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ANOTHER AFGHAN PEACE PUSH AND A ROLE FOR INDIA 
New Delhi’s engagement after America’s exit must build on its  

resonating vision of a stable and plural Afghanistan 
On September 12, the much awaited intra-Afghan talks between the Taliban and the Afghan 

High Council for National Reconciliation opened in Doha, Qatar, 19 years after the 9/11 attacks on 

the U.S. that stunned the world and marked the beginning of the U.S. war in Afghanistan against al 

Qaeda and the Taliban, its local sponsors. The initiation of intra-Afghan talks was a key element in 

the U.S.-Taliban peace deal signed in Doha on February 29 between the U.S. Special Representative 

for Afghanistan Reconciliation, Ambassador Zalmay Khalilzad, and the Taliban deputy leader, Mullah 

Abdul Ghani Barader. Originally planned to begin on March 10, the process had to overcome many 

hurdles along the way providing a small glimpse of the difficult road that lies ahead. 
 

Dynamics of negotiations 

The Trump administration soon realised that its 2017 policy of breaking the military 

stalemate by a small increase in U.S. troops was not working and reverted to seeking a managed exit. 

As the former Defence Secretary James Mattis put it, “The U.S. doesn’t lose wars, it loses interest.” 

Political optics demanded a relabelling of the withdrawal. 

Direct negotiations with the Taliban began two years ago with Ambassador Khalilzad’s 

appointment as Special Envoy. Actually, it became a three-way negotiation. The Doha track was with 

the Taliban, a second track was with Islamabad/Rawalpindi to cajole the Pakistan Army to lean on 

the Taliban to get them to the negotiating table, and the third was with Kabul to ensure that the 

Afghan government would accept the Doha outcome. 

Originally Ambassador Khalilzad had spelt out four objectives: an end to violence by 

declaring a ceasefire; an intra-Afghan dialogue for a lasting peace; the Taliban cutting ties with 

terrorist organisations such as al Qaeda, and U.S. troop withdrawal. Within months, the Taliban had 

whittled these down to just the last one with some palliatives regarding the third. Instead of an 

Afghan-led, Afghan-owned and Afghan-controlled reconciliation, it had become a U.S.-led and 

Taliban-controlled process with nobody claiming ownership or responsibility. Timelines were fixed 

for the U.S. drawdown by mid-June (followed by complete withdrawal by April 2021) and for removal 

of Taliban from the UN Security Council sanctions list by end-May. The Taliban have released 1,000 

members of Afghan security forces and the Afghan authorities have freed over 5,000 Taliban from 

their custody. This process took longer than originally foreseen but has now been completed. The 

two elements that remained open ended in the U.S.-Taliban deal are the ceasefire declaration and 

the intra-Afghan talks. 
 

The Taliban factor 

By end-June, the U.S. had reduced its troop presence to 8,600 as promised and in early 

September, Central Command (CENTCOM) commander Gen Kenneth McKenzie indicated that by 

November, the numbers would be down to 4,500. Despite two brief day truces in May and August 

for Eid al Fitr and Eid al Adha, the levels of violence showed no respite. 

Speaking the Doha at the opening session, Dr. Abdullah Abdullah, Chairman of the High 

Council regretted that more than 12,000 Afghans had been killed and another 15,000 injured since 

end-February. The number of attacks on government security forces and installations averaged over 

80 a week. 

A report by the U.S. Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR) issued 

in July covering the second quarter of 2020 assessed that “The Taliban is calibrating its use of 

violence to harass and undermine the ANDSF [Afghan National Defense and Security Forces] and [the 

Afghan government], but remain at a level it perceives is within the bounds of the agreement, 

probably to encourage a U.S. troop withdrawal and set favorable conditions for a post-withdrawal 

Afghanistan.” The report expressed scepticism about whether the Taliban had cut ties with al Qaeda 

and stated that “the Islamic State-Khorasan maintains the ability to conduct mass casualty attacks”. 

http://www.vanik.org/
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A UN Analytical Support and Sanctions Monitoring Team report concerning the Islamic State and al 

Qaeda (also issued in July) concluded that “Al Qaeda in Indian Subcontinent continues to operate 

under the Taliban umbrella in Nimroz, Helmand and Kandahar provinces” with reportedly 400-600 

fighters in the country. 
 

Challenges ahead 

Perhaps nothing reflects the challenges facing the intra-Afghan negotiations more starkly 

than the title of the U.S.-Taliban Doha deal – “Agreement for Bringing Peace to Afghanistan Between 

the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan Which Is Not Recognized by the United States as a State and Is 

Known as the Taliban and the United States of America”. This awkward phrase is repeated more than 

a dozen times in the Agreement. The leader of the Haqqani Network, Sirajuddin Haqqani, who is also 

the second-in-command of the Taliban happens to be on the U.S. wanted list with a reward of $10 

million for information leading to his capture or death. All this is difficult to reconcile with the notion 

that the U.S. considers the Taliban a partner in counter-terrorism operations against the IS and other 

terrorist groups. 

In an op-ed in The Washington Post on August 14, Afghanistan President Ashraf Ghani wrote 

that “the Afghan people want peace” and that is why the government “made the decision to take 

another risk for peace”. Calling on the Taliban to sit across from Afghan representatives to arrive at a 

political resolution, he added that “we acknowledge the Taliban as part of our reality” and urged that 

“the Taliban must, in turn, acknowledge the changed reality of today’s Afghanistan”. 

The current reality is that 74% of Afghan population is below 30 and has lived, for most part, 

in a conservative but open society. However, the Taliban continue to maintain the Kabul 

administration as an imported western structure for continued American occupation. Senior 

members of the Afghan government continue to be targeted including Vice President Amrullah Saleh 

who narrowly escaped an IED attack on his motorcade on September 9, even as 10 innocent Afghans 

lost their lives. 
 

Evolving Indian stand 

Addressing the opening session of the Doha meeting, India’s External Affairs Minister S. 

Jaishankar reiterated that the peace process must be “Afghan led, Afghan owned and Afghan 

controlled” but Indian policy has evolved from its earlier hands-off approach to the Taliban. Speaking 

to Indian media a few months ago on separate occasions, both Ambassador Khalilzad and Russian 

Special Envoy to Afghanistan Ambassador Zamir Kabulov bluntly pointed out that if India had 

concerns regarding anti-India activities of terrorist groups, it must engage directly with the Taliban. 

In other words, if India wanted to be invited to the party, it must be prepared to get up and dance. 
 

Major powers, finite interest 

The reality is major powers have limited interests. For the U.S.,the peace talks provide U.S. 

President Donald Trump an exit opportunity weeks before his re-election bid. The European Union 

has made it clear that its financial contribution will depend on the security environment and the 

human rights record. China can always lean on Pakistan to preserve its security and connectivity 

interests. For Russia, blocking the drug supply and keeping its southern periphery secure from 

extremist influences is key. That is why no major power is taking ownership for the reconciliation 

talks, but merely content with being facilitators. 

A report issued last month by the Heart of Asia Society, a Kabul-based think tank observes 

that “the prospect for peace in Afghanistan depends on regional consensus to support the peace 

process as much as it depends on actual progress in the intra-Afghan talks”. India’s vision of a 

sovereign, united, stable, plural and democratic Afghanistan is one that is shared by a large 

constituency in Afghanistan, cutting across ethnic and provincial lines. A more active engagement 

will enable India to work with like-minded forces in the region to ensure that the vacuum created by 

the U.S. withdrawal does not lead to an unravelling of the gains registered during the last two 

decades. 

http://www.vanik.org/
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Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 

 push (noun) – drive, initiative, campaign. 

 engagement (noun) – participation, taking 

part, involvement. 

 build on/upon (phrasal verb) – use 

something as a basis/base for; be based on, 

rely on, turn to, trust in. 

 resonating (adjective) – repeating, echoing, 

reverberating. 

 plural (adjective) – relating to a system in 

which people co-exist in harmony 

irrespective of various differences. 

 intra- (prefix) – within. 

 reconciliation (noun) – restoration of 

harmony, rapprochement, resolution, 

agreement. 

 initiation (noun) – the act of initiating 

something; beginning, starting. 

 ambassador (noun) – envoy, diplomat, 

consul. 

 hurdle (noun) – obstacle, difficulty, problem, 

 impediment. 

 along the way (phrase) – during the course of 

a specific event/process. 

 glimpse (noun) – brief look, view, glance, 

sight. 

 lie ahead (phrasal verb) – be going to 

happen; to be in the future. 

 dynamics (noun) – basic/fundamental cause 

or force which triggers change within a 

system. 

 stalemate (noun) – deadlock, impasse, 

standstill/stand-off. 

 revert to (verb) – return, go back, change 

back. 

 seek (verb) – try to find, look for, be in 

pursuit of. 

 managed (adjective) – regulated, organized, 

administered. 

 optics (noun) – (typically in a political 

situation) the way in which an event is 

recognized by the public. 

 track (noun) – way, route, path. 

 cajole (verb) – persuade, tempt, coax; butter 

up, sweat talk. 

 lean on (phrasal verb) – depend on, rely 

on, count on, bank on. 

 spell out (phrasal verb) – explain, make 

clear, elucidate/clarify. 

 objective (noun) – aim, intention, intent, 

purpose. 

 ceasefire (noun) – a negotiated agreement 

that will be accompanied by other associated 

commitments to de-escalate the fighting; 

a temporary stoppage of a war, truce, 

armistice. 

 lasting (adjective) – long-lasting, long-term, 

permanent. 

 ties (noun) – bond, association, relationship. 

 whittle away/down (phrasal verb) – reduce, 

cut down, lessen, decrease. 

 palliative (noun) – an action aimed to 

mitigate/lessen a problem (without 

addressing the basic reason). 

 timeline (noun) – schedule. 

 drawdown (noun) – reduction, decrease (in 

the size of an armed force). 

 sanctions (noun) – embargo, ban, 

prohibition. 

 foresee (verb) – anticipate, predict, envisage, 

envision. 

 truce (noun) – temporary cessation/ 

suspension (of hostilities); ceasefire, 

armistice. 

 respite (noun) – break, interval, stoppage. 

 regret (verb) – be sorry about, feel apologetic 

about, feel remorse about. 

 installation (noun) – (military) base, camp, 

post, facility, establishment. 

 calibrate (verb) – carefully assess, regulate, 

adjust. 

 harass (verb) – oppress, persecute, attack 

repeatedly. 

 undermine (verb) – reduce, diminish,  

impede, hinder. 

 bound (noun) – limits, confines, restrictions. 

 probably (adverb) – most likely, in all 

likelihood, all things considered, perhaps. 

 scepticism (noun) – doubt, suspicion/ 

mistrust, wariness, lack of conviction. 

 umbrella (noun) – guardianship, support, 

guidance, cover, backing. 

 perhaps (adverb) – maybe, possibly. 

 reflect (verb) – represent, display, 

demonstrate (in an appropriate way). 

 starkly (adverb) – clearly, distinctly, 

strikingly; completely. 
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 Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (IEA) (1996-

2001) (noun) – The Afghan Taliban – not to 

be confused with the Pakistani Taliban – is a 

Sunni Islamist militant organization created 

in 1994 to establish a strictly Shariah-

governed Afghan state. The Taliban achieved 

this goal in 1996 and ruled Afghanistan as the 

main governmental body through 2001. After 

9/11, the American-led invasion pushed the 

Taliban regime out of power. 

 awkward (adjective) – problematic, 

troublesome, perplexing. 

 second-in-command (noun) – deputy, 

 subordinate, number two. 

 reconcile (verb) – settle, resolve, patch up. 

 notion (noun) – idea, belief, concept. 

 counter-terrorism (noun) – anti-terrorism; 

actions taken to combat or prevent 

terrorism. 

 op-ed (noun) – short for “opposite the 

editorial page”; a newspaper page opposite 

the editorial page. 

 call on (phrasal verb) – demand, ask, 

request/appeal, urge (to do something). 

 arrive at (phrasal verb) – achieve, attain, 

reach, accomplish (a conclusion/decision). 

 resolution (noun) – proposal, plan; decision, 

declaration. 

 acknowledge (verb) – admit, accept, 

recognize. 

 in turn (phrase) – in succession, successively. 

 conservative (adjective) – traditional, 

conventional, orthodox. 

 open society (noun) – it stands for freedom, 

democracy, rule of law, human rights, social 

justice and social responsibility as a universal 

idea. It envisions ( imagines) a world in which 

everyone recognizes each other’s humanity  

and engages each other as equals. 

 narrowly (adverb) – only just, just, barely. 

 motorcade (noun) – procession, march, 

cortège (of motor cycles). 

 evolve (verb) – develop, progress, advance. 

 address (verb) – tackle, deal with, attend to, 

try to sort out. 

 hands-off (adjective) – non-interfering, 

uninvolved. 

 hands-off approach (noun) – it is an 

approach of not being personally or directly 

involved in something. 

 bluntly (adverb) – straightforwardly, directly, 

candidly, forthrightly. 

 point out (phrasal verb) – identify, mention, 

indicate, draw attention to. 

 finite (adjective) – limited, defined, fixed, 

restricted. 

 bid (noun) – attempt, effort, endeavour/try. 

 preserve (verb) – protect, safeguard, 

maintain. 

 interest (noun) – benefit, advantage, 

concern. 

 periphery (noun) – boundary, border. 

 extremist (adjective) – radical, fanatic, 

militant. 

 influence (noun) – power, authority, sway, 

leverage. 

 content with (verb) – be unworried, be 

untroubled, be satisfied. 

 facilitator (noun) – a person/thing that 

encourages an action and makes it easier. 

 think tank (noun) – a panel of experts. 

 prospect (noun) – hope, chance, possibility, 

probability, outlook. 

 consensus (noun) – an idea or opinion that is 

shared by all the people in a group, 

agreement, concurrence. 

 sovereign (adjective) – relating to central 

government (sovereign) & state governments 

(sub-sovereigns). 

 constituency (noun) – a body of voters; a 

body of supporters. 

 cut across (phrasal verb) – transcend, go 

beyond, rise above. 

 ethnic (adjective) – relating to a population 

subgroup (cultural, national, traditional/folk) 

with a common national or cultural tradition. 

 provincial (adjective) – regional, sectoral, 

zonal. 

 like-minded (adjective) – compatible, closely 

connected, well suited. 

 vacuum (noun) – gap, space, absence, 

lack/deficiency of something. 

 unravel (verb) – solve, resolve, clear 

up, clarify, sort out (something complex). 

 decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 
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