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The Taliban does appear to have established control, by and large, over Afghanistan, with the last remaining 

holdout at Panjshir having fallen. Nevertheless, many more questions than answers exist. One significant question is 

whether the ‘Global War on Terror’ has been consigned to the detritus of history or not. 

 

Much turmoil, terror shoots 

The latest episode in Afghanistan’s tragic history has resulted in several thousands being displaced, and many 

thousands being forced to flee the country. The overweening threat, however, remains including the presence of many 

newer terrorist outfits, such as Daesh, ISIS-K, al Qaeda, Jaish-e-Mohammad (JeM), Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), ETIM-K (a 

militant group from China’s Xinjiang), the Fidayeen mahas, all of which are the enduring legacies of 20 years of foreign 

occupation.  

The Taliban have in the meantime, announced the setting up of a 33-member interim government, headed by 

Mullah Mohammad Hasan Akhund as the acting Prime Minister. Prominent appointees include Abdul Ghani Baradar as 

acting Deputy Prime Minister, Sirajuddin Haqqani as acting Interior Minister, Mullah Mohammad Yaqoob as acting 

Defence Minister, and Amir Khan Muttaqi as acting Foreign Minister. Notwithstanding earlier pronouncements by the 

Taliban, the government is, for the present, solely a Taliban construct, and overwhelmingly Pashtun in character. 

Pakistan holds certain key cards given the prominent role assigned to its protégés, Sirajuddin Haqqani and Mohammad 

Yaqoob, the son of Mullah Omar. The new government is unlikely to be fazed by the fact that quite a few members of 

the interim government are on various terror lists, including that of the United Nations and the United States. 

A great deal of wringing of hands about the choices made may exist, but on a deeper reflection, it would be 

apparent that the original sin was the U.S. Agreement with the Taliban last year, which conferred on the group a degree 

of international recognition. Many more aftershocks can also be expected. Hopes of a pragmatic Afghanistan behind the 

religious garb may thus prove highly evanescent. 

What was achieved in Afghanistan, despite two decades of U.S. and North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 

occupation, can be summed up in three words: an unmitigated disaster. Destruction of the terror network — essentially 

of the al Qaeda network – was an objective which was far from achieved. Terror networks were driven underground for 

a time, but many new variants such as the Islamic State and many offshoots of the same thrive not only in Afghanistan 

but also in many different regions of the globe. 

  

India’s engagement 

The facade of seeking to impose democracy in Afghanistan currently stands exposed, but the real damage 

possibly done is to the idea of democracy itself. Spending trillions of dollars cannot cloak this flawed effort. India’s efforts 

regarding the economic development of Afghanistan have been rendered infructuous, and its reputation has suffered 

lasting damage. More serious is the fact that India’s relations with the new Taliban leadership remain strained due to its 

association, earlier with the Northern Alliance, and subsequently with the Hamid Karzai and Ashraf Ghani 

administrations. This has put India in a different category, compared to many of Afghanistan’s other neighbours such as 

China and Russia. Pakistan clearly falls into a different category as the ‘patron saint’ of the new regime. 

Those who do not heed the lessons of history, it is said, are doomed to perdition. Afghanistan has been the graveyard of 

the ambitions of many nations in the past, notably Great Britain and Russia. Ever since the days of the Great Game 

between Russia and Great Britain, and right through the Cold War between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, Afghanistan 

had been viewed as strategically important. Its strategic value has only increased subsequently. The hasty withdrawal of 

the U.S. from Afghanistan is not merely a setback for the U.S., but for all those who sided with it.  

Beginning with the decision of the Donald Trump Administration to institute talks with the Taliban — and not 

with the government headed by Mr. Ghani — for the withdrawal of U.S. troops which not only legitimised the Taliban 

and acknowledged their premier role in the affairs of Afghanistan, the U.S. has committed one error after another. 

 

Duplicitous roles 

Its unfailing trust in the creator of the Taliban, the Pakistani Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), which, while 

pretending to be an ally, outsmarted the U.S. is another. The Taliban are beholden to the ISI and it was hardly a surprise 

that the ISI Chief, Faiz Hameed was there to greet Mullah Baradar when he flew into Kandahar. Safe havens of the 

Taliban for the past two decades have been in Pakistan and these were not only well known to the ISI, but also nurtured 

by it. Even the U.S. knew that the Taliban’s Shura Council was located in Quetta (Balochistan). 

The near duplicitous role of Qatar, another important U.S. ally, which has nurtured the Taliban leadership in 

recent years, also bears scrutiny. In a bid to outflank Saudi Arabia (and emerge as the new fulcrum of West Asian 

politics), Qatar is known to play both sides. While being perceived as a U.S. ally, it pursues its own brand of politics — 
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including that of acting as a shoulder for the Taliban to lean on. Not one, but at least three U.S. Administrations should, 

hence, share the blame for the catastrophic retreat from Afghanistan. 

 

The eyes on the pie 

The collapse of U.S. involvement in Afghanistan, and the simultaneous rise of the Taliban with their outreach to 

Pakistan, China, Russia, and to an extent even Iran, are likely to set in train developments that could alter the geo-politics 

of the region. Russia, though no longer the power it once was, is currently seeking to enlarge its influence in Eurasia, and 

the Afghan imbroglio gives it an opportunity. China, which envisages domination of Asia as the first step in its bid to 

become the world’s number one power, sees Afghanistan as a prize both from a geo-economic and geo-political 

standpoint. Eyeing the mineral wealth of Afghanistan is only one aspect; a key objective is to make its Belt and Road 

Initiative a truly viable entity, and further extend its reach to the Indian Ocean, without being totally dependent on 

Pakistan.  

Many West Asian countries are, meanwhile, assessing the situation in Afghanistan to see how best to take 

advantage of the fluid situation. The United Arab Emirates and Qatar have already shown their hand. Saudi Arabia is 

anxious to become involved, more so to prevent Iran from extending its influence into Afghanistan. Iran is anxious to 

secure a hold in Afghanistan to ensure its own security. Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, which have a rather troubled 

relationship with Afghanistan, are not unwilling to maintain peace with a Talibanised Afghanistan. The U.S.’s plans to 

enhance regional security/connectivity through a new Quadrilateral diplomatic platform, meanwhile, may well prove 

stillborn, even before it takes off. 

 

The path for New Delhi 

India’s concerns regarding Afghanistan have as much to do with geo-political positioning, as to prevent 

Afghanistan from becoming a crucible for pro-terror forces that could impact India’s security. Hence, it must think hard 

on how to overcome the adverse constellation of forces that have emerged. One possibility is for India to take on a 

mediating role among the different nations anxious to involve themselves in Afghanistan, and produce a formula that 

would help maintain Afghanistan’s neutrality and ensure that it becomes a buffer zone to prevent further Chinese 

expansionism towards South Asia.  

Seven decades ago, India had performed such a mediating role in bringing tentative peace to what was then 

Indo-China, now Vietnam. It is critically important for India to ensure the unity and the integrity of Afghanistan, and in 

turn achieve an agreement in principle to maintain Afghanistan’s neutrality. 

Of all the countries currently involved in Afghanistan, India possibly has the best credentials to act as an honest 

broker; India should choose someone who can act like a ‘Zelig-like figure’ to ensure that the final decision is something 

that would ensure peace in the region and prevent any major turmoil in South Asia, checkmating both Pakistan and 

China. 

 

 by and large (phrase) – largely, mostly, mainly, in 

general. 

 holdout (noun) – an act of holding out (resisting) 

something. 

 fall (verb) – be defeated, give up, yield, submit, 

surrender, capitulate. 

 nevertheless (adverb) – in spite of everything, 

notwithstanding, regardless, anyway, anyhow, 

however. 

 consign (to) (verb) – to put (someone/something) in 

an unpleasant situation/place (or) to put someone 

somewhere in order to avoid dealing with them (or) to 

put something somewhere in order to dispose it. 

 detritus (noun) – debris, rubble, remains, remnants, 

waste matter. 

 turmoil (noun) – disorder, turbulence, confusion, 

trouble, chaos. 

 result in (phrasal verb) – cause, bring on, bring about.  

 flee (verb) – escape from, run away from, leave 

hastily, take flight, abscond. 

 overweening (adjective) – high-handed, domineering, 

overbearing. 

 outfit (noun) – group. 

 militant (adjective) – fanatic, extremist, radical, 

sectarian/partisan. 

 fidayeen (plural noun) – militants who volunteer to 

die. 

 enduring (adjective) – long-lasting, continuing, 

persisting, prevailing. 

 legacy (noun) – something received from a 

predecessor or from the past. 

 occupation (noun) – invasion, seizure, takeover, 

annexation; control, rule. 

 set up (phrasal verb) – form, create, institute, 

establish. 

 interim (adjective) – provisional, temporary, 

intervening, transitional. 

 acting (adjective) – temporary, short-term, 

provisional, interim, transitional. 

 prominent (adjective) – important, well known. 
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 appointee (noun) – one who is appointed to a 

job/position; representative, delegate, office holder. 

 notwithstanding (conjunction) – although, in spite of 

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

 pronouncement (noun) – announcement, declaration, 

formal statement. 

 construct (noun) – idea or theory. 

 overwhelmingly (adverb) – with a great majority; to a 

very great degree. 

 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). 

 in character (phrase) – usual, typical, normal. 

 hold all the cards (phrase) – be in a strong position; be 

in an advantageous position. 

 given (preposition) – considering, taking into account, 

bearing in mind. 

 protégé (noun) – follower, dependant, disciple, 

trainee. 

 unlikely (adjective) – doubtful, implausible, 

improbable, questionable. 

 faze (verb) – stagger, surprise, startle, stun. 

 wring one’s hands (phrase) – to twist and rub one’s 

hands together because of great distress particularly 

when  someone has no authority and can’t do 

anything to change the situation. 

 reflection (noun) – opinion, thought, view, 

assessment. 

 apparent (adjective) – evident/clear, visible, 

noticeable, recognizable. 

 confer (verb) – present to, grant to, award to, give out 

to. 

 recognition (noun) – acknowledgement, acceptance, 

approval, accreditation, endorsement. 

 aftershock (noun) – a smaller earthquake that follows 

a larger earthquake; repercussion, aftermath, 

consequence.  

 pragmatic (adjective) – practical, realistic, hard-

headed, down-to-earth, matter-of-fact, clear-thinking, 

rational, sensible, unidealistic. 

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

 evanescent (adjective) – diminishing, shrinking, 

disappearing/fading. 

 sum up (phrasal verb) – summarize, review, evaluate, 

assess, appraise. 

 unmitigated (adjective) – absolute, categorical, 

complete, total, out-and-out, unabated, undiminished, 

unmoderated. 

 far from (phrase) – not, not at all. 

 underground (noun) – into hiding, into seclusion, 

behind closed doors, out of sight. 

 variant (noun) – different form or version. 

 offshoot (noun) – subsidiary, branch, derivative. 

 thrive (verb) – flourish, prosper, grow vigorously, 

develop well, burgeon. 

 engagement (noun) – participation, taking part, 

involvement. 

 facade (noun) – outward appearance, false display, 

posture, pretence. 

 seek (verb) – try, aim, attempt. 

 stand (verb) – be in a specified 

state/condition/situation. 

 exposed (adjective) – vulnerable, defenceless, 

undefended, unshielded, susceptible. 

 cloak (verb) – hide, cover, conceal. 

 flawed (adjective) – defective, faulty, distorted, 

inaccurate. 

 render (verb) – make, cause to be, cause to become. 

 infructuous (adjective) – pointless or unnecessary. 

 strained (adjective) – awkward, uneasy, 

uncomfortable, difficult, troubled, embarrassed. 

 Northern Alliance (noun) – it is also known as the 

United Islamic Front for Salvation of Afghanistan 

(UIFSA), was a coalition of militias seeking to topple 

the rule of the Taliban throughout Afghanistan. 

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

ruination; surrender, capitulation. 

 patron saint (noun) – a saint who is believed to be a 

special guardian, protector, or supporter. 

 regime (noun) – government. 

 heed (verb) – pay attention to, take notice of, bear in 

mind. 

 doom (verb) – destine, fate, predestine, ordain, 

consign. 

 perdition (noun) – complete ruin. 

 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). 

 strategically (adverb) – in a way that is 

designed/planned to serve a particular purpose. 

 strategic (adjective) – relating to achieving long-term 

or overall goals. 

 hasty (adjective) – hurried, rapid/quick; reckless, ill-

considered, ill-advised. 

 withdrawal (noun) – departure, retreat, 

disengagement. 

 merely (adverb) – only, simply, just. 

 setback (noun) – problem, difficulty, issue. 

 side with (verb) – support, back, give one’s support to, 

take the part of, stand by, be supportive of. 

 legitimise (verb) – validate, legitimate, justify. 

 acknowledge (verb) – accept, recognize, realize. 

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

interest). 
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 duplicitous (adjective) – dishonest, untruthful, false, 

unprincipled. 

 unfailing (adjective) – reliable, dependable, steadfast, 

steady. 

 Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) (noun) – a primary 

intelligence agency in Pakistan.  

 pretend to (verb) – pose, act, lay claim to. 

 ally (noun) – a country/state with an alliance with 

another one in which they promise to support each 

other militarily and to defend each other. 

 outsmart (verb) – defeat cleverly; outwit, outplay; get 

the better of. 

 beholden (adjective) – indebted, obligated, under an 

obligation, duty-bound. 

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

safety/security. 

 nurture (verb) – look after, rear, support, raise, 

promote, foster. 

 Quetta Shura/Rahbari Shura (noun) – a militant 

organization which is composed of the leaders 

(leadership council) of the Afghan Taliban, and 

believed to be based, since about 2001, within the city 

of Quetta in the Balochistan province of Pakistan. 

 bear (verb) – to withstand, stand up to, cope with, 

handle, absorb, accept (scrutiny/criticism). 

 scrutiny (noun) – examination, inspection, 

investigation. 

 bid (noun) – attempt, effort, endeavour/try. 

 outflank (verb) – circumvent, bypass, throw off. 

 fulcrum (noun) – essential role, central role, main role. 

 play both sides (phrase) – support two opposing 

people  in order to gain an advantage/benefit.  

 perceive (verb) – view, regard, consider. 

 pursue (verb) – engage in, conduct, take part in, take 

up (an activity). 

 lean on (phrasal verb) – depend on, rely on, count on, 

bank on. 

 catastrophic (adjective) – destructive, ruinous, 

disastrous. 

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

U-turn, exit. 

 eyes on the pie (phrase) – eyes wide open and staring 

in disbelief/wonder; pie-eyed; extremely tired. 

 outreach (noun) – the level of reaching 

out/activity/effort; involvement. 

 to an extent (phrase) – somewhat, partly. 

 set in (phrasal verb) – begin, start, arrive, come, 

develop (of something unpleasant). 

 set something in train (phrase) – make something 

start to happen. 

 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. 

 no longer (phrase) – not anymore. 

 Eurasia (noun) – the total continental land mass of 

Europe and Asia combined. 

 imbroglio (noun) – confused/complicated situation; 

difficulty/predicament. 

 envisage (verb) – expect, intend, propose, envision, 

contemplate. 

 viable (adjective) – reasonable, practical, logical, 

sensible, effective. 

 entity (noun) – structure, system, establishment, 

organization. 

 take advantage of (phrase) – make use of, utilize, put 

to use, use, benefit from, capitalize on, draw on. 

 fluid (adjective) – subject to change; changeable, 

adjustable, modifiable, variable, unsettled, uncertain, 

undecided, unstable. 

 show one’s hand (phrase) – reveal one’s plans. 

 anxious (adjective) – worried, concerned, distressed, 

bothered. 

 hold (noun) – influence, power, control, dominance, 

sway, authority, leverage; grip. 

 unwilling (adjective) – reluctant, unenthusiastic, 

enforced, involuntary. 

 Quad/Quadrilateral (noun) – The ‘Quadrilateral’ is 

described as four democracies (the United States, 

Japan, Australia and India) with a shared objective to 

ensure and support a “free, open and prosperous” 
Indo-Pacific region. 

 diplomatic (adjective) – (delicate & sensitive) 

consular, foreign-policy. 

 stillborn (adjective) – unrealized, not 

developed/achieved. 

 take off (phrasal verb) – be launched. 

 crucible (noun) – severe situation; trial, test, ordeal. 

 pro- (prefix) – supporting. 

 adverse (adjective) – dangerous, harmful, detrimental, 

unhealthy; unfavourable, disadvantageous, bad. 

 constellation (noun) – similar people or things. 

 take on (phrasal verb) – undertake, accept, adopt, 

assume, shoulder, embrace, acquire. 

 buffer zone (noun) – neutral area. 

 expansionism (noun) – the policy of territorial 

expansion. 

 integrity (noun) – unity, cohesion, undividedness, 

togetherness, solidarity. 

 zelig-like (adjective) –  relating to a man who can look 

and act like whoever he’s around. 

 checkmate (verb) – frustrate, foil, thwart, counter, 

oppose totally; beat, defeat completely. 
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