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  Abstract 

Pashtuns have been known as specialists of guerrilla warfare. Use of suicide bombers against their 

opponent has never been a part of Pashtuns’ strategy. However, ever since the Americans have stepped 

into Afghanistan in 2001, there has been an extensive employment of suicide bombers by the Taliban 

against the American forces. The Pashtuns’ aggressive suicide strategy has proved extremely successful at 

least on these three counts: firstly, preventing the world’s lone superpower from achieving its strategic 

objectives in Afghanistan; secondly, forcing the US to the negotiating table with the Taliban; and thirdly, 

following in the footsteps of previous invaders, forced to withdraw from Afghanistan. The situation also 

agitates the researchers’ minds to inquire as to why Pashtuns opted to use suicide bombing as a military 

operation in the Afghan conflict in the post-2001 era? The main argument of this research is that in their 

struggles against foreign invaders, Pashtuns have always adopted different strategies in accordance with 

the ground realities, and the use of suicide bombers since 2001 has been part of this historic trend. In this 

research, secondary sources have been used for data collection whereas theoretical lens of Pape theory of 

suicide terrorism has been employed in testing the hypothesis. 

 

Keywords: Taliban, Suicide bombing, US in Afghanistan, Taliban Military Operation. 

 

Introduction 
 

On September 9, 2001, two suicide bombers killed Commander Northern Alliance, Ahmed Shah Massoud. 

This was the first suicide attack in the history of Afghanistan (Moghadam, 2008). In 2003 and 2004 the 

number of suicidal attacks was just two and six respectively. However, the figure started growing 

dramatically. In 2005, seventeen and 2006, one hundred and six suicide bombers detonated themselves. The 

figure reached one hundred and sixty in 2007 (Moghadam, 2008). 

 

Ever since the Americans have stepped into Afghanistan under the guise of chasing Osama bin Laden, there 

have been more than 1200 suicidal attacks in Afghanistan causing the death of a total of 2354 US 

professional soldiers besides 1720 US civilian contractors‟ fatalities.  In addition, the Americans have spent 

over $2 trillion on military arsenals and equipment in Afghanistan (Almukhtar & Nordland, 2019). Despite 

the fact that the US was able to establish its chosen government in Kabul, it could neither stop the 

frequency of suicidal attacks nor achieve its war objectives in Afghanistan.  
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The use of suicidal bombers is against the Pashtun‟s history of warfare. In their previous campaigns against 

the British (1838-1880) and the Soviet Union (1979-89), the Afghans proved their worth as specialists of 

guerrilla warfare, forcing both the superpowers of their time to retreat after bearing heavy causalities. The 

above scenario gives rise to two questions for this research. Why have the Pashtuns been using suicide 

bombing as a military operation in the Afghan conflict in the post-2001 era? And what are the different 

actors/facilitators involved in training a suicide bomber and launching a suicide attack by Taliban?  

 

The research is qualitative in nature, based on analytical reasoning and scrutiny of historical accounts of the 

US military campaign in Afghanistan since 2001. The paper asserts  that  is that in their struggles against 

foreign invaders, Pashtuns have always kept changing their strategies in accordance with the ground 

realities. Use of suicide bombers since 2001 has been a part of their historic trend of evolving strategies in 

the face of different circumstances. Secondary sources have been used for data collection whereas 

theoretical lens of Pape theory on suicide terrorism has been employed for testing the hypothesis.  

 

Chronological History of Suicidal Attacks 
 

The history of suicidal behaviour is as old as the history of warfare. However, the origins of employment of 

suicide bombers against adversaries as a tactic can be traced back to the struggle of Jewish Zealots against 

Romans from 66 to 73 AD (Chaliand & Blin, 2016). Later from 11
th

 to 13
th

 century, Ismaili assassins were 

known for using suicide attacks against their opponents (Syed, 2014). 

 

During the last year of the Second World War (1944-1945), Japanese Air Force conducted several suicide 

missions against Allied Naval Ships. They used their fighter planes as explosives instead of dropping 

bombs (Syed, 2010). In the modern history of world politics, Palestinian freedom fighters (Fedayeen) were 

considered as trendsetters in using suicide bombers in their just struggle against Israel. From Palestine, the 

technique became popular in Sri Lanka where Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) employed it 

extremely effectively. In July 1990, LTTE perpetrated a series of suicide attacks against Sri Lankan 

political leaders, military targets, and civilians, as well as using a suicide bomber to kill former Indian 

Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi (Azzam Tamimi, 2005-2006). Indeed, Rajiv Gandhi‟s killer Dhanu was the 

first person who used a suicide vest to kill somebody.    

 

Other examples of suicide attacks include: Al-Qaeda‟s attacks on American military targets in the Persian 

Gulf in late 1990s and the famous 9/11 airplane attacks in 2001; Kurdistan Workers Party‟s (PKK) use of 

suicide bombers against the Turkish army in 1996; and Chechen‟s use of the strategy against Russia in 

2000-2001 (Robert, 2005).  

 

Pakistan has also been a huge victim of suicide terrorism in the Global War on Terror (GWOT) which 

commenced with the fall of the twin towers in New York in 2001. This research suggests that Pashtuns had 

never used suicide attacks as their war strategy before they confronted American military power in 2001. 

The above debate establishes the fact that the use of suicide bombers is historically an old technique 

employed by various groups irrespective of their religious orientation; and secondly, there is no history of 

Pashtuns resorting to suicide attacks as a strategy before 2001.   

 

Keeping in view the scope of the research, the review of existing literature is aimed at addressing the 

following queries: reasons for which insurgent groups/ Non State Actors resort to suicide terrorism, the 

factors that forced Pashtuns to change their strategy from guerrilla to suicidal attacks, and Taliban‟s 

techniques employed in training a suicide bomber.   

 

Adoption of Suicide Bombing as a Strategy  

 

 As regards to the reasons for choosing suicide terrorism over conventional techniques, social scientists 

posit assorted opinions ranging from individual to collective, and social to religious ones. The most popular 
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explanations in this regard revolve around the effectiveness of suicide attacks as a strategy. Horowitz 

argues that suicide attacks are more lethal than conventional techniques (Horowitz, 2008).  Suicide 

bombing conducted at tactical level by one individual may create strategic fallout of a much wider scale.   

 

The other explanation relates to individual-level factors. The exponents (Sheehy-Skeffington 2009) of this 

hypothesis argue that individuals/ groups go down the suicide path to redress their grievances against their 

government or group to achieve their political objectives. This is one of the methods of demonstrating their 

anger or fury. Moghadam contends that suicidal attacks are employed by organizations acting on behalf of a 

national or religious community that are striving for regional autonomy and often self-determination 

(Moghadam, 2008). 

 

Pape, on the contrary, claims that the act of suicide terrorism has something to do with foreign occupation. 

He finds that when individuals or groups are, or feel that they are, occupied; they are much more likely to 

resort to tactics like suicide terrorism. On the other hand, a large majority of historians and critics find 

strong religious motivation behind suicide terrorism. Chaliand and Blin relate suicide terrorism with 

religion but not solely with Islam. They argue that suicidal attacks have often been used as a tactic to 

achieve political objectives. A well-known example is of Jewish zealots in the first century who used it 

against Roman occupation (Chaliand & Blin, 2016). 

 

As regards to the Pashtun‟s motivation for adopting this strategy, Miguax claims that Al-Qaeda transferred 

the suicide attack strategy to Afghan Pashtuns. After the 9/11 attacks, America considered Afghanistan as 

the fortress of Al-Qaeda; therefore, it attacked Afghanistan and virtually toppled the Taliban regime. 

Resultantly, the Taliban started an armed resistance against a numerically and technologically superior 

enemy (Miguax, 2016).   

 

Moghadam claims that when Ahmed Shah Massoud was killed in a suicide attack in 2001, Pashtuns were 

not conversant with the tactic. Hence, it can conveniently be concluded that the attack was conducted by Al 

Qaeda. However, Pashtuns started adopting this line of attack and by late 2007, the main perpetrators of 

suicide missions in Afghanistan were Afghan Taliban (Moghadam, 2008). 

 

Pushtun’s History of Fighting Internal and External Wars 
 

Being a lucrative place for foreign invaders and especially the great powers, Afghanistan has never seen 

perpetual peace in its internal political dynamics. In order to inquire into Pushtun‟s war strategy to defend 

their territorial integrity against numerically and technically superior invaders, as well as infighting among 

Afghan rival groups against one another and the state machinery, it is imperative to conduct a brief 

reappraisal of Pushtun‟s internal and external struggles. 

 

Afghanistan’s Internal Turmoil 

 

The historic roots of present day Afghanistan can be traced back to the eighteenth century with the 

establishment of Durrani Empire by Ahmed Shah Durrani. Since then there has hardly been any occasion 

where power transition occurred in a peaceful manner. Following rulers had to lose their lives as a result of 

regime change: (1) Nadir Shah killed on June 17, 1747, before establishment of Durrani Empire; (2) In 

1909, Amir Habibullah son of Amir Abdul Rehman Khan was killed and his son Amir Amanullah was 

given the reign of the government; (3) On November 1, 1929 King Habibullah Kalakani was executed by a 

firing squad along with his brother and ten other leaders; (4) In 1933, King Nadir Shah was shot dead 

during a graduation ceremony at a high school; (5) On April 28, 1978, President Daud Khan was killed 

with his family members; (6) President Nur Muhammad Turkai was killed in prison after removal from 

power in September 1979; (7) In December 1979, President Hafiz Ullah Amin was killed by Soviets on 

suspicion of him being a CIA agent; (8) On September 28, 1996, former President Najib Ullah was 

assassinated by the Taliban and his body publically hanged after they take over  Kabul.  
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Foreign Invasions of Afghanistan 

 

Way back in 1838, British forces invaded Afghanistan (First Anglo-Afghan War) and established King 

Shah Shujah‟s regime. Four years later in 1842, the country experienced an internal revolt that resulted in 

assassination of the King. In addition, a large number of British and Indian troops were brutally massacred 

while they were in the process of retreating from Kabul. 

 

Later from 1878 to 1880, there occurred the Second Anglo-Afghan War which ended on the conclusion of a 

treaty between the two nations which gave Britain control over Afghan foreign affairs. Afghanistan 

remained in British control till 1919, when finally Emir Amanullah Khan declared independence from 

British influence. 

 

In December 1979, Soviet Army invaded Afghanistan to prop up a communist government in Kabul. In 

1980, Babrak Karmal was instated as President of Afghanistan who faced stern resistance from opposition 

forces and the international community. For the next decade, Afghan nation fought a courageous war 

through various Mujahideen groups against Soviet forces. Finally, after suffering a devastating defeat at the 

hands of Afghan Mujahideen, the Red Army was forced to withdraw from Afghanistan in 1989.  

 

Following the drastic episode of 9/11, the US initiated its incursion in Afghanistan in October 2001. The 

American campaign started with massive aerial bombing followed by capturing of Kabul by anti-Taliban 

Northern Alliance. Hamid Karzai was sworn in as head of an interim power-sharing government. The US is 

still in Afghanistan to date. The Americans have suffered heavy causalities without achieving their end 

objectives. Finally, on February 29, 2020, they signed a deal with the Taliban that will pave the way for the 

US troops pulling out of Afghanistan. Nevertheless, after the US withdrawal three possible scenarios are 

expected to emerge:  First, the negotiating parties may hold on to their competing visions for the future of 

Afghanistan, resulting in a continuation of the ongoing civil war. Second, one side may capitulate to the 

demands of the other. Third, a negotiated political settlement may be reached between the Taliban and the 

Afghan government, effectively ending the 40-year-old civil war (Pandey, S., & Sareen, S. (2020). 

 

Assessing Pashtun’s Historic Way of Fighting 

 

Pashtun‟s fighting strategies – both against their internal and external adversaries – will be discussed 

according to two distinct phases. The pre-9/11 era includes First and Second Anglo Afghan Wars, Soviet 

Afghan War (1979-1989), all the above mentioned domestic power tussles as well as the civil war (1989-

1996). Whereas the post-9/11 period includes the US intervention and the tug of war for power amongst 

various factions of the Afghan nation.  

 

The existing analytical history of Pashtun‟s military operations suggests that no suicide mission was 

conducted by them during the first phase. Various historians, researchers and analysts regard the Afghan 

„Way of War‟ as a simple phenomenon based entirely upon religious mobilization and individual fanatical 

courage, void of any tactical or strategic conception (Johnson, 2012). Defence and security analysts also 

consider Afghans as “natural guerrilla fighters” (Johnson, 2012, p.1), and above all being sons of the soil, 

they know how to use the tricky terrain to their advantage. It was this very reason that forced both the great 

powers of their times (Britain and the Soviet Union) to abandon their campaigns in Afghanistan.  

 

Pashtun’s Response to American Invasion 

 

The case-study of the American foray into Afghanistan is somewhat different from those of British and 

Soviet adventures. The American narrative regarding their Afghan offensive was based upon a hunt for 

Osama Bin Laden and not just for change of regime in Kabul. President George W. Bush announced Global 

War on Terror (GWOT) against Al Qaeda and initiated Operation Enduring Freedom on October 7, 2001 in 

Afghanistan. The operation started with massive air bombardment whereas Northern Alliance militia 
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launched the ground offensive duly supported by Special Forces from the US and UK to take over the 

capital, Kabul.  

 

After weeks of resistance, the Taliban withered and their government in Kabul finally collapsed on 

November 13, 2001. In December, power was handed over to an Interim Transitional Administration under 

Hamid Karzai. Later on June 13, 2002, the Loya Jirga appointed Hamid Karzai as President of the new 

Afghan setup. This, however, initiated a new era of Pashtuns‟ struggle against foreign forces as well as the 

US supported government in Kabul. 

 

An Assessment of Pashtun Response to US invasion  
 

Employment of suicide attack technique has proved to be the Pashtuns‟ most lethal and effective weapon 

against American forces. The analysts present various reasons for Pashtuns using suicide terrorism. Where 

some relate it to religious motivation, others associate it with Pashtun‟s asymmetry of resources vis-à-vis 

the Americans. Williams argues that Taliban switched over to suicide bombing after their initial failure in 

conventional guerrilla warfare against the US. The other reason listed by Williams is that the Taliban 

wanted to increase the American cost of war in Afghanistan (Williams, 2008). The author‟s argument 

technically proved to be right as USA and allied forces disbursed colossal dollars and then got frustrated to 

bow for dialogues.  

 

Robert Pape was the first political scientists who presented a comprehensive theory of suicide terrorism in 

2005. Pape‟s theory presents two claims: one, suicide attacks are the outcome of a rational behaviour and 

strategic logic; and, two foreign occupations lead to employment of suicide technique by the occupied 

population. Pape also contends that occupation, nationalism and religious differences cause a rebellion 

which leads to mass support for martyrdom and finally results in suicide terrorism. The American incursion 

in Afghanistan offers a good case-study for testing the research hypothesis under various strands of Pape‟s 

theory of terrorism. Following is a discussion and analysis of the various reasons as to why the Taliban‟s 

adopted suicide bombing as a tactic along with conventional war.  

 

Pashtun’s Principles and Conception of War 

 

The Afghan nation has experienced invasions from numerically and technically powerful adversaries. The 

adversaries have always found Afghanistan a hard battle ground and could never achieve their strategic 

objectives in Afghanistan. Similarly, the internal battles of Afghan tribes have also contributed in shaping 

unique Pashtun conception of war. Research analysts draw a distinct line between Pashtun‟s war strategies 

in their internal and external conflicts. Shultz and Dew categorize Afghan wars with external powers as 

“total wars” as compared to their intra-tribe battles (Shultz & Dew, 2006, p.188). Defence analysts also 

claim that in their centuries old war history, Afghan warriors have demonstrated unconventional tactics 

such as allowing the attackers to penetrate deep into their territory, trap them in inescapable mountainous 

terrain and destroy them by employing raids and hit-and-escape strategy. However, nowhere in their war 

history did Pashtuns use suicide bombers except in their post-9/11 campaigns. Johnson claims that careful 

study of the Afghan‟s historic war principles suggests that they have always moulded their tactics, 

strategies and principles in accordance with the tactics and strategy used against them (Johnson, 2012,p.  

301).    

 

Religion and Pashtun’s War Strategy 

 

With over ninety-nine per cent of Muslim population, Afghanistan has traditionally been held together by 

its Islamic faith (Boulouque, 1999).  Historians argue that Afghans interpret Islam differently in their 

internal and external struggles. During their inter-clan and tribal fights, their focus is more on their tribal 

and cultural values and least on the rules of engagement taught by Islam. However, Islam has proved an 

extremely strong unifying force once they face a foreign invader. 
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The Afghan religious clergies and their leadership have successfully been using the general public‟s natural 

inclination towards Islam in converting the young and religiously motivated individuals to suicide 

bombing. Edwards asserts that a religiously charged person can easily regard suicide bombing as a 

“logical” response – the logic here being not of an objective, rational character but one determined by 

cultural understanding (Edwards, 2017, p. 129). 

 

Foreign Occupation and Use of Suicide Attacks by Pashtuns 

 

In order to reach some logical conclusion on the role of foreign occupation(s) of Afghanistan as the chief 

reason for Pashtuns‟ switching over to suicide terrorism, the current American offensive needs to be 

analysed and compared with the history of previous invaders in Afghanistan. Though the final outcome of 

all three invading superpowers was the same, but the Afghan‟s domestic and systemic environment had 

been quite different in all the three occasions. Most probably, every successive intruder had based their 

threat perception on their predecessor‟s experiences without counting on Afghan‟s rich military culture and 

changing patterns of warfare.   

 

During British campaign to Afghanistan (1838-1919), Afghans fought all alone without any foreign 

assistance. The case of Afghans‟ struggle against former Soviet Union (1979-1989) was entirely opposite. 

The Afghan Mujahideen enjoyed physical and financial support of the international community against 

their Soviet installed government and Soviet forces. During the  US intrusion (2001 to date), Taliban have 

been struggling not only against the invaders but the state forces installed by the US after toppling Taliban 

government. 

 

An appraisal of their war history suggests that Pashtuns had not resorted to suicide techniques against the 

first two invaders but opted to use suicide bombers against Americans. The Afghans, however, had been 

successful in all three occasions. This suggests that Pape‟s analogy of linking suicide terrorism with foreign 

occupation is not valid in Pashtuns case-history, since they chose not to use this tactic against the first two 

invaders.  

 

Cost of War vis-a-vis Change of Tactics 

 

As per Williams claim mentioned above, the Taliban chose suicidal tactics for the following reasons: one, 

after their initial failure in conventional guerrilla tactics, they switched over successfully to the new 

technique; or, two to increase cost of war for the US. Both the claims carry equal weightage and fit within 

the Taliban set objectives. Taliban were not in a position to conduct full-fledged offensives and raids on 

strongly guarded American fortresses. Furthermore, capturing an area occupied by the US forces and its 

retention was practically not possible. The cost of training a suicidal bomber was much less than the 

damage it caused to the opponent and the psychological and overall impact it made through universal 

media.      

 

Asymmetry in Forces  

 

Americans started their adventure with massive air bombardment while relying on minimum boots on 

ground so as to avoid becoming a prey to the Afghan trap. Furthermore, American forces established strong 

fortresses to counter Taliban‟s attacks. Afghan Taliban, on the other hand, had no air defence nor any 

artillery support or armour to take American strongholds. This asymmetry in capabilities, nevertheless, 

could not prove to be to the US advantage. Taliban, true to their tradition, readjusted their war strategies by 

relying more on raid operations than classic ambush tactics, and incorporating suicidal bombers as the new 

and most lethal weapon in their arsenal.   
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Al-Qaeda’s Influence 

 

Ever since the Americans toppled the Taliban regime in Kabul, both the Taliban and Al Qaeda fought hand 

in glove against the foreign occupation forces. The collaboration of both, however, can be traced back to 

mid-1990s when Osama bin Laden established Al-Qaeda in Afghanistan. Moreover, the primary reason for 

American invasion of Afghanistan was nothing but to hunt for Osama bin Laden and dismantle Al-Qaeda‟s 

network.  

 

In 1990s, the Taliban‟s and Al-Qaeda‟s missions were entirely opposite, besides differences in priorities 

and ideology. Taliban agenda was purely domestic i.e. to firstly seize power – which they achieved in 1996 

– and then consolidate their position. Contrarily, Al Qaeda had an international mission. But both needed 

each other‟s cooperation.  Political critics contend that Taliban provided sanctuaries and protection to Al 

Qaeda in exchange for training and finances (Maizland & Laub, 2014).  Finally, in the post-9/11 scenario, 

their interests converged when they had to fight against the same enemy. 

 

McNally claims that Taliban relations with al Qaeda were crucial after their departure from power in 2001 

(McNally & Weinbaum, 2016). The biggest contribution of Al Qaeda was the transfer of their tactic of 

suicide bombing to the Taliban.   

 

Tiers of Suicide Bombing: Training and Execution 
 

1. Inspirational Leadership: In Afghanistan, the religious motivation to carry out suicide attacks 

against the United States and its allies has been provided by Al-Qaeda. As mentioned earlier, the 

Afghan Taliban were trained by Al-Qaeda‟s Iraq chapter and later the Afghan Taliban trained the 

Pakistani Taliban. Unlike the previous era from 1996-2001, the new Taliban and Al-Qaeda make 

good use of social media ( Twitter, Facebook  etc., ) and new technology to circulate their ideas to 

the youth. Their target audiences are the nominally educated students or semi computer-literate 

individuals and the Madrassa students. The online sermons of the Deputy Head of Al-Qaeda 

South Asia „Ustad Ahmed Farooq‟ are an example of that (Farooq, 2008). 

2. Mastermind: The mastermind is the person who plans the operation which includes selection of 

target as well. 

3. Networker: The networker is the person who will establish grid with the other groups if the target 

for suicide attack operation is far from the base of the group launching the attack. 

4. Cell Managers: The cell manager is the person who heads the facility where the suicide bomber is 

trained. The best example of a cell manager can be of Qari Hussain Mehsud. Hussain was known 

as Ustad-e-Fidayeen (instructor of martyrs). Williams argues that Husain used to kidnap minor 

children and these children were brainwashed for the suicide operations operations (Williams, 

2013). 

5. Local Agitators: The local agitator is the clergyman who motivates the potential suicide bombers 

through different logics by twisting the religion to gain his goal. Moulana Nasib Khan Wazir was 

one of the examples of a local agitator. Iqbal argues that Nasib Khan was an Afghan from Birmal 

Paktika (Afghanistan) but he received education from Darul Uloom Haqqania, Akora Khattak. 

The person was an ideologue of Pakistani Taliban; however, he never took part in conducting a 

terrorist attack himself. He was a signatory of a religious decree (Fatwa), which justified the 

killing of Pakistani security personnel on Islamic grounds  

6. Local Members: He is the person who provides the boarding and lodging to the bombers before 

the attack. 

7. Fund Raisers: Fund raiser arranges money for the operation. 

8. Technicians: The persons who provide the technical support for the attack. 

9. Rat or Fodder: The suicide bomber comes at the last. His value is not more than a sacrificial 

animal, or a rat used for experiment (Ahmed, 2015). 
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Analytical Findings 
 

1. The history of suicidal behaviour is as old as the history of warfare with its roots traced back in 

Jewish Zealots‟ struggle against Romans from 66 to 73 AD. 

2. The use of suicide bombing has no religious linkages as it has historically been employed by 

various adversaries in their internal as well as external conflicts. 

3. Individuals/ groups adopt this strategy to redress their real or perceived grievances against their 

government or group for fulfilment of their political objectives. 

4. There is no history of Pashtuns resorting to suicide bombing as a strategy before September 9, 

2001, when Mujahideen Commander of Northern Alliance Ahmed Shah Massoud was killed by 

two suicide attackers in Takhar Province.  

5. Al Qaeda, which had been operative in Afghanistan since mid-1990s, transferred the suicide 

technology to Afghan Pashtuns  

6. There are various reasons for the Taliban‟s use of suicide attacks against the US which include: 

religious motivation, asymmetry of resources, their initial failing in conventional guerilla warfare, 

to increase the cost of American war in Afghanistan, and above all, the Al Qaeda factor.  

7. The Pashtuns aggressive strategy of employment of suicide bombers has proved extremely 

successful at least on the following three counts: firstly, preventing the US from achieving its 

strategic objectives in Afghanistan; secondly, forcing the US to negotiate with the Taliban; and 

thirdly, compelling the US to consider withdrawing from Afghanistan.  

 

Conclusion 
 

During the ravages of British invasion (1838-1919), Soviet occupation (1979-1989), the tribal warlords‟ 

mutual conflicts and Taliban rule (1996-2001) there have been no traces of suicide attacks in Pashtuns 

history of warfare. The first suicide attack –on September 9, 2001 to kill Ahmed Shah Massoud – was 

conducted by two Arabs belonging to Al Qaeda‟s Iraq chapter. Even during the initial stage of their 

struggle against the US occupation forces, Afghan fighters never used suicide bombers despite being 

closely linked with Al Qaeda. Indeed it was 2005 when Taliban opted to change their strategy and started 

posing serious threat to the occupation forces. With 17 suicide attacks in 2005, the figure kept growing 

steadily in the following years.  

 

Though suicide attacks proved to be the most lethal weapon against the US, yet the subject remained under-

explored by political and defence analysts. There, however, surfaced a few articles on exploring the reasons 

of Pashtuns leaving their century old guerrilla tactics and adopting suicide missions. The Pashtun‟s 

motivations as spelled out by various experts range from: religious to strategic incentives, asymmetry of 

forces to the cost of war factors, and cultural to social variables.   

 

Robert Pape was the first to present a comprehensive theory of suicide terrorism in 2005 making two 

claims: suicide attacks are the outcome of a rational behaviour and strategic logic; and foreign occupations 

lead to employment of suicide technique by the occupied population.   

 

The empirical analysis conducted in this research partially validates various strands of Pape‟s theory of 

suicide terrorism in the case study of Pashtuns struggle against the US since 2001. This research concludes 

that, although, Al Qaeda transferred suicide technology to Taliban, but the chief reason for using suicide 

bombers was nothing except continuing in their century old culture of adopting new strategies while 

fighting their internal or external rivals.   
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