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Extended Abstract

.ﬂf ter The developments in Afghanistan in 2021 and the rise of the Taliban in this country, the

creation of some events such as the presence of AQIS and key members of Al-Qaeda strategically, the
Taliban protecting this group from political-military harm, and ensuring a safe haven for them, revealed
the relationships between these groups. With the killing of Ayman al-Zawahiri, the second-in-command
of Al-Qaeda, by the CIA in a house belonging to senior Taliban leaders on July 31, 2022, it confirmed
the presence of Al-Qaeda and its satellites in Afghanistan and its close cooperation with the Taliban.
The purpose of this article is to answer the main question of how the AQIS threat has been assessed in
the countries of the Indian subcontinent after the Taliban became effective in Afghanistan. The research
findings show that; Afghanistan under Taliban control serves as a safe haven and potential haven for
AQIS militants in Bangladesh, Myanmar, and similar situations to Kashmir, India, and Pakistan as a
place where they can travel to train, acquire weapons, and conduct operations in these countries. In this
study, an attempt has been made to answer this question by using a descriptive-analytical method and
using library and internet resources.
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Introduction

Terrorism and the proliferation of terrorist groups are among the major
security challenges of the twenty-first century. South Asia, and particularly
the Indian subcontinent, is regarded as a significant region in security and
terrorism studies due to the persistent presence and activities of a range of
terrorist and jihadist groups. The continued activities of groups with
ideological, organizational, and operational links have affected the security of
countries in the region and transformed terrorism into a persistent feature of
regional politics and security. Among these groups, Al-Qaeda has played an
important role over the past two decades in sustaining and expanding Islamist
jihadism.

The September 11, 2001 attacks and the subsequent military operations
conducted by the United States and its allies against Al-Qaeda in Afghanistan
did not, contrary to expectations, result in the complete destruction of the
organization. By adopting a strategy of “going local” and relying on regional
and local affiliates, Al-Qaeda managed to preserve and rebuild part of its
organizational capacity. The establishment of regional branches, including
Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, Jabhat
al-Nusra, and eventually Al-Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS), can be
considered part of this strategy. AQIS was established in September 2014 as
the newest official branch of Al-Qaeda Central. It began its activities by
integrating a number of jihadist groups and individuals active in Afghanistan,
Pakistan, and other countries in the region.

The significance of AQIS is not limited to its organizational structure.
Rather, its links with the Taliban in Afghanistan and the developments
following the withdrawal of U.S. forces and the Taliban’s takeover of
Afghanistan in 2021 have given the group a new strategic dimension. The
Doha Agreement committed the Taliban to severing ties with transnational
terrorist groups, including Al-Qaeda. However, the evidence examined in this
study indicates that relations between the Taliban and Al-Qaeda continued
following the Taliban’s return to power. The killing of Al-Qaeda leader
Ayman al-Zawahiri on July 31, 2022, in a house belonging to one of
Sirajuddin Haqqgani’s senior aides in Kabul, has been regarded as important
evidence of the continued presence of Al-Qaeda leaders in Afghanistan and
their links with the Taliban’s organizational structure.

Under these circumstances, the central problem of this research is how the
Taliban’s rise to power has affected the status and threat capacity of Al-Qaeda
in the Indian Subcontinent across South Asia. From the perspective of this
study, Taliban-controlled Afghanistan can potentially serve as a safe haven for
AQIS personnel and provide the group with opportunities for training,
organization, recruitment, and access to resources. At the same time, the
existence of jihadist networks and socio-religious cleavages in countries such
as Pakistan, India, Kashmir, Bangladesh, and Myanmar provides a favorable
environment for the continuation of the group’s influence and activities.
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Therefore, assessing the AQIS threat requires simultaneous consideration of
the group’s relationship with the Taliban, its organizational capabilities, local
and regional networks, and areas of influence across the Indian subcontinent.
The main research question is:

How has the threat posed by AQIS in the Indian subcontinent been assessed
following the Taliban’s rise to power in Afghanistan?

To answer this question, the study examines several key issues: How was
the relationship between AQIS and the Taliban in Afghanistan established,
and how has it evolved since the Taliban’s return to power? What level of
influence and operational capacity does the group possess in different
countries of the Indian subcontinent? And what opportunities has the
Taliban’s rise to power created for the continuation of AQIS activities,
recruitment, training, and the expansion of its regional influence?

1. Research Method and Theoretical Framework

In terms of its objective, this study is applied, while methodologically it adopts
a descriptive-analytical approach. Data were collected through library and
online sources. Within this framework, the study analyzes the status and trends
associated with the AQIS threat by examining available sources and reports
on Al-Qaeda, Al-Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent, the Taliban in
Afghanistan, and jihadist groups operating in South Asia. In addition, to
examine differences in the group’s situation across countries, its areas of
activity in Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, Kashmir, Bangladesh, and Myanmar
were investigated.

The theoretical framework of the study is based on Diffusion Theory.
Initially developed within the field of geography, this theory has also been
applied in political science and international relations because of its ability to
explain the transmission and spread of human, cultural, and ideological
phenomena. Diffusion Theory encompasses three principal forms: relocation
diffusion, hierarchical diffusion, and contagious diffusion. Relocation
diffusion refers to the physical movement of individuals or groups carrying
ideas and cultures from one location to another. Hierarchical diffusion
emphasizes the transmission of ideas through influential individuals or
important centers. Contagious diffusion refers to the spread of ideas through
direct contact without necessarily following hierarchical patterns.

Based on this framework, Al-Qaeda Central can be regarded as the
principal source of ideological and organizational diffusion, transmitting its
ideas, organizational models, and objectives to surrounding regions through
the establishment of regional branches, including AQIS. The establishment of
AQIS in 2014 can therefore be analyzed within this framework as an effort by
Al-Qaeda Central to transfer and consolidate its jihadist ideology and
organizational structure in South Asia. Although this branch remains affiliated
with the central leadership of Al-Qaeda, it has also relied on existing local
networks and jihadist groups across the Indian subcontinent.
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2. Discussion

Al-Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent was established in 2014 following
more than two years of efforts to bring together jihadist groups and
individuals in the region. The group was placed under the leadership of
Ayman al-Zawahiri, while Asim Umar, a former commander of the
Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan, was appointed as its first emir. AQIS’s
ideology is closely connected to that of Al-Qaeda Central and
emphasizes jihad, the liberation of Muslim lands, and the restoration of
an Islamic caliphate in the region. Within this framework, South Asian
governments are defined as the “near enemy,” while India, Pakistan,
Bangladesh, and Myanmar constitute the group’s geographical area of
activity.

The organizational structure of AQIS also reflects its links with
Al-Qaeda Central. The group has an emir, deputy emir, consultative
council, military committee, and Sharia committee, and its “Code of
Conduct” emphasizes adherence to the general guidelines of Al-Qaeda
Central. At the same time, AQIS has drawn upon local jihadist networks
in various countries. This has meant that its structure does not depend
exclusively on foreign personnel but can also utilize the capabilities of
local groups and individuals.

The most significant development in assessing the AQIS threat
concerns the group’s relationship with the Taliban in Afghanistan. This
relationship has deep historical roots and has continued through the
pledges of allegiance made by Al-Qaeda leaders to Taliban leaders.
AQIS participated alongside the Taliban in the Afghan war and, in its
Code of Conduct, emphasized support for the Taliban and the struggle
to establish Islamic rule in Afghanistan. Following the Taliban’s return
to power in 2021, the evidence presented in this study indicates the
continued presence of Al-Qaeda members and leaders in Afghanistan.
United Nations reports have also highlighted the presence of AQIS
personnel within Taliban units and their activities in areas such as
Kandahar, Helmand, and Nimroz.

In this context, Afghanistan following the Taliban’s rise to power
has gained importance as a potential safe haven for AQIS. The presence
of Al-Qaeda members in Afghanistan, close ties with the Taliban, and
access to an environment conducive to training and organizational
activities have enhanced the group’s capacity to maintain its regional
operations. From the perspective of this study, therefore, the Taliban
represents not only an ideological partner for AQIS but also an
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important factor in sustaining its organizational and regional
capabilities.

Pakistan also occupies a significant position within the AQIS
network. A substantial proportion of the group’s members have
emerged from Pakistani jihadist circles, and its connections with
Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan, Lashkar-e-Taiba, and Jaish-e-Mohammed
have strengthened its organizational and networking capabilities.
Pakistan has, in fact, been one of the principal centers for the formation
and activities of AQIS. The group’s relations with Pakistani jihadist
organizations demonstrate that its regional influence is largely based on
informal and local networks.

In India, AQIS has attempted to establish organizational structures
and networks of influence, but compared with Pakistan and
Afghanistan, its success has been more limited. The arrest of members
of the group in 2015 and 2016 prevented the rapid expansion of its
activities, and the group has so far been unable to establish a coherent
and extensive structure throughout India. Nevertheless, Kashmir is of
particular importance because of its longstanding conflict and the
presence of jihadist groups. By exploiting the Kashmir issue and
establishing links with some groups active in the region, AQIS has
sought to strengthen its jihadist discourse and transform the area into
one of its centers of activity.

In Bangladesh, AQIS has relied more heavily on propaganda,
recruitment, and clandestine activities. By exploiting issues related to
the persecution of Muslims and the situation of the Rohingya Muslims,
the group has attempted to create a social environment conducive to
expanding its influence. The group’s activities in Bangladesh
demonstrate that its threat capacity is not limited to direct acts of
violence; propaganda, recruitment, and the establishment of
underground networks also constitute important components of its
strategy.

Myanmar also occupies an important position in AQIS’s discourse
because of the Rohingya issue. Al-Qaeda Central and AQIS have
repeatedly used the situation of the Rohingya Muslims to strengthen
their jihadist narrative and have attempted to transform this issue into a
factor for mobilizing jihadist forces in the region. Nevertheless,
contrary to the group’s propaganda focus, the evidence presented in this
study indicates that AQIS has so far been unable to establish significant
operational activities in Myanmar.
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Taken together, these developments indicate that the AQIS threat
cannot be assessed solely on the basis of the number of attacks it has
carried out. Although the group has so far been unable to conduct
large-scale attacks in the countries of the region, it has managed to
ensure its survival by maintaining connections with jihadist networks,
using propaganda, recruiting personnel, and exploiting Afghanistan as
a safe haven. Compared with its hard-power capabilities, its principal
strength lies in its propaganda capacity, networked connections, and
ability to exploit existing social and religious cleavages in the region.

The Taliban’s rise to power has reinforced these capabilities.
Taliban-controlled Afghanistan can provide AQIS with a favorable
environment for maintaining organizational networks, conducting
training, and establishing connections with local groups. At the same
time, social and religious cleavages in India, the Kashmir issue, the
situation of the Rohingya Muslims, and existing jihadist networks in
Pakistan and Bangladesh provide opportunities for expanding the
group’s ideological influence. Therefore, the AQIS threat should be
understood as a gradual and network-based threat that may persist even
in the absence of large-scale attacks through continued presence,
recruitment, and reinforcement of jihadist discourse.

3. Conclusion and Suggestions

The findings of this study indicate that Al-Qaeda in the Indian
Subcontinent, despite its limited capacity to conduct large-scale attacks,
has managed to maintain its position in South Asia over nearly a decade
of activity. The establishment of the group formed part of Al-Qaeda
Central’s long-term strategy to preserve its organizational structure,
expand jihadist ideology, and establish regional networks. By drawing
upon Al-Qaeda’s longstanding relationships with jihadist groups in
South Asia and utilizing local capacities, AQIS has established varying
degrees of presence and influence in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Kashmir,
India, Bangladesh, and Myanmar.

In this context, Taliban-controlled Afghanistan represents the most
important factor in assessing the threat posed by this group. The
continuation of Taliban—Al-Qaeda relations, the presence of Al-Qaeda
leaders and personnel in Afghanistan, and AQIS’s potential ability to
utilize the capacities available in the country have created conditions
conducive to maintaining and strengthening its regional activities.
Accordingly, the Taliban’s rise to power has not eliminated AQIS;
rather, it has created favorable conditions for the continuation of its



212 Crisis Studies of the Islamic World, 13(1), Spring 2026

activities, the preservation of jihadist networks, and efforts to expand
its influence across the countries of the Indian subcontinent.

An examination of different countries also demonstrates that the
AQIS threat does not have a uniform character. The group possesses
greater organizational and network capabilities in Afghanistan and
Pakistan; in Kashmir, it exploits the longstanding conflict to strengthen
its discourse and recruit personnel; in Bangladesh, it focuses on
propaganda, recruitment, and clandestine activities; and in Myanmar, it
primarily exploits the Rohingya issue to reinforce its jihadist narrative.
In India, although it has not yet succeeded in establishing a coherent
and extensive structure, the continuation of propaganda activities and
the exploitation of social and religious cleavages could provide
opportunities for increasing its influence.

Ultimately, the study assesses that AQIS’s principal strength lies not
in hard power or the ability to conduct large-scale operations, but rather
in its organizational flexibility, propaganda capacity, use of local
networks, links with regional jihadist groups, and access to support and
a secure operating environment in Afghanistan and, to some extent,
Pakistan. The group has managed to maintain itself as a persistent
competitor among the region’s Islamist-jihadist organizations and, by
relying on existing relationships, continues to recruit and mobilize local
personnel. Therefore, even if its operational capabilities remain
constrained, the continued presence and ideological activities of AQIS
may constitute a significant security threat to the countries of the Indian
subcontinent. The possibility that the group may increasingly focus on
India and Kashmir, both operationally and discursively, suggests that
the future trajectory of the AQIS threat will depend above all on its
ability to exploit social cleavages, maintain local networks, and utilize
the capacities available in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan.
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