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Shedding its past hesitations, the Government of India has started an open, formal engagement with the 

Taliban who, by all accounts, will form the next government in Afghanistan. Until the recent India-Taliban meeting in 

Doha, India’s engagement with the Taliban was through secret channels (for several years now), open but ‘unofficial’ 
(i.e., when New Delhi sent two retired diplomats to a meeting in Moscow in which the Taliban were present), or quiet 

and unpublicised (an undeclared meeting of Ministry of External Affairs officials with the Taliban in Doha in June this 

year). Engagement with the Taliban is useful in both securing India’s interests in Afghanistan (to the extent possible) and 

to potentially moderate Taliban’s internal and external behaviour (again, to the extent possible). 

 

Beginning the process 

Should a Taliban government, when it gets formed, be recognised? Given that a Taliban-led government is a 

foregone conclusion now, the international community must only accord such recognition as part of a negotiated 

process, a process aimed at moderating Kabul’s new rulers. UN Security Council Resolution 2593, adopted at a meeting 

chaired by India, emphasising that Afghan soil should not be used for terror activity is a good beginning internationally. 

The international community should eventually recognise a Taliban-led government in return for guarantees that the 

latter will abide by norms governing terrorism, human rights, among others. 

However, the question about engaging, and eventually recognising, the Taliban which has a terrible human 

rights record, and has literally captured power in Afghanistan through sheer force, has been widely debated from a 

moral perspective. So it might be useful to reflect on the various moral aspects of engaging with undesirable elements 

(terror groups, insurgents, etc.) in general and the Taliban in particular. 

 

Geopolitics and morality 

Moral judgements in the conduct of international relations rest on a slippery slope for several reasons. For 

instance, are moral judgements/prescriptions devoid of power politics? How much does geopolitical power shape the 

boundaries of morally acceptable/unacceptable behaviour in international relations? Consider, for instance, phrases 

such as ‘axis of evil’ or ‘rogue states’ used by past United States administrations against states they disagreed with or 

wanted to isolate. Notwithstanding whether one agrees or disagrees with the policies of the target states, the point here 

is that such framing is a product of the ability of the United States to dictate a certain global moral standard. As historian 

E.H Carr argues in The Twenty Years’ Crisis: 1919-1939, “It is a familiar tactic of the privileged to throw moral discredit on 

the under-privileged by depicting them as disturbers of the peace; and this tactic is as readily applied internationally as 

within the national community.” 
While all states use moral arguments in the pursuit of their respective national interests, it is the moral logic 

used by the powerful states or coalitions that tend to win over the weaker ones, thereby becoming the standards of 

behaviour. Put differently, morality is often a product of power even though there are other sources of morality than just 

power. Arguments stemming from moral universalism should, therefore, be challenged not only because they are 

patronising, but also because crude national interests often masquerade as moral universalism. Moral universalism may 

be desirable and even useful in certain contexts and for certain purposes, but it must be viewed with a critical eye. At the 

same time, one must also be careful not to fall victim to extreme arguments from moral relativism. Indeed, a healthy 

conversation between universalism and relativism could produce politically useful moral arguments. In short, moral 

questions governing the behaviour of states cannot be divorced from the geopolitical power and location of those states. 

  

Range of ‘undesirables’ 
The second question is who the rightful object of our moral opprobrium should be. Should they include only 

non-state actors and individuals, or also states? In general, there are degrees of behaviour that are generally considered 

reprehensible — ranging from freedom struggle, insurgency, state-sponsored terror to terrorist violence. While deciding 

to condemn, we routinely use a selective application of morality. Let us take the example of the Taliban. They have an 

irrefutable history of indulging in terrorist violence, human rights violations (especially those of women), and religious 

intolerance. But so have many countries with an equally dishonourable history of violent behaviour and proxy wars. 

Whether those states are held accountable or not depends on essentially two factors: their military power to dissuade 

potential discipliners (North Korea is a good example), and their ability to justify their actions in a ‘morally acceptable’ 
manner. Legitimacy and sovereignty accorded to states provide them with an added layer of protection. 

The point here is about how we routinely single out certain actors as fit cases of our moral opprobrium which is 

a function of power and geopolitics. The Taliban’s culpability is beyond doubt, as is that of many states. But why add 

another entity (Taliban) to the mix of powerful wrong-doers, you might ask. Here is why. 

The possibility of potential state socialisation is why we must engage with organisations we disagree with. 

There are many examples of individuals and organisations shunning violence and joining mainstream politics as a result 
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of negotiated settlements, power sharing, or simply because of state socialisation (the process of learning the 

international political culture and how to live within its normative boundaries). Put differently, we engage violent outfits 

in the hope that the process of conflict resolution may change them; states are potentially more amenable to reason and 

normative arguments especially when they socialise with their peers which forces them to ‘be like a state’. 
Let us take the case of the Taliban again: military force could not defeat them, and given the suboptimal 

performance of sanctions (i.e., Iran, North Korea, Cuba, etc.), what options does the international community have when 

it comes to dealing with the Taliban? While engaging with the Taliban may or may not nudge them to moderate their 

behaviour, given the absence of other options, the international community might as well engage them to potentially 

socialise them into behaving like a normal state. Let me put that argument somewhat differently. We have three choices 

now vis-à-vis the Taliban: continue to militarily fight the Taliban, isolate and sanction the Taliban-ruled Afghanistan, or 

engage and socialise them. The U.S.-led forces tried the first option for two decades without success, and the second 

option is what we used from 1996 to 2001 which led to disastrous consequences. So, we are basically left with option 

three. 

The point of diplomacy, after all, is also to engage with the undesirables to try and change their positions. As a 

matter of fact, entities, individuals and states do change as a result of sustained negotiations. Whether or not legitimacy 

and recognition will temper an outfit with a violent past like the Taliban is indeed a challenging question. But one will 

have to make a call based on available alternatives and potential outcomes; not based on quixotic notions of moral 

universalism. 

 There are serious moral questions being raised about New Delhi’s recent outreach to the Taliban. Critics have 

argued that it is morally reprehensible for India to engage with a violent outfit such as the Taliban just because they are 

on the verge of statehood. While I do appreciate the moral logic of such criticism, let us keep in mind that international 

politics is not a site of perfect moral choices. More so, moral choices are also a product of geopolitical contexts and the 

historical location of a country. For India, located where it is — amidst a geostrategically challenging environment — its 

ability to make a ‘morally perfect’ choice vis-à-vis the Taliban is rather limited. It is imperative for New Delhi, therefore, 

to make an already bad situation somewhat better by engaging with an entity it otherwise would not have desired to 

engage. 

 

A difficult art 

Finally, there is a larger argument for reaching out to undesirable/rogue elements — to build peace and resolve 

conflicts. Notwithstanding what they say, democratic governments have routinely negotiated with terrorists, secretly or 

openly. Consider examples from the British government’s secret talks with the Irish Republican Army (IRA) while the IRA 

was still carrying out attacks against the U.K., to the Spanish government’s talks with the Basque Homeland and Freedom 

even after the latter’s violence killing civilians, to the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam-Sri Lankan government 

negotiations in the 2000s. Talking to the undesirables is a time-tested phenomenon. More importantly, peace-building is 

not always a morally black-and-white business. Often enough, the process of conflict resolution can be morally 

challenging, politically complicated and involves difficult choices. 

 

 reach out (phrasal verb) – contact someone to 

obtain/offer help/assistance/cooperation. 

 undesirable (noun) – good for nothing; 

despicable/nasty people. 

 resolution (noun) – solution, settlement. 

 black and white (phrase) – clear-cut, straightforward, 

definite, categorical, unequivocal. 

 shed (verb) – discard, get rid of, do away with, dispose 

of. 

 hesitation (noun) – unwillingness, disinclination, 

reluctance. 

 engagement (noun) – participation, taking part, 

involvement. 

 by all accounts (phrase) – allegedly, apparently, 

seemingly, ostensibly. 

 channel (noun) – means, mechanism, method. 

 diplomat (noun) – ambassador, envoy, emissary, 

consul. 

 interest (noun) – common concern, involvement, 

engagement, stake. 

 moderate (verb) – curb, control, keep in check, 

regulate, restrain, restrict. 

 given (preposition) – considering, taking into account, 

bearing in mind. 

 a foregone conclusion (phrase) – predictable result, 

predictable outcome, inevitability. 

 accord (verb) – give, grant, present. 

 UN Security Council (UNSC) (noun) – it is one of the 

six principal organs of the United Nations, charged 

with ensuring international peace and security.  

 UNSC Resolution 2593 (noun) – The Resolution 

demands that Afghan territory not be used to 

threaten or attack any country or to shelter and train 

terrorists and plan or finance terrorist attacks. It 

specifically mentions individuals designated by the 

UNSC resolution 1267. 
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 chair (verb) – preside over, lead, control/direct. 

 emphasise (verb) – draw attention to, put stress on, 

underscore, highlight. 

 eventually (adverb) – in the end, finally, at last. 

 in return for (phrase) – in exchange for, in 

consideration of; in response to. 

 abide by (verb) – conform to, adhere to, comply with. 

 norm (noun) – standard, convention, rules of conduct, 

guideline. 

 sheer (adjective) – complete, absolute, total. 

 perspective (noun) – way of thinking, interpretation, 

viewpoint, approach. 

 reflect (verb) – indicate, reveal, represent, display, 

demonstrate (in an appropriate way). 

 insurgent (noun) – guerrilla, extremist, militant, 

subversive. 

 in particular (phrase) – particularly, specifically, 

especially. 

 geopolitics (noun) – the study of the geographical 

factors (a country’s position on the earth, size, 

climate, and natural resources & etc.) in world politics 

and inter-state relations. 

 morality (noun) – ethics, ethos, correctness, ethicality. 

 conduct (noun) – behaviour, way of behaving, 

performance. 

 rest on (phrasal verb) – be based on, depend on, be 

dependent on, rely on. 

 slippery slope (noun) – a series of actions that can’t 

be controlled over once it has begun and the series of 

actions are going to create a lot of problems. 

 for instance (phrase) – as an example. 

 prescription (noun) – (authoritative) 

recommendation, method, measure. 

 devoid of (adjective) – without, lacking, deprived of. 

 geopolitical (adjective) – relating to (the study of) the 

geographical factors (a country’s position on the 

earth, size, climate, and natural resources &, etc.) in 

world politics and inter-state relations. 

 shape (noun) – condition, state. 

 axis of evil (phrase) – Former U.S. President George 

W. Bush used this phrase to describe countries 

involved with terrorism and weapons of mass 

destruction. He considered and defined the countries 

Iran, Iraq and North Korea as axis of evil. 

 ‘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. 

 isolate (verb) – separate, set apart, alienate, distance. 

 notwithstanding (conjunction) – although, in spite of 

the fact that, despite the fact that, even though. 

 dictate (verb) – order about, boss about, control. 

 privileged (adjective) – wealthy, rich, affluent, 

prosperous. 

 the privileged (noun) – wealthy people, rich people, 

affluent people. 

 throw on (phrasal verb) – attack vigorously. 

 discredit (noun) – dishonour, disrepute, ill repute, loss 

of reputation, loss of respect, disgrace, shame, 

humiliation. 

 under-privileged (adjective) – disadvantaged, 

impoverished, poverty-stricken. 

 depict (verb) – characterize, describe, detail, relate, 

narrate, identify. 

 in the pursuit of (phrase) – in order to achieve 

something; in the search for something. 

 win over (phrasal verb) – persuade, convince, induce, 

sway. 

 thereby (adverb) – as a result of that. 

 put differently (phrase) – express differently, 

put/express in other words. 

 stem from (phrasal verb) – originate from, arise/come 

from, emanate from. 

 moral universalism (noun) – the idea that some 

system of ethics applies to all people regardless of 

race, color, nationality, religion, or culture, must have 

a plurality over which to range – a plurality of diverse 

persons, nations, jurisdictions, or localities over which 

morality asserts a universal authority. it is the position 

in meta-ethics that some moral values, or moral 

system, can be applied universally to everyone. 

 patronise (verb) – foster, help, assist, support, 

encourage. 

 masquerade (verb) – pretend, impersonate, disguise 

(oneself as). 

 context (noun) – circumstances, conditions, situation. 

 eye (noun) – opinion, perspective, belief, thinking, 

viewpoint. 

 fall victim to (phrase) – suffer, be hurt, be damaged, 

be killed, succumb to, perish. 

 relativism (noun) – In relativism, standards of right 

and wrong are derived from social norms. 

 in short (phrase) – briefly, in essence. 

 divorce (verb) – separate, disconnect, detach. 

 opprobrium (noun) – condemnation, harsh criticism, 

censure, castigation. 

 non-state actor (noun) – an individual or organization 

that has significant political influence. 

 actor (noun) – participants (in an action). 

 state actor (noun) – a state actor is a person who is 

acting on behalf of a governmental body. 

 reprehensible (adjective) – objectionable, 

unjustifiable, wrong. 

 insurgency (noun) – uprising, revolt, rebellion. 

 state-sponsored (adjective) – supported by the 

government. 

 condemn (verb) – censure, criticize, castigate, attack, 

denounce, reprimand, rebuke, reprove. 
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 irrefutable (adjective) – indisputable, undeniable, 

unquestionable, incontrovertible; conclusive, definite, 

definitive, decisive, accomplished, certain. 

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

activity). 

 intolerance (noun) – bigotry, narrow-mindedness, 

dogmatism, illiberality, insularity, sensitivity, 

oversensitivity. 

 proxy (noun) – deputy, representative, substitute. 

 proxy war (noun) – it means war through a 

representative/agent. 

 hold someone responsible/accountable for (phrase) – 

blame someone for something. 

 dissuade (verb) – discourage, deter, prevent. 

 legitimacy (noun) – legality, validity, lawfulness. 

 sovereignty (noun) – Sovereignty means the 

independent authority of the State, not being subject 

to the control of any other State or external power; 

independent authority/control, self-government, self-

rule. 

 single out (verb) – distinguish, differentiate, separate 

out, set apart, set aside, put aside; select, pick out, 

choose, decide on. 

 culpability (noun) – guilt, blame/fault; responsibility. 

 entity (noun) – organization, body, institution, 

establishment. 

 socialisation (noun) – the process of interaction 

through which the (growing) individual learns the 

habits, attitudes, values and beliefs of the social 

group. 

 shunning (noun) – avoiding, evading, eschewing. 

 mainstream (adjective) – accepted, established, 

recognized. 

 mainstream (noun) – something (certain 

beliefs/ideas/activities) which are accepted or 

recognized by most people as normal or typical. 

 settlement (noun) – resolution, sorting out, solution, 

solving, bringing to an end, reconciliation. 

 normative (adjective) – relating to a standard/norm, 

particularly of behaviour. 

 outfit (noun) – group. 

 amenable (adjective) – manageable, responsive, easily 

handled. 

 socialise (verb) – interact, converse. 

 peer (noun) – equal, fellow. 

 suboptimal (adjective) – below the highest 

standard/level/quality. 

 nudge (verb) – push, prod, encourage, prompt. 

 vis-à-vis (preposition) – concerning, with regard to, in 

relation to, as/in comparison with, in connection with 

(Vis-à-vis from Latin via. French, means literally “face-

to-face). 

 decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 

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

 consequence (noun) – outcome, ramification, 

repercussion. 

 diplomacy (noun) – international politics, foreign 

affairs, foreign policy; negotiations, discussions, talks, 

dialogue (related to international politics). 

 after all (phrase) – most importantly, above all, 

beyond everything. 

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

truly. 

 temper (verb) – moderate, tone down, mitigate, 

lighten, lessen, reduce. 

 make a call (phrase) – to make a specific decision 

about someone or something. 

 quixotic (adjective) – idealistic, unrealistic, 

impractical. 

 notion (noun) – idea, belief, concept, opinion, view. 

 outreach (noun) – the level of reaching 

out/activity/effort; involvement. 

 critic (noun) – censurer, attacker, fault-finder. 

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

of, at a crucial or critical point. 

 bear/keep in mind (phrase) – take into account, 

consider, heed. 

 more so (phrase) – to a greater degree/extent. 

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

 geostrategically (adverb) – in a way that the strategy 

required in tackling geopolitical problems. 

 imperative (adjective) – vitally important, necessary, 

essential, crucial/critical. 

 Irish Republican Army (IRA) (noun) – Established in 

1919 to halt British rule in Northern Ireland using 

armed forces, the Irish Republican Army, or IRA, 

fought for independence. The IRA is devoted both to 

removing British forces from Northern Ireland and to 

unifying Ireland. 

 carry out (phrasal verb) – conduct, perform, 

implement, execute, bring about. 

 Basque Homeland and Freedom (noun) – ETA, an 

acronym for Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (“Basque 

Homeland and Liberty” or “Basque Country and 

Freedom”), was an armed Basque nationalist and 

separatist organization in the Basque Country (in 

northern Spain and southwestern France). Its goal was 

gaining independence for the Basque Country. 

 civilian (noun) – non-military person, ordinary citizen. 

 Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) (noun) – The 

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) were a militant 

separatist group fighting for an independent 

homeland for Hindu Tamils in Northeastern Sri Lanka. 

 time-tested (adjective) – established. 

 phenomenon (noun) – situation, occurrence, event, 

happening. 
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