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Diagram of MuIlahOmar's hideout in Qalat.

The house was a typical Afghan
gala—a mud-walled compound
with a large central courtyard. A
row of rooms lined one wall, witha
larger L-shaped room occupying the
corner, where Mullah Omar stayed.
There was no apparent door to the

room—instead, the entrance was a
secret door, what appeared to be a
cupboard high on the wall.
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21 However, when asked why N.1.S. had publicly accused Pakistan of sheltering Mullah Omar when, in fact, they had no strong evidence he was there,
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The Taliban and Sufism

The Taliban’s draconian interpretation of Islam is often
contrasted to the more “tolerant™ traditions of Sufism. In
fact, the original Taliban leaders, including Mullah Omar,
were practicing Sufis, drawing their theology from the tra-
ditional practices of the southern Afghan countryside. This
means that theologically, they were sharply at odds with
al-Qacda, who emerged from the Salafi-Wahhabi tradition
of Saudi Arabia. Sufism rejects both the literalist inter-
pretations put forth by Wahhabis—hence Mullah Omar’s
criticism of the doctrine of anthropomorphizing God-—as
well as schools of Islamic thought that rely on reason to in-
terpret the divine, Instead, southern Afghan Sufi leaders
maintained that the individual could apprehend the divine
through emotion and direct (mystical) experience. Those
who had achieved such an experience were often thought to
be in communion with God, and locals saw them as saints

to be revered and even prayed to.

b ol oW

As a child, Mullah Omar had studied at the feet of Hajji
Baba, a Sufi pir or spiritual guide. Later, he headed a small
group of talibs (religious students) belonging to the Nagsh-
bandi Sufi order.” During the Taliban regime, he would
visit the grave of his old Sufi teacher almost weekly. He took
very seriously the content of his dreams, which some Sufis
believe contain divine messages. The Taliban regime al-
lowed and even encouraged the visiting of shrines, much
to the chagrin of al-Qaeda. To the Salafi-Wahhabis, many
of the Taliban’s practices were un-Islamic and heretical;
in the late 1990s, al-Qaeda ideologues Yusul al-Ayiri and
Abu Musab al-Suri even wrote a tract to address the is-
sue, titled “Are the Taliban from Akl al-Sunna®” [Are the
Taliban Sunnis?]. Though they concluded that they were,
by drawing selectively from certain anti-Sufi quotes from
Pakistani-cducated scholars, the fact that they were forced
to do so indicates just how controversial the issue was in the

Salafi-jihadi movement.”
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For example, Mawlawi Abdul Ali Deobandi, a leading re-
ligious scholar in the Taliban regime and reportedly the
figure Mullah Omar most trusted for religious rulings, once
answered a reader’s question in a 1990s-era Taliban publi-

cation with the following':

[Question] How about people who say that
holy persons are present and watching us. Do
holy personages hear us and are aware of ev-

erything we do?

[Answer] O' Baba Sahib or Paw Mikh or Pad-
shah Agha [Important Kandahari Sufi Saints].
When one uses these kinds of expressions it is
because they are of the belief that holy person-
ages are present and will help him. They are
dead and can’t be present. But you can pray to
them and ask them to help you with blessing of

the prophets and solve your problems.

Of course, as the experience of the Taliban in power shows,
Sufis can be just as intolerant or draconian as any other
theological or ideological grouping. For example, Abdul-
lah Zakiri, one of southern Afghanistan’s leading Sufi pirs
during the latter half of the twenty century, was reportedly
behind riots in 1959 that burned down Kandahar's only
movie theater in response to a decree that officials” wives
should be unveiled.' And the Taliban’s version of Sufism
was remarkably austere, a reflection of the conditions from
which it emerged. (Their decrees banning music, for exam-
ple, stemmed from a longstanding tradition in the southern
countryside that viewed music as sinful.) But the theolog-
ical differences between the Taliban old-guard leadership
and al-Qaeda suggest that, ultimately, their alliance was
a marriage of convenience and not one based on a deep

ideological affinity.
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