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THE SCRIPT OF THE NEW ENDGAME IN AFGHANISTAN 
This is a moment of tragedy for Asia as well, with the U.S. leaving the country 

 in a worse situation than when it came in 
 The rapidity with which Afghanistan has unravelled has shocked and surprised everyone. The fall of Kabul, and 

the ignominious end of any resistance to the Taliban within six weeks of the U.S. forces vacating the Bagram airbase 

(near Kabul) on July 2, reveals how brittle the vaunted Afghan Security Forces were. The departure of Afghanistan 

President Ashraf Ghani and almost the entire top political leadership of Afghanistan to safer havens, removes the last 

vestige of hope that the Taliban can be checked. Like a ‘house of cards’, Afghanistan has fallen apart the moment foreign 

forces vacated the country. 

 

Taliban’s duplicity 

 The enormity of the current situation is only now beginning to be evident to much of the outside world. The 

Taliban’s duplicity in projecting, at one level the image of a mature group during the Doha talks while at another, 

perpetuating violence of the most ferocious kind, is clearly evident as events unfold. The worst is, perhaps, yet to come. 

Afghanistan today is in a condition that is far worse than what existed when the Russians withdrew in the 1990s. 

 At that time, there was at least a titular leader around whom those opposed to the Taliban could hope to 

mobilise and put up a fight. Moreover, the ‘retreat’ of the United States from Afghanistan in 2021 is far more humbling 

than the Russian withdrawal in the 1990s, for the latter at least had to contend with the actions of a superpower, like the 

U.S. This time the Taliban having played fast and loose with the U.S. has left the ‘superpower’ with not even the fig leaf 

of a honourable withdrawal. U.S. President Joe Biden’s decision to set a date for the withdrawal of the American forces, 

and treat this decision as one carved in stone irrespective of the situation within Afghanistan — without any 

consideration of the consequences — clearly enabled the Taliban to take over. 

 After the Russian withdrawal in the 1990s, Afghanistan still had a future, for in the final years of the 20th 

century, the world was intent on making efforts to prevent Afghanistan from becoming a ‘black hole’ that would create 

mayhem across a vast region that bordered Iran, Pakistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and China. In the 1990s, moreover, the 

Taliban were a band of outlaws. Today, it is recognised — may be with different degrees of disdain — by powers such as 

the U.S., Russia and China, and is on the brink of gaining a country. For a regulated international order that most 

countries across the world seek, there could be no greater tragedy than the emergence of a ‘rogue’ state under the 

Taliban. 

 

Paving the way for terror 

 The Afghan Establishment seemed to give up the fight against the Taliban earlier on by ceding authority to 

private militias, former Afghan warlords and a rabble of disparate armed groups. To expect that this kind of armed rabble 

would resist the Taliban was clearly a mistake. As the Afghan state implodes, one should now expect a wider cleaving 

between Pashtuns, Uzbeks, Tajiks, Hazaras and the myriad other clans that populate Afghanistan. The virtual death of 

the Afghan nation, approximates as it were to the ‘end of history’. 
 The collapse of organised resistance to the Taliban within Afghanistan, together with the group being courted 

by Russia, China and quite a few other nations, apart from Pakistan — not excluding the U.S. — marks the saddest day in 

the history of a proud nation. This is also a moment of tragedy for Asia as a whole. It virtually spells the death-knell of 

any possible Afghan renaissance in the near future. Instead, the situation is far more likely to encourage erstwhile terror 

groups, such as the one led by Gulbuddin Hekmatyar — a one-time client of Pakistan and a traditional opponent of the 

Taliban — to return to their erstwhile hunting grounds. 

 

Afghanistan versus Syria 

 References to Afghanistan becoming another Syria are again misplaced. At the worst of times, Syria had a 

relatively strong President (Bashar al-Assad), while Afghan President Ghani can hardly be compared to him. The territory 

of Afghanistan is also very different from that of Syria. Afghanistan’s borders, with Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, unlike that 

of Syria are extremely porous and almost impossible to guard or protect. More to the point, the end-game in Afghanistan 

has little in common with the power equations witnessed in Syria. In Afghanistan, the Taliban is intent on keeping 

absolute control and is counting on China, Russia, and Pakistan to do so. All of them are more intent on keeping out the 

U.S., and in effect India. 

 Indulging in a blame game at this time may appear inappropriate. However, the U.S. cannot shrug off a major 

share of the responsibility for Afghanistan’s current plight. Apart from the decision of Mr. Biden not to alter the last date 
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for the exit of U.S. troops in Afghanistan — which sent a clear signal to the Taliban of a collapse of U.S. resolve to 

safeguard the interests of Afghanistan — the stealthy exit of the U.S. from the Bagram airbase also left an indelible 

impression as far as the Taliban was concerned: that the U.S. had acknowledged the Taliban’s supremacy in return for 

the safe passage of their troops. All this has diminished the image of the U.S. in Asian eyes. In light of this, U.S. claims to 

‘make America great again’ sound extremely hollow. 

 

Old threats may resurface 

 Some political commentators seem to believe that after the initial success of the Taliban and the collapse of the 

Afghan state, the natural political dynamics of the region would assert itself. This seems like a pious wish. After two 

decades of active involvement in the affairs of Afghanistan, and spending over a trillion dollars in the process to defeat 

terrorism and the al Qaeda, the U.S. has left Afghanistan in a worse situation than when it entered. It is not possible to 

discern any reduction in terrorism or the demise of any of the better known terror groups, such as the al Qaeda and the 

Islamic State (IS), or for that matter, of lesser known terror outfits. As a matter of fact, there has been a resurgence in al 

Qaeda activities recently. The IS, after some earlier setbacks, is again regrouping and currently poses a real threat to 

areas abutting, and including, Afghanistan. Radicalised Islamist terror and the forces of ‘doctrinaire theocracy’ have, if 

anything, thus become stronger. The collapse of the Afghan state will ignite many old threats. 

 Compared to the situation when the U.S. left Vietnam in 1975 — which was also seen by many as a kind of 

‘retreat’— the Afghan ‘misadventure’ has been a disaster. Under the leadership of the Communist Party, Vietnam was 

able to emerge as a vibrant nation with a thriving economy. Under the Taliban regime, Afghanistan cannot hope for any 

such outcome. It would remain the ‘sick man of Asia’ for generations to come, a standing folly to perils of outside 

intervention in the affairs of another nation. 

 

Stakes for India, Iran 

 Among Afghanistan’s neighbours, India and Iran are two countries that would find accommodation with a 

Taliban-dominated Afghanistan very difficult. Pakistan may be an enigma of sorts, but the Taliban will need Pakistan at 

least in the short and medium term. Relations between Taliban Afghanistan and Uzbekistan and Tajikistan may not be 

easy, but will not lead to any major problems for now. India, even more than Shia-dominated Iran, may be the outlier 

among Afghanistan’s neighbours for a variety of reasons, including its warm relations with the Karzai and the Ghani 

regimes in the past two decades. 

 If the 21st century was expected to become the century of progress, the situation in Afghanistan represents a 

severe setback to all such hopes and expectations. The aftershock of the takeover of Afghanistan by the Taliban can be 

expected to continue for long. For India, the virtual retreat of the U.S. from this part of Asia; the growing China-Russia-

Pakistan nexus across the region; and an Iran under a hardliner like Ebrahim Raisi, all work to its disadvantage. A great 

deal of hard thinking is needed as to how to retrieve a situation that for the present seems heavily tilted against India. 

 

 come in (phrasal verb) – enter, arrive, be involved, to 

take part in something. 

 rapidity (noun) – quickness, swiftness, alacrity. 

 unravel (verb) – fall apart, come apart, fail, collapse, 

go wrong. 

 fall (noun) – defeat, downfall, failure, collapse, 

ruination; surrender, capitulation. 

 ignominious (adjective) – humiliating, embarrassing, 

discreditable, undignified. 

 resistance (noun) – opposition, defiance, 

confrontation. 

 air base (noun) – a military airport. 

 brittle (adjective) – delicate, breakable, fragile; 

unstable. 

 vaunted (adjective) – acclaimed, highly rated, 

admired. 

 departure (noun) – deviation, change of direction, 

shift/change. 

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

safety/security. 

 vestige (noun) – indication, sign, trace/mark. 

 check (verb) – restrain, contain, control. 

 house of cards (phrase) – an insubstantial 

structure/organization/plan that is prone to imminent 

collapse/failure. 

 duplicity (noun) – deception, two-facedness, double-

dealing, falseness. 

 enormity (noun) – seriousness. 

 perpetuate (verb) – cause to continue something 

indefinitely, particularly a bad situation, an 

attitude/idea/belief, etc; keep going, keep in 

existence, extend/prolong. 

 ferocious (adjective) – fierce, ruthless, merciless, 

brutal. 

 unfold (verb) – happen, occur, take place, transpire. 

 titular (adjective) – nominal, in name/title only, 

formal, official. 

 mobilise (verb) – (of people) bring together for a 

particular cause. 
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 put up a fight (phrase) – defend oneself, 

counterattack, strike back, hit back. 

 moreover (adverb) – besides, furthermore, in 

addition. 

 retreat (noun) – withdrawal, pulling back, back down, 

U-turn, exit. 

 far more (phrase) – much more, a lot more. 

 humbling (adjective) – embarrassing, humiliating, 

degrading, disgraceful, discomfiting. 

 withdrawal (noun) – retreat, departure, ending, 

disengagement. 

 contend with (phrasal verb) – deal with, cope with, 

face, grapple with (a difficult or unpleasant situation). 

 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. 

 play fast and loose (phrase) – to act/behave 

irresponsibly/dishonestly. 

 fig leaf (noun) – (figuratively) something that is used 

to hide an embarrassing situation or problem; 

disguise, camouflage, cover-up, shield, facade, veneer. 

 be carved in stone (phrase) – unalterable, immutable, 

invariable, unvarying, invariant. 

 irrespective of (adjective) – notwithstanding, without 

regard for, regardless of. 

 consideration (noun) – thought, deliberation, 

reflection, pondering/thinking. 

 consequence (noun) – outcome, ramification, 

repercussion. 

 take over (phrasal verb) – assume control of, take 

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

command of. 

 black hole (noun) – a place where something lost has 

no mark/trace of its disappearance. 

 mayhem (noun) – disorder, turmoil, chaos, havoc, 

disorganization. 

 band (noun) – group, gang, mob. 

 outlaw (noun) – fugitive, wanted criminal, bandit, 

lawbreaker. 

 disdain (noun) – contempt, scornfulness, disrespect; 

dislike. 

 on the brink of (phrase) – on the edge/verge of 

difficult/dangerous situation; at a crucial or critical 

point. 

 world/international/global order (noun) – the 

arrangement of power and authority that provides the 

system for the conduct of diplomacy and world 

politics in relation to the entire world. 

 ‘rogue’ state (noun) – regimes/governments that 

employed terrorism as an instrument of state policy 

and attempted to acquire weapons of mass 

destruction in pursuit of policy goals. Named to the 

core group were Iraq, Libya, Iran, and North Korea. 

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

preparations for, put things in order for. 

 the establishment (noun) – the powers that be, the 

authorities, the system, the ruling class, the regime. 

 give up (phrasal verb) – stop, discontinue, renounce, 

forgo, abandon. 

 cede (verb) – lose, give up, concede (power/ 

authority). 

 militia (noun) – armed forces, military unit, insurgent, 

rebel (that involves in rebel/terrorist activities against 

the main/regular forces). 

 warlord (noun) – Warlord is a military leader who 

exercise military, economic, and political control over 

a sub-national territory/a country when the 

government is weak. 

 rabble (noun) – mob, crowd, group, gang. 

 disparate (adjective) – different, differing, dissimilar, 

contrasting. 

 implode (verb) – collapse, fail suddenly, break up. 

 cleave (verb) – split, divide, bisect/separate into two. 

 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). 

 myriad (adjective) – various, many and various, 

manifold, multiple. 

 clan (noun) – group of families, community, faction. 

 populate (verb) – inhabit, live in, reside in, settle. 

 virtual (adjective) – practical, near. 

 approximate (verb) – be close to, be near to, come 

close to, come near to, approach. 

 court (verb) – be involved with, seek the company of, 

pursue/woo. 

 spell (verb) – lead to, result in, bring about, cause. 

 death-knell (noun) – used to refer to the approaching 

destruction or failure of something. 

 renaissance (noun) – revival, renewal, re-emergence 

reappearance. 

 erstwhile (adjective) – old, previous, former, then. 

 opponent (noun) – other competitor, other 

contestant, rival. 

 hunting ground (noun) – a place/region that is 

suitable to exploit something desired. 

 misplaced (adjective) – misguided, misconceived, ill-

advised, ill-considered, ill-judged. 

 at the worst of times (phrase) – even in the most 

unfavourable circumstances.  

 relatively (adverb) – comparatively, proportionately, 

somewhat, to a certain extent/degree. 

 porous (adjective) – not secure; insecure, vulnerable, 

open to attack (borders of a country). 

 the equation (noun) – the situation, the problem, the 

predicament. 

 count on (phrasal verb) – rely on, depend on. 
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 keep out (phrasal verb) – exclude, deny access to, shut 

out; bar, ban, prohibit. 

 in effect (phrase) – in reality, effectively, essentially, 

virtually, practically. 

 indulge in (verb) – become involved in (an undesirable 

activity). 

 shrug aside/shrug off (phrasal verb) – dismiss, ignore, 

forget, disregard, set aside, pay no heed to. 

 plight (noun) – difficult situation, trouble/difficulty, 

quandary. 

 resolve (noun) – determination, commitment, 

resolution, strength of character. 

 interest (noun) – common concern, especially in 

politics. 

 stealthy (adjective) – furtive, secretive, secret, hidden. 

 indelible (adjective) – permanent, lasting, inerasable. 

 impression (noun) – feeling, notion, idea, thought, 

opinion. 

 as far as – is concerned (phrase) – with regard to a 

particular person or situation. 

 acknowledge (verb) – accept, recognize, realize. 

 supremacy (noun) – dominance, superiority, 

advantage. 

 in return for (phrase) – in exchange for. 

 diminish (verb) – decrease, decline, reduce, dwindle. 

 in someone’s eyes (phrase) – in the opinion of, in the 

mind of someone. 

 in light of (phrase) – taking into consideration, 

considering, bearing in mind, in view of. 

 hollow (adjective) – meaningless, empty, valueless, 

worthless, useless, pointless. 

 resurface (verb) – reappear, reemerge, return, recur, 

come out again, arise again. 

 commentator (noun) – critic, analyst, observer. 

 dynamics (noun) – basic/fundamental cause or force 

that triggers change within a system. 

 assert (verb) – state, avow, insist, announce, declare 

(confidently). 

 pious (adjective) – sincere, vain, desperate, 

despairing, doomed, hopeless. 

 decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 

 affairs (noun) – matters, concerns, activities (of public 

interest). 

 discern (verb) – come to know, find out, 

realize/recognize, understand. 

 demise (noun) – end, break-up, disintegration, fall. 

 outfit (noun) – group. 

 as a matter of fact (phrase) – actually, in fact, 

really/truly. 

 resurgence (noun) – reoccurrence/recurrence, 

reappearance, reemergence. 

 setback (noun) – problem, difficulty, issue. 

 abut (verb) – be adjacent to, adjoin, border. 

 radicalise (verb) – to cause to follow radical (extreme) 

ways particularly in politics (& society). 

 doctrinaire (noun) – dogmatist, traditionalist, 

authoritarian. 

 theocracy (noun) – A form of government in which 

God or a deity of some type is recognized as the 

supreme ruling authority. A form of government by 

religious leaders. 

 ignite (verb) – kindle, trigger, instigate, provoke. 

 misadventure (noun) – misfortune; problem/difficulty, 

mishap/setback. 

 vibrant (adjective) – high-spirited, energetic, lively. 

 thriving (adjective) – growing, developing, flourishing, 

progressing. 

 regime (noun) – government. 

 the sick man of – (phrase) – a politically/economically 

poor country (when compared to its neighboring 

countries). 

 folly (noun) – foolishness, stupidity, madness, 

irresponsibility, thoughtlessness. 

 peril (noun) – danger, jeopardy, riskiness.  

 (high) stakes (noun) – (high-risk) challenge. 

 neighbour (noun) – a country that is next to another 

country; (bordering) country. 

 accommodation (noun) – adjustment, adaptation, 

attunement; arrangement, understanding, settlement. 

 enigma (noun) – mystery, puzzle, riddle, unsolved 

problem. 

 of sorts (phrase) – of a kind; not exactly the same as 

something. 

 in the short term (phrase) – in the (near) future. 

 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring on. 

 even more (phrase) – all the more, further. 

 outlier (noun) – a person/thing detached from the 

main group. 

 aftershock (noun) – a smaller earthquake that follows 

a larger earthquake; repercussion, aftermath, 

consequence.  

 takeover (noun) – seizure, occupation, capture; 

gaining of control, change of ownership. 

 nexus (noun) – connection, link. 

 hardliner (noun) – a group/a political party with 

people who support strict ideas and they are extreme 

& uncompromising. 

 to one’s disadvantage (phrase) – detriment, 

prejudice, disservice, harm, damage. 

 retrieve (verb) – get back, solve, rectify, rescue, bring 

back. 

 tilt (verb) – change. 
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