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Afghanistan: Quo Vadis?
Wolfgang Danspeckgruber
Director, Liechtenstein Institute on Self-Determination

There is a new milestone in Afghanistan’s history in the second decade of the third 
millennium: the reduction of involvement of the international community and the 
United States in Afghanistan. Afghans will soon thereafter obtain full sovereignty and 
hence also become fully responsible for their country’s fate and future. Friends and 
neighbors will act accordingly – all those who want the country to succeed on the 
road to stability and prosperity, but also the spoilers who might see such success and 
stability as counter to their own interests and therefore desire continued struggle in 
and around Kabul. 

In a remarkable piece of research, writing, and analysis Michael Barry has examined 
the long shadows of several hundred years of Kabul’s history and looks at Afghanistan’s 
present and future. He delineates the problems and challenges the country has faced 
over centuries, the interests and actions of neighbors and powers outside the region, 
and the vicissitudes of conflict, drama, and hope. But he also catalogues the resilience 
and progress that individual Afghan men and women have demonstrated over centu-
ries. 

In fascinating narrative he relates the past to the present from the Mughal Indian 
interest in Afghanistan – its territory and ethnic groups – to, of course, the British, 
Russian, and Pakistani interests. Most especially there is an insightful compilation of 
lessons from the Anglo-Afghan Wars, which in many ways may offer lessons for today. 
As I believe that it is never too late, it seems most appropriate that our advisors and 
those in the field in Afghanistan take note of these lessons. It is also key to remember, 
that while the horrible stories of the Taliban take-over in Kabul and beyond played 
out, the drama unfolding at the same time in the Balkans and Rwanda pushed Af-
ghanistan into the “strategic shadow” for the international community.  

Barry powerfully intertwines cultural, ethnic, strategic, even economic aspects into his 
insightful essay, beginning with King Babur’s time in the sixteenth century to 1747 
when Afghanistan became known as such when Ahmad Shah successfully worked the 
tribal system at a loya jirga and was subsequently elected as leader of all the tribes. “By 
1761 his army had conquered the whole of present-day Afghanistan and Pakistan and 
annexed even parts of what are modern-day India and Iran. In the process, Ahmad 
Shah developed the concept of Afghaniyat, ‘Afghanness,’ a kind of supra-identity that 
transcends one’s family and tribal affiliations, and which still holds relevance for the 
majority of Afghans today.”1 Barry too elaborates the travails of establishing the Du-

1. See Saira Shah, “Roads, Not Guns, Needed in Rebuilding of Afghanistan,”  Guardian News and 
Media, 9 April 2011. The continued integrity was reasserted in a 2009 ABC-BBC poll, when 72% of the 
population labeled their identity as Afghan first, before their ethnicity.
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rand Line in 1893, the British-Afghan military frontier after the two Anglo-Afghan 
Wars, and the time of Abd-ur Rahman and of Habibullah to the third Anglo-Afghan 
War – a war which Barry asserts that the British won militarily but which was for the 
Afghans to decide politically.  

Formal Afghan independence from Britain was signed on August 17, 1919 but would 
be challenged with the Soviet intervention six decades later. The ten-year reign of 
King Amanullah and his attempts at modernization through 1929 (during the time of 
Shah Reza in Iran and Mustafa Kemal Ataturk in Turkey) is today remembered well in 
Kabul and beyond. He was overthrown by Habibullah II – nicknamed “Bacha-Saqao” 
by his foes, or “son of the water carrier” – who intended to move the pendulum of 
modernization back and restore Islamic law. Nader Shah managed to eliminate that 
ruler and became king in 1929. After his own murder in 1933, his son, Zaher Shah, 
served until 1973 as the last and longest reigning monarch in Afghanistan, during 
which time, from 1964 to 1973, the Afghan monarchy became constitutional and 
parliamentary. Kabul became a center of modernization and development in the re-
gion – comparable to Cairo. Prince Daoud, the king’s cousin overthrew the monarchy 
in 1973 and proclaimed himself president only to be executed by Afghan Communist 
officers in 1978.

Since then, Afghans and their country have experienced near constant major conflict, 
occupation, and civil war. That period demonstrates also what I consider the “baro-
metric function” of Afghanistan as a measurement of the state of and tensions in the 
region and beyond. 

The country, affected by the India-Pakistan separation, has suffered from the ramifica-
tions of Cold War competition between Soviet influence from the north, and West-
ern influence from the east via India, as well as from the United States’ (and Saudi 
Arabia’s) continued support for Pakistan and the growing friendship between China 
and Pakistan fueled by Chinese geopolitical ambitions towards the Gulf Region and 
in access to the Indian Ocean. The bloody take-over of Afghanistan in the mid 1990s 
by the ISI- and Pakistani-supported and Saudi-financed Taliban was pre-programmed 
the moment Soviet soldiers left Afghanistan 1989, while the West’s attention and crisis 
management resources were consumed by the multiple crises following the fall of the 
Berlin Wall that same year, the beginning disintegration of Yugoslavia and the Soviet 
Empire, and finally Saddam Hussein’s 1990 Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. No power, cer-
tainly not the United States, nor the UN, had the energy or resources left for Kabul, 
which further empowered Islamabad to secure the region between the Soviet sphere 
and Indian Ocean as its own.

Today the potentially most pivotal and dangerous tension for the region besides in-
ner-Afghan tensions and uncertain state stability in Pakistan might derive from the 
Sunni-Shia divide – the crisis between Iran, Israel, the US, and Saudi Arabia (and the 
Gulf States) on the one hand, and the Saudi-Pakistani relationship providing for dual 
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containment against Iran from the west and from the east. In this scenario Afghani-
stan be-comes both strategically valuable for Tehran, and Islamabad’s aspired hinter-
land, thus a territory sandwiched by competing interests whose geopolitical defense/
exit strategy might only rest with Baluchistan, Pakistan’s energy-rich southwest prov-
ince and Iran’s southeastern neighbor. Obviously, tensions between Iran and the Gulf 
States might only enhance that complication further as Pakistan clearly declares its 
Sunni side and Afghanistan has both Sunni and Shia in its population. Closer Chinese 
relations with Pakistan may cause unease in India and create a new segment of strate-
gic competition due to the ongoing Kashmir crisis, which also may effect Afghanistan. 
This is not to discount the major geopolitical change in the region since 9/11 with US 
forces present in Afghanistan and Central Asia. This situation, which both Russia and 
China consider intrusive, as American forces will remain, is potentially problematic 
for what I call the “Inverse Silk Road” – the east, China and India purchase raw ma-
terials and energy resources, especially petroleum and natural gas, from the west, Iran 
and the Gulf States, in exchange for consumer products and increasingly significant 
direct investments.  

Barry elaborates – especially in the section “Modern Lessons of the Anglo-Afghan 
Wars” – possible instruction for the (successful) involvement of foreign powers in 
Afghanistan as derived from a long view of Afghanistan’s past and the British and Rus-
sian interventions therein. They do hold truth, in my opinion, not only for the situa-
tion in and around Afghanistan. For instance “winning the hearts and minds” of the 
local population by improving quality of life, security, and services is as important as 
the question of costs (human, material, financial) of such interventions; even more so, 
the recommendation of having in place a leadership and government which is locally 
supported and appreciated. As Barry suggests, the outside power(s) may well be mili-
tarily victorious, however, in the end the Afghans may politically decide the struggle 
for themselves – it is after all their country.  

This all may sound ominous for today. Nevertheless, it should suggest wisdom and 
prudence in the development and implementation of strategies by the international 
community for Afghanistan and the region. They ought to include in their equation 
all those who have an interest in Afghanistan and its region, and those who the Af-
ghans might feel tempted to lure into an alliance against others’ interests. Nothing is 
set in stone in that age-old crossroad between Central Asia and the Middle East, the 
Caspian Sea and the Indian Ocean, with its many-fold assets and interests, and where 
potential spoilers abound. Barry has also outlined factors contributing to the success 
of Afghan leaders and their ability to reign with aplomb and progress. Inversely, his 
description of the end of Amanullah progressive rule in 1929 clearly demonstrates the 
limits of sustainable outside support for a modernizing Afghan leader and the danger 
of a violent swing back by the eternal pendulum in such a conservative and religious 
country. 

There are three additional challenges shaping the situation in Afghanistan in our time. 
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First, many, especially of the younger generations in Afghanistan and elsewhere, are 
thirsting to be connected with each other and with the outside world and the global-
ized environment through the internet and the use of cell phones – as evidenced by 
the 8 million cell phone users there. Second, the role and influence of non-state actors 
– which have in their own way very much contributed to the rapid internationaliza-
tion of Afghanistan that began in 2001 with the ISAF intervention – has increased 
significantly, especially since state authorities, certainly of the international commu-
nity, often invite and encourage non-state actors and NGOs to take on tasks which 
traditionally were state run. Finally, there are now the interests of new international 
actors in and around Afghanistan, especially China, the US, and the EU.

Afghanistan has been, is certainly now, and presumably always will be a very conserva-
tive and religious country where foreigners are viewed with suspicion in spite of the 
generous Afghan hospitality. The three decades-long conflict situation in the country 
since 1979, the high loss of civilian lives, and the continued problems with gover-
nance and leadership, drugs, and security seem to have increased anti-Western and 
anti-American feelings.  

A key message to take from the following pages is the existence of “multiple realities.” 
As I have written else-where, there is the “Afghan reality” which already in itself is 
complex given the differences between the perspectives of ethnic, social, and societal 
backgrounds. Then there exists the regional reality – the influence and interest from 
Pakistan, India, Iran, the Central Asian republics, Russia, and China. There is also 
the macro-regional perspective from Turkey to Riyadh to Brussels. Finally there is the 
Great Power reality, which now includes the United States, the other P5 members of 
the United Nations Security Council, and the EU. National interests abound and it 
is all too easy to overlook that at the end of the day, at the end of the mission, there 
really should only be one key reason why the international community is present in 
Afghanistan – to help the individual man, woman, and child in Afghanistan achieve a 
better future, one that is stable, safe, just, and prosperous by, for, and with the Afghans 
and Afghanistan.
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Executive Summary

After a decade of direct military intervention provoked by the attacks of September 
11, 2001, and even after urgent reinforcements decided in 2009 and dispatched in 
2010 in the midst of painful national debates throughout the Western alliance, the 
attainment of fundamental US and NATO policy goals in Afghanistan appeared far 
more elusive in early 2011 than in the first optimistic months of the new post-Taliban 
Afghan government installed in December 2001.

Indeed these goals themselves, and the definition of final “victory” or “defeat” in Af-
ghanistan, remained ambiguously or even confusingly expressed in most Western gov-
ernments’ official policy statements, while public opinion’s opposition to the war, with 
rising costs and swelling casualty lists, grew sharply on both sides of the Atlantic.

Western and chiefly US concepts of Afghan “victory” are examined, and defined, in 
this paper, as mainly negative: permanently to deny Afghan territorial space as a base 
or sanctuary for feared ideological forces, by helping to install and ensure a viable Af-
ghan government, army, and police, capable of durably controlling Afghanistan’s own 
society and territorial space – to allow Western military withdrawal.

Conversely, Afghan “defeat” is seen, here, not as any actual battlefield rout for NATO 
forces, but as a compelled and apparently indefinite perpetuation of a heavy Western 
military presence, increasingly resented by ordinary Afghan opinion and also ever 
more costly in Western lives, financial outlay, and voters’ patience – for frustrating 
lack in Western eyes of a reliable Afghan government, army and police to which the 
territory’s security might ultimately be entrusted.

Disappointing early popular Afghan hopes, the initial half-hearted commitment of 
the US Bush administration in 2001 to rebuild Afghanistan’s ruined administration 
and infrastructure and decayed capital, shattered by more than three decades of war, 
was hampered by the diversion of US resources and troops to Iraq in 2003. Popular 
Afghan discontent exploded in the anti-Western Kabul riots of early spring 2006, that 
may conveniently serve to marked the political turning point, and no less obvious 
political failure, of the first phase of the war.

Scattered insurgencies self-identified as “Taliban” thereafter multiplied – especially in 
the Pashtun ethnic zones in the east and south – and heightened the insecurity in Ka-
bul itself, constraining the new US Obama administration in 2009 to rethink in depth 
the Bush Administration’s previous choice of maintaining a light military footprint, 
and to commit many more US troops on the ground in 2010. Constantly shifting and 
delayed dates for these troops’ full withdrawal reflected, in 2011, both Washington’s 
continuing difficulties in securing the desired partnership of an efficient Afghan army 
and police, and Washington’s fears of the negative global political and ideological con-
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sequences of relinquishing Afghanistan’s soil to the armed opposition.

Further complicating the US and Western mission in Afghanistan was the country’s 
landlocked harsh geopolitical environment, forcing the bulk of Western supplies – giv-
en the enduring Iranian-US dispute and the lingering unreliability of routes through 
the former Soviet Central Asian Republics – through the bottleneck of Pakistan: a by 
no means negligible regional power enjoying both Chinese and Saudi support, and 
whose ruling military elite pursues its own strategic goals in Kabul.

These Pakistani goals, in light of long-standing Pakistani fears of resurgent Afghan 
nationalism and irredentist demands on Pakistani territory in political alliance with 
India – the pattern of pre-Soviet Kabul governments from 1947 to 1978 (not to men-
tion Kabul’s full alignment with Moscow in 1978-1991) – lie, precisely, in contribut-
ing or helping to weaken any Kabul government’s hold upon its own territory and 
society: by backing openly or covertly (depending on international political circum-
stances) those Afghan insurgent forces claiming pan-Islamic ideological solidarity with 
the most conservative social elements within the Pakistani military establishment.

Pakistani concern to hamper Kabul government control over its own soil is a strategy 
tenaciously pursued in fact ever since the Pakistani-supported attempted Islamist coup 
inside Afghanistan in 1975, and especially throughout the 1979-1989 period of direct 
Soviet occupation of Kabul. During that crucial final decade of the Cold War, Paki-
stan’s Afghan strategy enjoyed full US, Chinese and Saudi support. US and Pakistani 
grand strategies directed against a succession of Communist governments in Kabul in 
1979-1989 then converged, with Washington equally keen to weaken and ultimately 
to undermine the Kabul regime’s grip – while further blocking a feared Iranian influ-
ence in a possible post-Soviet Afghanistan, through American support extended to the 
most zealous Sunni Afghan militant leaders chosen by Pakistan.

The irony of much Western aid channeled to Afghan opposition groups in the 1980s, 
that then so deliberately sought to circumvent and weaken the Kabul Government, 
is that such an inherited assistance mindset continues to influence many Western aid 
groups in Kabul today, still wary of directing funds and efforts through a resurrected 
and strengthened Kabul government – widely regarded as inefficient and corrupt.  

Following Islamabad’s strategic logic of permanently weakening Afghanistan’s govern-
ment, extreme Sunni Afghan militants empowered by Pakistan seized control of Kabul 
in September 1996, and under the ideological name of “Taliban” (Islamic seminary 
students) proceeded to dismantle the fundamental structures of the Afghan nation-
state founded in 1747, consolidated in 1880-1901 and modernized in spurts since 
1919 and especially since 1953: by disenfranchising the capital’s female educated 
work force, stressing the ethnic supremacy of Pashtuns (ca. 40%) over other ethnic 
groups, and inflaming sectarian differences between ruling Sunnis (ca. 81%) and mi-
nority Shiis (ca. 19%).       
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Since 2001, the fundamental contradictions – painfully underlined in the 9/11 attacks 
– have only widened between American and Pakistani strategies followed in Afghani-
stan, beneath a mask of formal alliance. The US and NATO stated post-2001 goal of 
strengthening Kabul’s government (only half-heartedly pursued as Western funding 
was diverted and Western domestic support ebbed), and Pakistan’s tenaciously held 
long-range goal of permanently helping to cripple Kabul’s government, are inher-
ently opposed, hence strains between Washington and Islamabad steadily worsened 
throughout the first decade of the twenty-first century.

This paper addresses a number of deeper historical, political, and social issues involved 
in the current long-lasting Afghan conflict:

1. The tribal culture of warlike poverty and parasitic economic dependence on 
outside imperial powers that came to predominate in the region ever since the 
decay of Central Asia’s trade routes and commercial stagnation in the seven-
teenth century;

2. The durable strategic concerns of successive imperial powers (Mughal, British, 
Pakistani) based in the Punjab lowlands to deny the Kabul highlands to a pos-
sible militarily dangerously hostile regional rival (whence the military logic of 
the Durand Line, still the Pakistani-Afghan frontier, drawn by the British in 
1893, with consequences suffered by both Soviet and then US forces in the 
eastern Afghan valleys);

3. The patterns of proud Afghan social resentment, resistance, and self-inflicted 
“human scorched-earth” tactics, that have efficiently opposed outside direct 
military control (although not necessarily indirect outside imperial control 
through channeled subsidies to chosen chiefs) throughout the nineteenth-cen-
tury Anglo-Afghan Wars and late twentieth-century Soviet-Afghan War;

4. The past conflicts that, moreover, throw the sharpest light on imperial politi-
cal and military patterns of behavior – in many ways pertinent to current US 
predicaments in Afghanistan - when involved in apparently unwinnable, pro-
tracted colonial wars.

This paper further links the current Afghan War to abiding Indo-Pakistani regional ri-
valry, and most notably to the stubborn state of hostility between Iran and the United 
States: a conflict that since 1979 has had so many far-reaching implications – includ-
ing heightened sectarian tensions – across the cultural zone.

The analysis herein pessimistically predicts that Afghanistan will most probably con-
tinue to suffer external great-power pressures and internal warfare as one of several 
socially and religiously deeply riven and weakened frontier states surrounding Iran, 
until good relations are finally restored between Washington and Tehran – breaking 
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Pakistan’s negative stranglehold over most approaches to Afghanistan.            
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Introduction

Direct military intervention by the United States in Afghanistan began on October 8, 
2001. But in effect, the war of retaliation was planned within hours of the suicide at-
tacks launched by Al-Qaeda from its base of operations in Taliban-ruled Afghanistan, 
against New York’s Twin Towers and the Pentagon in Washington, DC on Septem-
ber 11, 2001. By early 2011 – with no end sighted – Washington’s intervention had 
turned into the longest armed conflict sustained by American ground forces in the 
history of the United States.

Yet by 2006, the first stage of American military intervention in Afghanistan had 
clearly been lost, demanding a wrenching strategic reappraisal implemented after 
change in administrations in early 2009, with large reinforcements dispatched in early 
2010. Duration on such scale demands historical reflection, never forgetting the con-
text of the larger Middle Eastern theater between Nile and Indus, Brzezinski’s well-
denoted “arc of crisis.” 

The “American War” in Afghanistan is the latest episode in an unremitting struggle 
between the world’s Great Powers – Britain, Tsarist then Soviet Russia, the United 
States since 1947 – either to control Kabul by proxy, or directly, or to deny its control 
to a hostile rival. The Afghan kingdom was molded and deeply suffered as a battlefield 
between rival British and Russian colonial empires – marked by three searing Anglo-
Afghan Wars in 1838-1842, 1878-1880 and 1919 that all ended in British military re-
treat – until Britain’s final withdrawal from India in 1947. Neutralist, poverty-stricken 
Afghanistan’s precariously maintained independence in the Cold War between the 
USSR and America’s two main regional allies, Iran and Pakistan from 1947 to 1978, 
proved only a lull. Meanwhile the keystone of US regional strategy fell with Iran’s 
“Islamist” revolution in early 1979.

Open warfare has ravaged Afghanistan ever since the pro-Soviet military coup d’état 
in Kabul in April 1978. This Communist coup precipitated Soviet occupation in late 
1979, resulting in quagmired strategic defeat by 1986, military withdrawal in ear-
ly 1989, and, to arguably significant extent, imperial collapse within the same year. 
America’s chief regional ally, Pakistan, thereafter has tried to extend its own influence 
in Afghanistan – notably through the Taliban who conquered Kabul in 1996, and 
sheltered Al-Qaeda. 

There are patterns to Afghan resistance against foreign rule, also strategic constraints 
to the four main foreign interventions – British, Soviet, Pakistani, American – that 
appear oddly recurrent. These interventions are summarized and examined in the fol-
lowing pages. The Afghan Wars of two centuries throw sharp raking light, not only 
on the behavior of recalcitrant Afghan society,  but also on the four powers that have 
intervened upon this particular prickly soil, most often to their chagrin: although the 
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Pakistani military elite seem, so far, to have profited most from continuing Afghan 
warfare since 1978.

With Soviet Russia’s retreat from the scene, current Afghanistan, even under its heavy 
US military presence, may be perceived, partly, as a regional victim to Indo-Pakistani 
rivalry, since Islamabad beneath America’s wing is nevertheless clearly determined to 
pursue its own strategic goals, and prevent reemergence of its smaller neighbor as a 
viable nation-state that might once again ally with India – as “neutralist” pre-Soviet 
Afghanistan so much did in the years 1947-1978. Nor is Pakistan a US puppet – US 
pressure on Pakistan is trammeled by Chinese (and Saudi) support for Pakistan.

On a wider scale, Afghanistan can further be seen to suffer, and dreadfully so, as one 
of several wretched border countries that ring an “Islamist” Iran in confrontation 
with the United States ever since Tehran’s “Islamist” Revolution of 1979. Notable 
symptoms of more than three decades of tragic strife between Tehran and Washington 
have included not only the three ghastly wars that have engulfed Iraq in 1980-1988, 
1991, and 2003 to the present, but also the region’s Sunni-Shiite sectarian conflicts, 
dormant since the seventeenth century, that revived in 1979 and have again riven the 
societies of most of the Middle Eastern countries surrounding Iran: unhappy Iraq, 
the Arabian peninsula’s eastern coast, Pakistan, and tormented Afghanistan itself. The 
Afghan crisis has even been doomed to unfold under the bleak shadow of Iraq – bleak-
ness upon bleakness – ever since the Bush administration itself irresponsibly tried to 
link the attacks of 9/11 to Saddam Hussein’s regime, focusing attention and resources 
on Baghdad.   

Realistically to ponder today’s geopolitical layout, it seems logical to fear that no per-
manent stability and prosperity in the zone between Iraq and Pakistan will truly re-
turn, until the Iranian-American dispute is finally resolved – probably meaning until 
a reemergence of authentic democracy in Tehran.

Given lingering uncertainties for NATO movements through post-Soviet Central 
Asian routes, Pakistan’s military elite still enjoys a near stranglehold over most Eu-
ropean and American military land communications with Afghanistan, precisely be-
cause Iran denies them approach to that country from the opposite side. The Bush 
administration, in one of its many jingoistic blunders, spurned and squandered vital 
offers of cooperation on Afghan issues by Tehran under the Khatami government in 
2001-2005. Frozen relations between Washington and Tehran, since President Ah-
madinejad’s rise to power in Tehran in 2005, have reinforced Pakistan’s grip over Af-
ghanistan’s fate.

International discussions and conferences – spattered with showers of statistics and 
bewildering acronyms, regarding Afghanistan’s possible return to “good governance” 
– remain clouded in well-meaning fog when one central question remains eluded 
instead of being unflinchingly faced: will neighboring Pakistan’s military elite cooper-
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ate in permitting Afghanistan’s reemergence as a workable nation-state, or will it not?

Perhaps not. Pakistan’s underlying perceived geopolitical interest consists in hamper-
ing Afghanistan from ever again resuming existence as a functioning autonomous 
state – hence underhand support for those forces that continue to work, under reli-
gious camouflage and appeals to nationalist resentment (worsened by Western policy 
blunders in 2001-2008), to undermine such a possible independent Afghan State. 

Political and military trends within Afghanistan endorsed by the United States itself, 
through its ally Pakistan from 1979 to 1989, pushed in precisely the reverse direction 
to what Washington’s diplomats might wish for now. The decade of the 1980s saw the 
forging of precisely those strategies in Washington and Islamabad that deliberately 
sought, in tandem, to weaken Kabul’s control over its own countryside, to help break 
down the Afghan machinery of government, and effectively to dismantle the struc-
tures of the Afghan nation-state founded in 1747, consolidated in 1880-1901, and 
gradually modernized from 1919 to 1978.
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To be sure, the Kabul government in the years 1978-1989 became a Soviet satellite, 
a dictatorship implementing its policies with great cruelty, and of course regarded by 
Washington and Islamabad as geopolitically hostile. Western non-governmental orga-
nizations then based in Pakistan and involved in charitable or educational activities for 
Afghans, for example, were encouraged to skirt around the Kabul regime, to cross the 
frontier clandestinely, and to work with regional insurgent forces, in remote valleys, 
further to erode the Kabul government’s influence – consciously so.

After Soviet withdrawal in February 1989, however, when the US fundamentally 
wrote off Afghanistan as a territory of minor strategic import that properly lay within 
Pakistan’s sphere of interest, Islamabad pursued these policies of permanently crip-
pling the Afghan nation-state through military support for the most rabid religious 
zealots in the region: who indeed, on seizing power in Kabul in 1996, dismantled 
what was left of the country’s working administration and official institutions by dis-
missing educated women, closing down modern schools, and other measures car-
ried out through the Taliban’s calculatingly fostered reign of ideological terror that 
capped and completed the devastation of the Soviet period. Yet the Western mindset 
of the 1980s, which aimed through Pakistan to weaken the structures of the Afghan 
nation-state, paradoxically remains imbedded (consciously or not) in the programs 
of many well-intentioned Western governmental or non-governmental organizations 
in Afghanistan today, who still wish to circumvent the present Kabul administration, 
criticized – certainly with sound arguments – as inefficient and corrupt, in order to 
provide direct services to this or that local section of the population.

In retort, President Karzai, on February 6, 2011, in his increasingly acrid quarrels with 
NATO, typically called at a meeting in Munich for cancellation of the Western mil-
itary-backed “Provincial Reconstruction Teams” (PRTs – another hideous acronym) 
throughout the countryside which, in his eyes, perpetuate the erosion of Afghanistan’s 
central authority: “It prevents the growth of the Afghan government and they provide 
a challenge to the Afghan government. Their role confuses people – they ask who is 
in charge. As the Afghan government takes more responsibility and relieves you of the 
burdens and responsibilities, the parallel structures should be ended.”1 

A bitter element compounding the modern Afghan tragedy is that the present Kabul 
administration, to say the least, has hardly succeeded in convincing many of the coun-
try’s international donors of the need, and practicality, to work through a renascent 
and functional central Afghan government.

But the Afghan tragedy runs deeper and spills much wider than such arguments ban-
died between the current Kabul government and its foreign supporters. It has ravaged 
three generations of Afghans, plunged the entire region into despair, and poisoned 
the world’s atmosphere – as security checks in any airport underscore throughout the 

1. New York Times, 7 February 2011.
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planet.

The bulk of this essay had already been written when Bob Woodward’s indispensable 
Obama’s Wars was published in autumn 2010, chronicling the details of Washington’s 
agonized decision in late 2009 to dispatch urgent military reinforcements to Afghani-
stan in the summer of 2010, with hopes that these troops might be gradually with-
drawn as of July 2011. None of the first-hand information concerning these inside 
debates in Washington infirms the somber views or pessimistic analysis of the present 
essay, this author believes. President Obama’s six-point directive of November 29, 
2009, quoted verbatim in Woodward, highlights the perplexity pervading current US 
policy efforts to contain, to limit, or rather, to quote the document’s most emphatic 
verb, to deny, a possibly irreversible Afghan catastrophe:

The military mission in Afghanistan will focus on six operational 
objectives and will be limited in scope and scale to only what is nec-
essary to the attain the U.S. goal. These objectives are:

• Reversing the Taliban’s momentum.
• Denying the Taliban access to and control of key population 

and production centers and lines of communication.
• Disrupting the Taliban in areas outside the secure area and 

preventing al Qaeda from gaining sanctuary in Afghanistan.
• Degrading the Taliban to levels manageable by the Afghan Na-

tional Security Force (ANSF).
• Increasing the size of the ANSF and leveraging the potential 

for local security forces so we can transition responsibility for 
security to the Afghan government on a timeline that will per-
mit us to begin to decrease our troop presence by July 2011.

• Selectively building the capacity of the Afghan government 
with military focuses on the ministries of defense and interior.2

Woodward’s otherwise admirable narrative brings correct focus to bear on Washing-
ton’s difficulties with Pakistan, but oddly makes little mention of US regional tension 
with Iran, the other major geopolitical component of the present Afghan crisis.

This writer, who has worked more than four decades on humanitarian and cultural 
projects with Afghans, always with great affection, shares his observations here only in 
sorrow – and as an American, with consternation.  

2. Bob Woodward, Obama’s Wars (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2010), 386.



17

Present Shadows

Dust and suspended motes of human excrement darken Kabul’s air over streets clogged 
with refuse between bomb-stopping walls topped with razor wire – and this in the 
city’s select lower district where expatriates live, rents may reach $10,000 a month 
and cars stop at labyrinthine chokepoints for probing searches by Afghan police or 
foreign military. Foreign aid workers are required by their organizations never to walk 
the streets, only to ride well hidden within their vehicles. Mansions protected include 
fresh green and white marble villas, belonging to ministers or known druglords, and 
restaurants, in which foreigners may drink, barred to Afghans. Where too much trash 
accumulates on corners or overflows open sewers, residents hire day-laborers from the 
poorer urban districts to burn it – sending up fumes of plastic. Tethered to iron cables, 
a grey military zeppelin hovers over the entire city with beaming robot cameras. Fear 
hangs thicker than filth in Kabul’s atmosphere.

Conditions are sterner on the arid brown hillsides surrounding the Afghan capital, 
where mud hovels cling to the rocky slopes in dense masses of dun houses piled above 
one another to the ridges, overlooking the city center. The higher a dwelling perches, 
the lower its rent – no water is piped up to these slums. Children fetch it in jerry cans, 
an hour’s stumble downward along rivulets of raw ordure, a two-hour climb back 
up, from whatever public spigots they can tap in the city below. Kabul’s shallow river 
oozes through the central markets not far from the presidential palace in streaks of 
green sludge – between discarded plastic bags among which goats feed – except when 
flushed during snowmelt.
 
Political failure, after a decade of massive international intervention in Afghanistan, 
transpires in the capital city’s visible physical decay. Kabul sheltered less than half a 
million people before the Soviet invasion in 1979, its infrastructure cracking them, 
sinking now under the influx of refugees expelled from Iran and Pakistan or internally 
displaced peasants fleeing airstrikes and fields riddled with landmines (the country is 
among the world’s most seeded with hidden explosives left by retreating Soviets or 
replanted since by warring factions). But the capital’s population had officially swelled 
to 2.8 million souls by 2008, according to the Statistical Yearbook released in 2009 by 
Afghanistan’s Central Statistics Office. Foreign aid workers questioned in spring 2010 
privately confided more bloated numbers still: five million, perhaps more, squatting 
unregistered on the hillsides or in ruins like the former Soviet embassy’s shell, one of 
many buildings smashed by rockets then stripped by looters in the 1992-1996 civil 
war.

Irrefutable by mid-2010, in any account, were Kabul’s squalor and despair looming in 



18

plain sight: notably the ghostly widows with clawing brown fingers jutting out from 
under their ragged burqas to beg around the main mosques (beggars except for reli-
gious mendicants were unknown to proud Afghans before the onset of political disas-
ters in the 1970s) and crouching heroin addicts needling themselves in the open alleys 
by the trash heaps. On June 21, 2010, Robert Watkins, Deputy Chief of the United 
Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan, warned in a Kabul press conference that 
at least one million Afghans, or 8% of the population, were addicted not only to hash-
ish – a traditional vice – but to opium or heroin, the country’s chief stock-in-trade as 
the world’s leading clandestine grower of poppies and out-smuggler of opiates. Since 
women could not be questioned in the UN survey, males only were approached. But 
they included policemen (“the report shows that between 12 and 41 percent of Af-
ghan police recruits test positive for some kind of drug addiction”). Children also were 
affected, since so often plied with opiates by their poverty-stricken parents (“parents 
who don’t have means to provide medicine for their children will use narcotics as a 
way of softening the pain”).1 According to UNICEF, the country suffered the third 
highest child-mortality rate in the world.

Heaping ferocious Afghan statistics upon fiercer facts like these – multiplying in the 
world media especially since Kabul governmental corruption became a byword in the 
international press after the flawed presidential elections of August 2009 – has turned 
into an easy though endless game, and even at this late hour can be countered with 
sprinklings of progress reports: an 18% drop in the child mortality rate between 2001 
and 2007 (where this could yet be checked in relatively secure provinces), or 30% of 
the school-age’s population of girls enjoying some access to education at least in urban 
areas since the toppling of the Taliban regime in December 2001, despite intimidation 
like murders of teachers, burnings of classrooms, acid thrown in women’s faces, or the 
ten foreign medical volunteers executed on August 8, 2010 in the remote northeast-
ern highlands for allegedly promoting Christianity, notwithstanding the organization’s 
spotless record of decades of devoted, non-sectarian service in the country. Two weeks 
before Watkins’ UN press conference in June 2010, Talib spokesman Qari Muham-
mad Yusuf Ahmadi, in an interview from Pakistan, offered his own set of eloquent 
statistics to the Saudi-owned, London-based daily ash-Sharq al-Awsat, “We control 
Kabul at night, and Kandahar 21 hours a day.”2

Kabul’s seething anti-foreign resentment among all social classes, ethnic groups, and 
political factions boiled over on May 29, 2006, as convenient a date as any to mark 
when local goodwill, hence the West’s political war, seemed effectively lost. American 
troop presence had just risen from 19,000 to 23,000, and on May 28, a US airstrike 
killed 50 designated insurgents in restive, ethnic Pashtun, Helmand province, capping 
a total of 400 slain Afghans in two weeks including 16 noncombatants – that is elderly 

1. See http://www1.voanews.com/english/news/UN-Report-Finds-Afghan-Drug-Addiction-Grow-
ing-at-‘Alarming’-Rate, 21 June 2010.

2. ash-Sharq al-Awsat, 5 June 2010 (in Arabic).



19

men, women, and children – among a spate of bombings. On May 29 an Ameri-
can Army lorry, nervously speeding like most foreign military or contractors’ vehicles 
through the thoroughfares of the country’s capital, barreled into Kabul’s traffic, killed 
five civilians and sparked city-wide riots with cries of “death to America” and “death 
to Karzai,” as US forces and then Afghan police opened fire on stone-throwing crowds 
and slew another 14 people before sunset.3  

Commenting on the incident, Juan Cole, an eminent US specialist of Islamic affairs in 
both classical and modern aspects, mordantly observed that “the chickens are coming 
home to roost.” As he wrote, the Bush administration, which had long hoped to man-
age Afghanistan “on the cheap” after General Tommy Franks reported to Washington 
in spring 2002 that the US “was no longer engaged in a war in Afghanistan,” was 
henceforth trying to contain the regional bedlam let loose since its invasion of Iraq 
in March 2003. President Bush in May 2006 was now belatedly asking Congress “for 
$87 billion. The request will cover ongoing military operations in Iraq, Afghanistan 
and elsewhere, which we expect will cost $66 billion over the next year. This budget 
request will also support our commitment to helping the Iraqi and Afghan people 
rebuild their own nations, after decades of mismanagement and oppression. We will 
provide funds to help them improve security. And we will help them restore basic 
services, such as electricity and water, and to build new school, roads, and medical 
clinics.” Drily noted Cole, “only six percent of Afghans have access to electricity. Less 
than 20 percent have access to clean water.” Cole also pointedly observed that many 
demonstrators were seen carrying posters of Massoud, the anti-Taliban ethnic Tajik 
hero murdered by Al-Qaeda on September 9, 2001: “Significant numbers of Tajiks are 
clearly now turning against the US.”4

Cole’s indictment eerily echoed remarks made nearly two years before, in 2004, far 
earlier in the Afghan war, by J Alexander Thier, then of Stanford University, after re-
turn from service as a legal adviser to the new post-2001 Afghanistan’s constitutional 
and judicial reform commissions: 

Our efforts in Afghanistan are underfinanced and undermanned, 
and our attention is waning. The root of the problem is that we 
invaded Afghanistan to destroy something – the Taliban and Al 
Qaeda – but we didn’t think much about what would grow in its 
place. While we focused on fighting the terrorists (and even there 
our effectiveness has been questionable), Afghanistan has become 
a collection of warlord-run fiefs fueled by a multi-billion-dollar 
opium economy. We armed and financed warlord armies with re-
cords of drug-running and human rights abuses stretching back two 

3. Carlotta Gall for the New York Times, 29 and 31 May 2006.
4. Juan Cole, “Kabul Under Curfew after Anti-US, Anti-Karzai Riots,” 30 May 2006, http:www.

indybay.org/newsitems/2006/05/30/18259841.php.
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decades. Then we blocked the expansion of an international secu-
rity force to rein in the militias. . . . Our experience demonstrates 
that you can’t fight wars, or do nation-building, on the cheap.5   

Still, as late as spring 2008, Liechtenstein Institute on Self-Determination’s “Peters-
berg Papers on Afghanistan and the Region” were compelled to report, in somber 
tones, that, 

of the $40-$50 billion in aid allocated to Afghanistan at the various 
international donor conferences, only $13 billion has been allocated 
to the Government of Afghanistan. Through March 2008, 90% of 
public expenditure in Afghanistan was international assistance; re-
construction assistance represented a fraction of military spending; 
the US alone spent over $50 billion per year in Afghanistan: $57 
per capita or roughly $7 million a day; between 2001 and March 
2008, $25 billion was spent on security-related assistance; some $25 
billion was pledged for development assistance between 2002-2008, 
but only $15 billion delivered. Forty percent was returned to donor 
countries in corporate profits and consultant salaries.6

The Kabul 2006 outbreak provoked by heedless military driving festered in Afghan 
memory, and rankled precisely as the sort of incident that in 2009 the new command-
ing US General Stanley McChrystal (often lucid however vulgar), after his predecessor 
General David McKiernan’s cashiering in June 2009, urged coalition forces scrupu-
lously to avoid.7 While calling for reinforcements of US and NATO soldiers from 
55,100 in January 2009 to reach combined levels of 119,500 by June 2010, 130,000 
by July, grimly equal to the 130,000 level of Soviet occupation troops in the 1980s 
– this to stave off otherwise imminent defeat, McChrystal said, “The conflict will be 

5. J Alexander Thier, “A Chance of Success Slips Away: No Policy Begets No Peace in Afghanistan,” 
New York Times, 23 September 2004.

6. Wolfgang Danspeckgruber, ed., “Petersberg Papers on Afghanistan and the Region,” (Liechten-
stein Colloquium Report, vol. IV) (Princeton, NJ: Trustees of Princeton University, 2009), 31. 

7. International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), Kabul, Afghanistan – ISAF Commander’s Counter-
insurgency Guidance, June 2009, boxed counter-example number one: “An ISAF patrol was traveling 
through a city at a high rate of speed, driving down the center to force traffic off the road. Several pedes-
trians and other vehicles were pushed out of the way. A vehicle approached from the side into the traffic 
circle. The gunner fired a pen flare at it, which entered the vehicle and caught the interior on fire. As the 
ISAF patrol sped away, Afghans crowded around the car. How many insurgents did the patrol make that 
day?” Canadian critics of their country’s participation in the Afghan conflict cite repeated examples of 
such incidents involving their own troops shooting suspect passers-by, e.g. 2 October 2007: “Canadian 
forces killed an Afghan boy, Esmatullah Zia, and seriously wounded his 12-year old brother, Ahmad 
Sorkai Zia, while they were riding a motorcycle . . . One of the boy’s uncles, Hajji Muhammad Eisah, 
said: ‘Whenever they think they want to shoot someone they can. Nobody can ask anything about it
. . . We don’t expect them to kill our people, those Canadians, Americans and foreign people. It would be 
good if they left our country’.” “One Afghan Boy Killed, Brother Wounded by Canadian Troops,” http://
www.canada.com/story.html?id=01b16696-6271-4e43-b858-654c6ed6c49f&k=85492).   
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won by persuading the population, not by destroying the enemy.”8 

After General McChrystal’s own replacement by General David Petraeus in July 2010, 
and despite all renewed US commitments not only to reduce but be seen purposely 
to reduce non-combatant casualties,9 inflammatory incidents continued to flare up 
nearly every day, not as causes of course, but rather as symptoms of widespread po-
litical malaise – from another fatal traffic accident in Kabul on August 2, 2010 with 
photographs published worldwide of enraged crowds smashing the American vehicle 
responsible, to NATO acknowledgement on August 6 of yet another twelve civilians 
killed in a firefight with Taliban insurgents in eastern Nangarhar Province while the 
Afghan government stridently protested a toll as high as 32. Whatever exact tallies, it 
is the pitch of Afghan reaction from palace to street in regard to such incidents, acci-
dents, tragedies of course for the individuals involved, that betrayed US failure to win 
its 9 year old military engagement, the longest in American history, “by persuading 
the population.” 

Painfully rising in Western awareness by the first half of 2010 was the real possibility 
of political, hence military, defeat in Afghanistan.

NATO’s European allies pledged 5,300 additional soldiers for Afghanistan at a Janu-
ary 28, 2010 conference in London, but foreign troop levels ebbed almost as soon as 
they peaked. Within less than a month, on February 20, 2010, Holland’s coalition 
government collapsed as its liberal members refused to extend the presence of 2,000 
Dutch soldiers in Afghanistan beyond a pull-out date set, and met, by August 1 of the 
same year. Public opinion polls taken in February among two other staunch Ameri-
can partners in Europe revealed that 78% of questioned Britons and 86% of Ger-
mans opposed requested troop increases.10 Commenting on the neighboring Dutch 
government’s fall, a member of the German Council of Foreign Relations gauged 
European-wide trends accurately enough as, “the mood of the day. Everyone is talking 
about withdrawal, no one is talking about trying to hold on.”11 Indeed France, with 
44 killed including 10 in a single ambush in August 2008 near Sarobi Dam east of 
Kabul, refused flatly to increase its 3,750-strong troop presence, the fourth largest in 
the coalition after the United States’, Great Britain’s and Germany’s, at the London 
Conference.

Pessimism was not restricted to “soft” Europeans, for all the derisive tough talk by 
American right-wingers. In Canada, despite Conservative Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper’s pleas for perseverance, Ottawa’s parliament on February 22, 2010 voted 
withdrawal of its 2,830 troops by December 2011, unless any other NATO country 

8. S. McChrystal, ibid., his italics emphasized to form a subtitle, under his title, Counterinsurgency 
Guidance.

9. New York Times, 5 August 2010.
10. Robert Marquand, Christian Science Monitor, 22 February 2010 
11. Ibid. The quoted speaker was Henning Riecke.
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proved willing (as seemed most unlikely) to field an extra 1,000 soldiers. In actual fact, 
as of July 4, 2010, Canadians in dangerous southern Afghanistan had sustained the 
heaviest rate of casualties – 149 killed – suffered by their country in any conflict since 
the Korean War, topped among United States allies only by Great Britain, in the same 
perilous zone, with 303 dead.

Among the worst punctures to sagging Western spirits, notably in Britain but with 
repercussions throughout the alliance, were attested cases of Afghan army soldiers dis-
closing true loyalties by suddenly turning upon and shooting their own NATO com-
rades on British-manned bases or on patrol.12 Spanish police trainers of the Guardia 
Civil stationed in Afghanistan’s northwest Badghis Province suffered a similar blow on 
August 25, 2010, when an Afghan trainee suddenly drew his weapon and killed two 
Spaniards and their Spanish-Afghan interpreter before gunned down himself, as he 
knew he would be. Several hundred peasants from surrounding villages rioted around 
the Spanish camp and tried to storm it.13 

On the same day, August 25, 2010, American Lieutenant-General William B. Caldwell 
IV was publicly affirming the need to train 141,000 reliable new police officers and 
soldiers to bring the Afghan constabulary up from 115,000 to 134,000, and the Af-
ghan government army, itself now at 134,000, up to 171,600, within 15 months, to 
meet President Obama’s withdrawal deadlines set to begin in July 2011 with transfers 
of combat to Afghan units in October 2011. Caldwell recognized that “in the Afghan 
National Police, the attrition rate is unacceptable,” although the current rate of 47% 
lost in desertions, he offered hopefully, was lower than former peaks at 70%.14

In the United States itself, directly attacked on September 11, 2001 and bearing the 
war’s brunt, opinion reeled no less than in Europe, especially when casualty lists rock-
eted beyond a thousand dead – 1,077 officially listed on July 2, 2010 and relentlessly 
rising [1,470 on March 1, 2011, to 1,506 by April 5, 2011] – and General McChrys-
tal, shortly before his departure in late June 2010, conceded in his usual pungent 
language that the Marja counterinsurgency operation launched with high hopes in 
February had turned into a “bleeding ulcer.” Instead of waiting in houses to be gunned 
down, Taliban fighters broke contact by day and melted into the surrounding coun-
tryside, then returned by night to intimidate local villagers upon whom no function-
ing “government in a box,” dispatched from Kabul, might be effectively imposed.

President Obama’s announcement on December 1, 2009, that military withdrawals 
from Afghanistan would begin as early as July 2011, hampered army planning in the 

12. Liam Stack, “Afghanistan War: Manhunt Begins for Afghan Soldier Who Killed Three British 
Troops,” Christian Science Monitor, 14 July 2010.

13. Rod Nordland, “Afghan Trainee Shot after Killing Spanish Police and Aide,” New York Times, 
26 August 2010.

14. Elisabeth Bumiller, “U.S. Outlines Big Goals for Afghan Forces,” New York Times, 25 August 
2010.
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field, and dismayed trusted officers who qualified with nuances and argued that such 
a rigid calendar for departing soldiers would render the battle much harder to turn 
around. (In fact qualifications would soon push back the scheduled withdrawal to as 
late as 2014, conditions allowing). But the President’s speech in late 2009 accurately 
reflected swelling domestic pressures, pulls, and tensions tearing at American opinion. 
General James Conway on August 23, 2010 was moved to observe that President 
Obama “was talking to several audiences at the same time when he made his com-
ments on July 2011.” If US troops could only bravely stay on, urged the general, 
then Taliban combatants, who had been told to expect swift American departure, 
would become demoralized themselves “when we’re still hammering them like we 
have been.”15 Clearly, to US officers in the field, hopes of ultimate American military 
success depended on tenacious staying power.

But patience was running out on the home front. US polls reported 52% popular 
disapproval of the war when President Hamid Karzai visited Washington on May 
10, 2010, only two days after Defence Secretary Robert Gates acknowledged that the 
United States needed to cut its military spending by “up to $15 billion a year and the 
US cannot afford to enter into another Afghanistan or Iraq.”16 Public figures in poli-
tics or the press sensed the major turn in sentiment and, by summer 2010, it was their 
negative comments that were hammering Washington’s Afghan engagement.

In the US Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearings on July 14, 2010, main-
stream politicians encompassing conservative Republican senator Richard Lugar and 
his liberal Democrat colleague John Kerry echoed the same ominous words, “a lost 
cause,” already sweeping through web-posted articles from one coast to another in the 
United States.17 The “WikiLeaks” revelations to the press on July 26 of US military 
archives for the 2004-2009 period stung the administration but mostly confirmed 
what all honest observers had long realized, notably covert assistance to the Taliban 
pursued by high-ranking members of the Pakistani military’s Directorate for Inter 
Services Intelligence (ISI).

By August 2010, American press comparisons were multiplying with Vietnam, and 
editorial analyses already focused on the consequences of defeat, including graphic 
warnings of appalling consequences for Afghan women – by no means unrealistic 

15. Elisabeth Bumiller, “Timetable Could Assist the Taliban, General Says,” New York Times, 26 
August 2010.

16. http:// telegraph.co.uk, 9 May 2010.
17. E.g. Joel Brinkley, columnist, “Why Afghanistan Is a Lost Cause,” Los Angeles Times, 11 July 

2010; Harry Alford, “Afghanistan Lost Cause, ‘Perpetual War Zone’,” Philadelphia Tribune, 13 July 2010; 
US Senate Foreign Relations Committee, 14 July 2010, Republican Senator Richard Lugar: “The grand 
ambition . . . to remake the economic, political and security culture of Afghanistan [lies] beyond our 
resources and power;” Democratic Senator John Kerry: “We need a better understanding of exactly what 
the definition of success is in Afghanistan and what an acceptable state looks like there – and how achiev-
able it is . . . [Many] suggest this is  a lost cause” (Reuters, 15 July 2010).
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– and pleas not to repeat disgraceful US scenes in Saigon in 1975 by abandoning in 
turn local Afghan collaborators to their fates, many who were indeed threatened by 
the “WikiLeaks” which Taliban leaders openly boasted to scan, and murderously to 
act upon.18 A terrible editorial in the New York Times of August 26, 2010 concluded, 
“Americans are fast losing patience with the Afghan war and have all but written 
him [Karzai] off as a partner. Congress is threatening to withhold aid. Even more 
important, Afghans see their own government as corrupt and unreliable. Unless that 
changes, there is almost no hope of driving back the Taliban.”19 Within days of this 
bleak editorial, in the final hours of August 2010, the Kabul Bank – through which 
Afghan civil servants are paid – imploded under revelations of enormous mismanage-
ment and fraud covered by the Karzai government. 

American perception of defeat in the Afghan field in 2010 and 2011 did not, how-
ever, signify a forced US military withdrawal, breakdown, or flight under superior 
armed pressure – as in classical definitions of military loss. Rather, American defeat 
implied, paradoxically, to many public American commentators in the summer of 
2010 unhappy with the diversion of badly needed domestic funds, the nightmarish 
opposite: a forced stay in Afghanistan beyond predictable deadlines, because of dread-
ful consequences both local and worldwide of US military withdrawal, for lack of a 
reliable local political partner and credible local military collaborators – that is, lack of 
any realistic hope of ever training a sufficiently motivated Afghan administration and 
army to shoulder the task of ruling Afghanistan in a durably acceptable manner, and 
so free most US forces to leave.

Trapped in Afghanistan as a permanent and increasingly resented occupation force, 
bereft of other NATO allies, its military resources drained, soldiers bled, economy 
weakened, and international political capital sapped, the US would, at least partly, 
suffer in the Hindu-Kush the fate of the Soviet Union in these same mountains a little 
more than a decade before. Bin Laden and his partners may not have expected a US 
retaliation so severe as an outright invasion of Afghanistan – which after all destroyed 
the government that hitherto hosted them – when they attacked American home soil 
in September 2001, but so they reasoned after the fact, after they thus provocatively 
compelled US military intervention in Kabul.

18. Frank Rich, “You Can Kiss this War Goodbye,” New York Times, 2 August 2010; Thomas Fried-
man, “The Great (Double) Game,” New York Times, 2 August 2010; Seymour Topping, “No Afghan Ally 
Left Behind,” New York Times, 5 August 2010; Time magazine cover of a young rural Afghan woman’s 
face mutilated by her Talib husband (ears and nose sliced off), issue dated 9 August 2010, and discus-
sion of her trip for surgery to the US by Rob Nordland, “Face of Afghan Conflict or ‘War Porn’?” (with 
quotation from an Afghan-American women’s rights worker: “people need to see this and know what the 
cost will be to abandon this country”), New York Times, 6 August 2010; Eric Schmitt, “Pentagon Issues 
a Warning to WikiLeaks,” New York Times, 7 August 2010; Albert R. Hunt, “The Collapse of Another 
Grand Plan,” New York Times, 9 August 2010.

19. Mr. Karzai’s Promises,” New York Times, 26 August 2010.
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Al-Qaeda’s wildest calculations did not factor, of course, the Bush administration’s leap 
to burrow deeper by invading Iraq to boot, in 2003. But Al-Qaeda operatives were 
sufficiently familiar with Pakistani military perceptions of Islamabad’s own contribu-
tion to Soviet defeat in Afghanistan in 1979-1989, openly referred to in Islamabad as 
“the bear trap,” by which to lure, then immobilize, the beast and puncture him with a 
thousand cuts.20 Ranking Pakistani officers like General Nasirullah Babur channeled 
funds and war materiel to the Taliban, propelled them over the Durand Line with 
Pakistani logistics, and covered them with massive Pakistani artillery to help them 
seize power in Kabul in September 1996. The strategy was plainly laid out by the best 
Pakistani military minds to trap the Russians and then oust Massoud from Kabul in 
the last decades of the twentieth century. Now, in the first decades of the twenty-first, 
it applied to American forces caught in the quicksand.

Throughout the summer of 2010, irrefutable evidence of the Pakistani military’s con-
tinuing underhand support for the Taliban as Pakistani surrogates, or detention of 
those Taliban leaders whom the United States had once hoped to contact for separate 
negotiations (like Mullah Ghani Baradar’s placement under comfortable house arrest 
in Karachi in January 2010), surfaced in the mainstream American press, as the pic-
ture cleared of a Pakistani waiting game while the sand ran out on American staying 
power.21  

The magnitude of just this impending Western catastrophe in Afghanistan – “why 
is it that the most powerful military on the Earth cannot defeat a bunch of illiterate 
guys who walk around in flip-flops with outdated AK-47s?” wondered in the genre’s 
habitual trite language one war photographer’s blog in early August 201022 – provoked 
searches in America for past analogies that struggled to cope, intellectually, with the 
sheer historic dimensions of the US’s Kabul disaster.

That the Afghan misadventure by 2010 began to assume epochal proportions for the 
United States was no longer seriously doubted in any thinking American quarter, 
coinciding as it did with – or rather, looming as directly related to – a sucking defla-
tion in American military, economic, and even technological self-esteem after over-
weening arrogance in the opening twenty-first century (Bin Laden would not have 
hoped otherwise). Although some US commentators downplayed the importance of 
Afghanistan as a country in itself, arguing that the crisis’ original hearth burned rather 
in neighboring Pakistan or even Saudi Arabia, no observer questioned the far-reaching 

20. See notably Brigadier General Muhammad Yusuf of the ISI (co-authored with British major 
Mark Adkin), The Bear Trap, Afghanistan’s Untold Story (Lahore and London: Jang Publishers, 1992).

21. Mark Mazzetti, Jane Perlez, Eric Schmitt, and Andrw Lehren, The New York Times, 26 July 
2010, on the WikiLeaks reports: “Pakistan Spy Unit Aiding Insurgents, Reports Suggest” (“Pakistan’s 
military spy agency [the ISI] has guided the Afghan insurgency with a hidden hand, even as Pakistan 
receives more than $ 1 billion a year for its help combating the militants”); Dexter Filkins, “Strong Hints 
that Pakistan Shut Down Taliban Talks,” New York Times, 23 August 2010.

22. War photographer Mario Tama, 11 August 2010. http://lens.blog.nytimes.com.
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significance of a conflict raging along the mountainous spine of the Hindu-Kush on 
either side of the Pakistan-Afghan frontier. Some British leaders made easy, though 
not profound, allusions to the nineteenth-century Anglo-Afghan Wars.23

American politicians and pundits, beyond haunting Vietnam parallels, generally 
avoided looking too closely at disquieting resemblances to far nearer Soviet experienc-
es in 1979-1989, instead often grandiosely (albeit inaccurately) referring to Alexander 
the Great’s supposed military failure in the region several millennia ago. Probably, here, 
the underlying, self-soothing implications of such mention of the remote past were 
that fundamental reasons for Washington’s mishaps in Afghanistan were to be sought 
in antique roots, in the timeless nature of the Central Asian country itself and its stub-
bornly intractable tribal society, hence in inevitable historical fate, not in American 
misapplied diplomatic priorities or military ineptitude.

“Alexander” analogies seemed oddly ubiquitous in US comments in 2010, from open-
ing quotations culled from Quintus Curtius in Seth Jones’s In the Graveyard of Empires: 
The American War in Afghanistan, to Harry Alford’s opinion piece on “Afghanistan as 
a Lost Cause” in the Philadelphia Tribune of July 13: “The fact is that no invader has 
won in the land commonly referred to as Afghanistan. Alexander the Great could not 
do it in 250 BC.”24 

Oliphant’s syndicated political cartoon in the International Herald Tribune, on August 
5, 2010, as good cartoons will, encapsulated current bewildered US perceptions, or 
misperceptions, as neatly as that famous drawing in London’s Punch at the outset 
of the 1878-1880 Second Anglo-Afghan War which depicted England’s frustrations 
with a wall-eyed emir of Kabul trapped between a growling British lion and drooling 
Russian bear – “Save me from my friends!” Oliphant’s anxious US diplomat unrolls 
a document before a cross-legged Afghan impassively cleaning his rifle – “Don’t you 
Afghans get it? We have plans for you! We could really help you. We could be building 
roads and bridges and schools – infrastructure! And you don’t even seem interested! 
Gradually we are coming to realize you don’t want help. You people are just a hopeless 
bunch of tribes!” Coolly mumbles the turbaned Afghan warrior from under his beard: 
“Funny – that was what Alex was saying just the other day, seems like.” “Alex? Who’s 
Alex?” “Alexander the Great: he was passing through. (Don’t know about the Great 
bit.)” Comments Oliphant’s signature little penguin in the lower left: “Great enough 

23. Then-British Foreign Minister David Miliband, “How to End the War in Afghanistan,” The 
New York Review of Books, 12 April 2010; downplaying Afghanistan’s importance compared to Pakistan’s 
is a recurrent approach not only among many US policy makers (e.g. Vice-President Joseph Biden) but 
also journalists ranging across the political spectrum from conservative (e.g. George Will) to liberal (e.g. 
Thomas Friedman).

24. Sic: the correct dates of Alexander’s campaigns in the regions then known as Ariana and Bactria 
are 330-326 BC. Alford, “Afghanistan Lost Cause.”
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to know when to leave.”25

Most disquieting were Washington’s fears that its decade-long costs in humanitarian 
aid money (insufficient as this always was), were never to be offset by Afghan mineral 
resources still far too problematic to exploit (except by Chinese firms allied to Paki-
stan). This was not to mention the vast sums siphoned off by gross attested Kabul 
government corruption and hardly less greedy Western contractors. Above all, con-
siderations surfaced that the steep price in American soldiers killed might ultimately 
prove “irrelevant” – again to quote Senator Kerry’s acid choice of words in the Foreign 
Relations Committee session of July 14, 2010.26 

Undeniable by 2010, to be sure, Afghan social paradigms of successful guerrilla resis-
tance to all outside militarily intrusion, no matter how powerful, stubbornly resur-
faced. Was such a recurrent Afghan insurrectionary pattern inevitable? To the con-
trary, what had looked like Afghanistan’s vicious historical cycle of foreign invasion, 
domestic tyranny, and blood-clotted suppression of rural uprisings, seemed on the 
verge of historically cracking, at least in the first wave of international intervention in 
late 2001 and the optimistic early days of 2002.

In the immediate afterglow of the international Bonn conference on Afghanistan in 
December 2001 that shortly followed the Taliban’s fall, nearly every teashop in Kabul 
resounded around the samovars with laughing hopes of massive foreign assistance – 
affirmed by smiling customers over their traditional hot sugary green brew – soon to 
shower endlessly over the country, and so terminate centuries of poverty.

Ordinary Afghans had never before heard of the historical precedent of the “Mar-
shall Plan” to which President Bush grandly referred, on September 21, 2004 before 
the United Nations General Assembly, in a public promise to help modernize Af-
ghanistan. A solemn pledge to Afghans if ever one was made. But they did expect 
reconstruction assistance on at least something of the same tall order, with the Karzai 
government serving the Afghan people essentially as a funnel for redistribution of such 
committed international largesse.

25. Contrary to usual belief, in historical fact Alexander did very well in the region, defeating but 
then co-opting local aristocracies and even wedding a Bactrian princess. After his empire’s division among 
his officers, an independent Graeco-Bactrian kingdom flourished in what are now Balkh and Kabul from 
250 to 50 BC, leaving an enduring legacy in art, syncretic religious forms (so-called “Graeco-Buddhic” 
culture), a Hellenic-derived alphabet for the Bactrian language, prosperous trading ties with the Medi-
terranean world, rational grid-based town planning (still visible in Old Herat, ancient Alexandria Aria), 
even memories of spiritual, cosmographical, and philosophical questing affirmed in the Koran itself (sura 
18). No current international aid workers in Kabul remotely dream of matching such an achievement. 

26. In March 2010, signs of major lithium deposits in Afghanistan sparked enthusiasm among 
some Western observers, but mining rights to a rich copper lode then effectively discovered at Ainak in 
Logar Province to the south of Kabul were at once awarded by President Karzai to a Chinese state-owned 
company whose explorations threatened to wreck a site of crucial pre-Islamic archaeological significance. 
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Young people as late as spring 2002 waved cheerfully at polyglot NATO troops rolling 
in armored cars through the streets under giant new posters of Massoud – “those are 
the French! there are the Italians!” etc. – as benevolent protectors from meddling by 
neighboring Pakistanis, the resented foreigners of that hour. Tempers appeared thus 
buoyant not only in the ethnically mixed capital, but also in the western, northern 
and central bazaars of Herat, Mazar-i Sharif and Bamiyan (mainly Tajik, Uzbek or 
Hazara), though faces looked gloomier, albeit resigned, in ethnically Pashtun southern 
and eastern cities like Kandahar, Ghazni, and Gardez.

On October 9, 2004, Karzai was elected President with some 55% of all cast votes; an 
ABC/BBC poll conducted in early 2005 still indicated very high popular approval for 
his foreign-backed leadership. Only 8% of those polled regretted the Taliban.27  

Moods had already soured by 2005. “Do you remember how we used to cross together 
into Afghanistan from Pakistan along those mountain trails that the Soviets could not 
block? Well, we are in Kabul now, and we cannot block those trails either. And we 
have already practically lost the Pashtun belt.” So spoke over private dinner in Kabul, 
one evening in July 2005, a leading member of the current Afghan government ju-
diciary, himself both a Pashtun tribal notable and a French-educated jurist, referring 
to our common clandestine experience of conveying humanitarian assistance to the 
insurgent Afghan countryside in the 1980s. Every other guest around the table, all 
high-ranking Afghans both Tajik and Pashtun with similar associations in the anti-
Soviet resistance, nodded grimly.

But lorry drivers, tailors, teashop keepers, and pushcart operators in the dirty streets 
outside the walled compound, had really been saying much the same to me all day: 
“The Americans are here for their own interests, they have no real care for us.”  

National entities anywhere do not, as a rule, long show themselves grateful for past 
assistance however vital (witness always popular American anti-French snipes at the 
country that helped the United States win its national existence).

But whatever past US aid to the mujahideen against the Soviets in the 1980s, the 
growing anti-American resentment of Afghans could not so easily be gainsaid in Ka-
bul teashops after riots erupted in 2006. Bitterly expressed views still heard around the 
samovars in spring 2010 conveyed the perception that the grand American interven-
tion in Afghanistan in 2001 had, blithely, left the Afghans’ capital city to rot.

Despite examples of dedicated individual American humanitarians or educators, Af-
ghans know that, in American eyes generally, Afghanistan rates as secondary (or lower 

27. See here Peter L. Bergen, who gives these figures and expertly catches the political atmosphere 
favorable to Karzai in the Afghan capital in 2004-2005: The Longest War, The Enduring Conflict Between 
America and Al-Qaeda, New York, January 2011, 176.
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still) to somewhere else on the larger Middle Eastern map – to Pakistan, Iraq, Saudi 
Arabia, wherever.

In the 1950s, an “Afghanistanism” in American journalese signified an exotic and 
unimportant place or event. Even in the face of overwhelming late twentieth- and 
early twenty-first-century tragedies affecting a population of 30 million in the most 
strategically disputed area of the globe, liberal New York columnists casually disdained 
Afghan politics or even history (apparently unaware that the region’s contribution to 
higher Islamic culture between the eleventh and sixteenth centuries overtook Iraq’s), 
in a manner now unthinkable for any other country: no African land, for example, 
however socially tormented, might now be thus discussed, and scornfully dismissed, 
in admissible American media. It is also safe to assume that even after a decade of di-
rect military occupation, not one American in a hundred thousand is probably aware 
that 60% of the Afghan population speak the same language as the people of Iran.28  

Yet American contempt for Kabul before 2001 already sowed manifest disaster to 
America’s own vital interests twice. The contempt contributed to the miscalculations 
regarding possible American reactions – or lack thereof – in Moscow, that encouraged 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan on December 27, 1979 whose aftershocks continue 
to shake the planet and cost American lives today.

In terms of formal military alliance, Washington seemed to have plainly written off 
Afghanistan as far back as the mid-1950s. In 1953, as well known, Pakistan – then 
including its eastern Bengali wing – joined the two American-led military pacts of 
CENTO (Central Treaty Organization) and SEATO (South-East Asia Treaty Organi-
zation), the Asian equivalents of NATO, designed to block the Soviet Union’s expan-
sion on its southern flank. The neutral Afghan kingdom, alarmed by rival Pakistan’s 
growing military strength, petitioned Washington to join the alliance as well.

US Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, coddling Pakistan as a more important ally, 
not only spurned Afghan Foreign Minister Prince Muhammad Naim’s request, but 
kept him waiting and then refused to see him in Washington, dismissing him instead 
in October 1954 with a curt note delivered to him by an aide that read (with a secret 
copy to Pakistan’s ambassador):“After careful consideration, extending military aid 
to Afghanistan would create problems not offset by the strength it would generate. 

28. The confused American public may, however, here be excused, because of unthinking use in 
the press of the misleading term “Dari,” to refer to that form of Persian spoken in Afghanistan, differing 
from Iran’s no more than Washington’s English from London’s. The medieval term Dari, meaning “court 
language,” was imposed in Kabul to designate Afghan Persian by the hyper-nationalist government of 
Prince Daoud when all-powerful Prime Minister in 1953-1963, in imitation of Soviet use of the name 
“Tajik” since the 1920s to distinguish Soviet Central Asia’s spoken Persian from Iran’s. While Uzbek 
Turkish is also spoken in many oases in the Afghan North, the other main Afghan language is of course 
Pashto in the South and East, more widespread in northwest Pakistan, and related to Persian like German 
to English.
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Instead of asking for arms, Afghanistan should settle the Pushtunistan dispute with 
Pakistan.”29

Prime Minister Daoud discovered in December 1954, along with the staggered royal 
council in Kabul, that Dulles had leaked this scathing rejection slip to Pakistan. The 
reaction in the palace was humiliation, outrage and worse.

In January 1955, the Prime Minister and the royal Afghan government, fatefully, 
chose to accept the Soviet Union’s offer to train and equip the Afghan armed forces, 
and educate the entire Afghan elite officer corps in the USSR, a military accord sealed 
with Khrushchev’s and Bulganin’s official visit to Kabul in December 1955. In that 
same year 1955, officially neutralist Afghanistan also became a founding member of 
the left-tilting group of Third World nations at the Bandoeng Conference in Indone-
sia.

Prince Daoud was suddenly dubbed the “Red Prince” by Time and Washington 
scrambled to offer to match “a dollar for every ruble” in aid projects to Afghanistan. 
With assistance money showering from both Moscow and Washington, Daoud even 
believed he had cleverly manipulated the USSR, to force the United States to contrib-
ute, at last, to Afghanistan’s economic development in the 1960s.

American engineers in 1964 finished paving the main roads linking Afghanistan with 
Iran to the west, and Pakistan to the east, both US allies. Russian engineers, however, 
in the same year completed the north-south highways leading from the Soviet border 
to Herat and Kabul, with the dizzy Salang tunnel bored through the Hindu-Kush to 
ensure year-long communications between Soviet Central Asia and the Afghan capital. 

Afghanistan’s military, too, remained a Soviet preserve, with tens of thousands of eager 
young cadets trained, cosseted, and indoctrinated in the USSR. Daoud learned the 
bloody consequences when he stared into the gun barrels of the pro-Soviet officers 
who seized the palace and power in the Marxist-Leninist military coup of April 27, 
1978, and shot him with all his family. The Soviet Union intervened in December 
1979 to shore up a tottering Afghan Communist military dictatorship that had pro-
voked nation-wide insurrection through its own fanatic cruelties reminiscent of the 
contemporary Khmers Rouges. The tally in lives lost or blighted by Dulles’ snub of 
half a century ago, from Kabul to Moscow to New York, has not ended.     

Washington’s second snub was made witheringly clear to Afghans on February 15, 
1989, the day of completed Soviet withdrawal, when all official US assistance was im-
mediately suspended not only to the mujahideen, but to clinics or other humanitarian 

29. Copy of text communicated to former US Ambassador to Kabul, Leon Poullada, by Prince 
Naim himself in an interview in Kabul on 12 December 1976. See the late Leon Poullada’s essential “The 
Failure of American Diplomacy in Afghanistan,” in World Affairs, 1982-1983.
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projects in the Afghan refugee camps in Pakistan or the devastated rural areas in the 
interior. European aid groups like mine (Médecins du Monde) were unambiguously 
told by US diplomats in Islamabad to direct their future requests for finances to Brus-
sels, and operate through Pakistan.

This author recalls an unsettling conversation at the US embassy in Islamabad as early 
as 1987. On return to Pakistan from a long and rather dangerous sojourn in the Af-
ghan interior to convey medicines by packhorses to rural clinics in mujahideen-held 
areas, he expressed concern to US diplomats in Islamabad that the Pakistani military 
for their own ends were channeling most assistance to extremist groups, and that these 
groups would wreak their own fresh sort of terror in Afghanistan when the Soviets 
left. He was laughed off by one diplomat with these words meant, no doubt, as a joke: 
“we’re not in the nation-building business, we’re in the Russian-bleeding business.” 
Families of victims of the September 11, 2001 attacks will appreciate. 

Even viewed exclusively as a negative geographical vortex, Afghanistan’s territory 
might finally have been acknowledged, one would have thought, by even the most 
supercilious American pundits, as playing a planetary role of some weight since the 
Communist coup of 1978, the Soviet invasion of 1979, or certainly since September 
11, 2001. Afghans believed Washington’s priorities finally reversed, and their own 
importance at long last duly acknowledged, as of September 12, 2001. As too well 
known to bear recall, the Bush administration’s invasion of Iraq in 2003, with diver-
sion of US resources, proved Afghans mistaken, to their consternation or delight, 
depending on their political persuasion, at all events to their astonishment, and for all 
too many in Kabul, their humiliation – again.

In the third international disaster to rear up from Afghanistan, with prospects of a new 
US regional collapse already surfacing in early 2010, Washington was paying a high 
price for all this past contempt – and one that it could much less easily afford. Its old 
ally France, also rather fashionably despised by some glib American politicians, offers 
an apt expression for perhaps somewhat sobered US attitudes since 2008: “redressez 
la barre” (reset your rudder). But political damage caused by US neglect of Kabul in 
2001-2008 was already threatening by 2009 to look well-nigh irreversible. Nor were 
funds, and international taxpayers’ goodwill, any longer quite so available to sanitize 
Kabul in spring 2010 as they had been in late 2001. US Defense Secretary Robert 
Gates bluntly stated on May 9, 2010: “the gusher has been turned off and will stay off 
for a good period of time.” And he was referring only to expenses for war.30

30. http://telegraph.co.uk, 9 May 2010.
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Past Shadows

King Babur’s Garden

One of  few bearable spots in present-day Kabul is the lovely walled complex of Ba-
bur’s Garden, surrounding the sixteenth-century Mughal emperor’s open-air marble 
tombstone, part of an architectural complex laid out behind protecting ramparts in 
graded, exceptionally well-watered terraces on one of the capital’s barren slopes. King 
Babur from his base in Kabul conquered in 1526 an empire for his dynasty in the hot 
Indian lowlands, but asked on his deathbed four years later to be returned and buried 
here in his favorite highlands, overlooking an oasis of plane trees, willows, mulberries, 
and birch irrigated by cold streams, bright with poppies in spring, dark in autumn 
with grape arbors and melon patches – the most succulent in the world to Babur’s 
taste – under the jagged horizon of the Afghan mountains.

The Aga Khan Trust for Culture began restoring this ruined site in 2002. Its trees 
then were stumps, all channels dry, the flowerbeds withered in degradations of dirt 
littered with cartridge cases, and its little seventeenth-century marble mosque pocked 
with shell holes. An admirable team led by Jolyon Leslie and Ajmal Maiwandi piped 
in fresh water, cleaned all the canals, identified seeds to replant the entire garden, re-
paired the mosque’s wounds, and so offered the city’s poorest population a single spot 
of beauty, repose, and cultural dignity. For a symbolic fee, families flock to picnic, sing 
to tambourines, and to gossip, from spring to autumn, under variegated highland foli-
age which King Babur once described in his own delightful Memoirs: for there are no 
trees since the 1992-1996 infighting left almost anywhere else in the capital – stripped 
of bark, then cut to the roots for warmth and cooking. Kabul’s winters are harsh. But 
war among the cypresses and waterfalls of Babur’s Garden still seems locked outside 
the gates.

How long? War strikes close. The Aga Khan organization has performed economic 
wonders in Kabul, introducing mobile cell phone service, providing clean water wher-
ever it could, offering jobs and vocational training. Nor is the Geneva-based Aga Khan 
organization exactly foreign, since it represents the Ismaili school of Islam – a cultur-
ally thriving minority present in the Afghan region since at least the eleventh century 
(and famous then for superlative philosophy and poetry, now for broadminded com-
mitment to pluralistic tolerance) – while always careful to extend its development 
projects throughout the Islamic world, in Afghanistan and elsewhere, regardless of 
sectarian divides. Unique to the organization’s vision is an unusual combination of 
practical initiatives to boost living standards, with archaeological conservation to fos-
ter pride in cultural identity. The group’s five-star Serena Hotel inaugurated in Kabul 
in 2005 was a luxury project catering of course to dignitaries, but also designed to 
attract general foreign travel and investment for the country’s overall benefit.
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But while Babur’s Garden so far remains untouched as Kabul’s rare haven of civiliza-
tion, the Serena Hotel was hit thrice. The first time, in the riots of May 29, 2006, 
mobs rampaged through the lobby in spontaneous wrecking. The second time on 
January 14, 2008 was more deadly in intent, targeting an afternoon meeting of Nor-
wegian diplomats with Oslo’s visiting Foreign Minister, Jonas Gahr Stoere. Four mili-
tants in national Afghan police uniform forced their way through the gate, traded fire 
with guards, one detonated his suicide vest while his comrade stormed through the 
lobby to the gym shooting at foreign and local guests and workers. Eight died under 
their attack including a Norwegian journalist, a Filipino employee, and a US visitor.

Sirajuddin Haqqani’s group of Taliban from their Pakistani base swiftly claimed cred-
it. The Australian diplomatic mission, which had used the hotel as its address, moved 
to more secure, thicker-walled quarters at once. The Serena tightened its own security 
immediately, turning itself into a fort – against the Aga Khan’s humanitarian prin-
ciples, and to the lasting detriment of the hotel’s service as an open meeting place for 
Afghans and visitors. As concrete ramparts insulated foreigners, Time’s Aryn Baker on 
January 16, 2008 acutely noted, under the title “Losing Kabul: A Bombing’s Legacy, 
“this . . . walls off the understanding and communication that comes with spontane-
ous interaction. More barricades may bring the Westerners safety, but it also brings us 
one step closer to Baghdad.” 

But war hit the hotel again when rockets filled its lobby with smoke in the dawn 
hours of October 28, 2009, while suicide militants were raiding a nearby United 
Nations guest house, killing five UN employees and three Afghan officials as Taliban 
spokesmen in Pakistan warned against participation in scheduled run-off presiden-
tial November elections between incumbent President Karzai and his challenger Dr. 
Abdullah (the contest was cancelled). Even visits to Babur’s Garden have henceforth 
been sharply curtailed for all official US personnel – prohibiting the possibility of 
mingling in pleasant surroundings with the capital’s ordinary families, and blocking 
off glimpses of higher Afghan culture with attendant insights into the broader mean-
ings of Afghan history and its unfolding tragedy.

With its bullet-scars now plugged by the Aga Khan’s restorers, the little marble mosque 
with multi-lobed arches built next to Babur’s tomb in 1646 is certainly the most ex-
quisite building left in Kabul. But this diminutive Mughal mosque pales in compari-
son with the giant edifices raised in the true urban hearts of the Mughal Empire then 
at Lahore, Delhi, and Agra. Such contrasts in size betray the major historical displace-
ment of eastern Islam’s political and cultural center of gravity from the Afghan high-
lands to the Indus Valley lowlands by the later sixteenth century, imposed by military 
events and demographic realities upon the Mughal dynasty.

When King Babur died in conquered Agra in 1530, his son and successor King Hu-
mayun carried out his father’s wish to bear his coffin back for burial in the Afghan 
highlands, in this garden whose terraces became scenes for Humayun’s own resplen-
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dent court parties, especially when the new ruler was beaten back by opponents in In-
dia in 1540 and found himself forced to resume royal residence in Kabul. For several 
years in the mid-sixteenth century, Kabul under Humayun’s patronage became the 
artistic capital of the entire eastern Islamic world, with the finest calligraphers and il-
luminators of manuscripts now seeking munificent Mughal sponsorship in the citadel 
of the eastern highlands, as duly recorded in chronicles penned in eloquent Persian by 
the king’s own sister, Princess Gulbadan. Kabul’s glory has been forgotten – except for 
what lingers restored in the garden.

But Humayun’s court removed permanently to Delhi when the Mughal sovereign 
recaptured northern India in 1555, taking his courtiers, library, and artists with him. 
Thereafter the center of eastern Islamic power and culture, which had so often ra-
diated from the Afghan highlands down into the Punjab (Kabul-type Persian even 
remained the official language of Indian royal courts from the eleventh-century con-
quests of Sultan Mahmud of Ghazni until replaced by English only in 1836), shifted 
to the fertile lowlands across the Indus. This change was not only political. By the 
mid-seventeenth century, Kabul, cradle of the Mughal dynasty, had sunk to a provin-
cial imperial outpost. The detour in world trade routes, towards the seaways domi-
nated since the sixteenth century by European ships, now bypassed and impoverished 
Central Asia, reducing its once thriving inland caravan cities to economic, increasingly 
isolated backwaters, culturally darkening.

Modern hopes for Afghanistan’s economic recovery remain pinned to restoration of 
the country as a crossroads of international commerce – “the new Silk Route” is a 
common expression of countless editorials urging such resurrection. Fond plans of 
the mid-1990s endorsed by the California-based oil company UNOCAL envisaged 
piping the oil and gas of ex-Soviet Turkmenistan, through conduits across western and 
southern Afghanistan relayed through Herat, down to the Pakistani port of Gwadar. 
This project, which studiously avoided Iranian territory, presupposed stability guaran-
teed by a new Pakistani-allied Taliban government. It seems more realistic to conclude 
that as long as a strong state of tension persists between Iran and the western powers, 
with Iran in effect besieged upon all its frontiers since 1979, prospects for durable 
social peace, reliable communications, and commercial prosperity, in the lands sur-
rounding Iran – notably Iraq, to a large extent Pakistan, and most especially Afghani-
stan – will remain grimly postponed.   

The Long Shadow of the Durand Line

In a deeper sense, commercial ruin, coupled with repeated strategic tensions between 
Iran and its neighbors, ever since the seventeenth century have defined the Afghan 
region as a frontier zone under warlike pressure, fostering there in turn a culture of 
warlike poverty, to this day. 
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Despite Central Asia’s seventeenth-century economic collapse, lowland India, to the 
southeast of the Afghan hills, still prospered. There the seventeenth-century Mughal 
emperors ruled over one–fifth of the planet’s population and precious metals from the 
New World poured into their coffers as European seaborne merchants – to whom they 
contemptuously abandoned lordship over the waves – sought their empire’s spices, 
textiles, and gems, with the English East India Company steadily elbowing aside Eu-
ropean rivals (Portuguese, Dutch, French). But the Great Mughal’s sentimental at-
tachment to his ancestor’s resting place in highland Kabul was reinforced by strategic 
concern to retain command of the Afghan mountain passes, a constant worry for 
all prudent rulers of the Indian lowlands. The Mughals fought one of the longest, 
most expensive, bloody, but ultimately futile wars of the seventeenth century when 
for twenty years they vainly tried to recapture Kandahar taken in 1648 by the Safavid 
Iranians when its Mughal governor profitably changed sides. The Mughals still held 
Kabul, but attempted to recover the loyalty and fighting prowess of Kandahar’s sur-
rounding Afghan tribes, who chose to tender allegiance to the Iranian shah: in poi-
gnant Mughal recognition that whatever power held the oasis of Kandahar yielding 
access to the lowland routes, mortally threatened to invade India.

Mughal imperial fears were realized less than a century later when Iranian warlord 
Nader Shah, rallying eager Afghan warrior tribes to his cause, invaded India through 
the passes in what amounted to an immense plundering spree in 1739, sacking Delhi 
and effectively breaking forever the might of the Mughal Empire. The British from 
their maritime trading base at Calcutta at the mouth of the Ganges found themselves 
absorbed upriver by the resulting political vacuum left by Nader’s rampage. The Brit-
ish reached Delhi itself, then racked by social anarchy, in 1803.

In the Afghan highlands, after Nader Shah’s own murder (by his closest officers terri-
fied of the tyrant’s sudden tantrums) in 1747, and the simultaneous collapse of both 
Iranian and Mughal sovereignties in the region, Nader’s former Afghan general, the 
Durrani Pashtun warlord Ahmad, found himself in possession of much of Nader’s 
treasure. This treasure, derived from Indian plunder, allowed Ahmad to bid for politi-
cal support among the tribal leaders and mullahs of the oasis of Kandahar.

In that southern Afghan city, in 1747, the country’s official date of birth, Ahmad was 
proclaimed first king or shah of a realm now known as “Afghanistan” by Kandahar’s 
chiefs and mullahs, in the midst of Eastern Islam’s then complete political void, but on 
condition that Ahmad Shah continue to lead the Afghan tribes down the passes like 
Nader had done before him, on further looting expeditions into disintegrating Mu-
ghal India, and duly redistribute the plunder to them. This first Afghan monarchy’s 
existence, 1747-1809, was fed almost entirely, and parasitically, on Indian plunder or 
tribute, and collapsed when this resource dried.

Northwest Indian defenses stiffened under the late eighteenth-century Sikhs, revolting 
against harsh Afghan tribute-demanding governors in the Punjab (the Sikhs became 
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masters of Lahore in 1799), and hardened as the British entered Delhi in 1803 and 
opened friendly communications with the Sikhs. Kabul’s king no longer had enough 
Indian booty to redistribute. The Afghan kingdom turned upon itself, and by 1809 
broke down in civil war between three contending principalities – Kabul, Kandahar, 
Herat.

The post-1809 rump Kabul kingdom proved incapable of defending from the Sikhs 
its strategic eastern territories between the Khyber Pass and the Indus. These included 
even the large Pashto-speaking city of Peshawar, annexed by the Sikh kingdom in 
1823. This is why this entire famous Pashtun region passed to the British when they 
absorbed the Sikh kingdom in 1849, and why it came under Pakistani rule in 1947. 
It is the so-called Northwest Frontier Province, so called by the British Empire, and 
nationalistically renamed Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa – “The Khyber of the Pashtun” (or 
“Pakhtun” in the language’s hard eastern dialect) – by Islamabad only as late as March 
2010.

Nettling as it has been ever since to Afghan pride, such transfer of sovereignty, ever 
since 1823 (with further losses in 1893) over the Pashtun Northwest Frontier, back 
to a lowland Punjab-based power, in effect, has served – to the benefit of the Punjab 
– to correct a fundamental drawback of all historical strategies predicated upon the 
Punjab’s defense of the Indus Valley basin whether in Maurya, Mughal, Sikh, British, 
or present Pakistani times. For the subcontinent’s natural frontier, which is the river 
Indus, has always proved militarily very difficult to defend.

The flat eastern bank of the Indus, or Punjab region, lies much lower than the west 
bank  of the Indus, or Pashtun country, dominated by the increasingly rising ridges 
of the Hindu-Kush. Whoever has historically occupied the Afghan highlands, and 
mustered there support from the warlike Pashtun or “Pathan” inhabitants to join in 
predatory expeditions to India’s grief, has enjoyed permanent strategic initiative over 
the vulnerable Punjab’s lowlands.

All successful invasions of the Indian sub-continent from the higher Afghan landside, 
from the chariot-driving Aryans and Graeco-Bactrian kings of antiquity to self-pro-
claimed Muslim holy raiders like Sultan Mahmud of Ghazni, King Babur of Kabul or 
King Ahmad of Kandahar, have coursed through the mountain passes of the Hindu-
Kush, as used to be picturesquely proclaimed by Pakistani tourist brochures inviting 
visitors to the Khyber Pass – under Islamabad’s rule – in the still peaceful 1960s.

But frontier defense was no romantic tourist cliché to the hard-minded nineteenth-
century Imperial British. Their fear was the threat of alliance between any wavering 
Afghan emir in Kabul and the swiftly advancing Russian Empire, which had reduced 
Iran’s monarchy to protectorate status under St. Petersburg by 1828, and conquered 
the Central Asian Uzbek khanates by 1868. Nineteenth-century Imperial Russian 
pressure upon British India thus made itself felt through twin regional prongs: Iran 
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and Central Asia. Afghanistan stood as British India’s line of northwest defense.  

The British-Afghan military frontier drawn by Sir Mortimer Durand in 1893, and 
imposed upon Kabul’s reluctant emir Abd-ur-Rahman, bisected the Pashtun tribes 
and officially extended Anglo-Indian power over the eastern Afghan highlands. Its 
value, in Imperial eyes, lay in ensuring such British sovereignty and military con-
trol over the ridges dominating Afghanistan’s eastern valleys. A sharply angled salient 
on Sir Mortimer’s map probed deeply around the Tora Bora highlands through the 
Tir-i Mangal Pass, almost touching upon vulnerable Logar Province to the immediate 
south of Kabul. British military railways extended to the Afghan frontier “like a knife 
in my vitals,” as emir Abd-ur-Rahman mordantly expressed it in his Memoirs.

The purpose of this Tir-i Mangal salient was, indeed, to bring Kabul within the closest 
possible British military range (some 48 hours for nineteenth-century trained cavalry). 
If Russian influence reached too far south, according to British reasoning defended in 
London’s Parliament as India’s “Forward Policy” by high imperial officials like Lord 
Curzon and Lord Roberts, then the Durand Line’s strategic bend would allow Anglo-
Indian forces to forestall Tsarist troops, and swiftly ride into Kabul first.

Since 1893, Afghanistan’s capital has thus lain highly vulnerable to south-eastern mili-
tary thrusts through the Tir-i Mangal salient and Logar Province. The Durand Line 
has proved easily penetrated by guerrilla opponents infiltrating from the east, but 
almost invulnerable to regular troops dispatched from Kabul in the west, rendering 
the country’s eastern frontier valleys, in fact, nearly impossible to defend from a deter-
mined foe perched upon the ridges protected by the Durand Line.

British annexation in 1893 of the Pashtun tribal territories to the east of the Durand 
Line entailed difficult and lasting social and political consequences clearly foretold by 
the emir Abd-ur-Rahman. The Afghan king correctly pointed out to Sir Mortimer 
that the tribes barely acknowledged the authority of a Pashtun Muslim ruler like him-
self. They would certainly revolt against the British. The territories indeed exploded 
against the British in 1897 (young Winston Churchill fought in the hard British cam-
paign to retake Malakand valley). The British calmed the eastern Pashtun tribes by 
offering them autonomy more complete than even Kabul had once officially allowed 
them: no taxes, no imposition of British law, no British constabulary, no compulsory 
military service, in fact no British authority at all, with complete freedom to bear 
arms and observe all tribal customs (including murderous blood feuds), except along 
the few strategic British roads lined with forts leading to the military frontier. Tribal 
warriors were of course welcome to serve in these British forts as local police militias, 
and earn British money. 

Kabul, to preserve any influence among the Pashtun tribes on its own side of the 
Frontier, was therefore compelled to acknowledge similar autonomy in its own eastern 
highlands. The result has been the cross-mountain sprawl of the largest autonomous 
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tribal territory on earth, bristling with arms on both sides of a frontier zone dangerous 
to foreign visitors.

Britain bequeathed the Durand Line to Pakistan on withdrawal from the sub-conti-
nent in 1947. Cold War lines at once crystallized around the Durand Line. Pakistan 
at its birth in August 1947 insisted upon retaining the Tribal Territories up to, and 
including, the Durand Line. Neutralist Afghanistan, backed by India and the USSR,
refused further to recognize the line, and demanded retrocession of the eastern Pash-
tun lands or at least their autonomy. Pakistan responded by confirming Tribal Auton-
omy. Afghanistan in autumn 1947 voted against Pakistan’s admission to the United 
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Nations. Pakistan therefore came to view independent, nationalist Afghanistan as a 
permanent vector of Indian- and Soviet-backed mortal threats against its own territo-
rial integrity, and drew the strategic conclusions. On the external front, Pakistan allied 
in 1953 with the United States. Afghanistan, for all its proclaimed neutralism, had in 
effect sided against Pakistan with India and the Soviet Union.

The Durand Line in the second half of the twentieth century thus cut across the South 
Asian map as trenchantly and importantly as the former border between West and 
East Germany.

On the internal front, Pakistan since 1947 has extended every effort to keep its Tribal 
Territories content, and deaf to Kabul’s irredentism. Pakistani authority in the Tribal 
Territories rests as lightly as the British, with no constabulary except along the military 
roads or in the tribally neutral market towns where Pakistan offers a triangle of services 
consisting of government clinics, interest-free agricultural lending banks, and schools 
(not mandatory). Tribals are neither taxed nor conscripted, but as Pakistani citizens 
are free to earn money anywhere in the nation (or in the Gulf countries) and send re-
mittances through Pakistani banks to their families in the Tribal Territories – thus in-
tegrating them into Pakistan’s economy. Pakistan’s indirect but very solid grip over its 
Territories survived the supreme test of Soviet occupation in neighboring Afghanistan 
in 1979-1989. Despite shows of force in the tribal zone to placate Washington since 
2008, Pakistan’s military has on the whole successfully resisted intense US pressure to 
violate the essential autonomy of the Territories, and will continue to do so, probably 
long into the future.  

When imperial British predictions proved uncannily accurate, and the Soviet army 
indeed occupied Kabul in 1979-1989, Pakistani officers blessed the military advan-
tages of the Durand Line left to them as a strategic legacy by the Raj, and praised Sir 
Mortimer’s far-sighted genius – as a glance upon almost every other page of Brigadier-
General Muhammad Yusuf ’s 1992 Bear Trap reveals.31

Pakistani-backed mujahideen with Pakistani-supplied materiel, and full support from 
the eastern Pashtun tribes of the Territories, climbed over the Line, harassed Soviet 
convoys and forts in the frontier valleys below them from the security of the ridges, 

31. Muhammad Yusuf with Mark Adkin, Bear Trap (Lahore: Jang Publishers, 1992). For an excel-
lent discussion of the fundamental logic of British Indian Northwest Frontier strategies into the twentieth 
century, see Leon Poullada’s indispensable Reform and Rebellion in Afghanistan, 1919-1929, chapter on 
“Geopolitics and Relations with Russia,” (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1973). Primary 
sources must be consulted in the India Office archives in London (e.g. Maconachie and Dundas, India 
Office, Précis on Afghan Affairs, 1919-1936). This writer, who has crossed the Durand Line clandestinely 
or officially between Pakistan and Afghanistan countless times, on foot or leading a horse when coordi-
nating humanitarian assistance in the Afghan interior for Médecins du Monde in the 1980s, then at the 
head of aid convoys as a UN team leader in the 1990s, can testify to the accuracy and insight of Leon 
Poullada’s deservedly classic study. 
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and followed through the Tir-i Mangal salient to move around Soviet-held Kabul or 
even to hold the Afghan capital’s southern outskirts within their gun sights. Soviet 
military power in the 1980s, blocked by a Durand Line defended by a then unshake-
able Pakistani-US alliance, could neither cross this frontier with retaliating land forces, 
nor bomb beyond it from the air. In late 2001, Bin Laden escaped to Pakistan through 
the Tir-i Mangal salient, into the safety of the Tribal Territories. Ironically, the US 
high command in spring 2010 under shadow of the Durand Line in turn has found 
itself compelled to evacuate isolated and fundamentally indefensible outposts beneath 
the Pakistani-controlled eastern frontier ridges, which it might overfly with drones, 
but dared not cross on foot in pursuit of the new mujahideen, for fear of offending 
double-faced Pakistani authorities and, worse, inflaming Pakistani opinion. 

The Land of Insolence

However brilliant Sir Mortimer Durand’s own design for the Line, the problem of 
the subcontinent’s Northwest Frontier defenses had already been pondered by many 
imperial masters of India, long before one particular British civil servant drew the 
demarcation that has made his name famous; but protection of the Punjab has al-
ways been complicated by tribal Afghan politics across the Indus. Of course the high 
Islamic civilization of traditional Afghanistan is by no means purely tribal. Before in-
land Central Asia’s seventeenth-century economic stagnation, the profoundly literate 
and artistically brilliant Persianate courts of the oasis-kingdoms of Ghazni and Herat 
defined cultural standards which even illiterate nomads respected. The Afghan urban 
entities ruled by princes and thriving – since Bactrian times – on caravan trade with 
India, China, Iran, and the Gulf ports, normally enjoyed symbiotic relations with the 
surrounding pastoral or highland tribes, exchanging crafts for their dairy products and 
hiring their animals for caravan transport (with tribal escorts). But tribalism and its 
culture of warlike poverty increasingly predominated over the bankrupt cities as the 
Silk Route fell into late sixteenth- and seventeenth-century abeyance, and mountain 
or transhumant clans fought each other over dwindling resources, raided caravans, or 
levied protection money upon them. Iran’s shah in 1587 invited a major Afghan tribe, 
the future Durrani clan, to graze their flocks around Herat’s oasis, and so protect this 
city from rival clans.  

In sixteenth- and seventeenth-century eastern Afghanistan, Mughal administration 
and regular taxes, so heavily imposed upon the cities and villages of the lowlands, 
always stopped at the slopes of the Hindu-Kush. Mindful of stinging ambushes where 
heavy Mughal cavalry perished under showers of arrows in the narrow highland pass-
es, imperial governors in Peshawar and Kabul preferred to check endemic tribal rebel-
lion with heavy subsidies, bribing some clans as police against their own local rivals to 
keep open trade routes through the mountains. Tribal mercenaries in imperial pay, to 
be sure, were regarded as superb fighters by imperial Mughal officers (many of whom 
hailed from tribal origins themselves). Tribal highlands where Mughal government 
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writ never ran were acknowledged, in the courtly Persian language of imperial Delhi 
or Kabul provincial headquarters, as a “Yaghistan” or “Land of Insolence,” considered 
a nuisance by the authorities, but fatalistically accepted by them as part of the land-
scape’s abiding social norm.

The complete imperial Mughal breakdown in the mid-eighteenth century allowed 
sudden appearance on the Northwest Frontier of a predatory tribal chieftainship, 
swollen with enough Indian plunder to adopt the external trappings, although not the 
enduring inner mechanisms – like regular taxes – of a kingdom.

For all its touchy displays of independence and swaggering mannerisms, the tribal cul-
ture which grew out of the Pashto-speaking Afghan highlands, and which spilled over 
in eighteenth-century conquests to create the new kingdom of Afghanistan wedged 
between the Iranian and Indian worlds, was and remains economically parasitic. The 
broken terrain of the highlands certainly interdicted penetration by imperial Iranian 
or Mughal troops and tax collectors and so preserved tribal autonomy. But highland 
farming and pastoralism produced little material wealth, and so forced tribal chiefs 
into permanent economic dependence upon the very Iranian or Mughal lowlands 
which they raided.

A Pashtun war chief who in fact did not lead his followers in profitable looting of 
Safavid Iranian or Mughal Indian caravans, would instead hire out his services to the 
imperial Safavid or Mughal government – depending on where he lived – with pledges 
to guard and guide its convoys while fighting against “rebels” and “bandits” (other
Pashtun tribes), provided the government subsidize him with a steady stream of reve-
nue, and never interfere with his autonomous powers by trying to field regular Safavid 
or Mughal troops upon his own home tribal turf.

But until the eighteenth-century imperial collapse of both Safavid Iran and Mughal 
India, the Afghan tribes hardly threatened either the Safavid and Mughal heartlands 
as such. Inter-tribal fighting along the Mughal-Iranian frontier around Kandahar end-
lessly bled the Afghan tribes who acknowledged allegiance to either Delhi or Isfahan, 
as they feuded with one another over rare irrigable land and good pasturage. Harshly 
subjugated tribal womenfolk were (and are) regarded as indispensable sources of do-
mestic labor and wealth, but also as symbols of family honor to defend if necessary 
to the death – including death for any daughter or wife suspected of infringement 
upon male supremacy like marital infidelity. But the songs or “landay” of the women 
themselves urged their menfolk to bravery in battle, to show themselves worthy of the 
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women’s respect, in rebellion against Safavid Iranian or Mughal Indian– or later Brit-
ish or Russian – imperial troops.32 

Adroit seventeenth-century Mughal Frontier administrators, like Emperor Aurang-
zeb’s brilliant governor Amir Khan dispatched to Kabul to quiet down the borderlands 
after Mughal forces were mauled by rebellious hillmen in the gorges of Tahtarra in 
1672, Gandab in 1673, Khapakh in 1674 (mountain battles sung in eloquent ballads 
by the Pashto language’s greatest bard, the seventeenth-century chieftain Khushhal 
Khan Khattak), carried out a carefully divisive “tribal policy.” Realistically relinquish-
ing all hopes of direct control over the tribes, they subsidized one set of tribes to act as 
surrogate imperial policemen, to harry and contain their rivals in the kind of moun-
tain warfare at which the tribesmen were so adept.

Proper appraisal of “tribal policy” further entailed gritty imperial acceptance – by 
Safavid Iranian or Mughal Indian governors – that no one tribal power or individual 
chief in the frontier “Land of Insolence” was ever likely to impose uniform obedience 
among the tribes, through any ready-made hierarchical or administrative order. At 
most, a subsidized tribal chief might gain some grudging acceptance as a re-distributor 
– to his own tribe and neighboring tribes – of imperial subsidies, and so keep tolerable 
peace and open communications through the frontier hills, in the empire’s interest, 
while waging his feuds with “rebel” tribes in his own interest. 

Yet successful “tribal policy” of this sort – implemented for centuries by China on 
the edge of the Gobi, or by the Roman Empire along its troubled German fron-
tier – requires considerable imperial staying power. The empire must instill intimate 
conviction, among hungry and predatory warrior tribes probing the empire’s fortified 
margins, that unshakable imperial might will endure upon their landscape’s horizon 
far into the indefinite future. Like fourth-century Germans along the Roman borders, 
Pashtun highlanders whose villages fell east of the Durand Line in 1893 imagined that 
the British Raj would last forever. But US “tribal policy” in March 2010 failed signally 
among the eastern Shinwari tribe astride the Afghan-Pakistani borderlands, who were 
bribed to fight against the Taliban and halt their infiltrations across the Durand Line, 
and instead took the money to finance their own feuds – as they sensed weakening 
American resolve and learned over the radio, like all the rest of the world, that Wash-
ington considered beginning withdrawal in the summer of 2011.  

The first sense of imperial weakness drives the tribes to pocket and then to disdain 

32. The best extant studies of Pashtun or “Pathan” (the Urdu word) tribal culture on either side of 
the Durand Line are by Fredrik Barth, Political Leadership Among Swat Pathans (London: LSE, 1959), and 
(on tribal women) Sayyid Baha-ud-Din Majruh (Majrouh), Le suicide et le chant, (Paris: Gallimard,1992; 
English translation, 1994). Majrouh, a learned and gifted Afghan scholar, writer (in four languages: 
Pashto, Persian, French, and English), and diplomat, operated the highly objective and trustworthy Af-
ghan Information Centre in Peshawar, Pakistan, after the Soviet invasion in 1979, until murdered by an 
“Islamist” extremist outside his Pakistani home in exile in 1988.
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imperial subsidies, to probe imperial defenses, and to raid where most profitably pos-
sible – like the fifth-century Germans along the crumbling Roman border, or the 
eighteenth-century Afghans sacking cities and terrifying farmers from central Iran to 
the Punjab.

The mid-nineteenth-century British learned the fatal limits of “tribal policy” to their 
horror. Sir William MacNaughten, chief policy adviser of the catastrophic first Brit-
ish occupation of Kabul in 1838-1842, on receiving strident cost-cutting orders from 
London, unwisely suspended subsidies to the Ghilzai tribes, guardians of the eastern 
passes, in autumn 1841. The Ghilzai at once rose in revolt, proclaimed jihad, ha-
rassed British communications with India and plundered British supply convoys, and 
finally massacred under their musket fire a 16,000-strong retreating Anglo-Indian 
force stumbling through their frozen gorges in the first week of January 1842 (only 
Lieutenant Brydon reached British lines alive). Disheartened Soviet officers hoped to 
fund unreliable tribal militias – later to feud against each other – to cover their own 
withdrawal in February 1989.

Afghan tribal politics militates not only against direct imperial or state control, for 
such recalcitrance is after all the fundamental social and defensive purpose of the 
tribe, but against all permanent concentration of power and accumulation of wealth 
even within the tribe itself. A traditional tribal Pashtun chief, to be recognized and 
respected as a leader, must spend his revenue upon his followers in the form of re-
peated feasts, gifts of weapons, shared booty, or his retainers may and freely do look 
for another tribal patron. This enforced competition within the tribe encourages con-
stant political rivalry among chiefs, thus forced to disgorge their wealth among their 
followers to retain their loyalties, and so driven constantly to seek fresh resources to 
redistribute to them, by means of war, raids, or steady government subsidies in return 
for serving as a police militia in allegiance to the said government (the Mughal, Safa-
vid, British, Soviet, Pakistani, American, etc).

Even if a chief does thus amass sufficient wealth to attain recognized leadership, such 
leadership lasts only during his lifetime. The leadership is not hereditary. Feudal ten-
ure in medieval Europe passed to the eldest son, but an Afghan chief ’s death divides 
his wealth equally among all his sons and heirs, cutting down the leadership and its 
necessary funding to size, and sparking fresh competition among rivals with some of 
the most deadly feuds breaking out among first cousins. These rivalries are enforced 
by tribal society which endlessly pressures the chiefs to redistribute their wealth. The 
deaths of Afghan kings triggered fierce wars of succession. Only three smooth trans-
missions of kingly power from father to son occurred since the founding of Afghani-
stan in 1747 until the end of the monarchy in 1973: the first in 1773 (Ahmad Shah 
to Timur Shah); the second in 1901 (emir Abd-ur-Rahman to emir Habibullah); and 
the third and last in 1933 (Nader Shah to Zaher Shah). 

Mughal Indian, Safavid Iranian, then British imperial administrators of “tribal poli-
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cies,” trained in the hard ways of the Afghan frontier, over the centuries allocated 
funds to chosen tribal chiefs for their own imperial purposes, in full knowledge of 
these harsh rules of tribal competition and succession.

To squeeze the current Afghan issue into its cruelest nutshell: Washington’s own se-
lected chief for Kabul in late autumn 2001, Hamid Karzai, was able to coax the south’s 
and east’s Pashtun tribes not to fight any longer for the Taliban, arguing that the 
spigot of Pakistani aid to the Taliban would be henceforth permanently cut off, and 
adding what seemed then like a very realistic promise of limitless international aid to 
follow and flow to the tribes – through him, Hamid Karzai. The Bush presidency, as 
of 2003 and its Iraqi adventure, then undercut Karzai by denying this full necessary 
flow of revenue, compelling the Karzai family and government to stoop to bottomless 
corruption to stay in power and bribe support, while alienating and offending not 
only the southern tribes, but almost the entire Afghan population – even those ethnic 
groups with most to fear from a Taliban resurgence, enabled by Pakistan’s clandestine 
re-opening of aid spigots to the said Taliban.

The Bush administration’s short-sighted stinginess, or rather irresponsible spending 
on other adventures, by neglecting even Kabul’s most vital infrastructure, ignored 
the capillary benefits of improving water supplies and other basic amenities in the 
country’s national capital: practical gestures of common welfare which, in themselves, 
might have contributed to convince all or most of the country’s various ethnic groups 
that they shared at least some stake or profit, some vital interest to protect, in their 
new government. At any rate, timely repair of Kabul’s plumbing in 2002 would, argu-
ably, have cost Washington far less than urgent military reinforcements sent to Kabul 
in 2010.  

All Afghanistan’s ethnic groups are represented in the capital. This is why Kabul has 
been retained as the country’s capital, and not Kandahar, Mazar, or Herat, since 1776 
when Ahmad’s son and successor, Timur Shah, wisely chose as the seat of his govern-
ment this market crossroads of the eastern highlands at the meeting point between 
ethnic zones, with a Tajik Persian-speaking merchant class and scribal elite to ensure 
trade and carry out administration, under a Pashtun royal warrior aristocracy.33 Hold-
ing Kabul in the midst of a hostile countryside, as British and Soviet historical oc-
cupiers in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have discovered to their chagrin, 
may never be enough to preserve political legitimacy in Afghanistan. But no national 
political legitimacy, only a purely local warlordship, can exist in Afghanistan without 
ultimately securing a political presence in Kabul, either. Hence all contenders for Af-
ghan political power, in the post-Soviet civil war of 1992-1996, struggled to defend, 
or to capture, the capital. One of the US’s major strategic aberrations, in 2001-2008, 

33. The Aga Khan Trust for Culture, along with Babur’s tomb and gardens, has also restored Timur 
Shah’s late Mughal-type mausoleum, reflecting the organization’s quite exquisite flair for identifying and 
preserving Kabul’s most significant national landmarks.
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was to permit the physical degradation of the nation’s central political symbol and 
leading city.

Darkening Shadows

However poor and remote the country may have seemed in American views before 
1979 or 2001, Afghanistan’s successive political crises, ever since the kingdom’s found-
ing under such a name in 1747, have rippled in ever wider international circles, affect-
ing in turn British, Soviet, and American world power, and starkly revealing patterns 
of imperial behavior in each. Afghan methods of resistance to British control through-
out the nineteenth century, although little noticed in other Muslim countries of the 
period, were repeated against the Soviets in the late twentieth. This time, however, 
they attracted worldwide Islamic attention.

Bin Laden’s choice to found his “base” – the meaning of Al-Qaeda in Arabic – on Af-
ghan soil was not only practical, to shelter within the sanctuary of a country beyond 
the apparent reach of international law, but symbolic: for “Afghanistan” in his eyes 
and those of his followers henceforth signified the possibility of true “Islamic” victory 
over infidel power. Even if he himself had not expected US retaliation on such a scale, 
Bin Laden’s deliberate strike against New York’s twin towers and the Pentagon, on 
September 11, 2001, in effect forced the Americans militarily to intervene, quite as 
if Al-Qaeda had planned all along (as some of Ayman az-Zawahiri’s later broadcasts 
did claim) to weaken US power in the same Afghan terrain where the Soviets had so 
recently suffered defeat.

Bin Laden and other Arab volunteers of his type, active with Pakistani military as-
sistance in the eastern Pashtun Afghan borderlands, actually contributed very little 
to the Soviet defeat. The most effective resistance against the Red Army in the 1980s 
was carried out by local guerrilla leaders of the caliber of Abd-ul-Haqq (Pashtun in 
the highlands southeast of Kabul); Zabihullah (Tajik in the region around Mazar); 
Ismail Khan (Tajik around Herat); and especially Massoud (Tajik from Panjsher in 
the highlands to the northeast of Kabul). Bin Laden’s murder of Massoud at his camp 
in northeastern Afghanistan on September 9, 2001, through two Moroccan suicide 
bombers posing as journalists, cleared the field of one of the only major commanders 
left resisting Taliban rule since 1996. This badly hindered US efforts to find a reliable 
military partner in the field when so soon compelled to intervene. But, Massoud’s 
murder aimed also to annihilate an iconic figure who actually did lead major anti-
Soviet Islamic Afghan resistance. The assassination sought to confiscate the symbolism 
of Massoud’s victories, and arrogate them to the Taliban regime and its international 
Arab volunteer partners.      

The impact of Afghan crises is therefore now Islamic, and global. Hence Afghan his-
tory since 1747, and especially since 1979, carries planetary import. 
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The Rise of Ahmad Shah’s Islamic Kingdom, 1747-1773

In light of late twentieth-century Islamic world revivalism, Afghanistan’s strong Mus-
lim identity implicates the world’s Muslims, or perceptions of Muslims, far beyond 
the country’s own frontiers, a major reason why Afghan internal crises or foreign con-
flicts since 1747 (when they had major impact on India) and notably since 1979 have 
come to reverberate ideologically around the planet. Strife and suffering today may 
not be inferior in the eastern Congo, for example, but justly or no, they echo much 
less than Afghanistan’s. 

The conversion of the Afghan oases, then highlands, to Islam between the seventh 
and eleventh centuries, moored the region permanently in Muslim civilization. Arab 
armies reached the lowland Persian-speaking oasis of Herat by 651, destined to be-
come one of the most cultured cities in the medieval Islamic world. But it should be 
very strongly emphasized that the caliphate’s troops never penetrated, still less con-
quered, the Pashto-speaking eastern highlands. Eastern Afghan tribesmen freely em-
braced Sunni Islam around the turn of the eleventh century, much like fifth-century 
Germanic Frank invaders or eleventh-century Scandinavian raiders adopted Roman 
Christianity: the better to play a leading military role in the surrounding civilization 
which they plundered, then conquered, a civilization identified with a predominant 
religion.

Afghan highlanders flocked to the standards of the newly independent Sunni Tur-
kic warlord Mahmud of Ghazni (r. 998-1030) to participate in his plundering raids 
against the Hindu kingdoms, under the self-justifying banner of holy war. Noblemen 
of Afghan lineage thereby carved out fiefs and emerged as princes throughout Islami-
cized India, a land of wealth and social opportunity that attracted streams of highland 
recruits for later Indo-Muslim powers like the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
Mughals, also a dynasty of mainly Turkic origin. But although Afghan adventurers 
might thus come to rule vast despotic domains in medieval lowland India, their power 
never expanded back to the tribal highlands from whence they stemmed. 

Sporadic Afghan highland rebellions against sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Mu-
ghal power opposed taxation, and might express personal spite or desire for vengeance, 
but hardly offered ideological appeal. The Mughal Emperor was a Sunni Muslim too, 
and none more so than the dour fundamentalist Aurangzeb (r. 1658-1707) against 
whom the tribal chief and gifted poet Khushhal Khan Khattak revolted. Since most 
Pashtuns were Sunni, the rising in 1707 of Kandahar’s Ghilzai tribe against Iranian  
power to the west – culminating in the sack of Isfahan in 1722 – sought some justi-
fication in sectarian resentment of Shii dominance (Shiites now form about 19% of 
the Afghan region, mainly Hazara, some Tajik, a very few Pashtun). But many Afghan 
tribal rivals of the Ghilzai, Sunni or no, long continued profitably to serve Shiite Irani-
an warlords, including Ahmad, chief of the Durrani tribe, himself, founder of the Af-
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ghan kingdom in 1747 after defeating, but not annihilating, his Ghilzai opponents.34 

To the east, Ahmad’s raids against the dying empire of the Mughals in Delhi be-
tween 1747 and 1759 glutted his supporters with loot, but again found no religious 
justification. Yet the perceptions of Indian Muslims changed when a now weakened 
Delhi found itself threatened with imminent conquest by resurgent Maratha Hindu 
power. The city’s mullahs called upon Ahmad the Afghan king, the only strong Mus-
lim prince left in their line of vision, to save the old Mughal capital. Ahmad oblig-
ingly scattered the Marathas at the major battle of Panipat outside Delhi in 1761, 
thus nipping Hindu political resurgence in the subcontinent and, effectively, delaying 
Hindu independence by another two centuries. Ahmad Shah withdrew from Delhi 
with crushing tribute extracted from the spared Mughal emperor abandoned upon his 
tottering throne, and left North India in chaos for the advancing British to conquer. 
But Ahmad had found his true purpose in the eyes of God: his kingdom of Afghani-
stan had now become identified with the Muslim cause, its prince was the champion 
of Islam.

The Anglo-Afghan Wars, 1838-1842 and 1878-1880

Paradigms of the modern crisis emerge clearly – crystalline for those with eyes to see 
– in the narrative of the nineteenth-century Anglo-Afghan Wars. On the Afghan side, 
patterns of social resistance to outside imperial control were sharpened with ideologi-
cal resentment, because the outside power, unlike what had been the case in Mughal 
times, had now become manifestly non-Muslim.

Nineteenth-century imperial Britain, for its part, already offers us the pattern of a 
modern parliamentary and industrial world power, not religiously committed, but 
concerned with commercial profit under the rule of law, strategically intent on pro-
tecting this arrangement, and responsible to its taxpaying voters through alternating 
parties in government. When engaged in a foreign military expedition, the country’s 
domestic differences between Liberal and Conservative parties actually weighed very 
little – what mattered was which party could retain, or court, more votes, at every 
electoral turn.   

Anglo-Indian troops occupied Kabul in 1838, because the Liberal government of 
Lord Melbourne feared appearing weak, in opposition Conservative eyes, in the face 
of growing Russian influence over India’s close neighbor, Iran, then practically re-
duced to a protectorate of Saint Petersburg, ever since Russian conquest of the Cau-

34. The feud among Pashtuns between Ahmad’s royal clan, the Durrani, and the ejected Ghilzai, 
has smouldered to this day, even splitting late twentieth-century equally pro-Soviet Pashtun Communists 
between a hard-line Khalq faction (Ghilzai), and a slightly more moderate Parcham faction (Durrani), 
to the bewilderment and despair of their Soviet advisers. Until 1747, Ahmad’s tribesmen were known 
as the Abdali; their name was thereafter changed  to Durrani, “the pearled ones,” emphasizing their new 
royal status.  
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casus ceded by Tehran’s shah in the Treaty of Turkmanchai in 1828. The dispatch of a 
Russian envoy in 1838 to the court of the emir in Kabul, offering to help him recover 
lost Afghan territories between the Khyber and Indus, was regarded in London as 
inadmissibly provocative Russian pressure against British rule in India itself.

Equipped with heavy horse-drawn and elephant-borne artillery, the Anglo-Indian ex-
peditionary force, moving through allied Sikh territory, easily conquered lower-lying 
Kandahar and Ghazni, entered Kabul, overthrew emir Dost-Muhammad and sent 
him off to exile in India, and installed a more pliant emir, Shah Shuja, to rule over 
the country as a British ally who signed off his lost eastern domains to the Sikhs per-
manently.

A reduced Afghanistan in itself promised no material rewards to London. But an 
Afghan protectorate served to exclude Russian influence from the immediate region 
and protectively to flank the Indus River, planned soon to be opened to British steam 
navigation. While Anglo-Indian forces camped outside Kabul, and a British civilian 
envoy, Sir William MacNaughten, advised Shah Shuja, the Afghan king was expected 
properly to govern his own country with his own administration, and police it with 
his own native troops, paid for with British public funds.

This sort of arrangement – a pliant monarch flanked by a British resident – worked 
in India, where native princes had always enjoyed despotic powers over their own 
peasantries. Once taken into vassal partnership in the British Empire, Indian princes 
could be relied upon by British advisers to administrate properly the districts left in 
their possession, in the British interest. But Kabul’s puppet emir, however much Brit-
ish treasure he was able to redistribute, failed to raise a reliable native force to control 
his own subjects. Rural mullahs in 1841 preached resistance to the infidels and their 
puppet not only among the Pashtuns to the south and east of Kabul, but also among 
the Tajiks along the roads leading north. The deposed emir’s son, Akbar Khan, roamed 
the countryside warning peasants not to sell food to the British or otherwise collabo-
rate with them. Informants of the occupiers were shot by their own kin. Anglo-Indian 
troops found themselves isolated in their cantonment surrounded by hostile country, 
peppered from the heights under villagers’ musket fire, and deprived of local eyes or 
ears. By autumn 1841, British Afghan policy collapsed as the Kabul adventure drained 
one-fifth of Indian revenues and the falling Melbourne government lost its majority in 
parliament to Lord Peel’s Conservatives in October, demanding fiscal responsibility.

Envoy MacNaughten, under pressure from the new Peel government in London to 
cut costs – at all costs – ended subsidies to the eastern Ghilzai tribes. The Ghilzai 
rebelled and ambushed communications with India. In Kabul itself, insufficiently 
protected British officials were murdered, Sir Alexander Burnes by a mob on No-
vember 2, 1841, then Sir William MacNaughten himself on December 23, 1841 in 
a treacherous parley with Akbar Khan. The British-installed emir shut up in his castle 
was unable to intervene as the city streets revolted and villagers sniped at any British 
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patrols in their line of musket fire. General Elphinstone surrendered to Akbar Khan 
and asked permission to withdraw to India. But retreating Anglo-Indian troops were 
massacred from the cliff tops by free-firing tribesmen in one single week of butchery 
from January 6 to 12, 1842. With snowmelt, Akbar’s men lured the puppet emir out 
of his castle for talks in March 1842, shot him, and cast his body into a ditch.

The name of the arch-traitor, Shah Shuja, clings in Afghan politics to brand any po-
litical leader deemed subservient to foreigners. Soviet-installed puppet Babrak Karmal 
was thus taunted in January 1980 by Kabul student demonstrators as the new Shah 
Shuja. The insult still stings. Karzai, like all other Afghan heads of state since 1842, is 
haunted by the fate of the fallen king, and determined to avoid it.

The First Anglo-Afghan War defined modern Afghan national identity, or mytho-
logical self-perception, meaning much the same. Afghans became convinced that they 
could defeat any occupying foreign infidel power, whatever the technological odds, in 
a spirit of Islam fused with patriotism and stubborn refusal to obey. All Afghan com-
batants since, even illiterates, on whatever side of any conflict – even “anti-imperialist” 
Afghan Communists claiming to fight US, Pakistani and Chinese intervention – have 
invoked the war. Narrated in constant radio broadcasts from Pakistan, the stylized 
memory of the First Anglo-Afghan War, of course, encouraged anti-Soviet guerrillas 
of 1979-1989. Today’s Western expatriates huddle in compounds in a quarter of Ka-
bul named, with sharp irony lost on no Afghan, after Wazir (“Chief Minister”) Akbar 
Khan, the victor of the First Anglo-Afghan War.

The British of 1838-1842 did enjoy a better organized army than any that might be 
then fielded by an Afghan chief, although the range of Afghan matchlocks then still 
equalled the firepower of individual British muskets.

But British defeat in 1842 was caused, above all, by :

•	 Willed Afghan political self-disintegration;
•	 The disruption of road communications by the native Afghans;
•	 The negation of native political compliance or, worse for British officials daily 

milked by demands for fresh subsidies, the political corrosion caused by faked 
and purely temporary native compliance;

•	 The absence of an effective centralized native administration through which the 
British might durably enforce their writ;

•	 The absence also of any one centralized command over the “rebellion” with 
whom the British might negotiate (Akbar Khan hardly controlled the tribesmen 
who slaughtered retreating Anglo-Indian soldiers in January 1842);

•	 The denial to foreigners of any sufficiently large group of native collaborators 
to ensure a working protectorate, through the intimidation by their own kith 
and kin of such collaborators or, if necessary, their extermination: that is, a self-
willed resistance policy of human scorched earth.
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The harsh lessons of 1842 were partially camouflaged in London by a remarkable 
British military recovery in the spring, when Anglo-Indian forces reoccupied Kabul, 
burned its bazaars and shot every adult male caught with a gun in the surrounding vil-
lages. But more amazing still was the political compromise at once achieved between 
the British Empire and the emir Dost-Muhammad: released from Indian captivity to 
reoccupy his throne with generous British subsidies to provide largesse to his tribal 
chiefs, in return for refusing all further Russian contacts. Dost-Muhammad’s own 
conditions for an exclusive alliance with Britain called for the immediate withdrawal 
of all European foreigners from Afghan soil, for only so could the emir guarantee his 
own political suzerainty – not his domination – over the Afghan tribes, and reunite 
the oases in allegiance to the crown in Kabul, to the British Empire’s larger strategic 
interest.

Afghanistan too paid the stiff political price of its victory in 1842: xenophobic isola-
tion, an often suffocating religious paranoia, roads deliberately kept impassable to 
British India’s wheeled vehicles (and denial later in the century to British railroads) to 
discourage invasion, and altogether failure to share in the technological innovations 
and educational and medical advances brought by the British to the neighboring sub-
continent. Traditional Afghan resistance patterns successfully disrupt a state, they do 
not build one. 

The odd, almost identical replay of the First Anglo-Afghan War in nearly every inci-
dent of the Second in 1878-1880, suggests virtually deterministic constraints.

Afghanistan again fell victim to international Anglo-Russian tensions. Anglo-Russian 
relations erupted in open war in 1854-1856. London mounted a naval expedition into 
the Black Sea to prevent an imminent Russian conquest of Istanbul, and destroyed the 
Russian navy’s base in the Crimean Peninsula. A landing of British naval forces fur-
ther restored London’s supremacy over southern Persia in 1856. Conscious of British 
superiority on water, the Russians busily improved their railways to retaliate by land 
and probe a weak spot in the British line of Indian defense. This weak spot was offered 
by the weak, isolated Uzbek emirates of Central Asia. Russia completed its conquest 
of the Uzbek emirates in 1868, and again threatened Istanbul through support for 
the Bulgarian insurrection against the Ottoman Empire in 1878. Direct new war over 
Turkey was averted with the Treaty of Santo Stefano in March 1878 by the diplomats 
of both powers. Istanbul remained protected by the British fleet. Thus diverted from 
Turkey, Russian colonial pressure spilled through Central Asia into Afghanistan.

The Russian governor-general of Central Asia, Konstantin von Kaufmann, sent an 
unsolicited embassy to Kabul’s emir Sher Ali on July 14, 1878. Again the British cal-
culated that they needed permanently to prevent Kabul’s possible drift into Russia’s 
sphere of influence by occupying the Afghan capital anew, and changing its ruler.

Prodded this time by the Conservative government of Prime Minister Benjamin Dis-
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raeli, the British military felt confident in their now overwhelming technological su-
periority to prevent a repeat of their former defeat. The single-shot muskets and can-
non of 1842 had long been superseded by repeating rifles and an early form of the 
heavy machine gun, carried with troops and needed horses to the Frontier by train. 
Converging British forces crossed the Frontier at Turkham on November 20, 1878, 
and swept aside the small regular army of emir Sher Ali who fled north to the Rus-
sians – but governor-general Von Kaufmann, with instructions from Saint Petersburg 
to avoid further dangerous confrontation with the British, barred the fallen emir’s 
entry into Russian territory, and left him to sicken and die a fugitive in Mazar-i Sharif.

Again the British in the Afghan capital imposed a new puppet emir, Yaqub; wrested 
from him a treaty ceding further territories to India; propped him up with a perma-
nently appointed Resident in Kabul, Sir Louis Cavagnari; and camped with the main 
army outside the city to keep up appearances of an independent Afghan state.

And again, the Kabul mob revolted on September 2, 1879, stormed the residency, 
and killed Sir Louis; angry crowds bottled up the helpless emir in his castle. Outside 
the city, villagers and tribal mujahideen responded to calls in the mosques for Holy 
War and isolated the British base (near present-day Kabul Airport) – which this time, 
however, mowed down tribal assailants under rapid-fire weaponry. General Roberts 
on September 27 at the head of his forces invested Kabul’s streets and hanged “reb-
els.” But emir Yaqub recognized his crippled ability to rule this stirred hornets’ nest, 
promptly abdicated, and asked for his own deportation to India – politically nullify-
ing British military power. Impregnable Anglo-Indian garrisons now stood alone and 
entrenched in a political void. They could not be conquered by insurgents, but nor 
could they conquer the insurgents. Not that danger lacked. A British detachment was 
surprised and outgunned by Afghan marksmen, cheered on by a village girl waving 
her veil as a flag, in the southern desert in July 1880 near Kandahar at the village of 
Maiwand – the triumphant name of Kabul’s main avenue today. The name of the vil-
lage girl, Malalai, was given after 1929 to Kabul’s first high school for girls, opened 
in 1921. 

The new British envoy to Kabul as of February 1880, Sir Lepel Griffin, was instructed 
by London to find an immediate political solution to the Afghan crisis and help save 
the foundering Conservative cabinet. But Disraeli’s government lost parliament any-
way and was replaced by William Gladstone’s Liberals in April 1880, leaving Griffin in 
Kabul to work out whatever local deal he might, on behalf of the new Liberal British 
cabinet.  

And again, the political compromise that ended the Second Anglo-Afghan War in 
1880 mirrored the First – with a twist of local Afghan genius.

The Russian governor-general of Central Asia, Von Kaufmann, now profited from 
British embarrassment in Kabul in late winter 1880 by pushing his own Afghan pawn 
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upon the complicated chessboard. This pawn – who soon proved to be no one’s pawn 
– was an exiled Afghan prince in Russian Central Asia, Abd-ur-Rahman, one of emir 
Dost-Muhammad’s grandsons. This prince Abd-ur-Rahman slipped back into Af-
ghanistan in March 1880 as an avowed Russian ally, with Russian guns and money, to 
raise tribal warbands and proclaim jihad against the terrified British.

But Abd-ur-Rahman swiftly double-crossed the Russians – which Von Kaufmann had 
never imagined possible – and chose to throw in his lot with the British, to the mutual 
advantage of the Afghans and British alike. In April 1880, Prince Abd-ur-Rahman, 
from his war base to the immediate north of the city, contacted Griffin in Kabul, and 
convinced the British to negotiate with him, and only with him, Abd-ur-Rahman, as 
their new officially recognized emir.

Abd-ur-Rahman swayed the British with powerful arguments. Provided the British 
withdrew their entire military and diplomatic presence, returned the country to its 
domestic independence and isolation, and guaranteed renewed and augmented subsi-
dies, the wily prince guaranteed in turn his own control – as the final victor and a pi-
ous Muslim – over the turbulent Afghans, to the exclusion of all relations with Russia, 
or any other power but Britain.

In July 1880, the British accepted and evacuated Afghanistan, in a cautious exercise 
of damage control, although they did force Abd-ur-Rahman to acknowledge the new 
Durand Line in 1893 in exchange for London’s international protection of Afghani-
stan from a betrayed and now furious imperial Russia. Emir Abd-ur-Rahman, prob-
ably the most successful of all Afghan kings however ruthless and cruel, squared the 
country’s political circle in a coolly calculated partnership with the British, themselves 
now turned into regional experts sharply aware of the situation’s peculiar demands.

The British of the closing nineteenth and early twentieth centuries coolly defined 
their own Afghan priorities. To contain Afghanistan’s potential for mischief or threats 
regarding their own political interests, they were henceforth content to deny Afghan 
territorial space to any hostile power in the international dimension, but to leave Af-
ghan society to itself, however archaic or cruel by the standards of world civilization as 
late Victorian London perceived them, by recognizing the country’s complete internal 
autonomy.

This Afghan stability, the imperial British acknowledged, might only be achieved by 
an able Afghan head of state in a position truly to influence and to control, if not to 
dominate, his own society.

As Abd-ur-Rahman in turn perceived the political paradigms governing his own coun-
try, an Afghan head of state may successfully rule only if this Afghan head of state 
enjoys the steady sources of revenue provided by a subsidizing foreign power (since his 
own country generates no revenue), and if he benefits from the umbrella of this for-
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eign power’s overall military protection, which this foreign power must permanently 
guarantee – but with no foreign military presence allowed on Afghan soil itself.

An Afghan king must never seem subservient to foreigners, but must:

•	 Appear strongly independent;
•	 Appear a devoted champion of Islam;
•	 Prove an alert re-distributor of foreign subsidies or largesse to local Afghan 

chiefs;
•	 Prove a balanced arbiter between the tribes and ethnic groups;
•	 Prove a fierce enforcer of his authority, to be feared and respected with occa-

sional but calculatedly atrocious strikes at any signs of defiance of his authority 
(“a hard country requires a  hard emir” Abd-ur-Rahman once quipped);

•	 But within a larger framework of due regard constantly shown to various local 
Afghan powers (tribal chiefs, religious leaders, etc.), at once cajoled and indi-
rectly but firmly controlled, in an endless exercise of what European culture 
has come to call “Machiavellian” statecraft, although the emir himself certainly 
never read Machiavelli.

But the emir was literate in his own culture. Abd-ur-Rahman adopted the significant 
title, “Radiance of the Nation and of the Faith” (Ziya-ul-Millat wa-d-Din in highly 
classical Arabized Persian) – to illuminate the calculated fusion of nationalism and 
religion under his reign.   

Karzai today, in efforts to distance himself from the feared Shah Shuja model, would 
like to emulate Abd-ur-Rahman where he might, affirming his outward independence, 
openly criticizing foreigners, expelling private Western security firms as in August 
2010 while insisting, often accurately enough, on the corruption of Western contrac-
tors themselves. But Karzai certainly does not project the image of strength which the 
“iron emir” commanded in his own day, whether to his international partners or to 
his own people. 

Abd-ur-Rahman ruled until 1901, subsidizing chosen tribes with his British revenues 
(never had Afghanistan’s government become more evidently the international eco-
nomic parasite that it has remained ever since) to fight and overcome his local rivals, 
defeating ethnic minorities from the Hazarajat to Nuristan, and implanting subdued 
Ghilzai Pashtun clans on lands confiscated from ethnic minorities from Maimana 
to Kunduz in order to watch over the Uzbeks and Tajiks in the northern provinces. 
Within the sealed borders of his hermit kingdom under a light external British protec-
torate – Queen Victoria’s Empire had to be represented in Kabul by an Indian Muslim 
civil servant, for no Europeans were tolerated in the Afghan capital – the emir cowed 
domestic political opposition with some terrifying executions of prisoners, but began 
building the superstructure of a unitary state with provincial prefects appointed by 
his central government, though in prudent collaboration with endlessly coaxed and 
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subsidized local chiefs.

The modern Afghan nation-state emerged under emir Abd-ur-Rahman. His was the 
governmental superstructure swept away by Soviet invasion, then by Pakistani inter-
ference, in the later twentieth century. Underlying and more resilient, it is the wiry 
social springs of recalcitrant patterns of Afghan insurrection, the Land of Insolence, 
which endure.

Modern Lessons of the Anglo-Afghan Wars

British military intervention in nineteenth-century Afghanistan also reveals liberal-
imperial paradigms that appear, for better or worse, directly pertinent to the current 
NATO presence in Kabul. Washington’s political civilization remains of course far 
more closely similar to nineteenth-century imperial London’s than to later twentieth-
century Soviet Russia’s, hence the greater pertinence of British colonial examples for 
Washington and also some French, Belgian, and Dutch lessons – for US exceptional-
ism is never as exceptional as proclaimed by, say, the modern US right wing.

The liberal-imperial power may be designated here, for convenience, as the metropolis 
– to borrow French colonial usage, la métropole as opposed to la colonie – and a people 
targeted by its overseas war or expedition, in crude nineteenth-century language, as 
the natives (or indigènes). 

Despite inherent risks, a colonial war or overseas expedition, once the decision to 
wage it is made, will be designated by a political party in power in the metropolis as 
a necessary conflict, for a variety of apparently cogent reasons ranging from strategic 
defence of a given territory to access to material resources perceived as essential to the 
metropolis. But the expedition will be undertaken under constant surveillance of the 
opposition party, and also be scrutinized by the press and so judged by popular opin-
ion. In due regard of the next domestic elections, the war party must win and retain 
political popularity. The war party in power is often, but need not be, conservative. 
For liberals may decide on war too: to demonstrate under conservative pressure in 
Parliament that they can prove no less “decisive” or “tough,” obsessive political cant 
words in the imperial democracies, then and now. 

To ensure moral cover, the expedition’s purpose will however always be presented as 
ethical: its stated goal will be to bring higher civilization to the natives - as unfortu-
nates trapped in some form of barbarism – while at the same time providing enduring 
benefits, strategic or material, to the metropolis. The war undertaken by the metropo-
lis is however a financial investment, paid for by the voting metropolitan taxpayers. 
Therefore the war’s returns, strategic or economic, must be rapid.

The expeditionary metropolitan force must be a professional army, very small in num-
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bers – of if large, only for a very, very short period – but possessed of overwhelming, 
even crushing technological military superiority, to ensure the briefest war: the better 
to cow, or crush, native resistance. Casualties among the expeditionary force must be 
kept minimal. A few metropolitan officers killed will be hailed as heroes with their 
returning coffins draped in flags. For the war party knows that too many expedition-
ary casualties will arouse metropolitan popular disquiet. Casualties inflicted upon the 
natives, however, do not matter to metropolitan public opinion (a few metropolitan 
humanitarians are moral exceptions). In initial stages of the war, the more natives 
killed, in fact, the better, in popular metropolitan perceptions – if the war’s end ap-
pears thereby to be hastened.

In the build-up to war and in its early stages, domestic political opposition to the 
war (or even questioning of its purposes), that is, within the metropolis itself, will be 
intimidated, neutralized, or even silenced, in a roar of patriotism emitted by the party 
in power, and echoed through the popular press to a public convinced of its nation’s 
right and might if the cost is kept low in gold and blood.

Opposition politicians who may privately disagree with the war will be compelled 
to voice public support for the troops and nation, hence concede leadership and the 
political initiative to the party in power – or suffer denunciation as cranks at best, trai-
tors at worst. Such politicians may thus even vote for the war themselves, and usually 
do, to save their seats.

This is the jingoistic phase of the war, manifested in metropolitan flag-waving, pa-
rades, and bunting. Jingoism, as is painfully known, soared to grotesque levels in the 
United States in 2001-2004, peaking with the 2003 invasion of Iraq, but the phrase 
itself actually derives from an English music hall jingle popular on the London stages 
on the eve of the Second Anglo-Afghan War in early 1879:

We don’t want to go to war, but by Jingo! if we do,
We’ve got the men, we’ve got the guns, we’ve got the money too!

The metropolitan expeditionary force’s usually very rapid conquest of the native ter-
ritory must, however, be followed immediately by creation, or co-option, of a reliable 
native administration and collaborating native clerical staff, relayed by a solid native 
constabulary, convinced of enduring benefits to them in the new imperial order. The 
brunt of remaining fighting against any lingering native resistance must be borne 
essentially by native troops – expected to sustain casualties since “it’s their country” 
– although “advised” by metropolitan officers. Metropolitan specialists will further 
identify and where necessary exploit ethnic, tribal, sectarian or other social native divi-
sions, to break up native opposition. 

Outward signs of independence or autonomy – a flag, uniforms, retention of a native 
dynasty, etc. – may however be granted to the natives, to soothe their national pride, 
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and reconcile them to the occupation. The occupier will make great shows of respect-
ing native religion. Native troopers’ pay must be adequate by local native standards, 
however much inferior to metropolitan rates. Native police and administration are in 
any case cheaper than dispatched and expensive metropolitan staff.

This strategy may work. Uzbek princes of Central Asia after 1868 fatalistically ac-
cepted a Russian protectorate which reinforced their own police powers over their 
own peasantries, henceforth compelled to grow cotton for Russian factories. And 
nineteenth-century British India co-opted enough native social elements – Hindu 
rajahs and Muslim nizams, Brahmin scribes, Sikh troopers – to withstand even the 
“mutiny” of 1857.  

The metropolitan occupier nevertheless must, at once, improve vital local services 
– drinking water supply, basic sanitation, clinics, communications and the like – to 
demonstrate to the natives the unmistakable benefits to them in the change to the new 
order. The British always observed such rules in their directly occupied territories, if 
not in all their protectorates. The US army acted likewise, wherever demanded, during 
and right after World War II. The Bush administration’s neglect of such humanitarian 
priorities in Kabul or Baghdad – the Iraqi capital too remains a slum to its own dwell-
ers’ disgust – amounted to flagrant disregard even of common sense, and so defied 
observers’ predictions.

The metropolitan expedition may, therefore, fail.

Danger to the occupiers rises if native pride, sense of cultural identity and national 
self-respect, and commitment to religion, are insensitively handled and too badly af-
fronted, and such moral injuries are worsened if living standards, too, stagnate or 
drop. British occupation in Kabul in 1838 thus caused food prices to rocket; US occu-
pation in Kabul in 2001 choked urban communications and has turned daily Afghan 
life in the capital for its own natives into a security nightmare.

Where the expedition breaks down is when native resistance proves fiercer and far 
more stubborn than the metropolis expected. Such resistance may take the form of 
direct military clashes, but given the military imbalance, more frequent will be am-
bushes and other such disruptions of communications, especially where this sort of 
resistance is favored by the terrain: deserts, highlands, or jungle in the past, crowded 
cities today.

Another, more subtle and far more deadly form of resistance is the native refusal or 
reluctance to collaborate. Native troops will desert or secretly inform the resistance, 
murder their metropolitan advisers, fight poorly if at all against their designated op-
ponents. Metropolitan officers  and other observers will express dismay at the contrast 
between the fighting spirit and killing skills of a determined native resistance, and the 
sluggish incompetence of the native collaborating troops and administrators.
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The deadliest form of native resistance is the human scorched earth tactic: the liquida-
tion or intimidation of confirmed native collaborators by native resistance militants, 
especially wherever resistance enjoys at least passive support from the population at 
large. Reluctance to collaborate on the part of a demoralized native administration 
also involves information leaked to the resistance as a security assurance for the future, 
and often large-scale corruption, to garner whatever material benefits may be stored 
before the doomed metropolitan expedition fails.

On the metropolitan front, the first disquieting sign for home opinion, hitherto confi-
dent, is the growing number of casualties sustained by the expeditionary force’s metro-
politan soldiers. The threshold of metropolitan tolerance for such casualties is low – in 
the early twenty-first century, for a country even as large as the United States, the limit 
no longer seems to exceed a thousand metropolitans killed (again, native slain do not 
count in the metropolitan public’s eyes).

Moreover, as the war drags on and its costs are not compensated by expected returns, 
the professional metropolitan military will find itself overstretched for lack of person-
nel. But conscription for overseas service of metropolitan young men to supplement 
the standing professional army was already unacceptable to imperial Britain before 
World War I, and again proved politically inadmissible in the mid-twentieth century 
for the French in Indochina and Algeria, and later for the Americans in Indochina.

Mainstream journalists at this late stage of the expeditionary war will at last be em-
boldened to explain to a troubled metropolitan public why the outlay in government 
blood and treasure has not produced the desired results, and will begin to criticize the 
government party, although their articles will also often shift much blame upon the 
native society itself, lambasting the corrupt native administration, the incompetent 
native troops, the fanatic native resistance fighters, and so forth. As soon as the politi-
cal opposition party sniffs this significant turn in public opinion, jingoism takes new 
socially acceptable forms. The political opposition crawls out from under the patriotic 
lid first imposed by the party in power, and denounces grievous mistakes in the gov-
ernment party’s initial military strategy and its irresponsible spending of the public 
taxpayers’ money – while thus announcing its own, true support for the troops, in so 
seeking to reform military and economic policy.

This is good electoral strategy for the opposition party. To save its own waning politi-
cal power, the government party hastens now to find a way out of its expeditionary 
impasse. The government’s goal becomes rapid “nativization” of the occupied territory 
– that is, to find swift ways of withdrawing the expeditionary force, while consolidat-
ing a working collaborating native administration and native army, no longer in hopes 
of economic or strategic profit, but simply to ensure that the territory invaded not 
henceforth turn into a hostile and potentially dangerous base against the metropolis 
itself. “Nativization” is by no means assured of success. “Vietnamization,” in American 
political and military jargon of the 1970s, failed. Similar US attempts to disengage 
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from Iraq may not, ultimately, work very well either. 

Moreover, the metropolitan ruling party may lose power at the very beginning or 
even in the middle of this difficult withdrawal stage. The opposition party then in-
herits management of the expeditionary predicament, as during the closing year of 
the Second Anglo-Afghan War in 1880, when the Liberals took over in London from 
the Conservatives, or the US Republicans in Washington in 1968 in the wake of the 
Democrats’ Indochinese political debacle.

The United States seemed to have reached this particular uneasy political and military 
stage again in the spring and summer of 2010, both in Iraq and in Afghanistan. The 
next stage in the political collapse of the expedition occurs if, or when, the occupying 
power acknowledges the political inadequacy of its own native allies, is forced to ac-
cept the political triumph of the native opposition’s leadership, negotiates (if it can) 
its own withdrawal with that native opposing leadership, and recognizes this native 
opposition’s sovereignty over the evacuated territory. 

The British were fortunate in 1842 and 1880 to be able to relinquish management 
of Afghanistan to a highly competent native king – Dost-Muhammad, then Abd-ur-
Rahman – who could reap political capital from British withdrawal, while at the same 
time pledging to preserve essential British security interests in the region. The British 
were most fortunate again to be in a position to hand over India to a humane and 
civilized native political opposition in 1947.

But a civilized native opponent like a Gandhi – or, say, his South African disciple 
Mandela – is never guaranteed in world history either. Native resistance forces may, in 
fact, be efficiently led by fanatic and murderous totalitarians, on behalf of an ideology 
teetering on the fringe of, or plunging into, the most vengeful political insanity. As 
repeatedly demonstrated in twentieth-century history, tiny ideological minorities can 
and indeed do capitalize on national resentments, and monopolize leadership of a na-
tional resistance and its ensuing government, when sufficiently determined, organized 
and ruthless.

The bloodiest scenario of this kind was illustrated by Cambodia following American 
Indochinese collapse in 1975, no twentieth-century accident, as Americans were be-
ginning to realize in ghastly light of what looked like approaching Afghan disaster at 
the beginning of the twenty-first-century.    

The threat rising over Afghanistan’s horizon in 2011, with the Taliban, could be re-
garded as, roughly, of the same political order as that faced in 1975 by Cambodia.
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A Dim Afghan Twentieth Century and Dimmer Twenty-First 
Century Prospects

In his Memoirs published in London in 1900, shortly before his own death in 1901, 
emir Abd-ur-Rahman counseled his heirs to keep alliance with the British and be-
ware of entanglement with Russia. Ordinary Afghans might resent the British, the 
king argued, but Abd-ur-Rahman insisted that Britain had at least an abiding interest 
in a strong Afghanistan serving as a rampart for British India, whereas, for Russia, 
the country lay only as an obstacle in its conquering path towards the subcontinent. 
Whatever its blandishments, Russia would eventually want to crush Afghanistan “and 
sweep the country from the earth.”

But the emir could hardly predict that when the British withdrew from the subconti-
nent two brief generations later, in 1947, they would leave behind a new neighbor for 
Afghanistan equally determined to sweep it from existence: Pakistan.

Dashed Twentieth-Century Afghan National Hopes, 1901-1978

For Afghanistan as for most of Eurasia, the century that started in 1914 (and so has 
not ended) is the darkest in human record, betraying every liberal promise of the 
relatively civilized nineteenth century with no excuses for its own atrocities – because 
it knew better.

The Afghan emir of the dawning still relatively innocent twentieth century, Habibul-
lah (r. 1901-1919), not only inaugurated in Kabul a few modern high schools taught 
by Indian staff and a good newspaper in the capital (to diffuse basic scientific knowl-
edge) under the able editorship of the Turkish-educated intellectual Mahmud Tarzi, 
but abolished judicial torture in 1905: the natural demand of world civilized stan-
dards at the time. As the Encyclopaedia Britannica thought it could still write seriously 
in 1911, under the article “torture,” “the whole subject is now one of only historical 
interest as far as Europe is concerned.” Pain inflicted by legalized personnel ceased to 
be historical in Europe with Felix Dzerzhinski’s secret police under Lenin in 1917. Af-
ghan king Amanullah’s very liberal royal constitution promulgated in 1923 explicitly 
prohibited judicial torture. According to the Royal Afghan Constitution of 1923 (Ar-
ticle 24), whose provisions were reaffirmed in the Royal Afghan Constitution of 1964, 
“All types of torture are hereby prohibited. No punishment may be imposed upon any 
person except as provided in the General Penal Code and the Military Penal Code.”35 

Soviet-style torture was introduced on a large scale in Afghan prisons after the Com-
munist coup d’état in 1978.

35. The 1923 Afghan Constitution is reproduced in English translation in Leon Poullada, Reform 
and Rebellion in Afghanistan 1919-1929: King Amanullah’s Failure to Modernize a Tribal Society (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1973), Appendix A,  281.



60

But Soviet pressure on Afghan affairs began early, in 1919. Emir Habibullah was mur-
dered on February 20, 1919 by an anti-British nationalist student, Abd-ur-Rahman 
Lodin. The assassin was however never arrested by the new king, Habibullah’s second 
son, the prince Amanullah, who supplanted his elder brother in a coup, supported by 
the army in an immediate seizure of power.

Within days, Lenin endorsed the new king Amanullah’s declaration of complete in-
dependence from the British diplomatic protectorate, on 1 March 1919. Between 
March and April 1919, Afghanistan and Soviet Russia sealed diplomatic ties, despite 
loud British protests.

Between May 3 and 28, 1919, king Amanullah’s Afghan soldiers crossed the Durand 
Line, hoping to spark a full-scale tribal rebellion in British Northwest India. This in-
cursion provoked the short Third Anglo-Afghan War. The British won technically, eas-
ily ejecting the intruders and bombing Afghan troops with the new Royal Air Force, 
until Amanullah sued for peace. But the Afghans won politically. An exhausted Britain 
after the Great War was in no position to enforce its will on Kabul, especially one 
backed by rising Soviet power. Formal Afghan independence was signed by British 
and Afghan diplomats at Rawalpindi on August 17, 1919, celebrated in Kabul ever 
since. Nineteen-nineteen marked the first British imperial retreat, immediately after 
its high colonial water mark reached at the end of the Great War.

Despite this initial Soviet shadow, king Amanullah’s ten-year reign, 1919-1929, is 
remembered fondly today by Afghan liberals and modernizers. The young monarch, 
closely advised by his mentor Mahmud Tarzi, tried hard to pull his country into the 
new century, much as his contemporary rulers Ataturk and Reza Shah were doing in 
Ankara and Tehran, with a Constitution in 1923 providing for a parliament, legisla-
tion on French and Swiss models, and proclamation of all subjects as equal Afghans 
(and not just the Pashtuns) regardless of ethnic origin. Amanullah’s educational re-
forms especially stressed schools for girls – beginning with Kabul; women were of-
ficially permitted to doff the netted face-mask; and the Queen herself appeared un-
veiled in parliament in 1928 (unveiling was the most important of the king’s dress 
reforms, which now required Western-style attire for officials in Kabul).

Suspension of British subsidies in 1919 constrained the king to look to Soviet aid, 
diversified however with requests to France, Italy, and Germany to set up factories, 
telephone lines, and other means of modern communication (but the king’s railroad 
projects proved stillborn). Given Afghan resentment against nearly everything English 
in the 1920s, French influence in education became paramount, Afghan princes were 
dispatched to lycées in France, and the Afghan elite became almost wholly francophone 
until the Communist coup in 1978. While never breaking with Islam, Amanullah’s 
government stressed secular nationalism rooted in language, soil and common history 
with emphasis on pre-Islamic archaeology (developed by French scholars) to reveal 
Afghan cultural glory in the most distant past. 
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The king’s power base was small and brittle, however. His finances still mainly de-
pended on foreign aid and his poorly conscripted army proved no match for tribal re-
bellions that invoked defense of Islam in traditional resistance to central government. 
When his soldiers fled, deserted, mutinied or disbanded in the face of tribal uprisings, 
Amanullah  was forced to flee to India in April 1929.

A bout of anarchy followed when a Tajik highway robber, nicknamed Bacha-Saqao, 
“son of the water-carrier,” by disdainful Pashtuns, occupied Kabul as emir Habibullah 
II, and restored full Islamic law – with mandatory veiling for women. Two Afghan 
elite generals abroad, the ambassador to Moscow and the ambassador to Paris, re-
turned from the north and east to raise the Pashtun tribes against the Tajik usurper 
in what already appeared as a proxy conflict between the Soviets and British. But the 
former ambassador to Paris won – the British permitted him to recruit on both sides 
of the Durand Line – and he was crowned as Nader Shah in Kabul on October 16, 
1929, the second-to-last Afghan king. (The Tajik king, Habibullah II, after his very 
brief reign, was captured and hanged). 

Nader Shah (r. 1929-1933), discreetly assisted with renewed British funds although he 
proclaimed Afghanistan’s international neutrality (which lasted until 1978), retained 
Islamic Law outwardly (like mandatory veiling for women) to soothe the conserva-
tives, but resumed quiet reforms as soon as prudent, notably reopening the French 
and German schools (for girls too) to train his elite in Kabul. After his murder in 
1933, his son Zaher Shah (r. 1933-1973), the longest-reigned monarch in Afghan 
history, pursued these reforms, or more exactly allowed them to unfold gradually, 
widening the educated base in Kabul – urban women were again allowed to unveil in 
1959 – against the backdrop of a starkly conservative countryside. A shy and effaced 
personality, Zaher Shah preferred to remain a figurehead monarch, permitting his 
uncles Hashem Khan (1933-1946) and Shah-Mahmud (1946-1953), then his cousin 
Daoud (1953-1963), to govern as all-powerful Prime Ministers.

The monarchy became officially constitutional and parliamentary in 1964, with the 
1964-1973 decade now nostalgically regarded by educated Afghans as the golden twi-
light of their nation’s freedom. The United States and Soviet Union seemed in the 
1960s to compete peacefully in aid projects. Parliamentary elections in 1964 allowed 
free political parties and an open press in Kabul. The Communist Party, soon to split 
into rival factions, was founded on January 1, 1965, Parcham spokesman Babrak Kar-
mal and his companion Ms. Anahita Ratibzad won seats in parliament from Kabul 
ridings, Marxism gained many adherents in Kabul University where students fought 
on campus with Islamist militants.  

Prince Daoud overthrew the monarchy in 1973 and restored authoritarianism. Al-
though still officially a neutralist in international affairs, Daoud proclaimed himself 
President for Life in a military coup backed by the same pro-Soviet officers who later 
killed him, to stop his new pro-Western political drift, in April 1978. Afghanistan has 
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plummeted since 1978 – or rather, since 1975.

Roots of Pakistani Interference in Afghanistan since 1975 

The ongoing Modern Afghan War has been nourished by durable Afghan internal 
tensions – ethnic, social, sectarian. But these tensions are inflamed by equally durable 
external pressures, most of them originating from the Soviet Union until 1989, but 
also from Pakistan and since 1989 mainly from Pakistan. No realistic hopes for do-
mestic Afghan peace can ignore the external pressures. The Obama administration, as 
of 2009, recognized reality by naming the regional problem Af-Pak, and appointing a 
team of experts to deal with both intractably intertwined countries. 

The ongoing Modern Afghan War in the very deepest sense began in the summer of 
1975, when the Pakistani government of the ostensibly secular Ali Bhutto regime de-
termined to overthrow what appeared then, in Islamabad’s eyes, to be the dangerously 
Soviet-leaning neutralist regime of Prince Daoud. Many murky Afghan events since 
1975 become clarified when examined from the Pakistani southeast angle.

US governments since 1953 have always accorded priority to Pakistan, as the indis-
pensable geopolitical ally, over Afghanistan, regarded by Washington more often than 
not as a political nuisance lying within Pakistan’s proper sphere of concern and influ-
ence. The Dulles accords with Pakistan in 1953 considered as primordial the strategic 
importance of Pakistan’s geography along the Indus, stretching from the highest sum-
mits in Central Asia to the northern shore of the Gulf. Under the wing of its American 
alliance, Pakistan since at least 1975 (and really since 1947) has pursued fixed Afghan 
goals perceived as vital to its own national security, goals which it never renounces and 
from which Pakistani generals can be scarcely deflected, even to the risk of global war, 
irrespective of outward and usually cosmetic alternating changes in Pakistan’s govern-
ing personnel, civilian or military.

Talks with American diplomats alert to risks in Islamabad’s projections of force across 
the Durand Line, and Washington’s periodic efforts to modify Pakistan’s Afghan poli-
cies, are met by Islamabad with maneuvers, subterfuges, and evasions. Even under 
bouts of extreme American displeasure, as with Washington’s protests at Pakistani 
nuclear tests and proliferation, the Pakistani military elite have always expected Wash-
ington to relent and resume close ties.

General Zia-ul-Haqq was shunned as an international pariah for overthrowing (and 
later hanging) his predecessor President Bhutto in 1977, but re-emerged as the West’s 
most important regional ally against the Soviet Union with the Communist coup in 
Kabul in 1978.

Pakistan’s unwavering purpose has been the reduction of Afghanistan to a permanent 
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Pakistani protectorate.

Even the Bush administration’s threat to break Pakistan economically on September 
12, 2001, if General Musharraf ’s regime did not withdraw support from Kabul’s Tal-
iban, was observed only outwardly, tactically. The Pakistani military, in the face of 
American fury unleashed in the autumn of 2001, bided their time, protected the most 
senior leadership of both the Taliban and Al-Qaeda (including Mullah Omar and Bin 
Laden themselves) who found refuge on their soil, and so enabled them to act politi-
cally again if – or rather as soon as – the American expedition stumbled.

Catastrophes to Pakistan’s infrastructure and civilian population, like earthquakes in 
2006 or the floods of August 2010 requiring massive international relief money, may 
retard but do not mollify Pakistani military determination to undermine and finally 
subjugate neighboring Afghanistan.

Pakistan’s strength, in regard to the United States, has been buttressed with further 
backing by two predictably solid regional authoritarian regimes. 

China has proved one of Pakistan’s most solid geopolitical friends ever since Beijing’s 
break with Moscow in 1960 and its border war with India in 1962. From 1962 to 
the fall of the USSR in 1991, Pakistan has offered China its single strategic corridor 
of permanent road communication towards the Gulf and Western Asia through the 
northenmost Pakistani highlands, a territorial breach in the Soviet and Indian wall.

Pakistan’s other geopolitical friend is Saudi Arabia, which felt threatened in 1979 by 
regional Marxist régimes like South Yemen’s, and was rocked by the Imam Khomeini’s 
revolution which denounced Riyadh’s religious legitimacy and called for the Saudi 
regime’s overthrow in the name of worldwide Islamic rebirth. Khomeini’s 1979 ful-
minations against America’s Saudi partner provoked what has become, ever since, the 
Islamic Saudi-Iranian split, no less profound in strategic and ideological implications 
than the Sino-Soviet split of 1960-1991.

American regional policy from 1979 to 1991, concerned with the “dual containment” 
of both the USSR and Iran, ended by looking as if it took sides in another civiliza-
tion’s religious civil war, and so endorsed Saudi claims to Sunni legitimacy against 
the designated Shiite “heresy” of Iran. Pakistan in 1979 also chose to take this Saudi 
side, thereby necessarily promoting Saudi-type fundamentalism in both Pakistan and 
neighboring Afghanistan and so dangerously marginalizing the Shiite minorities in 
both countries. In the 1980s and 1990s, Washington accepted the inflammation of 
these sectarian tensions – which also torment Iraq – as a necessary component of iso-
lating Iran. Early twenty-first-century US diplomacy fumbled with the consequences 
in Iraq.

Pakistan’s General Zia (r. 1977-1988) stressed his country’s “Sunni” identity and 
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thereby degraded the status of Pakistan’s own non-Sunni minorities, or some 20% of 
Pakistan’s population. Catastrophic effects of this modern Sunni-Shiite tension, dor-
mant for half a millennium, now more acute than at any moment since the Ottoman-
Safavid wars of the early sixteenth century, lacerate the societies of all the countries 
with sizable Shiite communities that surround Iran itself – Pakistan, Iraq, Bahrain, 
Saudi Arabia’s own al-Hasa province on the Gulf coast, Lebanon, and of course, Af-
ghanistan.

The reality of power in Pakistan, under a thick Anglicized veneer and thicker Islamic 
self-identification, is held by a military “caste” in the full Indic sense of the word 
“varna,” that is, by descendants of the Sunni-Islamicized Rajput princely and warrior 
caste of Punjab, who regard most of their country’s other castes with contempt – well 
illustrated by the ethnic repression of East Bengalis in 1971 that cost an inflexible 
Islamabad the Indian-supported secession of 60% of pre-1971 Pakistan’s population. 
A partial exception to Punjabi Rajput ethnocentrism is, however, enjoyed by the coun-
try’s great Sindhi landowners in the south – for latifundio-type feudal tenure has never 
been abolished in Pakistan, in contrast to post-1947 India’s land reforms. The other 
major exception is constituted by the Pakistani Northwest’s Pashtun or “Pathan” war-
rior caste, considered their only true social equivalents by the elite Punjabi Rajputs. 
An officer of Pashtun or “Pathan” origin, Marshal Ayub Khan, even ruled as Pakistan’s  
president, or in fact military dictator, from 1958 to 1969.  

Pakistan’s caste divisions, and their impact on the region’s policies, may no more be 
ignored than, say, historical European and American racist views which in the (re-
cent) past have also helped trigger wars – and which professed Christianity hardly 
masked. One term for which New York Times journalist Thomas Friedman might 
be congratulated,36 in his comments on Pakistan and its region, is that of “far right 
wing” or “far-far right,” often more helpful than “Islamic” to dissipate the ideologi-
cal fog with which a Pakistani military and police dictatorship likes to surround it-
self, although as ruthless as any in earlier twentieth-century Latin America tilted to 
landowners and large business interests while deliberately stoking ethnic or religious 
intolerance to reinforce the ruling elite’s social grip.

The United States for strategic reasons has allied itself to many right-wing military 
regimes in Latin America and elsewhere; Pakistan’s military regimes have differed little 

36. Thomas Friedman, “Surprise, Surprise, Surprise,” New York Times, 23 August 2010.
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from them.37 

On Pakistan’s Northwestern Frontier and in Afghanistan alike, despite a thousand 
years of Islamization, Pashtun society has retained a simplified but enduring caste 
system divided between “those who share the shadow” (hamsâya) or inferiors, and the 
nobles (ashrâf) who may trade, farm, fight or govern, but never, for example, make 
things with their hands – handicrafts are left with scorn to inferior castes. High-caste 
Pashtuns or “Pathan,” as noted above, regarded as full social equals by the Punjabi 
military Rajput caste, have been taken into full governing partnership in Pakistan, in 
the armed forces as in the civil service, as of 1947.

Beyond the Indus, the eighteenth-century Afghan kingdom was founded by a Pashtun 
warrior elite that certainly relied on Tajik scribes and subjugated Hazara craftsmen, 
but never dreamt of yielding them a share of power. The constitutions granted by lib-
eral kings Amanullah and Zaher in the twentieth century failed to dislodge a racism 
so ingrained, and so camouflaged by the language of “Islamic brotherhood,” that it 
was barely conscious of its own prejudices – even the ruling Afghan Communists were 
Pashtuns. Ethnic tensions flared when Tajiks and Hazaras in 1992 dared demand 
equal social and political rank with Pashtuns after helping force out the Soviets. But 
ethnic prejudice has never been openly espoused, as such, in dominant twentieth-
cetniry Afghan political discourse – whether secular nationalist, Marxist, or Islamist.

But ethnic prejudice has been officially aired in Pakistan. On the morrow after the 
“Northern Alliance” of Tajiks, Hazaras, and Afghan-Uzbeks entered Kabul on the 
night of November 12-13, 2001, Pakistani president Parvez Musharraf, sitting in the 
general assembly of the United Nations in New York, spontaneously cried out to the 
diplomatic audience and to the whole world’s cameras: “But the people who rule Af-
ghanistan must be Pashtuns!” No international diplomats blinked, since Afghan and 
Pakistani anthropology were too exotic for most of them to grasp. But General Mush-
arraf ’s gaffe would have been the equivalent of, say, an American President publicly 
refusing that Canada’s premier might be a Quebecois.  

A leading Pakistani tactical ploy since 1947 has been efforts to deflect the Pashtun 
sense of caste superiority in both Afghanistan and Pakistan, to Pakistani national ad-
vantage. This approach has included the Punjabi officers’ caste embracing Pakistan’s 
own Northwest “Pathans” in a full government partnership within the Pakistani civil 

37. Reports in the international press regarding callous Pakistani official behavior during the floods 
of August 2010, are fairly typical, e.g. Carlotta Gall, “Victims Point Fingers at Leaders Over Flood Dam-
age, Government in Pakistan Is Accused of Inaction as Livelihoods Are Destroyed,” New York Times, 23 
August 2010; or Pakistani liberal writer Ali Sethi, “Pakistan, Drowning in Neglect” New York Times, 27 
August 2010: “This is a place where peasants drown in rice fields they don’t own, where mud-and-brick 
villages are submerged to save slightly less-expendable towns, and where dying villages stand next to 
airbases housing the most sophisticated fighter jets in the world.” To be fair, the Pakistani military made 
a better show of distributing aid in August 2010 than civilian officials. 
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service and military, from the very creation of the State in 1947.

By 1975, Pakistani integration of its own Pashtuns had succeeded well enough for 
Islamabad to woo Pashtun opinion on the other side of the Durand Line, as well. The 
fundamental cross-border Pakistani strategy was laid bare with Islamabad’s support for 
Afghanistan’s aborted Islamist coup of 1975, and attempt to neutralize and if possible 
to replace the Afghan secular nationalism of Kabul’s elite, by appeals to “Islamism” 
among ordinary Afghan Pashtuns. This approach began under the ostensibly “secular” 
government of Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto (1971-1977), and was prosecuted 
with vigor under his successor General Zia (1977-1988) during the years of Soviet oc-
cupation in Afghanistan, reinforced by the sort of education delivered to the children 
of Afghan Pashtun refugees after 1980 in Pakistani madrasas, emphasizing the status 
of Afghan Pashtuns as true brothers and champions of authentic Sunni Islam, in dis-
tinction to the country’s other ethnic or sectarian groups.

As Afghan Pashtun Islamist leader Gul-ba-Din Hekmatyar has stressed in numerous 
interviews ever since the early 1980s, if Afghan Pashtun Islamists like himself were to 
be lastingly empowered in Kabul, they would cap and replace Afghan secular national-
ism (including its notorious Marxist variant) with an “Islamic” identity  closely allied 
to Pakistani interests which should permanently recognize the Durand Line and the 
primacy of Pakistani diplomacy, and forever deny any possibility of Indian political 
influence in Kabul.

Islamabad’s overarching goal of the 1980s and 1990s, openly defined as “strategic 
depth” by Pakistani generals at the turn of the twenty-first century, was to reduce Af-
ghanistan, permanently, to the level of a Pakistani protectorate, or, to quote the words 
used more literally, to the status of “a dependent friendly State,”38 not primarily to se-
cure access to Afghan minerals or road communications (although these benefits were 
not overlooked), but more negatively, in order to prevent an independent Afghanistan 
from ever again serving as a potential or actual territorial base, or vector, for forces 
hostile to Pakistan: the USSR until 1991, and India since.

Since Britain’s withdrawal from India in 1947, Afghanistan has therefore fallen victim 
to three intertwined regional wars, all of which have implicated Pakistan:

1. Since 1947 to this day: to the territorial disputes between Pakistan and In-
dia, no mere regional conflict but a major sub-continental confrontation that 
has affected the entire region’s strategies in the Cold War from 1947 to 1991 
(including nuclear proliferation), and further determined Pakistani policies to-
ward Afghanistan to this day, designed, first and foremost, to prevent an Indo-

38. “Strategic depth” and “dependent friendly State” were the Pakistani military terms explic-
itly quoted and largely endorsed in a major editorial (by M.P. Bhandara) in Dawn (Pakistan’s leading 
English-language daily), Karachi, 29 May 2001.
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Afghan alliance.    

2. Since 1947 to 1991: to the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet 
Union, with Pakistan enlisted as a major United States ally, while Afghanistan 
and India proclaimed neutralist positions that leaned toward the USSR until 
the very end of the Soviet regime; moreover imperial Iran until 1979, and Saudi 
Arabia until 1991, sided with the United States and with Pakistan against the 
USSR, hence against all Soviet-leaning regimes in Kabul.

3. Since 1979 to this day: to the ideological war between Saudi Arabia and Iran, 
with Iran proclaiming an international Islamic revolution that called for the 
overthrow of the Saudi regime, and Saudi Arabia struggling to contain Iranian 
influence by insisting upon its own Sunni orthodoxy while branding Iran as 
Shiite and therefore “heretical,” to be restricted to an ideological ghetto; both 
the United States and Pakistan in 1979 embraced, de facto, the Saudi side in an 
ideological war that has since torn Islam.

Taking these three regional conflicts into consideration, from 1975 to 2001 the Paki-
stani General Staff has gained further support in its Afghan policies from both Riyadh 
and Washington, by promoting an extreme Sunni fundamentalism in Afghanistan in 
order to bar there, all at once:

•	 Indian influence  (to this day);  
•	 Soviet influence (1975-1991);
•	 Iranian influence (1979 to this day).

The contradictions in US policies toward Iran, India, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, and 
Afghanistan, exploded on September 11, 2001, since the Sunni fundamentalism pro-
moted by Pakistan and Saudi Arabia in Afghanistan was not only anti-Soviet (regarded 
as an asset to the US) and anti-Iranian (also an asset to the US), but also anti-Indian 
(an embarrassment to the US), and fundamentally anti-Western (now a nightmare for 
the US).  

Pakistan’s Afghan strategy since 1975 has thus pursued these two alternating, and not 
mutually exclusive, options, brutally to strip them to essentials:

1. Help render any “secular” Kabul government incapable of controlling its own 
territory by supporting “Islamist” insurgents against it, supplied through the 
Durand Line;

2. Ultimately help overthrow any such “secular” Kabul government, and replace it 
with an “Islamist” government in Kabul that permanently identifies its interests 
with Pakistan’s.
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In the summer of 1975, Pakistani-supported Afghan “Islamist” rebels, moving over 
the Durand Line into eastern valleys like the Panjsher, challenged the government of 
President Daoud and called on peasants to revolt. But the expected rising of “Islamist” 
officers in Kabul (contacted by Pakistan) failed to occur, and the rebels fled back to 
Pakistani sanctuary. This is when the brilliant Afghan Islamist militant Massoud, an 
ethnic Tajik of the Panjsher Valley, realized, as he often later said, that the Pakistanis 
were merely instrumentalizing his religious faith to ensure a future Pakistani protec-
torate over Afghanistan, and broke with Islamabad’s officers who never forgave him, 
and in effect finally killed him, with Al-Qaeda’s vital technical assistance, on Septem-
ber 9, 2001.

The Pakistani generals, from 1975 to 1994, chose to work preferably through Afghan 
Pashtun militants like the embittered Ghilzai (and failed Kabul University engineer-
ing student), Gul-ba-Din Hekmatyar, and his Hizb-i Islami or “Islamic Party.” Only 
because Hekmatyar failed to take Kabul between 1992 and 1994, was he replaced in 
1994 by the Taliban, in a major strategic decision taken by Pakistani General Nasirul-
lah Babur (the real military power behind Benazir Bhutto’s cosmetic civilian presi-
dency).

But in the very earliest stage of the Modern Afghan War, in 1975, the regional leader 
who probably most acutely sensed the amassing geopolitical dangers to the entire 
zone, because of the continuing Afghan-Pakistani feud, was Mohammad Reza Shah 
of Iran. In the mid-1970s, Iran’s pro-Western monarch still appeared at the zenith of 
his political influence and oil wealth. The shah, shortly after the aborted “Islamist” 
Afghan coup of August 1975, worked hard to reconcile Kabul with Islamabad; cajole 
Daoud into recognizing the Durand Line; and wean Daoud from economic depen-
dence on the USSR, by offering for the first time truly massive financial assistance to 
Afghanistan from Iran.

As Afghan-Pakistani tensions lessened in 1976-1977, Soviet displeasure at President 
Daoud’s new Iranian tilt, and hence broadly Westernizing drift, grew. Leonid Brezh-
nev’s government feared imminent risk of Soviet loss of its long-term Afghan invest-
ment. Soviet instructors had trained Afghan officers since 1955. In the decade of 
the 1970s, which coincided with American retreat from Indochina and the spread 
of Soviet influence in southern Arabia and across Africa, the long-term Soviet plan 
foresaw that native Afghan Communist officers might finally seize power in Kabul, 
and so present their country as a self-occupied, self-controlled pro-Soviet military dic-
tatorship and ally which should offer its Bagram and Shindand airbases to Moscow’s 
jets, much like, say, Marxist South Yemen was then offering its port of Aden to Soviet 
warships.

The Soviet-backed anti-Daoud military coup was long in planning. Daoud’s intelli-
gence, however, discovered the plot and his police arrested Afghan Communist leaders 
on April 26, 1978. The pro-Soviet officers moved fast. Aircraft flew over the palace 
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and surrounded it with tanks on the morning of April 27, 1978. Daoud and his family 
were shot. The Afghan Communist officers proclaimed over the radio a “Democratic 
People’s Republic of Afghanistan.”

Pakistan’s feud with Afghanistan at once turned into the final confrontation of the 
Cold War. In Iran, the shah was overthrown by Khomeini’s revolution, which claimed 
Islamic-wide pertinence, in February 1979. The larger region has slid into conflict 
ever since.   

The Soviet-Afghan War, 1978, 1979-1989, and to 1992

The pro-Soviet officers who seized power in Kabul on April 27, 1978 announced a 
People’s Republic, denounced traditional religious beliefs, and immediately proceed-
ed to “purge” political opponents and “class enemies” in widespread massacres that 
swiftly provoked rural insurrection and, more dangerous for the new regime, military 
mutinies. Kabul’s ruling Pashtun Communist party itself broke apart in feuds between 
its Ghilzai and Durrani tribal factions, with the Ghilzai in power imprisoning or ex-
terminating their Durrani rivals; the non-Pashtun Afghan Marxists were Maoists, and 
therefore also supported revolts against Kabul.

The Brezhnev government in Moscow contemplated in alarm as the Afghan Com-
munist regime thus self-destructed by the year 1979. Brezhnev dispatched tanks from 
Soviet Turkmenistan to help crush the military insurrection of Herat in March 1979, 
and jet fighters to bomb into annihilation the mutinied officers and soldiers of Kabul 
Citadel in August 1979. Kabul Citadel’s insurgent Afghan Army officers had made 
public their wish to restore the pre-1978 Afghan neutral state and to end the ideologi-
cal aberrations that were antagonizing the population. These officers constituted the 
core of remaining legal authority in Afghanistan, the last men who were in a position 
to negotiate with the USSR a reversal of past policies and so preserve Kabul’s social 
stability. Brezhnev made the fatal decision to kill them. On August 5, 1979, Soviet 
aircraft pounded Kabul Citadel. The USSR itself thereby contributed to destroy the 
last working machinery of the neighboring Afghan state – well-nigh for good – and, 
ultimately and ironically in the larger view of history, its own existence. 

When Ghilzai Communist boss Hafizullah Amin murdered his partner and rival Nur 
Mohammad Taraki on September 16, 1979, to arrogate all power to himself, Soviet 
Premier Leonid Brezhnev, counting on the regional paralysis of American influence 
since the fall of Iran’s shah, decided to invade Afghanistan during the Christmas-New 
Year international lull on December 27, 1979, and install a more reliable dictator, 
the Durrani Marxist, Babrak Karmal, in place of Amin. But Amin’s capture and de-
position were bungled, this president of the Afghan government who had supposedly 
called for Soviet assistance embarrassingly died under Soviet gunfire in the Soviet as-
sault upon his own palace.
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All Brezhnev’s Afghan calculations likewise misfired. The United States was stung to 
retort, most of Afghanistan’s population exploded in revolt, and embittered Afghan 
refugees poured into camps in a Pakistan now fully supported by the US and NATO, 
China and Saudi Arabia, enabling Pakistan’s military dictator since 1977, General 
Zia, to resume his predecessor Bhutto’s Afghan policies on far grander scale – cripple 
Kabul, now a Soviet base, by supporting “Islamic” insurgents against it.39  

Soviet goals from December 27, 1979 to May 4, 1986 consisted in gaining time, to 
rebuild and enable a reformed Afghan Communist government finally to rule its own 
country as a durable and subservient but autonomous ally, with a freshly restored 
Afghan Communist army and administration to repair the damage of the 1979 deser-
tions – practical aims not so distant, with grim irony again, from current American 
objectives in Kabul.

But despite Brezhnev’s ideological dictate (“the revolutionary process is irreversible”) – 
that a country once declared Marxist-Leninist may never revert to “bourgeois” status 
as East Germany, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia had learned hard – Moscow, too, was 
forced to make war, in Afghanistan, under heavy military constraints. While sup-
ported from Central Asian bases, Soviet ground troops south of the Amu River were 
limited to 130,000 – almost precisely the number of NATO forces in Afghanistan 
today, in irony nailed upon irony – because Moscow could not afford to strip its other 
imperial frontiers stretching from Mongolia to Berlin, and already fissuring in Poland.

Yet Soviet generals in Afghanistan between 1979 and 1986 enjoyed latitude for bru-
tality unavailable even in their dreams to, say, the most extreme American official 
bullies under the George W. Bush Administration. Soviet strategy to subdue Central 
Asia to Bolshevik control in the 1920s – “encircle, isolate, then destroy” – was revived 
to cut off Afghanistan’s central mountain massif deep within the country’s ring road, 
proceeding to depopulate the more thickly peopled eastern, southern and western 
frontier regions under carpet-bombing, so to reduce these to a vast human desert in 
which no mujahideen might operate, cordoned off from Pakistan and Iran. So at least 
the Soviets tried.

Afghanistan by 1982 lost one-third of its people by flight alone, with three million 
refugees in Pakistan, two million in Iran, the world’s largest single outflow of people 
uprooted by war – not equaled, at that date, by the sum total of refugees for the entire 

39. Zia pushed his anti-Soviet policies so far that he overstepped limits and sent Pakistani officers 
into the field to assist mujahideen trying to take at least one Afghan city, Kandahar, to humiliate the 
Soviets before they completed their withdrawal. Zia’s airplane on 17 August 1988 was almost certainly 
exploded by Soviet agents in one of the last KGB “wet jobs” in history (cf. Y. Bodansky’s study of the 
CIA investigation of 16 October 1988: “Who Killed Zia – and How?” Freedom at Issue, Freedom House, 
New York, March-April 1989). Zia’s fate did not deter General Hamid Gul, then-director of Pakistan’s 
all-powerful ISI, from assisting the mujahideen similarly to try (in vain) to capture Jalalalabad before the 
departure of all Soviet troops on 15 February 1989.



71

continent of Africa. Prodded by Soviet titanium-plated helicopter gunships that fired 
at any moving target spotted at dawn, fugitives clambered over mountains at night, 
and hid under rocks by day. Soviet gunships slaughtered flocks and animals for trans-
port, littering mountain paths with rotting carcasses and bones of sheep, cattle, horses, 
camels, and donkeys. Soviet helicopters air-dropped little plastic mines camouflaged 
white in snowbound passes, dark green in pasture grounds, and khaki in desert zones, 
designed to maim (taking off a foot if stepped upon) rather than kill, to encourage 
flight but discourage return.

The darkest aspect of Afghan Communist and Soviet rule in Kabul, not to be disre-
garded even in the most cold-blooded analysis of pure power politics, was torture. As 
one of the twentieth century’s longest-lasted political, social and moral frauds, Soviet 
Russia’s historical responsibility in re-establishing police torture as a normal (not aber-
rant) penal procedure in 1917 has probably helped degrade all the world’s police stan-
dards, and most certainly influenced right-wing European totalitarians of the 1930s. 
Twentieth-century torture extended wherever Soviet influence reached – very much 
including Kabul.

Afghan Communists with their Soviet advisers re-instituted systematic torture after 
1978. Those nostalgic for their rule might visit uncovered mass graves near Herat and 
Kabul of male and female skeletons, in stacks of “class enemies,” blindfolded and shot 
in the nape and buried under bulldozers. (Blindfolds are so tight that several yet cling 
to skulls.) Batches of victims in these pits included those not shot but buried alive 
under the bulldozers (this writer interviewed one extraordinary survivor who groped 
his way up back to air from among the dead, when the executioners of his group left 
Kabul’s Polygon Field in autumn 1979). Variants included public burnings alive of vil-
lagers writhing in bonds and doused in gasoline, with other villagers forced to watch, 
as at Deh-Sabz outside Kabul in summer 1979. This writer, travelling clandestinely 
for the Paris “Bertrand Russell Hearings” on Afghanistan through a Soviet-ravaged Af-
ghan countryside in autumn 1982, investigated one such burning alive of 105 adults 
and children in a village irrigation ditch filled with gasoline and ignited under incen-
diary bullets by Soviet soldiers in Logar province, an hour’s jeep drive south of Kabul. 
Carpet-bombing or strafing from helicopters was what most villagers feared, of course. 
Torture was mainly inflicted upon urban unfortunates: “We need only leave one mil-
lion Afghans alive, that is all we need to build a People’s regime (sirf yak miliyun nafar 
kafi-st keh dar Afghanistan zinda bashad, sirf yak miliyun Khalqi kar darim),” were 
the words (attested by countless inmates) barked at prisoners by Sayyid Abdullah, 
commander of the Pul-i Charkhi prison outside Kabul where 27,000 victims were 
executed between April 1978 and January 1980 –  and still used as a detention center.

Electric shocks, a brick suspended by a nylon string to the victim’s testicles, torn fin-
gernails, deprivation of sleep, forced restriction of natural functions to humiliate in-
mates in their own excrement – were common practice in Sovietized Afghan prisons 
like Pul-i Charkhi or in the basement of Khad (secret police) headquarters in Kabul. 
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Afghanistan’s small educated liberal elite was murdered in this bloodletting, or fled the 
country, mainly between April 1978 and January 1980.

Stalin-type repression serves to break a society and thereafter keep it terrified under 
party rule. The Soviets hoped to restore and preserve party rule between 1980 and 
1986. But when the new Gorbachev regime by 1986 sought to rebuild a “national 
bourgeois” Afghan government, administration, and army, in the face of nationwide 
insurrection which Soviet forces could not quell, the Soviets discovered that they had 
probably broken the machinery of a working Afghan state beyond repair. It is still not 
repaired.  

The Taliban have made more archaic forms of torture going back to Hammurabi’s 
code their own pharisaic obsession. The United States in 2001-2008 morally ship-
wrecked itself in waterboarding, renditions, and other disgraces. London, Moscow, 
and Washington are the three global superpowers implicated in historical Afghan 
warfare. Their humane standards may thus very easily be compared upon the same 
field. The United States does not come off the best of the three, although the Soviet 
Union stands out as most ethically abject – but the Pakistan-supported Taliban can 
prove equally monstrous in intent if not quantity, further besmirching the United 
States whose diplomats openly endorsed the capture of Kabul by Islamist ideologues 
in 1996. State Department spokesman Glyn Davies on September 29, 1996 officially 
congratulated the new regime of Mullah Omar “for restoring order and security” and 
saw “nothing to be condemned” in its first wave of executions, although conceding 
that the public torture and lynching of former Afghan President Najibullah and his 
brother were “regrettable.”40 

The fate of the Afghan population since the end of the 1970s has been crushing geo-
political entrapment between Russia, Iran, and Pakistan. Pakistan responded to Soviet 
invasion in 1979 by clamping its own authority over Afghan fugitives streaming into 
its territory. General Zia once served as commander of Pakistani mercenaries in Jor-
dan, and participated there in the repression of Black September in 1970. Pakistan’s 
dictator had no intention of allowing the Afghan mujahideen to become as danger-
ously free, on his home soil, as the Palestinians that he had fought in Jordan. Afghan 
families in Zia’s Pakistan might only secure ration tickets and permission to camp and 
receive United Nations care if they adhered to, and showed the card of, one of only 
six political “parties” authorized by Islamabad – all six of them right-wing, three ex-
tremely so, and only one reserved for non-Pashtuns. Pakistan thus effectively divided 
the mujahideen militarily and politically capped them, with Pakistani foreign minister 
Agha Shahi speaking for them in all international conferences of the 1980s.

On the fighting front, General Zia’s officers diverted US, Chinese and Saudi assis-
tance, armed and financial, to those Afghan Islamist mujahideen groups which Zia 

40. Washington Post, 30 September 1996.
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preferred (Washington, Beijing and Riyadh underwrote all Pakistani choices), helping 
warriors infiltrate back into Afghanistan over the Durand Line. The Afghan muja-
hideen were encouraged by Pakistan to hamper Sovietized Kabul’s rule over its own 
countryside, so as to paralyze Soviet power. In case of Soviet withdrawal, the most 
extreme Islamist Pashtun mujahideen, Hekmatyar’s “Islamic Party” which from the 
mid-1970s had already enjoyed the bulk of Pakistani-channeled aid, were expected by 
Islamabad to seize power in Kabul, and turn a post-Soviet Afghanistan into a perma-
nent Pakistani satellite.

To Pakistan’s consternation, Islamabad’s diversion of the lion’s share of guns to Hek-
matyar (and other Pashtun guerrillas like Abd-ul-Haqq to the southeast of Kabul) 
failed to prevent the rise of an autonomous force of Tajiks in the Panjsher Valley, 
under a commander with strategic genius, Massoud. Massoud’s Panjsheris emerged 
as powerful strikers against Soviet power. Massoud’s valley opened onto the strategic 
road linking Kabul to the north. Massoud’s men repeatedly ambushed, pinched and 
cut this road, retreating then into the steep northeastern gorges from which Soviet 
troops failed to dislodge them in six offensives, compelling Russian officers, on Pre-
mier Yuri Andropov’s own orders, to negotiate a cease-fire with Massoud himself in 
1983. Premier Andropov in his short tenure of power (1982-1984) hoped thus to 
capitalize on a new face of “moderation,” and drive a political wedge among the resis-
tance, but Andropov thus also revealed the first fatal political weakness and military 
crack in the Soviet assault upon Afghanistan. On their part, the Pakistani generals 
were determined to eliminate Massoud when opportunity offered, that is, whenever 
Soviet occupation weakened, to clear the way to political power for their own protégé 
Hekmatyar.

But the Pakistani generals were also forced to respect the warrior skills of yet another 
Tajik in the country’s west around Herat, Massoud’s ally Ismail Khan, one of several 
Regular Army officers who mutinied in 1979 at the head of Herat’s garrison. Of all 
the ill-fated rebellious officers of the crushed insurrection of Herat in March 1979, 
Ismail Khan alone survived politically and was able to hold his military unit together, 
retreat into the mountains of Ghor, and mold this single subsisting battalion from the 
old legitimate pre-Communist Afghan army in the rebellion into a fiercely effective 
guerrilla force. 

The Soviets were finally plagued by the usual Afghan “human scorched earth” tactic. 
Feuding Khalq and Parcham Marxists never allowed the Soviets fully to trust their 
own Afghan Communist partners. Double-faced Communist party members fed their 
own clans with vital information about Soviet moves (those of us with Massoud’s men 
or other mujahideen of such caliber were always thus warned in advance of impending 
Russian plus “Afghan government” assaults). Conscripted Afghan soldiers in the field 
opened fire on their Soviet advisers as soon as they dared. For example when Soviet 
tanks in March 1980 pushed up the Kunar Valley to try to seal Afghanistan’s eastern 
border beneath the Durand Line, the Russian “advisers” sent an Afghan Communist 
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military unit up ahead first, to demonstrate that this move was an “Afghan” operation. 
The native Afghan soldiers instead warned Kunar’s local population to flee up the 
slopes, distributed their guns and ammunition to them, then returned to their Soviet 
commanders to report that they had encountered unexpected resistance and been 
compelled to flee for their lives while abandoning their equipment. Soviet officers 
swore at their Afghan counterparts as cowardly incompetents and fools. The Afghan 
soldiers placidly stared back at the Soviet officers like fools, for they had fooled their 
own “advisers.” NATO officers today will recognize some parallels.      

The most intense Soviet carpet-bombing made whole eastern Afghan mountainsides 
smoke with phosphorus as fleeing peasants choked, burned alive, or stepped on mines 
rushing over the passes during Mikhail Gorbachev’s first year in power in 1985-1986, 
when Soviet generals scrambled to escalate and prove that the war might be won 
before American anti-aircraft weaponry reached the mujahideen and doomed their 
expedition. But when Soviet command of the skies was threatened by late 1986, and 
denied by 1987, with US supplies of heat-searching surface-to-air Stinger missiles 
delivered through Pakistan to the mujahideen (those chosen by Pakistan), Moscow, 
despite realistic fears that this first military breach opened in the Soviet system might 
flood and threaten to drown the entire empire, had no choice but to retreat, and resort 
to an “Afghanization” strategy uncannily forecasting Washington’s today.

Even under an authoritarian system like Moscow’s, the casualty rate told on national 
morale. 13,500 Soviet troops, more than 10% of the expeditionary force, were ac-
knowledged killed in Afghanistan by the Soviet press in February 1989.

The ailing Konstantin Chernenko’s replacement at his death by Mikhail Gorbachev in 
1985 could even be said to have constituted the murky Soviet equivalent of a shift in 
ruling government party within the liberal empires, when similarly mired in a failed 
distant expedition. The new Gorbachev government sought its own exit strategy from 
Afghanistan.

Gorbachev on March 4, 1986 replaced avowed Marxist-Leninist (Durrani) President 
Babrak Karmal with Afghan Communist police chief Najib (another Durrani), once 
feared by Afghans for his repressions and tortures (including urinating in victims’ 
mouths) in 1980, but who now put the “-ullah” (meaning “God”: Najibullah, “enno-
bled by God”) back into his name as a good Muslim. President Najibullah proclaimed 
Afghanistan a “bourgeois nationalist Republic” respectful of religious and cultural 
values, inviting “national reconciliation.”

But the mujahideen leaders, backed by the Pakistani generals now sighting victory, 
refused talks with Najibullah. Afghan resistance “human scorched earth” won instead, 
undermining what was left of the Kabul government and army from within, and so 
forcing back the USSR, in turn, into the failed imperial paradigm – with a loss so di-
sastrous to its entire domain that the Berlin Wall collapsed in November 1989 and the 



75

USSR itself caved in, within only two years after full Soviet withdrawal from Afghan 
soil on February 15, 1989.

Afghan losses for the 1979-1989 period are estimated at about one million dead. 
Commentators who minimize the Afghan adventure’s part in bringing down the So-
viet Union overlook the boneheap and chronology.

But Afghan Communist power surprisingly lingered in Kabul beyond 1989, even after 
the cut-off in post-Soviet Russian military and financial assistance on January 1, 1992: 
until April 1992, in fact, after Afghan Communist officers saw what some mujahideen 
might do to them in their own sorts of massacres and tortures, like those inflicted by 
Islamist militants on deserting Afghan government soldiers outside Jalalabad in early 
March 1989. These unfortunates were sawed alive limb by limb, with their human 
remains packed in fruit crates which a deliberately spared survivor trucked back to the 
beleaguered Afghan Communist garrison in Jalalabad, as a warning.

Of all the mujahideen commanders, it was Massoud in the Panjsher, once the terror of 
Russian convoys between Kabul and the north, who now proved the most humane as 
well as the politically shrewdest. Massoud invariably spared his prisoners – including 
Russian deserters – and treated them with studied kindness. After long, secret nego-
tiations which guaranteed amnesty for their own persons, the Afghan Communist 
officers in Mazar (like the Afghan-Uzbek Communist General Dostum), and then 
Kabul, therefore defected to Massoud and opened the capital to him, intact, on April 
17, 1992 – to Pakistan’s political horror. 

Pakistani Endgame, 1992 to the Present

The India Office’s Sir John Kaye, ruffling through the late Sir William MacNaughten’s 
papers, coined the now famous phrase “The Great Game for Central Asia,” in his His-
tory of the War in Afghanistan, published in three volumes in London between 1851 
and 1857. The British emerged briefly as Afghan grandmasters from 1880 to 1919. 
When the Soviets occupied Kabul in 1979, a US diplomat, who requested anonymity, 
commented, “the Great Game is over,  the Russians have won it.” But the Soviets, for 
all their love of chess (at which Massoud too excelled), lost upon this Afghan board. 
Americans may be distracted, but the Pakistanis play upon it for keeps, with no senti-
ment wasted on pawns.   

The Pakistani General Staff showed as of summer 1992 what it could do to a post-
Soviet Kabul upon on a cleared board, with all the massed power of its rooks. Massoud 
in spring 1992 wished to restore in Kabul a national, workable Afghan state. This is 
why Massoud spared and kept the old Communist party cadres and officers at their 
posts, to preserve what he could of the old administration. Massoud, despite his own 
conservative mullahs, even insisted that educated female professionals in Kabul retain 
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their jobs – for by 1992, with so many men killed, women in ministries ensured 50% 
of the surviving government work force, indeed 60% in fields like health and educa-
tion.

But Pakistan was determined to destroy this fledgling Afghan rebirth in 1992. Paki-
stani radio in Pashto denounced Massoud as a Tajik – as a member of an ethnic 
group not fit to rule – and stirred Pashtun resentment, as eastern Pashtun tribal chiefs 
shamelessly called upon their men to “hang Massoud the way we hanged the Bacha 
Saqao, the son of the water carrier” – translatable into plain English as, say, “lynch this 
nigger.” Through the habitual Tir-i Mangal salient in the Durand Line, Pakistani war 
materiel, including heavy artillery, flowed to Hekmatyar. In August 1992, Hekmatyar 
set up siege lines in Logar Province, and had blockaded all food supplies to starving 
Kabul by late 1992.

Between 1992 and 1994, while Washington turned an indifferent eye, Hekmatyar’s 
Pakistani-supplied rockets rained down upon the capital city, killing 50,000 non-
combatants – adding their bodies to the Soviet War’s victims – and reducing whole 
quarters to rubble (still in ruins), to which Dostom’s militia added their own fire when 
their general switched sides again in 1993, betraying Massoud to join the Pakistani-
backed Islamist leader and likely winner. From the hilltop of Tepe-Maranjan, Dostom’s 
gunners fired their own rockets and artillery shells upon the dying city. Meanwhile a 
whole quarter of Kabul, occupied by the country’s Shiite Hazara minority, fought to 
survive against all neighbors including Massoud’s forces, further ravaging the capital.

Only when Pakistani general Nasirullah Babur – the strongman behind the Bena-
zir Bhutto figurehead – realized that Hekmatyar was too militarily incompetent to 
capture Kabul, did he organize in 1994 the new Afghan Pashtun group to which 
Islamabad’s military and financial assistance was now diverted: the Taliban. Delivery 
of Pakistani heavy artillery to the Taliban, on armored cars openly rumbling over the 
official road through the Khyber Pass to Turkham and Jalalabad, convinced Massoud 
to withdraw and retreat from the capital in the night of September 26-27, 1996 to 
his northeast mountain stronghold, yielding an already wrecked Kabul – never to be 
properly rebuilt, at least as of this writing – to the most obscurantist “Islamists” that 
the world had yet ever seen.

On departing the capital, Massoud offered to take with him the former Communist 
president Najib, then sheltering in Kabul’s United Nations compound. Najib assured 
Massoud that he himself would be safe, that the Taliban and by implication the Paki-
stani High Command would never dare violate his political sanctuary.

The first execution carried out by the Taliban in Kabul after they entered the capital on 
the next day, after raiding the UN compound and pulling out Najib and his brother, 
was to pummel, burn with cigarettes, and castrate them both, drag them alive through 
the streets from the fender of a car, then lynch them from a traffic light at an intersec-
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tion (“regrettable,” we recall, in the words of the US State Department). The second 
public execution in Kabul, on October 14, 1996, was the amputation of a ten-year-
old girl’s fingers, sentenced for wearing nail polish.

The dismissal from their jobs, on religious grounds, of Kabul’s entire female work-
force, as a sign of ostensible Taliban piety, provoked the collapse of all ordered govern-
ment services, notably in health and education, precisely as designed. The expulsion 
of all non-Pashtuns from full partnership in the state – the Tajiks branded as inferior, 
the Hazara as heretics (forced in Kabul to wear a patch of cloth on their shoulder 
to designate them as unbelievers) – broke apart Afghanistan as a viable nation-state 
whose 1923 constitution had once guaranteed or at least promised ethnic equality. 
This ethnic shattering was intended.

The dynamiting in March 2001 of the country’s pre-Islamic archaeological monu-
ments further served to annihilate the national identity. Afghans were to have no other 
culture than the “pan-Islamic” culture defined in Pakistani madrasas and preached 
throughout the world by the Pakistani General Staff’s ideological and strategic partner, 
Al-Qaeda.

The reduction of Afghanistan to a barbarian protectorate of Islamabad did not, how-
ever, prevent American and Saudi oil companies like UNOCAL and Delta-Oil in 
1996-1998 from negotiating with Islamabad and the Taliban the possibility of piping 
ex-Soviet Turkmenistan’s fossil fuels and “reviving the Silk Route,” through Taliban-
held territory, to the Pakistani port of Gwadar, so avoiding Iranian soil. UNOCAL’s 
negotiations were broken off only in the summer of 1998, after the Clinton adminis-
tration grasped the international terrorist threat posed by Al-Qaeda – with the bomb-
ing attacks on American embassies in Kenya and Tanzania on August 7, 1998 - and 
ordered dissuasive air strikes against two of Al-Qaeda’s eastern Afghan camps on Au-
gust 20, 1998. But on Afghan Independence Day celebrations of August 17, 2001, 
Pakistani general Hamid Gul, former director of Islamabad’s ISI, stood proudly on the 
grandstand in Kabul with Taliban leaders, calling for worldwide jihad.

But Massoud and a “Northern Alliance” (so designated by Pakistani politicians) of 
non-Pashtuns, now including Dostom again – backed by both Turkey and the ex-
Soviet Uzbeks – and, in an ultimate irony, also financially and militarily supported by 
post-Soviet Russia as a sanitary cordon against Afghan Islamists, still held out against 
the Taliban in the summer of 2001 in a shrinking northern zone. On September 9, 
2001, two Moroccan volunteers of Al-Qaeda, posing as journalists, reached Massoud 
for an interview and killed him in a suicide explosion, the first ever carried out on 
Afghan soil. The rest of the story explodes into current American history.

Massoud’s killing by suicide attack – self-immolation is forbidden by traditional Is-
lamic theology as it is by traditional Christian theology – calls for some concluding 
comments on smokescreen Pakistani and Taliban “Islam.”
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The suicide bomb tactic is not “Islamic” but originally Japanese, the well-known des-
perate weapon of retreating imperial Japan’s kamikaze pilots against US battleships in 
the Pacific in 1945. Modern “Islamic” suicide terrorism is not some remote eleventh-
century Ismaili relic, as sometimes claimed, but was first introduced into a contempo-
rary Middle Eastern context by volunteers of the far-left Japanese Red Army faction 
working with George Habache’s Marxist Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, 
in an attack on Lod (Tel Aviv) Airport on May 29, 1972. Since “Islamicized,” the sui-
cide tactic even now often betrays some borrowed Japanese details, like the wearing of 
a headband (a Koranic inscription replaces the rising sun), or the pre-filmed farewell 
to the family.41  

More important, resort to the suicide method under “Islamic” auspices upon the Af-
ghan battlefield since, and only since, 2001 – as well as on other “Islamic” guer-
rilla fronts from Iraq to Somalia – reveals what has become a pooling of experiences 
throughout the entire cultural zone, where Afghan contributions have played such a 
decisive part.

Successful resistance tactics of the Afghans since the nineteenth-century Anglo-Af-
ghan Wars overcame the lack of a strong national army and administration by exploit-
ing the country’s own weakness – self-inflicted political disintegration, destruction of 
one’s own communications, denial of political collaboration, murder of collaborators, 
double-dealing of fake collaborators, hit-and-run ambushes, and so forth. Afghan 
guerilla tactics remained relatively unknown in the nineteenth century to the rest of 
the Islamic world, whose traditional states were then reeling almost everywhere under 
imperial European assault. When such tactics were revived during the 1979-1989 
Soviet-Afghan War, they gained Islamic-wide resonance.

In the eyes of late twentieth-century Islamist militants like Bin Laden, Turkey’s suc-
cessful resurgence in the 1920s and Algeria’s victorious struggle against France in the 
1950s and early 1960s, the two clear-cut twentieth-century military triumphs that 
soothed badly wounded world Islamic pride before 1979, remained tainted by the 
unabashed secularism of both the Turkish and Algerian revolutionary leaders. Not so 
the prestige of the unambiguously “Islamic” Pakistani-supported Afghan anti-Soviet 
combat of 1979-1989.

Current resistance patterns throughout the Islamic cultural zone, endorsed by ex-
treme Sunni “Islamists” at the turn of the twenty-first century, now combine tradi-
tional Afghan “human scorched earth” tactics inherited from the Anglo-Afghan Wars 
and Soviet-Afghan Wars of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, with the suicide 
bombing strategy introduced among Palestinians since 1972 and in Afghanistan itself 

41. I wish to record here a brilliant paper on this subject by my former student Soraya Umewaka, 
Princeton Class of 2006, Junior Paper, Spring 2005. Also note, the adoption of suicide bombing by the 
Tamil Tigers.



79

since 2001, and henceforth further applied on a large scale in Iraq, Somalia and else-
where, in order to bleed American power, after Soviet power, through the proverbial 
“thousand cuts.”     

The steeping in “Islamic” language, and supposed philosophy, of this particular strat-
egy, has further worldwide ideological effect.

All civilizations are outgrowths of their past. They also bear current responsibility for 
what they choose to retain, or discard, in their past legacy. Pakistan thus inherits a Mu-
ghal imperial and cultural past. But its military elite has jettisoned the mystical and 
literary interests, and broad religious tolerance and outreach of the sulh-i kull or “uni-
versal peace”, of Emperor Akbar (r. 1556-1605), in favour of the anti-Hindu bigotry 
and narrow-minded Sharia-literalism of Emperor Aurangzeb (r. 1658-1707), who ex-
tended his imperial frontiers but also provoked Hindu rejection and other religious 
and sectarian revolts that ultimately ruined his Empire. Traditional Islam’s many rich 
schools of thought – from Hellenizing philosophy to Shii forms of theological specu-
lation to Sufi mysticism - are condemned and increasingly targeted by modern Sunni 
fundamentalists, notably so in Pakistan. In the spring of 2010, in addition to attack-
ing many Shiite mosques and processions, Pakistani Sunni Islamist militants exploded 
two of Pakistan’s most important Sufi or mystical shrines (with all the people praying 
in them), one, in Peshawar, dedicated to the seventeenth-century Pashto-language 
poet Rahman, the other, in Lahore, sacred to the memory of the eleventh-century 
Persian-language scholar Hujweri. A European equivalent would be, say, modern die-
hard Italian Blackshirts blowing up the shrine of Saint Francis of Assisi.

The Afghan Taliban show no sign of softening such fundamental attitudes should 
they return to power in Kabul. They may modify their Pashtun ethnocentrism to ef-
fect tactical alliances with other ethnic groups, as their Pakistani counterparts now do 
in Sindh or the Punjab, but their rigid insistence on the grim letter of the law, with 
stones and whips to the suffocation of the spirit, will prevail. Why change, with God 
so clearly on your side? Sixteenth-century Europeans in the Old and New Worlds alike 
also self-justified every horror in the Lord’s name, especially when they were militarily 
victorious.

Self-identification of an ethnic group, of a majority or even a plurality thereof, with a 
particular totalitarian ideology thought best to promote that particular ethnic group’s 
interests, has been seen before, to murderous effect, as Europeans will immediately 
recall in examples more recent than the sixteenth century. At all events, hard develop-
ments on the ground in 2009-2011 seemed to indicate the following underlying stra-
tegic reasoning on the part of the Pakistani High Command, in its tortuous relations 
with the United States:

•	 You cannot control Afghanistan;
•	 We can, through the groups that we influence there;
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•	 You cannot, therefore, withdraw from Afghanistan without our collaboration;
•	 Evacuate and relinquish Afghanistan to these groups;
•	 In return we will guarantee that these groups will not use the country as a hos-

tile base against you. Essentially, we will cap and contain them for you;
•	 You are forced to believe us. In any case, since we need your economic aid, you 

may trust our guarantee – but ultimately, you will have no choice for we also 
have China and Saudi Arabia behind us.

The main US retort in 2010 and early 2011 consisted in raising, quite efficiently, the 
level of demoralizing pain for Taliban mid-level commanders – as with ever more 
precisely targeted drone attacks on their sanctuaries in Northwest Pakistan. Non-com-
batant “collateral” casualties, the killing or mutilation of nearby peasant women, shep-
herd boys and the like, could never be ruled out, however, either in the wake of such 
drone attacks themselves, or under conventional air strikes aimed against suspected 
insurgents surrounding US bases: spurring multiplied official Afghan protests against 
civilian deaths, and further inflaming Afghan – and Pakistani – public opinion against 
all foreign military presence.

After nine years of direct intervention, American strategy in Afghanistan, in effect, still 
needed to be predicated upon the capacity to inflict forbidding military pain (“hard”), 
not yet upon the attractive power of economic development and political liberaliza-
tion (“soft”), to borrow Joseph Nye’s brilliant concepts. Objectively, as stormy 2010 
yielded to a yet glowering 2011, Afghanistan remained in a miserable pass of affairs.

Again, American loss need not, as such, ever become an outright battlefield defeat. But 
the very fact that Washington’s diplomats needed to grapple with appalling possible 
alternatives, and pundits weighed the most sinister political options for Afghanistan, 
in policy debates or press articles that sprouted in 2009 and especially 2010-2011, was 
indication enough of Washington’s grim predicament, partly self-inflicted through 
sheer neglect in the early years of the twenty-first century, in the twilight of the new 
millennium’s first decade.
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Appendix I – Afghan Timeline

Antiquity (to 651) 

ca. 2300 BC
Settled agriculture and elaborate metalwork in the Bactrian oases, evidence of 
trade contacts with the civilizations of Sumer and the Indus.

ca. 600 BC
Zoroaster preaches his new faith in Bactria.

330-326 BC
Alexander the Great conquers Bactria and weds a Bactrian princess. After his 
death and the partition of his empire in 323 BC, Bactria is ruled by Greek gov-
ernors allied to the local Bactrian aristocracy under the suzerainty of the Seleucid 
Greeks of Syria and Iran.

250-50 BC
Independent Greco-Bactrian kingdom of Bactria. Trade with both the Greek 
world and India, progressive conversion to Buddhism (King Menander ca. 140 
BC).

50 BC-ca. 400 AD
Kushan dynasty rules from Bactria to northwest India; adaptation of the Greek 
alphabet to transcribe the Bactrian language (part of the East Iranian linguistic 
family); trade with the Roman Empire, India and China; zenith reached under 
Emperor Kanishka in the second century AD; flourishing of “Graeco-Buddhic” 
art and civilization in the region of Gandhara, corresponding to present-day east-
ern and southern Afghanistan and northern Pakistan. The name of the present-
day city of Kandahar derives from this ancient “Gandhara,” while “Afghan,” in 
Persian Afghân, may possibly be traced to Sanskrit Ashvaka, the “horse-people” or 
horse-breeders of Gandhara mentioned in the Mahâbhârata (composed in North 
India before 200). The name appears as Abgân in a list of tributary kingdoms 
carved in the Imperial Sasanian Persian rock-inscription of 260 at Naqsh-i Rus-
tam near Persepolis, and after the rise of Islam, for the first time in Arabic letter-
ing, as Afghân, in a Persian-language geographical work of the Ghaznavid age, 
Hudûd al-’Âlam, or “Limits of the World,” dated 982. 

ca. 400-651 AD
White Hun dynasty, final flowering of Buddhist civilization in Afghanistan.
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Medieval Islam (651-1510)

651 AD
Arab armies reach Herat, submission of its White Hun prince to Islam, the White 
Hun princes are absorbed into the aristocracy of the caliphate, gradual conversion 
of the Eastern Iranian inhabitants of the old Bactrian oases to the north of the 
Hindu-Kush.

998-1030
Rule of the Sunni Turkic sultan Mahmud of Ghazni, on the eastern frontier of 
the Islamic world; conversion to Islam of the Pashtuns of the eastern highlands; 
Ghaznavid conquest and Islamization of the Hindu kingdoms of the Punjab in 
present-day Pakistan; expansion westwards as far as Isfahan; Mahmud proclaimed 
protector and “right arm” of the caliph in Baghdad.

Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries
First Golden Age of Islamic culture in Afghanistan; flourishing at Ghazni, in 
these centuries one of the three great centers of medieval Islamic civilization with 
Baghdad and Cordova, of Arabic-language scholarship, chemistry, mathematics, 
astronomy, philosophy and comparative religious studies (al-Beruni in his “In-
vestigations on India” displays equal mastery of Greek and Sanskrit sources); also 
the foundational poetry and prose of the Persian language, henceforth retained as 
the idiom of administration and transcribed in Arabic lettering (Firdawsi’s “Epic 
of Kings;” Nasir-i Khusro’s “Collected Poems,” “Book of Travels” and “Wedding 
of The Twin Wisdoms” [the Greek and the Koranic]; Hujweri’s “Unveiling of the 
Occult”; Sanai’s “Garden of Spiritual Truth;” Ghaznavid-type Persian increasingly 
replaces Arabic, confined to liturgy, and spreads as the language of courts and 
polite literature throughout Eastern Islam from Turkey to India. 

  
1192

The Ghorid sultans of the western highlands (Ghor) conquer Delhi and rule over 
an empire stretching from Herat to the Indo-Gangetic plain; construction begins 
on the Great Mosque of Herat in AD 1200.

1220-1259
Mongol invasions of Eastern Islam, probable settlement in the Afghan region of 
the ancestors of the Hazara, who adopt the Persian language and convert to the 
Shiite form of Islam; the fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Sunni Muslim Timu-
rid princes of Central Asia will take pride in their partial descent from the impe-
rial Mongols (pronounced Mughal in Persian).

1405-1507
Timurid kingdom of Herat, “renaissance” or Second Golden Age of  Islamic civi-
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lization in Afghanistan, masterpieces of architecture, manuscript painting (Mirak, 
Bihzad, Shaykh-Zada), and philosophy and poetry both in Persian (Jami) and in 
the Eastern Turkish language now known as “Uzbek” (Nawai).

1510
Herat annexed by the Shiite Safavid kingdom of Iran.    

Mughal Afghanistan (1504-1707)

1504
Babur, independent Eastern Timurid or “Mughal” king of Kabul.

1526
Babur restores his family’s fortunes by conquering Delhi (then ruled by the Lodi 
dynasty of sultans of Afghan origin).

1555
Babur’s son Humayun moves the seat of Mughal rule durably from Kabul to 
Delhi. The Afghan area is divided between the Mughals of India (Kabul, Ghazni, 
Kandahar) and the Safavids of Iran (Herat). The Persian language is common to 
both courts.

1586
Emperor Akbar, greatest of the Mughals, famous for his religious tolerance and 
efforts to reconcile Hindus to his rule, fails to subdue the Yusufzai “Afghans” or 
Pashtuns in the highlands north of Peshawar.

1587
The Safavid ruler, Shah Abbas, settles the Abdali Afghan tribe, originally from 
Kandahar, around Herat, as defenders of the oasis. They are the ancestors of the 
Durrani royal tribe of future independent Afghanistan.

1648-1658
The Mughal governor of Kandahar switches allegiance to the Safavids, as do the 
Ghilzai Afghan tribe of the oasis. The Mughals fail to retake Kandahar despite ten 
years of war.

1672-1674
Risings in the eastern Afghan highlands against Mughal rule; epic Pashto-language 
poetry of the rebel tribal chief Khushhal Khan Khattak; mystical Pashto-language 
poetry of Rahman. Mughal rule also weakened by Hindu and Sikh revolts against 
the bigotry of Emperor Aurangzeb.
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Rise and Fall of the First Independent Kingdom of Afghanistan (1707-1809)

1707
Revolt of the Ghilzai Afghans of Kandahar against Safavid rule.

1722
Sack of Isfahan by the Ghilzai Afghans; fall of the Safavid empire.

1732
The Iranian Turcoman warlord Nader, with help from the Abdali Afghans of Her-
at under their young chief Ahmad, expels the Ghilzai Afghans from Isfahan, and 
assumes royal powers over Iran and the Afghan region as far as Kandahar; begin-
ning of the lasting Ghilzai-Abdali (Durrani) feud.

1739
With Ahmad the Abdali Afghan chief as his main lieutenant, Nader Shah invades 
Mughal India and loots Delhi; effective collapse of the Mughal Empire.

1747
Nader Shah murdered, disintegration of his empire; his commander Ahmad, rich 
with Indian booty, is proclaimed King of Afghanistan by the mullahs and tribal 
chiefs in Kandahar; modern officially retained date for the foundation of Afghani-
stan as a nation-state. Ahmad’s tribe, the Abdali, become known as the Durrani 
(“pearled”) royal tribe.

1757
Supremacy of the English East India Company in Bengal.

1761
Battle of Panipat: at the call of Indo-Muslim mullahs, Ahmad Shah Baba (“fa-
ther”), founding king of Afghanistan, routs the Hindu Marathas and prevents 
their conquest of Delhi, leaving a much weakened Mughal king on Delhi’s throne; 
Ahmad’s Afghan Empire, at its zenith, stretches from Mashhad to Lahore: that is, 
tributary princes tender homage and wealth to the Afghan monarch in Kandahar.

1776
Afghanistan’s second king, Timur Shah, transfers the capital from Kandahar to 
Kabul, on the ethnic borderline between Pashtuns and Tajiks; Afghan rule in the 
Punjab increasingly resisted by Hindus and especially warlike Sikhs.

1799
The Sikh prince Ranjit Singh expels the Afghans from Lahore, capital of a new 
Sikh kingdom.
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1803
The British enter Delhi, and seek amicable relations with the Sikhs.

1809
First British embassy to an Afghan ruler, Shah Shuja, at his winter capital of Pe-
shawar.

Afghanistan in the Anglo-Russian “Great Game” (1809-1901)

1809
Shortly after the first British embassy, Shah Shuja is overthrown by his cousin, 
Dost-Muhammad, and seeks refuge first among the Sikhs, then in British terri-
tory. The Afghan empire collapses in civil war between three contending princi-
palities in Herat, Kandahar and Kabul (emir Dost-Muhammad).

1826
Taking advantage of Afghan civil war, the Sikhs conquer Peshawar and surround-
ing Pashto-speaking lowlands just beneath the hills beyond the Indus, which the 
Afghan kingdom will never recover.

1828
Russians complete their conquest of Iran’s Caucasian territories and force upon 
the weak Qajar dynasty in Tehran the Treaty of Turkmanchai, recognizing a de 
facto Russian protectorate over Iran.

1838-1842
First Anglo-Afghan War: British in alliance with the Sikhs invade Kabul and over-
throw Dost-Muhammad, replaced with Shah Shuja, to forestall extension of Rus-
sian influence to Kabul.

1841
General Afghan rising against the British.

1842
Extermination in January of the retreating British army from Kabul; return of the 
British to Kabul in the spring; British withdrawal; restoral of Dost-Muhammad, 
who recognizes a British alliance and exclusive British diplomatic ties, in exchange 
for British subsidies and complete internal independence.

1849
British annex Sikh kingdom and occupy Peshawar.
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1854-1856
“Crimean War” between Britain and Russia; British landings along the Iranian 
coast and British influence restored over southern Iran.

1857
Indian “mutiny” and risings of many Indian Muslims against British rule; Dost-
Muhammad observes non-interference and preserves his diplomatic alliance with 
Britain.

1863
Dost-Muhammad enters Herat and completes the reunification of Afghan terri-
tory shortly before his death.

1863-1878
Reign of Sher Ali; incipient modernizing administrative measures; influence of 
the reformist thinker Jamaluddin al-Afghani, soon to become famous throughout 
the Islamic world.

1868
Russian conquest of the Uzbek principalities of Central Asia, to the Afghan fron-
tier.

1878
Russo-Turkish war; new Anglo-Russian war narrowly averted.

1878-1880
Second Anglo-Afghan War. British re-occupy Kabul to forestall Russian influ-
ence, emir Sher Ali replaced by emir Yaqub, who soon abdicates; new general 
Afghan rising against the British; British detachment routed by Afghans at the 
battle of Maiwand; British yield Afghanistan to a new emir, Abd-ur-Rahman, 
who again recognizes British control over his foreign diplomatic ties in exchange 
for subsidies and complete domestic independence.

1880-1901
Reign of Abd-ur-Rahman, brutal suppression of dissent, beginnings of centralized 
administration.

1893
Abd-ur-Rahman forced to accept the Durand Line between Afghanistan and Brit-
ish India.

1895
Abd-ur-Rahman rounds out his borders by conquering and converting Nuristan, 
last non-Islamic region of Afghanistan.



87

1897
Risings against the British in the Pashtun tribal zones east of the Durand Line; 
British concede complete internal autonomy to the “Tribal Territories.”

1901
Death of emir Abd-ur-Rahman; his son Habibullah peacefully succeeds.

Twentieth-Century Afghanistan (1901-1979)

1901-1919
Reign of emir Habibullah; beginning of modern education in Kabul (influence of 
the intellectual Mahmud Tarzi).

1907
Anglo-Russian rapprochement against the rising power of Germany, the Russians 
formally concede Afghanistan to Britain’s sphere of interest.  

1914-1918
Emir Habibullah observes his alliance with Britain during World War I, despite 
anti-British sentiments of most Afghans.

1917
Bolshevik revolution; Lenin denounces former Anglo-Russian accords and calls 
for the overthrow of British rule in India.

1919
Emir Habibullah murdered; Lenin extends full support to the new Afghan ruler, 
Amanullah, and his declaration of full independence from Britain; Afghan troops 
invade India’s Northwest Frontier in hopes of sparking tribal insurrection against 
Britain; Third Anglo-Afghan War; Amanullah sues for peace after the Royal Air 
Force bombs his troops; Britain with Treaty of Rawalpindi recognizes full Afghan 
independence and diplomatic neutrality (August 17, 1919).

1919-1929
Intense modernizing and westernizing reforms of King Amanullah and his adviser 
Mahmud Tarzi; education for girls, permission to doff the veil.

1929
Tribal and mullah-supported conservative Islamic revolts compel Amanullah to 
flee the country; a Tajik warlord seizes Kabul as King Habibullah II (nicknamed 
“Bacha-Saqao,” the “son of the water carrier,” by Pashtun opponents); eastern 
Pashtun tribes back bid for throne of Amanullah’s kinsman, General Nader, with 
tacit British support.
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1929-1933
Reign of Nader Shah; modernizing reforms only very gradually reintroduced; the 
veil once again is mandatory for women.

1933-1973
Reign of his son Zaher Shah, Afghanistan’s last king, mainly as a figurehead mon-
arch.

1933-1946
Regency of the king’s uncle Hashem Khan as Prime Minister; neutrality, isolation 
and stagnation during the World War II period.

1946-1953
Regency of the king’s uncle Shah-Mahmud as Prime Minister.

1947
British withdrawal from India, partition of the sub-continent, Afghanistan with 
Indian and Soviet diplomatic support demands retrocession or at least autonomy 
of the Pashtun territories ceded by Britain to Pakistan, Pakistan refuses, Afghani-
stan votes against Pakistan’s accession to the United Nations.

1953-1963
Regency of the king’s cousin Daoud as Prime Minister.

1953
Pakistan joins the American-led CENTO and SEATO alliance.

1955
Afghanistan, while officially neutral, accepts the Soviet offer to train and equip 
the Afghan armed forces.

1959
Women in Kabul again allowed to unveil.

1963
King Zaher dismisses Daoud to restore balanced relations between the United 
States and the Soviet Union.

1964
Afghanistan becomes a constitutional monarchy; freedom of the press, parlia-
ment, political parties; modern road links opened with Iran, Pakistan (US-built) 
and the Soviet Union (Soviet-built).
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January 1, 1965
Founding of Afghan Communist party, which by 1967 splits into contending 
factions (Khalq, “People,” pro-Soviet hardline, Ghilzai Pashtun; Parcham, “Ban-
ner,” pro-Soviet “moderate,” Durrani Pashtun; Shula-yi Jawed, “Eternal Flame,” 
Maoist, non-Pashtun).

1971
Famine and government corruption and hoarding in central and western Afghan-
istan; in Pakistan, Indian-supported secession of Bangladesh.

July 16, 1973
Daoud with support of Soviet-trained Afghan officers seizes power and proclaims 
an (authoritarian) Afghan republic, with himself as president-for-life. Zaher Shah, 
absent in Rome, dwells in exile.

Summer 1975
Pakistan’s ostensibly secular Bhutto government supports aborted “Islamist” Af-
ghan risings against Daoud.

1976-1977
Mohammad Reza Shah of Iran attempts to reconcile the Afghan and Pakistani 
governments to reduce Soviet influence in Kabul.

July 5, 1977
General Zia seizes power in Pakistan from Premier Ali Bhutto (hanged in spring 
1979); beginning of hardline Islamist policies in Pakistan.

April 27, 1978
Khalq Communist Afghan officers seize power in Kabul and proclaim a People’s 
Republic with Taraki as President; beginning of large-scale repression; sporadic 
risings.

1979
Pivotal year throughout the region: 1) fall of the Shah of Iran and proclamation 
by Ayatollah Khomeini of an Islamic Republic which denounces US and Saudi 
interests (February); 2) revolt of the garrison of Herat, crushed by Soviet forces 
(March); 3) revolt of the garrison of Kabul, crushed by Soviet air force (August); 
4) Taraki murdered by his lieutenant Amin, who replaces him as President (Sep-
tember), intensification of repression but disintegration of Afghan army from 
desertions; 5) Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, Amin murdered and replaced by 
Karmal (27 December).
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1979-1989 – Soviet-Afghan War:

1979-1986
First phase: Marxist orthodoxy under President Karmal, widespread repression, 
one-third of the population (5 out of 17 million) flees to Pakistan or Iran, but 
insurrection generalizes with sanctuaries in Pakistan. 

1986-1989
Second phase : Gorbachev becomes Soviet Premier, Karmal replaced by Najibul-
lah, Afghanistan proclaimed a “bourgeois nationalist State”, insurrection rein-
forced by American-supplied anti-aircraft weaponry, Gorbachev decides with-
drawal, international Islamist militants (Al-Qaeda) enter Pashtun borderlands 
with Pakistani permission.

August 17, 1988
Explosion of General Zia’s airplane; Benazir Bhutto becomes Pakistani Premier, 
with General Nasirullah Babur in control of the army.

February 15, 1989
Completion of full Soviet military withdrawal. 

Post-Soviet Afghanistan – 1989-2001

1989-1991
Najibullah’s regime survives with Soviet assistance and supported by Kabul’s army 
and administration reacting to massacres by Islamist mujahideen. 

December 25, 1991
Official dissolution of the Soviet Union; new Russian President Boris Yeltsin an-
nounces a cut-off in Russian aid to Afghanistan’s government as of January 1, 
1992.

March 17, 1992
Afghan Communist officers (General Dostum, etc.) yield Kabul to Tajik (Panj-
sheri) Resistance commander Massoud. President Najibullah finds asylum in UN 
compound. Massoud proclaims general amnesty and preserves the freedom of 
Kabul’s women to work in the professions and not wear the veil. 

1992-1994
Pakistan as of August 1992 supports Pashtun “Islamist” militant Hekmatyar’s at-
tempts to capture Kabul; rocketing destroys much of Afghan capital.
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February 26, 1993
Pakistani Al-Qaeda militant Ramza Yusuf is arrested trying to blow up New York’s 
World Trade Center with a bomb in the cellar (six killed). Al-Qaeda training 
camps established around Khost in eastern Afghanistan, near the Pakistani fron-
tier. 

October 1994
Pakistani general Nasirullah Babur, adviser to Pakistani Premier Benazir Bhutto, 
switches Pakistani support to a new “Islamist” Pashtun group, the Taliban, headed 
by Mullah Omar.

October 29, 1994 
Taliban take Kandahar in the south.

September 5, 1995
Taliban take Herat in the west.

September 11, 1996 
Taliban take Jalalabad in the east.

September 27, 1996
Taliban take Kabul. Widespread repression. Najibullah lynched. Mandatory veil-
ing re-imposed for women, closing of schools for girls. Massoud and the “North-
ern Alliance” of ethnic Tajiks, Hazaras and Uzbeks maintain their hold over a 
dwindling territory in the north.

November 5, 1996
Nawaz Sharif replaces Benazir Bhutto as Pakistani Premier.

August 7, 1998
Attacks by Al-Qaeda operatives against US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania.

August 20, 1998 
The Clinton administration orders airstrikes against Al-Qaeda training camps in 
southeastern Afghanistan.

August 8, 1999 
Taliban take Mazar-i Sharif in the north.

August 1999
Taliban take Bamiyan in the central highlands.

October 12, 1999 
General Parvez Musharraf seizes power in Pakistan in a military coup, supported 
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by General Mahmud Ahmad, head of Pakistan’s ISI directorate.

2000
The Taliban ban opium production to secure international recognition.

October 12, 2000 
Al-Qaeda operatives attack the US destroyer Cole off the coast of Yemen.

March 2001 
Taliban order destruction of Afghanistan’s pre-Islamic archaeology.

September 9, 2001
Islamist militants (Al-Qaeda-affiliated Moroccans posing as journalists) murder 
Massoud in the first attested suicide-bombing on Afghan soil.

September 11, 2001 
Al-Qaeda’s suicide attacks against New York and Washington provoke American 
military retaliation and support for the “Northern Alliance.”

November 12-13, 2001 
With American air support, the “Northern Alliance” enters Kabul. 

December 2001 
Bonn (Peterhof ) Conference for international reconstruction assistance to Af-
ghanistan with presence of a protective international military force; liberal Dur-
rani Pashtun notable Hamid Karzai recognized as interim president.
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Appendix II – Note on the Afghan Population

Landlocked, mostly mountainous Afghanistan covers a territory slightly larger than 
France. No exact census has been taken on account of continuous warfare since 1978, 
but the population was estimated in 2010 at 29 121 286 (according to the CIA Fact-
book of July 2010), mostly grouped in lowland oases or fertile highland valleys linked 
by a ring road surrounding the central mountain massif of the Hindu-Kush culmi-
nating in the northeast at 7,485 meters; the capital, Kabul, lies in a mountain basin 
crossed by the Kabul River at an altitude of 1,600 meters.

The 1923 royal constitution defined as “Afghan” (Afghân, probably from Sanskrit Ash-
vaka, “horse-breeders”), all subjects of the kingdom. Different ethnic groups are nev-
ertheless unofficially recognized. They include:

The Pashtun or Pakhtun (42%) or original “Afghans” (before 1923 the term applied to 
them alone): speakers of an Indo-European language, Pashto (“soft” Kandahar dialect) 
or Pakhto (“hard” Paktya dialect), that shares traits with Persian and Hindi; predomi-
nantly Sunni Muslim, the Pashtun live mostly in the eastern highlands and in south-
ern oases, notably Kandahar, though many settled in the north (as around Kunduz) 
under the late nineteenth-century Afghan monarchy. Before Soviet military interven-
tion in 1979, nearly two million Pashtun nomads migrated with flocks of sheep and 
goats, and camels for burden, between the highlands in summer and lowlands in 
winter, many over the open border into Pakistan. The main tribal division is between 
the Ghilzai, who led the Afghan revolt against Iran in 1707, and the Durrani, who 
overthrew Ghilzai power and established the kingdom of Afghanistan (under such a 
name) in 1747. Tension between Ghilzai and Durrani (both subdivided into many 
sub-tribes and clans) often yet marks modern Afghan politics. Politically separated 
from the Afghan kingdom by the nineteenth-century military expansion of the British 
Indian empire, more Pashtuns now live west of the “Durand Line” (drawn in 1893), 
in present-day Pakistan (where they are called “Pathans”), than in Afghanistan.  

The Tajik or Eastern Iranians (27% or 31% if the semi-nomadic Chahar-Aymaq or 
“Four Tribes” of the Herat region are included): speakers of Persian and mostly Sunni 
Muslim (but there are also “Twelver” Shiites in Herat and “Sevener” or Ismaili Shiites 
in the northeast). Mainly rural, but with a major urban presence in Herat, Mazar-i 
Sharif and Kabul, and still the majority in the rural west, north and northeast, the Ta-
jiks were responsible for much of the region’s brilliant Islamic culture in the medieval 
period. Their language, differing only in accent from that of modern Iran, remains a 
lingua franca among other ethnic groups, and the mother tongue of some 50% of all 
Afghans (including Kabul-born Pashtuns) - although Pashto was officially encouraged 
under the 1953-1963 administration of Prime Minister Daoud, who also renamed 
Dari (reviving a medieval epithet meaning “court language”) the form of Persian spo-
ken in Afghanistan.
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The Persian-speaking Hazara (9%), the main Shiite Muslim minority, most probably 
descendants of thirteenth-century conquering Mongol settlers (Hazara is the Persian 
form of Mongol Tômân, a “thousand”-strong military unit), live in the east-central 
highlands around Bamiyan and in a major quarter in Kabul. The Hazara were militar-
ily conquered and then religiously discriminated against by the Sunni Afghan king-
dom in 1885, but the liberal royal constitution of 1923 affirmed their full equality 
before the law.

The Afghan Uzbeks (9%), like their Central Asian kindred, are Turkic-speaking Sunni 
Muslims and live in the northern provinces.

Other ethnic groups are Turkmen (3%) in the northwest, including descendants of 
refugees from Soviet Turkmenistan in 1924, and Baluch (2%) pastoralists in the desert 
south, both Sunni; small Sikh merchant communities in the eastern cities; descendants 
of the old Qizilbash Shiite Iranian military aristocracy in Kabul; and eastern Nuristani 
highlanders, descendants of Kafir or “infidel” peoples conquered by Afghanistan and 
converted to Sunni Islam as late as 1895 – make up the other 4%.

Urbanization is calculated by the July 2010 CIA Factbook at 24%; not quite 20% of 
Afghans have access to clean drinking water; average life expectancy is 44 years; litera-
cy stands at 28.1% (43.1% for males, 12.6% for females); Soviet military intervention 
in 1979-1989 caused the flight of roughly 3 million refugees to Pakistan, 2 million 
to Iran (nearly a third of the pre-1978 population), most of whom hesitate to return.

According to these articles of the Royal Afghan Constitution of 1923, reaffirmed in 
the Royal Afghan Constitution of 1964:

Article 8: All persons residing in the Kingdom of Afghanistan, without re-
spect to religious or sectarian differences, are considered to be subjects of 
Afghanistan. Afghan citizenship may be obtained or lost in accordance with 
the provisions of the appropriate law.

Article 16: All subjects of Afghanistan have equal rights and duties to the 
country in accordance with Sharia and the laws of the State.

Article 17: All subjects of Afghanistan shall be eligible for employment in the 
civil service in accordance with their qualifications and abilities and the needs 
of the government.1

1. Poullada, Reform and Rebellion in Afghanistan 1919-1929, Appendix A, 277 ff. 
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For Further Reading

The bibliography on Afghanistan is vast and constantly growing. Nevertheless, what 
might be recommended here as absolutely fundamental pillars of Afghanistan’s his-
torical bibliography available in the English language, might be listed as the following 
few that cannot be ignored by those seriously interested in the country’s sociology, 
political background, and general civilization:

General Works in English 

Mountstuart Elphinstone, An Account of the Kingdom of Caubul, London, 1815. 

The pioneering work on the country as discovered by the first British mission 
in 1809, in many aspects an eye-witness study that remains unsurpassed in 
detail, penetration and scope.

Vartan Gregorian, The Emergence of Modern Afghanistan (1838-1946), Stanford Uni-
versity Press, 1969. 

Superb bibliography.

Louis Dupree, Afghanistan, Princeton University Press, 1973, 1980.

The modern encyclopedic equivalent of Mountstuart Elphinstone’s classic 
study.

Thomas Barfield, Afghanistan: A Cultural and Political History, Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 2010.

Specialized Studies in English

Fredrik Barth, Political Leadership Among Swat Pathans, London, 1959.

The Pathans or Pashtuns of Swat live in what is now Northwest Pakistan; 
but this Norwegian anthropologist’s sharp-eyed analysis of resilient patterns 
of political behavior, shared by Pashtun tribes on both sides of the Afghan-
Pakistani frontier, is the most penetrating sociological probe of rural Pashtun 
culture ever written.

Leon Poullada, Reform and Rebellion in Afghanistan (1919-1929), Cornell University 
Press, 1973. 

No better study exists of the tragically failed attempt to hasten modernization 
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of Afghanistan under King Amanullah in the early twentieth century.

Leon Poullada, “The Failure of American Diplomacy in Afghanistan,” World Affairs, 
1982-1983. 

A damning indictment of stubborn American official blindness towards Af-
ghanistan before 1979, in light of the Soviet invasion, by the most lucid and 
best-informed of all former US ambassadors to Kabul. 

Classic Afghan Works Translated into English

Abdur Rahman (ruler of Afghanistan, 1880-1901), The Life of Abdur Rahman, Amir 
of Afghanistan, transcribed in English by his Indo-Muslim secretary, Mir Munshi 
Sultan Muhammad Khan, London, 1900.

The clairvoyant political reflections of Afghanistan’s greatest, albeit ruthless 
king, who forged the structures of the modern Afghan nation-State at the 
turn of the twentieth century, make mandatory reading for understanding 
the abiding choices and dilemmas faced by Kabul’s rulers.

Sayyid Baha-ud-Din Majrouh, Songs of Love and War: Afghan Women’s Poetry, trans-
lated from the French by Marjolijn de Jager, New York, 2003 (Le suicide et le chant: 
poésies populaires des femmes pashtoûnes, Paris, 1984). 

Not only an already classic rendition of Afghan rural women’s poetry, but the 
best and most daring analysis extant anywhere of their sociological plight and 
deepest psychology, by a French-educated Afghan Pashtun scholar himself 
brought up in traditional tribal surroundings; Majrouh, a fearless opponent 
of Soviet rule, was murdered in exile in Pakistan by an Islamist gunman in 
1988. 

1979-2001

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 catapulted the country into 
the world limelight, multiplying available works. A few particularly useful English-
language writings for the period 1979-2001 include:

Henry Bradsher, Afghanistan and the Soviet Union, Duke University Press, 1983.

Barnett Rubin, et al., Tears, Blood and Cries: Human Rights in Afghanistan since the 
Invasion, Helsinki Watch, New York, 1984.
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David Isby, War in a Distant Country – Afghanistan, Invasion and Resistance, London, 
1989.

Muhammad Yusuf and Mark Adkin, The Bear Trap: Afghanistan’s Untold Story, Lon-
don, 1992. 

The Pakistani military perspective.

Ahmed Rashid, Taliban: Islam, Oil and the New Great Game in Central Asia, London, 
2001.
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