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conflict transformation and security as processes for managing change in non-violent
ways to produce equitable outcomes for all parties that are sustainable. A wide range of
human security concerns can be tackled by both hard and soft measures, therefore the
Journal’s scope not only covers such security sector reform issues as restructuring
security apparatus, reintegration of ex-combatants, clearance of explosive remnants of
war and cross-border management, but also the protection of human rights, justice, rule
of law and governance. JCTS explores the view that by addressing conflict transformation
and security holistically it is possible to achieve a high level of stability and human
security, requiring interventions at both policy and practitioner level. These would include
conflict management, negotiated peace agreements, peacekeeping, physical
reconstruction, economic recovery, psycho-social support, rebuilding of primary services
such as education and health, and enabling social cohesion. Other macro-level
governance issues from constitution writing to state accountability and human resource
management also need to be considered as part of this process of change.
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to represent”.62 The use of space for violent
punishment for perceived infractions had the
effect of creating a metanarrative of rough but
effective justice and a Taliban ‘territory of
moral authority’. 63

An extraordinary spectacle which was not
violent but captures the Taliban’s spatial
choreography, and use of objects to create
meaning and performative power, occurred in
Kandahar in 1996. Mullah Omar removed a
holy relic from a shrine in Kandahar, a historic
former capital of Afghanistan. This relic was a
cloak which Muslims believe belonged to
Mohammed, the holy prophet of Islam, who
wore it on the famous, miraculous journey
from Mecca to Jerusalem, completed in one
night, around 621AD. The object was brought
to Kandahar in the 18th century from Bukhara
by Ahmad Shah Durrani, founder of the Durrani
empire, precursor to the modern state of
Afghanistan. It is a relic to which miracles are
attributed and it is rarely seen, let alone
removed from the shrine and displayed. Only
kings and rulers of Afghanistan could demand
to see the object.

This was spatial choreography with a strategic
audience to create new meaning around the
identity of the Taliban. By touching this
venerated object before a gathered crowd of
thousands, the leader of the Taliban was
positioning himself in the symbolic line of
descent from the Prophet of Islam. Through
this act the Taliban broke with the notion of
externally conferred legitimacy (through
foreign subsidies), as an offshoot of the
Mujahideen, and aimed for a different form of
legitimacy, bypassing recent history, and
linking themselves directly to the Durrani
Pushtun kings and their championing of Islam
in Afghanistan. Legend has it that Ahmad Shah
Durrani held a large tribal gathering which
elected him leader. In a similar manner, the
Taliban organized a large religious gathering
before the spectacle. Mullah Omar was

62 Alexander, Performance and Power

63 Gill, Symbols and Legitimacy in Soviet Politics, 3.
Gill defines metanarrative as: “a body of discourse
which presents a simplified form of the ideology
and which is the vehicle of communication between
the regime and those who live under it; it is the
principal form of cultural mediation between
regime and people.”
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declared Amir ul-Mo’menin (Commander of the
Faithful), giving him the Islamic and political
authority to lead the Taliban to Kabul and to
establish the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan.
This action stated dramatically that he had not
arrived there solely by the power of the gun
and that he was not an ordinary leader of a
Mujahideen faction. He was claiming moral and
religious authority to put his arms in the
sleeves of this venerated object. This action
henceforth anchored Mullah Omar and the
Taliban to the shrine where the cloak is kept.

Interestingly, in August 2021, after entering
Kabul, Taliban fighters and leaders referred
back to this event when they posed for photos
in the Presidential Palace, the Arg,
congregating at one point under a painting
depicting the crowning of Ahmad Shah
Durrani.é* A very few journalists commented
that this action was incongruous with the
identity of the Taliban as it had been projected
by the international media. It appeared,
however, that the Taliban may have been
performatively reminding the strategic
audience of the symbolic lineage, reaching back
to Ahmad Shah Durrani through Mullah Omar’s
appearance with the cloak of the prophet.

Performative Contestation of Space

In the production of identity and difference
through contestation “particular stylized
performances can..communicate directed
messages, such as rejection of the dominant
order, or radical confrontation with the
symbols of global capitalism and the state”.65
Ordinary objects can be used to delineate that
this place is “other”. One of the most dramatic
spectacles of the Taliban in this genre was the
2001 destruction of the Bamiyan Buddha
statues,¢ located in the central highlands of
Afghanistan. This event made the Taliban
globally notorious. One of the most celebrated

64 Wecker, “The painting behind Taliban fighters in
Kabul presidential palace is worth a thousand
words” 9 September, 2021
https://religionnews.com/2021/09/09/the-
painting-behind-taliban-fighters-in-kabul-
presidential-palace-is-worth-a-thousand-words/
(Accessed 10 October 2021)

65 Juris, “Violence Performed and Imagined”, 421
66 The final moments of the Buddhas can be seen
here https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dBk5-
zRUuNQ&feature=youtu.be
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tourist sites in Afghanistan before the war, the
Buddhas were described as priceless artefacts
- the largest standing Buddha carvings in the
world. In 2000, the UN Security Council
imposed an arms embargo on the Taliban to
pressure them into breaking their ties with
Osama Bin Laden and close terrorist training
camps in Afghanistan. In response, the Taliban,
in keeping with their violent power
performances, went for a systematic and
spectacular display expressing their
subalternity and contestation. Creating a build
up to the spectacle, Mullah Omar issued a
decree ordering the elimination of all non-
Islamic  statues and sanctuaries from
Afghanistan. The Taliban began smashing
Buddhist statues in Kabul Museum from
February 2001 onwards and eventually
communicated their intention to blow up the
Bamiyan Buddhas. Inevitably, there was
international outcry in the form of pleas from
Muslim religious leaders, letters, delegations,
official protests and widespread
condemnation, and offers to buy the statues.

The substantial task of destroying the statues
in the Bamiyan valley started on March 2, 2001
and took place in stages, over 20 days, using
heavy weaponry and eventually dynamite. To
ensure an international audience, the ‘strategic
audience’ of cultural performativity, twenty
journalists were flown to Bamiyan to witness
the destruction and confirm that the two
Buddhas had been destroyed. Footage of clouds
of dust billowing out of the niches, where two
giant Buddha statues had stood watch over the
Silk Route winding through the Bamiyan valley
for millennia, was transmitted all over the
world, as the international community watched
in horror and dismay.

The Taliban had sought - unsuccessfully - to
obtain acceptance of their regime by the
international community, which continued to
dictate terms to them, based on decisions the
latter had made about the Taliban’s actions and
identity, viewing them and all groups in
Afghanistan as subalterns through the
Orientalist lens. This action was the use of
symbolic objects and spatial choreography on a
grand scale, to create new meaning around a
number of issues pertinent to the Taliban’s
relations with the international community.
The ‘sacrifice’ of the Buddhas can be
interpreted as a symbolic act, a grand gesture

53
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of contestation, permanently altering a
historical location, symbolising a break with
the international system which had rejected
them. Also of interest in the story of the
Buddhas, in a nod to homo sacer, was the
comment from a dismayed Taliban official,
reported as contrasting the international
community’s haste to pay millions of dollars to
save the Buddha statues to their refusal to
provide funding to save starving Afghans
afflicted by drought in the same period.s” This
destruction was an assertion of power by
spectacle. The gaping Buddha niches are also
now associated with the Taliban.

Concluding Remarks

Examining groups such as the Taliban as facets
in a kaleidoscopic and at times problematic
Afghan national identity and exploring their
reactions to being Othered, reveals some of the
entrenched and intrinsic structures of
discrimination and Othering in the study of
Afghan politics and society. Until recently,
Western and Westernised commentators,
embedded in Orientalist frameworks have
largely been ill equipped to analyse the Taliban
beyond rigid and narrow frameworks of
‘Muslim’, ‘Pushtun’, ‘backwards’ and ‘medieval’.
The Taliban’s actions were rooted in processes
of contestation and subversion, within the
power/knowledge nexus that had relegated
Afghans to permanent subaltern status. Groups
such as the Taliban were further demoted
within a political hierarchy externally imposed
on Afghanistan by the very elites who pay and
receive foreign subsidies, perpetuating an
implicit architecture and hierarchy of Othering.
This has obscured much about subaltern
groups throughout Afghan history, the Taliban
being one of the most recent to be
delegitimated. This leads to an unnuanced and
hollow analysis of their situation at a given
moment, their response and the meanings of
their speech-acts. Analysing Taliban violence
through theoretical frameworks such as
performativity provides deeper insights into
the identity of the movement and similar
movements. Using a distorting Orientalist lens
reduces all their actions to the
incomprehensible rage and brutality of savage
fundamentalists - particularly in the 1990s,

67 Centlivres, “The Controversy over the Buddhas of
Bamiyan”
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when such an approach contributed to a
narrative of Afghanistan based on a narrow
focus on battlefield statistics and, later, human
rights abuses.

The application of postcolonialism and by
extension the imagined geographies of
Orientalism, together with theories related to
performative violence in the creation of space,
in particularly ‘opportunity space’, provides
another layer of insight into the Taliban’s
actions in and through public spaces.
Challenging their own subaltern status through
an anti-imperialist stance, and in some ways a
postcolonial stance, the Taliban use
performative violence to create a ‘Talibanized
space’ that reflected their emerging identity
and values. With consistent messaging through
reiterated actions, events and texts, the Taliban
gradually created a metanarrative of harsh
justice, anti-corruption and morality based on
their interpretation of Islam, laying the
foundations for tense but effective security.
The ultimate aim of this exercise was the
creation of an Islamic emirate, the very reason
why Afghans had been urged to take up arms
against the British in the 19th century, the
Soviets in the 20t century and the Americans
in the 21st century. This Taliban metanarrative
was primarily performed and spatially
choreographed, often violently, in and through
public spaces. The use of these new frames of
reference reveals a movement that has
performatively challenged the imagined
geographies of Afghanistan, and by extension,
the Western power-knowledge nexus of Said’s
theory of Orientalism.
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