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A PRAGMATIC AFGHAN BEHIND THE RELIGIOUS GARB? 
All eyes will be on the Taliban’s character as and when they consolidate their power 

 in a transformed Afghanistan 
 Personnel of the institutions responsible for monitoring India’s external environment and ensuing the 

security of the country and its citizens, probably know more about the composition and character of the Taliban 

than they are letting out. They would do us all a favour if they were to loosen up a little since we need a vigorous 

national debate to reorient ourselves after the strategic situation was convulsed savagely over the past fortnight. 

 

Some pointers 

 The foremost question in the minds of those thinking about Afghanistan is whether there is a Taliban 2.0. 

Is this avatar that stormed into Kabul on August 15 after capturing most of the country’s 34 provinces in a 

whirlwind campaign, any different from the barbaric entity that ruled the Afghans between 1996 and 2001. 

Currently, the answer to that question is up in the air since reports seem to support neither conclusion. We will 

perhaps truly know only if and when this dispensation consolidates its power. Meanwhile, we can consider some 

pointers.  

 Between 1996 and 2001, when they were in power previously, the Taliban did almost nothing to improve 

conditions in what had by then become a devastated, impoverished country. All that the mullahs seemed to be 

interested in was oppressing women and minorities and providing sanctuary for jihadi terrorists from every part of 

the world. That crazed enterprise came to an end after the Arab guests over-played their hand, massacred civilians 

in the United States on September 11, 2001 and invited retaliation that drove the Talibs back to their old 

sanctuaries in Pakistan. Their return to power has raised the strong possibility that Afghanistan will revert to 

primordial mode. Apart from the memory of the consequences of 9/11, are there other factors that could inhibit 

the Taliban from reverting to their old ways? 

 

The departure and after 

 No indication of a change in character of the movement or acceptability to the people is provided by the 

rapid disintegration of the previous government’s defence apparatus. The melting away of an army raised, trained, 

equipped and paid by the U.S. that was tasked with the mission of propping up the democratic order has 

occasioned much surprise. In retrospect, perhaps the only surprising element is that the event caused so much 

surprise. 

 Amidst the current bewilderment at the ease with which the Taliban advanced, it is easy to forget that 

much the same pattern unfolded on the first occasion. The Taliban built up their presence and hence their strength 

steadily from pocket to pocket before moving towards a frenzied denouement. There seems to be a characteristic 

of Afghan warfare that combat is carried out for so long as it is feasible and given up as soon as it is not. 

 This was an army raised to defend nebulous concepts such as nation, democracy, citizens’ rights, etc. from 

amongst a populace that has no experience in the operationalisation of these ideals. Traditionally, the Afghan has 

fought for his tribe, his clan or his family except when inspired by a few mighty war leaders down the ages. The 

men who joined the U.S.-created army must have done so overwhelmingly because the superpower was paying 

their salaries and feeding them. 

Once the U.S. decided to pull out unilaterally, it must have been clear to everyone concerned that the flow of 

funds would stop. With U.S. President Joe Biden setting August 31 as the date of America’s final departure, the 

timeline was clear to all. How could anyone have expected men posted at isolated bases to hold out when they 

could see that the supply of ammunition, fuel and food would stop in the not too distant future? 

 

Warlords and strategy 

 Surprise has also been expressed at the inaction of the old warlords. Two of them, Ismail Khan and Abdul 

Rashid Dostum, have been in battle mode for 40 years and are well versed in the extreme viciousness of Afghan 

politics. A fight to the death would have been a last option, though accommodation could have been just as 

dangerous. For people like them, abject or complete surrender opens up the prospect of humiliation, torture, 

mutilation and execution. Not only for themselves personally but also for their families and adherents. 
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 Given the scenario, Dostum and Ismail Khan would probably not have stopped their men from fighting — 

as they both did — unless they had been provided assurances backed by solid guarantees. In Afghanistan’s current 

circumstances, only regional councils of notables (Shuras) can provide such guarantees. According to reports, 

Taliban commanders in various sectors had asked regional notables to negotiate the surrenders of government 

forces. It seems reasonable to think that Shuras also offered guarantees to the hold-outs. 

 The very existence of these regional groupings appears to mark another difference between the Taliban’s 

victory in 1996 and its current success. From 1980, when the Soviets began their programme to pacify the 

countryside, to 2001 at least, conditions were so precarious that neutrals could do little. Many tribal elders, village 

heads, religious figures, etc. became collateral damage or fled abroad. There was no reason for the refugees to 

return either when the mujahideen factions got control of different pockets from 1992 to 1996 or even when the 

Taliban captured most of the country. There was too much of fighting in the first phase and too many other 

disincentives in the second. 

 

The U.S. and change 

 With the entry of the U.S. into Afghan territory, there might have been no reduction in the physical 

danger (this pacification programme was just as brutal). However, economic activity and the sheer availability of 

funds, increased manifold. Electricity production and distribution improved significantly; highways were built up; 

mobile telephony was introduced and spread with its usual rapidity; and, the U.S., other governments and 

international agencies pumped in billions of dollars. Over 20 years, Afghans have been given enough reason to 

return to their farms and restart their businesses or professions. Regional elites, either the offspring of the old 

grandees or those who had prospered in exile, are bound to have regrouped in these circumstances. 

 Would such regional elites be strong enough to hold the Taliban to account? Probably not, ultimately. But 

would the Taliban want to resort to the ultimate in a hurry? Most of them too have been living in refugee camps or 

something similar for the past 40 years. Leaders of the group must be in their 60’s with families clamouring for the 

chance to live in peace and prosper. Those wishes can only be fulfilled if combat ends, and it will not if others too 

are not given their share of the cake. 

 

The next chapter 

 If Taliban leaders are so keen on participating in the development of their country and benefiting from the 

process personally, would not the same consideration have come into play in 1996? Did they not instead go about 

stifling their own people and antagonising the whole world? One major difference is that in the earlier period, 

these semi-literates had no ideas for developing their country, and knew it. Today, after the laying down of 

modern infrastructure and the return of people who can run industry and trade, the means for building the 

economy are visible and available. Political power will help the mullahs live as parasites, but the economy must 

function for them to be able to do so. 

 Many analysts would say that rational thinking of this sort is alien to the Taliban. That they are religious 

fanatics ready to sacrifice everything on earth for a place in paradise. If they show that they are no different from 

what they were between 1996 and 2001, they need to be opposed on moral principle and for our national interest. 

However, there still seems to be time enough to find out if the pragmatic Afghan lurks behind the religious garb. 

 

 pragmatic (adjective) – practical, realistic, sensible, 

rational, reasonable. 

 garb (noun) – an outward appearance, form, guise. 

 as and when (phrase) – at the time when 

(something occurs). 

 consolidate (verb) – strengthen, reinforce, fortify. 

 personnel (noun) – workforce, staff, team, force, 

organization. 

 ensue (verb) – occur, happen, take place, develop, 

come after (as a result of something). 

 composition (noun) – structure, formation, 

organization. 

 let out (phrasal verb) – allow, permit, empower, 

enable, entitle 

 loosen up (phrasal verb) – relax, ease off,  become 

less strict/rigid. 

 re-orient (verb) – change the focus on. 

 strategic (adjective) – relating to achieving long-

term or overall goals. 

 convulse (verb) – cause to make sudden & 

irregular movements (uncontrollably/violently); 

shake up, agitate, disturb/bother, unsettle 

(uncontrollably). 

 savagely (adverb) – viciously, brutally, cruelly. 
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 fortnight (noun) – a period of two weeks/fourteen 

days continuously. 

 pointer (noun) – indication, hint/signal, 

suggestion. 

 avatar (noun) – type, case, epitome. 

 storm (noun) – suddenly attack and capture a 

building/place forcefully; attack, attempt to 

capture, conduct an offensive on. 

 whirlwind (noun as modifier) – rapid, fast-track, 

accelerated, sudden, swift, fast, quick; (whirlwind 

means a busy, tumultuous (uncontrolled) activity 

or process). 

 campaign (noun) – an organized effort which 

seeks to influence the decision making progress 

within a specific group. 

 barbaric (adjective) – cruel, savage, vicious, 

ruthless, brutal. 

 entity (noun) – organization, body, institution, 

establishment. 

 up in the air (phrase) – uncertain, unknown, 

undetermined, unsettled, unresolved. 

 dispensation (noun) – arrangement, organization, 

system. 

 devastated (adjective) – destroyed, ruined, 

ravaged. 

 impoverished (adjective) – weakened, exhausted, 

drained, diminished, depleted. 

 oppress (verb) – persecute, abuse,  ill-treat. 

 sanctuary (noun) – safety, protection, shelter. 

 crazed  (adjective) – mad, wild, raving. 

 enterprise (noun) – business, activity/affair, 

pursuit, proceeding. 

 come to an end (phrase) – finish, stop, to reach an 

end. 

 over-play one’s hand (phrase) – used to 

emphasize that someone’s overconfidence in 

his/her ability or position will spoil his/her chance 

of success. 

 massacre (verb) – kill (many people). 

 civilian (noun) – non-military person, ordinary 

citizen. 

 retaliation (noun) – revenge, vengeance, counter-

attack. 

 revert to (verb) – return, go back. 

 primordial (adjective) – ancient, earliest, primitive. 

 consequence (noun) – outcome, ramification, 

repercussion. 

 inhibit (verb) – hinder, restrain, prevent. 

 disintegration (noun) – breakdown, 

fragmentation, collapse. 

 apparatus (noun) – structure, system, framework, 

organization. 

 melt away (phrasal verb) – vanish, disappear, fade 

away. 

 equip (verb) – prepare, enable, facilitate (for a 

particular task/situation). 

 prop up (phrasal verb) – support financially, fund, 

finance.  

 occasion (verb) – cause, give rise to, bring about, 

result in. 

 in retrospect (phrase) – looking back, thinking 

back, on reflection, on re-examination. 

 amidst (preposition) – amid, in the middle of; 

during. 

 bewilderment (noun) – bafflement, confusion, 

perplexity. 

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

transpire. 

 build up (phrasal verb) – strengthen, increase, 

improve, augment, raise, intensify. 

 frenzied (adjective) – intense, wildly excited, 

uncontrolled, hyperactive. 

 denouement (noun) – the end result of a situation; 

the very end of a story; outcome, consequence, 

end result, ending, climax. 

 characteristic (noun) – quality, attribute, feature. 

 warfare (noun) – war, fighting, combat, armed 

conflict. 

 carry out (phrasal verb) – conduct, perform, 

execute, bring about. 

 so long as (phrase) – provided that. 

 feasible (adjective) – practicable, viable, realistic. 

 give up (phrasal verb) – stop, discontinue, 

renounce, forgo, abandon. 

 nebulous (adjective) – ill-defined, unclear, 

uncertain, indefinite. 

 populace (noun) – population, inhabitants, 

people/public. 

 operationalisation (noun) – the process of causing 

something into operation. 

 ideal (noun) – principle, standard, moral value, 

belief, conviction. 

 clan (noun) – group of families, large family, group, 

set, circle, coterie. 

 mighty (adjective) – dominant, strong, powerful. 

 down the ages (phrase) – the entire past.  

 overwhelmingly (adverb) – with a great majority; 

to a very great degree. 

 pull out (phrasal verb) – withdraw, remove, get 

out. 

 unilaterally (adverb) – used to indicate something 

done by a person/country without approval/ 

agreement from other people/countries involved 

in the situation. 
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 hold out (phrasal verb) – resist, withstand, hold 

off, stand firm against. 

 ammunition (noun) – bullets, shells, projectiles, 

missiles, bombs. 

 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. 

 strategy (noun) – plan of action (in order to 

achieve a more expansive set of political, 

economic, and security interests). 

 inaction (noun) – inactivity, negligence, disregard. 

 versed (adjective) – experienced, skilled, 

knowledgeable about, well informed. 

 viciousness (noun) – aggressive/violent behaviour. 

 accommodation (noun) – adjustment, adaptation, 

attunement; arrangement, understanding, 

settlement. 

 abject (adjective) – miserable, hopeless, 

pathetical, stark, awful/woeful, appalling. 

 open up (phrasal verb) – make/become accessible; 

make/become available. 

 prospect (noun) – chance, possibility. 

 humiliation (noun) – embarrassment, disgrace, 

dishonour, shame. 

 mutilation (noun) – disfigurement, dismembering. 

 execution (noun) – killing, hanging, putting to 

death. 

 adherent (noun) – follower, supporter, advocate. 

 given (preposition) – considering, taking into 

account, bearing in mind. 

 hold-out (noun) – arbitrator, mediator, middle 

person, moderator.    

 pacify (verb) – appease, assuage, conciliate. 

 precarious (adjective) – risky, dangerous, unsafe; 

hazardous, perilous, unreliable. 

 collateral (adjective) – incidental, accidental, 

unintended, resultant. 

 collateral damage (noun) – any death, injury, or 

other damage inflicted that is an unintended result 

of a particular operation. 

 fled past of flee (verb) – escape from, run away 

from, leave hastily, take flight, abscond. 

 refugee (noun) – displaced person, asylum seeker, 

exile, deportee, stateless person, émigré. 

 faction (noun) – group, section, division (within a 

larger group). 

 disincentive (noun) – deterrent, discouragement, 

counterincentive. 

 pacification (noun) – reconciliation, compromise, 

settlement, appeasement. 

 sheer (adjective) – complete, absolute, total. 

 telephony (noun) – the operation/use of 

telephones. 

 pump into (phrasal verb) – invest a lot of money in 

something. 

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

most powerful people in a society; best. 

 offspring (noun) – children; descendants, heirs, 

successors. 

 grandee (noun) – important person, VIP, very 

important person, public figure. 

 exile (noun) – banishment, expulsion, deportation; 

a person who lives away from his/her native 

country. 

 bound to (adjective) – certain, sure, very likely, 

guaranteed. 

 resort to (noun) – use, utilization, recourse. 

 in a hurry (phrase) – in a rushed/quick/hurried 

manner. 

 clamour (verb) – demand, call, scream, yell. 

 keen (adjective) – enthusiastic, determined, 

passionate, wholehearted. 

 consideration (noun) – factor, point, concern, 

matter, element, aspect. 

 come into play (phrase) – become 

effective/active. 

 go about (phrasal verb) – begin, embark on, make 

a start on, undertake.  

 stifle (verb) – constrain, restrain, prevent, hamper, 

impede. 

 antagonise (verb) –make hostile/make unfriendly; 

alienate, estrange. 

 semi-literate (noun) – poorly educated. 

 lay down (phrasal verb) – formulate, frame, draw 

up. 

 infrastructure (noun) – the basic physical or 

organisational structure for something (to function 

properly).   

 run (verb) – manage, organize, control. 

 parasite (noun) – an animal or plant that lives in or 

on another animal or plant and gets food or 

protection from it. 

 rational (adjective) – logical, well reasoned, 

sensible, reasonable. 

 alien (adjective) – unfamiliar, unknown, unheard 

of. 

 fanatic (noun) – extremist, militant, dogmatist. 

 lurk (verb) – hide, conceal, keep out of sight. 
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