de-
centralization of al-Qaida rather than keeping a large contingent of Arab fighters in Pakistan to 
prepare for guerrilla warfare against the US and the new Afghan regime in Afghanistan. History 
has shown that al-Qaida actually had such ambitions, for example in Saudi Arabia.  

But at the same time, it is unlikely that they wanted to abandon the jihad in Afghanistan. This is 
also supported by several accounts of mid-level commanders and foot soldiers that indicate that 
the purpose of the withdrawal was not for the Arabs to go to their home countries, as bin Laden 
had requested, but to relocate to Pakistan, regroup and start a guerrilla war against US forces. 
This strategy was perhaps most clearly expressed by Abd al-Hadi al-Iraqi, who was a member of 
al-Qaida’s Shura council and who was also an important field commander in Afghanistan during 
the US-led invasion in late 2001. In an interview conducted in July 2002 he stated that the order 
to withdraw from Afghanistan in late 2001 had come from Mullah Omar. He says, “the order 
came because Mullah Omar and the [various] commanders saw that holding on to the cities 
during heavy aerial bombardment was not of much use ... A regular war would not harm the 
enemy, so that’s why there was a decision to switch to guerrilla warfare, which harm the enemy 
much more than when we were holding on to the cities.” This contradicts a common claim 
about al-Qaida fighters as being religious fanatics whose only goal is to die in battle and become 
martyrs. But if this was the goal, then why did they chose to withdraw to Pakistan? It seems 
obvious that the withdrawal was part of a strategy where the aim was to win the battle in the long 
run.  

Accounts of various “foot soldiers” also confirm that senior Arab commanders were involved in 
organizing the withdrawal of foreign fighters to Pakistan. Between late December 2001 and 
February 2002 Abd al-Hadi al-Iraqi and Abu Zubayda al-Filistini were reportedly observed in the 
border areas, and according to one militant, “Abu Zubaydah ... was in charge at that border of 
sorting the fighters into two groups: those who should continue on and be relocated to Pakistan, 
and those who should be sent back into Afghanistan.” There are also other accounts that seem 
to confirm that there was a system in place during the withdrawal of foreign fighters, that also 
included handpicking some fighters for receiving training in Pakistan that was later to be applied 
in the guerrilla campaign in Afghanistan. 

In addition to this we also have other sources that seem to confirm that high-ranking al-Qaida 
leaders were intent on keeping a presence in the insurgency in Afghanistan even as early as 2002. 
Especially interesting is a letter apparently written by Sayf al-Adl to Khalid Sheikh Mohammed in 
June 2002, where he talks about appointing certain al-Qaida leaders (Abu Faraj al-Libi and Abd 
al-Hadi al-Iraqi) as responsible for the “southern and northern sector” of the 
Afghanistan/Pakistan area. The efforts ran parallel to al-Qaida’s efforts at setting up jihadi fronts 
in Saudi Arabia and from 2003, in Iraq and elsewhere. It might of course be true that al-Qaida 
has increased its focus on Afghanistan after the failure in Iraq from 2006, but as I’ve argued here, 
al-Qaida had ambitions to be involved in the insurgency in Afghanistan from the very beginning. 
And this should of course not come as a big surprise because of the tremendous symbolic 
importance that Afghanistan has always had to the jihadi movement.  

 

The role of al-Qaida’s ”foot soldiers” after 2002 
I have now argued that al-Qaida has been involved in the insurgency in Afghanistan from its 
very outset in 2002, and I’ll continue now by discussing the specific contributions that foreign 
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fighters made to the early period of the insurgency. As I mentioned, I’ve done this by analyzing a 
number of martyr biographies, of militants who were killed in the area between 2002-2006. 

First of all I asked, who are these fighters and how did they come to the area? Well, among the 
103 biographies I looked at, there is a large variety of nationalities and socio-economic 
backgrounds. The fighters came from 22 different countries in the Middle East, North Africa, 
former USSR and the Xinyang province of China. With the exception of one fighter from the 
Caribbean Islands, there are no Europeans or Americans in the collection. However, some of the 
fighters lived in Europe before they came to Afghanistan, and appeared to have travelled 
through European-based facilitator networks. There are also no fighters from Southeast Asia. 
With regards to socio-economic background, we find everything from highway robbers to 
lawyers and engineers. The only thing they seem to have in common is that they are all male and 
from a (Sunni) Muslim background. What is perhaps more interesting was the militant 
experience of the fighters and their travel route to the tribal areas of Pakistan after 9/11.  

With regards to militant experience, we find in the collection everything from veterans of the 
Afghan jihad in the 1980s, to freshly joined recruits who have never participated in militant 
Islamist activity before 2002. However, a large majority (about 70%) were physically present in 
Afghanistan at the time of 9/11, and chose to participate in the fight against the US invasion 
before withdrawing to Pakistan. This means that the foreign militants who managed to flee the 
US-led invasion in 2001 also became the core of the new contingent of fighters that have been 
active in the area after 2002-at least up until 2006. Today, many of these foreign fighters have of 
course been killed, and the question is to what extent they have been re-placed with new 
militants. Since I am only using open sources in my studies, this question is still too early for me 
to discuss.  

The second thing I looked at was what kind of militant activity the foreign fighters were involved 
in after the withdrawal. The source material indicates that a majority of foreign fighters who were 
active between 2002 and 2006 were involved in traditional guerrilla warfare across the border 
into Afghanistan. Of the biography collection I looked at, 60% had been directly participating in 
rocket attacks, ambushes and/or roadside bomb attacks, often described as targeted US or other 
foreign troops. In contrast, only 11% had directly participated in planning, preparing and 
execution of suicide attacks. And about 4% had participated in planning or assisting terrorist 
attacks in Pakistani or Western cities.  

At the same time, the many individual stories revealed in these biographies paint a complex 
picture of the foreign fighters’ activities across southern and eastern Afghanistan. These include 
efforts at inciting the local population, training local and foreign militants, manufacturing 
explosives and rockets, and (to a certain extent) also providing support for terrorist operations in 
Pakistani and Western cities, but this is by no means the main priority. 

Conclusion 
So just to sum up, I have argued in this presentation that al-Qaida was involved in the insurgency 
in Afghanistan from the very beginning in 2002, and that there seems to have been a clear 
intention even during the withdrawal of foreign fighters to Pakistan, to re-group and start a 
guerrilla war against US forces and their allies in Afghanistan. This corresponds, of course, with 
the Taliban movement’s strategy at the time. I have also argued that the foreign militants who 
managed to flee the US-led invasion in 2001 also became the core of the new contingent of 
fighters that were active in the area after 2002 and at least up until 2006. When looking at 
biographies of militants who died in the area in this period, we see that a majority of these 
fighters seem to have been involved in guerrilla warfare on a local level, such as ambushes and 
rocket attacks, but not so much in spectacular suicide operations, or terrorist attacks in the West, 
that we traditionally associate with al-Qaida. But of course we have to remember that foreign 
fighter community remains a diverse group with different agendas, interests, and they cannot all 
be lumped together under the ”al-Qaida” label. 
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