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THE LOOKING GLASS OF HISTORY IN AFGHANISTAN 
The reason for the U.S.’s failure is no different from that of the Soviets;  

India too can hardly impact the ground situation 
 Mikhail Gorbachev became General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in March 

1985. By then Soviet forces had been in Afghanistan for over five years. They had failed to successfully 

combat the mujahideen groups, most of whom were based in Pakistan. The mujahideen received crucial 

support from the United States but the critical factor was their Pakistan base. Secure with the U.S. fully 

behind it, Pakistan knew that the Soviet Union would not risk crossing the Durand Line to take armed action 

on Pakistani territory. 

 In his insightful book, The Great Game in Afghanistan: Rajiv Gandhi, General Zia and the Unending 

War, Kallol Bhattacherjee records that immediately after becoming the Soviet Union’s supreme leader, Mr. 

Gorbachev had met the Pakistani dictator in Moscow. He had warned him that “Moscow would ensure that 

Pakistan faces the consequences of backing the mujahideen”. Zia was unfazed by the threat because he knew 

that the new Soviet leader was posturing. 

 

From the USSR to the U.S. 

 Thirty-two years later, the wheel of history had turned. It was the United States which was bogged 

down in Afghanistan. For 16 years it had, despite a military surge, failed to quell the Taliban insurgency even 

though the group merely had the support of Pakistan. The reason for the U.S.’s failure was no different from 

that of the Soviets. It could not carry the war into the territory of Pakistan, now armed with nuclear weapons; 

destabilising such a state would have incalculable consequences. 

 Now, a new U.S. leader, President Donald Trump announcing his Afghanistan policy in August 2017, 

said, “We can no longer be silent about Pakistan’s safe havens for terrorist organizations, the Taliban, and 

other groups that pose a threat to the region and beyond. Pakistan has much to gain from partnering with 

our effort in Afghanistan. It has much to lose by continuing to harbo[u]r criminals and terrorists.” He followed 

this with a tweet on new year’s day 2018 accusing Pakistan of “lies and deceit”. For sometime, the Pakistani 

leadership was concerned by the mercurial Trump but then realised that his were empty threats, signs of the 

U.S.’s frustration. It continued with its Afghan policy as before. 

 

A thread in these approaches 

 Within a year of taking over, Mr. Gorbachev was convinced that the Soviet Union’s Afghan quest was 

futile. In February 1986 he told the Communist Party that Afghanistan had become a “bleeding wound”. He 

now decided to prepare for the retreat of the Soviet forces. His aim was to have an orderly withdrawal. He 

also abandoned the idea of leaving behind a “socialist” government and sought to have a broad-based one 

which would include the mujahideen. 

 Fourteen months after warning Pakistan of serious consequences in his August 2017 policy 

announcement, Mr. Trump too caved in and authorised talks between U.S. diplomats and Taliban 

representatives in Doha. In these talks, the U.S.’s principal objective was to secure a Taliban guarantee that it 

would not harbour international terrorist groups in territories under its control. And, like the Soviet Union 

over three decades ago the U.S. too accepted the idea of an Afghan interim administration which included 

the Taliban. The February 2020 U.S.-Taliban agreement, which Mr. Trump’s successor President Joe Biden has 

honoured, marked the strategic defeat of the world’s pre-eminent global power. It was reminiscent of the 

Geneva Accords of 1988 which were a strategic defeat of a then superpower, the Soviet Union. They both 

paved the way for the safe withdrawal of foreign forces. 

 From 1986 to 1988, the Soviets tried hard to put in place an inclusive government in Afghanistan. 

Najibullah, a forceful if brutal Afghan leader of Pashtun ethnicity, became President in 1986. He virtually 

abandoned communist ideology for Afghan nationalism and stressed the country’s Islamic heritage. He 
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reached out to all sections of Afghan society. The U.S. and Pakistan seemed to go along with the idea of an 

inclusive government as long as the final assurance of Soviet withdrawal was not gained. 

 

The Indian initiative 

 Significantly, India too advocated a broad-based government and Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi was in 

the forefront in advocating it. India took active measures, including contacting the former King Zahir Shah, 

living in exile in Rome, to lead it. This annoyed the U.S. and Pakistan. Both wanted India to assume a non-

operational position on Afghan developments and restrict its role to pressing the Soviets to leave. Once it 

became clear that Pakistan wanted a mujahideen government without Najibullah’s participation or Zahir 

Shah’s leadership, India decided to fully support the Najibullah government. This even before the last Soviet 

soldier left Afghanistan in February 1989. 

 As part of its outreach to all Afghan parties in 1987 and 1988, India was also in contact with the 

mujahideen. In February 1988, Rajiv Gandhi met Peter Galbraith, a staffer with the U.S. Senate Committee on 

Foreign Relations, and whom he had known from his youth. Mr. Bhattacherjee records, “To Galbraith’s 

surprise, Rajiv said that India had reached out to all sections, including the mujahideen inside Pakistan and 

Afghanistan and was now assessing the entire formula for a broad-based government in Kabul”. This shows 

that Rajiv Gandhi pursued the requirements of realpolitik: even while firmly supporting Najibullah he was not 

averse to acknowledge, at the highest political level, that if Indian interests demanded so, India would not 

hesitate to do business with any Afghan group howsoever regressive its ideology. 

 India’s 2021 Afghan dilemma mirrors, to an extent, the one it faced post the Soviet withdrawal in 

1989. There is a major difference though. In 1989, Kabul was led by a strong Afghan leader, Najibullah, who 

had the capacity to hold the situation together with Soviet assistance. That was forthcoming, for while the 

Geneva Accords provided that neither side would help their protégés, they continued to do so. Thus, for 

three years, Najibullah kept the mujahideen at bay. It was with the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 that 

the political unity of Kabul frayed. With that the army fragmented, paving the way for the mujahideen to take 

over in April 1992. Soon enough, intra-mujahideen conflict resulted in complete instability in the country. 

That set the stage for the rise of the Taliban with Pakistani assistance. The internecine mujahideen hostilities, 

fortunately, provided India strategic opportunities to influence the ground situation in Afghanistan along with 

Iran and Russia. But fortune does not smile at all times. 

 

Afghanistan today 

 Now, like Rajiv Gandhi in the 1986-1988 period, Indian foreign policy and security managers are 

advocating the formation of an inclusive government. So, ostensibly are the western powers including the 

U.S. The problem is that Afghanistan President Ashraf Ghani is no Najibullah. His capacity to hold Kabul 

together is questionable. Besides, the Kabul political elite is at odds with itself and if it frays, will the Afghan 

National Security Forces remain united? The extent to which the U.S. will be willing to support Kabul post 

August 31 (the date of complete withdrawal) remains to be seen. This situation of total flux could have been 

easily foreseen. Equally, the need for maintaining open and direct contacts with all Afghan political parties 

could also have been anticipated only if pragmatic and correct strategic attitudes had guided Indian policy. 

 Notwithstanding all the appropriate diplomatic noises India may make, it has now no real capacity to 

impact the ground situation in Afghanistan. And, even if the best option for India comes to pass — the 

formation of an inclusive government — its absence of open contacts with the Taliban will place it at a great 

disadvantage. 

 

 looking glass (noun) – a mirror. 

 mujahideen group (noun) – Islamic guerilla 

group.  

 Durand Line (noun) – a borderline between 

Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

 insightful (adjective) – wise, sensitive, profound, 

thoughtful. 

 consequence (noun) – outcome, ramification, 

repercussion. 

 back (verb) – support, endorse, advocate, 

promote, uphold. 
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 the Great Game (phrase) – In general, it is a 

political and diplomatic rivalry/confrontation 

between major world powers (Originally, it was 

an intense rivalry between the British and 

Russian Empires in Central Asia, beginning in the 

nineteenth century wherein Britain sought to 

influence or control much of Central Asia). 

 unfazed (adjective) – unworried, untroubled, 

unconcerned. 

 posture (verb) – assume or have a particular 

attitude/position in order to impress/mislead. 

 the wheels are turning (phrase) – things have 

begun developing/unfolding/progressing. 

 be/get bogged down (phrasal verb) – prevent, 

entangle, restrict/be stuck. 

 surge (noun) – sudden increase or rise of 

something; escalation. 

 quell (verb) – suppress, silence, repress; end, 

finish, stifle, thwart. 

 insurgency (noun) – uprising, revolt, rebellion. 

 destabilise (verb) – undermine, weaken, impair, 

damage, subvert, sabotage. 

 incalculable (adjective) – inestimable, 

indeterminable, immeasurable. 

 no longer (phrase) – not anymore. 

 safe haven (noun) – refuge, shelter, asylum, 

place of safety/security. 

 harbour (verb) – shelter, shield, protect. 

 deceit (noun) – duplicity, double-dealing, 

cheating. 

 mercurial (adjective) – unpredictable, volatile, 

erratic, inconsistent, irregular, capricious, 

temperamental, moody, fluctuating, variable, 

changeable. 

 frustration (noun) – disappointment, 

annoyance/irritation, dissatisfaction. 

 thread (noun) – subject, subject matter, train of 

thought, direction. 

 take over (phrasal verb) – assume control of, 

take control of, gain control of, take charge of, 

take command of. 

 quest (noun) – pursuit, adventure, venture, 

undertaking. 

 futile (adjective) – pointless, useless, valueless. 

 bleeding (adjective) – burning, festering: (of a 

problem) becoming worse; becoming intense. 

 retreat (noun) – withdrawal, pulling back, back 

down, U-turn, exit. 

 withdrawal (noun) – retreat, departure, ending, 

disengagement. 

 leave behind (phrasal verb) – abandon. 

 socialist (adjective) – adhering to the principles 

of socialism; leftist. 

 seek (verb) – try, aim, attempt. 

 broad-based (adjective) – wide-ranging, 

comprehensive, all-inclusive, general. 

 cave in (phrasal verb) – give way, yield, 

surrender, submit, back down  give in. 

 authorize (verb) – permit,  allow, agree to, 

approve. 

 diplomat (noun) – ambassador, envoy, emissary, 

consul. 

 decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 

 interim (adjective) – provisional, temporary, 

transitional.   

 successor (noun) – beneficiary, next-in-line, 

descendant. 

 mark (verb) – indicate, signify, represent. 

 strategic (adjective) – relating to achieving long-

term or overall goals. 

 pre-eminent (adjective) – important, foremost, 

prominent. 

 global power (noun) – A nation or state that has 

political and economic dominance in world 

politics/economy. 

 reminiscent (adjective) – similar to, comparable 

with, bearing comparison with. 

 accord (noun) – agreement, settlement, treaty, 

deal. 

 superpower (noun) – a very powerful and 

dominant country. This is done through the 

combined means of economic, military, 

technological, political and cultural strength as 

well as diplomatic and soft power influence. 

 pave the way for (phrase) – clear the way for, 

make preparations for, put things in order for. 

 put in place (phrase) – establish, set up, 

create/form. 

 inclusive (adjective) – all-inclusive, 

comprehensive. 

 Pashtun (noun) – Pathan; They make up around 

42 percent of the population of Afghanistan. 

They live mainly in the south and the east of the 

country. They have a distinct language called 

Pashto (an official language since 1936). 

 ethnicity (noun) – a category of people who 

identify with each other based on common 

language, ancestral, social, cultural, or national 

experiences. 

 virtually (adverb) – practically, almost, nearly. 
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 ideology (noun) – a system of belief, set of 

principles. 

 stress (verb) – emphasize, draw attention to, 

focus attention on, underline, underscore, 

highlight. 

 heritage (noun) – tradition, history, background, 

past, culture. 

 reach out (phrasal verb) – contact someone to 

obtain/offer help/assistance/cooperation. 

 go along with (phrasal verb) – agree to, agree 

with, comply with, cooperate with. 

 as long as (phrase) – provided that. 

 at/in/to the forefront of (phrase) – be in a 

leading/front/important position in an important 

activity; spearhead, van guard, front line, leading 

position. 

 take measures (phrase) – take action, take steps. 

 exile (noun) – banishment, expulsion, 

deportation; a person who lives away from 

his/her native country. 

 outreach (noun) – the level of reaching 

out/activity/effort; involvement. 

 Senate (noun) – the upper house or chamber in 

some bicameral legislative systems. (for example 

in the US). 

 pursue (verb) – engage in, participate in, take 

part in (an activity). 

 realpolitik (noun) – realistic and practical politics 

(German word). 

 averse (adjective) – opposed to, against, hostile 

to. 

 acknowledge (verb) – admit, accept, recognize, 

realize. 

 interest (noun) – benefit, advantage, concern. 

 hesitate (verb) – be reluctant, be unwilling, be 

disinclined to do something; delay/pause in 

doing something. 

 howsoever (conjunction) – in whatever way, 

however. 

 regressive (adjective) – retrograde, retrogressive, 

unprogressive/negative. 

 dilemma (noun) – quandary, predicament, 

difficulty. 

 mirror (verb) – reflect, reproduce, imitate; 

follow. 

 to an extent (phrase) – somewhat, partly. 

 difference (noun) – disagreement, dispute, 

difference of opinion, misunderstanding, 

argument, quarrel. 

 hold together (phrasal verb) – cause something 

to remain united. 

 forthcoming (adjective) – impending, coming, 

approaching. 

 protégé (noun) – follower, dependant, disciple, 

trainee. 

 keep at bay (phrase) – prevent 

someone/something from coming nearer. 

 fray (verb) – strain, overtax, irritate. 

 intra- (prefix) – within. 

 instability (noun) – uncertainty, unpredictability, 

precariousness. 

 set the stage for (phrase) – prepare the 

circumstances for the beginning of something. 

 internecine (adjective) – deadly, destructive, 

ruinous, fierce. 

 hostility (noun) – opposition, conflict, 

resentment, enmity, aversion, antipathy. 

 influence (verb) – affect, have an effect on, 

prompt. 

 along with (phrase) – together with. 

 fortune smiles on someone (phrase) – if fortune 

smiles on someone, that person is lucky and 

successful. 

 ostensibly (adverb) – in a way that something 

appears or is officially stated to be true/real, but 

it might not be; apparently, seemingly, allegedly, 

professedly, supposedly, purportedly. 

 besides (preposition/linking adverb) – in addition 

to, as well, apart from. 

 elite (noun) – high society people; the group of 

most powerful people in a society; best. 

 at odds (phrase) – inconsistent, in conflict, in 

opposition, contrary to. 

 flux (noun) – instability, unsteadiness, 

unpredictability. 

 anticipate (verb) – expect, foresee, foretell, 

predict. 

 notwithstanding (conjunction) – although, in 

spite of the fact that, despite the fact that, even 

though. 

 diplomatic (adjective) – (delicate & sensitive) 

consular, foreign-policy. 

 noise (noun) – remarks, comments. 

 come to pass (phrase) – happen, occur, 

transpire, take place. 
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