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THE CONTOURS OF THE ENDGAME IN AFGHANISTAN 
The U.S.’s objective of a just and durable peace while ensuring Afghanistan’s unity is a tall order 
 

 The peace process in Afghanistan has reached a critical turning point. As when then U.S. President 
Barack Obama announced the exit of U.S. forces from Afghanistan (and the Taliban famously exulted – ‘you 
may have the watches, but we have the time’), and more recently, when the Doha Agreement was concluded a 
year ago between the U.S. Government and the Taliban. Now, a more decisive step is in store. 
 

A U.S. review 
 Afghan social media and political circles are rife with details, corroborated by official sources in 
Afghanistan, that the U.S. Secretary of State, Antony J. Blinken, has unveiled the initial conclusions of the 
review by the United States of its strategy in Afghanistan in a letter he has addressed simultaneously to 
Afghanistan President Ashraf Ghani and the head of the Afghan High Council for National Reconciliation of 
Afghanistan, Abdullah Abdullah. Mr. Ghani has been virtually read the riot act by Mr. Blinken, whose letter 
confirms the intention to fully withdraw all U.S. military forces from Afghanistan as early as May 1, as specified 
in the Doha Agreement. Mr. Ghani has been warned that without them, the security situation will deteriorate 
and the Taliban could make rapid gains. 
 Despite the Doha Agreement, the Taliban has not ended its ties with the al-Qaeda and other similar 
terrorist groups. Nor have intra-Afghan negotiations progressed. The policy review ordered in Washington DC 
by U.S. President Joe Biden has been shrouded in secrecy. What appeared in the U.S. media indicates that 
some within the U.S. Administration are voicing the need to defend American values. Protagonists in the 
Pentagon are passionate about keeping a modicum of U.S. military presence in Afghanistan. 
 Mr. Biden has long held, even as Vice-President, that Pakistan is strategically more important to the 
U.S. than Afghanistan, and that U.S. troops should be pulled out of the Afghan battlefield as soon as possible. 
Donald Trump was doing nothing different from his predecessor, only in his inimitable way, which Mr. Biden 
wishes to distance himself from and leave a narrative of orderly exit. 
 The ongoing review had raised hopes in Kabul of a turnaround in U.S. policy. That is not happening in 
substance. The U.S. is anxious to proceed to a final settlement rapidly on terms visible from the very outset of 
the peace process. The continuation of Zalmay Khalilzad as the Special Representative for Afghanistan 
Reconciliation at the State Department was an early sign that, in substance, U.S. policy is going to remain 
unaltered. 
 The U.S. maintains that its objective is to bring about a just and durable peace through political 
negotiations in a manner that Afghanistan remains united, sovereign, and democratic, and preserves the gains 
made over the past two decades. This is a tall order, as it contradicts the abiding U.S. priority, to cut its losses 
and be out of Afghanistan at the earliest. 
 The conundrum for the U.S. is that it cannot disengage from Afghanistan, if that is its priority, without 
accepting Pakistan’s terms. These would not be acceptable to Afghan patriots who want freedom for 
Afghanistan to choose its political direction. 
 If training, combat support, and the supply of weapons are stopped from Pakistan, the Taliban could 
be on its knees. The U.S. Government is wary but resigned about Pakistan’s negative role. Instead of pressuring 
Pakistan, it is seeking Afghan acquiescence for a power-sharing arrangement with the Taliban, enabling the 
exit of U.S. soldiers. 
 
The road map 
 The U.S. Government is advocating ‘a new, inclusive government’ in Afghanistan, which implies an 
immediate 50% share for the Taliban in an interim government, as a quid pro quo for a permanent and 
comprehensive ceasefire. This will be without reference to a mandate from the people as elections will be held 
only in the future, after the principles guiding Afghanistan’s future constitutional and governing arrangements 
are worked out. 
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 As a prelude to the ceasefire, the U.S. has proposed to the Taliban to reduce violence for three 
months, intended to head off the Taliban’s threatened spring offensive. 
 When the intra-Afghan negotiations envisaged under the Doha Agreement stalled, Russia offered 
Moscow as an alternate venue. Instead, the United Nations is being asked to convene, with Turkey being asked 
to host a meeting of foreign ministers or envoys from China, India, Iran, Pakistan, Russia, and the U.S. to 
discuss a unified approach to supporting peace in Afghanistan. 
 Mr. Ghani is being encouraged to work closely with a broad consultative group, for which the core 
leaders identified are Abdullah Abdullah, former President Karzai, and an important former Mujahideen 
commander, Professor Abdul Rasul Sayyaf. The objective of this exercise is to build consensus on specific goals 
and objectives for negotiations with the Taliban on power-sharing, governance, and essential supporting 
principles. 
 
The implications for India 
 India remains fully committed to Afghanistan. Despite the policy flux there, bilateral relations are 
flourishing. There have been frequent and productive high-level exchanges between Indian and Afghan 
leaders. The Afghanistan acting Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mohammad Haneef Atmar, is visiting New Delhi on 
March 22. 
 India is to be part of the future consultation process on Afghanistan. Invites to prominent elders and 
senior Afghan leaders such as Abdullah Abdullah, Ustad Ata Muhammad Noor, and General Abdul Rashid 
Dostum over the past few months have helped India reconnect with the political spectrum in Afghanistan. 
 India has stayed the course with a long-term commitment to supporting state institutions in 
Afghanistan, expanding its development partnership, working with all communities across the country, and 
asking leaders of all Afghan ethnicities to remain together. That policy has been well-received by most of the 
Afghan people and government, it was well-suited to the time, and it has served India well. 
 The moment has now come to directly engage with those leaders on the ground who will determine 
the course that the peace process will take. The patriotic Afghan people admire their erstwhile leaders, 
President Najibullah and Commander Ahmad Shah Massoud, who were committed to building the nation. 
Prints and postcards of their portraits are still popular in the streets and bazaars of Kabul. Their photographs 
are displayed on the windscreens of many Kabul taxis. Such people look to India as a friend and expect 
solidarity. 
 If the American plan results only in a ‘reduction in violence’ and not its complete cessation, and U.S. 
forces are pulled out, India must step up to assist materially those who want to defend the Afghan republic. It 
should explore commonalities with key countries in dealing with the rapidly evolving situation. When in the 
late 1990s no country was willing to help the democratic forces in Afghanistan, India and Iran had scaled up 
their support. That time is again at hand. 
 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 
 contour (noun) – outline, shape, form. 
 durable (adjective) – long-lasting, strong, 

substantial. 
 just (adjective) – fair, fair-minded, equitable, 

even-handed, impartial. 
 a tall order (phrase) – demanding, exacting, 

difficult, unreasonable, impossible (thing). 
 turning point (noun) – watershed (moment), 

critical moment, decisive moment, crossroads. 
 exult (verb) – rejoice, be joyful, be happy, be 

pleased. 

 Doha Agreement (noun) – The Doha Agreement, 
more formally, “Agreement for Bringing Peace to 
Afghanistan between the Islamic Emirate of 
Afghanistan which is not recognised by the US as 
a state and is known as the Taliban and the 
United States of America, 2020” was signed on 
the February 29 in Doha, Qatar. The deal was 
considered a historic step towards establishing 
peace in Afghanistan. 

 decisive (adjective) – resolute, firm, strong-
minded, determined. 

 in store (phrase) – about to happen. 
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 rife with (verb) – full of, overflowing, 
awash/flooded, overfilled. 

 corroborate (verb) – confirm, verify, validate. 
 unveil (verb) – present, disclose, make public. 
 strategy (noun) – plan of action (in order to 

achieve a more expansive set of political, 
economic, and security interests). 

 address (verb) – send, direct, mail, 
communicate. 

 High Council for National Reconciliation (HCNR) 
(noun) – This Council has established after the 
election of 2019 due after a political crisis. 
Dr.Abdullah Abdullah was recognized as 
chairman of the Council. The aim of this Council 
is to lead peace talk between the Afghan 
government and the Taliban. High Council of 
National Reconciliation and peace process is 
expected by Afghans and other countries to end 
this war and crisis in Afghanistan. 

 virtually (adverb) – practically, almost, nearly. 
 read someone the Riot Act (phrase) – warn, 

criticize, reprimand someone severely. 
 deteriorate (verb) – decline, degenerate, 

degrade, worsen. 
 ties (noun) – bond, connection, association, 

relationship. 
 intra- (prefix) – within. 
 shroud (verb) – cover, cloak, veil, conceal/hide. 
 secrecy (noun) – confidentiality. 
 voice (verb) – express, make public, announce, 

mention, raise. 
 protagonist (noun) – supporter, 

advocate/champion, proponent. 
 Pentagon (noun) – the headquarters building of 

the United States Department of Defense, near 
Washington, DC. Pentagon is a metonym of “the 
United States Department of Defense”. 
(Metonym is used as an alternative for 
something else with which it is closely 
related/associated). 

 passionate (adjective) – very keen on, very 
enthusiastic about. 

 modicum (noun) – a little bit or a small amount 
of something, particularly a good quality. 

 pull out (phrasal verb) – withdraw, retreat, 
get/move out. 

 predecessor (noun) – previous holder of the 
post; forerunner, precursor, antecedent. 

 inimitable (adjective) – unique, individual, 
distinctive, special. 

 distance oneself from (phrasal verb) – 
denounce, disown, reject, condemn, disagree 
with. 

 narrative (noun) – a representation of a 
particular situation; report, statement, 
portrayal/account. 

 orderly (adjective) – well organized, efficient, 
methodical, systematic, careful. 

 ongoing (adjective) – continuing, 
happening/occurring, unending, unceasing. 

 turnaround (noun) – an unexpected change. 
 in substance (phrase) – essentially. 
 anxious (adjective) – worried, concerned, 

distressed, bothered. 
 outset (noun) – beginning, start. 
 unaltered (adjective) – unchanged, 

uninfluenced, unscathed. 
 bring about (phrasal verb) – cause, create, 

produce. 
 sovereign (adjective) – independent, self-

governing, autonomous. 
 preserve (verb) – protect, conserve, continue, 

maintain, perpetuate, safeguard, uphold. 
 decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 
 contradict (verb) – conflict with, be at odds with, 

be at variance with, be inconsistent with. 
 abiding (adjective) – enduring, lasting, persisting, 

unending. 
 cut one’s losses (phrase) – to stop an activity 

that is in loss or failure. 
 conundrum (noun) – problem, difficulty, 

quandary/dilemma. 
 disengage (verb) – withdraw, pull out, leave, 

move out, retreat. 
 patriot (noun) – nationalist, loyalist, flag-waver. 
 on one’s knees (phrase) – in a weak 

state/condition. 
 wary (adjective) – cautious, careful, circumspect. 
 resigned (adjective) – accepted something 

unpleasant. 
 seek (verb) – try, aim to obtain; ask for, demand. 
 acquiescence (noun) – consent/approval, 

agreement, acceptance. 
 enable (verb) – permit, allow, facilitate. 
 road map (noun) – plan/strategy to do 

something successfully. 
 advocate (verb) – recommend, prescribe, advise, 

favour. 
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 inclusive (adjective) – all-embracing, all-
inclusive, with everyone included, 
comprehensive. 

 imply (verb) – say indirectly, suggest, indicate. 
 interim (adjective) – provisional, temporary, 

transitional.   
 quid pro quo (phrase) – “something for 

something”; support in exchange for something. 
 comprehensive (adjective) – all-inclusive, broad-

based, complete/thorough. 
 ceasefire (noun) – a negotiated agreement that 

will be accompanied by other associated 
commitments to de-escalate the fighting; a 
temporary stoppage of war, truce, armistice. 

 mandate (noun) – authority, endorsement, 
approval, authorization. 

 hold (verb) – conduct, have, organize. 
 work out (phrasal verb) – develop, form, 

initiate/establish. 
 prelude (noun) – introduction, start, beginning. 
 head off (phrasal verb) – divert, deflect, redirect, 

reroute, turn aside, turn away. 
 spring offensive (noun) – also called “Operation 

Omari”, large-scale offensives/attacks by Taliban 
against Afghan government strongholds backed 
by suicide and guerrilla attacks. 

 offensive (noun) – attack, assault, onslaught, 
incursion. 

 envisage (verb) – foresee, anticipate, expect. 
 stall (verb) – obstruct, block, interrupt, stop, 

halt, restrict. 
 convene (verb) – summon, call/get together, 

assemble, gather. 
 host (verb) – have. 
 envoy (noun) – diplomat, consul, ambassador; 

representative, delegate, mediator. 
 consultative (adjective) – advisory, consulting, 

counseling. 
 consensus (noun) – an idea or opinion that is 

shared by all the people in a group, agreement, 
concurrence. 

 implications (noun) – consequence/outcome, 
ramification, repercussion. 

 flux (noun) – instability, unsteadiness, 
unpredictability. 

 bilateral (adjective) – involving two groups or 
countries. 

 flourish (verb) – develop, improve, progress, 
evolve, thrive, prosper. 

 productive (adjective) – useful, constructive, 
valuable, effective, worthwhile. 

 exchange (noun) – conversation, dialogue, talk, 
discussion, meeting. 

 spectrum (noun) – wide range, gamut, ambit, 
variety of people. 

 stay the course (idiom) – work hard till the end 
to accomplish the task. 

 ethnicity (noun) – a category of people who 
identify with each other based on common 
language, ancestral, social, cultural, or national 
experiences. 

 well-received (adjective) – cordially welcomed. 
 serve well (phrase) – be useful, be beneficial. 
 on the ground (phrase) – in a situation/place 

where things are happening really/practically. 
 erstwhile (adjective) – old, previous, former, 

then. 
 portrait (noun) – photograph, photo, studio 

portrait, picture. 
 look to (phrase) – consider, give thought to, 

think about, take heed of, pay attention to. 
 solidarity (noun) – unity, unanimity, harmony, 

cooperation. 
 cessation (noun) – termination, discontinuation, 

suspension. 
 step up (phrasal verb) – increase, intensify, 

strengthen, augment, escalate, scale up. 
 materially (adverb) – significantly, greatly, very 

much. 
 republic (noun) – a group of people involved in a 

particular activity with certain equality; “The 
Republic” is a form of government in which a 
state (country) is ruled by elected 
representatives of the people (citizen body). 

 commonality (noun) – commonness, 
resemblance, similarity, similitude, similar 
nature. 

 evolve (verb) – develop, progress, advance, 
move forward. 

 scale up (phrasal verb) – increase, augment; step 
up.  

 at hand (phrase) – readily available, handy, 
within reach; nearby, coming soon, about to 
happen. 

 
 


