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Abstract 

This thesis relates game theory as a conceptual framework to analyze the varying U.S. 

strategies for conflict resolution in Afghanistan from 2001 to 2020. Despite almost two decades 

of the U.S. intervention, Afghanistan remained unstable and lacks peace, indicating the failure 

of the U.S. strategy to resolve the conflict. Existing research lacks a clear linkage between the 

varying U.S. strategies, the reasons for the failure of old strategies, and the rationale for 

adopting a new strategy. This case study research adopts a qualitative approach using 

descriptive-explanatory design to analyze the success/failure, prospects, and challenges of the 

U.S. intervention in Afghanistan, specifically with reference to conflict resolution. The study 

identifies the independent variable as the U.S. strategy in Afghanistan and the dependent 

variable as conflict resolution. The initial objective of the U.S. intervention was to eradicate 

Al-Qaeda and its affiliated Taliban, but later expanded to include state-building projects on the 

Weberian democratic model. 

Throughout the period of intervention, the U.S. relied heavily on military force and failed to 

consider the socio-economic and political realities of Afghanistan. The pursuit of a zero-sum 

outcome of the conflict, specifically the total defeat of Taliban and the establishment of a pro-

U.S. democratic government, hindered any meaningful settlement of the conflict. Taliban's 

resurgence resulted in a similar zero-sum objective of unconditional troops withdrawal. 

However, the 2020 peace agreement between Taliban and the U.S. marked a shift in strategy 

towards a non-zero-sum outcome. Nevertheless, the situation of prisoner’s dilemma among the 

U.S., Taliban, local, regional, and international stakeholders impeded conflict resolution, 

allowing Taliban to establish a government without sharing power with opposition 

stakeholders or allowing the presence of any international force. The ongoing irritants among 

the contending local and regional players, and the indirect influence of the U.S. via economic 

sanctions, created a situation of prisoner’s dilemma that obstructs the conflict resolution in 

Afghanistan in the long run. 

The study recommends further investigation of the challenges and prospects of intra-Afghan 

power-sharing for sustainable peace and stability in Afghanistan. 

Keywords: Intervention, Conflict Resolution, Zero-Sum, Non-Zero-sum, U.S. Strategies.  
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Glossary 
1. Afghan Local Police (ALP): A community-based security force established by the Afghan 

government and supported by coalition forces to provide security in rural areas. 

2. Afghan Public Protection Force (APPF): A government agency responsible for 

protecting development projects and infrastructure across Afghanistan. 

3. Afghanistan National Peace and Development Framework (ANPDF): A strategic 

framework developed by the Afghan government in 2017 that outlines its priorities for 

peace, stability, and development over the coming years. 

4. Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund (ARTF): A multi-donor trust fund established 

in 2002 to support Afghanistan's reconstruction and development efforts. 

5. Afghan National Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF): It is a collective term for 

ANA, ANP, and other security agencies 

6. Afghan National Police (ANP): An organization that falls under the control and 

responsibility of the Afghan Ministry of Interior. 

7. Bagram Airfield: A U.S. military base located in Parwan Province, Afghanistan that 

served as a hub for U.S. and coalition forces throughout the conflict. 

8. Bonn Agreement: An international agreement signed in December 2001 that established a 

roadmap for post-Taliban governance in Afghanistan, including the creation of an interim 

government and the drafting of a new constitution. 

9. Camp Bastion: A British military base located in Helmand Province, Afghanistan that 

served as a major hub for UK and coalition forces. 

10. Combined Joint Task Force-82 (CJTF-82): A U.S.-led military command responsible for 

security operations in eastern Afghanistan, including Nangarhar and Kunar provinces. 

11. CSTC-A: Combined Security Transition Command-Afghanistan: Involved in training 

and equipping Afghan security forces 

12. Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration (DDR): A process aimed at disarming 

former combatants, reintegrating them into society, and promoting stability and security. 

13. Counterterrorism (CT): The use of military, intelligence, and law enforcement measures 

to prevent, disrupt, and defeat terrorist activities. 

14. Department of Defense (DoD): The United States government agency responsible for 

providing military forces to protect the security of the United States. 

15. Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF): The collective term for the Afghan National 

Army (ANA), Afghan National Police (ANP), and other security agencies in Afghanistan. 



xv 
 

16. Al-Qaeda (AQ): A militant Islamist organization founded by Osama bin Laden in the late 

1980s, responsible for numerous terrorist attacks worldwide, including the 9/11 attacks in 

the United States. 

17. Afghan National Army (ANA): The national military force of Afghanistan, established in 

2002. 

18. Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA): A region in Pakistan that borders 

Afghanistan and is a hub for militancy. 

19. Haqqani Network: A Taliban-affiliated insurgent group in Afghanistan 

20. High Peace Council (HPC): A government body established in 2010 to facilitate peace 

talks and reconciliation efforts with insurgent groups in Afghanistan. 

21. International Security Assistance Force (ISAF):  A NATO-led coalition of troops that 

provided security and stability operations in Afghanistan from 2001-2014. 

22. Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI): The intelligence agency of Pakistan. 

23. Loya Jirga: A grand assembly of Afghan tribal elders and leaders that serves as a 

traditional mechanism for decision-making and conflict resolution 

24. National Solidarity Program (NSP): A community-driven development program 

launched by the Afghan government in 2003 that aimed to empower local communities to 

identify and implement their own development projects. 

25. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA): The intelligence agency of the United States 

government responsible for collecting and analyzing information related to national 

security. 

26. Counterinsurgency (COIN): A set of military, political, and civilian actions taken to 

defeat an insurgency and establish or restore government control. 

27. National Unity Government (NUG): Formed in 2014 after disputed presidential elections 

28. Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF): The official name of the U.S. military campaign 

launched in Afghanistan in 2001 in response to the 9/11 attacks 

29. Operation Anaconda: A U.S.-led military operation in early 2002 aimed at clearing 

Taliban and al-Qaeda forces from the Shah-i-Kot Valley in eastern Afghanistan. 

30. Operation Resolute Support: A NATO-led mission established in 2015 to train, advise, 

and assist Afghan security forces following the end of the ISAF mission. 

31. Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT): A joint civil-military team established by the 

international community in Afghanistan to support reconstruction and development efforts 

in the provinces. 

32. Provincial Response Companies (PRCs): A government-backed security force 

established in 2010 to provide security in rural areas of Afghanistan. 
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33. Regional Command (RC): Refers to the NATO-led military command structure in 

Afghanistan 

34. Regional Command South (RC-South): A NATO-led military command responsible for 

security operations in southern Afghanistan, including Helmand and Kandahar provinces. 

35. Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR): Oversight agency 

for U.S. reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan. 

36. Taliban: A militant group that ruled Afghanistan from 1996 to 2001 and remained in 

conflict with the coalition forces. They now rules Afghanistan again. 

37. Task Force 373: A classified U.S. military unit that conducted high-value target (HVT) 

missions in Afghanistan. 

38. Training, Advisory, and Assistance (TAA): An overall coordinating and supportive 

command for inter-security organizations.  

39. Train, Advise, Assist Command-Air (TAAC-Air): A U.S.-led command responsible for 

advising and assisting Afghan Air Force units. 

40. Warlord: A term used to describe a military commander or leader who exercises 

significant political power in a particular region within Afghanistan. 

41. United States (U.S.): A country in North America. 

42. United States Agency for International Development (USAID): The U.S. government 

agency responsible for providing foreign aid. 

43. National Directorate of Security (NDS): Afghanistan’s intelligence agency. 

44. North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO): A military alliance of North American 

and European countries established in 1949. 

45. Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP): A Pakistani Taliban militant group based in Pakistan. 

46. United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA): A UN-led mission 

established in 2002 to support the Afghan government. 

47. Democratic Republic of Afghanistan (DRA): The Marxist government of Afghanistan 

that existed from 1978 to 1992. 

48. European Union Police Mission in Afghanistan (EUPOL): A mission established in 

2007 to support the development of Afghan police forces. 

49. Ministry of Defense (MoD): The government agency responsible for the military defense 

of Afghanistan. 

50. Ministry of Interior (MoI): The government agency responsible for internal security and 

law enforcement in Afghanistan. 
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Introduction 

The issue of Afghanistan has proven to be one of the most complex and intractable 

challenges in international relations. For over four decades, Afghanistan has faced both internal 

and external conflicts. Despite its relatively small size and population, the country's strategic 

location at the crossroads of Central, South, and East Asia has made it a vital player in global 

politics. Unfortunately, this strategic value has also made it vulnerable to foreign intervention 

and invasion by nations such as Great Britain, Czarist Russia, the Soviet Union, and the United 

States, each vying for their own strategic interests. 

In the post-World War II era, the international community has invested billions of 

dollars in reconstructing societies devastated by war across the globe.1 The United States has 

played a leading role in these interventions. These post-conflict activities are guided by a 

framework of conflict resolution and state-building for peace, involving a wide range of 

international actors working to transform "failed" or "collapsed" countries into stable and 

functional democracies.2 The war in Afghanistan incurred substantial investments, surpassing 

the funds allocated even under the Marshal Plan.3 The U.S. intervention in Afghanistan, as well 

as Iraq, were linked to its post-September 11 foreign policy of global war on terrorism, under 

the premise that weak or failed countries pose a threat to global peace and security. These 

threats necessitated greater political and military involvement and long-term financial 

commitments from Western governments. 

International efforts to rebuild post-conflict societies on the Weberian democratic 

model involve a wide range of activities, including rewriting the constitution, promoting civil 

and political rights, developing a free-market economy, restructuring government institutions, 

promoting independent civil society, and reconstructing the social and physical infrastructure, 

and in some cases, managing the entire region. Despite these efforts, Afghanistan remains one 

of the most challenging and complex issues in international relations.4  

 
1 Sverine Autesserre, and Séverine Autesserre. Peaceland: Conflict resolution and the everyday politics of 
international intervention. (Cambridge University Press, 2014), 130. 
2 Allegra Hernandez, “New World Order: An Examination of Interventions during Humanitarian Crises Post-
WWII.” PhD diss, Fort Worth, Texas, Texas Christian University, (2017): 5. 
3 Catherine Lutz and Sujaya Desai. “US reconstruction aid for Afghanistan: The dollars and sense.” Providence, 
Watson Institute for International Studies, 22 (2014): 5. 
4 Jennifer Milliken, State failure, collapse and reconstruction (Hoboken: Wiley-Blackwell, 2003), 244-265. 
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Afghanistan remains one of the most complex and intractable issues in international 

relations, characterized by both internal and external conflicts that have persisted since 1979. 

Despite the country's small size and population, its geographically strategic location has made 

it a focal point of international competition and intervention, with Great Britain, Czarist Russia, 

the Soviet Union, and the U.S. vying for their strategic interests. In the post-World War II era, 

the U.S. has taken a leading role in international interventions, investing heavily in the War in 

Afghanistan in response to the September 11 attacks. This intervention, which lasted from 2001 

until 2021, was one of the most protracted and bloody conflicts in the world.5 As of August 

2021, the conflict in Afghanistan has resulted in an estimated 47,245 civilian deaths since 2001, 

with 2021 being the deadliest year in terms of civilian casualties. The United Nations 

Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) has documented 1,659 civilian casualties, 

including 532 deaths and 1,127 injuries, in the first half of 2021 alone. Additionally, there were 

approximately 19,000 guerilla attacks recorded from 2001 to 2020, causing over 48,000 deaths 

in total. In 2021 alone, over 5,000 deaths were recorded.6 Despite attempts to frame the conflict 

as an intra-Afghan issue, the mainline of armed confrontation was between the U.S. and the 

Taliban. The conflict has worsened with each passing year, as shown by the increasing number 

of guerilla attacks and deaths, and despite military offensives from both sides, a victory through 

force was unlikely.7  

The U.S. intervention in Afghanistan was undertaken with the primary goal of 

achieving a resolution to the conflict, a goal that is complex and multifaceted in nature. 

According to Ramsbotham, Oliver, Hugh Miall, and Tom Woodhouse, conflict resolution 

includes a wide range of activities and processes, including conflict engagement, management, 

transformation, and resolution.8 From their point of view, the term ‘conflict resolution’ 

functions as a comprehensive concept that includes all other related terms. For example, 

phrases such as ‘conflict management’ and ‘conflict transformation’ are not considered 

complete by themselves; rather, their true meaning becomes apparent when they are associated 

with the broader umbrella of conflict resolution, which is seen as the end goal that encompasses 

all such related concepts. Thus, the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan can be understood as a 

 
5 Statista Research Department, “Terrorism: Number of deaths in Afghanistan due to terrorism from 2007 to 
2020| Statista”. 2021.  Accessed at: https://www.statista.com/statistics/251408/number-of-deaths-in-
afghanistan-due-to-terrorism/  
6 Kate Clark, "Record Numbers of Civilian Casualties Overall, from Suicide Attacks and Air Strikes: UNAMA 
reports on the conflict in 2018." Afghan Analysts Network (2019). 
7 Clayton Thomas, “Afghanistan: Background and US Policy.” Congressional Research Service (2018): 9-13. 
8 Ramsbotham, Oliver, Hugh Miall, and Tom Woodhouse. Contemporary conflict resolution. (Polity, 2011), 9. 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/251408/number-of-deaths-in-afghanistan-due-to-terrorism/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/251408/number-of-deaths-in-afghanistan-due-to-terrorism/
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multifaceted attempt to engage in and manage the conflict, transform its underlying dynamics, 

and ultimately work towards a settlement, all of which fall under the broader framework of 

conflict resolution.9 Engagement in a conflict refers to the active participation of parties to a 

conflict, which may include dialogue, negotiation, or other forms of direct interaction. In the 

case of Afghanistan, the U.S. engaged with various stakeholders in an attempt to understand 

the root causes of the conflict, establish channels of communication, and initiate a process of 

dialogue. The U.S. worked with Afghan government officials, tribal leaders and international 

partners to communicate and understand the complex dynamics on the ground. Conflict 

management includes efforts to contain and control conflict in order to prevent it from 

escalating further. This includes measures such as the establishment of a ceasefire, the 

establishment of buffer zones and the deployment of a peacekeeping force. In Afghanistan, the 

U.S. sought to resolve the conflict by supporting security forces, providing humanitarian aid, 

and promoting stability in certain regions. Conflict transformation aims to change the 

underlying dynamics of conflict by addressing its root causes and changing how parties 

perceive and interact with each other. This includes initiatives to address socioeconomic 

inequalities, promote inclusion, and encourage social change. In Afghanistan, the U.S. worked 

on projects to improve infrastructure, education, and governance to change the sociopolitical 

landscape. Conflict settlement involves reaching an agreement or resolution that provides a 

formal end to the conflict. The settlement may take the form of peace treaties, power-sharing 

arrangements, or other negotiated agreements. In Afghanistan, the U.S. supported various 

peace talks and talks between the Afghan government, the Taliban and other factions to reach 

a settlement that would lead to a cessation of hostilities. These efforts collectively contributed 

to conflict resolution, a major goal that included engagement, management, transformation, 

and settlement.10 Conflict resolution in this case refers to an integrated approach that combines 

these various strategies to ensure lasting peace, stability and positive change in Afghanistan. 

The United Nations defines conflict resolution differently depending on the context and 

time. Chapter VI of the UN charter11 discusses the concept of conflict resolution as pacific 

 
9 Ibid. 
10 Alex Marshall., “Managing withdrawal: Afghanistan as the forgotten example in attempting conflict 
resolution and state reconstruction.” Small Wars and Insurgencies 18, no. 1 (2007): 68-89. 
11 United Nations. “Chapter VI: Pacific Settlement of Disputes (Articles 33-38) | United Nations”, 2021.. United 
Nations. Accessed at: https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-charter/chapter-6. 

https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-charter/chapter-6
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means for the settlement of disputes/conflicts, while Chapter VII12 discusses coercive means 

for the settlement of conflicts. The intervention in Afghanistan by the United States (U.S.) post 

9/11 was a complex program characterized by numerous shifts in policies and strategies in 

pursuit of conflict resolution. While conflict resolution served as the central objective of the 

U.S. foreign policy towards Afghanistan, the U.S. strategies to address the Afghan conflict 

continually evolved. The strategies began with military power to defeat the Taliban and shifted 

towards the state-building project to pacify the conflict, and eventually towards peace talks 

with all stakeholders, mainly Taliban, for an exit from Afghanistan.13 From 2001 until 2020, 

the success of the U.S. in achieving conflict resolution in Afghanistan has been less than 

convincing. Afghanistan is the most recent case of failed interventions, following similar 

experiences in Angola, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Somalia, and Kosovo.14 Despite decades of 

experience and billions of dollars invested in the U.S. led international interventions, these 

failures occurred due to the inability to transform war-torn countries into powerful and well-

governed countries with a vibrant civil society. Afghanistan is still on the verge of collapse due 

to increasing insecurity and violence, political division, and economic stagnation and poverty.15 

These outcomes are indicative of the failure of U.S. intervention in achieving conflict 

resolution strategies. 

Scholars who have commented on Afghanistan’s conflict and the peacebuilding crisis 

have expressed concern about the prejudicial approach of the U.S. interventions.16 In this 

regard, the motivation to study this issue is to unearth the causes of the frustrating record of 

U.S. intervention failure in Afghanistan. Four different U.S. presidents have dealt with the 

Afghan conflict, and each opted for varying conflict resolution strategies that evolved over 

time. The initial strategy after the intervention in 2001 was military escalation against Taliban 

and Al Qaeda. This strategy was successful in overthrowing the Taliban regime and pushing 

them into Afghanistan’s peripheral mountainous region. However, in 2004, Taliban 

 
12 United Nations.  “Chapter VII: Action with Respect to Threats to the Peace, Breaches of the Peace, and Acts 
of Aggression (Articles 39-51) | United Nations”. United Nations, 2021.Accessed at: 
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-charter/chapter-7. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Roland Paris, Timothy D. Sisk, The Dilemmas of Statebuilding Confronting the contradictions of postwar 
peace operations (Routledge, 2009), 7. 
15 Nematullah Bizhan, “Building legitimacy and state capacity in protracted fragility: The case of Afghanistan.” 
Social Science Research Network (SSRN), (2018): 35. Accessed at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3166985 
16 Saima Perveen, Jehanzeb Khalil, Taj Muharam, and Muhammad Ayaz. “The US Military Engagement in 
Afghanistan's Turmoil: An Analysis of Security Situation of Afghanistan (2008-13).” FWU Journal of Social 
Sciences 10, no. 1 (2016): 192; Derek Leebaert, Magic and Mayhem: The Delusions of American Foreign Policy 
from Korea to Afghanistan. (Simon and Schuster, 2010), 222. 

https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-charter/chapter-7
https://ssrn.com/abstract=3166985
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counterattacked using terrorism to inflict maximum damage onto the U.S. forces. The second 

strategy employed by the U.S. was to seek a political solution to the conflict through 

statebuilding programs by engaging with the political elite from Afghanistan, excluding the 

Taliban. Under this strategy, the U.S. held elections and installed a constitutionally elected 

government in the country, invested heavily in strengthening Afghanistan's institutions, 

building roads and infrastructure, and providing humanitarian aid in various capacities. 

During the Obama administration, the Afpak policy was propagated, which accentuated 

the role of regional countries. President Obama adopted a policy of peace talks with the Taliban 

as part of a broader strategy of exiting Afghanistan by December 2014. In the pursuit of this 

policy, many U.S. forces were returned in 2014, but total withdrawal did not occur. The post-

2014 policy involved developing the capacity of Afghan forces and establishing long-term 

counterterrorism partnerships. The regional countries were encouraged to intervene and 

support the capacity-building of Afghan security forces. When President Donald Trump 

assumed office, a new South Asian policy focusing on Afghanistan was announced. The 

primary agenda of this policy was to put maximum pressure on Pakistan to squeeze the Taliban 

for a political settlement. This policy was a stricter version of the Obama administration’s 

earlier AfPak policy towards Afghanistan and Pakistan.17 In recent times, the U.S. opted for a 

new strategy of peace talks with the Taliban, which ultimately led to the exit of U.S. and 

coalition forces from Afghanistan in August 2021. However, despite exiting Afghanistan, the 

U.S. pursuit of conflict resolution on their terms has failed. 

After twenty years, the U.S realized that the zero-sum outcome of the game (conflict) 

in Afghanistan was unlikely. Under the pretext of this realization, the U.S.’ latest strategy in 

Afghanistan was to engage with Taliban in a peace process to resolve the dispute. This was the 

first time both parties to the conflict were publicly in direct negotiations. Previously, the U.S. 

did not engage Taliban in political processes, including the Bonn process. On the other hand, 

Taliban were also reluctant to have condition-based talks with the U.S. in the past. However, 

both sides showed some flexibility in their mutual approaches in the Doha peace talks. During 

the peace talks, the U.S. had in mind an expected compromise (non-zero-sum outcome) over 

the conflict resolution in Afghanistan, but the Taliban pursued a zero-sum outcome. Some of 

 
17 Ashley J Tellis and Jeff Eggers, US Policy in Afghanistan: Changing Strategies, Preserving Gains (Washington 
DC, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2017), 43. 
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the terms of the agreement were meant to save face for the U.S. and were used as a bluff by the 

Taliban, and hence the withdrawal was likely a zero-sum outcome for the Taliban.  

Game theory models the behavior of players who strategically interact in a particular 

situation, such as a conflict. In this case, the U.S. and the Taliban were the primary players 

involved in a protracted conflict in Afghanistan. At the outset, the U.S. adopted a strategy of 

military escalation against the Taliban and al-Qaeda in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks. The 

Taliban, as a weaker player, responded with asymmetric guerrilla warfare tactics. From a game-

theoretic perspective, this represented a classic zero-sum game in which one player's gain was 

the other's loss. The U.S. and the Taliban were playing a game of conflict in which the outcome 

was expected to be a zero-sum outcome. However, the U.S. quickly realized that military force 

alone was insufficient to achieve a decisive victory over the Taliban. This led the U.S. to adopt 

a second strategy of state-building and political engagement with Afghan elites, excluding the 

Taliban. The U.S. invested heavily in rebuilding Afghanistan's institutions, infrastructure, and 

providing humanitarian aid. This strategy marked a shift from a zero-sum game towards a non-

zero-sum game in which both parties could benefit. The U.S. offered incentives to Afghan 

elites to support the government's legitimacy, while the Taliban had the opportunity to join the 

political process and receive political recognition. However, this strategy was not enough to 

achieve a decisive victory over the Taliban. The U.S. and the Taliban were still in a conflict 

with an uncertain outcome. This led the U.S. to adopt a third strategy of engaging the Taliban 

in peace talks. The U.S. and the Taliban had never engaged in political processes before, and 

this marked a significant shift in their strategic interactions. The U.S. hoped for a non-zero-

sum outcome that would involve a compromise over the conflict resolution in Afghanistan. In 

contrast, the Taliban pursued a zero-sum outcome in which they sought to maximize their gains 

at the expense of the U.S. 

The peace talks were complex and challenging, and neither party was willing to 

concede much to the other. The U.S. offered the Taliban a face-saving exit strategy, which was 

essential to the U.S. public's support for the withdrawal. The Taliban, on the other hand, used 

this agreement as a bluff to show that they had defeated the U.S. From a game-theoretic 

perspective, this marked a transition from a zero-sum game to a mixed-motive game in which 

the outcome was uncertain. 

Despite the peace agreement, the conflict in Afghanistan remains unresolved, and the 

Taliban's takeover of the country in 2021 underscores the limitations of U.S. strategies vis-à-
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vis conflict resolution in Afghanistan. Game theory offers insights into the limitations of the 

U.S. strategies, highlighting the need for a better understanding of the Taliban's strategic 

preferences and the dynamics of the conflict. This thesis aims to critically analyze the strategies 

adopted by the U.S. in resolving the conflict in Afghanistan from 2001 to 2020, using the 

conceptual framework of game theory. The objective of the study is to identify the causes of 

the failure of U.S. strategies in achieving their desired goals. The study aims to provide insights 

into the role of game theory in explaining the strategies employed by the U.S. and the Taliban 

and the implications of their actions in achieving a resolution to the conflict in Afghanistan. 

Statement of the Problem 

The conflict between the U.S. and Taliban had worsened every passing year since 

Taliban regime was overthrown in 2001 till the U.S. exit in 2021. The U.S.’ goal of a zero-sum 

game with a total military victory in Afghanistan has failed. Apparently, Taliban’s aspiration 

for a zero-sum game with an unconditional withdrawal of the U.S. from Afghanistan has 

materialized. In the nineteen years of U.S. involvement in Afghanistan (2001-2020), they 

suffered approximately 2,400 deaths and spent around $ 133 billion.18 Despite all this, the 

conflict in Afghanistan is not resolved as per the U.S. strategic objectives. 

From 2001 to 2020, the U.S. had used various strategies in Afghanistan, but failed to 

achieve the desired goals. This makes Afghanistan conflict an interesting case study to look 

into factors of the U.S. intervention and its outcomes. This case study is focused on analysing 

the varying U.S. strategies from 2001 to 2020 and their outcomes in terms of conflict resolution 

in Afghanistan. The central argument revolves around the logic that the prisoners’ dilemma 

defined American strategy towards the Taliban and Afghanistan with a similar logic on the 

Taliban side, and the exact failure of American conflict resolution strategy was in its non-

attention to non-zero-sum outcomes and an overt reliance on the pursuit of military objectives 

by ignoring the Afghan ethos. The failure in achieving policy objectives vis-à-vis the U.S. 

intervention in Afghanistan stems from over-reliance on the military force, a strategic 

confusion regarding the use of coercive or political means to deal with Taliban and negligence 

to the ground realities in the country. 

 
18 Clayton Thomas, Afghanistan: Background and U.S. Policy in Brief (Washington: Congressional Research 
Service, 2019), 1. 
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Objectives of the Study 

This research intends to fulfill the following objectives. 

1. To find out the causes and objectives of the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan. 

2. To analyze the varying U.S. strategies used from 2001 till 2020 and their impact on 

conflict resolution in Afghanistan. 

3. To evaluate the outcomes (successes and failures) of the U.S. strategies vis-à-vis 

conflict resolution in Afghanistan from 2001 till 2020.  

Literature Review 

Afghanistan continues to be the focus of scholars, politicians, policymakers, and 

academics and therefore there is a large amount of literature available about the country. Most 

of the literature focuses on exploring the causes of statehood’s failure in Afghanistan and its 

consequences. In less than twenty-two years (1979 to 2001), two important international 

interventions were carried out in Afghanistan. The post-9/11 U.S. intervention in Afghanistan 

is viewed differently by scholars. The following part will analyze the existing literature related 

to the U.S. policy objectives and strategies after September 11 in Afghanistan and their impact 

on conflict resolution. The literature reviewed in this section is about the U.S. intervention’s 

objectives, conflict resolution strategies, their outcomes, and the current state of the conflict in 

Afghanistan. 

Reasons and Objectives of the U.S. Intervention in Afghanistan 

In 9/11 Commission Report, Final Report of the National Commission on Terrorist 

Attacks upon the United States,19 the causes of the 9/11 attack and objectives of the subsequent 

U.S. intervention in Afghanistan were laid down. The strategic objectives of the U.S. 

intervention in Afghanistan were to deter terror threats in the wake of the 9/11 attacks. The 

9/11 attacks were the first time after the cold war when the U.S. felt an existential threat from 

non-traditional threat by the non-state actors. The threat of terrorism was more terrific, as 

Mutually Assured Destruction’s principle had previously guaranteed stability in the cold war. 

However, the non-state actors, who fight with martyrdom’s aspiration, could not be deterred 

by nuclear deterrence. In the wake of the deadly 9/11 attacks, the U.S. launched a campaign 

against terrorism to avoid any further attacks from Al Qaeda. The agenda of the U.S. 

 
19 9/11 Commission, Final Report of the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States (New 
York, Featured Commission Publications, 2004). 
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intervention in Afghanistan was to destroy safe havens for Al Qaeda in Afghanistan and thus 

“bringing the war to the bad guys”. The U.S. initially tried through diplomatic efforts to 

convince Taliban to hand over Osama Bin Laden. However, failing to do so, the U.S.’s first 

goal was to overthrow Taliban’s regime. Bush stated that “The United States would punish not 

just the perpetrators of the attack, but also those who harbored them.” So the U.S. intervention’s 

initial objective was to overthrow Taliban regime and destroy safe havens of Al Qaeda in 

Afghanistan. 

In American grand strategy after 9/11: an assessment,20 Dr. Stephen Biddle argues that 

the U.S. grand strategy after 9/11 was reflected in the National Security Strategy (NSS) of 

2002, also referred to as the Bush doctrine. It aimed to tackle new challenges to the U.S. 

national security. The main focus of the NSS was to highlight the importance of the threat of 

terrorism. However, Dr. Stephen Biddle also says that the importance of the old threats, i.e., 

nuclear proliferation in the region, was equally on the agenda of the U.S. So, one of the 

objectives of the U.S. was to keep a check on Pakistan’s nuclear arsenals so that the terrorists 

may not exploit them. 

 In their book, Richard Lee Armitage and co-authors, U.S Strategy for Pakistan and 

Afghanistan, write about the post 9//11 U.S. policies and objectives towards Afghanistan and 

its neighborly Pakistan. The strategic objectives were to bring the tribal belt along the 

Afghanistan-Pakistan border under the law and undermine safe havens for terrorists on both 

sides of the Pak-Afghan border. The security of Pakistan’s nuclear arsenals was indeed a matter 

of concern for the U.S. Authors acknowledge the then-president Obama policy of providing 

aid to Pakistan’s military, building their capacity to fight terrorism effectively. However, the 

logistical support to the hardcore terrorists by Pakistan’s intelligence agencies remained a 

concern for the U.S. administration.  

Zbigniew Brzezinski, in his book, Second chance: Three presidents and the crisis of 

American superpower,21 emphasized the importance of the Central Asian energy resources in 

the U.S. objectives in the region. The U.S. remained committed to getting benefits from Central 

Asian energy resources. Brzezinski dismissed Bush's justification for the war against the 

Taliban, referring to it as a strategic approach aimed at attaining energy security objectives in 

 
20 Stephen Biddle, American grand strategy after 9/11: an assessment (Carlisle, DIANE Publishing, 2005). 
21 Zbigniew Brzezinski, Second chance: Three presidents and the crisis of American superpower (UK, Hachette 
Book Group (HBG), 2008). 
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Central Asia. For the U.S., this objective could have only been possible if the threat of 

extremism in the region is eliminated. The 2006 NSS has clearly stated that Central Asia is on 

the U.S. foreign policy’s priorities, which can be obtained after winning a war in Afghanistan.  

Patrick Martin in his article “U.S. Planned War in Afghanistan long before September 

11”22 argued that the U.S. long before decided to intervene in Afghanistan and overthrow 

Taliban regime. The U.S. contacted with the Northern Alliance and other opposition groups in 

Afghanistan well before the 9/11 incident. The special activities division of the CIA had been 

involved in Southern Afghanistan since 1997. The U.S. has also understood India, Russia, and 

Iran on coordination against Taliban regime; showing that the U.S. was long before the 9/11 

incident, stretching muscles to overthrow Taliban regime. The incident of 9/11 and the 

subsequent reluctance of Taliban to hand over Osama Bin Laden provided an impetus to the 

Bush administration to initiate a military intervention in Afghanistan. 

Leoni Connah, in his article, “US Intervention in Afghanistan: Justifying the 

Unjustifiable?”23 argues that the term of 'just war' was misused by the U.S. to find a reason for 

their intervention in Afghanistan. The doctrine of just war uses two main components relating 

to the right or decision to wage war (jus ad bellum) and conduct during the warfare (jus in 

bello). Connah argues that, in the contemporary world politics and conflict resolution, the 

meaning or use of these two components of the just war is problematic. The concept of jus ad 

bellum requires that there must be a reasonable evidence or cause to start a war, and the decision 

of starting a war is to be made by a legitimate authority. In addition to that, the jus ad bellum 

requires that the right intention must be there to use force as a last resort; and only if the chances 

of success (the achievement of peace) are quite possible. And lastly, the use of force must be 

discriminate and proportionate. In the pretext of this apology of the jus ad bellum, there seems 

to be a clear misuse of the said doctrine. Now looking at another component of the just war 

doctrine, Jus in bello, the reported human rights violations and evidences of malpractices vis-

a-vis financial irregularities, it is clear that the conduct of the U.S during the warfare was not 

good. So, the official stance of the U.S about the rational to intervene in Afghanistan lacks 

substance in the light of the Just War doctrine. 

 
22 Patrick Martin, “US Planned War in Afghanistan long before September 11,” Michigan, World Socialist Web, 
(November 20, 2001). Accessed at: http://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2001/11/afgh-n20.html 
23 Leoni Connah, "US intervention in Afghanistan: Justifying the Unjustifiable?" South Asia Research 41, no. 1 
(2021): 70-86. 

http://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2001/11/afgh-n20.html
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The U.S. Conflict Resolution Strategies and their Outcomes  

In “U.S. Policies in Afghanistan: Changing Strategies, Preserving Gains”, Ashley J. 

Tellis and Jeff Eggers24 have analyzed the U.S. policies and strategies of conflict resolution in 

Afghanistan. They have concluded that despite the massive financial spending and loss of lives, 

much more is needed to be done for countering terrorism and attaining sustainable stability in 

Afghanistan. The U.S. kept on changing their strategies in Afghanistan with no considerable 

outcome. The security situation is still worrisome in Afghanistan as the economic growth 

indicators are alarming. The mistrust between Afghan and Pakistan’s government kept on 

widening. The Afghan government is losing control of the territory, and ISIS is increasingly 

penetrating in key districts. All of these issues post challenges the U.S. strategic interests. The 

authors propose some of the multifaceted strategies to bring an end to the conflict in 

Afghanistan. The U.S. should engage regional countries in developing a coordinated 

counterterrorism partnership to overcome terrorism. Simultaneously, the U.S. must engage 

Taliban in direct talks to arrive at the Afghan conflict’s pacific settlement. Given the longevity 

and severity of the conflict in Afghanistan, the U.S. needs to go forward with a policy aiming 

to end the conflict so that the threats of insurgency and terrorism no longer exist in the region.  

One of the strategies of the U.S. in Afghanistan was to provide financial aid to the 

previous Afghan governments, led by Hamid Karzai and Ashraf Ghani, for various 

statebuilding projects and humanitarian activities. In, Aiding Peace? The Role of NGOs in 

Armed Conflict,25 Jonathan Goodhand argues that Afghanistan had been the recipient of 

international aid and remained a rentier state. However, ordinary citizens never got benefited 

from it. Similarly, the post 9/11 aid patterns in Afghanistan had not been positively used due 

to the same historical disconnection between the Afghan government and its people. The U.S. 

should have adequately worked out on the formulation of useful aid distribution patterns in 

Afghanistan to relieve the ordinary Afghans. The availability of U.S. assistance to ordinary 

Afghans would have helped the U.S. deter people’s sympathies with Taliban. 

Richard Holbrooke in Coordinated Support for Afghanistan and Pakistan, 26 analyzed 

the Afpak strategy of the Obama administration. The AfPak strategy of the Obama 

 
24 Ashley J. Tellis and Jeff Eggers, “US Policies in Afghanistan: Changing Strategies, Preserving Gains” Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace (2017). 
25 Jonathan Goodhand, Aiding Peace? The Role of NGOs in Armed Conflict (Colorado, Lynne Rienner Publishers, 
2006).  
26 Richard Holbrooke, “Coordinated Support for Afghanistan and Pakistan,” Hampton Roads International 
Security Quarterly 9, (2009): 28-29. 
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administration towards Afghanistan and Pakistan was indeed the most widely researched 

strategy at that time. Almost every actor involved in Afghanistan, i.e., NATO, ISAF, E.U., etc., 

was consulted. Even public debates were conducted to analyze the prospects of the Afghan 

policy. The essence of the strategy was that security would no longer be defined solely by 

military means. One of the Afpak strategy’s controversial agendas was acknowledging the 

Afghan government’s claims over the Pak-Afghan border with Pakistan. It was decided that 

the border area of both Pakistan and Afghanistan be considered as same. Hence, drone attacks 

on the Pakistani side of the territory were executed in greater intensity. This policy potentially 

altered the course of action between the U.S. and Pakistan over the actions in Afghanistan. 

Christina Lamb in her book, Farewell Kabul: from Afghanistan to a more dangerous 

world27 provides an analysis of how a coalition of about 48 different countries with modern kit 

and air power failed to bring peace in Afghanistan. She covers a period before the year 2014, 

and starts her analysis of the then Barack Obama exit plan of 2014. She argues that the U.S. 

backed the ‘wrong horses’ in Afghanistan which led to its defeat. The U.S. and allied forces 

used the notorious warlords, who kept on promoting their drugs businesses on one hand and 

looting the U.S. assistance on the other. Hamid Karzai was not given the full autonomy to deal 

with Taliban either through dialogue or force. She also blames Afghanistan’s neighboring 

Pakistan for giving safe havens to the wanted Taliban and AL Qaeda leaders. The 

aforementioned reasons by Chrintina Lamb were not new to the literature, however, an 

interesting shift can be seen in her article published lately in 2021, “Chronicle of a Defeat 

Foretold: Why America Failed in Afghanistan”28, where she calls the U.S. war in Afghanistan 

as wrong war, which she earlier called as a good war. In this article, she maintains that the war 

was never meant to be won militarily due to cultural realities of the region. She quotes, the then 

British commander in Afghanistan, Brigadier Mark Carleton Smith, who openly said that the 

war is not going to be won militarily. The mistake the U.S. official made was to call Mark 

Carleton as a “defeatist” instead of paying attention to his observations. Christina Lamb also 

presents some stories about the miseries of Afghan prisoners, during her visit to the 

Guantánamo Bay. Lamb’s work provides a valuable insight into the U.S. war in Afghanistan 

 
27 Christina Lamb, Farewell Kabul: from Afghanistan to a more dangerous world. HarperCollins UK, 2015. 
28 Christina Lamb, "Chronicle of a Defeat Foretold: Why America Failed in Afghanistan." Foreign Affairs. 100 
(2021): 174. 
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but she largely ignores to address the strategic confusion in the U.S. strategies as well as their 

insensitivity towards engagements with Taliban. 

Failure of Conflict Resolution and Peacebuilding Measures 

An initial setback to the Afghan Taliban in 2001 was a moment of celebration for the 

U.S. forces; however, the latter took time to re-organize and prepare for striking back. 

Resultantly, the resurgence of Taliban throughout Afghanistan was no exception. In his book, 

Antonio Giustozzi, Koran, Kalashnikov, and Laptop: The Neo-Taliban Insurgency in 

Afghanistan29 provides an insightful account of the Afghan government and international 

allies’ failures in combating the rising attacks from Taliban. Taliban intelligently exploited the 

Afghan government’s failures vis-à-vis bad governance and a rampant network of corruption 

to mobilize the public in their support. They managed to do large scale recruitment from within 

the Afghan citizens on the premise of fighting a just war against external interveners. The lack 

of consistency in the U.S. policies towards Afghanistan and the subsequent failure and 

incapacity of the Afghan government, further allowed Taliban to flourish and find sound 

grounding in Afghanistan.  

After the fall of Taliban regime in 2001, the newly elected government of Hamid Karzai 

witnessed challenges of governance, corruption, nepotism, and lack of unity among various 

ethnic tribes in Afghanistan. Shehzad H Qazi’s report, “The Neo-Taliban, Counterinsurgency, 

& the American endgame in Afghanistan,”30 concludes that the success of Taliban resurgence 

is because of the grievances of the local Afghan population towards the Karzai government. 

Karzai government was indulged in structural corruption and massive political nepotism, which 

resulted in the alienation of many tribes of Pashtuns. The alienation of the Pashtun tribes 

provided an opportunity for Taliban to win the support of those tribes and secure support among 

ordinary citizens. The support from the local non-combatant Afghans provided Taliban with a 

strong intelligence base. The local population’s intelligence support to Taliban remained a 

difficult challenge to both the U.S. forces and the Afghan government in countering Taliban 

activities.  

 
29 Antonio Giustozzi, Koran, Kalashnikov and Laptop: The Neo-Taliban Insurgency in Afghanistan, Oxford, 
Oxford University Press, 2009. 
30 Shehzad H. Qazi, “The Neo-Taliban, Counterinsurgency, & the American endgame in Afghanistan” Institute 
for Social Policy and Understanding (ISPU) (2011). 
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In “Afghanistan Study Group Report: Revitalizing our Efforts, Rethinking our 

Strategies,”31 James L. Jones and Thomas R. Pickering have revitalized the U.S. thinking and 

strategies in Afghanistan. They argued that the causes of U.S. strategies’ failure to resolve the 

Afghan conflict are attributed to the lack of employment opportunities for Afghans. 

Alternatively, the Afghans relied on poppy cultivation and illegal drug trafficking. They argued 

that the American led international intervention in Afghanistan has initially ignored a 

multifaceted approach and primarily relied on the use of force against Taliban. Failing to 

address the poppy cultivation provided Taliban with an economic opportunity to revive and 

sustain their networks. Simultaneously, unemployment, bad governance, and other domestic 

problems compelled non-combatant Afghans to provide logistic and intelligence support to 

Taliban. 

The rise and sustainable resistance from Taliban against the U.S. was the consequence 

of domestic policy failure, but support from some external stakeholders also played an 

important role. Happymon Jacob, in his writing, “The Rise, Fall and the Resurgence of 

Taliban,”32 reflected upon the support of Iran and some elements in the Pakistan Army to the 

Afghan Taliban as a potential catalyst in the longevity of the Afghan conflict. Afghan Taliban 

remained active in dealing with international actors, namely Russia, China, Pakistan, Iran, 

Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and some other important actors. They had been receiving covert 

assistance from many international actors, which remained an important factor for their rise 

and resurgence. Ahmed Rashid has also written about the international support to Taliban in 

Taliban: Islam, Oil and the New Great Game in Central Asia.33 He believes that Pakistan 

maintains historical linkages with Taliban, and they used the slogans of Islamic Jihad to 

undermine the nationalist sentiments in the cross-border region. Since Pakistan’s creation, 

some elements in Afghanistan and Pakistan are actively campaigning for Pashtun nationalism, 

which would undermine Pakistan’s legitimacy in Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa’s tribal regions. So, 

international assistance to the Afghan Taliban remained an essential factor in sustaining the 

conflict in Afghanistan for nearly two decades. 

 
31 James L. Jones and Thomas R, “Revitalizing our Efforts, Rethinking our Strategies” (Washington: Afghanistan 
Study Group Report, 2008), 33-37. 
32 Happymon Jacob, The Rise, Fall and the Resurgence of Taliban (New Delhi, Observer Research Foundation, 
2006). 
33 Ahmed Rashid, Taliban: Islam, Oil and the New Great Game in Central Asia (New York, I.B.Tauris, 2002). 
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In another book, Descent into Chaos: The World’s Most Unstable Region and the 

Threat to Global Security34 , Ahmed Rashid maintained that the U.S. and Pakistan have a trust 

deficit, one of the leading causes of failure to resolve the Afghan conflict. When the U.S. 

invaded Iraq in 2003, the Pakistani establishment worried about the U.S.’s commitment to the 

Afghan conflict resolution. Due to the lack of trust, Pakistan continued supporting the Afghan 

Taliban to preserve their vested interest in Afghanistan after the likely withdrawal of the U.S. 

troops. 

Carlotta Gall is a New York Times reporter who wrote a book, The Wrong Enemy: 

America in Afghanistan, 2001-2014,35 depicting Pakistan’s role in the Afghan conflict. She 

argued that the failure of the U.S. strategies in bringing order in Afghanistan was due to 

Pakistan’s army and ISI’s role in extending all possible support to the Afghan Taliban. She 

maintains that Pakistan’s army wanted a fragmented Afghanistan with their puppet government 

to be used as a strategic counterweight against its arch-rival India. Pakistan’s army efforts had 

weakened Afghanistan and undermined the U.S. strategic objectives but simultaneously proved 

counterproductive for itself. She believes that Pakistan will realize the importance of a stable 

Afghanistan and play an essential role in the conflict resolution efforts. 

Noah Coburn in his book, Losing Afghanistan: An Obituary for the Intervention,36 

focused on the development side of the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan. He criticized the U.S. 

strategies of statebuilding, arguing that the ground realities and local culture were ignored 

during the formulation and implementation of the development policies. The non-

governmental organizations and research institutions produced the terminology and content 

that could seek funds from the U.S.-led organizations, like NATO. The U.S. policies ignored 

common Afghan feelings, which resulted in stretching distances between the U.S. forces and 

the local population. Ignoring Afghan’s feelings is considered one of the causes of the support 

that Taliban got from the local non-combatant Afghans and paved the way for their resurgence. 

Noah also argues that the corrupt local Afghan government (then Karzai government) is also 

responsible for the failed U.S. strategies for conflict resolution in Afghanistan. 

 
34 Ahmed Rashid, Descent into Chaos: The World’s Most Unstable Region and the Threat to Global Security 
(London, Penguin, 2009). 
35 Carlotta Gall, The Wrong Enemy: America in Afghanistan, 2001-2014 (Boston, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 
2014). 
36 Noah Coburn, Losing Afghanistan: An Obituary for the Intervention, (California, Stanford University Press, 
2016). 
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Geoffrey Swenson in his article “Why U.S. Efforts to Promote the Rule of Law in 

Afghanistan Failed”37 argues that the U.S. strategy of promoting ‘rule of law’ in Afghanistan 

failed due to the questionable strategic choices and dubious assumptions about the conflict. 

The U.S. spending on the Statebuilding program which included uplifting the Afghan criminal 

justice system, increased from 2009 to 2014 under Obama presidency; however, the outcome 

was a failure due to a comprehensive yet inchoate approach. The paper identifies structural 

problems in the execution of the U.S. policies; the execution was problematic as the U.S. effort 

reflected fundamental failures in timing, strategy and coordination. Aid was sparse during the 

crucial initial period and lately increased but focused on unnecessary and unwanted legislative 

reforms. The paper is indeed an insightful reflective essay, explaining the causes of the U.S. 

failure in Afghanistan, however, it lacks a theoretical lens to further generalize the outcomes 

of the conflict.  

Research Gap 

The literature review highlights several gaps in the existing literature on the U.S. 

intervention and conflict resolution in Afghanistan. The literature review points out that most 

of the literature was produced in the first decade of the 21st century, which means that there is 

a lack of updated analysis of the conflict in Afghanistan. This is a significant gap in the 

literature, given the longest conflict in Afghanistan, and the need for a more comprehensive 

and up-to-date understanding of the situation. 

Another gap in the literature is the lack of coherence in the U.S. strategies in 

Afghanistan since 2001. The U.S. changed strategies for conflict resolution, but the linkage 

between reasons for the old strategies’ failure and the new strategy’s rationale and objectives 

had not been studied comprehensively. Therefore, there was a need for a more in-depth analysis 

of the reasons why certain strategies failed and why new strategies were adopted. 

Moreover, the literature mostly focuses on individual causes of the failure of conflict 

resolution approaches, which fails to identify the multiple causes of conflict resolution failure 

in Afghanistan collectively. Therefore, there was a need for more research that identifies the 

 
37 Geoffrey Swenson, "Why US efforts to promote the rule of law in Afghanistan failed." International 
Security 42, no. 1 (2017): 114-151. 
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various causes of the failure of conflict resolution approaches in Afghanistan collectively to 

find a comprehensive multidimensional solution. 

The existing body of research acknowledges that the complex cultural and historical 

background of Afghanistan has been a key factor in determining both the development of the 

conflict and the direction of efforts to resolve it. However, there is a notable gap in 

understanding exactly how these factors influenced the strategies employed by the United 

States. In addition, there is a lack of research on the underlying cultural and historical aspects 

that should be taken into account when developing conflict resolution strategies in this context. 

One factor contributing to this gap is the limited familiarity of scholars with the deeply rooted 

Afghan spirit, as evidenced in the literature. In this study, the researcher has a clear advantage 

in having a close, first-hand understanding of Afghan culture, society, and the complex 

dynamics of tribal politics. This indigenous perspective provides the study with a unique 

perspective to delve into these unexplored dimensions, thereby contributing to a more 

comprehensive and insightful analysis of the role of cultural and historical factors in shaping 

US strategy and informing the formulation of effective conflict resolution strategies. 

The application of game theory in analyzing the U.S. strategies and conflict resolution 

in Afghanistan is an area that has not been explored extensively in the existing literature. Game 

theory is a tool used to analyze and predict the behavior of players in a strategic situation, and 

it can be applied to the conflict in Afghanistan, which involves multiple players with differing 

interests and strategies. Game theory can help in understanding the strategic decisions of the 

U.S. government and other actors involved in the conflict, such as the Taliban, the Afghan 

government, and regional and international players. For instance, game theory can be used to 

analyze the decision-making process of the U.S. government in choosing between different 

military strategies or negotiating with the Taliban. It can also be used to predict the response 

of other actors to the U.S. strategies, such as the Taliban's reaction to a military surge or a peace 

deal. Moreover, game theory can help in identifying the optimal strategies for conflict 

resolution that could lead to a sustainable peace in Afghanistan. By analyzing the interests and 

strategies of the different actors, game theory can help in identifying the potential cooperative 

solutions that could benefit all parties involved. Overall, the application of game theory in 

analyzing the U.S. strategies and conflict resolution in Afghanistan is a potential gap in the 

existing literature that could provide valuable insights and recommendations for policymakers 

and scholars. 
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Lastly, the literature review pertains to the absence of a comprehensive and integrated study 

that can establish the linkages between the various strategies adopted by the U.S. and their 

corresponding outcomes. It is crucial to address this gap because such an analysis can help in developing 

more effective and sustainable approaches for conflict resolution and peacebuilding in Afghanistan. 

Without a comprehensive understanding of how different strategies are connected and how 

they affect conflict resolution, it is difficult to evaluate the success or failure of particular 

approaches. Moreover, without this understanding, it is challenging to design new strategies 

that can address the underlying causes of conflict in Afghanistan effectively. Therefore, 

bridging this gap in the literature by conducting a combined study of the U.S. strategies and 

their outcomes and reasons for success or failure can contribute significantly to the 

development of more effective conflict resolution and peacebuilding approaches. 

Overall, the literature review highlights several gaps in the existing literature on the 

U.S. intervention and conflict resolution in Afghanistan. A more comprehensive and updated 

analysis of the conflict was needed, along with a more in-depth understanding of the reasons 

for the failure of conflict resolution approaches and the linkages between various strategies. 

This thesis aims to fill a significant gap in the existing literature by providing a comprehensive 

analysis of the U.S. strategies employed for conflict resolution in Afghanistan. While prior 

literature has presented the U.S. led international intervention as a means of resolving conflict 

in Afghanistan, the historical pattern of interventions has contributed to the instability of the 

region. Therefore, it is crucial to explore the U.S. led international intervention as a key factor 

in the failure of conflict resolution in Afghanistan. 

Research Questions 

Core Question 

1. Why did the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan fail to produce a tangible outcome with 

reference to conflict resolution? 

Supportive Questions 

1. Why the U.S. did intervene in Afghanistan and how is it related to conflict 

resolution? 

2. How did the U.S. pursue conflict resolution in Afghanistan? 

3. How unsuccessful was the U.S. in resolving conflict in Afghanistan? 
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Research Methodology 

This thesis constitutes a qualitative case study which aims to analyze the challenges, 

successes, and failures of the U.S. intervention and conflict resolution in Afghanistan. 

Specifically, the study's independent variable pertains to the U.S. strategies in Afghanistan 

since the 9/11 attacks, while the dependent variable is conflict resolution. The study also 

considers intervening variables such as the impact of local Afghan government and regional 

and extra-regional actors on conflict resolution. Drawing on secondary data sources, including 

official documents, books, journal articles, NATO publications, reports by the American 

Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR), and research studies by 

leading institutions and think tanks such as the Research and Development (RAND) 

Corporation, and Brookings Institute, the research employs a qualitative explanatory design to 

derive conclusions about the U.S. overall strategy. Additionally, academic studies published in 

international peer-reviewed journals are used to explain the objectives, strategies, and 

outcomes of the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan. To supplement this data, the study also 

incorporates information from official reports of Congress and other organizations, local and 

international newspapers, and interviews with subject experts to gain further insights into the 

U.S. strategies and outcomes vis-à-vis conflict in Afghanistan, including recent peace talks.  

This study employs a descriptive and explanatory research design, utilizing qualitative 

research methods. The explanatory research design is concerned with elucidating the 

interrelationship between various concepts and ideas in order to comprehend the causes, 

reasons, and outcomes of the phenomenon under study. This type of research not only describes 

the observed phenomenon, but also endeavors to provide answers to questions regarding why 

and how it occurs. Within the explanatory research design, research questions are employed to 

guide the analysis of relevant literature and documents. This study describes the causes of U.S. 

intervention, the strategies employed post-intervention, and the outcomes in relation to conflict 

resolution in Afghanistan. Furthermore, it seeks to explain the factors that contribute to the 

protracted nature of the conflict and the failure of U.S. strategies. In light of historical 

difficulties in stabilizing Afghanistan, this study examines the impact of U.S. intervention on 

Afghanistan's conflict resolution from 2001 until 2020.  

For data collection, this study employs a descriptive and explanatory research design, 

drawing on document analysis, archival record review, and historical analysis to interpret 
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data.38 The study's primary method of data collection is document analysis of selected sources. 

Bowen defines document analysis as a systematic approach to obtaining and evaluating both 

printed and electronic documents for relevant data.39 Document analysis of multiple sources 

provides researchers with a confluence of evidence that increases reliability and decreases 

biasedness.40 Archival record review is another method of data collection used in this study, 

involving research on available records and documents related to the problem under 

consideration.41 Government records, public records, survey data, service records, charts, and 

maps are commonly used types of archival records.42 The study uses data collected from online 

public resources and government collections, including leading online archival sources such as 

the U.S. Archival Library Information Center, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and 

Museum, Congressional Archives, and the White House Archives. Historical analysis, defined 

as the study of comparative societies over time, is the third method of data collection employed 

in this study.43 Official government documents provide a good source for historical analysis, 

and the study uses historical analysis of sources related to past interventions and conflict 

resolution strategies in Afghanistan. Interviews with subject experts are the fourth method of 

data collection used to gain insights into the U.S. strategies and outcomes vis-à-vis conflict in 

Afghanistan. 

Under the auspices of the realist school of thought, the conceptual framework of game 

theory is used for the thesis’s management. Game theory’s conceptual framework of 

Cooperative games with a non-zero-sum outcome and non-cooperative games with a zero-sum 

outcome under a constant prisoner’s dilemma and bluffing is used for the analysis of the U.S. 

strategies and their impact on conflict resolution in Afghanistan. The U.S. strategies in 

Afghanistan are analyzed under the guiding attributes/ variables of Game Theory. Game 

Theory explains the strategic interaction patterns and aspirations among players of the conflict. 

Game theory is widely used in different academic disciplines; it is equally applicable in 

explaining interaction among various parties in the conflict. The outcome of a conflict 

 
38 Glenn A Bowen, “Document analysis as a qualitative research method.” Qualitative research journal 9, no. 2 
(2009): 27. 
39 Ibid, 28. 
40 Robert K Yin, “Case study research: Design and methods (Vol. 5). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc 
(2003): 103. 
41 David E McNabb, Research methods in public administration and nonprofit management. Rutledge. 2015, 
103. 
42 Robert K Yin, “Case study research: Design and methods, 105. 
43 Earl Babbie, The practice of social research, eleventh edition. Belmont, CA: Thompson Wadsworth (2007), 
338. 
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resolution depends upon the strategic choices of all concerning parties. In this game, every 

party has to consider the thinking and objectives of the opposite party. However, it is a 

sophisticated art to understand the mindset and approach of the opposing party.44 Application 

of the Game Theory’s selective conceptual framework over the Conflict Resolution situation 

in Afghanistan is quite relevant as many local, regional, and international players are involved. 

At the local level, Afghan Taliban, local warlords and the Afghan government are the main 

players; at the regional level, Pakistan, Iran, China, Central Asian Republics and India remain 

relevant actors; while at the international level, the main actor is the U.S. with the support of 

some NATO countries. 

In this qualitative case study, the regional factor is considered an intervening variable 

that potentially influences the dynamics of the conflict and its resolution. To control bias and 

for the impact of this regional factor, the triangulation method in game theory is employed. 

Triangulation involves integrating multiple data sources, research methods, or theoretical 

perspectives to improve the validity of the results. In the context of a case study, this is achieved 

through data from various sources in order to get a comprehensive view of regional dynamics. 

This includes historical records, research papers, interviews with experts, and media reports 

from the U.S., regional countries particularly Pakistan and neutral regions. By including 

various sources, this study covers a wider range of regional influences. In addition to data 

sources, this dissertation uses theoretical lenses to analyze the regional factor. Game theory has 

provided a structured framework for modeling strategic interactions between different actors. 

Using game theory models, the study modeled how the decisions of regional actors affected 

the conflict and its resolution. In addition, the dissertation used various qualitative methods to 

study the role of the regional factor. Network analysis is used to determine the relationship 

between regional actors. In addition, after conducting separate analyzes using various methods 

and sources, patterns, sequences and discrepancies in the data were recorded and analyzed 

through discourse analysis. The convergence of the results obtained by several methods caused 

greater confidence in the conclusions drawn. Through the triangulation method, the case study 

better controlled for the influence of the regional factor on the U.S. intervention and conflict 

resolution in Afghanistan. By integrating multiple data sources, perspectives and methods, the 

study provides a more robust and subtle understanding of how regional dynamics influence 

 
44 Anatol Rapoport, “International Relations and game theory” In Arms Control and Disarmament, ed. Paolo 
Foradori, Giampiero Giacomello and Alessandro Pascolini, (Cham, Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 39-50. 
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conflict and its eventual resolution, thereby increasing the credibility and reliability of the 

study's results. 

For data processing and analysis, descriptive and explanatory methods are used to 

interpret, compare, and infer the available data. The study looks for a causal relationship 

between the U.S. intervention and conflict resolution in Afghanistan. The following tree 

diagram illustrates the structure of research design of the study.  

 

Figure 1: Research Design of the Study45 

Significance of the Study 

This research work provides a significant contribution to the existing literature on the 

U.S. intervention in Afghanistan by filling gaps and providing a contemporary understanding 

of the failure of U.S. intervention and conflict resolution strategies in Afghanistan. While there 

are independent studies available on the various U.S. strategies in Afghanistan, this research 

connects the changing strategies' objectives and outcomes and provides an in-depth analysis of 

the U.S. strategies and their subsequent outcomes vis-à-vis conflict resolution in Afghanistan. 

 
45 Developed by the researcher for this particular thesis. 
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The study also offers an alternative perspective for understanding the U.S. led 

international interventions from the dominant Western literature. The Western literature sees 

the U.S. led international intervention in Afghanistan as an instrument of conflict resolution 

and statebuilding project. However, this research argues that U.S. led international intervention 

in Afghanistan from 2001 till 2020 had a counterproductive effect on conflict and violence. 

Moreover, the study addresses the changing U.S. strategies in Afghanistan and whether 

they were coordinated and part of a bigger plan or disconnected and changed one after another 

due to their ineffectiveness. It explains the rationale for the necessity of changing different 

strategies by the U.S. administration. 

Despite the U.S. exit from Afghanistan in 2021, the ground situations with respect to 

the stabilization indicators are worrisome, and establishing a peaceful and stable government 

in Afghanistan remains a challenge. Therefore, this study is useful for social scientists, 

teachers, students, and politicians alike. It provides valuable secondary data for future research 

on related topics. 

Delimitation 

Context: Conflict in Afghanistan from the U.S. intervention till exit, is the longest war in the 

U.S. history. This study is mainly based on the political and security situation in Afghanistan 

which influenced the processes of conflict resolution and state-stabilization. 

Theme: The main motive/theme of the study is to analyze the U.S. strategies and their impact 

on conflict resolution in Afghanistan. 

Time and Space: This study will cover a period of nineteen years, from 2001 to 2020. The 

study does not include the post-2020 developments with respect to conflict resolution in 

Afghanistan. 

Organization of the Study 

This paper is categorized into different chapters to find answers to the questions and 

analyze the major argument. 

Introduction: 
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The background of the study, problem statement, study objectives, research questions, 

the significance, and delimitations is described in the introduction. It also introduces the 

methodology of the research work.  

Chapter One: Theoretical Framework: 

This chapter introduces the game theory’s conceptual framework and its application to 

the topic under study. The study’s Conceptual framework mainly focuses on variables of zero-

sum vs. non-zero-sum games, Prisoner’s dilemma and bluffing strategy of the game theory. 

The theory is used qualitatively for the descriptive analytical research design.  

Chapter Two: Historical Background of Conflict in Afghanistan: 

This chapter focuses on the historical background of the conflict in Afghanistan, 

starting from the Soviet Union intervention in 1979, Civil War in the post-Soviet Union 

withdrawal, and the U.S. intervention in 2001. The chapter highlights the conflictual history of 

Afghanistan to limelight the difficult political culture of the country. Since 1919, the country 

had hardly witnessed political consensus on the type of political system; various stakeholders 

shifted between religious theocracy, western democracy and communism. This chapter would 

help in understanding the reasons for the failure of the U.S. post-9/11 statebuilding efforts, as 

they largely ignored the ground cultural sensitivities in the formulation and execution of 

policies. 

Chapter Three: The U.S. post 9/11 Strategies in Afghanistan: 

This chapter describes various conflict resolution strategies used by the U.S. in 

Afghanistan from 2001 till 2020. It explains the durability and applicability of the U.S. post-

intervention strategies with respect to conflict resolution in Afghanistan. The chapter includes 

analytical discussions on applicability of the varying U.S. strategies. It also establishes a 

correlation among the changing strategies of president, Bush, Obama, and Trump, to establish 

a case for the proceeding chapters about the outcomes and causes of the failure of the strategies.  

Chapter Four: Outcomes of the U.S. Strategies: 
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This chapter includes discussion on outcomes of the post-9/11 U.S. strategies in 

Afghanistan. It includes both achievements and failures of the U.S. goals in Afghanistan with 

respect to the strategic objectives about conflict resolution.  

Chapter Five: Causes of the Failure of U.S. Strategies: 

This chapter analyzed different factors responsible for the Afghan conflict’s longevity 

and the failure of the U.S. strategies with respect to conflict resolution in Afghanistan.  

Findings and Conclusion: 

At the end of the thesis, an overview of the previous chapters, findings of the study and 

recommendations for successful conflict resolution strategies in Afghanistan are described. 

Operational Definitions 

Strategy: It refers to the military, political, and economical means to pursue ultimate 

objectives/ goals in the international system. In this study, strategy refers to the U.S. policies 

and approaches towards conflict resolution in Afghanistan since 2001. 

International intervention: This is the use of force by one state against another state’s internal 

or external affairs. Here it refers to the U.S. military intervention in Afghanistan in 2001. 

Conflict Resolution: Conflict resolution is a way for two or more parties to find a solution to 

a disagreement among them. The disagreement/ conflict in Afghanistan started mainly between 

the U.S. and Taliban in 2001, when the U.S. intervened after Taliban refused to comply with 

their demands vis-à-vis nexus with Al Qaeda. In this study, this term is generically used for 

conflict engagement, conflict management, conflict transformation and conflict settlement. 

Game Theory: It analyzes the decision-making process, taking into account the aspirations, 

reactions, and choices of the parties involved, during their interaction on international conflict. 

Here game theory is used to understand the U.S. strategies and the impact on conflict resolution 

in Afghanistan. 

Zero-Sum Game: In game theory, the zero-sum game refers to one party’s gains at the 

precisely balanced loss of another party. This is usually called the complete victory of one side 

due to the complete defeat of the other side in the conflict. 
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Non-Zero-Sum game: Non-Zero-sum game refers to a situation in a conflict in which all 

concerned parties’ losses or gains are not necessarily equal, and both parties may likely gain 

or lose. 

Prisoner’s Dilemma: Prisoner’s dilemma is one aspect of the game theory, explaining why 

two rational actors may not cooperate even if it benefits both. 

Bluffing: Bluffing is a strategy used in game theory to explain the deceptive behavior of a 

player in games.  

Statebuilding: It is a process by which states increase their capacity to function well through 

institution building and political stability. 

Failed State: This applies to those states whose political and economic systems are stagnant 

to such an extent that the government no longer exercises powers within the borders. 

Dependency: A situation where a State or government is dependent or controlled by another 

state or organization. 

Rentier State: This applies to the state, which depends on external revenues for all of its needs 

as rents from certain compromises. 

Government Legitimacy: This refers to a broader recognition of the right of state power to 

the population. 

Mixed Sovereignty: This refers to the type of sovereignty in a country where the sovereign 

powers of the legislative, judicial, and executive branches are shared among different 

stakeholders. 

Decentralized Political System: This is a political system in which more authority is 

transferred from the central government to citizens through their representatives. 

Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF): It refers to the collective security structure of the 

Afghan government, which includes the Afghan National Army (ANA), Afghan National 

Police (ANP), Afghan Commandos (CDO), Afghan Border Patrol (ABP), Afghan Local Police 

(ALP), Afghan Highway Patrol (AHP) and Afghan National Army Special Forces (ANASF). 
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Counterinsurgency (COIN): It refers to the combined military and civilian efforts to 

overcome and control insurgency in any particular country. In the case of Afghanistan, 

counterinsurgency is interchangeably used with counterterrorism. 

Counterterrorism (C.T.): It refers to the strategies and actions taken to undermine and 

eliminate terrorism in all its forms at the local, regional, and international levels. The U.S. 

intervention in Afghanistan was in the pretext of the Global War on Terror, hence a 

counterterrorism strategy.  
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Figure 2: Afghanistan’s map46  

 
46 Cartographic Map Afghanistan, United Nation. Accessed at:  
https://www.un.org/Depts/Cartographic/map/profile/afghanis.pdf (accessed on July 20, 2020) 

https://www.un.org/Depts/Cartographic/map/profile/afghanis.pdf
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Chapter One 

The U.S. Intervention and Conflict Resolution in Afghanistan through the 

Prism of Game Theory 

This chapter looks into relevance of the game theory in conflict resolution strategies 

with a special focus on the conflict in Afghanistan from the year 2001 till 2020. The objective 

is to understand and get guidance from this theoretical framework while further describing the 

specific case study of Afghanistan. The conflict between the U.S. and the Taliban can be 

analyzed through the theoretical framework of game theory and the prisoner's dilemma. Game 

theory is the study of how people make decisions in strategic situations, where the outcome of 

their actions depends on the actions of others. The prisoner's dilemma is a classic game theory 

scenario that demonstrates how two individuals might not cooperate even when it is in their 

best interest to do so. This thesis conceptual framework centers on the various U.S. strategies 

used in Afghanistan from 2001 till 2020 to overcome the conflict. The U.S. strategies in 

Afghanistan have been analyzed under the guiding attributes/ variables of Game Theory, 

presuming that the failure in achieving policy objectives vis-à-vis the U.S. intervention in 

Afghanistan stems from over-reliance on the military force, a strategic confusion regarding the 

use of coercive or political means to deal with Taliban and negligence to the ground realities 

in the country. Game Theory explains the strategic interaction patterns and aspirations among 

players of the conflict. Game theory is widely used in different academic disciplines; it is 

equally applicable in explaining interaction among various parties in the conflict. The outcome 

of a conflict resolution depends upon the strategic choices of all concerning parties. In game 

theory, every party has to consider the thinking and objectives of the opposite party. However, 

it is a sophisticated art to understand the mindset and approach of the opposing party.47 With 

respect to this particular case study, there were different dyads involved in the Afghan conflict, 

the U.S., the then local Afghan government, regional states and international community at 

large, however, the core contending players remained the U.S. and Taliban. So, in this chapter, 

the game conceptual framework is focused on the varying U.S. strategies and the resultant 

repercussive strategies from Taliban. 

 

 
47 Anatol Rapoport, “International Relations and game theory…, 2018. 39-50. 
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The concept of theory refers to the interpretation of any model based on the issue being 

studied. When it comes to game theory, it is not simply a general theory of strategic interaction, 

but is also viewed as a theory of international relations. Game theory takes a position of 

realism,48 acknowledging that states are the main subjects seeking to maximize their influence 

in the international arena. However, the game-theoretic approach is not limited to realism,49  as 

the rational behavior of participants is crucial, and it is not required that key participants are 

only states. For instance, in the case study of Afghanistan's conflict resolution, the Taliban, a 

belligerent group, was a significant player, along with various other Afghan warlords. 

Given the involvement of multiple local, regional, and international players, applying 

game theory to the conflict resolution situation in Afghanistan is relevant. At the local level, 

the Afghan Taliban, local warlords, and the Afghan government were the main players. At the 

regional level, Pakistan, Iran, China, Central Asian Republics, and India were relevant actors, 

while at the international level, the primary actor was the U.S., with the support of some NATO 

countries. Despite the conflict's complexity due to multiple players, this thesis concentrates on 

the U.S. strategies and the Taliban's responses to those strategies. 

For a significant period of time, the conflict in Afghanistan was perceived as a zero-

sum game by both local and international actors, wherein the success of one party came at the 

expense of the other's failure. The U.S. and the Afghan government aimed to weaken the 

Afghan Taliban's authority through coercive measures to establish a democratically elected 

government in Afghanistan. To achieve this objective, the U.S. implemented a significant 

military escalation strategy to defeat the Taliban and gain complete control of Afghanistan's 

territory. In parallel, the Afghan Taliban pursued a zero-sum game, demanding the withdrawal 

of all U.S. forces and the acquisition of Afghan government authority. In the pursuit of this 

zero-sum game, both major parties and their respective allies continued the war in Afghanistan 

for almost two decades. However, since this approach failed to yield the desired outcome, the 

U.S. altered its policy and adopted a political settlement strategy alongside its existing state-

building approach for conflict resolution in Afghanistan. The Bonn agreement was a significant 

step in this direction, but it excluded the Taliban. 

 
48 Ibid 
49 Robert Jervis. “Realism, game theory, and cooperation.” World politics 40, no. 3 (1988): 317-349. 
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The Afghan Taliban persisted in pursuing their zero-sum game approach, employing 

guerrilla warfare tactics to inflict maximum damage on the U.S. and the then Afghan 

government. The U.S. announcement of its withdrawal from Afghanistan in 2014 was viewed 

as a unilateral victory by the Afghan Taliban. Although the U.S. aimed to disengage entirely 

from Afghanistan, it retained 14,000 troops due to various factors. After 2014, the U.S. strategy 

evolved to establish an Enduring Counterterrorism Partnership with the Afghan government 

and regional allies under its regional solution approach for dealing with the Afghan conflict. 

On the other hand, the Taliban continued to fight and refused the U.S. offer for peace talks 

extended from 2012 onwards. Although the Taliban opened their political office in Doha, 

Qatar, in June 2013, they continued to use coercive tactics against the U.S. forces and 

demanded their unconditional withdrawal from Afghanistan. 

The 2018 U.S. presidential election marked a significant turning point in the conflict 

resolution process in Afghanistan. The U.S. President Donald Trump adopted two strategies 

for resolving the conflict in Afghanistan. First, he applied pressure on Pakistan to constrain the 

Taliban by suspending financial support for the country. Simultaneously, the U.S. resumed 

using coercive measures such as the dropping of the "mother of all bombs" against insurgent 

groups in Afghanistan. President Trump hoped for a zero-sum outcome with a complete victory 

in Afghanistan. However, this strategy was short-lived, and the U.S. changed its approach 

towards a peaceful settlement, resulting in the adoption of a policy of peace talks with the 

Taliban and the use of a non-zero-sum strategy. 

The Afghan peace talks, primarily between the U.S. and the Taliban, were a clear 

indication that both major parties realized that only a non-zero-sum outcome would endure in 

the conflict resolution process. This was the first time that both parties showed flexibility in 

their demands towards each other. Although the cooperative approach towards negotiations 

seemed to be for a non-zero-sum outcome, both the Taliban and the U.S. employed bluffing 

strategies to achieve their objectives. The U.S. aimed for a safe exit, preparing for the post-exit 

pressure on the Taliban, while the Taliban sought unconditional troop withdrawal and 

government control. During the Doha negotiations, Ashraf Ghani's constitutional government 

in Afghanistan expressed reservations about the peace talks and was uncertain about the pro-

government outcome, acting as a spoiler because their survival depended on the U.S. prolonged 

stay. Similarly, other regional players were expected to play either a cooperative or spoiler role 

in the conflict resolution process. The U.S. exit in August 2021 appeared to be a zero-sum 
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outcome for the Taliban, but the indirect influence the U.S. can exert through economic 

restrictions could exacerbate the prevailing conflict situation, preventing the Taliban regime 

from stabilizing and enjoying peace. 

This thesis aims to analyze the U.S. strategies in Afghanistan through the lens of 

conflict resolution using the Game Theory framework. Specifically, the study will focus on 

two important game theory attributes, namely the 'non-cooperative or zero-sum vs. cooperative 

or non-zero-sum', 'prisoner's dilemma' and 'bluffing' games. By applying this theoretical 

framework, the thesis seeks to identify the various U.S. strategies implemented in Afghanistan, 

while also providing a conceptual framework for analyzing them. Through an inductive 

reasoning approach, the study will examine how these strategies were influenced by the game 

theory attributes and how they impacted the conflict resolution process in Afghanistan. This 

analysis will provide a better understanding of the U.S. approaches to the conflict, and the 

extent to which game theory can be applied to conflict resolution in complex settings such as 

Afghanistan.  

1.1. Conflict Resolution in Afghanistan in the light of Game Theory 

In 1944, a monograph titled “Game Theory and Economic Behavior” was jointly 

published by Oscar Morgenstern and John Von Neumann, giving rise to Game Theory’s 

emergence.50 Though mathematical in nature, but since its foundation, game theory is 

purposefully used in international relations. Game theory is used in both quantitative as well 

as qualitative research. Game theory explains different parties behavior during interaction 

among parties in a strategic decision making process. The theory helps understand the logic of 

the rational behavior of parties in a conflict. In a post-World War II era, game theory gained 

popularity among political scientists in the Western political literature. During the cold war’s 

bipolarity between the U.S. and Soviet Union, the containment policy was built upon the game 

theory, explaining the behavior of cold war rivals. In post-world wars and during the Cold War, 

game theory emerged as an alternative framework for understanding the state’s behavior. In 

the post-cold war era, international relations, strategic studies and political science theorists 

use game theory to analyze actors’ behavior in the decision-making process during 

international negotiation relating to conflict resolution and signing of treaties. The increasing 

 
50 John Von Neumann, Oskar Morgenstern, and Harold William Kuhn. Theory of games and economic behavior 
(commemorative edition). (New Jersey: Princeton university press, 2007) 
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multi-polarity in world politics and complex interdependence in international negotiations has 

further enhanced game theory’s importance.51 

RAND Corporation is credited to be the launching platform for the game theorists 

including John von Newman who worked on the theory while working for the organization 

under the auspices of U.S. Air Force, for research in the usage of Intercontinental ballistic 

missile.52 RAND Corporation used Game Theory in developing the optimal atomic bombing 

strategy in Japan. In 1950s, the application of Game theory was more popularized and the 

representative of social sciences, including political science, economy, philosophy and 

International Relations, started using it in their research. Even many American Universities 

opened up analytical centres for the usage of Game theory in Social Sciences.53 In the Classic 

monograph of 1944, Non-zero-Sum Games or Cooperative games and Zero-Sum Games or 

non-cooperative games were mainly considered.54 The non-zero-sum game refers to those 

games, where the players can make decisions based on an agreement that serves to be a win-

win situation for all parties. Mostly, international agreements, which are agreed upon under the 

principle of cooperative or non-zero-sum game, are also open for accession by other parties. In 

this way, the overall gains and losses of the cooperation are shared among the participating 

members.55 On the other hand, Zero-Sum game refers to those when a won on one side is equal 

to the loss of the other side.56 The players in a Zero-Sum game are considered as antagonistic. 

Generally, zero-sum games describe situations of pure confrontation in which the participants 

of the opposing parties goes into direct confrontation. 

The conceptual framework of game theory in conflict resolution negotiations is used by 

many prominent authors, who used/applied the zero-sum and non-zero-sum games in different 

conflict resolution situations. Neumann and Morgenstern published their first monograph 

relating Game Theory in 1950.  Few year later John Forbes Nash, one of the most prominent 

proponents of game theory, defended his thesis, devoted to non-cooperative games (in which 

coalitions between players are not allowed to form) and games with a non-zero sum (winning 

 
51 Ibid 
52 Richard Ernest Bellman, David Blackwell, J. P. Lasalle. “Application of Theory of Games to Identification of 
Friend and Foe.” Santa Monica: The Rand Corporation (1949): 2-15. 
53 James D Morrow, Game theory for political scientists. (Princeton University Press, 1994), 261. 
54 Tamer Basar, “Lecture notes on non-cooperative game theory.” Game Theory Module of the Graduate 
Program in Network Mathematics (2010): 3-6. 
55 Ibid 
56 James D Morrow. Game theory for political scientists. (Princeton University Press, 1994), 78. 
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one side is not equal to losing the other; besides the opposite, the parties have common 

interests).57 The central point of Nash’s theory is the concept of equilibrium, now bearing his 

name. Nash equilibrium is a combination of strategies in which no player is interested in 

unilaterally changing their strategy. J. Nash proved that this kind of equilibrium exists for all 

finite games (games with a limited number of strategies for each player) with any number of 

players. Earlier, the idea of Nash was proved by John von Neumann and Oscar Morgenstern 

only for games with two participants with zero-sum.58 Although both works were separated by 

only six years, in practice, in 1950-1960, most studies developed the concept of Neumann. 

Only in the 1970s and 1980s did Reinhard Selten supplement the Nash concept with a balance 

suitable for sub-games for dynamic with multi-way games having complete information.59 This 

kind of games is based on the desire of the player to make rational choices at the decision 

making. The concept of ordinary winnings corresponding to a given set of strategies of 

participating players has been expanded to the “win vector.” This is a multi-criteria assessment 

about the game outcome. 

Game theory may well be compatible with a structural approach to international 

politics. As a general theoretical approach to international politics, it involves motivated 

behavior in the absence of supranational institutions of power. Thus, she emphasizes the 

fundamental properties of anarchy in international relations and the use of various 

configurations of national interests and political circumstances in situations of international 

cooperation and conflict.60 

The main difficulty in constructing the game model of international relations is the 

prioritization of each other’s various behavioral strategies. The main problem here is not the 

lack of rational behavior in the international arena, but the correct assessment of alternatives 

by states. Often, the size of a country’s value is inconsistent with the size of another country or 

the non-state actor. So, the researchers should see image factors, ethical standards, and other 

conditions rather than full tangible advantages. 

 
57 Charles A Holt and Alvin E. Roth. “The Nash equilibrium: A perspective.” Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences 101, no. 12 (2004): 3999-4002. 
58 Ibid 
59 Peter Hammerstein and Reinhard Selten. “Game theory and evolutionary biology.” Handbook of game 
theory with economic applications 2 (1994): 929-993. 
60 Ibid 
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The 1962 Caribbean crisis was the most relevant instance of an international event to 

which game-theoretic model was applied.61 Many researchers analyzed the difficult 

international situation at the time and incorporated it into most textbooks on political science 

and internationalist game theory. It has been repeatedly used as a prototype simulation game 

for the high ranking military and political leaders in the U.S. and NATO countries. After the 

end of the Cold War, game theory has undergone major changes in the field of application of 

international relations.62 For the classic issues of nuclear war and arms race, a theoretical 

analysis of the game is carried out on ethnic conflicts, nuclear non-proliferation, humanitarian 

interventions, establishment of democratic regimes, economic sanctions, the world trade and 

globalization, and supranational institutions. 

Over the past 20 years, game-theoretic models of international relations have become 

more complex in terms of not only the mathematical apparatus but also the political theories 

and empirical data used in them. In the 1990s - 2000s, game-theoretic research in the 

international sphere developed mainly in five main areas; first in a multi-level analysis of 

international negotiations, second, neorealism, the doctrine of deterrence and the arms race, 

third, the beginning and end of the war, fourth, international terrorism, and lastly, international 

organizations.63 

The rationale of the Cold War led to the application of a state-centric approach to the 

analysis of international processes in the world politics. The domestic political factors were not 

given much priority and hence were practically not considered. Separate work on a two-level 

analysis of the decision-making process came out before, for example, an article by R. Eisner 

on a game involving as individual players the U.S. government, the U.S. population and 

Vietnam.64 However, this approach was widely used only after the work of R. Putnam and the 

works of Jeffrey Banks. As per him, in international conflicts, each leader must decide to 

aggravate the confrontation, attack the opponent or retreat. In case of retreat, the fate of the 

 
61 Frank Zagare. “A game-theoretic history of the Cuban Missile Crisis.” Economies 2, no. 1 (2014): 20-44. 
62 Ibid 
63 Duncan Snidal,. “The game theory of international politics.” World Politics 38, no. 1 (1985): 35. 
 
64 R Eisner. “War and peace: a new view of the game.” Department of Economics, Northwestern University, 
Evanston, IL, USA (1968): 71. 
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politician is likely to be disregarded by the population and his role in politics becomes less 

important.65 

Under what regime is it easier to participate in international conflicts: under 

authoritarianism or democracy? Earlier, a number of authors, like K. Wright, unequivocally 

spoke out in favour of authoritarianism. However, subsequently, Jeffrey Banks and a number 

of other researchers including A. Tarar, P. Partell and G. Palmer, in their writings confirmed 

the “Schelling hypothesis” that it is easier for democracies to participate in international 

conflicts and negotiations, as there are tougher internal restrictions of a negotiating position.66 

Game theory continues to play the logical role of clarifying informal political analysis, 

especially neorealism, within the framework of interpretation theory.67 It is believed that the 

goal of countries pursuing self-protection and survival in a world full of anarchy is to pursue 

foreign policy. The game theory approach allows people to more clearly demonstrate the 

motives of various international relations subjects.68 Robert used game theory variables to 

reveal what measures the state has taken to eliminate the threat of opponents on the 

international stage: militarization, reaching a compromise policy or establishing alliances with 

other countries.69 

Following the end of the Cold War, game-theoretic concept shifted from nuclear 

warfare to conventional warfare. At the same time, the number of studies on negotiations has 

increased in the first place. Jeffrey Banks wonders under what conditions a war begin between 

two rational states. He argued that the war begins between two rational states due to the 

inability to proceed to a settlement of the conflict; the inability to exchange reliable information 

about each other; and the indivisibility of the good, because of which there was a 

disagreement.70 Before Jeffrey Banks study, the key emphasis was on negotiations with the 

aim of preventing war, recently, on negotiations to end hostilities by mutual agreement of the 

parties. One of the first in this sense was the work of D. Wittmann, subsequently, J. Wagner 

 
65 Robert D Putnam. “Diplomacy and domestic politics: the logic of two-level games.” International 
organization 42, no. 3 (1988): 427-460. 
66 Ahmer Tarar. “International bargaining with two-sided domestic constraints.” Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 45, no. 3 (2001): 320-340. 
67 Robert. “Realism, game theory, and cooperation…: 300-340. 
68 Robert Powell. In the shadow of power: States and strategies in international politics. (Princeton University 
Press, 1999), 775. 
69 Ibid 
70 James D Fearon. “Rationalist explanations for war.” International organization 49, no. 3 (1995): 379-414. 
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considered negotiating peace between unequal rivals, and S. Werner studied the specific 

conditions of the truces reached.71 A significant part of the research is devoted to the role of 

international mediation. Game model shows how the mediator helps to achieve equilibrium 

points. 

The events of September 11, 2001, provoked a surge of attention to the problem of 

international terrorism, including from the viewpoint of game theory. A number of researchers, 

i.e., T. Sandler, H. Lapan, W. Enders, etc., used game theory to assess the substitution effect, 

which is about the willingness of terrorists to respond to counter-terrorism measures with 

terrorist acts of lesser or greater force.72 A new topic for research was the analysis of the 

vulnerability of buildings and structures in the context of international terrorism. In this case, 

game-theoretic models were used, similar to those used to calculate losses from intercontinental 

ballistic missiles.73 A separate problem was the motivation of terrorists, primarily Al-Qaeda. 

In this regard, B. O’Neill’s analysis of the role of honour and dignity in motivating the 

behaviour of ethnic groups, from which many leaders of the terrorist groups came out, is 

noteworthy.74 A number of researchers, through game theory, have also studied the question 

of whether to negotiate with terrorists.75 One of the main goals of terrorism is also to disrupt 

the peace talks.   

After the end of the Cold War, the use of veto power in the U.N. Security Council has 

been significantly reduced. Through this body, the U.S. and its allies have been legitimizing 

their military operations. E. Voeten analyzes how to achieve positive voting results in the U.N. 

Security Council. V. Kerby and F. Gobler, as well as O’Neill, conduct a game-theoretic 

analysis of the urgent issue of reforming the U.N. Security Council membership system. The 

works of G. Garett and G. Tsebelis, D. Felsenthal and M. Machover are devoted to the analysis 

of the decision-making system in the European Union, including using the Shapley-Shubik and 

Banzaaf indices. Through the use of repeatable games, G. Maggie and M. Morelli evaluate the 

 
71 Donald Wittman. “How a war ends: A rational model approach.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 23, no. 4 
(1979): 743-763. 
72 Todd Sandler, and Harvey E. Lapan. “The calculus of dissent: An analysis of terrorists' choice of 
targets.” Synthese 76, no. 2 (1988): 245-261. 
73 Ibid 
74 Barry O'Neill. “Mediating national honour: lessons from the era of dueling.” Journal of Institutional and 
Theoretical Economics JITE 159, no. 1 (2003): 229-247. 
75 Ethan Bueno De Mesquita,. “Conciliation, counterterrorism, and patterns of terrorist violence.” International 
Organization59, no. 1 (2005): 145-176. 
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voting system in various international organizations, including NATO, U.N. agencies and 

Bretton Wood institutions.76 

It seems that the role of game theory in the domestic analysis of international relations 

will increase. The world is no longer unipolar before our eyes, and game theory will help 

answer questions about the expansion of regional security organizations like NATO, how to 

build relations with regional powers, what kind of policies countries will pursue within the 

framework of the developed/ core countries, and what are the chances of conflict resolution in 

Afghanistan and so on. 

In the late 1960s, John Harsanyi introduced the concept of games with incomplete 

information and developed the concept of Bayesian equilibria.77 He considered situations when 

one player has no information about the possible wins of another player, and he is forced to 

evaluate them (wins) probabilistically.78 In the 1980-1990s, researchers proposed such 

concepts as “trembling hand” balance, own balance, strong balance, intuitive and reactive 

balance, evolutionarily stable strategy, and others that have not yet been widely applied in 

politics and international relations. An outstanding work in the field of analysis of international 

relations, which was largely ahead of its time, is Thomas Schelling’s “Strategy of Conflict”.79 

This is one of the first applied works where games with a nonzero-sum are considered in an 

unusual, at first glance, the context of US-USSR relations. The main thing, according to 

Schelling, is to convince the enemy to board the same boat with you, and then the enemy, in 

addition to the opposite, has a common interest not to overturn the boat. T. Schelling for the 

first time considered the concept of focal points, that is, such equilibrium points that stand out 

from the set of equilibria in connection with the general historical experience of the players.80 

For example, if the Afghan government and Taliban had missed to strike any deal, both the 

U.S. and Taliban could have been striving together to resolve the irritants for the 

materialization of the already concluded U.S.-Taliban peace agreement. This is because the 

 
76 William Kerby, and F. Göbeler. “The distribution of voting power in the United Nations.” Models for security 
policy in the post-cold war era. Nomos, Baden-Baden, Germany (1996): 221-30. 
77 John C Harsanyi. “Games with incomplete information played by “Bayesian” players, I–III Part I. The basic 
model.” Management science 14, no. 3 (1967): 159-182. 
78 Ibid 
79 Roger B Myerson, “Learning from Schelling's strategy of conflict.” Journal of Economic Literature 47, no. 4 
(2009): 1109-25. 
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main players in the Afghan conflict are the U.S. and Taliban, while the Afghan government 

was used as an instrument for facilitation by the donor countries, primarily the U.S. 

1.1.1. Zero-Sum and Non-Zero-Sum Games in Afghanistan 

This particular case study follows both Zero-Sum game and Non-Zero-Sum game 

framework for the study of conflict resolution process in Afghanistan. The leading actors/ 

players in the Afghanistan conflict included the U.S., Taliban, and Afghan government. In 

addition to the main actors, regional and extra-regional actors did play an important role (either 

as spoilers or catalysts) in influencing conflict resolution in Afghanistan. At the local level, the 

Afghan Taliban, local warlords, and the contemporary Afghan government were the main 

players. At the regional level, Pakistan, Iran, China, the Central Asian Republics and India 

were important actors. Besides the U.S. and Taliban, other local, regional and extra-regional 

actors played as catalysts or spoilers during the course of the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan. 

However, the U.S. exit from Afghanistan reflects on the fact that both catalysts and spoilers 

could not impact the Doha deal and the U.S. repatriation from Afghanistan. Despite an evident 

spoiler role by the very Ashraf Ghani government, the U.S. and Taliban did reach an agreement 

and acted upon vis-à-vis prisoner’s release and troops withdrawal conditions.  This shows that 

in the game was mainly between the U.S. with the support of some NATO member states and 

Taliban. For quite some time, the Afghan conflict had been viewed by both international and 

local actors as a zero-sum game where the success of either side will come at the expense of 

complete defeat of the other side. The U.S. and the Afghan constitutional government wanted 

to forcefully undermine the Afghan Taliban so that only a democratically elected government 

was able to have an overarching authority over entire Afghanistan. To materialize this, the U.S. 

adopted a massive military escalation strategy to defeat Taliban and take full control of Afghan 

territory. At the same time, the Afghan Taliban expected a similar zero-sum game with a 

complete unconditional U.S. withdrawal and subsequent seizure of power by the Afghan 

government. In pursuit of this zero-sum game, both parties, along with their respective local, 

regional and international allies, had engaged in the war in Afghanistan for nearly two decades. 

Failing to achieve this zero-sum game, the U.S. changed its policy and adopted a strategy of 

political reconciliation through peace talks with key players, in resolving the conflict in 

Afghanistan. And at the same time, Taliban after seeing the failure of the U.S. to withdraw its 

forces by December 2014 and a subsequent surge in international forces, realized that a zero-

sum outcome was unlikely and hence showed some dynamism and started working for the non-
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zero-sum outcome of the conflict. The recent US-Taliban peace agreement was the 

manifestation of the fact that the key players were seeking a non-zero-sum outcome of the 

conflict in Afghanistan. However, the exit of the U.S. and coalition forces indicated that 

Taliban had achieved a zero-sum outcome due the week diplomatic position of the U.S. 

Though, the U.S. wanted some concessions in the post-withdrawal period in terms of a coalition 

government and permission for an oversight but failed. 

Non-Cooperative or Zero-Sum Game 
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Figure 3: Illustration of Zero-Sum and Non-Zero-Sum Scenarios for Afghan Conflict 
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Though, the withdrawal of the U.S. forces from Afghanistan apparently shows a zero-

sum outcome for Taliban, as they managed to return to power without giving any concessions 

to both local and international stakeholders; however, to further establish understanding on this 

outcome, few interviews were conducted. 

In an interview with the ex-head of Counter-terrorism Authority (NACTA) in Pakistan, 

Mr Ihsan Ghani was questioned, if he sees the U.S. exist from Afghanistan as a zero-sum 

outcome for Taliban? if yes, is this outcome sustainable? He responded as “Absolutely Yes”.81 

He argued that the Taliban got everything in Doha what they were seeking in 2001. With 

respect to the US strategic objectives, Afghanistan and Taliban are much worse than they were 

in 2001. In the 20 years, much could have been achieved, but due to the failure of the evolution 

of their governance structure, this was not attained. After the U.S. exit from Afghanistan, 

Afghan Taliban not as monolithic as it was in 2001 and Afghanistan situation has not settled 

enough to predict the future. 

Responding to the same question, Mr Salman Javed said that “from IEA perspective it's 

a zero-sum game of outcome. From US perspective it was a short-term loss. The U.S. still holds 

the key to many triggering points of this region. Pakistan and Afghanistan both are bearing the 

brunt of sanctions, inflation and coercion tactics such as Financial Action Task Force (FATF) 

and UNSC resolution 1267. Unless Afghanistan isn't stable economically and governance isn't 

made easy, the country in particular and the region in general will remain volatile. Therefore, 

putting it out as a zero-sum outcome will not be wise at this stage.”82 

1.1.2. Prisoner’s Dilemma and the trust deficit in Afghanistan 

Non-zero-sum games are characterized by the lack of a clear winner and loser, and are 

a key area of study in game theory. The prisoner's dilemma is a well-known example of a non-

zero-sum game, which was first developed by RAND employees Flood and M. Drescher in 

1950.83 This model has been widely applied in various fields, including international relations, 

international trade negotiations, international conflicts and arms races, international taxation 

 
81 Interview with Mr Ihsan Ghani, ex-head of Counter-terrorism Authority (NACTA) in Pakistan, via email on 
October 13, 2022. 
82 Interview with Mr Salman Javed, Director General- Pak-Afghan youth Forum (PAYF), via WhatsApp. 
83 Peter G Bennett. “Modelling decisions in international relations: game theory and beyond.” Mershon 
International Studies Review 39, no. Supplement_1 (1995): 19-52. 
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on multinational corporations, analysis of local conflicts, assessing prospects for cooperation 

within the framework of a security dilemma, and analyzing alliance competition. 

The lack of trust between parties to the conflict is a fundamental aspect of the prisoner's 

dilemma in game theory. In the case of the conflict in Afghanistan, the Afghan government, 

the U.S., and the Afghan Taliban did not cooperate or trust each other to find a sustainable 

solution to the conflict, despite it being in their best interests to do so. This was largely due to 

a lack of trust and suspicion of betrayal between the parties. The Afghan Taliban vehemently 

denied any negotiations with the Afghan government, while the U.S. feared that the Taliban's 

military wings could use Afghanistan as a base for anti-American actions. Consequently, the 

prisoner's dilemma persisted among all the key players, and the conflict continued for an 

extended period of time. 

Robert Axelrod laid down the basic principles for solving the prisoner's dilemma, 

including not betraying first, reciprocating both betrayal and cooperation, being predictable, 

and not struggling for scoring more points than the opponent.84 Social scientists have concluded 

that self-centered individuals will strive to be kind, tolerant, and unruly for their selfish 

interests. An example of this is the strategic agreement between the Soviet Union and the U.S. 

in the field of nuclear arms control during the Cold War. The recent U.S.-Taliban peace deal is 

another example of this principle in action. 

Despite exhausting coercive options, both sides realized that it was in their best interests 

to resolve the conflict. With the release of the U.S. and Afghan prisoners, the U.S. convinced 

the Afghan government to release five thousand Taliban prisoners, fulfilling the condition of 

reciprocal cooperation. The initiation of the intra-Afghan peace talks in Doha was another 

indication of the materialization of the earlier agreement between the U.S. and Taliban. 

Predictability was present in the developments towards conflict resolution among the players. 

Neither the Taliban nor the U.S. risked the peace talks by any proactive measures, 

demonstrating their commitment to the peace agreement.85 However, the Taliban ultimately 

defected and secured power without sharing it with other local stakeholders through an intra-

Afghan dialogue. This was a clear instance of bluffing in game theory, where players hide 

 
84 Robert Axelrod. “Agent-based modeling as a bridge between disciplines.” Handbook of computational 
economics 2 (2006): 1565-1584. 
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information and intentions about actions to gain strategic advantage from their opponents 

during strategic interactions. 

The game theoretic concept of the Prisoner's Dilemma elucidates the pervasive mistrust 

among parties to the conflict. Despite the mutual benefit of achieving a viable solution to the 

protracted conflict, the ex-Afghan government, the United States, and the Afghan Taliban 

failed to cooperate in a meaningful way for the past two decades. This lack of cooperation was 

rooted in the fundamental lack of trust among the key stakeholders. The Afghan Taliban 

adamantly refused any negotiations with the ex-Afghan government, which they considered 

illegitimate and a puppet of the United States. Despite the shared goal of resolving the conflict, 

both parties mistrusted each other and feared betrayal. Similarly, the United States could have 

saved a significant number of troops and billions of dollars if peace had been achieved in 

Afghanistan, but the fear of anti-US activities by the Taliban's military wings on Afghan soil 

hindered any attempts at cooperation. 

The absence of trust in this conflict reflects the continued existence of the prisoner's 

dilemma, even after the withdrawal of US troops. This explains the US's reluctance to 

recognize the Taliban government and delay the release of Afghanistan's frozen funds. 

Moreover, the Doha peace deal highlights that the contending parties were seeking a non-zero-

sum outcome, but the bluffing factor on the Taliban's side was not entirely evident. The Taliban 

had discerned the weakness in the US's diplomacy, as the latter was merely seeking a safe exit 

and dignified withdrawal of its troops, leading to the deflation of the Ashraf Ghani government 

and the eventual Taliban takeover even before the complete evacuation of US troops. 

Thus, the prolonged conflict in Afghanistan illustrates how the prisoner's dilemma 

between the US and the Taliban persisted over the past twenty years. While cooperation could 

have facilitated a peaceful settlement and benefited all parties, the strategy of defection or 

bluffing employed by either side contributed to the continuation of the conflict and its adverse 

consequences. The following table illustrates the prisoner's dilemma between the two main 

players.  
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Scenario A 

  Scenario B 

Figure 4: Prisoner’s Dilemma’s Scenario A and Scenario B 
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the outcome of their actions depended on the actions of the other player. As per figure/ chart 

3, In the case of both players cooperating, the outcome would have been mutually beneficial. 

However, in the case of one player defecting while the other cooperates, the defector would 

have gained an advantage, and the cooperative player would have suffered a loss. If both 

players defected, both would have suffered a loss. 

From the Taliban's perspective, cooperation would have meant laying down their arms 

and accepting the authority of the Afghan government backed by the U.S., while defection 

would had mean continuing their armed struggle for power. From the U.S.'s perspective, 

cooperation would have mean providing aid and support to the Afghan government and its 

security forces, while defection would have meant withdrawing troops and leaving the Afghan 

government to fend for itself. 

The U.S. and Taliban had engaged in multiple rounds of negotiations over the years, 

and each side had alternated between cooperation and defection. For example, the Taliban 

initially cooperated with the U.S. by providing intelligence on Al-Qaeda after the 9/11 attacks, 

but later defected by resuming their military attacks against the U.S. and the Afghan 

government. Similarly, the U.S. initially cooperated with the Taliban by entering into 

negotiations, but later defected by withdrawing troops unilaterally without a clear peace 

agreement, leaving the Afghan government vulnerable to the Taliban's advances. 

According to the Watson Institute at Brown University, as of 2021, the conflict in 

Afghanistan had resulted in the deaths of more than 157,000 people, including over 43,000 

civilians, 71,000 Afghan military and police, and 51,000 opposition fighters (including Taliban 

and other militant groups).86 This data suggests that both sides have resorted to violent tactics, 

which could be seen as a form of defection in the prisoner's dilemma scenario. 

According to the Congressional Research Service, as of October 2021, there were 

approximately 3,500 U.S. troops and 7,000 NATO troops in Afghanistan, down from a peak 

of more than 100,000 US troops and 40,000 NATO troops in 2011.87 This data suggests that 

 
86 Neta C Crawford., and Catherine Lutz. "Human and Budgetary Costs to Date of the US War in 
Afghanistan." Brown University Watsons Intitue for International & Public Affairs (2021). 
87 Clayton Thomas, Tyler F. Hacker, Cory R. Gill, and Heidi M. Peters. US Military Drawdown in Afghanistan: 
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the U.S. has alternated between cooperation and defection in its approach to the conflict, by 

increasing troop levels at times and withdrawing troops at other times. 

According to a report by the U.S. Institute of Peace, the U.S. and the Taliban have 

engaged in multiple rounds of negotiations over the years, with the most recent round resulting 

in a peace agreement in February 2020. However, the agreement was not fully implemented, 

and the Taliban continued to carry out attacks on Afghan government forces and civilians.88 

This data suggests that both sides have struggled to establish a reputation for cooperation and 

to punish defection. 

In game theory terms, this is known as the iterated prisoner's dilemma, where players 

have multiple opportunities to interact and can observe each other's past behavior. In this 

scenario, it is important for players to establish a reputation for cooperation and to punish 

defection, in order to encourage the other player to cooperate as well. Overall, the U.S.-Taliban 

conflict is a complex situation that cannot be fully captured by a single theoretical framework. 

However, game theory and the prisoner's dilemma provide a useful lens for analyzing the 

strategic choices and incentives of both sides in the conflict. 

1.1.3. Bluffing Game Strategy in Afghanistan 

In the classical theory of games, involving full information mean that concerned players 

are familiar with all the previous moves as well as rules of the game. This allows one to judge 

the intentions and capabilities of the competitor and shape the behavior in using an optimal 

strategy. In reality, information regarding state security is usually classified. That is why it is 

necessary to consider games with incomplete information, a significant role in the study of 

which was played by J. Harshani.89 Let player A possess some information unknown to player 

B. In this regard, he has three possible strategies: hide information; transfer to player B all or 

part of the information; give the enemy incorrect information. In the latter case, it is 

misinformation that misleads the opponent about your intentions. Before the Nazi Germany 

attack on the Soviet Union, a non-aggression pact was signed. In card games, this kind of 

behavior is called bluffing. In his monograph, Neumann considers the role of bluffing in such 

a simple card game as poker with one distribution of 5 cards to each player and subsequent 
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betting. He notes that without a bluff you cannot win a large sum even with a very good deal 

of cards. To achieve such a win, multiple increases in bets is necessary and, if the opponent 

knows that the player will never bluff, he will understand after the first increases that the player 

has good cards and will not continue to raise his bets. At the same time, if a player is bluffing 

all the time with bad cards, the opponent will demand to reveal the cards at the beginning of 

the game. Thus, in principle, it is necessary to alternate bluffs with fair play in order to get a 

big win.90 This situation was observed after Donald Trump cancelled peace talks with Taliban, 

after a U.S. soldier got killed in an attack by Taliban. Despite successful nine rounds of 

negotiations between the two parties, Donald Trump cancelled talks on the premise of the 

killing of a U.S. soldier by Taliban. However, both Taliban and the regional stakeholders 

reacted positively and kept the options open for future dialogue on the terms of the peace deal. 

President Trump visited Afghanistan on a short notice, where he expressed his willingness to 

restart negotiations with Taliban on a peace deal. This is how, the bluff used by Donald Trump 

was not exploited by Taliban and other regional and extra-regional players and hence 

realignment of the peace talks happened. Generally, Trump announcement for the cancelation 

of peace talks is also linked with the symbolic effect of the 9/11 anniversary. He would have 

received criticism from the families of the 9/11 victims for signing a deal with the terrorists, 

when they were about to remember their lost loved ones in the annual ceremony. 

In Zero-sum games, it is mostly advantageous to conceal information regarding next 

move so that the opponent would not respond with an optimal strategy.91 With mixed strategies, 

randomization is used for this, that is, the choice of the next clean strategy using a random 

number sensor. In practice, they often simply hide information. Say, it is unprofitable for the 

enemy to know about the impending offensive. At the same time, in other cases, it is more 

profitable to let the enemy know about their capabilities in order to avoid his attack. For 

example, Israel deliberately leaked information about its possession of a nuclear bomb in order 

to influence Islamic Jihadist circles in Arab countries. Such a metered distribution of 

information beneficial for a given player is called signaling. The demonstration of new military 

equipment in parades is also an alarm. A detailed analysis of the use of games with signaling 

in political science is given in the works of Jeffrey Banks.92 In the recent past, Donald Trump 

announced South Asia policy, focusing on Afghanistan, in which he deliberately hides his 
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future intentions and information about operations in Afghanistan. He expressed that the 

administration “will not about numbers of troops” neither any premature troops withdrawal 

announcement. Unlike Obama’s ‘surge and exit’ policy, which signaled Taliban of a possible 

defeat of the U.S. forces and hence a resultant reaction in terms of increased military attacks 

against the coalition forces to ensure a zero-sum outcome, Trump administration had plans for 

the continuation of the old strategy without public announcement. This was indeed part of the 

game to hide information from Taliban, who could possibly be in confusion in their respective 

responses to the U.S. strategies. At the same time, the U.S. administration bombed the GBU-

43/B Massive Ordnance Air Blast (MOAB), which is commonly known as the ‘mother of all 

bombs’ in Afghanistan, to signal the opponents of the potential power and capacity they have. 

This was a strong signal about the U.S. power and at the same time, peace talks were offered 

to Taliban, possibly to make sure that Taliban come to the negotiation table with non-zero-sum 

expectations. Jeffrey Banks signaling concept in the use of games is preferably for zero-sum 

outcomes, however, Donald Trump’s South Asia policy was meant for a non-zero-sum 

outcome of the game. Unlike his predecessor, Trump wanted to give signal of a strong offensive 

against Taliban if they continue struggling for a zero-sum outcome at the dawn of the U.S. 

withdrawal plans. This shows that Donald Trump did not changed the objective of complete 

withdrawal from Afghanistan but he just wanted to do the same in a dignified way by assuring 

a non-zero-sum outcome of the twenty years long war. 

      On the other hand, the second player, who receives less information from player A about 

the possible strategy, also has three strategic options; to believe the information coming from 

player A; secondly, not to believe and try to separate the truth from the lie; and thirdly, ignore 

the received information. The best possible option with player B is to wait for more information 

that is manifested in the actions of player A than his words. Player A, knowing this, can imitate 

the corresponding actions with the aim of cheating. Then player B needs to take action to make 

player A discover his true intentions and capabilities. For the military, this is reconnaissance 

in battle; for the partisans, “road checks” of a suspicious recruit. The same was done by Taliban, 

who in reaction to Trump’s military offensive, reacted with more military attacks in the country 

and took control of the key districts in Afghanistan. Taliban targeted a comparatively easy 

target, the local Afghan forces, who were fighting from the front. The U.S., who had already 

exhausted their military options in fight against Taliban, could not stand against the ongoing 

momentum for troop’s withdrawal from Afghanistan. The civil society in the west as well as 

in Afghanistan was putting pressure on the coalition forces to reach any peaceful conclusion to 
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avoid the loss of lives and property. So, both players successfully signaled each other of their 

potential strength, which led them to enter into peace talks, which again was part of the game 

to ensure maximum gains using negotiations tool.  

R. Axelrod links the expediency of compliance with the cooperation policy to the 

possibility of meeting with the opponent for the second time. If the possibility of the second 

meeting is high, then even in the most “inappropriate” circumstances, cooperation will happen 

spontaneously.93 For example, within NATO members, Turkey is not fully ready for an anti-

Russia strategy in Syria but still cooperates and remains part of the organization. In the case of 

conflict in Afghanistan, for instance, Taliban had launched offensive against the Afghan 

government, which was an obvious ally/ partner of the U.S. government, but the U.S. response 

was not reciprocal. This U.S. behavior is a neo-normal, who traditionally reacts with even more 

intensity to any aggression against their interests. The very U.S. intervention in Afghanistan is 

a clear manifestation of the fact that the U.S. reciprocated to the 9/11 attacks, with an 

unprecedented force, despite the realization that Taliban were not directly responsible. So, R. 

Axelrod expediency of compliance for the joint cooperation vis-à-vis conflict resolution in 

Afghanistan is evident from both the U.S. and Taliban behavior. 

        In the analysis of international relations, games with incomplete information are used in 

relation to the containment and crisis response policies, in the works of James Morrow, Robert 

Powell, Mark Kilgour and Frank Zagar, Bruce Buen de Mesquite and David Lalman, Jeffrey 

Banks; and a two-level, domestic and international, decision-making process.94 

From the above discussion it is evident that the various variables of game theory nearly 

apply to the conflict resolution in Afghanistan. The theory provides a comprehensive 

framework to understand the strategies of the U.S and Taliban from 2001 till 2020. It helps in 

understanding the dynamics of the conflict and its potential prospects. 
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Figure 5:  Game Conceptual Model for Conflict Resolution in Afghanistan95 

Conclusion 

Game theory serves as a foundational framework within international relations theories 

to analyze the strategic behavior of all parties involved in the Afghan conflict. Despite the 

potential benefits of cooperation, including long-term dividends in conflict resolution, the 
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United States, Taliban, local Afghan stakeholders, and regional states, particularly Pakistan, 

fail to collaborate. Short-term costs are perceived by these parties, hindering a peaceful 

settlement. 

In the long run, the United States could have saved significant annual costs and ensured 

the safety of its troops. By providing aid during the post-withdrawal period, the U.S. could 

have developed positive relations and supported Afghanistan's reconstruction programs. The 

Taliban, in turn, could have achieved stability within their country and potentially maintained 

power for an extended period. However, to sustain their hold on power, they would have needed 

to establish mechanisms for power-sharing with key stakeholders. Afghan citizens would have 

been able to live in a peaceful Afghanistan, free from insecurity and threats to life and property. 

Regional countries could have fostered geo-economic interdependencies for collective 

development. 

However, in the short term, the United States has concerns about the Taliban's 

commitment to preventing terrorists from using Afghan soil against U.S. interests. 

Additionally, they are wary of regional powers, notably China, developing strategic relations 

with Afghanistan at the expense of U.S. interests. The United States also aims to avoid being 

labeled as a failed intervention in the country. The Taliban, on the other hand, distrust 

representatives of previous governments, including the Ashraf Ghani administration, fearing 

that compromising on their core Islamic emirate ideology would undermine their popular 

support. At the regional level, Pakistan perceives India's investments and growing political 

influence in Afghanistan as a threat to security, particularly in its troubled province of 

Baluchistan. 

To avoid the perceived short-term costs of a peaceful settlement, the United States 

initially pursued a zero-sum outcome through the use of force. However, the protracted nature, 

economic costs, and limited results of military intervention compelled the U.S. to show 

readiness for a non-zero-sum outcome. Despite this readiness, strategic confusion persisted in 

U.S. policy towards the Taliban, as the U.S. continued to employ a bluffing strategy by 

simultaneously utilizing military force. The confusion surrounding peace talks and the use of 

military force can be seen as a manifestation of a bluffing strategy aimed at maximizing gains 

within the framework of a non-zero-sum outcome. 
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Meanwhile, the Taliban, initially open to compromise and power-sharing agreements 

in the early years of U.S. intervention, became more rigid due to perceived neglect and tactical 

gains on the battlefield. The failed 2014 troops drawdown plan and subsequent troop surge led 

the Taliban to show readiness for a compromised deal with the U.S. The February 2020 peace 

agreement between the U.S. and Taliban, though more favorable to the Taliban, also involved 

compromises on their part regarding their rigid ideologies and affiliation with al-Qaeda. 

Following the Doha peace deal with the U.S., the Taliban pretended to be ready for a non-zero-

sum outcome, but their subsequent takeover of power in Kabul without reaching a power-

sharing agreement with the Ashraf Ghani government revealed their bluffing approach. While 

this takeover appeared to be a zero-sum outcome in their favor, the prevailing prisoner's 

dilemma and bluffing strategy contributed to the failure of conflict resolution in Afghanistan, 

leaving the country grappling with economic, social, and political challenges. 

Overall, various strands and concepts of game theory provide a comprehensive 

explanation of the trajectory of conflict resolution in Afghanistan. However, it's important to 

acknowledge that the U.S.-Taliban conflict is a complex situation that cannot be fully 

encapsulated by a single theoretical framework. Nonetheless, game theory and the prisoner's 

dilemma offer valuable insights into the strategic choices and incentives of both sides in the 

conflict. Understanding the historical background of the conflict in Afghanistan is crucial for 

comprehending the main strategies employed by the United States. 
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Chapter Two 

Historical Background of Conflict and the U.S. Intervention in Afghanistan 

This chapter focuses on describing historical developments related to conflict in 

Afghanistan, with particular attention given to pre-9/11 U.S. involvement. The goal is to 

provide a foundation for understanding the reasons behind the post-9/11 intervention in the 

country. Prior to delving into each case study, it's essential to grasp the historical background 

to better comprehend the current state of affairs. Consequently, this chapter aims to facilitate 

the analysis of subsequent chapters. 

A review of Afghanistan's history regarding conflict and peace reveals that the country 

has struggled to establish a robust, centralized, and legitimate government. Various Afghan 

leaders employed different political strategies in attempts to create a stable Afghanistan, but 

these efforts proved unsuccessful. Some leaders heavily relied on Islam to mobilize people and 

foster national unity across the nation. In contrast, others aimed to model Afghanistan's 

governance on the secular Western democracy approach. However, both extreme forms of 

government approaches ultimately culminated in violence and extensive civil wars within the 

country. 

The ongoing challenges to stability in Afghanistan are attributed to factors such as 

ethnic and sectarian divides, along with consistent external interference. Throughout different 

historical periods, various global powers sought to meddle in Afghanistan's internal affairs. 

This includes the British and Czarist empires during the "Great Game," the U.S. and the Soviet 

Union during the Cold War, and more recently, the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan in 2001, 

driven by a range of interests.96 

2.1. Early History of Statehood in Afghanistan 

Afghans have inhabited the same territory for centuries; however, the foundations of a 

formal legal state were established in 1919.97 Ahmad Shah Durrani is universally regarded as 

the founder of modern-day Afghanistan due to his role in ending the foreign occupation of 
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Afghanistan in 1747. The year 1747 marks the conclusion of foreign dominance, and from that 

point onward, this region has not been directly governed by foreign powers. Throughout this 

entire period, local warlords and rulers effectively managed to stave off external interventions 

from various powers such as the Persians, the British Empire, and the Soviet Union. 

Afghanistan paid a steep price for resisting external intrusions, which resulted in 

underdevelopment across social, economic, and political sectors. Foreign intervention isn't the 

sole factor responsible for Afghanistan's destruction; power struggles among different 

warlords, civil wars, revolutions, and extremism have also contributed to the country's 

underdevelopment. 

Afghanistan, being a mountainous country, has distinct tribal regions that are 

administratively guided by local traditions. As a result, Afghanistan's geography poses a 

significant challenge to establishing a strong central government. While Islam is a unifying 

factor across Afghanistan, it also holds the potential to divide Afghans, especially considering 

the sectarian elements within Islam that hinder full unity.98 

2.1.1. Crises Period (1919- 1928) 

In September 1901, Emir Abdur Rahman, the architect of the modern Afghan state, 

passed away in Kabul. Through tireless campaigns, he succeeded in uniting Afghans and 

presenting them as a nation. With the support of the army and a nationwide taxation system, 

he constructed a semi-organized state known as the "Emirate of Afghanistan," out of a loose 

coalition of tribes, principalities, and regional rulers. Abdur Rahman's achievements provided 

the groundwork for the nation to maintain independence in the Hindu Kush region while Britain 

ruled India and Russia governed Central Asia.99 

However, Afghanistan's sovereignty bore notable weaknesses. Colonial powers had 

drawn the emirate's borders based on strategic considerations, often cutting across settlements 

of local peoples, particularly the Pashtuns. Britain retained control over the emirate's foreign 

policy, and Abdur Rahman's court and military activities depended on assistance from the 

British administration in India. Afghanistan's survival as an independent state hinged on both 

colonial powers, Russia and the United Kingdom, avoiding military conflict and maintaining 
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the status quo. While Afghanistan professed political independence, it functioned as a British 

protectorate.100 

Habibullah Khan played a pivotal role in upholding Afghanistan's independence and 

establishing a centralized government. Employing a comprehensive approach, he involved 

local tribal leaders in regional governance, which initially helped quell local military 

conspiracies. However, this strategy proved short-lived, as tribal leaders eventually curtailed 

the rights of ethnic minorities and obstructed unpopular orders. Habibullah's reforms yielded 

mixed results; some local issues were addressed by government elites through these changes. 

He also resisted British Empire interference from India, pursuing an independent foreign policy 

for Afghanistan. Habibullah Khan was assassinated by a military officer in Laghman province 

on February 20, 1919, leading to a deterioration in the country's political climate. 

Consequently, the period from 1919 to 1928 is often referred to as the era of crises.101  

Upon inheriting his father Habibullah's throne, Amanullah held an ambitious vision of 

modernizing Afghanistan on secular grounds. Drawing inspiration from Turkey's Kemal 

Atatürk governance model, Amanullah embarked on a similar national reconstruction effort. 

Despite challenges, he aimed to separate politics from religion, a complex endeavor in a 

country where religion holds deep significance. Amanullah's reign marked a time when Afghan 

women could appear in public without fear and travel freely to fulfill their needs. His 

administration promoted female education and employment. Another significant reform was 

Amanullah's replacement of the traditional judicial system with a modern court system 

modeled after Western principles, ensuring judicial independence from other branches of 

government. In pursuit of this goal, new civil and criminal laws were enacted for various cases. 

Amanullah believed that excessive military spending was counterproductive, leading him to 

reduce wages and other incentives. However, he failed to anticipate that such a dramatic 

transformation could spark a rebellious reaction. Unfortunately, he had already weakened the 

military by significantly reducing their allowances and privileges. Respected religious figures 

in Afghanistan accused him of anti-Islamic sentiment and undermining the connection between 

politics and Islam. Amanullah imprisoned and executed several key Mullahs and companions, 

including the Religious Judge of Hazrat Sahib of Shor Bazaar and Kabul.102 
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Amanullah was determined to continue the work of his predecessor, aspiring to make 

the country independent and modernize its shape. In 1919, Amanullah's forces marched toward 

the border with British India, demonstrating military preparedness that ultimately influenced 

the war-weary British to grant Afghanistan full sovereignty in August of that year. 

Amanullah's reforms faced strong opposition from the religious community, triggering 

a substantial resistance movement in Afghanistan. These movements gained significant 

traction, forcing Amanullah to release political prisoners and allow his half-brother, Inayatullah 

Khan, to assume power. Despite this change, the resistance movement continued to grow, 

eventually resulting in the exile of the royal family. The nation's military was unable to 

suppress the anti-Amanullah movement, leading to the collapse of the government and creating 

an opening for Habib Kalakani to seize control. Kalakani formed a cabinet comprised of family 

and allies, thereby expanding his influence network within Afghanistan.103 

2.1.2.  Conflict Period (1928-1929) 

Habib Kalakani's brief rule, spanning from January 17, 1929, to October 13, 1929, 

marked a period of conflict in Afghanistan.104 Even prior to Kalakani's reign, Amanullah's 

government had been contending with opposition from the religious community. Support from 

the nation's patronage network further exacerbated divisions along tribal, ethnic, and sectarian 

lines within the country. The government dismantled numerous of Amanullah's reforms, 

revoked the court system, entrusted it to religious scholars, closed down numerous girls' 

schools, and saw the destruction of a library. Many female students studying on scholarships 

in Turkey were summoned back, leaving their education incomplete. In contrast to Amanullah, 

Kalakani predominantly utilized religion to mobilize and unify the nation. However, the 

persistent ethnic and tribal divisions hindered his government from establishing a robust central 

authority with the majority's consensus.105 

General Sardar Mohammed Nadir Khan, commanding around 12,000 Waziri warriors, 

launched a military assault against the forces of Emir Habibullah Kalakani on September 18, 

1929.106 Through a decisive battle in Kharazia on October 5-6, 1929, he managed to defeat 
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Kalakani's troops and assume control of the government. General Nadir Khan's forces seized 

Kabul on October 12, 1929. The conflict resulted in the loss of approximately 8,000 lives. 

2.1.3. Post-Conflict Period (1929- 1933) 

Nadir Shah, a military commander and follower of Amanullah, emerged as a prominent 

figure. Upon overthrowing Kalakani and assuming control of the government, Nadir Shah 

embarked on a mission to modernize Afghanistan by promoting education as a means to 

counter the dominance of religious institutions. Both King Nadir Shah (1930-1933) and King 

Zahir Shah (1933-1973) followed in the footsteps of these endeavors. During Nadir Shah's 

reign, many of the reforms were reversed, and the powers of local and religious leaders were 

reinstated. However, certain changes persisted under Nadir Shah, such as ensuring the equality 

of all citizens under religious law and emphasizing the importance of education, particularly 

for boys, although Pashtun tribes were exempted from it. The four major grammar schools 

established by Amanullah and partnered with foreign entities were permitted to continue their 

operations. 

Nadir Shah introduced structural reforms in the country including the education sector 

as well. He established the first university in Afghanistan. Unlike his predecessors, who tried 

to monopolize power, Nadir Shah introduced a set of rules and procedures for others to join 

the throne. He tried to promote the Hanafi school of Sunni Islam for the legal order in the 

country. Since he was inspired by the Sunni Islam, his modernization plans were based on the 

Sunni Sharia law. The Loya Jirga was authorised to incorporate Sunni Islamic provisions into 

the Afghan Constitution and determine the rulers’ legitimacy. Nadir Shah has made a very 

cautious and democratic effort to build a more representative government in Afghanistan; 

however, these efforts had never proven fruitful.107 One of the problems with Nadir Shah’s 

government was that the established constitution of his government had little room for the 

participation of minorities in the political processes. His family and friends had the maximum 

representation in the government, which undermined the idea of building a participatory and 

representative government. Whatever the intention of Nadir Shah’s establishment of a 

democracy in Afghanistan, his tyrannical form of domination did not allow it. The end of the 
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Second World War was the beginning of the Cold War between the U.S. and the Soviet 

Union.108 This period also affected the national construction process in Afghanistan. 

2.1.4.  Crises and Post Crises Period (1933-1973) 

Afghanistan, however, benefited from the East-West conflict. For a long time, the 

government was so competent in the blocks that both sides offered generous development aid. 

The U.S. and Germany built roads, power plants, vocational schools, and equipped factories. 

The Soviet Union focused on the material and personnel modernisation of the armed forces 

and highways and natural gas deposits. Based on foreign aid, a period began called the “Golden 

Years”; at least they were golden years for foreigners and Kabul’s inhabitants. The overall 

economic situation improved. There were new learning and employment opportunities. The 

country was so stable in 1959 that the lifting of women’s veil obligation faced little 

resistance.109 

During this time, however, the foundations of later disastrous development were laid. 

The help of the foreign countries improved Afghanistan’s economic fate but made it dependent. 

Foreign donors financed about 40% of public expenditure. The projects were supposed to yield 

income; however, most of them had to be supported by the Afghan government budget. Part of 

the aid, even the Soviet military aid, consisted of cheap loans that had to be repaid. Civil 

servants, teachers, farmers, day labourers, and small traders hardly benefited from the foreign 

a. At the end of the 1960s, the economy began to stagnate, and the state budget shrank.110 

During the Cold War, both the U.S. and Soviet Union supported Afghanistan through 

economic aid for infrastructure projects to win their support. From 1950 to 1960, dual aid 

helped democratize Afghanistan. After the imperial family stepped down Muhammad Daoud, 

the country implemented a more liberal constitution. Power was decentralized to ensure that 

the central government does not exploit authority. Due to the realisation of reforms in the 

country on the basis of democratic model, there emerged disagreements and conflict between 

the new authorities and traditional forces. During the 1950s and 1960s, Afghan students 

studying in international universities as well those enrolled at Kabul University were 

encouraged to work with the government to minimize dependence on the traditional illiterate 
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stakeholders.111 Besides, the new constitution has a clause that prevents Daoud from retaining 

his power again. This had led Daud to establish relations with the Soviet Union and launched 

a coup in 1973 to regain power in Afghanistan. After that, he carried out many reforms to 

establish Afghanistan in the footsteps of representative democratic governance. At the time of 

Daoud and Shah Regimes, power was broadly decentralized; however, the patterns and 

procedures were not democratic. Daoud was not democratic, so he used authoritarian practices 

to represent the country’s people. The government failed to establish a federal or integrated 

mechanism for population participation.112 

Despite the small scale of national construction and democratisation efforts in the 

1960s, they created a group of intellectuals who promoted modernisation in Afghanistan by 

promoting education. In this regard, scholars, both outside and inside Afghanistan, have raised 

the need for boys’ and girls’ education in Afghanistan. The era of the 1960s witnessed the 

spread of Western governance in major cities in Afghanistan, which caught the attention of 

traditional conservative groups, who were inspired by the religious ideology. However, this 

time, Afghanistan’s modernization was different from the previous attempts. The Islamic 

scholars with acceptability of modernity tried to seek a middle ground and compatibility 

between the Islamic teachings and the western democracy. The modern Islamic scholars tried 

to launch a coup in 1975 but failed. In the next few years, modern Islamists were still 

disappearing in Afghanistan, and the ruling elites have adopted a policy of repression to keep 

people at bay from taking part in the political processes in the country. When the Islamic 

modernists failed in their effort to ouster Daud, more coercive measures were taken by the 

government to impose checks on the activities of the communist leaders and their supporters. 

The actions rather proved consequential as the communists made violent acquisitions in 1978, 

which led to the intervention by the Soviet Union in 1979. After the Soviet intervention, rulers 

tried to introduce large-scale reforms to modernize the country, which were traditionally 

unacceptable to their Islamic leaders. The country’s religious leaders called for a Jihad against 

the current government and Soviet troops. The prolonged and fierce war between the Soviet 

army and the jihadist organisation had significantly destroyed Afghanistan, whose economic 

progress was already stagnant. Since 1979, the country’s development is halted.113 
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Consequently, it can be concluded that the early state-building work was unstructured 

and lacked a general public consensus. All efforts to establish national unity in the country 

resulted in further increase in the ethnic, tribal, and sectarian differences. Strife for the two 

extremes; shaping Afghanistan secular and religious country simultaneously, failed. 

Decentralisation was not based on true federalist principles, resulting in the rise of local 

rebellions. All of this led to a crisis of power legitimacy in Afghan politics, which has enabled 

foreign forces to come to the country to implement the international agenda of nation-building.       

2.2. Soviet Union Intervention    

On April 27, 1978, as a result of the revolution in Afghanistan, a Socialist People’s 

Democratic Party (PDPA) came to power and proclaimed the Democratic Republic of 

Afghanistan (DRA). The country’s supreme authority was the Revolutionary Council, headed 

by the Secretary-General of the Central Committee of the PDPA Nur Mohammed Taraki signed 

the treaty of friendship and neighbourhood cooperation with the former USSR on December 5, 

1978. In October 1979, Taraki was assassinated by conspirators led by his deputy, Hafizullah 

Amin, who declared himself the new head of state. Under Amin, who strengthened his power 

with the help of mass repressions, the PDPA, whose ideology did not find a broad response 

among the people of Afghanistan, who mainly professed Islamic values, was losing its 

popularity more and more. A civil war broke out in the country, the so-called Mujahideen 

(freedom fighters) of various Islamic opposition groups began an armed struggle with the 

socialist government. Weapons and ammunition were supplied to them by NATO member 

countries, the Arab monarchies of the Persian Gulf, Pakistan, Iran, and China to the training 

camps in Pakistan and Iran’s territory Mujahideen were undergoing combat training. 

Since the 1950s, Soviet military, economic and technical experts were working in 

Afghanistan. With their help, the modernisation of the armed forces, hydroelectric power 

plants, factories, and other industrial facilities were carried out. After the socialist government 

took office, the Soviet Union had significantly increased its representation in Afghanistan. 

Between April and September 1979, the DRA’s leadership repeatedly appealed to the Soviet 

leadership to send a large military contingent to the Republic to defend against external 

aggression. By the end of 1979, the country’s situation was so complicated that the PDPA 

system was threatened with a decline. The Soviet Union feared that this might lead to an 

increase in Western countries’ influence on the southern border of the Soviet Union and pose 

a threat of instability in the Central Asian Soviet Republics. Besides, the Soviet leaders 
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believed that changing Afghanistan’s head is necessary because Hafizulah Amin was suspected 

to be associated with the CIA. Moscow relied on one of the opponents of Amin, the former 

Afghan ambassador to Czechoslovakia, Babrak Karmal.114 

On December 12, 1979, the Secretary-General of the Central Committee of the CPSU, 

Leonid Brezhnev, and the Special Committee of the Political Bureau of the Central Committee 

of the CPSU decided to send Soviet troops to Afghanistan to provide international assistance 

to the Afghan friendly people against bad neighbours. The possibility of the country’s anti-

Afghanistan operation created favourable conditions. The reason for this decision was Article 

4 of the “Soviet-Afghan Friendship Treaty of December 5, 1978, and Article 51 of the “UN 

Charter” (About the National Self-Defence and Objection Foreign aggression rights). 

According to the Soviet Defense Minister’s instructions on December 24, 1979, the Soviet 

army will be stationed in the DRA, with a garrison and supervision of essential facilities.115 

On December 25, 1979, along the Amu Darya River bridge near Uzbekistan’s Termez 

city, the 108th Soviet Motorized Rifle Division entered Afghanistan, directing towards 

Kabul. Simultaneously, the military-transport aircraft with personnel and military equipment 

of the 103rd airborne division crossed the Soviet-Afghan border.116 Soviet paratroopers quickly 

established control over the administrative facilities of the Afghan capital. On December 27, 

special units of the Armed Forces of the USSR and the KGB of the USSR conducted Operation 

Storm-333 in Kabul to storm the palace of the PDPA Secretary-General Hafizullah Amin, 

during which he was killed. Babrak Karmal, the highest state and party leader of Afghanistan, 

was proclaimed loyal to the Soviet leadership. 

On January 14, 1980, the U.N. General Assembly adopted a resolution protesting 

“foreign armed intervention in Afghanistan,” calling for the immediate and complete 

withdrawal of Soviet troops from the DRA territory. On January 20, the U.S. President Jimmy 

Carter boycotted the Summer Olympics of 1980 held in Moscow. in response to the 

intervention of Soviet troops into Afghanistan (61 countries boycotted the game). During the 

entire period of the participation of Soviet troops in the Afghan conflict, the U.S. assisted 
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Mujahideen with various modern weapons, including recoilless guns and Stinger anti-aircraft 

missiles. 

2.2.1. Geneva Agreements and the Soviet Union withdrawal 

In April 1985, the Soviet leadership began taking measures to reduce the military 

personnel of the OKSV in light of the perestroika process in the USSR and the proclamation 

of the policy of renouncing the use of force in international relations. In February 1986, Mikhail 

Gorbachev announced a plan for the phased withdrawal of Soviet troops from 

Afghanistan. Shortly afterwards, Babrak Karmal was replaced with the Ministry of Security’s 

former head, Mohammad Najibullah. Under his leadership, a new constitution was adopted, in 

which there was no room for communism and socialism, and Islam was proclaimed the state 

religion.117 

On September 20, 1986, the first six OKSV regiments were withdrawn from the 

DRA. In 1987, the Afghan government, led by Mohammad Najibullah, formulated a new 

policy of “national reconciliation”, inviting the opposition to cease hostilities and sit down at 

the negotiating table. However, the leadership of the Mujahideen refused to negotiate, 

declaring war to a victorious end. The remaining Soviet troops continued to support the DRA 

government. 

On April 14, 1988, in Geneva (Switzerland), agreements o were signed between the 

foreign ministers of Pakistan and Afghanistan with the United Nations’ mediation and 

guarantees of the U.S. and Soviet Union. The USSR undertook to withdraw its contingent from 

Afghanistan within nine months; the U.S. and Pakistan had to stop supporting Mujahideen. By 

the time the agreements were signed, the USSR’s contingent in Afghanistan had reached a 

hundred thousand people. 

The Soviet troops withdrawal from Afghanistan was carried out in two stages. The 

withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan was carried out in two phases. Some 50,000 

soldiers were sent back from Ghazni, Gardez, Kandahar and Lanshkarga in West, Jalalabad in 

the East, Faizabad and Kunduz in the north-eastern part of the country between May 15 and 

August 15, 1988. The rest of the troops were withdrawal in the second stage from December 
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1988 to February 15, 1989.  In October 1991, the Soviet leaders decided to stop providing 

military assistance to the Afghan government. In April 1992, the Najibullah regime collapsed 

and he was assassinated. Resultantly the power was transferred to the Transitional Committee 

of the Jihadists to declare Afghanistan’s Islamic State. In November 1994, Taliban radical 

Islamist movement entered the country’s armed struggle, and later Taliban occupied Kabul and 

announced the establishment of their own rule in Afghanistan, which they called as Islamic 

emirate of Afghanistan. 

2.3.  Conflict during Taliban’s Rule (1996-2001) 

After the Soviet army was fatally defeated by a traditional religious group (Mujahideen 

/ Taliban), Taliban created a de facto government in Afghanistan (Suhrke, 2007). The 

appearance of Taliban in Afghanistan aroused many opinions and forecasts in the world press 

and the Afghan diaspora’s print media regarding their role in the conflict, the ultimate goals 

and plans. Some authors argued that Taliban are not an independent political force, but only a 

military vanguard, paving the way for the throne of former king M. Zahirshah.118 

Others, clearly pretending to be accurate, argued that Taliban did not claim power at 

all. Their “liberation mission” would be completed as soon as they restore order in the country 

and transfer power to a legally elected government. Still, others expressed doubts about 

Taliban’s professional ability to cope with government and urged them to transfer power to the 

“technocrats”, who were in exile. According to khan baba, Taliban did not transferred power 

to the technocrats and started taking more interest in power politics. This was a sort of 

discouragement to many mujahedeen, who primarily fought for social reformation rather than 

taking over government.119 

Within a year, since Taliban took over Kabul, many of the predictions mentioned above 

did not come true. Taliban did not become an instrument for the return of the former monarch 

to power. Instead, they managed to capture most of Afghanistan and announce a new state 

entity in the country’s history - the Islamic Emirate.  At the initial stage of Taliban’s rule in the 

country, the objective was to establish a truly Islamic caliphate on the priniciples of Islamic 

sharia. Many Afghans were not ready for such stricked version of Islam all of a sudden. Even 
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during the Prophet Muhammad (saw) God’s commandments were implemented in phases, 

keeping in mind the human nature.120 

During Taliban’s rule, the statebuilding efforts and socio-political reforms continued 

on the basis of Taliban’s interpreted Islamic Sharia law. Islamic Sharia law kept on gaining 

influence in local politics and Taliban leader Mullah Omar took coercive measures to make 

people follow the country’s law. In general, the focus of Taliban government was on theology 

and the establishment of a true Islamic society. Islamic teachings were spread to purge Afghan 

citizens. The challenges of solidarity in the country were solved through Islamization programs 

by peaceful and coercive means. Mullah Omer was the first in Taliban ranking and played an 

essential role in giving commands for decision-making. During their rule, Islam remained the 

only source of legitimacy for its supremacy and power. To avoid fragmentation and separation 

of local politics, Taliban used coercive measures to suppress anti-government voices and put 

people under their organizational structure.121 

Taliban’s coercion led to a brain drain, and educated citizens fled the country. 

Therefore, Taliban government further destroyed the country by applying strict Islamic law. 

Women were not allowed to get the modern education, thus limiting their role in the society to 

household. Moreover, the coercive measures under Taliban rule discourage investors and hence 

undermined nationwide construction work in the country. They discouraged the statebuilding 

programs on the basis of western democratic model and hence compromised the any potential 

international assistance. Non-governmental organizations in the country were rare and 

subsequently assembled under the strict rules of Taliban. Taliban were also hostile to the U.N.’s 

national construction tasks and even refused to negotiate with the international community on 

this issue. 

Taliban’s rule proved catastrophic for nation-building efforts due to widespread ethnic 

conflicts on power issues in Afghanistan. Taliban did not adopt an inclusive strategy that would 

give confidence to all races, sects and tribal groups, but they advanced their agenda through 

coercive measures. At the same time, their rule was seriously disputed by leading world powers 

because of massive human rights violations and failure to fulfil international obligations. 

Therefore, the entire period of Taliban’s rule in Afghanistan was ineffective and destructive 
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for conflict resolution and statebuilding. The September 11 attacks and Taliban’s refusal to 

secede from al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden, led to direct conflict with world powers, which 

resulted in NATO intervention in Afghanistan in 2001.122 

2.4.  Pre-9/11 U.S. Policies in Afghanistan 

Informally, the United State and Afghanistan established diplomatic relations after the 

treaty of Rawalpindi in 1921. However, officially, the U.S. designated their Tehran based 

Minister Plenipotentiary, William Harrison Hornibrook, as non-resident envoy to Afghanistan. 

The first U.S. legation in Kabul was established in June 1942. Though Afghanistan showed 

neutrality during the second world, it enjoyed diplomatic relations with the U.S. The 

proceeding part of this chapter will critically analyse the varying U.S. strategies from the Cold 

War until the post-9/11 U.S. intervention in Afghanistan.  

2.4.1.  The U.S. policies during the Cold War 

 Afghanistan maintained neutrality during the Cold War, but it enjoyed dual add from 

both the U.S. and Soviet Union. During the Cold War, Afghanistan remained central in the 

U.S. foreign policy due to its cold war policies. After the Soviet troops entered Afghanistan in 

1979, the territory turned into a battleground for the indirect confrontation between the cold 

war rivals, the U.S. and the Soviet Union. Until that moment, it was de facto believed that there 

was an unspoken understanding between the two superpowers: by providing economic 

assistance to the Kabul government, the USSR extended its influence to the northern regions 

of Afghanistan and the U.S. to the southern. The Afghan leadership found it profitable to use 

both parties’ assistance for the sake of neutrality policy, which Afghanistan adhered to under 

King M. Zahir-Shah (1933-1973), and the Prime Minister and then President M. Dawood 

(1973-1978).123 

The situation was sharply complicated in 1978 after the overthrow of the Republican 

government by supporters of the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA). The U.S. 

perceived the USSR’s subsequent attempt to extend its influence over the whole of Afghanistan 

as a violation of the status quo. Of particular concern in the White House was the possibility 

of access of the Soviet Union to the Persian Gulf oil reserves. In January 1980, President J. 
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Carter (1977–1981) expressed that any external force attempt to gain control of the Gulf region 

will be perceived as an attack on the U.S. of America’s vital interests. The attack will be 

repelled by all necessary means, including military force. 

To deter the “Soviet threat” in the Middle East, Washington sought to use the Muslim 

Jihad and Chinese factor. Strengthening the position of the Soviet Union in the Middle East 

was also not wanted in Islamabad. Pakistan understood the entry of Soviet troops into 

Afghanistan as a sign of expanding Soviet-Indian cooperation against its interests. The creation 

of Mujahedeen was the outcome of protests in the Muslim world against the USSR’s military 

action in Afghanistan. Pakistan, Arab countries and China supported Afghan Mujahideen in 

their freedom struggle against the Soviet Union. With the help of Pakistan, China, and the 

Middle East’s Muslim countries, in the 1980s, Washington opted for military and financial 

support for the Afghan armed opposition. 

2.4.2.  The U.S. policies during the Soviet Intervention 

The entry of Soviet troops into Afghanistan in December 1979 led the White House 

into confusion. It was perceived as an unprecedented invasion of the USSR in the affairs of a 

neutral state. In one of his first speeches in January 1980, J. Carter stated that the USSR 

invasion in Afghanistan had changed his attitude towards the Soviet Union more than anything 

else over the years of my tenure”. The White House decided to curtail the policy of pragmatic 

cooperation with the Soviet Union, which lasted throughout the mid-1960s and 1970s. 

Opponents of the confrontation course led by Secretary of State S. Vance (1977-1980) were 

forced to resign.124 

The then U.S. president, Carter, announced his intention to establish cooperation with 

any state, ready to join the U.S. fight with the Soviet Union in Afghanistan. He expressed his 

objectives that his government will strengthen our political and military ties with other states 

in this region. He convinced the Muslim countries leadership that there are no irreconcilable 

contradictions between the U.S. and any Islamic state. He assured Muslim countries that the 

U.S. respect Islam and are ready to cooperate with all Muslim countries. A pragmatic approach 

was also chosen for foreign policy communication with the Islamic Republic of Iran, which 

continued to hold American citizens hostage. Cartel administration expressed that they will 

convince Iranian leaders about the threat from the Soviet Union intervention in Afghanistan. 

 
124 Ibid 



67 
 

The U.S. knew that Iran’s hostility makes it difficult for them to respond to Afghanistan’s 

challenge. These statements from the U.S. were meant to strengthen coalition against the Soviet 

Union forces in Afghanistan. 

The U.S. had indeed assisted the Afghan opposition, at least since July 1979. The CIA 

supported the militants in Afghanistan and the Pakistan Interagency Intelligence Agency (ISI), 

which had an extensive network of agents on Afghanistan’s border. 

Meanwhile, the internal party struggle in the PDPA in September 1979 led to the 

removal and assassination of M. Taraki (1978–1979) by supporters of Prime Minister H. Amin 

(1979). Massacre of thousands of Taraki followers swept through the country. In Moscow, this 

was regarded as the treacherous destruction of the Afghan revolution’s cadres and figures. 

Besides, the Soviet leadership had reason to suspect Amin of ties to the CIA. Fearing for the 

April Revolution’s future achievements, members of the Soviet Politburo were inclined to 

dramatise American politics’ influence on Afghanistan’s situation. 

At first, the U.S. aid to Mujahideen against the Kabul government was not detrimental, 

but they contributed to the ongoing political development. The main reasons for the Afghan 

population’s resentment were the vast discrepancy between the coup and the traditions of 

“seizure of power” developed in Afghanistan over the short hundred years of its independent 

development. The policy of deliberate tussle of traditions pursued by the new regime finally 

aggravated the discontent. Resistance to the authorities in Afghanistan was rose under 

nationalistic and religious slogans.125 

The military opposition to the Kabul government was motley: some were internal 

(Tajiks, Uzbeks), some were external (Pashtuns roaming the border between Afghanistan and 

Pakistan). In the south-west of the country, the Afghan Hazaras were also not wholly 

subordinate to the government, receiving assistance from their Shia fellow believers from Iran. 

In the southeast, Afghan dissidents were bordering with Pakistani Pashtuns in Peshawar, where 

Arab jihadists penetrated and settled. 
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Pakistan factor in the U.S. policies towards Afghanistan  

Soviet Union intervention in Afghanistan and Pakistan’s decision to participate in the 

war for maintaining its territorial integrity. Pakistan was already facing a constant challenge 

from Afghanistan in the form of “Greater Pashtunistan” movement, which the Pashtuns on both 

sides of the Pak-Afghan border wanted to materialise. Pashtuns in Afghanistan comprise almost 

42% of the total population, making it a majority group. On the other hand, Pashtuns in Pakistan 

are almost 9% of the total population but are more in number than in Afghanistan.126 Most of 

the Pakistani Pashtuns are settled in the Khyber-Pakhtun-Khwa province, but some are 

scattered throughout Pakistan. The former tribal region in Pakistan long Afghanistan’s border 

was economically undeveloped, and overpopulated. It remained subordinate to Islamabad but 

essentially lived independently. From the fragments of Afghanistan and Pakistan’s territories, 

the Pashtuns sought to create a single state with a Kabul centre.127 

The border of Afghanistan and Pakistan was demarcated between British troops and 

Emir Abdurrahman Khan’s units, and fixed it as the border of spheres of influence of British 

India and Afghanistan under the agreement of 1893. Not a single Afghan government in the 

20th century recognised the border’s legal status and claimed to include Pashtuns’ territory in 

Afghanistan. The latter involuntarily found itself embroiled in Afghan domestic politics, 

unsuccessfully trying to promote the coming to power in Kabul of the government, ready to 

consolidate the border’s legal status.128 

Along with the traditional leaders of the Pashtun tribes, resistance to the “invaders” was 

led by field commanders who advanced in the late 1970s and early 1980s, who claimed to be 

leaders bypassing the established power hierarchy. The effectiveness with which the young 

Pashtun Islamists conducted military Jihad in Afghanistan made them the primary recipients 

of military assistance received through Pakistani intelligence channels. Pakistan consciously 

prioritised field commanders over tribal leaders. They were less sensitive to the idea of “Greater 

Pashtunistan,” devoting all their strength to Jihad against the USSR and the struggle for power 

with other field commanders.129 
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It should also be taken into account that the Pashtuns traditionally enjoyed influence in 

the middle and top command level of the Pakistani army and accounted for about 18% of the 

staff of the officer corps of the army and special services of Pakistan.130 Pakistan and 

Afghanistan’s complicated political relationship is mostly due to long-standing instability, the 

constant struggle between the military and civilian elites, and Islamists’ extremism. These 

factors historically formed a complex political environment in which any Pakistani government 

acted, compelled to listen to the wishes of the influential part of Pakistani officers represented 

by ethnic Pashtuns.131 

Being a critical link in the fight against Soviet troops in Afghanistan, Pakistan sought 

to take advantage of its new position. Islamabad was planning to turn a significant part of the 

military and financial assistance from the U.S. and Saudi Arabia to strengthen its regional 

rivalry position with India. Mujahideen got trained in militant camps to fight the “infidels” both 

in Afghanistan and in Indian occupied Kashmir. 

In March 1980, Pakistan’s President M. Zia-ul-Haq (1978–1988) rejected a U.S. offer 

of $ 400 million in financial assistance, citing fears of harming its international prestige in the 

eyes of the Muslim world. The real reason for the refusal was dissatisfaction with the 

“symbolic” amount of financial assistance. After lengthy negotiations, a cooperation agreement 

was nevertheless concluded in September 1981. According to it, Pakistan got the opportunity 

to purchase forty F-16 fighters and financial assistance, amounting $ 3.2 billion, over six years. 

The Republican administration of R. Reagan (1981–1989) was concerned about the 

possibility of becoming embroiled in a conflict between Pakistan and India. Therefore, an 

agreement to assist Pakistan was accompanied by a statement that it did not mean a military 

alliance. The U.S. Congress, for its part, was worried about Pakistan’s nuclear program, which 

had been gaining momentum since the mid-1970s. In this regard, the Pakistani side was 

informed about nuclear tests’ consequences; all assistance would be ceased. The U.S. President 

pledged to report annually to Congress on the status of the Pakistani nuclear program. This 

report served as an indicator of the U.S.’ willingness to put up with Pakistan’s violation of the 
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NPT regime to fight against the USSR in Afghanistan. For the first time, Congress banned the 

provision of assistance to Pakistan based on a presidential order in 1990. 

In the early 1980s, a general outline was developed to cooperate between the U.S., 

Pakistan and Saudi Arabia to train Afghan Mujahideen in Pakistan. The campaign was funded 

by the U.S. and Saudi Arabia, who transferred aid (an estimated sum of $ 40 billion) to Pakistan 

in 1979–1989. The U.S. intelligence agents monitored the supply of American weapons to the 

Mujahideen and trained them to handle new weapons. However, Pakistan played a leading role 

in supporting the opposition, coordinating among the Mujahideen groups, providing them with 

organisational assistance and identifying priority allies among disparate field commanders. 

This state of affairs met no objection in Washington. The expectations of the White 

House administration were not related to the military victory of the Mujahideen. In a 

memorandum from the State Department in 1980 stated: “It is likely that the Mujahideen will 

be able to divert about 85,000 Soviet troops for a long time and more ... [however, they are 

fragmented, deprived of centralised command and not able to force the USSR to withdraw 

troops”. The U.S. was not interested in the level of popular support for Mujahideen groups and 

their ability to form a government in case of victory. The fate of the Afghan Mujahideen 

interested Washington to the extent that they could threaten the Soviet Union. According to the 

head of the CIA Regional Office in Pakistan in 1986–1989, the U.S. prepared to fight the USSR 

until the last Afghan.132 

The withdrawal of Soviet troops in February 1989 did not entail an immediate fall in 

the power of the PDPA.133 The Jihad against the “godless regime” continued, but questions of 

the struggle for spheres of influence between field commanders began to come to the fore. 

Despite the cessation of U.S. financial and military assistance, Pakistan continued to support 

the Pashtun militants in Afghanistan and coordinate their activities with its intelligence agents’ 

help. Similarly, financial receipts from Saudi Arabia did not stop. For its part, the USSR sought 

to create conditions for establishing cooperation with Tajik and Uzbek field commanders in 

Afghanistan, after the departure of Soviet troops. Iran sought to create a buffer zone on its 

border with Afghanistan, which supported the Hazara community’s field commanders. 
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By the end of the 1980s, active external interference in Afghanistan’s internal affairs 

continued for more than ten years. As a result of the 1978 coup, the traditional power system 

based on a balance of interests of various tribes was destroyed. The tradition of high autonomy 

of the tribal leaders led, to the fact that Kabul’s central government for centuries was forced to 

reconcile their interests to preserve a single state. The civil war from 1978–1989 led to the first 

roles of field commanders and Arab participants in Jihad, who took the place of tribal elders.134 

External intervention strengthened their power and contributed to the continuation of the Civil 

War after the withdrawal of Soviet troops. 

2.4.3.  Post-Cold War Era Policies (after the Soviets withdrawal) 

The success of the Geneva talks led to a change in American politics about the situation 

in Afghanistan. Under the pretext of promoting “self-determination of the Afghan people”, the 

U.S. headed for the overthrow of the pro-Soviet DRA regime. Deputy Secretary of State D. 

Kelly at Congressional hearings in 1990 confirmed: “We believe that a stable political 

settlement [in Afghanistan] is impossible while Najibullah remains in power.”135 

In 1988, the post of the special representative of the U.S. president to the Afghan 

opposition was established. His tasks included finding ways to overcome differences between 

field commanders in Afghanistan. A debate broke out between the CIA and the State 

Department about which Afghan field commanders should play a leading role in the post-war 

settlement. The CIA advocated for Gulbuddin Hekmatyar (Pashtun), who enjoyed the full 

support of Pakistan. At the same time, diplomats insisted on Ahmad Shah Masoud (Tajik), with 

whom the U.S. maintained contact without Pakistan. The final decision to support one of the 

field commanders was not made. During a congressional hearing in June 1989, a State 

Department spokesman outlined the administration’s official position, arguing that the neither 

of the opposition groups are supported to the detriment of the others.136 

In the early 1990s, Washington gradually distanced itself from Afghan issues. At 

congressional hearings in March 1990, deputies from the Democratic Party spoke for the first 

time that Afghanistan’s post-war reconstruction would require significant resources and time. 

Congressmen argued for non-interference, arguing that, even if we knew what to do in this 
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situation, we most likely could not have supported our interest in Afghanistan long enough to 

achieve an acceptable result. 

Against this background, in April 1992, Mujahideen troops captured Kabul and 

overthrew the government of M. Najibullah. In the territories controlled by the opposition, the 

Islamic State of Afghanistan (IGA) had been proclaimed. The U.S. President George W. Bush 

(1989-1993) praised these events as signs of progress resulting from American policies to help 

end the war by helping the Afghan people’s self-determination. The day after the Mujahideen 

took over Kabul, the state department issued a statement in which it expressed support for the 

new government and expressed hope for early stabilisation of the country’s situation137. The 

U.S. officials outlined in the most general terms the wishes of the new leadership of 

Afghanistan: not to threaten political stability in the region, especially on the border with 

Pakistan and Central Asian states, and not to contribute to the spread of Islamism. Thus, the 

U.S. recognised the legitimacy of Taliban regime and established diplomatic relations with it. 

In June 1992, negotiations were held to resume the work of the American embassy in Kabul.138 

However, the fighting that soon began between the Mujahideen prevented these plans. The 

U.S. diplomatic contacts with warring factions began and were carried out by the American 

consulate in Peshawar, Pakistan. 

The White House administration’s reflections on the place of “new Afghanistan” in the 

imperatives of American foreign policy inevitably led to the conclusion that, according to 

adviser George W. Bush, “our goals in Afghanistan are quite limited.” Peter Thomsen, the 

former U.S. ambassador to the Afghan opposition, spoke out against a narrow understanding 

of the tasks in Afghanistan, urging not to give up political assets obtained at a high price”.139 

However, the U.S. policy towards Afghanistan in the 1990s was not based on significant 

national interests, instead of Pakistan’s relations. While the U.S. attention was drawn to events 

in Europe, and the Pakistani nuclear program dominated bilateral relations, Benazir Bhutto 

(1993-1996) decided to use the opportunity to implement its plans in Afghanistan. 

The principal hopes were assigned to the head of the Pashtun detachments from G. 

Hekmatyar. In the mid-1980s, Hekmatyar was supported by Pakistan’s intelligence. Despite 
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financial and military support from the government of Pakistan, Hekmatyar enjoyed freedom 

in his actions. Since the beginning of the 1990s, the party of G. Hekmatyar actively joined the 

armed struggle for power in Afghanistan. Nevertheless, even then, Islamabad feared that the 

field commander might get out of control and refuse to fulfil the mission entrusted to him - to 

consolidate the Afghan-Pakistani border’s legal status. 

With the Gulf War outbreak in 1991, Hekmatyar came out in support of Saddam 

Hussein due to inspiration from the ‘Muslim unity’ ideology. The U.S. sharply condemned 

Hekmatyar and pulled away from Pakistan’s policy of supporting him. At a hearing in the U.S. 

Congress in 1991, Under Secretary of State J. Kelly suggested that in the future not to connect 

our expectations with Hekmatyar. On October 2, 1992, the U.S. State Department condemned 

Hekmatiar’s decision to use force against the Afghan government and called them as acts out 

of personal ambition. The U.S. further stated its clear opposition to forces that use violence to 

influence the political process, which seems central to the resolution of the Afghan conflict.”140 

Meanwhile, the Pashtun troops of Hekmatyar’s successful actions in the intra-Afghan 

struggle led in March 1993 to the signing of the Peace Agreement on the Separation of Powers 

between the President and the Prime Minister, in Islamabad by the eight largest Mujahideen 

leaders groups.141 Pakistan was expecting the legalisation of the Pak-Afghan border under 

Hekmatyar’s leadership in Afghanistan. As per the agreement, Hekmatyar became 

Afghanistan’s prime minister. However, seemed less interested in the legal consolidation of 

the Pak-Afghan border status. The lack of interest in the legalising the Pak-Afghan border  

caused sharp discontent in Pakistan. It caused a shift in Islamabad’s interests in 1994 from 

Hekmatyar to Taliban comprising Pashtun youth of southern and southeastern Afghanistan. By 

its nature, the movement resembled Islamic revolutionaries in Iran and professed a radical form 

of Sunni Islam. Later it became known as Taliban.142 

Under the slogans of establishing order under Sharia law, the movement quickly 

expanded its supporters. In early 1995, Taliban armed forces launched an offensive against the 

coalition government of the Mujahideen. Within a few months, Hekmatyar’s troops were 

defeated. In September 1996, Taliban occupied Kabul without a fight and proclaimed the 
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Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan in the controlled territories. Former DRA President M. 

Najibullah was executed. The ISA government, led by B. Rabbani, took refuge in the north of 

the country, and G. Hekmatyar fled to Iran began training for new units from among Afghan 

refugees.143 

Taliban regime received recognition from only three countries, namely Pakistan, United 

Arab Emirates (UAE) and Saudi Arabia. These countries began to provide financial and 

organisational assistance to the new Islamic regime. A diplomatic mission of the Kabul 

government of Taliban was also opened in Turkmenistan. 

2.4.4.  Regional factor in the U.S. policies towards Afghanistan 

In the mid-1990s, the U.S. strengthened its perception of the Afghan situation in the 

context of the Central Asian region’s problems. The famous American political scientist Fiona 

Hill wrote in 2001: “U.S. policy towards the Caucasus and Central Asia over the past decade 

has been marked by a clear lack of a trunk line.”144 Weak interest in the region’s affairs made 

it difficult for the U.S. to become familiar with its real problems and emerging opportunities in 

Central Asia. 

Middle Eastern and Central Asian regions were central to American politics in the mid-

1990s on the agenda for the politico-diplomatic and economic isolation of Iran, accused by 

Washington of supporting terrorists and creating nuclear weapons. The second goal of U.S. 

foreign policy in the region was to gain access to the Caspian basin’s oil resources, the volume 

of which was estimated at 200 million barrels. The third priority was to strengthen the 

independence of the newly formed Central Asian states from Russia. The implementations of 

all three areas of U.S. political strategy in the region were closely linked with the stabilisation 

of Afghanistan’s situation.145 

In August 1996, the U.S. Congress approved the sanctions against Libya and Iran “Law 

on Sanctions against Iran and Libya, which left no possibility for creating an energy 

infrastructure connecting the Caspian Sea’s energy-bearing regions and the Persian Gulf across 
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Iran. Seeking to secure the future transportation of hydrocarbons in the Caspian Basin, the U.S. 

National Security Council in 1995-1996, proposed to develop new routes for the delivery of 

Caspian oil, located as far as possible from the borders of Iran. The projects of the Baku-Tbilisi-

Ceyhan oil pipeline and the Central Asian gas pipeline were created. The latter was supposed 

to connect the gas fields of Turkmenistan with the ports of Pakistan while passing through 

Afghanistan’s territory. 

In July 1997, Under Secretary of State S. Talbott announced the start of a policy to 

stabilise the Central Asian region to develop the Caspian deposits. Terrorism, religious and 

political extremism was named among the leading regional threats. In July 1998, the post of 

special ambassador for the Caspian basin’s energy resources was created in the State 

Department. At the same time, the U.S. initiated financial and humanitarian assistance 

programs for Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan. It began to study the use of Taliban 

factor to ensure the safe exports of energy products through Afghanistan.146 

2.4.5.  The U.S. policies during Taliban rule 

The first contacts of the American representatives with Taliban were made in 1995. The 

U.S. Islamabad Embassy reported to Washington that Taliban are striving to establish a unified 

government in Afghanistan and restore peace. At the same time, there were reports of gross 

violations of human rights in territories controlled by Taliban. There were growing fears that 

radical Islamism would spread to the neighbouring republics of Central Asia. Traces of the 

attack at the World Trade Center in New York in 1993 were linked to Afghanistan.147  It was 

widely circulated in media that, the capture of the Muslims guilty of the attack in New York, 

was the final and saddest chapter in the history of one of the greatest successes of American 

foreign policy of the 1980s - the victory of Islamic resistance over Soviet troops in Afghanistan. 

The U.S. was aware of the danger of turning Afghanistan into a safe haven for terrorists and at 

the same time did not impede Pakistan, which sought to establish a loyal government in Kabul. 

Washington realised that part of the new round of civil war responsibility in Afghanistan lies 

upon the U.S.. Therefore, establishing lasting power on Afghan soil with allied Pakistan’s 

participation was seen as the lesser of evils. Besides, Washington counted on Islamabad’s 

assistance if the Afghan regime would pose a significant terrorist threat. Concerning 
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Afghanistan’s situation in the mid-1990s, the U.S. took a wait-and-see attitude and did not rush 

to take the anti-Taliban opposition side. The American press picked up ideas thrown by the 

White House. After Taliban seized the Afghan capital, the Washington Post issued a cautious 

commentary, arguing that Afghanistan’s militias can end the anarchy.148 They maintained that 

the Afghan government, with Taliban’s domination, would be the preferred alternative torn by 

the coalition’s contradictions. 

In August 1997, Afghanistan’s embassy in Washington was closed due to the lack of a 

functional government and the ongoing disagreements regarding Afghanistan’s U.S. 

representation.149 A State Department statement emphasised that the embassy’s closure in 

Washington does not mean a break in relations. To fast-track the stabilisation process in 

Afghanistan, all parties to the conflict were invited to the U.S. without diplomatic status in the 

U.S.. A more significant concern about the events in Afghanistan was shown in neighbouring 

countries. In October 1996, an emergency meeting of the heads of Russia, Tajikistan, 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan’s prime minister was held in Alma-Ata. 

Turkmenistan did not participate in the meeting in connection with the declared neutrality of 

the country in 1995. At the meeting, the joint statement expressed concern over Afghanistan’s 

events and promised an adequate response to actions that undermine stability on the Central 

Asian States’ southern borders. The general concern over Taliban’s coming to power brought 

together Russia and Iran’s foreign policy positions on the Afghan issue.150 

The U.S. continued to see Afghanistan as a “failed state,” burdened with significant 

humanitarian problems. During the 1990s, Washington gave priority to the United Nations in 

resolving the Afghan conflict.151 The central negotiating mechanism in the U.N. structure was 

the 6+2 group, which included Iran, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, China, Pakistan, 

the U.S. and Russia. The group’s activities were complemented by the Special Representative 

of the U.N. Secretary-General for Afghanistan. His responsibilities included finding ways to 

reconcile the warring parties and alleviating the humanitarian crisis. 
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2.4.6.  Energy Factor in the U.S. policies towards Afghanistan 

Some experts linked Washington’s tolerance of the new Islamic movement in 

Afghanistan with the expectation of Taliban’s ability to stabilise the country. The U.S. interests 

in the energy sector, in particular, to carry out the construction of the Central Asian Gas 

Pipeline. Since 1995, the American company Unocal has lobbied for this project.152 The State 

Department’s support has sought to reduce political and military risks to obtain a World Bank 

loan. 

In October 1997, Unocal and the Delta Oil Company (Saudi Arabia) initiated a group’s 

creation to construct a gas pipeline. By this time, the company had already agreed on 

implementing the project with Turkmenistan and Pakistan’s governments. However, hopes for 

an early agreement with Taliban regime did not materialise. The series of negotiations between 

Unocal and the U.S. Department of State with Taliban leaders and stakeholders in Pakistan’s 

leadership did not allow for firm agreement to start the project. Taliban were in no hurry to 

sign the agreement, prompting Unocal to raise the offer price and threatening to start 

negotiations with competitors. Taliban’s inconsistent position led to the oil company’s attempts 

to agree with the Northern Alliance representatives. At a Congressional hearing in 1998, 

Unocal’s vice president confirmed that it maintains the same relationship with all Afghanistan 

factions.153 

In August 1998, unsuccessful negotiations on a pipeline project were still ongoing when 

a message came about the bombings of U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania. The blame for 

the attacks was laid on the terrorist organisation of Saudi millionaire Osama bin Laden, who 

settled in Afghanistan in 1996. Prospects for constructing the Central Asian gas pipeline were 

also complicated by a new round of tensions between Pakistan and India related to nuclear 

weapons’ mutual test in May 1998. Recognising the futility of continuing the project under the 

new conditions, in December 1998, the Unocal Company withdrew from the group to construct 

the pipeline due to a drop in confidence in stabilising Afghanistan’s situation and its relations 

with Western countries.154 One of the reasons for this withdrawal was Osama bin Laden’s 

presence, not far from the Afghan Kandahar. Osama Bin Laden was the 17th child out of 52 
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children of a Saudi construction tycoon. After his father died in 1967, Osama inherited part of 

his parental fortune, which totalled $ 250 million.155 At the age of 16, bin Laden joined one of 

the Islamic fundamentalist groups in Saudi Arabia. In 1979, he received a civil engineering 

diploma and, among the first Arab jihadists, joined the armed opposition in Afghanistan. Using 

ties at home and his fortune, bin Laden founded the Maktab al-Hidamat organisation in 

Pakistan at the end of 1984, which began to provide financial and organisational assistance to 

Arab fighters arriving in the country. An “Arab brigade” was formed from their midst (about 

2,000 people), which fought in Afghanistan under Bin Laden’s leadership.156 

2.4.7. Al-Qaeda factor in the U.S. policies towards Afghanistan 

In 1989, numerous Arab jihadists, among them Bin Laden, returned to Saudi Arabia 

and formed the nucleus of the radical faction opposing the ruling Saudi dynasty. Bin Laden 

and his associates protested against the royal family's collaboration with the United States. In 

1991, Bin Laden offered his forces to counter a potential Iraqi invasion during the Persian Gulf 

War. However, instead of accepting, King Fahd bin Abdul Aziz Al-Saud (1982–2005) 

authorized the deployment of a substantial American military contingent in Saudi Arabia, 

totaling around 540,000 personnel.157 Bin Laden accused the authorities of collusion with the U.S., 

which had stationed forces in the sacred Muslim land of Saudi Arabia, as well as in Israel. In response, 

the king expelled Bin Laden from the country. Bin Laden attempted to relocate to Libya, but 

Muammar Gaddafi's government denied him entry due to concerns about Islamic extremism. 

Consequently, Bin Laden found refuge in Sudan, where he pursued business ventures and 

continued to provide financial support to Islamist groups in the Middle East and North Africa. 

The Saudi ruling dynasty made an unsuccessful effort to reconcile with the radical 

opposition within their country. By the king's decree, an advisory council was assembled, 

comprised of individuals chosen by the monarch. This council was tasked with assessing the 

government's actions from an Islamic perspective. However, in April 1994, Bin Laden once 

more strongly criticized the policies of King Fahd, who was backing the armed opposition 

against the government in the Yemeni Civil War. During the same year, Riyadh revoked bin 

Laden's Saudi citizenship and started pressuring Sudan to extradite him. 
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In November 1995, May and June 1996, supporters of the radical opposition carried out 

attacks in Saudi Arabia, killing American citizens.158 CIA analysts linked the attacks to Osama 

bin Laden. The White House administration started searching for a political response. Knowing 

that bin Laden was in Sudan, the Clinton administration joined the diplomatic efforts of Saudi 

Arabia and began to demand Khartoum to expel him. However, several analysts of the 

diplomatic department spoke out against this policy. The fear of diplomats was because of ill-

conceived U.S. policy, and Bin Laden would move to Afghanistan, where, remaining out of 

reach, he would expand his activities. 

Nevertheless, the White House insisted on Bin Laden’s expulsion from Sudan, and in 

June 1996, he had to flee to Afghanistan, most of which was controlled by Taliban. Later, State 

Department officials explained the decision to exert pressure on Sudan as the U.S. sought to 

disrupt Bin Laden’s communications and infrastructure in Sudan and make its movements 

vulnerable to intelligence services. However, all of this did not count on an international 

terrorist’s speedy capture and prepared for a lengthy search. In 1996, a special department was 

created within the CIA, whose tasks included developing the “Bin Laden case”. 

In Afghanistan, bin Laden received a hospitable welcome from Taliban government, 

which took him as a famous participant in the Jihad against the Soviet troops (1979–1989). On 

Taliban territory, bin Laden was allowed to create camps for the training of Islamic militants. 

He later strengthened his position by marrying Mullah Omer’s eldest daughter. 

On August 23, 1996, Bin Laden issued a fatwa (the theologian’s judgment), legitimising 

Jihad against the American crusaders in the oil-rich Muslim countries of the Persian Gulf. The 

expulsion of the American enemy, who occupied the sacred lands, is the primary duty of all 

Muslims after faith in God.  

In May 1998, the Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia, Abdullah, tried to persuade Taliban to 

surrender Bin Laden to the U.S. or another state at the U.S.’ request. However, Abdullah was 

not successful in persuading Taliban regarding the expulsion of Bin Laden from Afghanistan. 

Taliban’s leadership did not extradite Bin Laden, a considered guest in Afghanistan, and 

Mullah Omar’s relative. 
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Bin Laden’s undermining of the American embassies in Kenya and Tanzania meant the 

failure of U.S. policy towards Afghanistan after Taliban came to power. The Clinton 

administration had to make a difficult choice because American public opinion demanded to 

punish those responsible for the attacks. The country’s domestic political situation, which 

developed under the Clinton – Lewinsky scandal’s influence, also defined the limited military 

operations. On the other hand, the White House was not ready to admit the failure of its policy 

in Afghanistan and to change its position to Taliban and Pakistan, which supported it. Besides, 

Washington feared that Afghanistan’s military action would cause a wave of protest in the 

Muslim world. 

As a result, a dual political line was chosen. On the one hand, on August 20, 1998, the 

U.S. launched rocket attacks on Al-Qaida’s “terrorist infrastructure facilities” in Afghanistan 

and Sudan and blocked bin Laden’s bank accounts. President Clinton emphasised that no state 

support Bin Laden terrorist network, thereby separating Al Qaeda from Taliban and Pakistan. 

Moreover, in a sharp commentary, the White House clarified that the strikes aimed not to 

destroy the terrorists but only to destroy their infrastructure. On the other hand, Washington 

chose a negotiation strategy. Underestimating the strength of the link between bin Laden and 

Taliban’s leadership, the White House insisted on Taliban’s ruling elite to extradite an Arab 

terrorist. In turn, Taliban took the August bombing of Al-Qaeda camps as a blow to fellow 

believers and all Jihad warriors. In an interview with the Los Angeles Times, one of the 

movement leaders, S. Abdullah, expressed Taliban believes that the U.S. has declared war on 

us, thus making it legitimate to take revenge.159 

The U.S. air raids on Sudan and Afghanistan strengthened anti-American sentiments in 

the Muslim world. They contributed to Osama bin Laden’s perception as a hero, a fighter 

against the “invaders” of holy places - Jerusalem and the Arabian Peninsula. Clinton and the 

Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia, Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz, sought to inform Clinton about the 

danger of unilateral measures during his visit to Washington in September 1998. The joint 

statement of the two countries emphasised the importance of collective action against 

international terrorism. 
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Simultaneously, the Saudi dynasty sought to protect Taliban regime in Afghanistan, 

which was perceived as a young Sunni theocracy, an ideal state prototype. Secondly, as a 

possible counterweight to Shiite Iran, the struggle for regional leadership. Therefore, the joint 

statement’s text also indirectly appealed to Iran to stop supporting the anti-Taliban opposition 

in Afghanistan and resolve the disagreements by peaceful means. 

Almost immediately after the U.S. airstrikes on Al-Qaeda facilities in Afghanistan and 

Sudan, the topic of counterterrorism fell into the shadow of the Indian-Pakistani confrontation, 

complicated by nuclear tests by both countries in May 1998. The White House rejected the 

proposal to continue military attacks on Afghanistan, a supporter made by the adviser on the 

fight against terrorism at the National Security Council R. Clark (1998–2003). However, at the 

end of 1998, for the first time during the search for Osama bin Laden, the CIA received an 

order to destroy him. 

At the same time, the U.S. turned to Pakistan to exert pressure on Taliban to extradite 

Bin-Laden. Pakistani government and military were aware that the U.S.-wanted Arab terrorist 

in Afghanistan was detrimental to Taliban regime and Pakistani interests in this regard. 

However, Pakistan did not seek to facilitate the early issuance of Bin Laden due to several 

reasons. Firstly, Islamabad did not enjoy complete control over Taliban, which still did not 

intend to give out its guest to the “infidels.” Secondly, Pakistan was wary of accusations of 

betrayal by Muslim believers at home and abroad. Many in the Muslim world spoke 

disapprovingly of bin Laden’s actions, but most believed that co-religionists should carry out 

his trial. Thirdly, Islamabad perceived U.S. actions in Afghanistan as episodic and devoid of a 

strategic dimension. According to Pakistan’s ruling circles, the U.S. did not seek to understand 

the essence of Afghanistan’s problems. It pursued only short-term interests, such as the 

extradition of terrorists, allowing Islamabad to act on its policy and often mislead the U.S.. So, 

the Pakistani-Afghan negotiations’ unsuccessful outcome over bin Laden’s extradition seemed 

to Pakistan due to Kabul’s intransigence. 

During 1998-200, the U.S. took on faith the assertion of Islamabad that Afghanistan’s 

Taliban are not under its control. In a letter to Congress in July 1999, President Clinton 

confessed that repeated attempts to directly pressure Taliban and the use of the resources of 

border countries that influence Taliban have been unsuccessful. The U.S. continued the 

political and diplomatic pressure on Taliban regime, and some strict measures were taken 

against it. In February 1999, the CIA received permission to renew contacts with the Northern 
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Alliance.160 On October 15, 1999 - a year after the bombing of Afghanistan and Sudan - the 

U.S. initiated the first U.N. Security Council resolution on sanctions against Taliban. 

Washington was dissatisfied with Taliban’s refusal to extradite bin Laden and close terrorist 

training camps but did not give up hope for reconciliation in the future. The State Department 

was vocal in this regard that stated that the international community had sent an unequivocal 

message. Taliban have to choose between cooperation and isolation.161  

This flexibility of American policy towards Taliban was mainly due to the U.S.’ closest 

non-NATO ally in South Asia, Pakistan. In March 2000, Clinton was the first American 

president to visit Islamabad.162 The meeting discussed Pakistan’s accession to the NPT, the 

settlement of the conflict with India, and the development of Pakistani democracy. However, 

it cannot be ruled out that during the closed part of the meeting, President P. Musharraf could 

present to Clinton some of the ideas that Taliban are far from the same as they were in 1994; 

extremism is giving way to a sober view of the world. Taliban were seeking an Islamic 

revolution inside Afghanistan in the way Iran did. Musharraf stated, “When they talk about the 

threat of the Islamic revolution’s export from Afghanistan, I always ask: are you familiar with 

Taliban’s program settings? If so, the U.S. should know that absolutely all of them aim to solve 

internal problems. Taliban have neither the desire nor the ability to expand. The same is evident 

in Turkmenistan, whose borders with Afghanistan have been guarded by Taliban for many 

years.”163 

Washington’s last argument seemed ever less convincing. The “transparent” border 

between Afghanistan and Turkmenistan allowed the radical Islamists in the 1990s to freely 

penetrate other countries of Central Asia and further into Russia. At a U.S. Senate hearing 

about engagement or confrontation with Taliban, it was stressed upon that with Taliban, the 

country would remain a “rogue state.”164 

Listening to Pakistan’s perspective on Afghanistan’s situation, Washington did not 

fully understand Islamabad’s peculiar relationship with Taliban. At a press conference in 
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Islamabad on May 2000, U.S. under Secretary of State T. Pickering argued that it is hard for 

me to believe that Pakistan cannot play a very constructive role in bringing Bin Laden to justice, 

given the support that Islamabad is giving to Taliban regime.165 

Fearing the spread of Islamic fundamentalism and trying to prevent the strengthening 

of Russia’s military-political positions in the region, the U.S. began to provide financial 

assistance to five newly formed Central Asian states annually to ensure border security. A sign 

of the strengthening of the U.S. position in Central Asia was Uzbekistan’s granting the right to 

a CIA unmanned reconnaissance aircraft to fly from its territory in September 2000 to search 

for Bin Laden in Afghanistan. Towards the end of the 1990s, many analysts noted the beginning 

of the fall in the influence of Taliban regime in Afghanistan. The Pashtuns in South of 

Afghanistan started leaving the country, who were no ready to fight with the Northern Alliance 

outside the territory of their historical possessions. The development was due to Taliban’s 

spring offensive’s failure in the Northern Alliance core region in 1999. The distraction of 

Pakistan also facilitated Taliban’s weakening to India’s confrontation, which was especially 

acute in 1998-1999. The warring parties in Afghanistan, including Taliban, through U.N. 

mediation, began to prepare for the All-Afghan Assembly (Loya Jirga) in 2000 to discuss the 

country’s future based on the interests of preserving a single state.166 

Under these conditions, in October 2000, a new attack of al-Qaeda against the U.S. 

followed - in the port of Aden (Yemen), the Navy destroyer Cole (USS Cole) was damaged. 

The White House was determined to launch a counterattack. The U.S. even explored the 

possibility of a joint military operation against Taliban and Al Qaeda in Afghanistan with 

Russia, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and Kazakhstan. However, the decision was not taken, 

probably due to President Clinton’s reluctance to end his presidential tenure with a new war. 

Instead, the U.S., with Russia’s participation, launched a new diplomatic initiative against 

Taliban, speaking in December 2000 at the U.N. Security Council in support of resolution 1333 

on new sanctions. The resolution imposed an embargo on the supply of arms to Taliban; 

however, the Northern Alliance continued receiving military assistance. 

During the discussion of the resolution, criticism of U.S. policy came from the mouth 

of the U.N. Secretary-General. In November 2000, Kofi Annan accused Washington of 
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disrupting Afghanistan’s peace process, noting that U.S. policy “lacks a coherent strategy”.167 

After a U.N. Resolution No. 1333 on sanctions against Taliban, the movement closed the U.N. 

office in Kabul. It withdrew from negotiations on the convening of an Afghan Loya Jirga. 

The White House’s enthusiasm over Taliban was associated with a revival of 

expectations regarding the development of energy deposits in the Caspian basin and an oil and 

gas pipeline through Afghanistan. Some leading officials of the republican administration, 

including President J. Bush, Vice President R. Cheney, National Security Advisor C. Rice, 

Secretary of Commerce D. Evans and others, devoted a significant part of their lives to the 

energy business, which influenced their horizons and formed a circle of connections in the 

business environment.168 

George W. Bush’s team conducted a review of W. Clinton’s foreign policy, including 

counterterrorism approaches. This revision was radical in form, if not substantive, and was 

based on the principle of anything, not just Clinton’s policies. However, the continuity of the 

course remained noticeable. In June 2001, a counterterrorism representative proposed a 

military campaign in Afghanistan to destroy Al Qaeda and Taliban, but the White House 

rejected proposals.169 

The U.S. policy of “forcing Taliban to cooperate” again did not bring tangible results 

due to tensed relations between Islamabad and the U.S. The U.S. accused Pakistan of continued 

support to Taliban including the supply of arms. In April 2001, in the U.N. Security Council, 

Russia attempted to impose sanctions on Pakistan. However, the U.S. blocked the draft 

resolution, explaining this by allied relations with the Pakistani regime. However, the U.S. has 

stepped up its diplomatic pressure on Pakistan and Taliban. On June 18, 2001, K. Rice 

discussed Afghanistan’s situation with Pakistani Foreign Minister Abdul Sattar. In July, 

representatives of the State Department through the former Minister of Foreign Affairs of 

Pakistan N. Naik informed Taliban regime about the possibility of a missile strike in 

Afghanistan if non-cooperation continues. In 2001, the State Department also held a series of 
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negotiations with representatives of Taliban in Pakistan. This series’s last meeting took place 

in Islamabad on August 2001, five weeks before the September 11 attacks.170 

The tragic events of September 2001 marked a pivotal shift in U.S. policy towards the 

situation in Afghanistan. Relations with the Taliban underwent a drastic reassessment, and the 

connection between the radical movement and Pakistan was reevaluated. During a meeting 

between Deputy Secretary of State R. Armitage and Pakistani intelligence chief M. Ahmed in 

Washington, an ultimatum was presented. It demanded that Pakistan cease its support for the 

Taliban and cooperate with the U.S. in combating it.171 When Ahmed attempted to clarify 

Pakistan's political motives in Afghanistan and started discussing the history of relations 

between the two nations, Armitage interjected with a blunt ultimatum: "The story begins today. 

Are you with us or not?". 

Conclusion 

Afghanistan has a riotous history characterized by a combination of internal and 

external conflicts. Within the country, political divisions among the ruling elite have revolved 

around different ideologies such as Western democracy, communism, and Islamic Sharia 

system. This struggle for power led to violence and civil wars between 1919 and 1979 as 

various factions attempted to establish a centralized government based on their preferred 

political ideology. Meanwhile, Afghanistan became a focal point for global power rivalries. 

Great Britain and Czarist Russia engaged in a competition over Afghanistan known as the 

"Great Game" in the past, while later, the United States and the Soviet Union fought a decade-

long conflict on Afghan soil. 

Despite external interventions and influences, the Afghan people consistently resisted 

foreign interference, resulting in several unsuccessful attempts at intervention. During the Cold 

War, the United States pursued a containment strategy against communism, leading it to engage 

in a successful proxy war against the Soviets from 1979 to 1989. In the post-Cold War era, the 

U.S. policy towards Afghanistan initially focused on oil projects in Central Asia that required 

transit through Afghanistan. However, the rise of Al Qaeda and its attacks on various embassies 

significantly shifted U.S. priorities. Al Qaeda had established ties with the Afghan Mujahideen 
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during the Soviet-Afghan war, and this relationship grew stronger when the Taliban took 

control of the Kabul administration. The U.S. designated the Taliban as a terrorist group prior 

to the 9/11 attacks due to their affiliation with Al Qaeda. 

Understanding the historical events and political developments in Afghanistan, 

especially in the post-Cold War period, sheds light on the objectives of U.S. intervention in the 

country. The primary motive behind the U.S. involvement was to counter terrorism and 

subsequently establish a stable, pro-U.S. democratic government through a state-building 

mission. The aim was to eradicate Al Qaeda safe havens and replace the Taliban government 

with a democratic administration that would prevent the existence of any international terrorist 

organizations within Afghanistan. Therefore, the analysis of Afghanistan's historical conflict 

provides a foundation for comprehending the strategies employed by the United States after 

the 9/11 attacks. 
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Chapter Three 

The U.S. post 9/11 Strategies in Afghanistan 

This chapter is built upon a comprehensive description of distinct U.S. strategies 

pursued by four different U.S. presidents in addressing the conflict in Afghanistan, spanning 

from its intervention in 2001 until 2020. Although some U.S. strategies were reiterated by 

subsequent presidents, the strategies are organized chronologically according to the presidents' 

tenures for clarity and ease of comprehension. A thorough examination of U.S. post-9/11 

strategies in Afghanistan will aid in assessing the outcomes of these very strategies in the 

subsequent chapter. 

In the realm of conflict resolution and state-building in Afghanistan's history, the post-

September 11 period is widely acknowledged as highly challenging. The process of state-

building during this era encompasses three critical domains: military operations, political 

initiatives, and security sector reforms.172 The principal tool employed by the U.S. and its allies 

in Afghanistan was the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) military actions 

conducted under the umbrella of Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF). An integral aspect of 

OEF was that ground forces were granted authorization to combat the Taliban. This fight 

against the Taliban was facilitated through financial and military support to various Tajik 

groups in the region. Following the establishment of a stronghold in Kabul, extensive reforms 

were launched by the American forces, aimed at fostering state-building and national 

reconstruction in Afghanistan. The primary and pivotal step in the context of conflict resolution 

and state-building was the Bonn process.173 

In December 2001, an assembly of international political leaders, certain local Afghan 

political elites, and United Nations representatives convened in Bonn under U.S. leadership to 

deliberate upon the framework for conflict resolution and state-building in Afghanistan. 

Through discussions and negotiations, the participating leaders reached an agreement that 

outlined mechanisms at the provincial level and laid out plans for reconstructing state 

institutions. In essence, the Bonn Agreement marked the initiation of Afghanistan's state-

building process, with a prominent role played by the United States. Under the terms of this 
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agreement, stakeholders concurred on establishing an interim government in Afghanistan. This 

interim government would subsequently pave the way for the formation of a transitional 

government through the Loya Jirga, ahead of the 2004 presidential and parliamentary elections. 

To facilitate this process, an interim government and a constitution committee were 

established, tasked with organizing the constitutional Loya Jirga. The proposed national 

constitution revolved around three governmental pillars: administration, law, and justice. The 

introduction of a new criminal justice system was based on a blend of modern international 

standards, Islamic principles, and local traditional values. 

The exclusion of prominent Pashtun leaders, particularly the Taliban, from all national 

agreements undermined the credibility of the Bonn process outcomes. The agreement 

engendered mistrust and estrangement within the Pashtun community towards the central 

government. While the Bonn process endeavored to address issues through a top-down 

approach, the absence or limited involvement of key players compromised the anticipated 

results. The exclusive participation and influence of specific groups in the Loya Jirga 

contributed to the expansion of their rights and opportunities, consequently solidifying 

Afghanistan's political stance with international political legitimacy. This power group 

supported the interests of elite factions across the nation, yet it failed to secure support from 

prominent Pashtun field commanders.174 Consequently, the Karzai government struggled to 

fulfill the restructuring reforms for the government and the judiciary outlined in the provisions 

of the Bonn Agreement. 

There was optimism within the international community regarding elections in 

Afghanistan and the anticipated positive transformations; however, security conditions 

remained precarious. The Taliban persisted in their conflict against the government and 

international forces, causing significant damage to the lives and property of ordinary Afghans. 

The government struggled to effectively combat illegal drug trafficking, both within and 

beyond its borders, which served as a major source of funding for militant activities. Moreover, 

Afghan government officials, including ministers, were embroiled in corruption, diverting 

attention away from the establishment of institutional capacities necessary to address such 

issues within the country. 
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Following the Bonn process, the next significant challenge for the international 

community was to address security sector reforms within the country. In this context, in 2002, 

the G8 countries reached an agreement to collectively take on the responsibility of 

implementing broader security sector reforms. Germany played a pivotal role in assisting 

Afghanistan in executing comprehensive police reforms nationwide. Military reform was 

undertaken by the U.S., while Italy prioritized judicial reform. The United Kingdom aimed to 

revamp efforts against drug trafficking in Afghanistan, and Japan assumed the task of 

demobilizing, disarming, and reintegrating the country's militants into mainstream politics. 

Security sector reforms emerged as a crucial element in Afghanistan's conflict resolution 

process, paving the way for the secure withdrawal of external forces from the country.175 

However, the goals of these security sector reforms were not fully realized, as indicated by the 

reduction of DDR (Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration) targets from 140,000 to 

10,000.176 In spite of these reform efforts, unofficial militias continued to operate under the 

influence of powerful figures throughout the nation. As part of the security sector reform, 

military reforms faced significant shortcomings and were criticized for the ethnic imbalance 

within the Afghan National Army (ANA). The ANA was predominantly led by generals from 

the Tajik and northern alliances, resulting in a marginalization of the dominant Pashtun group.  

In addition to the failure of military reforms, judicial reforms also fell short of 

expectations. The targeted timeframe for achieving these reforms within the judiciary was not 

met. Some heads of government ministries exhibited a fundamental inclination to oppose 

secular judicial reforms. For instance, Abdur Rashid Saif, a government member with ties to 

the Jihad movement, held an extremist ideology rooted in fundamentalist Islam. He played a 

significant role in the appointment of Mullah Shahrani as the President of the Supreme Court 

of Afghanistan. A similar occurrence contributed to the setback in the country's security sector 

reform. Although security sector reforms were anticipated to be conducive to Afghanistan's 

conflict resolution process, the insufficient attention from the international community and 

resistance from influential local figures hindered the progress of these reforms. 

The post-9/11 U.S. strategies in Afghanistan lacked consistency and underwent various 

changes. The subsequent analysis in this thesis aims to determine whether these shifting U.S. 

strategies were well-coordinated and presented as part of a comprehensive plan, or if they 
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remained isolated with no standardized direction. The distinct U.S. strategies from 2001 to 

2020 are elaborated upon below.  

3.1. The U.S. Strategies under Bush Administration 

President Bush was the main architect of the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan. He 

remained determined to eliminate Al Qaeda and Taliban, the culprits of 9/11 attacks, using 

military force. Throughout his presidential tenure, he had shown no flexibility towards Taliban, 

thus excluding them from the political powersharing settlement at the Bonn conference. The 

detailed explanation of his strategy of major military escalation and the subsequent 

statebuilding programs for conflict management is given below. 

3.1.1. Major Military Escalation 

The 9/11 attacks brought about the worst kind of security threats to the American 

people. These kinds of attacks from non-state actors had no precedence in the entire history of 

the United States. For the first time after independence, these attacks posed existential threats 

to the U.S.. The then President of the U.S., George W. Bush in a speech expressed that the 

freedom and fear had entered the war and that the terrorist agenda was global and they wanted 

to redistribute and impose their respective ideology in the entire world. He formally used and 

emphasized on the “war on terror” strategy.177 

In the wake of 9/11 attacks, the U.S. initiated a “war on terror” approach in Afghanistan, 

which grew into a global antiterrorism strategy.178 The U.S. strategy of war on terror was not 

limited to Afghanistan. Some reports show that the Bush administration was planning for 

regime change in many Middle Eastern countries, namely Lebanon, Syria, Iran, Sudan and 

Somalia.179 The U.S. wanted to execute their plan under the democratization banner. However, 

due to prolonged war resulting from strife resistance from the Afghan Taliban, the U.S. could 

not openly support and execute their policies in Asia.180 
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In a September 20, 2001 speech, Bush outlined the U.S. strategy’s fundamentals in the 

“war on terror”. He explained to the fellow Americans that they need to understand that not 

just one battle awaits us, rather a lengthy campaign that has not happened in the U.S. history is 

expected to hunt the American’s interests. It will include delivering spectacular hits that can be 

seen on TV and covert operations that will remain secret even if successful. The president 

revealed his plans of dealing with such challenges and said that they would deprive terrorists 

of finances, set them against each other, and force them to run from place to place until they 

have nowhere to run. The U.S. would likely present demand for states that provide assistance 

or shelter to terrorists.181 A model of proactive actions was proposed.  

The U.S. president Bush argued that the only way to defeat terrorism is to destroy it in 

its den.182 It was decided that in the first blow to terrorism, the U.S. will intervene in 

Afghanistan. It took the U.S. four days to make this decision. At the suggestion of Secretary of 

Defense D. Rumsfeld (2001–2006) and his deputy for political affairs, P. Wolfowitz (2001–

2005), the possibility of attacking Iraq was also initially considered.183 However, George W. 

Bush opposed this idea by saying that they will confuse all tasks in the war on terror if they hit 

Baghdad now. The president suggested bearing patience regarding Iraq. Nevertheless, 

President Bush ordered the continuation of plans to remove Saddam Hussein’s regime parallel 

to the Afghanistan campaign.184 Afghanistan was seen as the first, but far from the central area 

of the fight against terror. In one of his speeches, President Bush argued that Afghanistan is the 

beginning of our worldwide campaign, which will not stop until the world’s countries stop 

giving refuge to terrorists or supporting terrorism on their land.185 To legitimize anti-terror 

actions, the U.S. Congress passed the Patriotic Act on October 26, 2001, which expanded the 

scope for combating terrorism.186 

On September 17, 2001, George W. Bush ordered C. Powell to issue an ultimatum 

against Taliban demanding that Bin Laden be given to the U.S. and close Al-Qaeda training 
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camps inside Afghanistan.187 In case of disobedience, the U.S. intended to strike at Taliban; 

however, Bush clarified that their goal is not to destroy Taliban, but this can happen due to 

their campaign in Afghanistan. In many public speeches during September-October 2001, 

President Bush spoke about the need to compel Taliban to give Bin Laden.188 In a speech to 

Congress on September 20, 2001, an official ultimatum stated that they must extradite terrorists 

or be forced to share their fate.189 On October 7, 2001, in a speech about the start of the 

Afghanistan campaign, President Bush spoke about the destruction of Taliban’s military 

capabilities. These statements left room for hypotheses that the White House in 2001 could be 

satisfied with the quick capture or destruction of bin Laden and the top leadership of al-Qaeda. 

They had no intention of overthrowing Taliban regime. However, Taliban responded evasively, 

asking the U.S. to provide evidence of bin Laden’s involvement in the September 11 attacks, 

which the White House perceived as a refusal to the U.S. demands.190  

The U.S. showed less patience and was quick about the military actions in Afghanistan. 

Since mid-October 2001, Washington has relied on the Northern Alliance, consisting of Tajik 

and Uzbek militant troops inside Afghanistan.191 As a result of choice favouring quick military 

successes, the possibilities for full participation in the post-war political dialogue in 

Afghanistan of the largest ethnic group, Taliban, consisting of Sunni Pashtuns, were reduced. 

The U.S. was expecting a zero-sum outcome of war in Afghanistan. One week after the start 

of the U.S. bombing against Taliban on October 14, 2001, Taliban came out with a proposal to 

start negotiations on Bin Laden’s issue in exchange for the cessation of air raids and the 

provision of evidence of his guilt.192 This offer was an indication of the flexibility from Taliban 

and an expected non-zero-sum outcome of war in the country. However, the White House 

replied that the time for negotiations had passed. On October 16, a Taliban spokesman in 

Pakistan requested the U.S. to suspend the bombing, pointing out the possibility that moderates 
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in Taliban government could convince Mullah Omar to extradite Bin Laden. However, the U.S. 

did not responded to this offer.193 

Towards the end of October 2001, the U.S. entered into operational part of the war 

against Taliban and AL-Qaeda and the Afghanistan campaign was named ‘operation enduring 

freedom’. In Operation Enduring Freedom’s operational plan, bombing through air force was 

given more importance and a minor role was assigned to the ground forces.194 The ground 

forces were less effective in Afghanistan because the Northern Alliance was passive in 

supporting the U.S. ground forces. From the start of the war in Afghanistan, the American new 

agencies started comparing the Vietnam War (1965-1975) with Afghanistan. The Pentagon, D. 

Rumsfeld, visited Afghanistan and instructed the American combatants to develop a plan 

whereby the American themselves will take the leading role. Some fifty-five thousand US 

troops to be sent to the region.195 

In November 2001, the Northern Alliance and some independent Uzbek troops 

successfully occupied Mazar-e-Sharif.196 The development was a surprise for the U.S. and in 

fact a turning point in their campaign in Afghanistan. Using this success as a springboard and 

getting advantage of it, the U.S. administration decided to lounge a winter offensive against 

Taliban.  On November, 13, Tajik troops took control of the capital city, Kabul, which further 

encouraged the U.S. forces and such development of events brought the outcome of the military 

conflict closer. Since the U.S. campaign’s paramount task was the military defeat of Taliban 

and Al Qaeda, the U.S. has concentrated on financial and military support for the Northern 

Alliance and the bribing of field commanders, previously associated with Taliban. According 

to the CIA Director J. Tenet, the Afghans quickly joined the Northern Alliance and the U.S. 

due to the feeling that they were on the winners’ side. Moreover, they were also attracted by 

the money; the U.S. was spending on the anti-Taliban combatants.197  
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 Towards the end of November, the U.S. successfully took control of another critical 

city Kandahar which was considered one of the core support areas for Taliban. Despite these 

successes, the U.S. did not succeeded in capturing key Taliban and Al Qaeda leaders. Taliban 

combatants left urban areas and settled in the mountains to flex muscles for attacking the U.S. 

forces afresh. The U.S. also launched drone attacks in neighbouring Pakistan’s tribal region, 

which complicated the military-political situation.198 Since Pakistan’s border region with 

Afghanistan was less regulated, Taliban factions infiltrated into Pakistan to get refuge. Since 

Pakistan was an ally of the U.S. in the war in Afghanistan, some groups within Taliban 

established a new organization, Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) to launch operations inside 

Pakistan. In fall 2001, Islamabad entered troops into the territory of the tribal region for the 

first time in its history. At the same time, Pakistan expelled many war veterans of the country’s 

formal Mujahideen force, including Afghans, People from the Central Asian region and 

Arabs.199 Pakistan’s administration also arrested and handed over some of the international 

terrorists to the U.S. upon their demand. The U.S. was pleased to welcome Islamabad’s decisive 

action and announced the lifting of sanctions from Pakistan and the allocation of $ 73 million 

to secure the Pakistan-Afghanistan border. 

Upon the successful expulsion of Taliban from Afghanistan’s government, there were 

differences in the U.S. white house administration and Pentagon regarding the roadmap of the 

future political regime in Afghanistan. The U.S. military officials were not interested in 

Afghanistan’s statebuilding project, but the white house held a different position.  On October 

9, 2001, at a briefing at the Ministry of Defense, D. Rumsfeld stated that the U.S. should not 

be concerned about the post-Taliban governmental arrangements. The Afghans should decide 

about the kind of government they want to establish.200 However, the U.S. finally decided to 

take an active part in the statebuilding of Afghanistan.  

A meeting of six-plus two group was held on November 12, 2001, in New York, where 

the idea of giving a leading role to the UN was repeated. The new development in the said 

meeting was a changed perspective towards the future of Taliban politics, and a possibility of 
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their return into politics in Afghanistan was considered.201 However, it was necessary to build 

a state that represented an alternative to Taliban regime. The same wording was placed in the 

text of Clause 4 of the UN Security Council Resolution. No. 1378, adopted on November 14, 

2001, confirmed the UN’s assumption of the main coordinator of the statebuilding project in 

Afghanistan.202 

On November 15, 2001, the Vice President of the U.S., R. Cheney reaffirmed the 

intentions, in collaboration with its coalition allies, the UN, and international organizations, to 

help create a reliable, stable, and representative government in Afghanistan.203 According to 

Cheney, the U.S. did not intend to tell the Afghans how to lead themselves because they must 

make these decisions. Nevertheless, the political and diplomatic actions of the U.S. had a direct 

impact on the future of political processes in Afghanistan. Though the U.S. favoured an 

Afghan-led and Afghan-owned political process, in action, they proved contrary to their words.  

The U.S. policy was not in favor of a total reliance on the Northern Alliance and hence 

in November 2001, the U.S. sought to convince the Northern Alliance members not to enter 

Kabul.204 However, the Northern Alliance did not followed instructions from the White House 

and entered Kabul.205 The control of the Northern Alliance’s capital was seen as a threat by the 

U.S. administration. 

A general reluctance among the Northern Alliance leaders compelled many tribal 

elders, with the help of Pakistan, to unite a group of Zahir Shah’s followers in an effort to 

minimize the political risks. Islamabad was ready to support the candidacy of ex-king Zahir 

Shah, a Pashtun by nationality, to head the post-Taliban Afghan government.206 The then 

Pakistan’s president, Musharraf, hoped to consolidate the legal status of the border between 
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the two countries under the new conditions and diverting Pakistani Pashtun forces to the 

political struggle for power in Kabul.207 

After initially ignoring Pashtuns, the U.S. latter established contacts with individual 

Pashtun leaders in exile, to gain support among the anti-Taliban Pashtuns that could enter the 

future government of Afghanistan.208 Those Pashtun leaders, who declined to suppor the U.S. 

against Taliban, were sidelined through different means. In this regard, in February 2003, the 

U.S. officially ranked Gulbaddin Hekmatyar among the wanted international terrorists.209 

Similarly, the Pashtun field commander Abdul Haq, who was associated with G. Hekmatyar 

during the Afghan Jihad against the Soviet Union, and received funding from the U.S. and 

Saudi Arabia, 210 had refused the CIA, to help Washington by following their directives.211 

Simultaneously with Abdul Haq, a group of Hamid Karzai, a Pashtun leader based in the 

Pakistani city of Quetta, entered Afghanistan. The name of H. Karzai was first uttered at a 

meeting of the National Security Council on October 17, 2001, by CIA Director J. Tenet. 

Hamid Karzai was known to the CIA as a Pashtun activist who took part in armed resistance 

to Soviet troops and helped arrange funding for militants from the United States.212 Unlike 

Abdul Haq, Karzai from the very beginning agreed to accept American assistance and establish 

cooperation with American Special Forces in Afghanistan, which began to ensure its security. 

In November 2001, when Taliban nearly captured Karzai in Afghanistan, he was transported 

by helicopter from the U.S. Air Force to neighbouring Pakistan. With direct US involvement, 

Karzai’s group managed to raise a small revolt in southern Afghanistan, presented by the 

American press as a significant victory for anti-Taliban forces.213 The orientation toward 

cooperation with the U.S. discredited Karzai in the eyes of the tribal elders who perceived him 

as a patronage of the United States.214 
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The formal King of Afghanistan Mohammad Zahir Shah enjoyed broad support among 

Afghan Pashtuns.215 Zahir Shah and the U.S. were equally restrained about the prospect of the 

return to power in Afghanistan. Not foreseeing a place in the future Afghan government for 

Zahir Shah, the U.S. sought to use its political resource to legitimize its actions.216 At a hearing 

in the House of Representatives, C. Powell said that Zahir Shah should not become the 

executive head, but he must play an essential unifying role.217 

Since the U.S. was not favoring a total control to any one group in Afghanistan, there 

were two main questions on the Bonn conference agenda; who will be leading head the interim 

government and how portfolios will be distributed among various stakeholders. It was decided 

in the conference that the head of the administration was to choose from three candidates 

Hamid Karzai (Pashtun), Abdul Sattar Sirat (Uzbek), and a former President of Afghanistan 

Burhanuddin Rabbani (Tajik).218 On behalf of C. Powell, the U.S. ambassador to Afghanistan, 

D. Dobbins, during the meeting, held consultations with representatives of Russia, Pakistan, 

and Iran.219 It turned out that Karzai’s candidacy did not cause any objection. However, Abdul 

Sattar Sirat won in the preliminary vote due to his proximity to the king and non-involvement 

in the civil war events of the early 1990s. At the same time, his candidacy aroused rejection 

among the Northern Alliance leaders, for whose sympathies Rabbani and Karzai fought. Abdul 

Sattar Sirat could not count on the alliance’s support because of his proximity to the king. The 

Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General for Afghanistan, Lahdar Brahimi, 

persuaded Abdul Sattar Sirat to withdraw his candidacy, on December 5, 2001, and hence, H. 

Karzai won the election.220 

On December 22, 2001, the interim cabinet was formed due to the U.S.’ desire to 

overcome difficult political cleavages in the country, and the power was divided between the 
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Northern Alliance and H. Karzai, while the interests of other groups were infringed.221 The 

Bonn process next agenda was to held elections in Afghanistan.222 

On December 20, 2001, the United Nations, in the light of UNSC resolution No. 1386, 

sent about 4,500 International Security Assistance Force to ensure security in Kabul and its 

suburbs.223 The U.S. was determined to send more troops to conduct military operations, but 

wanted other countries to provide peacekeepers.224 In a way, the U.S. wanted to avoid more 

U.S. troops in Afghanistan, somewhat deviated from Americanization of the Afghan war, an 

exclusive role without any compromise. 

In the early stages of the post-war period in Afghanistan, the U.S. did not pursue to 

expand the scope of ISAF. Firstly, Washington had no desires to have involved partners in the 

neighbourhood. Secondly, they did not expect an escalation of tensions in Afghanistan due to 

retaliation from Taliban. The U.S. associated Afghanistan’s main problems with the surviving 

members of al-Qaeda and Taliban in the adjacent area with Pakistan. To overcome potential 

challenges from the surviving members of Al-Qaeda and Taliban, the U.S. initiated anti-terror 

campaigns in the border area between Afghanistan and Pakistan.  

3.1.2. The Statebuilding Program 

After more than twenty years of war, Afghans’ profound resolution of social and 

political issues is not part of the U.S. plan. Contrary to the Afghans’ proposal to implement a 

plan similar to the Marshall Plan in Afghanistan, the U.S.’ first phase is to meet the population’s 

significant humanitarian needs, rather than rebuild the country. As early as 2002, members of 

the White House government began to talk about Afghanistan’s imminent transition to self-

sufficiency.225 The United Nations International Conference in Tokyo was held in 2002, where 

a plan to provide economic aid to Afghanistan was agreed.226 It was expected a sum of $4.5 

billion would be allocated for Afghanistan’s reconstruction and early implementation of several 

infrastructure projects, i.e. construction of natural gas pipelines, reconstruction of roads and 
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irrigation networks. The United Nations Security Council adopted a resolution (Resolution 

no:1401) on March 28, 2002, to establish a United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan 

(UNAMA), responsible for raising funds for the country’s reconstruction. 

Making a significant financial and organizational contribution to the UN mission’s 

work, the U.S. simultaneously implemented many of its programs in Afghanistan. During the 

visit of H. Karzai to the White House on January 28–29, 2002, a decision was made to assist 

Afghanistan in creating a national army.227 President Bush called this decision as a significant 

innovation in US policy. Following the meeting, a joint statement also spoke of direct US $ 

297 million in funding for projects to train Afghan teachers, publish textbooks for schools, 

vaccinate children, and provide humanitarian assistance to Afghanistan’s starving people. 

Despite the significant importance of these measures to stabilize the situation, there was a lack 

of a sincere strategy and determination of the U.S. to take a leading role in state building in 

Afghanistan. 

As the U.S. diverted its attention to new goals in the so called ‘global war on terror’ at 

the end of 2002, the U.S. policy in Afghanistan focused on implementing infrastructural 

projects designed to use Afghanistan as a link between Central and South Asia in the future. 

On September 12, 2002, the U.S., Japan and Saudi Arabia announced the construction of a 

highway in Afghanistan, connecting Kabul with Kandahar and Herat, worth $ 180 million.228 

They proposed establishing a transportation hub in Afghanistan connecting Central and South 

Asia, the Caspian basin region and the Far East. On December 27, 2002, Turkmenistan, 

Afghanistan, and Pakistan’s leaders signed an agreement to construct a $ 2 billion Trans-

Afghan gas pipeline on the U.S.’s auspices of special interest. Its route was from the Turkmen 

gas field Davletabad-Donmez along the Herat-Kandahar route in Afghanistan and Quetta-

Multan in Pakistan leading to the Indian town of Fazilka on the border with Pakistan.229 

The U.S. Freedom Support Act of December 4, 2002, laid down certain objectives for 

supporting statebuilding and democratic development in Afghanistan.230  The first key 

objective was to eliminate the military threat to US troops and their allies in Afghanistan and 

the reduction in the likelihood of a new transformation of the country into a source of 
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international terrorism. The second objective was to minimize Afghanistan’s humanitarian 

crisis, particularly among Afghan refugees in neighbouring countries. The third objective was 

to enhance further struggle against drug production and trafficking in the country.  The fourth 

objective was to assist in forming the representative and democratically elected government in 

Afghanistan, respecting the rights and freedoms of the citizens. The fifth objective was to 

support statebuilding projects in Afghanistan. Finally, to provide additional resources at the 

Afghan Ministry of Women’s Affairs’s disposal for uplifting the fate of women in Afghanistan. 

The U.S. course on building an exemplary democracy in Afghanistan was discussed in 

the Loya Jirga in Kabul on June 10–12, 2002. The meeting brought together about fifteen 

hundred delegates from the Afghan tribes to elect Afghanistan’s president for the next two 

years. Most of the participants sympathized with the former king, who was about to run for 

office and hoped for ending the arbitrariness of field commanders.231 However, this was 

prevented by the special representative of the U.S. president for Afghanistan, Zalmay 

Khalilzad, who first delayed the start of the Loya Jirga by three hours and then transferred the 

same to the next day on the premise of clarifying the position of the Zahir Shah. Meanwhile, 

Khalilzad persuaded Zahir-Shah not to stand as a candidate for president, rather support Karzai, 

and as a result, the next day, 1,200 delegates voted for Hamid Karzai.232 

On June 19, 2002, H. Karzai announced the interim government’s composition, in 

which the leaders of the Northern Alliance and other field commanders were given wide 

representation.233 These appointments were made contrary to many Loya Jirga members’ 

protests, who pointed to the Mujahideen’s crimes and their unsuitability for public 

administration tasks. According to Khalilzad, the new government’s composition reflected a 

balance between the desire for peace in Afghanistan, on the one hand, and justice, on the other. 

Hamid Karzai repeated the words of an American diplomat in an interview with a British media 

and said that first Justice in our time had become a luxury; we must not sacrifice the world for 

it, so first peace and stability, then justice.234 

The U.S. supported the Northern Alliance on the distribution of powers in the new 

government. The State Department hoped that the Northern Alliance military units would 
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ensure security in the country until the end of forming a professional army that would not 

hinder the creation of conditions for the stable development of Afghanistan’s political 

processes. At the same time, the U.S. military spoke out in favour of the complete transfer to 

the field commanders duties towards the formation of local armed forces and their training. 

Resultantly the U.S. approach of military strength and statebuilding were grasped together. 

Therefore, the groups of US military instructors in Afghanistan were kept small numbers which 

proved ineffective in the short and medium-term vis-à-vis anti-Taliban operations. 

The American commanders began training the national army of Afghanistan in May 

2002. By this time, Afghanistan had more than forty divisions and twelve brigades of about 

seven hundred thousand troops. However, the given numbers of Afghan armed forces were 

only in documented records, but in reality, nominally two hundred thousand soldiers were in 

the standing force, who were mainly comprised of the Northern Alliance units. In 2002, the 

Minister of Defense, M. Fahim state that the military department incurred expenses for the 

maintenance of this huge army. In the initial phase of the Afghan National Army formation, 

the country was divided into zones of influence between field commanders.235 The leading role 

was given to Hamid Karzai, who controlled only Kabul and its environs with the direct 

assistance from ISAF. The interests of field commanders who controlled some key ministries 

in the Afghan government were not in total agreement over the principle policies of 

statebuilding. One of the key issues, over which differences arose, was the Northern Alliance 

force’s demobilisation. After the provisional administration’s election, the Northern Alliance’s 

armed units were declared as illegal armed groups and were made subject to demobilization. 

The President of Afghanistan planned to create a professional army of nearly sixty thousand 

men, an air force of eight thousand, border troops of twelve thousand and a police force of 

seventy thousand people. However, the government failed in achieving this objective despite 

assistance from international donors. The UN mission for the disarmament and demobilization 

of the formal Mujahedeen also failed to achieve significant results. As part of the Disarmament, 

Demobilization and Reintegration program held in 2003, about one lac small arms were 

purchased from the Mujahedeen, which was only 5% of the total ammo they received since 

1980’s.236  
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Under the U.S. statebuilding project, the new Afghan regime was emerging as one of 

the most centralized governments globally; while Afghanistan’s historical conditions required 

the decentralization of power.237 It can be considered one of the worst mistakes of the U.S. 

policymakers who ignored Afghans’ political culture and history in the formulation and 

implementation of Afghanistan’s governance system. Mr Karzai relied on field commanders 

who sought independence within their spheres of influence in their respective regions and 

ministries. Simultaneously, the interests of specific tribes were overlooked, and the will of 

tribal elders had no influence on public policy, which resulted in resentment among the citizens. 

Thus, with the U.S.’s help, the Afghan government strengthened the power of field 

commanders and did not allow the reestablishment of the classical system of power in 

Afghanistan. Afghanistan’s real problems were overshadowed by the struggle against al-Qaida 

and Taliban, who were considered solely responsible for the instability. The U.S. 

administrations fight against terror’ was conducted on priorities of most wanted terrorists 

according to the list, which included about thirty people. Whenever there was an incident of 

the killing of a prominent al-Qaeda leader or Taliban President Bush used to report the “war 

on terror” in Afghanistan and the Middle East. It is also reported that President Bush used to 

keep track of al-Qaeda and Taliban’s losses in a special diary, crossing out the names of 

terrorist leaders and re-listing them in case of incorrect information about their destruction. 

Focusing mainly on the destruction of ‘wanted people’ the U.S. overlooked the complex picture 

of Afghanistan’s power relations. The discontent of Afghan tribes with the all-powerfulness of 

field commanders increased and a struggle started between the field commanders and tribal 

elders for spheres of influence.238 

Diplomatic documents regarding bilateral relations between the U.S. and Afghanistan 

and documents from the White House and the U.S. Congress regarding the Afghan situation in 

2002 and early 2003, always included winning notes and not the policy failures. Towards the 

end of 2003, it seemed that, in Washington, they consider their work in Afghanistan finished. 

In joint statements made during visits to the White House of H. Karzai, the U.S. called on 

Afghanistan to adhere to the deadlines for statebuilding laid down in the Bonn Agreements, 
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and promised Afghanistan assistance, with the help of NGOs from both countries and the 

business community, and also through civic exchanges. 

The development of Afghanistan’s political processes was evaluated in Washington 

based on the goals of the global war on terror. A 2003 Congressional hearing on Afghanistan 

in Afghanistan noted that if the U.S. can help Afghanistan become a stable democracy, they 

need to win more allies. It was also agreed at large in the hearing that the U.S. policy in 

Afghanistan demonstrates the U.S. approach to a post-war settlement in Iraq to the World; 

therefore, the reputation of the U.S. is at stake, and the U.S. administration must understand 

that defeat will have particularly adverse consequences for the war on terror. However, 

President Bush was not fully convinced to invest in Afghanistan’s democratization, rather 

mainly focused on eliminating terrorists. On June 15, 2004, leaders of the U.S. and 

Afghanistan, in a joint statement recognized that international assistance cannot and should not 

last forever and that private investment and market mechanisms should be the locomotive of 

the country’s economic development. 

Given the end of the American Afghanistan Freedom Support Act in 2006, the Hamid 

Karzai administration proposed to agree on strategic partnership between the two countries. 

According to a document signed on May 23, 2005, the U.S. and Afghanistan announced 

cooperating on a partnership in building democracy, economy, and military sectors in 

Afghanistan. However, the statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan turned into a series of 

compromises that only created problems but due to the personal aptitudes of H. Karzai and his 

administration, as well as US Ambassador to Afghanistan Z. Khalilzad, the omnipotent 

warlords were gradually pushed to the sidelines of political life. At first, Mujahideen leaders 

were removed from key provinces’ management, then part of their troops were demobilized. 

To compensate for the warlords/ formal field commanders, the central government offered 

posts in the national government and legislative bodies. 

In early 2002, as part of the statebuilding and reconstruction plan, the U.S., with donor 

countries’ assistance, established advanced units, uniting up to 500 military and civilian 

specialists to train Afghan forces. Slowly the U.S. shifted all ground operational tasks to the 

local Afghan forces under the command of NATO. With US commanders’ help, the local 

Afghan forces initiated indiscriminate operations against Taliban and ISIS, which received 

widespread criticism from numerous humanitarian organizations operating in Afghanistan. 

They argued that the U.S. used humanitarian programs to achieve military objectives, not for 
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Afghanistan’s overall reconstruction and statebuilding projects.239 It also concerned the local 

population that the military operations were carried out in relatively peaceful regions. This 

damaged the reputation of all the international forces as well as humanitarian organizations 

operating in Afghanistan. As a result of the change in perception, in 2004, the local Afghans 

killed twenty-four employees of international NGOs in Afghanistan, which led to the 

withdrawal of Doctors without Borders from the country after 24 years of work. 

From 2005 to 2006, the White House has carried out several government shifts to 

smooth out US policy’s negative impact on the country’s international prestige.240 In 2006, a 

new version of the National Security Strategy was laid down where the most acute defenders 

of the concept of unilateral actions were smoothed out.241 It was also clarified that the essence 

of the preventive action strategy as directed exclusively against terrorists, was to be enhanced. 

This was a major policy shift in the U.S. global campaign against terrorism. The most 

consistent defenders for a unilateral approach to conflicts in the Middle East and Central Asia 

were dismissed from their official ranks to get a face-saving among coalition partners about 

the unilateral decisions. However, the amendments through a new strategy did not change the 

fundamental nature of the U.S. strategy. The course towards the U.S.’s leading military and 

political dominance in the war in Afghanistan was maintained during the second republican 

administration of George W. Bush and the idea of democratization of the Greater Middle East.  

As part of reconciliation and peace talk’s policy, the troops' continuing reduction led to 

a softening of the U.S. position on a political settlement with Taliban. At the end of September 

2008, secret negotiations were held in Mecca between the Afghan government and Taliban 

leadership under the patronage of King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia.242 During the talks, Taliban 

publicly stated that they were no longer al-Qaeda allies; thereby giving US Secretary of 

Defense R. Gates an incentive to support the negotiations. The foreign policy doctrine of 

democratization was adjusted towards greater pragmatism in the last year of the Republican 

administration of George W. Bush. In July 2008, a new version of the National Defense 
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Strategy was released, in which the long war against extremist movements was proclaimed the 

main mission of the U.S. for the foreseeable future. Instead of relying on an elected coalition, 

it was proposed to establish close and trusting relationships with both old allies and new 

partners in the war in Afghanistan. Finally, the need for the U.S. superiority in anti-Taliban 

operations was declared. However, the talks did not bear any fruitful results. Taliban’s demand 

for an unconditional troop’s withdrawal was not acceptable to the U.S., nor the Afghan 

government.  

3.2. The U.S. strategies Under Obama Administration 

President Obama had to deal with the war in Afghanistan which at that time became 

more complicated due to successful resurgence of Taliban fighters. He came up with different 

approach by giving more importance to regional countries in the Afghan conflict. Thus, 

President Bush penchant for unilateral actions by ignoring regional and extra-regional 

stakeholders in the policy formulation was replaced by President Bush regional approach. 

President Obama acknowledged the importance of Taliban as an important stakeholder in 

Afghanistan’s politics and hence initiated negotiations for political settlement with Taliban. 

However, he used bluffing strategy by increasing the number of ISAF troops on ground. The 

increase in international forces resulted in increased rebellion, as Taliban reacted with more 

attacks against the security forces. Without reaching any consensus with Taliban, President 

Obama announced the exit date for the international troops from Afghanistan, which did not 

materialized. The detailed explanation of the U.S. strategies under President Obama 

administration is given below.  

3.2.1. AfPak Strategy and Regional Approach 

Then-US President Barak Obama provided the AfPak strategy for Afghanistan and 

Pakistan. This policy was the manifestation of the fact that the U.S. sees the security of 

Afghanistan beyond its borders.243 Now, Afghanistan's security is tied to the wider region. This 

shows that the U.S.  is now seeking regional policy intervention in Afghanistan.244 
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The term AfPak was probably first coined by Richard Holbrook, who stated that “first of 

all, we often call the problem AfPak, as in Afghanistan Pakistan. This is not just an effort to 

save eight syllables. It is an attempt to indicate and imprint in our DNA the fact that there is 

one theater of war, straddling an ill-defined border, the Pak-Afghan border, and that on the 

western side of that border, NATO and other forces are able to operate. On the eastern side, it's 

the sovereign territory of Pakistan. But it is on the eastern side of this ill-defined border that 

the international terrorist movement is located”. 

The AfPak strategy was multifaceted, but its main objective was to equate Pakistan with 

Afghanistan. The U.S. emphasized Pakistan's role in fighting terrorism in safe havens in the 

tribal region adjacent to the Pak-Afghan border. Overall, Obama's strategy for conflict 

resolution in Afghanistan focused on involving the countries of the region in the political 

process. In fact, the most important of the countries in the region is Pakistan. 

The U.S. has also encouraged Afghanistan’s neighbouring countries to support 

Afghanistan by assisting the conflict resolution efforts and reconstruction projects. Ironically, 

both the U.S. and Russia agree on the common goal of achieving peace in Afghanistan. China 

is another growing economy globally, which is deeply concerned about peace in neighbouring 

strategic Afghanistan. Pakistan and Iran has territorial and religious bondage with Afghanistan, 

and are home of millions of Afghan refugees.245 Almost every Central Asian country is 

concerned about peace and security in Afghanistan because it affects their trade, politics and 

culture. India is yet another growing power in the region and enjoys good relations with 

Afghanistan. Despite varying strategic interests in Afghanistan, almost every regional country 

has consensus on sustainable peace in the country and region at large.  

On November 2, 2011, the U.S. administration pledged Afghanistan’s neighbours for 

non-interference during an Istanbul conference, known as the Istanbul Declaration.246 The 

conference was meant to ensure that regional countries do not take sides with any of 

Afghanistan's local waring parties. The same commitment from the regional countries was 

again ensured at the Bonn Conference on December 5, 2011. On June 14, 2012, a ministerial 

conference was held at Kabul, popularly known as the Heath of Asia Ministerial Process.247 

Fourteen regional countries attended the conference, an equal number of supporting countries 
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and eleven regional and international organizations. The Heart of Asia ministerial process 

ensured recommitment to the earlier Istanbul conference, whereby regional countries will avoid 

siding with the warring parties. 

Moreover, the role of regional countries in uplifting Afghanistan’s economic fate and 

reconstruction efforts were discussed. The participants also agreed on joint fighting against 

terrorism and drug trafficking. In continuation of the same regional approach, another Heath 

of Asia conference was held in Islamabad in December 2015. The same conference was again 

held in the Indian city of Amritsar in December 2016. Such like conferences continued for 

exploring regional peace with a focus on Afghanistan.  

Afghanistan also sought to enhance interdependency with the regional counties through 

regional organizations like South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), and Eurasian Economic Union (EEU). 

Afghanistan's main objective is to increase its economic activities in the region, thus lowering 

dependence on International donors. A regional Economic Cooperation Conference (RECCA) 

was called in Istanbul in November 2016 and Ashkhabad, Turkmenistan in 2017 sort out 

economic independence for Afghanistan. Many other initiatives had been taken place vis-à-vis 

regional solution to the Afghanistan problem, as the Regional Working Group initiative by 

UNAMA and Turkey, a Kabul Silk Road initiative by UNAMA, the International Contact 

Group on Afghanistan and a Quadrilateral Coordination Group (QCG) led by Pakistan, China, 

Afghanistan and the U.S. etc. Though the outcome of such conferences did little to uplift 

Afghanistan's economic conditions, they certainly reflected the importance and commitment 

of the regional countries towards Afghanistan.   

Apart from the regional organizations, the leading regional countries, Pakistan, China, 

Russia, Central Asian Republics, India, Persian Gulf states, and Iran have a direct role in 

Afghanistan's politics. To some extent, the Middle Eastern Countries do enjoy good diplomatic 

relations with all parties in Afghanistan. The role of Qatar in the current peace process between 

the U.S. and Afghan Taliban is unprecedented. In the pursuance of the regional approach 

strategy towards Afghanistan, the U.S. greatly relied on those regional countries. The most 

important regional player in Afghanistan politics is Pakistan, who enjoys geographic, 

historical, religious and cultural linkages.  
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Pakistan 

From 2004 to 2008, Taliban extended their influence to the tribal region inside Pakistan. 

In the South Waziristan of Pakistan, Taliban managed to create an Islamic quasi-state in whose 

territory where both the traditional power hierarchy based on tribal seniority and the federal 

government remains dysfunctional. The proportional increase in the number of suicide attacks 

in Afghanistan and Pakistan from 2004 to 2008 testified that Taliban had come into close 

contact with al-Qaeda members who had taken refuge in various places in 2001. Pakistan’s 

government stance during that period was ambivalent. On the one hand, they were under 

pressure from the local religious groups to avoid any military action against the terrorist. 

However, at the same time, the U.S. was pressuring Pakistan to take decisive actions against 

terrorists in the tribal region. In 2001, Pakistan took a series of measures to capture and transfer 

many famous Afghan terrorists to the United States. In March 2006, the U.S. and Pakistan 

signed a strategic partnership agreement, under which Islamabad was promised annual 

financial assistance amounting several hundred million dollars. However, the strengthening of 

ties with the U.S. did not lead to the stabilization of Pakistan-Afghanistan relations. In the 

spring of 2006, Pakistan criticized the government of H. Karzai, accusing him of inability to 

control the situation in Afghanistan, which threatened Pakistan’s stability, and even of 

preparing an attempt on the life of the Pakistani leadership. A separate cause for dissatisfaction 

was the resumption of direct contacts between the Kabul government and the Pashtun leaders 

of the tribal zone in February 2006 without coordination with Islamabad.248 

The neighbouring country considered vital for Afghanistan’s security, is Pakistan. 

However, there are confusions between the U.S. and Pakistan’ leadership over Afghanistan’s 

situation. It is also indicated in the ministry of defense reports that Pakistan uses agency units 

in Afghanistan to counter India’s influence in Afghanistan. President Trump announced in a 

new Afghan strategy in August 2017 that “we can no longer remain silent on Pakistan’s safe 

haven for terrorist organizations,” and “In the past, Pakistan has been an important partner... It 

is time for Pakistan to demonstrate its commitment to civilization, order and peace”.249  

Ghani had an official visit to Pakistan in 2015 and met several Pakistani officials as 

part of a joint effort to improve relations. Due to productive meetings, in May 2015, Pakistan 
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began to train a small number of ANDSF officers, and the cooperation further improved as a 

Memorandum of Understanding was signed between Pakistan Inter-Agency Intelligence 

Agency (ISI) and Afghanistan's NSS Intelligence Service. Many Afghans positively perceived 

Pakistan's role as a centre of US support for the Mujahideen, who forced Soviet withdrawal. 

However, they later began to resent Pakistan as one of the three countries that officially 

recognized Taliban as the legitimate government in Afghanistan.250  

Following the September 11 attacks, Pakistan’s support to the US against al-Qaida was 

considered relatively effective by the US authorities. Following the September 11 attacks, 

Pakistan seized more than 700 al-Qaida people and further allowed the U.S. to enter Pakistan's 

airspace for their combat operations in Afghanistan.251 In April 2008, as part of the Tripartite 

Commission's work, the three countries had developed consensus on to put in place the five 

Border Coordination Centers (BCCs), including radar nodes, to enable liaison officers to share 

a common vision of the border area.252 The BCC process failed because, out of those five, four 

were set up on the Afghan side of the border while the one on Pakistan side of the border was 

not materialized. On May 1, 2011, the U.S. operation against Osama Bin Laden in Abbottabad, 

helped ease pre-existing burdens caused by Pakistan's refusal to shut down the Haqqani 

network. Relationships continued to deteriorate after 24 Pakistani soldiers were killed in a US 

air raid on November 26, 2011. Pakistan then closed border posts, suspended participation in 

border coordination centres and boycotted the Bonn conference in December 2011.253 

The ups and downs in Pakistan-US cooperation over the conflict in Afghanistan 

continued since the 9/11 incident. However, Pakistan's role as a facilitator in the recent peace 

talks between the U.S. and Afghan Taliban is unprecedented. Post- Trump’s South Asian 

strategy resulted in the severity of the U.S. and Pakistan's bilateral relations. However, soon, 

the U.S. officials, including President Trump, acknowledged Pakistan’s commitment to 

Taliban's peace talks with the U.S.. Under Prime Minister Imran Khan, Pakistan shows positive 

commitments towards the successful conclusion of peace talks between the U.S. and Taliban. 

Mr. Khan has repeatedly insisted on the need for a peaceful settlement of the Afghan dispute. 
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Pakistan still is very relevant and can play a decisive role in the conflict resolution efforts in 

Afghanistan.  

Iran  

Iran is yet another important regional country which enjoys historical, cultural and 

linguistic commonalities with Afghanistan. Iran has historically acted to exert its influence over 

Afghanistan's western part due to Persian speaking Shia Muslims. The Persian speaking Shia 

Afghans look for Iran in terms of their ethnoreligious linkages. During the Soviet Union 

intervention and post 9/11 US intervention, Iran wants Afghanistan’s soil not to be used as a 

base for the American forces. The post 9/11 intervention in Afghanistan has posed severe 

threats to Iran’s stability due to the Iran nuclear program's ongoing controversies. Iran fears 

that after getting a stable and robust position in Afghanistan, the U.S. might use it as a strategic 

base against Iran's activities. This is why Iran is now in close coordination with Taliban, who 

were previously considered a threat in Iran. After Taliban came into force, Iran was sceptical 

of their Sunni fundamentalist ideology and were fearful of Taliban government. However, 

today, Iran is supporting Taliban to ensure that the U.S. is not getting strong footings in 

Afghanistan.254 Since 2017, Iran invited Afghan Taliban representatives in many conferences 

and was open to the extent that they allowed Taliban to open their political office in Iran. 

Despite Iran’s support to Taliban, they do maintain differences on religious beliefs. Iran has 

historically provided logistical support to the Shia armed groups in West Afghanistan. Iran 

continues to provide financial assistance to the Hazara community in Afghanistan, including 

educational scholarships. The current political turmoil in Syria has led to further reports that 

Iran recruited Shia Afghans to fight in Syria on behalf of Assad regime.  

In the post-2015 period, Iran established good relations with both the Afghan 

government and Taliban. In April 2015, Afghan president, Ashraf Ghani visited Tehran and 

met with the Iranian president and the supreme leader Ayatollah Khamenei. Afghan president 

assured Iranian leadership that Afghanistan would avoid becoming an arena for conflict 

between Iran and the U.S.. Both countries’ leadership agreed on fighting ISIS in the region, 

particularly in Afghanistan. Both countries had earlier signed a memorandum of understanding 

to enhance broader economic and security cooperation in 2013. The same MOU was latter 

materialized into a security cooperation agreement. Despite these developments, Iran never 
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trusted the Afghan government as the latter was completely dependent on the U.S. for 

economic and military assistance. It is also a fact that since 9/11, the Afghan government had 

never enjoyed complete autonomy in key policy decisions. In this pretext, Iran extended its 

support to Taliban, despite their ideological differences, to ensure that Taliban continue posing 

threats to the U.S. forces and may not find strong and stable standing in Afghanistan.  

Despite this cooperation, both Iran and Afghanistan had earlier disputed over the 

repatriation of Afghan refugees. There are nearly 1.4 million Afghan refugees in Iran, of which, 

Iran unilaterally repatriated some fifty thousand in 2007. Afghanistan was not happy with Iran 

unilateral decision to repatriate the refugees. Moreover, there are disagreements between the 

two countries over Iran’s alleged recruitment of Afghans for war in Syria and Yemen.  

The U.S. appreciated Iran’s move to attend a meeting of the International contact group 

held in Rome on Afghanistan in October 2010. In January 2010, Iran supported the U.S. stance 

on controlling illegal drug trafficking during a UN meeting in Geneva. Similarly, Iran attended 

the Kabul conference of 2010, the Bone conference of 2011 and many other related events over 

conflict resolution in Afghanistan.  

The U.S. always welcomed aid for Afghanistan, from all countries because of the 

common interest, to develop the country’s infrastructure and institutions. Iran pledged $1 

billion for the construction of roads, and other infrastructure in Afghanistan and more than half 

of that amount has already been provided. Despite Iran’s economic challenges, its commitment 

to rebuilding Afghanistan shows its vital interests in the country and region. Iran is also 

working on developing the Chahbahar port in a joint venture with India, which will provide 

access to Afghan goods as an alternative to dependency on Pakistan. Afghanistan has already 

signed an agreement with Iran, allowing it to use Chahbahar port for its trade.  

After Donald Trump came into office, he fulfilled his presidential promise and 

withdrawn from Iran’ nuclear deal (joint comprehensive plan of action- JCPOA), which 

resulted in the deterioration of relations between the two countries. In the mid-2019, the U.S. 

build pressure on Iran and president Trump issues warning messages about a possible attack 

on Iran’s nuclear installations. Simultaneously, the U.S. was engaged in peace talks with the 

Afghan Taliban to work out a possible pull-out plan. Iran realized that if the U.S. successfully 

withdraws from Afghanistan, it will be looking for another adventure in the region, which could 

have been Iran. Iran also knew that the U.S. would not risk another region's intervention before 
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withdrawing from Afghanistan. This is why Iran developed good relations with the Afghan 

Taliban, despite their differences, to ensure that they continue posing threats to the U.S. forces 

and ensuring the war's longevity. Iran seems to be interested in the maximum loss of the U.S. 

in Afghanistan. This is why it can be presumed that Iran's role, as a regional country, is less 

favourable for the U.S. in ending the conflict in Afghanistan.   

Russia 

Rusia is another important regional country that carries influence over Afghanistan’s 

affairs. Interestingly, both Russia and the U.S. have a consensus on many issues related to the 

conflict resolution and restoration of peace in Afghanistan. It is in Russia's utmost interest that 

religious extremism ends in Afghanistan so that a possible infiltration of terrorists to the central 

Asian countries is avoided. Another important aspect, which compels Russia to agree on the 

U.S. efforts to withdraw from Afghanistan, is that it does not want the U.S. to stretch muscles 

in the central Asian region. A more extended stay in Afghanistan would mean that the U.S. is 

enhancing its strategic relations with the central Asian republics, hence impacting the Russian 

backyard. The U.S. had already established its military basis in the region, which concerned 

Russia. So, in this pretext, Russia facilitates every measure of the U.S. vis-à-vis conflict 

resolution and troops withdrawal.  

Since the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan, Russia facilitated the U.S. in many ways. 

In February 2009, Russia cooperated with the U.S. in developing the Northern Distribution 

Network supply line for the sake of transportation facilitation. The U.S. used this route for 

transporting almost half of their total ground cargo into Afghanistan. The earlier US plan to 

completely withdraw from Afghanistan in 2014, further enhanced Russia’s involvement. 

Russia hosted the Afghan Taliban and other political elites in international conferences to find 

Afghanistan's post-US political arrangements.  

Despite common interests in the region and common enemy (Mujahedeen now 

Taliban), Russia is aspiring for taking revenge from the U.S. by covertly supporting the Afghan 

Taliban. There are unofficial reports from the U.S. defence officials that Russia transported 

weapons including heavy machine guns to Taliban. The Russians claim that the weapons are 

to be used against ISIS but are used against the U.S. and Afghan security forces. Though both 

Russian officials and Taliban spokespersons denied such allegations, Taliban's sustained 

guerrilla attacks shows that some foreign assistance keeps them afloat. Despite Russian 
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assistance to the Afghan Taliban, it is a fact that Sunni Taliban insurgents pose threats to the 

Russian security as well, as they have lineages with Al-Qaeda, who had conducted attacks 

inside Russia. In the long run, Russia would never want Taliban to enjoy unlimited power in 

Afghanistan, whereby they can provide safe havens to the global terrorists.  

The U.S. had previously ignored Russian efforts for conflict resolution in Afghanistan 

by denying attending a meeting in April 2017; however, President Trump welcomes all 

regional countries to establish peace in Afghanistan. Despite the U.S. refusing attitude towards 

Russian efforts vis-à-vis conflict resolution, the Afghan government and political groups 

including Taliban participated in almost every conference hosted by Russia. Other regional 

countries also put their weight in Russian efforts, which compelled the U.S. to accept the 

Russian role in the Afghan peace process. 

The hidden competition between Russia and the U.S. for influence over the Central 

Asian states in the 2000s directly affected Afghanistan's problem. Russia cooperated with the 

U.S. and NATO on issues related to Afghanistan's stabilization, as in 2007, technical assistance 

was resumed, and 92% of Afghanistan’s debt (about $ 10.4 billion) was written off. In 2009, 

Russia agreed on the transit of NATO non-military cargo through its territory, opening the 

Northern route to deliver goods to Afghanistan for NATO. At the same time, Russia sought to 

establish cooperation between the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) and 

NATO, proposing to begin cooperation with the fight against drug trafficking along Afghan 

borders. The U.S. continued to consider the problems of the region in a non-systemic manner. 

While Russia's regional initiatives were ignored, in October 2008, the Council of NATO 

Defense Ministers finally decided to start the fight against drug lords in Afghanistan (before 

that, the Afghan police performed these duties). In 2008, the U.S. military first talked about 

introducing an additional contingent of troops in Afghanistan. By that time, there were sixty-

two thousand US and NATO troops in the country, and the Afghan army comprised of one 

hundred and fifty thousand people.  

Many countries doubt Russia’s role in resolving conflict in Afghanistan because the 

Afghan Taliban had never enjoyed good relations with the Russian federation. The Mujahedeen 

struggle against the Soviet Union intervention and Taliban’s support and recognition of 

Chechen independence is deteriorating causes in their bilateral relations. However, it is in 

Russia's interest to have peace in Afghanistan because it carries the danger of spillover in the 

Central Asian countries, which are considered to be Russian backyard.  
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The Central Asian States  

 Due to the close proximity to Afghanistan, the Central Asian countries are direcly 

affected by either war or peace.  The U.S. has already established its bases in some of the CARs 

for effective operations in Afghanistan. Almost every country in Central Asia has participated 

in some capacity in the conflict resolution efforts. Kazakhstan, which does not share a direct 

border with Afghanistan, has kept alive the Afghan issue in the United National Security 

Council during its two-year non-permanent membership. Uzbekistan is also an active regional 

player. The 6+3 formula of Uzbekistan ex-president, Karimov got wider appreciations. He 

believed that the Afghans should resolve the Afghan problem under the UN's guidance. All 

regional and international stakeholders should only provide logistical support in facilitating the 

intra-Afghan dialogue.  

  At the 2010 NATO Summit, the President of Kazakhstan presented his country's 

response to Afghanistan's situation. He asserted on four main areas for improving the overall 

socio-political and security situation in Afghanistan. He maintained that the existing 

international coalition's support for Afghanistan is not sufficient and is required to be increased 

for the rehabilitation of the socio-economic situation. Further, there is a need to combat the 

drug threat in Afghanistan. He further stated that the stakeholders should utilize all available 

options, including linking varying strategies for effective conflict resolution in Afghanistan. 

The peace settlement process in Afghanistan also provides Central Asian countries with an 

opportunity to get rid of their chronic problems and make them powerful regional states. It can 

provide good offices both for negotiations between important external stakeholders and for 

intra-Afghan peace dialogue. Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Kyrgyzstan are the most 

appropriate states to host negotiations in the future on the settlement of Afghanistan, besides 

Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, due to their contentious relationship with IMU. The regional 

proximity and neutrality of these three countries would advantageous in any future 

negotiations. At the same time, Kazakhstan holds experience in organizing important 

international conferences. These three countries' joint efforts will give themselves a good 

reputation and are considered significant regional countries. 

Since independence, the Central Asian states remained passive and had lesser 

participation in world politics since their independence. Though the Central Asian states lies 

in strategically important region but they preferred an inward-looking approach to focus more 

on domestic matters instead of jumping into the global power politics.  The 21st century is 
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marked as an era of global interdependence which compels countries to engage with other 

countries to remain relevant in the world politics. Similarly, the Central Asian Countries are 

required to play their participatory role at both international as well as regional level. With 

respect to the role in regional matters, Afghanistan is a potential test case for the neighbouring 

countries. Afghanistan is not only important for the central Asian States due to their energy 

export projects, which could potentially use routes through Afghanistan but also a security 

compulsion as well. The instability in Afghanistan could directly impact the security of the 

Central Asian States. Turkmenistan has enjoyed comparatively better relations with 

Afghanistan during Taliban rule and therefore has the potential to play an active role in the 

conflict resolution process. Due to Turkmenistan’s energy rich resources, it can enter into 

bilateral trade agreements, which could potentially stabilize Afghanistan economy. The 

Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan electricity transmission (TAP- 500 KV) and 

Turkmenistan- Afghanistan- Pakistan and India (TAPI) gas pipeline project is the empirical 

evidence of Turkmenistan’s potential to play a constructive role in bringing peace in the region. 

Moreover, other commercial activities of Central Asian states with Afghanistan are in line to 

replace harshness into softness.  

India 

 Donald Trump’s South Asian strategy has emphasized India’s role in Afghanistan as a 

counterbalance to Pakistan. India has already invested in many infrastructural and security 

sectors of Afghanistan and seeks a strategically important role in Afghan politics. India too had 

concerns over the establishment of Afghan Taliban stronghold from 1996 to 2001 as the latter 

had associations with radical Islamic groups in Pakistan. India perceived the Afghan Taliban 

to be potentially harmful due to their possible support to the radical groups in Kashmir. The 

post-2001 Afghan establishment developed close ties with India, and a strategic partnership 

pact was signed between the two governments where India extended their support in training 

Afghan soldiers. India also provided military helicopters as an aid to the Afghan forces. From 

2001 onwards many important official visits took place between the two countries. These 

developments were alarming Pakistan’s intelligence and military leadership as they claimed 

that India is using Afghanistan’s territory to infiltrate in Baluchistan. Given Pakistan's strategic 

location with Afghanistan, the U.S. had to revisit its regional approach and again endorsed 

Pakistan’s role vis-à-vis Afghanistan. The policymakers realized it that Afghanistan's strategic 

position vis-à-vis Pakistan, India cannot replace Pakistan in supporting the U.S. in its 
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operations in Afghanistan. That is why the U.S. tried to pacify its relations with Pakistan after 

a deteriorating environment created by Trump’s South Asian strategy.  

In the past, India had concerns about Pakistan’s influence in the internal matters and 

potential Islamic extremism emanating from Afghanistan. In response, India supported the 

Northern Alliance as a counterbalance to the Afghan Taliban after the withdrawal of the Soviet 

Union.255 India extended its support to such an extent that it provided shelter to many of India's 

leading Northern Alliance leadership. The post-2001 fall of Taliban regime in Afghanistan was 

in India's interest and hence it extended its diplomatic and financial support to the new Afghan 

government led by President Hamid Karzai. India continued its support to the subsequent 

Afghan government as well. Due to India’s core interests, it became the fifth-largest donor 

country to Afghanistan. Although India claims to be involved in the civil developmental 

projects in line with the international statebuilding project, it does extend military aid. The U.S. 

president Trump has categorically called upon India to help them more in Afghanistan, 

particularly in economic assistance. The list of Indian reconstruction projects in Afghanistan is 

long; it lacks a strategic advantage due to Afghanistan's geographical proximity with Pakistan.  

India's involvement in Afghanistan has been viewed with suspicion by Pakistan, which 

sees it as an attempt to encircle and undermine Pakistan's influence in the region. India's support 

for the Afghan government and its perceived alignment with anti-Pakistan factions has 

contributed to tensions between the two countries. This rivalry has hindered regional 

cooperation and peace efforts. While India had maintained a policy of not engaging with the 

Taliban directly, it had expressed concerns about the group's potential return to power. India's 

limited engagement with the Taliban had created challenges for comprehensive peace 

negotiations, as it had not been able to directly influence or contribute to the process. This 

limited engagement by India in the peace process between the U.S. and Taliban shows, India 

role as a spoiler in Afghanistan. India had been cautious about participating in regional 

initiatives involving Afghanistan, particularly those led by Pakistan or with significant 

Pakistani involvement. This cautious approach at times limited the effectiveness of regional 

cooperation efforts and hindered progress in conflict resolution.  

 
255 Kenneth Katzman, “Afghanistan: post-war governance, security, and US policy.” (Library of Congress 
Washington Dc Congressional Research Service, 2008), 7. 
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China 

 China is a growing economy in the World and has vested interests in every corner of 

the World. China’s immersion in Afghanistan is based mainly on securing access to the region 

to smooth its Belt and Road project. Moreover, China is further interested in the mineral 

resources of Afghanistan as well. China is in the process of establishing roads and railways 

connectivity within the region. It had linked itself with the Central Asian countries and is now 

making China Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC). China has expressed its desire to make 

other regional countries part of this road project, which India has denied and Afghanistan is 

not secure.   

The second most important purpose of its involvement in Afghanistan is that China 

wants to contain the Islamic Militancy threat. China is deeply concerned about its own Uighur 

population, a minority Muslim group living in Xinjiang province. China has employed a war 

model to deal with any kind of Islamic militancy inside China, due to which it is widely 

criticized for human rights violations as well.256  

China is playing a proactive role of a mediator in the Afghan reconciliation process. In 

the post-2012 era, China signed various security agreements with Afghanistan to commit to the 

Afghan military forces’ training and aid. In 2014 ministerial conference of Istanbul process in 

Beijing, China offered to train some 3000 Afghan bureaucrats and an additional grant of $330 

million. Interestingly, China enjoys good normal relations with both the Afghan government 

and Taliban. Taliban visited China after Ashraf Ghani ended his China visit to participate in 

the Heat of Asia (Istanbul Process) ministerial conference in Beijing. China is using Pakistan 

as a bridge between their interaction with Taliban.   

Despite being a U.S. closed ally, Afghanistan chief executive Dr Abdullah Abdullah 

supported China’s position over the South China Sea and urged parties to resolve the dispute 

through pacific means. Afghanistan also realizes China's influential position at both regional 

and extra-regional politics, thus welcomes its role in the country's peace process. China 

remained part of many conferences hosted by the Moscow government to materialize peace 

 
256 Zhao Huasheng. “China and Afghanistan: China’s interests, stances, and perspectives.” Russian Studies 5, 
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among various stakeholders in Afghanistan. Many analysts conceive China’s engagement in 

Afghanistan as economically driven, but geo-economics cannot be separated from geopolitics.  

Gulf States  

Gulf countries have an important role in Afghanistan due to historical and religious 

connections. Saudi Arabia had a key role in the Soviet-Afghan Jihad and still considerably 

influenced the Afghan Taliban. United Arab Emirates (UAE) too, has good relations with 

Taliban. Both Saudi Arabia and UAE granted de facto recognition Taliban government in 1996. 

Qatar, which is in the opposite block in the present division between Muslim countries, is also 

playing an important role in the peace talks between the U.S. and Afghan Taliban. Qatar has 

also opened its good offices for the peace negotiations. So, the Persian Gulf States are much 

relevant in the conflict resolution efforts in Afghanistan. The late American ambassador, 

Holbrooke insisted on making a multilateral task force to investigate and stop financial aid 

from the Gulf States to the Afghan Taliban. This was a reflection of the fact that the Gulf States 

are involved with the Afghan Taliban. Many of the infrastructural developments in Afghanistan 

are funded by the Gulf States with a leading role of Saudi Arabia.  

Both Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) and UAE, which previously recognized Taliban 

government, are now supporting Afghanistan's US and NATO operations. Saudi Arabia 

allowed the U.S. to use its airbase in their land against Afghan Taliban and UAE offered air 

support (six F-16) to the NATO operations. The UAE government also provided $250 million 

in aid for various reconstruction projects in Afghanistan. A bomb attack killed six UAE’s 

diplomats at the time when the UAE officials were meeting to discuss their role in the 

statebuilding program at the Qandahar governor guest house. The attack was a significant blow 

to the UAE efforts in the reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan.  

Presently, Qatar is playing a pivotal role in facilitating both the U.S. officials and Afghan 

Taliban in their peace talks. The Qatari government played an essential role in the release of 

some key US prisoners from Taliban. Qatar’s role is expected to bring a breakthrough in the 

ongoing peace efforts between the warring parties in Afghanistan.  Qatar has opened a political 

office for Taliban to communicate with the world. Other Gulf countries are also involved in 

some capacity in the politics of Afghanistan. Bahrain is also participating in the conflict 

resolution efforts inside Afghanistan. In January 2009, Bahrain sent nearly a hundred security 

personals to help Afghan security forces overcome insecurity situations in the country. Bahrain 
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forces stayed in Afghanistan till 2014. Oman was also contributing to the peace efforts in 

Afghanistan. In October 2017, Oman hosted the 6th meeting of Quadrilateral Coordination 

Group (QCG) over Afghanistan's matters. So, almost every Persian Gulf country was having a 

role in the U.S.'s conflict resolution efforts.         

3.2.2. Peace Talks, Exit Plan and Reliance on the Local Forces 

The longevity of the U.S. mission in Afghanistan resulted in increasing domestic 

pressure on the U.S. administration to come out of the endless war. However, the U.S. could 

not end the war in Afghanistan with no results and without taking, the Afghan government, 

local and international allies, into confidence. Finding a middle way, the U.S. administration 

adopted a new strategy of making enduring counterterrorism partnerships with regional 

countries, initiating peace process with Taliban and shifting Afghanistan's war burden on the 

local Afghan security forces, thus setting environ for gradual repatriation of the U.S. forces. 

The newly elected president of the U.S., Barrack Obama, in his inaugural address in 2009, 

stated that his goal is to forge peace in Afghanistan gradually. Essentially, Washington headed 

for a way out of the armed conflict through reconciliation with Taliban on preserving a 

conditionally democratic regime in Afghanistan. The deviation from the main course of 

counterterrorism toward democratization along the American lines was, on the one hand, a sign 

of an understanding of the archaic conditions of Afghanistan that had strengthened in the White 

House, and on the other, the expansion of the Afghan political space, which could, under certain 

conditions, include representatives of the armed opposition. 

In initial years of the U.S. intervention, Taliban’s position regarding the total US 

withdrawal was not so rigid and hence was more flexible for a non-zero-sum solution of the 

conflict. However, the euphoria of the tactical successes they achieved in 2006–2009 created a 

feeling of near-victory in them, hence hoped for a zero-sum outcome of the game. In 2008, 

Taliban leader Mullah M. Omar proposed that the international forces freely withdraw troops 

from Afghanistan without any conditions; however, Taliban did not become masters of the 

situation.257 The U.S. under B. Obama’s rule intended to strengthen its position for future 

bargaining with Taliban on the terms of reconciliation by intercepting a military initiative to 

combat them in the short term, similar to how the U.S. managed to seize the initiative in the 

armed confrontation in Iraq from 2007 to 2008. In April and October 2009, additional 
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contingents of US troops of about thirty thousand troops were deployed in Afghanistan's 

Southern and Eastern regions. By analogy with the Iraqi operation in 2007, a new phase of the 

military operational campaign in Afghanistan was initiated where changes were carried out 

under General D. McKiernan's leadership replacing S. McChrystal. In 2009, the post of special 

presidential representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan was created, which symbolised the 

shift in American foreign policy from Iraq to Afghanistan. R. Holbrooke was appointed on the 

said position. Obama administration had made some progressive change in the conceptual 

approach to the situation in Afghanistan. Under Holbrooke's recommendations, the U.S. 

president adopted the concept of Af-Pak, which implied the unification of Afghanistan and 

Pakistan into the framework of a common conflict situation and the development of a unified 

action strategy for it. The purpose of operations in the region was clarified and narrowed, which 

from now on was to eliminate the conditions for al-Qaeda's actions against the U.S. and its 

allies. Thus, the conditions were prepared for the political separation of al-Qaeda from Taliban, 

one of the prerequisites for starting Taliban's negotiation process. The general meaning of the 

changes was to find a way out of the political impasse in which the U.S. found itself in 

Afghanistan since the end of the 2000s. However, Taliban insurgencies kept on increasing and 

were expecting a Soviet Union type results vis-à-vis withdrawal of Afghanistan's US troops.  

Given Taliban's ever-strengthening position and their less dynamic approach towards 

negotiations, the U.S. entered into various counterterrorism partnerships with regional 

countries and more specifically with the Afghan government itself. In general, military 

operations by the government and terrorist activities by Taliban were simultaneously going on 

in the country, which neither of the parties could change in their interests; thus fading away of 

the hopes for a zero-sum outcome for either of the two sides. With the support of NATO forces, 

the Kabul government-controlled large cities, but sporadic hostilities continued on the 

periphery. Despite the absence of major defeats, the U.S. and NATO leadership realized that 

the situation could not be reversed by military means. The psychological motive also played 

an important role. Washington and its allies understood that a military victory in Afghanistan 

could be ensured at the cost of significant material, human, and most importantly, reputational 

losses. The level and scale of violence that guaranteed the suppression of Taliban’s armed 

opposition have always exceeded the alliance’s willingness to apply to the violence 

systematically. The liberal approaches to violence in military practice and political life that 

dominated Western society sharply reduced public support for any course to escalate the war. 

In this sense, the episode with the resignation of the commander of the American contingent in 
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Afghanistan S. McChrystal is indicative, showing dissatisfaction with the small number of 

troops sent to the country and the restrictions imposed by Washington on the actions of 

coalition forces. In July 2010, McChrystal made an unflattering statement to the White House 

in the press and accused senior officials of the administration - in particular, Vice President J. 

Biden - of being soft-headed.258 The disciplinary call of the general to Washington followed, 

during which President Obama accepted his resignation. McChrystal's sudden departure 

marked the beginning of a period of personnel problems in Afghanistan's senior military posts. 

The powers of the commander of the coalition forces in Afghanistan passed to D. Patraeus, 

who had a reputation as a military man, prone to the nuanced choice of means of influencing 

the situation. Patraeus’s name was associated with the American forces' success in the Iraq 

conflict in 2006-2008 and expected similar achievements in Afghanistan. However, Patraeus 

did not had time to prove himself in Afghanistan, as in 2011, President B. Obama appointed 

him director of the CIA. The post of leader of the coalition forces was passed to General J. 

Allen, who retained it until February 2013. However, he had to lose his position over a scandal, 

where he was accused of disclosing official information in correspondence with reporters. 

Realizing the difficulties of a military way out of the conflict, starting in 2009, R. 

Holbrooke came forward with the initiative to begin direct secret negotiations between the U.S. 

and Taliban leadership. According to information available to the press, in mid-2010, 

negotiations were in a preliminary stage, and Washington’s position in the negotiations was 

not comprehensive. The first phase of the negotiations aimed to assess Taliban's political 

ambitions and find out the cleavages inside Taliban ranks and who in the movement's 

leadership was ready to compromise with NATO and the Kabul government and on what 

conditions. The U.S. representatives were authorized to discuss the prospects for coalition 

forces in Afghanistan and the softening of conditions for Taliban prisoners in US prisons. In 

December 2010, the main negotiator from the U.S. side, R. Holbrooke died. However, the 

course towards dialogue with Taliban was continued, reflecting the White House’s strategic 

determination to achieve reconciliation with Taliban. 

In February 2011, the U.S. Secretary of State, H. Clinton, officially announced the U.S.' 

change in Afghanistan's settlement position. In her speech to members of the Asian Society, 

she commented on the proposed compromise and argued that it is not easy under public 
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pressure to carry out reconciliation with such a fierce opponent as Taliban; however, diplomacy 

would be a simple affair if one had to negotiate only with friends, so ending the war requires 

something else. Meeting American voters' expectations and indirectly prompting Taliban to 

become more compliant, the White House set a deadline for 2014 to withdraw US and NATO 

combat units from Afghanistan. This was considered as the biggest strategic change towards 

complete disengagement. 

Against this background, there was a significant increase in the cooperation between 

NATO and the Russian Federation. At the NATO summit in Lisbon in November 2010, a 

package of agreements was concluded between the parties regarding Afghanistan's operation. 

In particular, agreements were reached on the sale of a consignment of Mi-17 transport 

helicopters to Kabul and the return transit of NATO cargo through Russian territory, including 

by rail. Experts associated this agreement with the upcoming withdrawal of US and NATO 

forces from Afghanistan and the alliance's desire to save on logistics transfer. However, it was 

also noted that the Lisbon Summit demonstrated the fact that Russia's contribution to the 

NATO operation in Afghanistan was comparable to what other major Alliance countries that 

participated in the war did. 

The U.S. did not wanted to give a free hand to Taliban in the post-withdrawal period. 

They wanted to sign some agreements on enduring counterterrorism partnerships with the local 

stakeholders to restrain any misadventure by the terrorist. An important circumstance related 

to the withdrawal of NATO troops from Afghanistan was forming an international regime to 

counter threats, such as terrorism, drug trafficking, ethnic separatism and religious extremism, 

emanating from Afghanistan. To establish such a regime, the U.S. had to win the confidence 

of the regional stakeholders. From the U.S. involvement in Afghanistan, there were confusions 

and lack of trust among Afghanistan neighbouring countries.  The U.S. actions were decisive 

for folding the contours of the future regime. In a significant number of cases, American 

influence hindered multilateral cooperation on a non-aligned basis. Although apart from 

Pakistan, Afghanistan’s neighbouring states did not have close allies of the U.S., the latter 

nevertheless sought to establish their own rules of interaction, which excluded equal 

cooperation and was unacceptable for some countries, including Russia, China and Iran. 

Effective opposition to the threats emanating from Afghanistan depended on the U.S. readiness 

to cooperate with these countries. 
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In the backdrop of the withdrawal policy, four approaches determined the U.S. 

approach in the formation of an international regime in connection with the situation in 

Afghanistan. Firstly, a bet on unilateral actions by Washington and free hands in relation to 

any problems that arise. This feature of politics supplanted from the sphere of thought over the 

fact that in addition to the already existing common security challenges for Afghanistan's 

neighbouring states, the U.S. provoked new ones by its actions. The second feature was the 

U.S. desire to rely solely on the help of traditional allies in Europe and Asia and the services 

of newly acquired partners in the region, whose loyalty was bought by generous assistance 

programs. This circumstance structured international efforts in Afghanistan according to the 

will of the United States. It allowed Washington to ignore other opinions about the Afghan 

situation, including those belonging to neighbouring states. The U.S. ally, Pakistan, had its 

reasons for not wanting the involvement of Iran, China and Russia in the Afghan situation and, 

in turn, was in no hurry to lobby for multilateral cooperation. The third feature of US policy 

has been the distorted perception of many regional security issues related to ethnic separatism, 

religious extremism, and drug trafficking. Many regional processes in the states of Central 

Asia, western China, Iran and even Pakistan in Washington by inertia were seen as a 

confrontation between tyrannical regimes and freedom-loving rebels. The last, fourth feature 

of the American approach to the problem was a tolerant attitude towards many acute regional 

security threats emanating from Afghanistan, associated with the remote geographical location 

of the U.S. from the epicentre of these threats. After the relative stabilization of Afghanistan's 

situation due to the introduction of an additional military contingent in 2009, the U.S. in 2011 

headed for the gradual withdrawal of its troops and giving a leading role to the Afghan 

government in the war. 

The new strategy's goal was to transfer hostilities' conduct to the Afghan armed forces 

and withdraw American troops by 2014. The decisive stage in the implementation of this 

program began in 2013 when in most Afghan provinces, the fighting forces' leadership was 

passed into the Afghan commanders and local armed forces' hands. This change was not 

without repercussions as the number of government casualties has increased dramatically, 

making the 2013 autumn military campaign the bloodiest since the U.S. invasion of 

Afghanistan.259 In February 2013, General J. Dunford had become the commander of American 

and coalition forces in Afghanistan, who was also directed to play a significant political role; 
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to deter President Karzai from disparaging steps regarding American plans and provide popular 

support for the unpopular war on the home front in the USA. Both directions of the political 

struggle were difficult, but victory in the domestic political arena in the U.S. played a 

paramount role. The main goal of the U.S. strategies vis-à-vis conflict resolution in Afghanistan 

had long ceased to focus on public attention, rather was overshadowed by other issues that 

required responses from the White House. Against the backdrop of an acute debt crisis, the 

U.S. political establishment had decided to reduce military spending for the next decade.260 

The need to continue the costly war in Afghanistan was displeasing. By mid-2013, the number 

of American soldiers killed in this longest-running US war exceeded 2,100, while further 

19,000 were injured. That was the time when public support among the U.S. citizens for the 

war in Afghanistan greatly reduced.   

The war in Afghanistan started becoming liability for the U.S. and their continuing 

weak support for the war resulted in the strengthening position of Al- Qaeda. By 2013, Al-

Qaeda in Afghanistan has ceased to pose a significant threat to the Afghan government and 

coalition forces. Though at the U.S.'s initial military campaign in Afghanistan, Al- Qaeda was 

pushed towards peripheries in Afghanistan. Hence, none of the major Al-Qaida attacks outside 

the region have been planned in Afghanistan in the early 21st century. In May 2011, as a result 

of a special CIA operation in Pakistan, the leader of al-Qaeda, Osama bin Laden, who was 

taking refuge in Abbottabad, was killed.261 Despite these successes, the U.S. military 

establishment insisted on participating in the Afghan conflict after 2014. The policy makers 

proposed it in the U.S. to maintain a presence in the form of five military bases and about nine 

thousand people in Afghanistan to support the Afghan army's logistics, intelligence, and 

technical actions against Taliban. The overall goal of the U.S. military and civilian authorities 

in Afghanistan was to avoid the appearance of military defeat and, if possible, to ensure US 

political achievements in Afghanistan. However, contrary to the Pentagon’s opinion, the White 

House continued to consider the possibility of a complete withdrawal of American troops at 

the end of 2014. This was prompted not only by the American public's position but also by the 

growing resistance from within Afghanistan. 

In early 2010, the partnerships between the U.S. and Afghanistan faced difficulties due 

to the two partners' changing priorities. The reason was the frequent cases of erroneous defeat 
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by American forces of civilian gatherings and war crimes of certain American military 

personnel and Washington's desire to reach an agreement with Taliban leadership to bypass 

Kabul.262 U.S. peace talks with various Taliban factions have been ongoing since 2010; while 

the Afghan government was conducting negotiations since 2008.263 Washington and Kabul 

negotiated alternately and jointly, and sometimes parallel to each other. Over several years, 

various possible ceasefire options have been negotiated but no major development took place. 

In Afghanistan, the High Peace Council (HPC) was created, headed by ex-president B. Rabbani 

but he died as a result of the assassination attack in 2011,264 which unsuccessfully negotiated 

with the influential Taliban leader G. Hekmatyar. However, in the end, the Allies concluded 

that negotiations with small groups within Taliban will not work; rather a large-scale ceasefire 

would be helpful which can be negotiated with the top leadership (shura) of Taliban. The main 

obstacle to this was Taliban’s strong reluctance to deal personally with H. Karzai and his 

immediate cabinet.265 Due to Taliban reluctance to negotiate directly with Hamid Karzai, the 

U.S. started direct negotiations with Taliban, which caused a sharp protest in Kabul. Unhappy 

with the lack of transparency in the process of negotiations between the American 

representatives and Taliban leadership in Qatar, President Karzai blackmailed Washington 

with a threat to disrupt the signing of an agreement with the U.S. on the long-term presence of 

American troops in the country.266 However, this did not stop B. Obama, who desired to 

achieve a lasting truce with Taliban and the prospects for a legitimate change of power in Kabul 

during the 2014 presidential election. Despite Obama’s keen interest in signing a deal with 

Taliban, the hopes for a peaceful withdrawal faded.  

Taliban's position in Quetta on reconciliation with the U.S. remained ambivalent; 

however, there was a broader will for a political settlement. Taliban's formula was ready to 

accept looked like, turning Taliban into a legitimate political force in Afghanistan through 

national reconciliation under Islamic slogans without a hint of Taliban's defeat in the war. 

Washington and Kabul's demand to adopt Afghanistan's constitution as a starting point for 

negotiations was rejected by Taliban, who insisted on negotiations without preconditions. The 
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ground for compromise was gradually ripening and Taliban leadership was in agreement with 

the condition of disengagement from al-Qaeda, which were mainly responsible for creating 

preconditions for the destruction of the Islamic state in Afghanistan in 2001. Despite the 

unwillingness to deal with H. Karzai, Taliban were ready in principle to interact with the 

political force, which he headed.267 The Shura of Taliban in Quetta also had no fundamental 

objections to Afghanistan's constitution in force, within the framework of which it was possible 

to reach a compromise on these and other issues, Taliban called the All-Afghan Assembly of 

Loya Jirga. Materials from in-depth interviews with Taliban leadership representatives 

suggested that Taliban were ready to discuss the possibility of a long-term US military presence 

in Afghanistan, provided that they did not interfere in the country's affairs. Moreover, they 

provided for the future possibility of transforming US military assistance into economic 

assistance.268 

Despite positive developments with respect to negotiations with the U.S., Taliban faced 

an inter-groups rivalry over disagreements.269 Some prominent groups such as the Haqqani 

network and supporters of H. Hekmatyar did not participated in the U.S. dialogue with Taliban 

leadership in Quetta. At the same time, there was evidence that the Haqqani detachments were 

associated with the well of regional stakeholders, who were providing logistical support to the 

group. However, it was believed that the authority of Taliban leader Mullah M. Omar was still 

unquestioned among ordinary Taliban and that his call to end the war upon an agreement with 

the U.S. would be respected and executed. With the approaching deadline for troop’s 

withdrawal from Afghanistan, the U.S. found it difficult to conclude any meaningful agreement 

with Taliban, as the year 2014 was also an election year in Afghanistan next government.270  

The 2014 presidential elections in Afghanistan, did not guarantee the success of a 

political settlement in the country. Unlike the U.S., Taliban had no reason to rush and soften 

their position, as they were enjoying tactical advantage in the battlefield. Under such 

conditions, the U.S. thought it useful to enter into security partnerships with the local Afghan 

 
267 Ibid 
268 Kenneth Katzman, Afghanistan: Post-Taliban Governance, Security, and U.S. Policy, Washington, D.C.: 
Congressional Research Service, June 25, 2013, p. 40. 
269 Rod Nordland and Alissa J. Rubin, “Taliban’s Divided Tactics Raise Doubts Over Talks,” New York Times, June 
25, 2013. 
270 Bernet Rubin, in Interview on “The Afghan Quandary: Should We Leave? Can We Leave?” by the John Sloan 
Dickey Center for International Understanding at Dartmouth College, 2020. Accessed at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p10W12iz-iM&list=LL&index=183&t=8s  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p10W12iz-iM&list=LL&index=183&t=8s


127 
 

forces. The effectiveness of the state institutions created in Afghanistan over ten years was not 

strong enough to positively support the country; Kabul could not provide economic and social 

stabilization in the country.271 However, with the assistance of NATO countries, the Kabul 

regime managed to create large internal security forces and an army, which together totalled 

up to three hundred and fifty thousand men. Despite the massive challenges and high losses in 

the battles with Taliban, the local Afghan combat force made it possible to guarantee the central 

government's military invulnerability in Kabul. The financing of the Afghan army and police 

was carried out mainly at the expense of international assistance, provided that the U.S. could 

continue to count on retaining the elected government in Afghanistan. An indirect consequence 

of the formation of stable armed forces in Afghanistan was the emergence of a strong Afghan 

military establishment. Putting the burden of Afghanistan security on the local forces relaxed 

the U.S. from domestic pressure over constant casualties in the U.S. forces. From 2014 

onwards, the international coalition forces were involved in secondary assistance to the local 

Afghan combatants; hence, they avoided direct confrontation with Taliban. The U.S. exit 

strategy's ultimate failure in 2014 led the policymakers to come with a regional solution to end 

the conflict in Afghanistan. 

3.3. The U.S. Strategies under Trump Administration 

In his election campaign, President Trump promised to end the American longest war 

in Afghanistan. Contrary to that, he relied on military force and expressed, in South Asia 

Policy, commitment to fight with Taliban without announcing any deadline in advance. 

However, he soon entered into talks with Taliban, ending with a peace deal in February 2020. 

So probably the earlier South Asia policy was meant for bluffing to ensure that Taliban show 

flexibility in the negotiations. The detailed explanation of President Trump strategies is given 

below.  

3.3.1. South Asia Policy and Pressuring Pakistan to End War 

President of the U.S. Donald Trump announced his new strategy, South Asia Strategy, 

for Afghanistan in August 2017. In this strategy, Trump tried to exert extra pressure on Pakistan 

to stop supporting Taliban factions inside Pakistan. The new South Asian strategy was widely 

appreciated both inside Afghanistan and in the U.S. because it was majorly against Pakistan’s 

 
271 Richard Hogg, Claudia Nassif, Camilo Gomez Osorio, William Byrd, and Andrew Beath. Afghanistan in 
transition: looking beyond 2014. The World Bank, (2013): 140-145. 



128 
 

role in sustaining Afghan insurrection. Trump South Asia strategy includes Afghanistan, 

Pakistan, India, and the Central Asian states and further extends into Southeast Asia. 

In South Asia strategy, Trump stated that the hasty withdrawal from Afghanistan would 

incentivize terrorists to flood back into the country to launch attacks against the U.S. and allies. 

Therefore, the promise that Trump made during election campaign about the withdrawal of all 

US forces will not be materialized immediately. Moreover, Trump categorically stated that his 

administration is committed “to break their will, dry up their recruitment, keep them from 

crossing our borders, and defeat them handily”. Trump further stated that ““From now on, 

victory will have a clear definition: Attacking our enemies, obliterating ISIS, crushing al-

Qaida, preventing Taliban from taking over Afghanistan, and stopping mass terror attacks 

against America before they emerge.” This statement was an indication towards the 

militarization of the U.S. strategy in Afghanistan again.  

It was also stated in the new South Asia strategy that Pakistan must stop providing safe 

havens to the terrorists. Pakistan was warned of losing much if it continues harboring terrorists 

and criminals. Going further about Pakistan, Trump in his policy announcement said that “It is 

time for Pakistan to demonstrate its commitment to civilization, order and to peace.” 

Expressing dissatisfaction with the role of Pakistan, Donald Trump appraised India and 

announced to work jointly for shared objectives in the region. This was indeed a change in 

strategic orientation, emphasizing on India’s role in Afghanistan in particular and the region in 

general. Trump also emphasized on more assistance from the allied powers to help bear the 

economic costs of war in Afghanistan. 

An essential factor in this strategy was the uncertainty and no prior warning towards 

the U.S. attacks against Taliban and ISIS. Some attacks were also carried out against the 

insurgent groups in Afghanistan, giving a message of renewed US intentions to defeat anti-

government groups through coercive means. In this regards, the mother of bombs was also 

dropped in Afghanistan.  Despite all this, sooner the U.S. realized that forceful solution to the 

Afghan conflict is unlikely and they shifted to try pacific means and hence started negotiations 

with Taliban. 
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3.3.2. Peace Talks with Taliban 

The peace talks between the U.S. and Afghan Taliban were started with the mediation 

of neighbouring countries, whereby Qatar provided good office. The then US secretary of state 

Mike Pompeo appointed an official representative, Zalmy Khalilzad- an Afghani American, to 

negotiate with the Afghan Taliban. Zalmi Khalilzad held various meetings with the government 

of Afghanistan and Pakistan to receive their support. Pakistan had already faced international 

pressure after Trump's South Asian strategy blamed their role in the Afghan conflict; hence 

Pakistan offered assistance in facilitating peace talks with Taliban.272 Zalmi Kkalilzad 

successfully held about nine rounds of negotiations with the Afghan Taliban in Doha but was 

unable to conclude any agreement because of Donald Trump’s sudden call for the cancellation 

of negotiations on the premise of the death of an American soldier by Taliban in Afghanistan. 

Before the Talks' cancellation, Zalmy Khalilzad stated in various interviews that they agreed 

in principle with Taliban over the final agreement.273 The key provisions in the supposedly 

agreed-upon agreement included the timeline for the withdrawal of the U.S. troops from 

Afghanistan, reduction in violence, and the guarantee that Taliban will not allow transnational 

terrorist organizations to breed in Afghanistan. 

Despite the cancellation of peace talks by the U.S. president, Afghan Taliban showed 

their readiness for Talks' resumption with the U.S. officials. Simultaneously, Taliban warned 

of more bloodshed in case the peace efforts fail.274 Taliban response was widely appreciated as 

they appeared to be hard-liners in the negotiations but showed maturity in international politics. 

Afghan Taliban had previously used diplomatic sources to urge the U.S. to end the war in 

Afghanistan, claiming to be unjustly launched. Showing democratic gesture, Taliban sent a 

letter to the American people directly, explaining the American war's nature from their 

perspective.275 Donald Trump's announcement of the cancellation of negotiations with Taliban 

was widely criticized because the rationale was not convincing. In 2019, Taliban had already 

killed almost seventeen American soldiers, but negotiations were still underway. Taliban never 
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agreed to a ceasefire during the negotiations; neither was this a precondition. In such 

circumstances, during his short visit to Afghanistan, President Trump announced that he would 

resume negotiations with Taliban again, and this time he hoped for better results. Zalmi 

Kalilzad again visited Afghanistan and Pakistan to restore momentum in peace talks with 

Taliban. 

Since the beginning of war in 2001, all players in the war in Afghanistan were looking 

for a zero-sum outcome of the war, but neither achieved this optimistic goal.276 The longest 

and ever-expanding violence in Afghanistan compelled all players to accept that a zero-sum 

outcome is less likely. On February 22, 2020, the two sides agreed to a seven-day ceasefire as 

a precondition to the signing of the peace deal in Doha.277 Finally, on February 29, the two 

sides signed a historic peace deal in Doha. The Afghan government was not happy with the 

agreement and President Ashraf Ghani rejected the terms of prisoners exchange; however, later 

on, he accepted the terms and released nearly five thousand Taliban prisoners in phases. 

Though the peace agreement between the U.S. and Taliban was widely celebrated as a 

major success with respect to the conflict resolution in Afghanistan but challenges were there 

to derail the materialization of the agreement’s conditions. The prospects of intra-Afghan peace 

negotiations and the potential U.S. withdrawal policy were complicated in the foreseeable 

future. 
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Figure 6: Conceptual model for varying U.S. strategies in Afghanistan278 

3.4. The U.S. Strategy under Biden Administration 

On November 3, 2020, the 59th presidential election was held in the U.S. Joe Biden 

won the U.S. presidential race in American history’s most controversial election. In his 

presidential campaign, Joe Biden supported the policy of ending American wars and the 

repatriation of American troops. However, being an ex-vice president, the U.S. troop’s 

withdrawal under Joe Biden was expected to be more responsible and gradual, which actually 
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did not happen.279 Joe Biden is quoted in the 2008 military surge, having a dissented voice 

against the military surge.280 Afghanistan’s government had expressed concerns about Donald 

Trump’s hasty withdrawal plan and wanted a more favorable troops withdrawal plan after 

ensuring peace and stability in Afghanistan. Joe Biden, who believes in the American global 

leadership role in protecting human rights and supporting democracy, was widely expected to 

consider the Afghan government concerns regarding political settlement with Taliban, but that 

was not the case and the troops withdrawal was carried out without giving much consideration 

to the concerns of the Ashraf Ghani government. 

On the other hand, Taliban wished for Donald Trump’s election victory in the hope that 

he would honor the peace agreement of February 29, 2020 after winning the election. However, 

Trump’s failure created doubts among Taliban and therefore they started pushing the Biden 

administration to abide by the Doha agreement. Taliban skepticism was based on the fact that 

they were quite uncertain about Joe Biden intentions regarding the U.S. withdrawal from 

Afghanistan about which they had developed consensus with the Trump administration. 

However, the response from Joe Biden to the Afghan conflict was not much different as he 

came to know about the ground realities of the Afghan conflict when he served as the vice 

president under Obama administration. Contrary to the tough South Asia policy of Donald 

Trump, Joe Biden saw the role of the role of the regional countries in a different way. 

Unlike Trump, who pressurized and accused Afghanistan’s regional countries 

specifically Pakistan of harboring Taliban extremists, Joe Biden decided to deal more 

diplomatically through dialogue to bring stability in Afghanistan. Pakistan remained a major 

U.S. ally in the region, and Joe Biden looked forward towards Pakistan for its cooperation in 

the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan. Consequently, Joe Biden dealt with Taliban through 

pacific means for resolving the differences instead of again relying on war model. Previously, 

Barrack Obama’s presidency where Joe Biden was a vice president, the U.S. administration 

tried to hold serious negotiations with Taliban from 2012 to 2013.281 Joe Biden had always 

favored a diplomatic solution to the Afghan conflict and even dissented President Obama 

troops surge policy in 2009.282 The then hard-liner Taliban expected a zero-sum game, and 
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hence the negotiations during Obama presidency failed. The experience of the failed 

negotiations in the past was a lesson for Joe Biden administration to retain a hard-earned 

agreement with Taliban.  

Despite expectations from the Biden administration of a respectable withdrawal, the 

troops withdrawal was considered as chaotic and shame exist in the history of the U.S.283 The 

Biden administration had honored the Doha agreement by fulfilling most of its provisions 

except the deadline, which was extended for about three months. The extension in the troops 

withdrawal deadline is linked to the potential efforts by the Biden administration to carry out 

a respectable withdrawal. However, on the contrary, the threat of possible worsening security 

conditions for the international forces has led a hasty troop’s withdrawal from Afghanistan, 

which proved a politically unpopular decision. The longest U.S. intervention in Afghanistan, 

costing around $2 trillion dollars, 2300 soldiers being killed and wounding another 20,000, 

ended in shock and shame.  

With respect to the local Aghan security forces, President Biden argued that the Afghan 

forces could withstand Taliban because they outnumber the Taliban fighters and have modern 

weaponry. However, the Taliban's quick and decisive victory disproved this argument. The 

300,000 Afghan security forces collapsed just days after the Taliban took power. A billion-

dollar arsenal belonging to Afghan troops also passed into the possession of the Taliban after 

their surrender. President Biden was criticized and reprimanded for his humiliating withdrawal 

from Afghanistan. Though, he was the authority to allow the troops withdrawal and could be 

blamed for the mismanagement during the withdrawal, but the factors behind Taliban's victory 

over the Ghani government had been already established. The political analysts were already 

convinced that the Afghan government cannot resist Taliban after the U.S. security guarantees 

are withheld. The U.S. had been in search of a safe exit from Afghanistan since Obama’s 

administration. The U.S. earlier exit plans and the Doha agreement had given the Taliban a 

psychological advantage against the opponent in their strategic game plan. This was due to 

which the U.S. withdrawal and a resultant transfer of power to the local Afghan security forces 

increased Taliban's readiness to fight and retake Afghanistan. Taliban psychological advantage 

coupled with their military strength persuaded the U.S. to engage them in political negotiations 

and make concessions from a weaker position. Taliban being in the position of strength and the 
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U.S. concessions putted a psychological pressure on the Ashraf Ghani government and the 

local security forces, resulting in the surrender with almost zero resistance.284  

The mismanagement of the U.S. exit from Afghanistan was also due to the deadline 

which President Trump administration agreed in the Doha agreement. The Biden 

administration feared a risk of military reaction from Taliban in case of further delaying the 

withdrawal of international forces. Broadly, it was not the Biden administration that was 

majorly responsible for the shame exit but the earlier U.S.-Taliban peace deal under the Trump 

administration, which favored the Taliban militarily and politically. Politically, the agreement 

set a strict deadline for completing the withdrawal of the U.S. troops from Afghanistan without 

realizing an intra-Afghan political settlement. President Ashraf Ghani did not wanted to share 

power with the Taliban due to the fear of being sidelined. Militarily, the agreement established 

a ceasefire between the U.S. and the Taliban, leaving Afghan forces alone to fight the Taliban. 

With this advantage, the Taliban stepped up their offensive against the Afghan security forces, 

which had lost morale due to the foregoing factors. One of the provisions of the U.S.-Taliban 

agreement about the intra-Afghan negotiations also suffered and did not materialized before 

the completion of the withdrawal of international forces. 

The post-withdrawal peace in Afghanistan and the guarantee that the U.S. do not 

involve militarily again would potentially depend on the success of an intra-Afghan political 

settlement. Though Taliban seems to enjoy the zero-sum outcome of their twenty years war 

against the U.S. and allied powers and would not be accepting a powersharing mechanism with 

other stakeholders in the country but in the long-run, the economic challenges and international 

isolationism could compel them to accommodate the stakeholders from opposition in the 

powersharing in government. So, the Joe Biden administration could likely support any sort of 

peace talks between Taliban and the Afghan stakeholders for powersharing in Afghanistan. 

Conclusion 

President George W Bush initiated military offensive against Taliban and Al Qaeda 

expecting a zero-sum outcome through force. Taliban in early years of the U.S. intervention 

were ready for negotiations and were expecting a non-zero-sum outcome. However, the U.S. 

was not ready for talks with Taliban. After getting quick initial military success by 

overthrowing Taliban regime, the U.S. declared ‘mission accomplished’ and further expanded 
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their mission in Afghanistan by starting a statebuilding program. After 2003, Taliban managed 

an impressive resurgence using guerrilla warfare tactics which negated the U.S. earlier claims 

of ‘mission accomplishment’. President Obama administration continued with the military 

offensive strategy but soon shifted from conflict management to conflict resolution by initiating 

negotiations with Taliban. Parallel to talks with Taliban, the U.S. announced troops drawdown 

policy which signaled Taliban of a potential zero-sum outcome in their favor. Both sides had 

to cancel the talk’s amide deteriorating security conditions, resulting in failed troops 

withdrawal plan rather further influx of international troops. In the post-2014 deadliest clashes 

between the U.S. and Taliban paved the way for real negotiations as both sides realized that 

only a non-zero-sum outcome is workable. The peace talks between the U.S. and Taliban in 

Donald Trump presidency finally reached an agreement in February 2020. The U.S. strategies 

from 2001 till 2020 manifest a strategic confusion about talks with Taliban, who remained the 

most relevant and strong player/ party in the conflict. The U.S. ignored Taliban from all 

political processes mainly the Bonn process, in early nine years of conflict in Afghanistan. 

lately, they engaged with Taliban but it was not a favorable time for talks as Taliban sensed 

victory. The 2020 peace agreement between the U.S. and Taliban is apparently a non-zero-sum 

outcome of the conflict but it clearly favors Taliban more than the U.S. Taliban coming to 

power without giving any share in power to the key local stakeholders shows bluffing strategy 

and hence turns the outcome into a zero-sum game. Based on the discussion on the U.S. 

strategies in Afghanistan, it can be generalized that, there existed a strategic confusion in the 

U.S. strategies from 2001 till 2020, resulting in the fiascoes vis-à-vis the U.S. policy objectives. 

It is presumed that the outcome of such agreement would have been different if the U.S. 

managed to engage with Taliban after initial military offensive in 2001. The description of 

varying U.S. strategies under four different presidents, it is more convenient to study and 

understand the outcomes. 
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Chapter Four 

Outcomes of the U.S. Strategies in Afghanistan 

After a comprehensive description of the U.S. strategies in the preceding chapter, this 

chapter contains the study of the different outcomes of the same strategies. The outcomes 

identified in this chapter further establishes the notion that the U.S. strategies were not 

coordinated neither focused on conflict settlement in Afghanistan. It is reiterated here for 

understanding that the term ‘conflict resolution’ is used in this thesis to comprehensively refer 

to conflict engagement, conflict management, conflict transformation and conflict 

settlement.285 On the pretext of the outcomes of the U.S. strategies, it is safe to argue that the 

U.S. strategies were designed to deal with conflict engagement, management, transformation 

but least with the conflict settlement. The explanation of the various outcomes of the U.S. 

strategies in this chapter will help in analyzing the causes of the failure of the U.S. strategies 

in the next chapter.  

Afghanistan is a rugged country, as many world powers tried their might to control its 

territory but failed. Great Britain and the formal czar empire struggled for the same cause but 

accepted their inability to get-over Afghanistan. The formal Soviet Union had acknowledged 

its failure in Afghanistan in less than a decade by withdrawing troops in 1988/1989.286 

However, after nearly twenty years, the U.S. has still not entirely accepted its defeat. Failing 

to achieve strategic objectives, the U.S. and its allies failed just as magnificently with their 

military intervention that began in autumn 2001 as the USSR did before. The Soviet Union, 

after signing the Geneva accord claimed that they brought progress in Afghan society; the U.S. 

make similar claims since the fall of Taliban regime in 2001.287 The claim in both cases falls 

short of reality as both lost expensive wars against the poorly equipped local fighters. To the 

question of the outcomes of the U.S. strateigies, Dr Asfand Yar replied, “If we analyze the two 

decades of U.S. involvement, it is clear that the U.S. has failed to resolve the conflict. That is 

apparent from the fact that Afghanistan is still effectively at war. The war, of course, has seen 

ups and downs; the U.S. has had nominal tactical successes but for the most part it's a story of 
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political and strategic failure. However, since 2018, there has been a change. One can make a 

defensible argument that the U.S. policy has become more effective at bringing the conflict to 

an end because America has scaled back its ambition and taken a more pragmatic view of what 

can and can't be achieved in Afghanistan, and how much it matters to American security. As a 

consequence, we see a clearer articulation of political goals by the American leadership as well 

as a strategy that is better tailored to achieve those goals. It is not perfect, certainly not in 

execution, but it's better than before. Obviously, with this new strategic approach America is 

taking on more risks such as the possibility of civil war following American withdrawal and 

resurgence of al-Qaida in Afghanistan -- which can lead to more conflict in Afghanistan, not 

less -- but it also looks like US policymakers involved are developing some nominal 

mechanisms to manage those risks”.288 Dr Omar Sharifi responded to the same questions as, 

“Generally, it has been relatively unsuccessful. The threat of Afghanistan becoming a safe 

heaven for violent extremist groups is still real. There is absolutely no guarantee for 

Afghanistan not going back into a conflict (in case of permanent U.S military and diplomatic 

withdrawal) between the nationalist forces and Taliban and their Pakistani allies. However, as 

long as the Afghan government have international support, and Taliban transform itself from a 

militant into a political group, and continued international and regional investment, there is a 

healthy chance of resolving the conflict in the country”.289 

3.1. Outcomes of the Bush Administration Strategies 

President Bush is the main architect of the U.S. war in Afghanistan. He relied heavily on 

the military escalation against Taliban and Al-Qaida to achieve strategic objectives. Broadly, 

Bush strategies comprised of ‘major military escalation and the statebuilding program’. The 

outcomes of the Bush administration strategies in Afghanistan are explained below. 

3.1.1. The fall of Taliban Regime 

When the Afghan Taliban denied the U.S. to hand-over Al-Qaeda leaders, the U.S. 

intervened in Kabul and waged a full-scale war against Taliban and their affiliate Al-Qaeda. 

On October 7, 2001, the U.S. and its British allied forces started aerial bombing, targeting 
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Taliban centres in Kabul and adjacent areas.290  The U.S. and Britain bombed Taliban targets 

on Afghan territory, initiating a military operation called Operation Enduring Freedom. 

Military facilities of Taliban and al-Qaeda in Kabul, Kandahar, Herat, Jalalabad, and several 

other cities and regions were bombed. Several ground operations were carried out with the 

support of the Northern Alliance. Within a short time, all major cities of the country were 

liberated from the control of Taliban. The U.S. forces and the Northern Alliance initiated an 

offensive in the Mazar-i-Sharif in November 2001.291 The joint military offensive was a 

significant blow to Taliban as hundreds of its fighters were killed and nearly five hundred 

arrested. Taliban in Mazar-i-Sharif met a severe setback because the local Shia population was 

supporting the Northern Alliance and U.S. forces as Taliban carried out a massacre against the 

Shia community from 1998 till 2000.292 Despite such support, the U.S. and the Northern 

Alliance forces under General Dostum took many days to get total control of the area. Many 

Jihadists from the regional countries entered Mazar-i-Sharif in aid to Taliban fighters. The 

siege and subsequent bombardment of the Sultan Razia School is one such example of the strife 

resistance from Taliban fighters.293 However, the aerial bombardment ultimately gave a 

significant shock to Taliban and its affiliates; however, this was a good shock for the U.S. 

coalition forces. Mazar-i-Sharif city had strategic importance as it provided supply routes and 

an airstrip for the U.S.294  

The fall of Mazar-i-Sharif was a success story for the U.S. and its allies, but 

disagreements vented between the U.S. and the Northern Alliance. The latter entered Kabul 

contrary to the wishes of the U.S. Nevertheless, the U.S. still kept on aerial bombing against 

Taliban in aid to the Northern Alliance. Since Taliban regime was not prepared or capable of 

countering aerial warfare, the Kabul regime collapsed on November 13, 2001. The U.S. 

successfully pushed Taliban away from the capital city towards peripheries because the 

Northern Alliance combatants supported them on the ground. An immediate alternative to the 

U.S. in Afghanistan, for governance, was the Northern Alliance, who took control of the Kabul 
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on November 13, 2001.295 The Northern Alliance made swift progress in winning a war against 

Taliban, who were subsequently weakened by the U.S. aerial bombing campaign. 

In a series of conflictual events, the U.S. finally pushed Taliban and Al-Qaeda into the 

Afghanistan peripheral mountainous region. Some key Al-Qaeda leaders were killed in U.S. 

air raids in 2001. A prominent Al-Qaeda leader, Muhammed Atef, was also killed, who was 

considered the deputy of Osama bin Laden.296 The actual defeat or resistance from Taliban was 

over in less than two months after the U.S. intervention. However, the ground operations were 

carried out to haunt Al-Qaeda and Taliban leadership.  

From the start of 2002, the U.S. forces concentrated their anti-terror operations in the 

South and East of Afghanistan. This region provided support to Taliban due to ethnic Pashtuns 

tribes, who provided logistical support for Taliban. In January 2002, some 5000 US troops 

were deployed in the country, which increased to eight thousand by August 2002.297  

After the U.S. succeeded in their initial operations, they sought to get U.N. support for 

their Afghanistan’s operations. In this regard, the first U.N. Security Council resolution (No. 

1368) was passed in the 4370th meeting on September 12, 2001. This resolution was another 

success to the U.S. in Afghanistan on the front of International Law. Another resolution (No. 

1373) was passed on September 28, 2001, in the 4385th meeting of the U.S. Security Council 

resolution, providing further legal cover to the anti-terror operations.298 The resolution asked 

member countries to stop supporting terror groups and criminalized terror financing. This 

resolution also provided an impetus for other powers to become part of Afghanistan’s U.S. 

coalition forces.299  

The fall of the Taliban regime in 2001 was the result of a combination of factors, 

including military intervention by the United States and its allies, support from local Afghan 

groups opposed to the Taliban, and the internal weaknesses of the Taliban regime. Following 

the 9/11 attacks in the United States, the U.S. government demanded that the Taliban regime 
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turn over al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden, who was believed to be hiding in Afghanistan. 

When the Taliban refused, the U.S. and its allies launched a military campaign that quickly 

drove the Taliban from power. This military intervention was made possible by support from 

local Afghan groups who opposed the Taliban and by the internal weaknesses of the Taliban 

regime, which had been facing challenges to its authority even before the U.S. intervention. 

The fall of the Taliban regime marked a turning point in the conflict in Afghanistan, but the 

challenges of post-conflict stabilization and reconstruction proved to be formidable. 

3.1.2. Establishment of an Interim Government 

There were disagreements between the U.S. and the Northern Alliance about the 

governance mechanisms in Kabul. So, along with the military offensive against Taliban, the 

U.S. needed some kind of pro-US government in Kabul. Hence, an inter-Afghan consultative 

process started in Bonn from November 27 till December 5 in 2001.300 With ups and downs, 

the conference finally agreed on relying on some provisional arrangements for power-sharing 

until the establishment of permanent government bodies/institutions. The Bonn agreement of 

2001 got more importance after receiving approval from the United Nations Security Council 

under resolution number 1383. The agreement’s central theme allowed provisional 

administration under Hamid Karzai to function until a transitional administration replaces them 

within six months.301 The transitional administration was also led by Hamid Karzai for the next 

eighteen months, after which a new Loya Jirga was convened for the adoption of a new 

constitution for Afghanistan.  

The efforts for the establishment of an interim shows that the U.S. was in need for a 

pro-US government in Kabul after the military offensive against the Taliban in 2001. As there 

were disagreements between the U.S. and the Northern Alliance about the governance 

mechanisms in Kabul, an inter-Afghan consultative process was initiated in Bonn. The 

conference agreed on provisional arrangements for power-sharing until the establishment of 

permanent government bodies/institutions. The agreement was approved by the United Nations 

Security Council under resolution number 1383, making it significant. The agreement allowed 

for a provisional administration under Hamid Karzai to function until a transitional 

administration replaced it within six months. The transitional administration was also led by 
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Hamid Karzai for the next eighteen months, after which a new Loya Jirga was convened for 

the adoption of a new constitution for Afghanistan. 

Overall, the establishment of an interim government highlighted the importance of the 

Bonn agreement of 2001 in establishing a provisional administration in Afghanistan and paving 

the way for the establishment of permanent government institutions. The agreement allowed 

for a smooth transition from a Taliban-controlled government to a more democratic form of 

government led by Hamid Karzai, but the ultimate aim of the U.S. to keep Taliban out of power 

did not materialize as they started resurging in the aftermath.  

3.1.3. The escape of main Target- Al-Qaeda 

The U.S. aircrafts started bombing main centres and training bases of Al-Qaeda on 

October 7, 2001.302 Within weeks of operation initiation, Al-Qaeda members/ leaders and 

Taliban were seeking refuge for their lives as they could not resist aerial attacks. The U.S. 

president Bush’s desire to apprehend Osama Bin Laden, either dead or alive, seemed to be 

achievable but the premature celebrations of victory by the U.S. provided A.L. Qaeda with an 

opportunity to escape to the safe sanctuaries.303 After achieving initial successes on the ground, 

the U.S. started shifting their focus from operations against Al-Qaeda to the statebuilding 

project in Afghanistan. More energy was spent on managing elections and forming a 

democratic government in the country. With the U.S.’s support, Hamid Karzai was elected as 

an interim leader and then Afghanistan president. During these developments, the U.S. missed 

its strategic objective to kill or capture Osama Bin Laden. After meeting the initial setback, 

Taliban approached Hamid Karzai and expressed a desire for the dispute’s political 

settlement.304 The offer for political settlement from Taliban shows that in the early years of 

the U.S. intervention, Taliban were ready for a non-zero-sum outcome. However, the U.S. was 

expecting a zero-sum outcome with an unconditional defeat of Taliban. 

Osama Bin Laden successfully escaped the American hunt and took refuge in 

neighbouring Pakistan, where; he continued to inspire fanatics throughout the world.305 His 
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charismatic personality/ role attracted funding worldwide, which helped Taliban reorganize 

themselves for an uprising against the intruders (the U.S. and allied forces) in Afghanistan. 

Generally, it is assumed that the U.S.’s failure to capture/kill Bin Laden altered the progression 

of conflict, resulting in the longevity and severity of violence in Afghanistan. This failure in 

the U.S. goals increased in the vulnerability of the U.S. national security, as Osama Bin Laden 

continued to inspire global terrorist organizations.306     

The escape of Bin Laden was considered a significant failure by the U.S. forces. The 

U.S. administration claimed that the intelligence reports about Bin Laden location were 

inconclusive.307 However, later on, interviews with some key officials and through the 

government’s unclassified record clarify that Bin Laden’s location in Tora Bora was within the 

range of U.S. intelligence.308 In his autobiography, a retired U.S. commander, Lt. Gen Michael 

DeLong expressed that Bin Laden was present in the Tora Bora caves during the U.S. aerial 

operation.309 A second most credible source is the account of U.S. Special Operation 

Command’s official history which reports that Osama Bin Laden was present during the U.S. 

operations.310  

Finally, on May 1, 2003, the then U.S. secretary of defence, Donald Rumsfeld declared 

victory over Taliban. He announced the end of combat operation, hence the end of the strategy 

of major military escalation. Earlier, President Georg W Bush expressed the same by calling it 

‘mission accomplished’ in Iraq and Afghanistan. Afghanistan’s president, Hamid Karzai 

expressed satisfaction over the strategic shift in the U.S. policy and concluded that “we are at 

a point where we have moved from major combat activity to a period of stability and 

stabilization and reconstruction activities”.311  

The escape of Osama Bin Laden is identified as a significant failure by the U.S. forces, 

and the U.S. administration initially claimed that the intelligence reports about Bin Laden's 

location were inconclusive. These untrue narration of stories by the U.S. administration 
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highlight the contradictory claims made by U.S. officials regarding the mission's success. For 

examples, Donald Rumsfeld declared victory over Taliban and announced the end of combat 

operation, hence the end of the strategy of major military escalation. Earlier, President George 

W. Bush expressed the same by calling it ‘mission accomplished’ in Iraq and Afghanistan. 

Afghanistan’s president, Hamid Karzai expressed satisfaction over the strategic shift in the 

U.S. policy and concluded that "we are at a point where we have moved from major combat 

activity to a period of stability and stabilization and reconstruction activities". Such claims 

suggests that there was a lack of a coherent and successful strategy on the part of the U.S. 

forces in Afghanistan. Despite the presence of intelligence about Bin Laden's location, the U.S. 

forces failed to eliminate him. Furthermore, the U.S. officials' contradictory claims regarding 

the mission's success reveal the lack of clarity and transparency in the U.S. government's 

approach towards the conflict. The failure to eliminate Al-Qaeda and the Taliban in 

Afghanistan despite the major military escalation and the declaration of victory suggests the 

limitations of the military approach towards the conflict. 

3.1.4. The Bonn Process 

The overall framework for the execution of statebuilding in Afghanistan was set in the 

Bonn agreement. The main focus of the Bonn Agreement was meant to create a centralized 

government, with maximum powers over all provincial matters. Its goal was to create a durable 

national institution, represented by all regions and groups with the exclusion of Taliban. 

However, the intention to create a strong government at the center gave more powrs to 

individual military leaders and political elites who then dominated national institutions. 

Resultantly, some ethnic groups in the country were marginalized and devoid of national 

politics. Thus, the agreement focused only on Kabul, undermining the basic democratic 

principles of inclusive participation.  

International assistance from the international community, in the form of financial aid, 

technical support and other political sustenance, was very crucial in the conflict resolution 

efforts in the years 2004 and 2005.  With the help of this support from international donors, the 

Bone agreement was meant to transform the governance system in Afghanistan from traditional 

patterns into a modern governance system based on the western style of democracy. Afghan 

institutions were reframed on the new patterns and a lot of money was poured in, but due to 

structural corruption, the efforts did not materialize. For example, the first Jirga conference 

held in an emergency in 2002 presented a mixed model of the processes of elections, 
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representation, transition in political representation, and governance model in Afghanistan. The 

hybrid or mix model was purposeful to adapt to the existing socio-cultural ethos through the 

modernized democratic model of governance. On the basis of this new hybrid model, the Bonn 

agreement gave way to the conduct of elections and the establishment of new institutions in 

the country. Despite the Bonn agreement coming into effect, there existed difference of opinion 

among the participants. Even the participants were not inclusive, rather selected warlords and 

ethnic minorities were invited. The West largely presented the Bonn agreement as a success 

story but the new constitutions and institutions remained fragile and failed to demonstrate any 

meaningful performance. Even the statebuilding and democratization program remained less 

effective. 

From the Bonn conference to the London conference, held in 2006, these four years 

witnessed major changes in the governance system. It is worth noting that over the four years 

from the Bonn Conference to the London Conference (2006), the governance system had 

undergone major changes. The creation of an interim government, the development of a new 

constitution, and the presidential election process are some notable accomplishments. 

Following the 2004 presidential election, parliamentary elections were held in 2005, which 

further increased the importance of the Bonn Agreement. In continuation to the political 

reorganization, the London Conference was held in 2006, in accordance with the Interim 

Afghanistan National Development Strategy (I-ANDS).  The meeting was mainly aimed at 

establishing new relations between the international donors and partners and Afghan 

government. Another purpose of the London Conference was to analyze the shortcomings and 

achievements of the country’s construction work since 2001.  The meeting participants were 

convinced that the creation of new governance patterns and institutions in the country did not 

ensure the participation of all groups in the country and therefore undermine the achievement 

of the ultimate goal. 

The failure of the U.S. to yield any desired objectives in Afghanistan is closely related 

to the Bonn Agreement of 2001. While the agreement represented a significant step towards 

establishing a democratic government in Afghanistan, its implementation faced significant 

challenges, and the country remained plagued by violence, corruption, and political instability. 

These issues have contributed to the failure of the U.S. to achieve its objectives in Afghanistan. 

the exclusion of the Taliban from the Bonn Agreement negotiations was a significant 

factor that contributed to the failure of its success. The Bonn Agreement sought to establish a 
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transitional government in Afghanistan that would be inclusive and representative of all ethnic 

groups in the country. However, the Taliban, who had previously held power in Afghanistan, 

were excluded from the negotiations and were not part of the transitional government. 

The exclusion of the Taliban from the Bonn Agreement negotiations contributed to the 

legitimacy issues facing the transitional government. The Taliban continued to mount attacks 

on the Afghan government and international forces, and many Afghans viewed the transitional 

government as being dominated by ethnic groups that had been historically opposed to the 

Taliban. The exclusion of the Taliban also limited the government's ability to engage with the 

group and seek a negotiated settlement to the conflict. The exclusion of the Taliban also 

contributed to the security challenges facing the implementation of the Bonn Agreement. The 

Taliban continued to mount attacks on the government and international forces, undermining 

efforts to establish democratic institutions and create a stable environment for development. 

The absence of a negotiated settlement with the Taliban also limited the ability of the 

government to achieve lasting peace and stability in the country. 

Another challenge in the implementation of the agreement was corruption and 

governance issues, which hindered the development of democratic institutions and the delivery 

of public services to the Afghan people. The Afghan government struggled to build effective 

and accountable institutions, while corruption was endemic at all levels of government. This 

undermined the legitimacy of the government in the eyes of the Afghan people and weakened 

its ability to provide basic services and establish the rule of law. 

In addition to these challenges, the U.S. and its allies also faced the difficulty of 

implementing a complex and ambitious development agenda in a country with limited 

infrastructure, low levels of human capital, and deeply entrenched poverty. The scale and 

complexity of the task proved daunting, and progress towards achieving development 

objectives was slow. 

3.1.4.1.Afghan Constitution 

After an initial phase of military conquest against Taliban regime and its affiliate Al 

Qaeda, the U.S. convened Bonn convention in December 2001.312 Among many other 

provisions, the Bonn agreement established a constitutional commission, mandated to make a 
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constitutional draft in light of consultations with various stakeholders. It was further decided 

that a Constitutional Loya Jirga be convened within eighteen months to final approve the new 

constitution. Though many structural problems were faced initially vis-à-vis the number of 

commission members, their authority and responsibilities; however, eventually the 

constitutional Loya Jirga successfully presented a constitutional draft to President Hamid 

Karzai on November 3, 2003. The draft proposal was approved on January 4, 2004. The Afghan 

constitution of 1964 served as a guiding document for the drafting of the new Afghan 

constitution. The new Afghan constitution provided a presidential form of government, led by 

an elected president and a national legislative assembly. Since Hamid Karzai was working as 

an interim president; there was a need for a presidential election in the country to have a 

legitimate constitutional president.313  

3.1.4.2.Presidential Election 

In pursuance of the U.S. political settlement and statebuilding strategy, the second 

significant challenge was the conduct of presidential elections in Afghanistan. On October 9, 

2004, the presidential election was held, resulting in Hamid Karzai’s victory with a clear lead 

of 55.4% votes.314 Conflicting views existed over the voter’s turnout ratio, but estimated three-

quarters of the twelve million registered voters balloted their votes. The election process was 

not easy and transparent as many presidential candidates raised accusations of fraud and 

rigging. Nearly 15 presidential candidates announced boycott to the election on the fraud 

premise. However, they were convinced by the United Nations after ensuring an investigation 

upon their accusations by a three-panel commission.315  

The election was considered a massive success by the U.S. and allies, however many 

international journalists and locals claimed massive irregularities in the balloting process. The 

Ink used in voting could be easily removed, and hence multiple voting was done. People had 

multiple photographic identity cards, making it easier for unknown persons to cast votes on 

someone’s behalf. An international journalist, Christian Parenti, claimed that the voting system 

was so flawed that even he could have easily voted if he desired so.316  
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Apart from transparency in the balloting, securing people’s lives was another challenge, 

as Taliban tried to disrupt the election process by employing attacks on the pattern of guerrilla 

warfare. On election, fifteen members of the electoral management and five Afghan national 

army soldiers lost their lives. Despite all those challenges, the U.S. applauded the successful 

conduct of the presidential election and considered it as a strategic success.317  

3.1.5. Post-Election Resurgence of Taliban and Surfacing of Al-Qaeda 

With the diversion of the U.S. strategic focus from military to the political side and the 

opening of a new military front in Iraq, the Afghan Taliban restructured themselves resulting 

in scaled violence.318 By 2006, Taliban, who settled in the mountainous region of Afghanistan 

and partly in Pakistan's tribal zone, had regrouped their forces and came up with more 

intensified military operations against H. Karzai and coalition forces in Afghanistan. In March 

2006, many international analysts and think tanks started calling Taliban's resurgence as a 

greater threat than their resistance in 2001. There was also a major tactical shift in Taliban’s 

attacks; they modelled their techniques on the Iraqi insurgent style. Earlier, Taliban used to 

battle the U.S. forces in open combat, which caused them huge losses due to technical 

inferiority. The use of suicide attacks and improvised explosive devices (IEDs) proved 

effective terrorist techniques and inflicted heavy casualties on the U.S. and allied forces. Nearly 

sixty-four attacks of such nature were carried out by Taliban against the U.S. forces from 

January 2005 till August 2006.319 This is an indication of continuous resurgence from Taliban 

with the support of international organization, Al-Qaeda. 

In July 2006, the former U.S. Under Secretary of State R. Armitage admitted that the 

haste with which we started the Iraq campaign prematurely distracted the U.S.'s attention from 

Afghanistan's situation. This was a new stage, where Taliban turned into an amorphous alliance 

of anti-government forces again. Many analysts noted that a new generation of Taliban leaders 

was less associated with Pakistan and fulfilled their needs through drug trafficking and private 

revenues from the Middle East.320 By 2006, according to the Washington Post, Taliban’s 

financial affairs had improved markedly, and the militants received about $ 100 per head in a 
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month. On the other hand, the Afghan police force was getting $ 70 per month, thus joining 

Taliban force was more lucrative for the local Afghan.321 

The growing attacks from Taliban corresponded with ever-increasing anti-American 

sentiments among Afghans. The U.S. was accused of sluggish statebuilding efforts and political 

engineering within the Afghan political elite. There were also reports of gross human rights 

violations in the U.S. detention camps, which further aggravated anti-American vibes among 

common Afghans, and hence a resultant tilt towards Taliban, who had called for Jihad against 

intruders in Afghanistan. Additionally, the U.S. anti-Taliban operations were mostly aerial 

bombardment, which resulted in collateral damages and hundreds of non-combatant Afghans 

suffered. Even in ground operations, civilian casualties were a repeated phenomenon, because 

Taliban used to hide in civilian places. For example, a U.S. military vehicle crushed many 

Afghans in May 2006, which erupted large scale violent anti-US riots in the country. So, one 

of the outcomes of the U.S. strategies was the resurgence of Taliban, which later become an 

unending phenomenon in Afghanistan. 
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Figure 7: Civilian Casualties from 2009 to 2017322 

3.1.6. Faultline in the Coalition 

Taliban resurgence and ambiguity in the U.S. policy towards the conclusion of 

intervention in Afghanistan resulted in rifts among coalition partners at a NATO summit in 

Riga in 2006.  Nearly twenty-eight countries leadership asked from removing the restriction on 

the use of forces in terms of how, when and where they operate. However, the U.S. did not 

agreed to this leverage and tensions continued. Contrarily the U.S. administration accused 

coalition partners of not sending more troops as the many non-governmental organizations 

were targeted by Taliban. They insisted to provide more troops for the safety of non-combatant 

members of the civil society for safe execution of statebuilding projects. NATO’s secretary-

general, Jaap de Hoop Scheffer asked member countries to agree on shared commitments to 

sustain what they already achieved in Afghanistan.323 He also warned of possible ‘slip away’ 

of the achievements in case of continued disagreements and lack of coordination among 

coalition partners.324 The NATO leadership assured the summit participants of a better political 

architecture and gradual shifting of security responsibilities to the local Afghan national army 

till 2008.325  
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3.1.7. Elected Government  

One of the outcomes of the U.S. strategy to fix the political system of Afghanistan was 

a strong central government and comparatively feebler and dependent governance in 

peripheries. Afghan president is having control over almost all appointments, transfers, and 

terminations in various government departments. Resultantly, the monopoly of power irks 

corruption, nepotism, and lack of accountability.326 Many tales of corruption are reported 

several times in international media, which shows a clear hurdle in the implementation of U.S. 

policies. Afghanistan has a rentier economy due to dependence on foreign aid. It is believed 

that the funds aimed at Statebuilding projects goes into the pockets of the local politicians.327 

This is why; common Afghans felt betrayed and sidelined, hence were attracted by anti-

Americanization slogans by Taliban.  

3.1.8. Afghanistan as a Rentier State 

Another outcome of the U.S. strategy of Statebuilding was that the country lost its 

consciousness of self- reliance and become so dependent on the U.S. fund that it turned into a 

rentier economy. At the start the international donor community was more interested in 

providing humanitarian assistance instead of stabilizing the national economy of Afghanistan. 

Even the domestic tax revenues in the country had reduced to zero and in 2002 the government 

received almost no tax revenue, which is already lesser than 10% of the national budget in the 

country.328 The situation slowly changed after the international donor community started aiding 

into the national economy of Afghanistan. Meanwhile, Karzai government also started reforms 

to accelerate the local tax revenues. Despite efforts to stimulate the local economy, the country 

was largely depending on the US and other allies. In 2005, the ration of income to GDP was 

calculated as 5%, which was even lesser than many of the poorer countries in the world at that 

time.329 On one hand, the economy was shrinking and dependency on external aid was rising, 

on the other hand the overall expenditures of the public offices increased many fold. 

Resultantly, in the fiscal year 2004 and 2005, the domestic receipts accounted for nearly 8% of 

 
326 Antonio Giustozzi, Afghanistan: Political parties or militia fronts?. Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2008. 
327 Antonio Giustozzi, 2007c. ‘War and Peace Economies of Afghanistan’s Strongmen’,  
International Peacekeeping14(1): 75–89. 
328 Fatima Ayub and Sari Kouvo. “Righting the course? Humanitarian intervention, the war on terror and the 
future of Afghanistan.” International Affairs 84, no. 4 (2008): 641-657. 
329 Jonathan Goodhand and Mark Sedra. “Who owns the peace? Aid, reconstruction, and peace building in 
Afghanistan.” Disasters 34 (2010): 71-89. 



151 
 

Afghanistan total national budget.330 The shrinking domestic tax revenue ration with respect to 

the total budget reflects the level of dependency on the foreign aid. In 2005 and onwards, 

Taliban resurgence further deteriorated the economic indicators. IMF and Hamid Karzai both 

predicted that the trend of growing disparity in ration of domestic revenues and international 

aid is likely to continue for the next five years.331 In the fiscal year 2004 and 2005, the economic 

dependency of Afghanistan on international aid remained at 90% of the overall budget of the 

country.332 Hamid Karzai with the assistance of international partners tried hard to stimulate 

the national economy but failed miserably. One of the causes of such failures was the lack of 

government control on various districts due to Taliban continuing resurgence. Failing to 

achieve the desired goals, the international community led by the US structured the national 

budget into two parts, as internal and external budget.333 The management of internal budget 

was controlled by local/ national financial institutions while the external budget was used 

primarily under the auspices of the donor countries. With respect to the size of budget, the 

internal budget was much lesser than the external budget; the external budget was $2.5 billion 

for the fiscal year 2004 and 2005, while the international budget was $865 million, which was 

mainly used for the development and municipality costs. The external budget was used for 

operational costs of police, army, education, health, elections, small developmental programs 

and the national solidarity program (NSP). An Afghan national development strategy for the 

year 2006-2010 was devised under such dual budgetary framework to ensure an effective 

utilization of funds for various projects.334 

The Bush administration's strategies in Afghanistan from 2001 to 2009 had a mixed 

outcome. While there were some significant achievements, such as the overthrow of the 

Taliban regime and the establishment of democratic institutions, there were also significant 

challenges and failures. One of the key achievements of the Bush administration's strategies 

was the overthrow of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan. The U.S. led a coalition of forces that 

successfully ousted the Taliban from power and established a transitional government. This 

was achieved through a combination of military force and support for local Afghan groups 

opposed to the Taliban. Another significant achievement was the establishment of democratic 
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institutions in Afghanistan. The Bonn Agreement of 2001 led to the establishment of a 

transitional government and the drafting of a new constitution. Elections were held in 2004 and 

2005, and a new government was formed. These democratic institutions represented a 

significant departure from the authoritarian rule of the Taliban and represented an important 

step towards establishing a stable and democratic Afghanistan. However, there were also 

significant challenges and failures during this period. One of the key challenges was the 

ongoing guerilla attacks by the Taliban and other militant groups. Despite the initial success in 

ousting the Taliban, the efforts continued to mount attacks on the Afghan government and 

international forces, undermining efforts to establish a stable and democratic Afghanistan.  

Another significant challenge was corruption and governance issues in Afghanistan. 

The Afghan government struggled to build effective and accountable institutions, while 

corruption was endemic at all levels of government. This undermined the legitimacy of the 

government in the eyes of the Afghan people and weakened its ability to provide basic services 

and establish the rule of law. In addition to these challenges, the Bush administration's focus 

on Iraq from 2003 onwards also diverted attention and resources away from Afghanistan, 

which hindered efforts to consolidate the gains made in the country. 

3.2. Outcomes of Obama Administration Strategies 

In 2009, President Barrack Obama announced a major escalation of combat operations 

in Afghanistan with an additional thirty thousand troops but soon revisited the policy and hinted 

at the withdrawal of the U.S. troops and disengaging in Afghanistan statebuilding activities.335 

Meanwhile, peace efforts were also initiated to reach an agreement with the warring groups in 

the country. A major incentive for peace was announced vis-à-vis the 2014 deadline for the 

troop’s withdrawal, in February 2013, the U.S. secretary of defense Leon Panetta announced 

to completely withhold major combat operations in Afghanistan by mid-2013, while showing 

commitment providing security assistance to the Afghan government. The complete 

withdrawal, in all respects, was committed to be made till the end of 2016.336  In pursuance of 

the exit plan, the following outcomes were observed.  

 
335 Leonard Cutler, “President Barack Obama's Counterterrorism Strategy and Legacy: The Case of 
Afghanistan.” PS, Political Science & Politics 50, no. 1 (2017): 59. 
336 Ibid. 



153 
 

3.2.1. Presidential Election of 2009 

The second Afghan presidential election was held on August 20, 2009. Again, Mr. 

Hamid Karzai won with a 49.67% lead as an independent candidate.337 This was the second 

election under the new Afghan constitution and was largely celebrated as a success by the U.S. 

and allies. This election was meant to ensure the implementation of the provisions of the Bonn 

conference of 2006;338 therefore a major milestone in the statebuilding projects. Taliban 

differed with the so-called achievement of continuation of the political process and labelled the 

presidential election as a ‘program of the crusaders’ and rather a success of the American 

process in the country. Despite accusations of the American involvement and rigging in the 

election, Hamid Karzai won, who was not considered as a favorite candidate on the American 

side. The U.S. was supposedly in favor of either Ashraf Ghani or Abdullah Abdullah, who were 

also there in the presidential inauguration ceremony of Barrack Obama, while Hamid Karzai 

was not there.339  

Despite all odds, the successful conduct of election was a message of power to Taliban, 

who threatened to disrupt voting. Taliban presence in the south of Afghanistan was strong but 

the security agencies ensured security to the locals, who managed to cast their votes. The low 

turnout was a common phenomenon all over the country; however, an estimated 40 to 50% 

turnout was worth a success under serious security threats and lack of awareness among 

common Afghans.  

Elections in Afghanistan were linked with a promising improvement in good 

governance; however, malpractices, corruption in funds, and lack of seriousness among 

government officials continued to hunt Afghanistan’s statebuilding efforts. 

3.2.2. End of Osama Bin Laden 

In 2009, Barrack Obama announced troops surge in Afghanistan and recommitted to a 

large scale military operation against Taliban and Al-Qaeda.340 Though the revisit of the 

military escalation strategy was short-lived but based on intelligence reports, the U.S. 
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commandos conducted a successful operation inside Pakistan to kill mastermind of the 9/11 

attacks, Osama Bin Laden.341 The operation was conducted on May 1, 2011, in Abbottabad 

city of Pakistan. The episode of the U.S. commitment to punish culprits of the 9/11 incident 

ignited a fresh debate about the future presence of U.S. troops in Afghanistan, as the main 

target was achieved.342 President Obama announced a new policy to withdraw U.S. troops from 

Afghanistan till December 2014. 

3.2.3. Failed Negotiations with Taliban 

In a major advancement in 2012, Taliban opened a political office in Qatar for 

negotiations with international stakeholders.343 This development came in compliance with a 

well to strike a peace deal with the U.S. However, Taliban canceled talks within two months 

of initiation accusing the U.S. of not showing progress on a precondition of prisoners swap. 

The opening of political office in Doha was not a sudden development rather some key rounds 

of negations took place between Taliban and the U.S. officials with the mediation of Germany 

and Qatari royal family members. For example, the first direct contact between Taliban and the 

U.S. happened in November 2010, when Mullah Omar representative, Tayyab Agha, met the 

U.S. officials in Munish.344 Similarly, a couple of rounds of negotiations took place in Doha in 

2011. So, it could be concluded that the U.S. decided to directly negotiate with Taliban, without 

involving the Afghan government, in 2010. This was because Taliban never acknowledged the 

legitimacy of the Afghan government. 

The mainstream peace process started in Doha in January 2012, where Taliban used 

their Qatari sponsored political office to maintain contacts with the U.S. officials.345 The 

preliminary rounds of talks were meant to agree on prisoners swap.346 Both sides agreed on the 

release of five Taliban Guantanamo bay prisoners in exchange for one U.S. soldier, Bowe 

Bergdahl, but the swap could not completed.347 Taliban were not ready to assure the U.S. that 

the prisoners being released would not be participating in combat operations against the U.S. 
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soldiers.348 Moreover, there was pressure on the American administration from the civil society 

that the terrorists are going to be released. Resultantly, the peace talks ended with no positive 

outcome and since then the peace process had been on ice. 

3.2.4. Drawdown of the U.S. Troops 

President Barack Obama announced the withdrawal of U.S. forces from Afghanistan 

till the end of December 2014.349 As per the plan, a small number of U.S. forces will remain in 

Afghanistan till 2016 to train the Afghan security forces and help in intelligence-based 

operations against the terrorists. However, the complete withdrawal of the U.S. and other 

international forces from Afghanistan was not materialized. 

On August 5, 2014 an attack was carried out by Taliban against U.S. forces in which 

Major General Harold J. Greene of the U.S. Army was killed.350 A high-rank German brigadier 

general was also killed in the same incident and injuring another fifteen soldiers of international 

forces.351 The Killing of a U.S. general was the first incident in forty-four years of U.S. history. 

The incident put massive pressure on the U.S. policymakers to withdraw from Afghanistan 

when the war is unfinished.352 Moreover, disagreements surfaced between the U.S. 

Administration and local Afghan government about a security deal that would ensure the post-

2014 presence of the U.S. forces in Afghanistan.353 Outgoing Afghan President Hamid Karzai 

denied signing any such agreement with the U.S. forces. The U.S. administration wanted 

immunity for the U.S. forces in Afghanistan; however, Hamid Karzai categorically stated that 

the Afghan municipal law will not be compromised at any cost.354 

Disagreements over the new security agreement between the U.S. and Afghan 

governments got resolved when Ashraf Ghani won the presidential election. With the new 

leadership in Afghanistan Obama revisited his plans of complete withdrawal from Afghanistan. 

In November 2014, President Obama allowed the U.S. forces to participate in operations 

against Taliban and Al Qaeda, thus expanding their supportive role in Counter-Terrorism 
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operation to the offensive against Taliban.355 Similarly, the U.S. Air Force was allowed to carry 

out their Strike against Taliban and other insurgent groups inside Afghanistan.356 The U.S. 

administration did not fully withhold their decision to withdraw from Afghanistan and repeated 

the commitment of troop’s withdrawal from Afghanistan. However, the earlier planes of 

phased withdrawal were not materialized.357  

3.2.5. Post-2014 Intensified Military Confrontation 

With every passing year, Afghanistan witnessed an ever-increasing influence of 

Taliban and resultant guerilla warfare incidents. President Barak Obama’s announcement of 

the withdrawal of the U.S. troops was perceived, by Taliban, as a zero-sum outcome of the war 

in Afghanistan.358 So, instead of taking advantage of the peace talks offers, they further relied 

on coercive means to ensure their victory in the Afghan war. Towards the end of the Obama 

administration, many writers and journalists resembled the withdrawal of the U.S. troops from 

Afghanistan with those of the Soviet Union in 1989.359 It was largely perceived as a total 

victory for Taliban, while the U.S. was considering a face-saving for a total withdrawal from 

Afghanistan.360 The Afghan government and local Afghans were in a state of fear and 

confusion for an undecided end to the international commitments. Many factions within 

Afghan society were opening to Taliban and hence sympathies towards the group increased, 

which further facilitated the attacks from Taliban.361 

3.2.6. Presidential Election and the Transfer of Power 

Another important development in Afghanistan’s politics vis-à-vis a U.S. policy 

outcome was the successful conduct of the presidential election and the transfer of powers from 

Hamid Karzai, to Ashraf Ghani.362 However, the process was not that transparent and fair. 

Ashraf Ghani rival, Dr. Abdullah Abdullah disputed the election results, and a deadlock was 
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made in the making of the new government in the country. With the mediation efforts of 

international stakeholders, particularly the U.S., a new post of ‘chief executive’ was created to 

make room for a parallel executive position to Ashraf Ghani by Dr. Abdullah Abdullah.363 The 

power-sharing mechanism was largely seen as a positive development as a promise to political 

stability. With the exclusion of local influential groups in the mainstream governance 

apparatus, the power-sharing between Ashraf Ghani and Abdullah Abdullah did not prove 

effective and Taliban’s terrorist momentum kept threatening peace and security throughout 

Afghanistan.364 So, the 2014 presidential election was a positive development in terms of the 

continuation of the political process but it did not prove fruitful vis-à-vis conflict resolution 

and peace in Afghanistan.  

3.2.7. Shift of Responsibility to Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) 

It was long-awaited to hand over the responsibility of primary combat operations from 

the NATO forces to the local Afghan army and police. This was decided in the light of 

increasing attacks from Taliban and resultant casualties among the international forces. The 

role of the international forces was limited to the training of the local Afghan forces in addition 

to the conduct of intelligence-based special counterterrorism operations. The formal ceremony 

was held at a military academy outside Kabul, attended by President Hamid Karzai and the 

general secretory NATO Anders Fogh Rasmussen, where the control of ninety-six remaining 

districts was handed over to the local security forces.  So, the Afghan forces were now in the 

front lead in controlling the security of all thirty-four provinces and four hundred and three 

districts in the country.  

The Afghan security forces started working independently of NATO in the tale of 2013 

but they are heavily dependent on the U.S. in terms of funding and military equipment.  They 

proved effective in counterterrorism operations against Taliban as they were more aware of the 

local circumstances as compared to the international forces.  However, Taliban did not 

discriminate between the U.S. and local Afghan forces, and hundreds of casualties are reported 

to date. Taliban continues to conduct coercive attacks against the Afghan forces and many 

districts are taken back from the control of the Afghan government. Taliban enjoys tactical and 
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numerical superiority against the Afghan national army and hence are dominating in the post-

2014 conflict. 

The U.S. had principally agreed on avoiding direct military confrontation with Taliban 

in the post-2014 era.365 The U.S. citizens and civil society elsewhere in Europe had developed 

pressure on the U.S. policymakers in the wake of increasing casualties among international 

forces in Afghanistan. In addition to this, the longevity of the U.S. war in Afghanistan with no 

tangible outcome further compelled the U.S. to go for enduring counterterrorism partnerships 

with the Afghan government, regional and extra-regional players. The U.S. signed such 

agreement with the Afghan president in May 2012.366 The expectations of this agreement were 

high, as Hamid Karzai stated that the ten years long intervention and war is now being 

converted into an equal relationship between two sovereign countries.367 However, the 

agreement was also criticized by many U.S. senators and war veterans, who thought that the 

insurgents would come up more strongly against weak opposition, the Afghan national army.368  

Nominal Afghan local security forces were transformed into a well-organized force 

with the help of international partners in Afghanistan. The leading countries, who cooperated 

to restructure, train and increase capacity of the Afghan security forces included the U.S., UK, 

Canada, France, New Zealand, Germany, Bulgaria, Romania, and Mongolia. The Combined 

Security Transition Command – Afghanistan (CSTC-A) was mainly responsible for the 

training and monitoring of the local Afghan National Army operations. The cost-benefit of the 

Afghan National Army can be contested on many grounds, however, the enhanced operational 

capacity is an open reality. Afghanistan had a traditional loosely organized force throughout 

history.369 It was indeed a major development/ outcome of the U.S. strategies in building 

Afghan Army on modern notes. 

The Afghan National Army was numbered as 6000 in 2003, which was gradually 

increased to more than 272500 through an extensive recruitment drive throughout 

Afghanistan.370 Maintaining balance in an ethnically diverse country during the recruitment 
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process for a national army was a challenge for the local administration and international 

donors. 42% of the Afghan population comprised of Pashtuns, who were largely considered 

skeptical on grounds of allegiance with Taliban.371 Moreover, there were grievances relating 

to ignorance vis-à-vis their share in the national politics among ethnic groups, which could 

have further aggravated if any discrepancies were made in the recruitment process. To 

overcome all of those challenges, many recruitment centers were established in different parts 

to facilitate all Afghans on equality basis. This recruitment drive was also used as a major 

strategy in the demobilization of potential terrorists in the country.372 The yearly increase in 

the local Afghan security forces can be seen in the following table.  
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Figure 8: Afghan Security Forces, 2003-2019373 

3.2.8. Collateral Damage and subsequent Shift in Public Sympathies 

One of the many problems with the U.S. strategies in Afghanistan is the failure to 

distinguish between insurgents and non-combatant ordinary Afghans. The ratio of civilian 

casualties and collateral damages is a record high in the U.S. counterterrorism operations in 

Afghanistan.374 Since the U.S. mostly relied on air operations in their targets against Taliban 

and Al-Qaeda, which carried potential for a large number of civilian casualties and collateral 

damages. The U.S. used unmanned drone technology in aerial bombardment for specific 
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targets, whose accuracy was not that good.375 So, an obvious outcome of the U.S. 

counterterrorism operations was the increased number of collateral damages and civilian 

casualties.376  

The use of drones in counterterrorism operations was criticized at both local and 

international level.377 Many human rights organizations criticized drone attacks on grounds of 

gross human rights violations. The accused is supposed to be given the chance of a fair trial 

before deciding about his life. However, killing people through drone attacks deprives the 

accused of such basic rights.378 Despite the condemnations, the U.S. relied on drones’ 

technology from time to time. Apart from the collateral damages, a more worrisome outcome 

of the U.S. strategy is the hate among people against the U.S. forces in Afghanistan. More 

civilian casualties by the U.S. further strengthen Taliban stance about the legitimacy of Jihad 

against ‘intruders’ in Afghanistan. Collateral damages and civilian casualties turn Afghans 

sympathies towards Taliban, who finds support from ordinary citizens in the cities.379 

Moreover, the number of civilian casualties as a result of the actions of pro-government parties, 

including the U.S., coalition troops, the Afghan National Army and other militant groups, is 

much higher than the number of victims of Taliban and other rebel groups.  
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Figure 9: Civilian Casualties by Parties to the Conflict.380 

In 2001, Afghans were fed up with the coercive policies of Taliban regime and hence 

welcomed the U.S. intervention on a positive note. The successful conduct of three time’s 

presidential elections is the manifestation of the fact that Afghans desire for a stable democratic 

political system in the country.381 However, disappointments from both the U.S. and local 

governance apparatus left common Afghans in a disarray. The U.S. was not consistent in its 

strategies and kept on swinging between various tools for ending war and maintaining peace 

in Afghanistan. On the other hand, the Afghan government officials used international funds 

for their interests and ignored the national cause of statebuilding and reconstruction. All of 

these shattered public expectations and hence a shift in sympathies towards other available 

political options was observed.382  

Many common Afghans had developed sympathies with Taliban and are facilitating 

their operations. The civilian casualties in the U.S. counterterrorist operations further increased 

people’s sympathies towards Taliban. This is the reason; the numbers of Taliban combatants 

were recorded high since 2001.383 Despite the fact that the U.S. killed hundreds of Taliban 

fighters and incarcerated many thousands, the number of combatants increased. This reflects 
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about the possible failure of the U.S. ideology and a contrary victory for Taliban’s position 

about the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan.384 

 

 

Figure 10: Sympathies for Armed Groups in Various Provinces of Afghanistan385 

3.2.9. Regional Approach to Political Settlement  

Since 2009 the U.S. administration realized that Afghanistan’s security is multifaceted 

and involves extra-territorial actors. Barrack Obama’s AfPak strategy was reflecting the 

realization of the multifaceted dimensions of Afghanistan’s security.386 In addition to Pakistan, 

the role of China, Iran, Central Asian Republics, Russia and India was considered important 

and hence regional countries were called for their role in the reconciliation process between 

Taliban and Afghan government.387 Some of the related outcomes of the strategy are as follows. 

The regional counties’ role is essential and could be partly decisive in the conflict resolution 

efforts. Pakistan and India want to counter each other’s influence inside Afghanistan and hence 

are in a competition that adversely affects Afghanistan’s politics and development.388 

Similarly, Iran wants to safeguard its border and assist the local Shia community in 

Afghanistan.389 They do have a record of rivalry and then-recent friendship stories with 
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Taliban.390 China is yet another important player who looks forward to peace and stability in 

Afghanistan, which is considered a core variable for its regional connectivity project.391 At the 

same time, China is concerned about its Uighur Muslims’ tilt towards jihadist movements.392 

Russia’s role is also important, who is accused of playing dual roles; pretended to be with the 

U.S. to achieve peace and simultaneously provided backdoor support to Taliban against the 

U.S. forces in Afghanistan.393 Some key Middle Eastern countries like UAE, Saudi Arabia, and 

Qatar continues to be the key actors in Afghanistan’s peace.394 It is pertinent to mention that 

the local, regional, and extra-regional players carry both positive and negative potential 

concerning peace in Afghanistan. 

Peace in Afghanistan is in the interest of all regional countries in terms of trade and 

commerce. An immediate neighbor, Pakistan’s most crucial economic projects, TAPI and 

CPEC are at the mercy of security in Afghanistan. Similarly, Iran is hardly surviving the U.S. 

sanctions and needs trade with immediate neighbors. India is part of the TAPI project, which 

again is dependent on the restoration of peace in Afghanistan. Central Asian countries are 

energy-rich states, whose export diversification is dependent on routes through Afghanistan. 

China is an emerging economic world power, which is working on Belt and Road project for 

regional and extra-regional connectivity. Afghanistan’s security is indeed in favor of China’s 

agenda of regional development.395  

Despite merged interests, regional countries have contradictions over the role of 

different players within Afghanistan. Russia is accused of back-door support to Taliban against 

the U.S. on the premise of the U.S. role in the soviet-Afghan war of 1979.396 Iran despite 

ideological differences with the Sunni majority Taliban is extending good bilateral relations 

concerning the common animosity towards the U.S.397 India and Pakistan are all times enemies 

who always supersede their animosity above economic interests. Pakistan is skeptical of the 

Indian investments in Afghanistan and raises accusations of the possible exploitative role of 
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Indian in Afghanistan against its national interests. The Central Asian countries have played a 

very passive role in the entire episode of war in Afghanistan.398 So, engaging regional countries 

in the resolution of conflict in Afghanistan proved less promising due to the potential conflict 

of interest in Afghanistan. 

3.2.10. The Rise of ISIS 

The interest of regional countries in Afghanistan further increased after the surfacing 

of another militant group ISIS.399 The breakaway groups within Afghan Taliban and Tehrik e 

Taliban Pakistan joined together under the umbrella of a Middle Eastern terrorist group, ISIS. 

ISIS is primarily based in Iraq and Syria but extends their operational activities throughout the 

World, using modern tools of communication. The first appearance of ISIS in Afghanistan was 

seen in Eastern parts of Nangarhar and Southern Helmand province.400 Initially, ISIS avoided 

confrontation with any of the warring parties but in late 2014 and early 2015 violence erupted, 

when ISIS stopped people from poppy cultivation.401 Ideologically, ISIS conflicted with 

Taliban and hence ISIS met with serious resistance from Taliban.402 Since the U.S. policy in 

2014 was more focused on withdrawing troops; less attention was paid to the new threats. 

China, Pakistan, Central Asian Republics, Iran, and even India were skeptical of the rise of 

ISIS and hence a consensus was there on joint efforts to fuse the threat of the rise of ISIS. Many 

writers argue that the rise of ISIS in Afghanistan is the outcome of the inconsistent U.S. 

policies.403 

In conclusion it can be said that the Obama administration's strategies in Afghanistan 

from 2009 to 2017 had some successes, but also faced significant challenges and setbacks. The 

primary goal of the Obama administration was to disrupt and defeat Al Qaeda and its affiliates, 

and to prevent Afghanistan from becoming a safe haven for terrorist groups. One of the main 

successes of the Obama administration was the increase in troop levels in Afghanistan. The 

administration deployed an additional 30,000 troops to the country in 2009, which helped to 
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push back the Taliban uprising in some areas and create more stable conditions. This surge was 

followed by a gradual drawdown of U.S. forces in the country over the course of the 

administration. Another success was the shift in focus from counterinsurgency to 

counterterrorism. The Obama administration pursued a strategy that relied more heavily on 

targeted drone strikes and other forms of precision military action against key Al Qaeda targets. 

This approach was seen as more effective in disrupting terrorist networks while minimizing 

civilian casualties and avoiding prolonged ground engagements. 

Additionally, the Obama administration made efforts to build up the capacity of the 

Afghan security forces. The administration provided training and equipment to Afghan forces, 

and worked to improve their capabilities in areas such as intelligence, logistics, and air support. 

By the end of the Obama administration, Afghan forces had taken on a greater role in combat 

operations, and the U.S. had shifted to a more supportive role. 

However, there were also significant challenges and setbacks during the Obama 

administration's tenure in Afghanistan. The Taliban uprising remained resilient and continued 

to mount attacks on Afghan forces and civilians. The Afghan government also struggled with 

corruption, weak governance, and other challenges that undermined its ability to provide basic 

services and establish the rule of law. Another significant challenge was the difficulty in 

negotiating a peace settlement with the Taliban. While the Obama administration made some 

efforts towards reconciliation, such as establishing a Taliban office in Qatar, progress towards 

a negotiated settlement was slow and limited. 

3.3. Outcomes of Trump Administration Strategies 

After winning the election, Donald Trump had long consultations with the security 

advisors.404 Finally, in a speech addressed to Fort Myer’s troops (Arlington, Virginia) on 

August 21, 2017, he announced the launch of a new policy towards Afghanistan, termed as 

South Asia Policy.405 Breaking with his predecessor’s policy of a gradual military withdrawal 

from Afghanistan, Mr Trump reaffirmed Washington’s commitment to the training, advisory 

and assistance mission and its missions of fight against terrorism. The U.S.’ new strategy 
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provided in particular for the deployment of several thousand additional troops, a relaxation of 

the rules of engagement applied by the U.S. forces and an increase in the pressure exerted on 

the neighboring countries to contribute to the stabilisation of Afghanistan.406 Also ruling out 

the Obama administration’s sunset clause, the new strategy indicates that future military 

withdrawals would henceforth depend on conditions on the ground.407 Aside from these 

sweeping strategic shifts, the President only touched on a few details, noting that the metrics 

to guide the assessment of the conditions in the revised sunset clause remain to be defined. 

While the new strategy called for less political engagement by the U.S. in Afghan 

governance, it strengthens Washington’s commitment to military action.408 More specifically, 

it was based on the assumption that it would be possible to get Taliban to negotiate a political 

agreement by overpowering them on the battlefield.409 In this perspective, President Donald 

Trump, once again linking with the debate on burden-sharing, asked member countries and 

NATO partners engaged in Afghanistan to model their attitude on the U.S. by reviewing troops 

and increasing the funding. The Trump administration’s broader policy in the region is also 

showing quite significant change. The administration was now exerting strong pressure on key 

actors for general security in the region, which could have a decisive impact on the Afghan 

battlefield conditions. Donald Trump’s mixed strategy, of using force and compelling Taliban 

for peace, was differently viewed by researchers. “Since late 2016, early 2017, U.S. 

government had actively sought to terminate its involvement in the conflict in Afghanistan by 

forcing a political settlement between all major actors including itself, the Afghan government, 

and the insurgent Afghan Taliban. Initially, the U.S. envisioned a political agreement as part 

of which the Afghan Taliban would not only scale back violence but also negotiate a power-

sharing arrangement with the Afghan government, following which U.S. forces would 

withdraw. To this end, the U.S. government sought to increase military pressure on Taliban, 

including against Taliban leaders living in Pakistan, and threatened sanctions against Pakistan 

to stop supporting Taliban. By late 2018, however, the U.S. government assessed that the 

strategy was not working as it struggled to increase military pressure on Taliban. There was 

also a feeling that risks of pressuring Pakistan with sanctions outweighed any benefits. Finally, 
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Afghan President Ashraf Ghani’s ability to swiftly forge a united front among his allies and 

rivals to compel the Afghan Taliban to negotiate was in doubt. This led the U.S. government 

to shift gears in two ways to hasten the process of ending the conflict. One, it decoupled the 

intra-Afghan discussions from a first-order agreement between the U.S. and the Afghan 

Taliban, which was a demand of Taliban. This allowed the U.S. government to directly 

negotiate with Taliban and achieve an initial agreement that would pave way for intra-Afghan 

talks. Second, it dropped the demand for a reduction in violence until the initial agreement and 

moved up the offer of withdrawing U.S. forces”.410 This broader regional approach was 

decisive, in that it constituted one of the key elements on which the outline of the Trump 

administration’s approach to Afghanistan would be drawn. An academician and researchers 

responded to the question of this thesis and argued that there are two perspectives on the style 

of the U.S. policy pursuit in Afghanistan. The U.S. failed earlier in a sense that “the U.S tried 

to address the question of Taliban and religious extremism by focusing on Taliban inside 

Afghanistan while refused to situate the conflict as a regional issue. Specifically, refusal from 

addressing Taliban sanctuaries and strong logistical, medical and military support system in 

Pakistan that sustained the ongoing conflict in Afghanistan”.411 The changed U.S. approach 

towards conflict resolution seems promising in terms of the recent negotiations. “Yet, it comes 

too late and remains strategically narrow in its scope. The negotiations might bring a shaky 

understanding between elements within the U.S government and Taliban but I am not sure if it 

ends the conflict in Afghanistan in log-term unless it is comprehensively revised”.412 

Though the U.S. strategies for conflict resolution varied from 2001 till 2020, the latest 

peace talk’s strategy to pay the way for complete withdrawal was clear. When the phased 

withdrawal of the U.S. troops until December 2014 was announced during Barrack Obama’s 

presidency, the implementation was somewhat ambiguous. A shift to the war model was seen 

from 2016 onwards. However, the re-emphasis on complete disengagement and troop’s 

withdrawal signaled the U.S. commitment and seriousness in withdrawing from Afghanistan, 

which they ultimately made in August 2021. 
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President Donald Trump South Asia’s policy of April 2019 had a primary focus on the 

conflict in Afghanistan. One of the key drivers of the policy was a clear indictment of Pakistan's 

negative role in the conflict resolution efforts in Afghanistan.413 Trump believed that Pakistan 

betrayed the U.S. by giving extremists safe sanctuaries and not helping the U.S. in Afghanistan. 

The policy had mixed responses but mainly resulted in creating rifts in the U.S. bilateral 

relations with Pakistan. 

3.3.1. Rifts in the U.S.-Pakistan Bilateral Relations 

The U.S.-Pakistan bilateral relations deteriorated after Donald Trump’s South Asia 

policy. Prime Minister Imran khan responded proactively on twitter, reminding President 

Trump of Pakistan’s sacrifices on the U.S. war in Afghanistan.414 The U.S. withheld annual 

military aid to Pakistan and hence uncertain relations were observed between the two sovereign 

states. President Trump, in his various speeches, one in Riyadh in May 2017, lauded India’s 

role in South Asian politics which raveled Pakistan’s bilateral relations with the U.S.415 The 

U.S. wanted to give a greater role to India in Afghanistan, which was a serious concern vis-à-

vis the national security of Pakistan. Pakistan has conveyed its concerns to the U.S. officials 

and also highlighted the possible India’s spoiler role. Earlier, President Barrack Obama also 

tried to persuade Pakistan to use its influence on Taliban to reach any meaningful conclusion 

vis-à-vis conflict in Afghanistan. however, the strategic importance of Pakistan persuaded the 

U.S. in changing the diplomatic tone and gradually the relations eased after Prime Minister 

Imran Khan met Donald Trump in the white house in June 2019.416  

3.3.2. Border Management Improved 

With growing concerns for cross-border infiltrations, Pakistan decided to fence the Pak-

Afghan border in June 2016.417 Pak-Afghan border movements have always been informal due 

to the cultural and tribal linkages between Afghanistan and Pakistan. Formal FATA (federally 

administered tribal area) residents used to have informal trade and cultural exchanges with 

Afghans on the other side of the border and hence a loosely regulated border existed.418 During 
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an anti-terrorist operation, Operation Zarb-e-Azb, hundreds of Pakistan Tehrik-e-Taliban 

fighters cross-over to the Afghan territory and managed attacks from there.419 Moreover, the 

U.S. was also skeptical of safe sanctuaries on Pakistan’s side, and hence the decision to fence 

the border was taken. Afghan government protested against the decision on account of the 

historic unsettled border dispute with Pakistan, however, the fencing project was never stopped 

under Afghan government pressure. So, one of the outcomes of the U.S. strategy of pressuring 

Pakistan was an improved border management system at the Pak-Afghan border.  

3.3.3. Peace Talks with Taliban 

The latest strategy adopted by the U.S. was to initiate peace talks with the Afghan 

Taliban for the settlement of war in Afghanistan.420 This was the first time in twenty years 

when the two warring parties decided to set together and sort out a peaceful solution to conflict 

resolution in Afghanistan. The start of negotiations between the two sides also signifies the 

non-zero-sum nature of the war in Afghanistan. Since the beginning of war in 2001, all players 

in the war in Afghanistan were looking for a zero-sum outcome of the war but neither of them 

achieved this optimistic goal.421 The longest and ever-expanding violence in Afghanistan 

compelled all players to accept that a zero-sum outcome is less likely.  

In the recent past, Taliban goals and demands regarding participation in the negotiation 

process and a potential peace deal show the dynamic and diplomatic touch in Taliban’s outlook. 

In seems like there is a transformation in the outlook of Taliban. For example, in 2016, some 

Taliban leaders were of the view to participate in the upcoming Afghan election and become 

part of the country’s political system.422 However, a strife opposition to these proposals resulted 

in the non-materialisation of such proposals. Despite the lack of consensus on participation in 

the electoral process, the very proposals reflect Taliban’s changing nature. Secondly, in January 

2016, Taliban reiterated the well to rejoin the Afghan peace process after the failure of earlier 

peace talks held in 2013 and onwards.423 Taliban’s announcement was a clear message 
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regarding their readiness for cooperation with the U.S. for a negotiated settlement of the 

conflict. 

Meanwhile, the U.S. reliance on the war model, for instance, dropping the ‘mother of 

all bombs’ against insurgents on April 13, 2017, changed Taliban outlook.424 The U.S. problaly 

used this bomb as bluffing to be on the advantageous side in the strategized peace talks with 

Taliban. Taliban responded with the same zeal and again relied heavily on terrorism against 

the local and international security forces. Despite the rise in military confrontation and the use 

of force from all sides, Taliban welcomed the U.S. offer for peace talks under Zalmay 

Khalilzad, who was appointed as the President’s special envoy for peace talks in Afghanistan.  

In February 2018, while presenting their demands for negotiations, Taliban insisted on 

international forces’ unconditional withdrawal. However, in June 2018, Taliban reformulated 

their demands, focusing on the withdrawal of the U.S. forces, the release of Taliban’s prisoners, 

the removal of Taliban from the U.S. blacklist, and the opening of the political office in Doha. 

These demands show that Taliban remained flexible in reconsidering their demands without 

compromising on the core objective. Later on, Taliban even had shown willingness to the 

phased withdrawal of the U.S. forces, deviating from their earlier rigid demand for a complete 

unconditional withdrawal. In July 2018, Taliban demanded freedom of movement for their 

members. In August 2018, Taliban principally agreed to show flexibility on their demand for 

a total withdrawal of international forces but reiterating their condition of exclusive talks with 

the U.S., denying any possibility of direct talks with the local Afghan government. Though 

incomplete but Taliban did entered into intra-Afghan peace talks, primarily with the local 

Afghan government. This deviation from an earlier condition of ‘no talks’ with the Afghan 

government shows flexibility and dynamism within Taliban. They were meant to be rigid in 

the past. Though, Taliban regaining government during the process of the repatriation of the 

U.S. and international forces shows that Taliban flexibility was meant as bluffing during the 

peace agreement with the U.S. The post-withdrawal Afghanistan was expected to be dominated 

by Taliban but the quickest take-over was surprising for the international community and even 

regional countries. Despite being victorious, Taliban would continue to show flexibility to the 

international community demands, particularly the U.S. because of the global interdependence 

in world politics. They would not be able to sustain their regime for a longer period without 

cooperating with the world community. So, the change in Taliban behavior was not limited to 
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the peace agreement with the U.S. but would potentially continue in their course of diplomatic 

engagements with the world. 

Another critical change in Taliban approach was that they stopped bombing girls’ 

educational institutions. In many interviews, Taliban negotiators have expressed their 

willingness to allow girls education with all due regard to the Islamic values. During Taliban’s 

regime from 1996 till 2000, girls were not allowed to study in schools, and women were not 

allowed to work in workplaces. Even after the U.S. intervention in 2001, Taliban bombed girls’ 

educational institutions. Some of Taliban negotiators’ families were settled in Doha, and their 

children were going to the local schools with permission from Taliban Ameer.425 This was a 

reflection that Taliban had developed an understanding about the acceptability of the modern 

education. However, the problem of multiple groups within Taliban could be a challenge in 

this regard, as some hardliner groups are expected to hold the values of their earlier regime 

from 1996 till 2001. 

After successful nine rounds of negotiations between Zalmy Khalilzad and Taliban in 

August 2019, when the U.S. and Taliban delegations finally finalised, signed and handed over 

the preliminary agreement draft to the host country, Qatar.426 The draft agreement contained a 

timetable for the phased withdrawal of U.S. troops, a ceasefire clause, and counter-terrorism 

commitments.427 However, the first year of direct negotiations with the U.S. did not directly 

change Taliban’s refusal to negotiate with the Afghan government. It did not lead to the de-

escalation of the armed confrontation: moreover, in 2018, the highest level of combat losses 

was recorded from the beginning of the conflict (more than 22800 people killed).428 However, 

the dynamic combination, interaction, and mutual influence of negotiations and armed violence 

was typical of most modern peace processes, especially at an early stage. Despite successful 

nine rounds of negotiations between the two parties, Donald Trump canceled talks on the 

premise of killing a U.S. soldier by Taliban.429 However, both Taliban and the regional 

stakeholders reacted positively and kept the options open for future dialogue on the terms of 
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the peace deal.430 Donald Trump’s cancelation announcement could have been exaggerated 

exploited by Taliban leadership, who were already facing strife resistance from within the 

group’s hardcore Taliban for entering into peace talks with the U.S. However, Taliban reacted 

in a mature diplomatic manner and kept the doors open for negotiations and peace agreement 

with the U.S.431 This change in Taliban’s diplomatic tone was a clear manifestation of the 

group’s non-zero-sum approach towards conflict resolution in Afghanistan, and the same 

approach is likely to be adopted again by the Taliban by facing the realities of world politics in 

the post-withdrawal period. 

Though, Taliban members from the Tajik, Uzbek and Hazara community are largely 

those, who are in conformity with the ideology of Taliban.432 Taliban have not reached to a 

position whereby they accept accommodating the opposition, who do not agree to the ideology 

of Taliban. Despite this, the minimal dynamism in the group has brought transformation, 

creating a political space for themselves in the country and hence a possibility of becoming 

part of the democratic political process in Afghanistan in the long run. Historically, Taliban 

showed strife resistance to Western democracy on the premise of contradictions with the 

Islamic Sharia. So, Taliban giving more importance to the minority ethnic groups and 

opposition parties in the country is a manifestation of the increasing faith in the people’s power. 

Lastly, Taliban have been focusing on national sentiments while fighting with the 

international forces, asking local Afghans to be resilient to foreign occupation. This is another 

shift in Taliban’s main outlook, which was earlier focused on Islamic Khilafat’s concept under 

an Ameer (leader).433 Nationalism serves as a centripetal force for convergence of all Afghans, 

irrespective of their ethnicities and languages. Overall, Taliban seem to have learned from their 

experiences and mistakes. They are now more open, dynamic and flexible in their outreach to 

both local and international entities. The diplomatic skills of Taliban got worldwide recognition 

and admiration after the successful conclusion of a peace deal with the U.S. Taliban would not 

do the mistake to fade away this much awaited admiration by engaging in the coercive policies 

of their earlier regime from 1996 till 2001. So, the prospect of conflict resolution in Afghanistan 

seems more certain from Taliban’s perspective. 
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Proceeding with the peace talks, the U.S. representative met with Taliban representative 

in Doha on June 28, 2018, without the participation of Afghan government. On October 13, 

2018, in another major development, the U.S. president appointed an Afghan American, Zalmi 

Khalilzad as a special representative for peace talks with Taliban. In January 2019, the U.S. 

and Afghan Taliban openly started different rounds of negotiations in Doha.434 The 

negotiations were not easy but the two sides principally agreed on the framework of agreement 

towards the end of August 2019. However, the agreement was delayed due to a sudden 

suspension of talks by the U.S. president on the premise of a Taliban attack on U.S. forces, 

killing a U.S. soldier.435 The cancellation of the ongoing peace talks were seen as bluffing 

strategy from the U.S. president. However, on February 22, 2020, the two sides agreed to a 

seven days ceasefire as a precondition to the signing of peace deal in Doha.436 Finally, on 

February 29, the two sides signed a historic peace deal in Doha. The Afghan government was 

not happy with the agreement and President Ashraf Ghani rejected the terms of prisoners 

exchange, however, later on, he accepted the terms and released nearly five thousand Taliban 

prisoners in phases. Apparently, the agreement was seen by many as a non-zero-sum outcome 

but Taliban had bluffing strategy which was not evident until they took over Afghanistan 

without considering non-Taliban stakeholders in the government power-sharing.  

3.3.4.  The Doha Agreement  

A brief four-page document was signed between the U.S. and Afghan Taliban on 

February 29, 2020, in Doha, Qatar, aiming to bring peace in Afghanistan.  Overall, the 

agreement’s main theme is about the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan in fourteen months 

from the signing date of the agreement and Taliban’s assurance for not letting terrorist 

organisations use Afghan soil, threatening the security of the U.S. and allies. The document 

also clearly states that other coalition forces would simultaneously drawdown, with the U.S. 

forces withdrawal. The agreement also includes intra-Afghan negotiations, primarily focusing 

upon the dialogue between Taliban and the Afghan government. The agreement does provide 

a timeline for actions; for example, the number of U.S. forces will be reduced, after repatriation, 

to a number of 8600 within thirty- five days of the signing of the agreement.  There will be no 

pre-conditions for the withdrawal of the U.S. troops in the first phase. The same proportion of 

 
434 Tariq, “US-Afghan Talks…” (2020): 104-111. 
435 Muhammad Tariq, Muhammad Rizwan, and Manzoor Ahmad. “US Withdrawal from Afghanistan: Latest 
Development and Security Situation (2020).” sjesr 3, no. 2 (2020): 290-297. 
436 Thomas Ruttig, “First Breakthrough toward Peace? The seven-day 'reduction of violence'“., Afghanistan 
Analysts Network.” (2020). Accessed at: https://www.ecoi.net/en/document/2024729.html 

https://www.ecoi.net/en/document/2024729.html


175 
 

the coalition forces will withdraw parallel to the U.S. forces. The overall withdrawal in the first 

phase will be from the five designated U.S. bases in Afghanistan. There is no compulsion on 

Taliban regarding reduction in violence or any other commitment as a condition to the U.S. 

withdrawal in the first phase. However, the second phase of the U.S. troops withdrawal does 

carry some obligations on Taliban. The rest of the U.S. and allied forces will completely 

withdraw in the next nine and a half months after the fulfilment of commitments from Taliban; 

that they will not allow any terrorist group, individual or their own members to let Afghan soil 

to threaten the security of the U.S. and allies.  It further states that Taliban and any of their 

members would not be facilitating the fundraising, recruitment and training of the terrorists for 

any group in Afghanistan.   Another condition upon Taliban is the assurance of reduction in 

violence and the beginning of intra-Afghan negotiations. However, the reduction in violence 

and the intra-Afghan negotiations are further linked with the release of five thousands of 

Taliban prisoners.  

Regarding the conditions upon the U.S. from Taliban, it included the removal of 

Taliban members from the U.S. list for designated terrorists as early as May 29, 2020.  

Moreover, the U.S. was to remove their sanctions against Taliban before August 27, 2020. The 

exchange of five thousand Taliban prisoners against one thousand prisoners, of the other side, 

is yet another condition, which is more favorable to Taliban.  Surprisingly Taliban prisoners 

were held by the Afghan government, whose guarantee, to be released, was given by the U.S. 

Despite reservations and protest by the Afghan government, the prisoners’ exchange took place 

with some delay from the agreement’s date.  Now the most important question about the 

agreement is, whether it carries the potential to end the conflict and bring peace in Afghanistan 

or not? 

The attainment of the peace agreement’s objective between the U.S. and Taliban had 

faced certain challenges from the very start of its implementation. The change of presidency in 

the U.S. had causes a bit delay in the troop’s withdrawal plan but it happened. Further, Taliban 

took-over the government and stalemate in the intra-Afghan negotiations further complicated 

the positive outcomes of the agreement. The very first problem immediately after signing the 

agreement, there was a clear observation that the U.S. and ex-Afghan government were not on 

the same page regarding the conditions/ provisions of the agreement. The Ashraf Ghani 

government felt alienated from the overall developments between the U.S. and Afghan Taliban. 

It seemed like; the U.S. was least concerned about the Afghan government’s exclusion in the 
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peace talks with Taliban. It was an implicit recognition of Taliban as more relevant in 

Afghanistan than the constitutionally elected Afghan government. However, the Afghan 

government’s reservation was partially addressed in the agreement by the condition of intra-

Afghan negotiations after the peace agreement between the U.S. and Taliban, which are not 

concluded and can be termed as bluffing from the Taliban side. Before the signing of the 

agreement, the earlier seven days reduction in violence was a testimony that Taliban holds 

control over its sub-groups.  However, there has been a constantly prevailing violence in the 

post-agreement weeks. Hundreds of Afghan forces and civilians got killed in various guerilla 

attacks, claiming to be launched by Taliban. However, after Taliban took over the government, 

the incidents of guerilla attacks had significantly reduced, which testifies one of the conditions 

of the agreement that Taliban would reduce violence in the country. Some attacks were carried 

out by the ISIS in the post-troops withdrawal period but overall the security condition on 

ground is satisfactory. The controlled security condition on ground would be encouraging for 

the U.S. because they would expect Taliban to disallow extremist groups from taking strong 

holds on Afghan soil. 

Until the withdrawal of the U.S. troops, the agreement between the U.S. and Taliban 

did not require Taliban to be reducing violence as a condition for the fulfillment of the 

agreement’s objectives.  Taliban have even publicly denied any promise regarding reducing 

violence against the Ashraf Ghani government and even international forces.  So, technically, 

Taliban were not violating the agreement merely by the guerilla attacks in the post-agreement 

week. This was one of the reasons, why the Ashraf Ghani government was skeptical of Taliban 

intentions and the president fled the country prematurely. So, if the peace agreement between 

the U.S. and Taliban was not meant to ensure peace before the troop’s withdrawal, then the 

peace deal was actually troop’s withdrawal deal and not a peace deal. The long term sustainable 

peace in Afghanistan seems difficult without the successful conclusion of intra-Afghan 

negotiations; the more the initiative for the talks is delayed, the more the country will trouble 

its socio-political and economic fortune. 

Given the challenges and potential opportunities of the peace deal discussed above, 

there are two possible scenarios; shift in Taliban expectations for a zero-sum outcome after the 

U.S. troops withdrawal or the consistent perusal of the present approach for a non-zero-sum 

outcome due to the threat of resumption of the use of military escalation from the U.S.  Unlike 

the failed plan of complete troop’s withdrawal by December 2014,  the U.S. had already 
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withdrawn its troops along with the forces of its coalition partners in 2021. This time, the U.S. 

was serious about the materialisation of the troop’s withdrawal plan, as per agreement, to avoid 

any international and local policy embarrassments.  Though, the peace agreement between the 

U.S. and Taliban have not been worked upon in true spirit but it only served as a diplomatic 

cover for the repatriation of all international forces. Apparently it served as a zero-sum game 

for Taliban but in the long run, Taliban would be considering valuing the promises they made 

to the U.S. in the Doha negotiations to achieve diplomatic recognition and enter into an 

economically interdependent world. The U.S. recognition of Taliban regime and a possible 

economic relationship would not be free from pre-conditions, which could ultimately turn the 

cards of the game into a non-zero-sum game. 

3.3.5. Taliban Resurgence  

In 2001, after the initial ouster from power, Taliban managed to regroup them and 

remained significant in Afghanistan’s conflict by carrying the attacks using guerrilla warfare 

tactics against the U.S. and coalition forces. Despite many setbacks, damages, and cleavages 

within the group, Taliban emerged stronger and influential with every passing year. Ironically, 

the number of combatants increased despite low numbers in 2001 and casualties’ on a large 

scale.  They managed to take back control of many rural regions in Afghanistan and hence 

asserted their influence and control in a significantly larger territory. With growing influence 

in the country, Taliban showed rigidness towards any peaceful settlement of the conflict in 

Afghanistan. In July 2015, Mullah Umar, the founding Ameer (leader) of Taliban death, was 

made public after hiding it to avoid any possible divide within Taliban.  Mullah Umar’s death 

was the end of a strong and united Taliban era, as many cleavages were reported regarding 

disagreements over future leadership. Mullah Akhtar Muhammad Mansoor’s announcement 

was finally announced as the new Ameer of Taliban in the shadow of disagreements. Mullah 

Mansoor’s appointment was not entirely accepted by the influential group members, notably 

Mullah Umar’s sons. Some latter compromised and bow-down to Mullah Mansoor’s 

leadership, potentially, to avoid disintegration within the group. However, some parted ways 

and appeared with their own identity. For example, a prominent Taliban member, Mullah 

Muhammad Rasool Akhund, defected from the leading Taliban group and declared an 

independent group as High Council of Afghanistan Islamic Emirate. Though Mullah 

Mansoor’s period was short as he got killed in a U.S. drone attack in May 2016, he introduced 
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the concept of peace in the war and altered Taliban’s course of action. The end of Mullah 

Umar’s era is broadly considered the beginning of dynamism in Taliban. 

Mullah Haibatullah Akhunzada was immediately appointed as the new Ameer of 

Taliban after Mullah Mansoor’s death in May 2016. Mullah Haibatullah’s appointment served 

as a positive development as many subgroups, who parted ways due to disagreements with 

Mullah Mansoor, rejoined the main group. There were rumors all around that Mullah 

Haibatullah’s focus would be on strengthening Taliban on the ground instead of tilting towards 

any peace talks; however, he proved all such rumors wrong and remained flexible concerning 

the peace efforts. In the recent past, Taliban were seen as quite open to all possible peace efforts 

and hence participated in the Moscow peace conference, Islamabad meetings, and most 

importantly, the Doha peace talks. In an unrecorded anonymous interview, a Taliban leader 

expressed that Taliban have always desired to have direct talks with the U.S. for a peaceful 

settlement of the dispute, but they denied such offers, relied on the military means to defeat the 

group.  The Afghan government was reluctant to enter into any peace talks with Taliban and 

relied on the U.S. coercive measures to end conflict militarily. This pretext shows that Taliban’s 

overall strategy and behavior evolved and changed over time, showing prospects for the 

success of a peaceful solution to conflict resolution in Afghanistan. 

Afghan Taliban increased guerilla attacks in the backdrop of negotiations with the U.S. 

government. Against a much bigger military opponent, the only bargaining chip with Taliban 

was violence, which they effectively used in winning favors in the peace deal with the U.S. 

Even after the conclusion of peace deal, Taliban continued to attack the local Afghan forces, 

to again persuade the Afghan government for concessions in the intra-Afghan talks.437 The then 

Ashraf Ghani government knew that without the U.S. support they would not be able to achieve 

any diplomatic nor military support against Taliban and hence were least interested in the intra-

Afghan talks.  

3.3.6. Intra-Afghan Negotiations 

On September 12, 2020, Afghan government and Taliban marked the beginning of the 

intra-Afghan dialogue in Doha. Dr. Abdullah Abdullah, the chairman of the high council for 

national reconciliation in an opening statement hoped for the success of the peace negotiations, 

 
437 Antonio Giustozzi, Koran, Kalashnikov, and laptop: The neo-Taliban insurgency in Afghanistan. Columbia 
University Press, 2008. 
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saying that “I can tell you with confidence that the history of country will welcome and 

remember today as the day of ending the war and the suffering of our people”.438 This indeed 

is the historic opportunity for all stakeholders in Afghanistan to restore peace in the country 

and move away from violence towards peace, development, and prosperity. The Afghan 

Taliban negotiator, Baradar hoped for peace in Afghanistan while showing their commitment 

towards an Islamic political system in Afghanistan; “We want Afghanistan to be an 

independent, developed country, and it should have a form of Islamic system, where all its 

citizens see themselves reflected”.439 

The U.S. secretary of state, Mike Pompeo stated that “the choice of your future political 

system is, of course, yours to make” and what is important at hand is to “seize the opportunity” 

to secure peace in Afghanistan.440 

Responding to a question of a journalist about Taliban’s demand for an Islamic political 

system, Abdullah Abdullah responded that the very constitution of Afghanistan is Islamic. He 

argued that there could be differences in the interpretation of the Islamic system but there is a 

consensus among all stakeholders that Afghanistan will remain an Islamic republic, with no 

law in contradiction with the basic principles of Islam.441 Former governor of Nuristan and an 

employee of Ministry of Foreign, Jamal – ud - din Badr, in his face to face interaction during 

his visit to Pakistan to participate in conference organized by Pak-Afghan youth forum, stated 

that ‘Taliban interpretation of an Islamic political system is rigid, which is not liked by many 

of the local Afghans. He maintained that every Afghan citizen is of the opinion to have an 

Islamic constitution in the country but that should not be based on the interpretation of any 

particular individual or group. There are many Islamic republics in the world, where 

constitution or local law is based on Islamic ideology but flexibility is common.’ In response 

to a question about the prospects of itra-Afghan negotiations, he argued that ‘he is quite hopeful 

that all Afghan stakeholders will agree on political settlement of the conflict because of the 

experiences of the past mistakes. He believed that all parties in Afghanistan have realized that 

 
438 Oxford Analytica. “Afghan talks start despite multiple unresolved issues.” Emerald Expert Briefings oxan-db. 
2020. Accessed at: https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/OXAN-DB256302/full/html 
439 Ibid. 
440 Ibid. 
441 BBC, “Afghan-Taliban peace talks an 'opportunity for peace” (September 12, 2020). Accessed at: 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-53976968 
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progress and development is not possible without peace and harmony among varying 

ethnicities in the country.’442 

The prospects for success of the intra-Afghan peace negotiations before the deadline 

for the complete withdrawal of international forces were already dim; moreover, the regime 

change in Kabul has further given rise to pessimism vis-à-vis intra-Afghan negotiations. The 

withdrawal of U.S. forces from Afghanistan, prior to the conclusion of the power-sharing 

agreement among the local Afghan stakeholders had complicated the negotiations between the 

intra-Afghan parties. Taliban now enjoys unmatchable power within the country and the rest 

of political stakeholders enjoys no leverage over the hardcore Taliban for political concessions. 

The earlier Ashraf Ghani government, though week, had cards in their hand to bargain with the 

Taliban. The future of intra-Afghan negotiations for the working mechanism of power-sharing 

now depends on the potential transformation within Taliban and partly on the international 

pressure in terms of economic sanctions. 

A political settlement within the Afghan stakeholders requires an agreement on the 

division of power and a new governance and political structure in Afghanistan. Whatever the 

nature of such an agreement, it cannot even ideally satisfy all interested parties’ interests, not 

only the various intra-Afghan groups, but also various regional players, whose interests often 

contradict each other. The state structure in Afghanistan during Hamid Karzai and Ashraf 

Ghani governments was based on the 2004 constitution, which was formed within the Bonn 

Process framework with active leadership and direction of the U.S. and Western countries, 

without any interference from Taliban.443 This mechanism represented a centralised and 

relatively secular system with a strong tendency towards presidential authority.444 Such a 

system was not only ineffective and inappropriate for the complex and heterogeneous social 

formation in Afghanistan, but was in principle incapable of integrating Taliban. Taliban are not 

only an armed movement, it is also an alternative administrative, normative, and socio-political 

system under the banner of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan. The major differences between 

the ex-governments and Taliban on the ideological foundations of the state system was the 

 
442 In a face to face interview with Jamal – ud - din Badr, who is a former governor of Nuristan and an 
employee of Ministry of Foreign, during his visit to Pakistan to participate in conference organized by Pak-
Afghan youth forum. 
443 Nixon and Ponzio. “Building democracy in Afghanistan…” (2007): 26-40 
444 Ibid. 
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reason, Taliban had not recognised the corrupt “puppet” Afghan governments,445 which was 

central in their demands and refused to discuss political issues with the Afghan government 

and to formally participate in any peace process under what they consider a “foreign 

occupation.” Now, the government is being ruled by Taliban, and their governmental structure 

is completely different from the earlier centralized presidential form of government. 

Consequently, the pro-democratic groups within Afghanistan would not be ready for the 

acceptance of the Taliban form of governance; therefore, the prospects of negotiated settlement 

in the intra-Afghan negotiations seem difficult.  

In response to a question of political settlement with Taliban, an Afghan expert, 

Rahimullah Yousafzai446, responded that, reconciliation with Taliban based on the 2004 

constitution and within the current state political system, even with some specific amendments, 

is impossible. The start of ongoing intra-Afghan negotiations is an achievement, but these talks’ 

success will have to go through a bumpy road. Irrespective of the challenges, without 

reconciliation with Taliban, and without any form of political and administrative integration in 

the coming years, there will be no peace, not even a minimum of stability. This reality provides 

an impetus to all intra-Afghan stakeholders’ seriousness in overcoming differences with respect 

to conflict resolution in the country. In response to a similar question in an interview with South 

Asian Voices, Rahimulah Yousafzai stated that, “The Taliban do not want to give legitimacy 

to the Afghan government since they believe that it is powerless. They think that this 

government is not going to last. This is their belief. It seems that they are waiting as they have 

waited in the past. It will be interesting to see what is going to happen after the tweets that 

Hamdullah Mohib, National Security Advisor, sent out since he essentially speaks for President 

Ashraf Ghani. His words reflect the President’s anger and frustration. It is evident that they are 

now targeting Zalmay Khalilzad, which is rather strange because Khalilzad used to go to Kabul 

before and after every round of talks with Taliban and take the Afghan government into 

confidence. Khalilzad was keeping the Afghan government updated about the talks. As far as 

 
445 Thomas H Johnson, Matthew DuPee, and Wali Shaaker. Taliban narratives: The use and power of stories in 
the Afghanistan conflict. Oxford University Press, 2017: 82. 
446 Rahimullah Yousafzai in a face to face interview, who is journalist and a well-known expert on Afghanistan 
politics. 
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we know, in every meeting he was also putting pressure on the Taliban to agree to hold talks 

with the Afghan government.”447 

In a face to face interview, Rahimullah Yousafzai448 further stated that, it can be 

presumed that, while preserving the current political course of the U.S. and its European and 

local allies, conflict in Afghanistan will not be settled. The comprehensive settlement will 

require a radical review of the existing political system, not partial and cosmetic. Suppose the 

U.S. and its local allies continue to insist on preserving the 2004 constitution as a basis for 

negotiations and the country’s future apparatus. In that case, the prospects of any serious 

negotiations with Taliban seem difficult and reconciliation with them cannot be achieved. This 

scenario is fraught with further instability and the continuation or even escalation of 

Afghanistan’s internal conflict. However, this does not mean that reconciliation among 

different Afghan stakeholders, including the Afghan government and Taliban is impossible. 

The U.S. longest war in present history has taught lessons, regarding the cost of war, to 

nearly all parties at local, regional and international level. Taliban, after enjoying earlier 

months of their rule in Kabul, would be realizing the need to engage with the world. They 

should be realizing that the world would not accept them if they continue to ignore the 

important stakeholders in the political power-sharing in the government. An ethnically divided 

Afghanistan would require Taliban to engage in meaningful intra-Afghan negotiations to 

ensure that each group satisfies through their legitimate representation in the government. In 

the pretext to this realization, there is a possibility of intra-Afghan negotiations’ success, but 

such settlements will not be made with nominal and superficial amendments, rather radical 

revision of the existing political structure would be required. Such a review’s main focus should 

be regionalisation and decentralisation as a central principle of the state’s political system.449 

The combination of these two terms (regionalisation and decentralisation) correctly and best 

conveys the essence of the necessary changes from the more radical concept of either Taliban 

 
447 Rahimullah Yousafzai, in conversation with South Asian Voices on “What to Expect from the Taliban in 
Afghan Peace Talks” on April 19, 2019. Accessed at: https://southasianvoices.org/rahimullah-yusufzai-on-
what-to-expect-from-the-taliban-in-afghan-peace-talks/  
448 The interview was done before the withdrawal of the U.S. troops from Afghanistan and hence misses the 
context to the present day situations; however, it reflects the fundamental difference of Taliban from the rest 
of the stakeholders and testifies the potential difficulty in the conclusion of an intra-Afghan settlement. 
449 Thomas Barfield, “Afghanistan's ethnic puzzle: decentralizing power before the US withdrawal.” Foreign 
Aff. 90 (2011): 54. 
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version of Islamic caliphate or the earlier version of a strong central government in 

Afghanistan. 

In more likely circumstances, when the intra-Afghan negotiations succeed, the central 

government’s role would be significantly reduced. It would be reduced to a limited and at the 

same time very important role of an arbitrator between regions within Afghanistan and to 

representative functions on international level. The national constitution’s main content will be 

the regulation of relations among the different regions, divided along ethnic and sectarian lines, 

inside the country. The power-sharing mechanism as of consociationalism, there is a possibility 

that all stakeholders would agree to allow the constitutional cover to a few national bodies like 

the National Assembly and a professional army in much smaller numbers than now, exclusively 

aimed at external defense missions and the symbolic presidential authority in representing 

Afghanistan to the outside world. At the same time, Taliban would control the driving seat to 

the administration’s main functions in the economic, social and political spheres, as well as in 

the field of judicial law and law enforcement. Key powers should be transferred to different 

regions in the country, on the condition that Afghan sovereignty is recognized. In a face to face 

interview with Ataurahman who is the Deputy chairmen of National Council Reconciliation 

Afghanistan/ Former minister of religious affairs, he stated that ‘a strong centralized power at 

Kabul with no devolution of power to regions with the country will create problems in the long 

run’. He maintained that ‘the country had never been ruled effectively by ignoring the key 

stakeholders at different districts and provinces of the country. So, it is pertinent that the central 

government is not given unchecked powers, which will undermine the traditional authority of 

the varying regions within the country’.450 

Moreover, regions should be accorded a high degree of autonomy, particularly in terms 

of defining the most favorable and appropriate political and legal model for each, including the 

degree of complementarity of Sharia standards. For example, in the southeast of the country, 

Sharia courts will dominate, while in the more secular northern and central regions, the degree 

of integration of Sharia standards will be much lower. This political architecture would look 

more of a consociational democratic model of Arend Lijphart.451 The consociational model of 

power-sharing is not new to the Afghan traditions. It should be noted that such a configuration 

 
450 Molvi Ataurahman Saleem, in a face to face interview during his visit to Pakistan to participate in a 
conference organized by Pak-Afghan youth forum. 
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fits well with the prevailing traditions of the state in Afghanistan, where central authority, in 

the form of monarchy until the April 1979 revolution, and the arrival of the PDPA to power 

was always relatively weak.452 However, it played an important role as arbiter between major 

regions and warlords. Such a political settlement, which will be based on regionalisation in the 

country, will require a transitional period, thus changing the status, form and composition of 

the socio-political and economic system in Afghanistan.  

To materialize the idea of regionalization and decentralization under consociational 

framework would not be easy for Taliban to accept now, when they are enjoying power in the 

country. Taliban face more difficulty in convincing the hardcore members within the group as 

compared to convincing the regional or extra-regional countries. Any policy option that 

potentially dents Taliban core political ideology of an Islamic caliphate would not acceptable 

to the hardliners within the group. However, such reluctant and self-centered approach would 

isolate Taliban in the long run and they would not be able to control the deteriorating socio-

political and economic conditions of the common Afghans at home. Despite being a difficult 

decision, the sustainable way forward lies in the consociational framework of power-sharing 

among all stakeholders in Afghanistan. 

As already discussed, the road to peace and agreement between the Afghan government 

and Taliban was not going to be an easy task, hence was destined to failure. Taliban took over 

the government without waiting for the conclusion of the intra-Afghan peace talks. Taliban 

swift take over was a surprising development for many but this was more likely as Afghan 

government had always been dependent on the U.S. for their policies and actions. Seeing the 

withdrawal of the U.S. and allies, the local forces and government felt pressurized and hence 

paved the way for Taliban swift take over.  

In conclusion, it can be said that during his tenure, the Trump administration pursued a 

strategy in Afghanistan that focused on reaching a negotiated settlement with the Taliban, 

reducing U.S. troop levels in the country, and shifting towards a more limited military role. 

One of the main outcomes of the Trump administration's strategy was the signing of a 

peace deal with the Taliban in February 2020. The agreement called for a phased withdrawal 

of U.S. troops from Afghanistan, a reduction in violence, and the start of negotiations between 

 
452 Kenneth Katzman, Afghanistan: Politics, elections, and government performance. DIANE Publishing, 2009: 8-
12. 



185 
 

the Taliban and the Afghan government. However, progress towards a political settlement was 

slow and limited, and violence continued to escalate in some parts of the country. Another 

outcome of the Trump administration's strategy was the reduction of U.S. troop levels in 

Afghanistan. During his tenure, President Trump initially increased troop levels to about 

14,000, but later announced a plan to reduce them to about 2,500. This drawdown was seen as 

controversial by some who argued that it would leave the Afghan government vulnerable to 

Taliban attacks, while others argued that it was time for the U.S. to end its involvement in the 

conflict. 

The Trump administration also faced some significant challenges in Afghanistan. One 

of the main challenges was the continued violence and instability in the country, which 

undermined efforts to achieve a lasting peace settlement. The Taliban continued to carry out 

attacks on Afghan security forces and civilians, while the Afghan government struggled with 

corruption and weak governance. In addition, the Trump administration faced criticism over 

its approach to negotiations with the Taliban. Some critics argued that the administration had 

given too much ground to the Taliban, including the release of Taliban prisoners and a 

commitment to withdraw U.S. troops, without securing sufficient concessions in return. 

3.4. Outcomes of Biden Administration Strategies 

Despite expectations from President Biden for revisiting his predecessor’s agreement 

with Taliban, his administration choose to completely abandon Afghanistan in August of 2021. 

The U.S. and allied troops stayed for 20 years in Afghanistan, spent billions of dollars on 

statebuilding and raising local security force, but it took less than 20 days for Taliban to retake 

government after the U.S. announcement of complete withdrawal. Despite massive criticism 

against the Biden administration, he actually had very little options but to withdraw from 

Afghanistan. The unexpected outcome of the U.S. disengagement sparked controversy for the 

Biden administration both in the U.S. and around the world, as Republican and some 

Democratic leaders criticized his administration for misjudging the strength and resolve of both 

the local Afghan forces and Taliban. Many political analysts called on the president to delay 

or cancel the decision of complete withdrawal, but Biden reaffirmed his commitment to a full 

withdrawal by August 31st of 2021. The proceeding part will analyse the two important 

outcomes of Biden administration strategy for Afghanistan. 
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3.4.1. The U.S. Exit from Afghanistan 

The U.S. and Taliban signed a peace agreement on February 29, 2020, where it 

provided for the complete withdrawal of US troops within 14 months, on the condition that the 

Taliban take part in intra-Afghan peace negotiations, primarily with the Afghan government 

and prevent the activities of ISIS and al-Qaeda affiliates in Afghanistan. The agreement only 

bound Taliban to enter into the intra-Afghan negotiations and did not include a condition to 

reach an agreement with the Afghan government and other stakeholders. 

Before the inauguration of Joe Biden presidency, the acting Secretary of Defence 

Christopher S. Miller announced the government plans to cut down the presence of American 

troops in Afghanistan to 2,500 by mid-January. A large number of troops had already been 

withdrawn since the deal was signed with the Taliban, moving closer to fulfilling President 

Trump's campaign promise to end long international wars bearing no results. The 

announcement by the secretary of defence days before the inauguration of president Biden 

shows that the bureaucratic arrangements had already been finalized to carry out troops 

repatriation as per the deadline agreed in the Doha agreement with Taliban. The announcement 

comes as talks between the Afghan government and the Taliban stalled and the militant group 

continues to carry out deadly attacks. NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg had already 

warned about the consequences of withdrawing troops earlier than the meaningful conclusion 

of the Afghan deal.   

On April 14 of 2021, President Biden announced that the U.S. is not going to meet the 

deadline set by the U.S-Taliban Doha agreement to withdraw all troops by May 1. President in 

the same announcement president Biden unveiled a new plan for the withdrawal of the U.S. 

troops by September 11, 2021. Extending the deadline was meant to give extra time to the 

Afghan government to reach any agreement with Taliban over a powersharing arrangements 

in the intra-Afghan talks. It was also done to deviate from president Trump plan for political 

reasons. Despite delay of about three months in the withdrawal process, the exit was messy and 

brought about a lot havoc and loss of human lives. Almost all stakeholders criticized Biden 

administration for mismanaging the entire withdrawal process. President Biden defended his 

administration by calling it the ‘right decision’ to end the twenty years long military 

involvement in Afghanistan. President Biden had blamed the Afghan security forces for all the 

mess as they failed to counter the Taliban from taking over the Afghanistan capital. During the 

withdrawal process, the Biden administration did sent some 6,000 troops to secure the Kabul 
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international airport for the safe evacuation of the American and allied security personnel. 

Despite such arrangements at the airport, the world witnessed some heart-wrenching scenes as 

thousands of Afghans were trying to flee. When thousands of people were trying to evacuate, 

thirteen U.S. security personals and one hundred and seventy Afghan got killed and many more 

injured in an attack on a checkpoint near the Kabul airport. This was a major blowback to the 

U.S. forces since February 2020. The attack was carried out by the ISIS. Despite all the havoc 

and devastation, the U.S. did not roll back its decision of complete withdrawal and ultimately 

completed the exit on august 30, 2021, marking the end of the twenty years longest war in the 

history of the U.S. 

3.4.2. Taliban Return to Power 

Another major outcome of the Biden administration strategy is the Taliban return to 

power after twenty years. The same group now rules Afghanistan, which the U.S. took twenty 

years to keep them out of rule using all possible military and political means. Taliban swiftly 

took control of Afghanistan on 15 August after Ashraf Ghani fled Afghanistan with his wife 

and two close aides for Uzbekistan. Few hours after Ghani left Kabul, the presidential palace 

was captured by Taliban. Later that day, Ghani posted on his Facebook that “he thought it was 

better for him to leave to avoid bloodshed and urged the Taliban to protect the civilians and 

said the Taliban now faced a historic test”.453 On August 18, 2021, the United Arab Emirates 

acknowledged that their government hosted Ghani and his family on humanitarian reason. On 

August 17, the Taliban announced that they were actively working on the formation of a 

government, which would be announced in the coming days. On the same day, First Vice 

President Amrullah Saleh declared that he was acting President after Ashraf Ghani is absent. 

However, neither Afghans nor international community paid much attention to the 

announcement of Amrullah Saleh and Taliban continued with their consultations within the 

group to formulate government. 

Taliban leaders still maintained their earlier position that they will negotiate with 

Afghan stakeholders to form an open and inclusive Islamic government. In this regard, they 

had consultations with the former Afghan President Karzai and Abdullah Abdullah for setting 

 
453 Ramy Allahoum, 2022. "Taliban Sweeps Through Afghan Capital As President Flees". Aljazeera.Com. 
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up a council to facilitate a peaceful transition to a Taliban government.454 Despite such claims 

for an inclusive government, the seizure of territory followed a rapid advance by the Taliban 

in which they got control of nearly all provincial capitals and border crossings. This massive 

success and subsequent control over power had changed Taliban tone and they ultimately 

announced an entirely Taliban based interim government in the country, thus defying their 

earlier claims for an inclusive government. Taliban return to power was indeed a zero-sum 

outcome of the twenty years long war in Afghanistan. This is because, the Doha agreement 

between the U.S. and Taliban would have been an outcome based on non-zero-sum if the 

condition of intra-Afghan negotiations had been met and an inclusive government was 

established. On the contrary, Taliban seemingly appears to be stronger than what they were in 

2001. They enjoy an absolute monopoly over power in Afghanistan. Though, in the long-run, 

Taliban can possibly be in trouble due to international isolation and the economic challenges, 

which could lead to political instability at home and hence threatening the zero-sum victory of 

Taliban, but in the near future they are able to enjoy power without any major competition.  

Overall, it can be said that the Biden administration's strategy in Afghanistan has been 

dominated by the decision to withdraw all U.S. troops from the country by September 2021, 

which marked the end of America's longest war. One significant outcome remained the 

announcement of April 2021 that it would withdraw all U.S. troops from Afghanistan by 

September 11, 2021, ending America's longest war. The withdrawal process began in May, and 

by August, most U.S. troops had left Afghanistan. The complete withdrawal was a significant 

outcome of the Biden administration's strategy in Afghanistan. However, the troops withdrawal 

from Afghanistan did carry certain setbacks for the Biden administration. For examples, the 

withdrawal of U.S. troops was accompanied by a rapid takeover of Afghanistan by the Taliban. 

The group quickly gained control of most of the country, culminating in their takeover of 

Kabul, the capital, in mid-August. The speed and ease with which the Taliban were able to take 

control of Afghanistan came as a surprise to many, and it highlighted the fragility of the Afghan 

government and security forces. In addition to that, as Taliban took control of Afghanistan, the 

Biden administration faced criticism for its handling of the evacuation of U.S. citizens and 

allies. The evacuation was chaotic and disorganized, and many Afghans who had worked with 

the U.S. military or government were left behind. The outcome of the evacuation was a mixed 
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one, with many being evacuated, but many others being left behind. The Biden administration's 

handling of the withdrawal from Afghanistan was criticized by many in the international 

community, including U.S. allies. Some critics argued that the U.S. withdrawal had been too 

sudden and had left Afghanistan vulnerable to the Taliban's takeover. Others criticized the 

chaotic evacuation and the Biden administration's handling of the situation. 

The Taliban's takeover of Afghanistan has created significant uncertainty about the 

country's future. The Taliban have promised to form an inclusive government, but many 

Afghans, particularly women and minorities, fear a return to the repressive regime of the 1990s. 

The outcome of the Biden administration's strategy in Afghanistan has left the country in a 

state of flux, with many questions about its future direction. 

Conclusion 

 President George W Bush administration was able to ouster Taliban regime in the 

shortest possible time. They expanded the U.S. mission in Afghanistan by initiating a long term 

statebuilding programs. Through Loya Jirga and the Bonn agreement, a new constitution was 

drafted which led to the conduct of presidential and parliamentary elections in Afghanistan. 

The U.S. and its allies provided heavy funds for both infrastructural as well as public welfare 

projects in Afghanistan. Afghan government had largely become a rentier state due to 

dependency on international support. While the statebuilding programs were progressing, the 

U.S. main rival Taliban resurged and started attacks using guerrilla warfare tactics. Taliban 

resurgence questioned the efficacy of the U.S. strategies with respect to conflict resolution and 

statebuilding programs, leading to rifts in the within the western donor coalition partners. 

Under Obama administration, despite increasing confrontation between the U.S led forces and 

Taliban, the constitutional political process continued and the second presidential elections 

were held in 2009. In 2011, a major outcome of the U.S. intervention was seen when the key 

culprit of the 9/11 attacks, Osama Bin Laden was killed inside Pakistan. In the post-Bin laden 

period, the Obama administration initiated peace talks with Taliban but no tangible outcome 

was seen vis-à-vis conflict resolution. The failed negotiations with Taliban resulted in the failed 

troops drawdown policy of president Obama which further led to the surge in fighting. The 

year 2014 and 2015 were considered the deadliest years in terms of casualties since 2001. The 

sustained collateral damages and the loss of civilian lives turned public sympathies against the 

U.S. and local Afghan government, further complicating the ground security situation. 

President Trump continued with the use of force as a potential way out for conflict resolution 
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but soon opted for pacific means for the settlement of conflict in Afghanistan. The main 

outcome of the Trump administration strategies was the peace agreement of February 2020, 

with Taliban. The prospects of the peace agreement with Taliban are yet to be seen but this 

development in itself is a major breakthrough in the decade’s long conflict between the parties. 

Overall, the outcomes of the U.S. strategies shows that the U.S. was not able to understand the 

local Afghan socio-economic and political ethos and hence drafted strategies which proved less 

compatible with the ground realities. The U.S. intervention was made in a hurry without doing 

a proper homework vis-à-vis strategies to deal with the conflict and hence the varying strategies 

were not well coordinated and remained incoherent. 

Though the U.S. had abandoned Afghanistan by withdrawing all international forces 

but the socio-political and economic conditions in the country remain a threat to a durable 

peace.455 The indirect role of the U.S. vis-à-vis their course of bilateral relations with the 

Taliban regime would serve to be the defining variable in the stabilization process in 

Afghanistan. The U.S. failed in achieving a zero-sum outcome in their favor over the course of 

twenty years; Taliban apparently achieved a zero-sum outcome in their favor but it seems that 

they could be in real difficulties in sustaining this success. The possibility for a zero-sum 

outcome through a force/ war model in favor of either Taliban or the U.S. and Afghan 

government had lesser prospects. Both the U.S. and Taliban exhausted military options to end 

the conflict in their favor but failed.456 The surge in military/ coercive measures jointly by the 

U.S., NATO, and Afghan forces further escalated violence in Afghanistan. From 2009 till 2014, 

violence and military confrontation was at a record high, possibly due to the U.S. withdrawal 

plan.457 Taliban were looking to take control throughout the country after the potential U.S. 

withdrawal back in 2014. Taliban also remained rigid in their demands after they started 

negotiations with the U.S. through Doha political office, which was established in 2013.458 

Taliban’s move was meant for a zero-sum game; however, it proved counterproductive as the 

U.S. further increased troop’s level after failing to reach any meaningful conclusion before the 

final withdrawal. Donald Trump’s South Asia policy was yet another surprise to Taliban. 

Trump, in his election manifesto, hinted at the U.S. withdrawal from all unending wars. 
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Deviating from the election manifesto, Trump again relied on the war model and intensified 

airstrikes against Taliban.459 The dropping of the mother of all bombs was a manifestation of 

this change in the U.S. policy.460 However, the U.S. used military might as a deterrent tool to 

make Taliban realize about the U.S. potential to continue with the war for a longer period. This 

policy proved productive as Taliban’s rigid position changed, and they accepted the possibility 

of a negotiated settlement with a non-zero-sum outcome of the conflict in Afghanistan. With a 

bumpy road to the finalization of negotiations, both sides, the U.S. and Taliban, signed a peace 

deal on February 29, 2020.461 The peace deal was not the end goal; rather, further complicated 

the intra-Afghan negotiations. The U.S. - Taliban peace deal apparently provided an impetus 

for the conflict resolution but Taliban’s take-over of the Kabul without finalizing the intra-

Afghan negotiations served as spoiling factor in the maintenance of long-term peace in 

Afghanistan. 

From the description of this chapter, it can be found out that the outcomes of the varying 

U.S. strategies were random and consequential and did not result in the achievement of any 

central objective, i.e., conflict resolution. The resurgence of Taliban and other terrorist groups, 

i.e., ISIS, were contrary to the very objective of the U.S. ‘global war on terror’. The literature 

reviewed in this chapter shows that resurgence of Taliban was majorly the result of the failed 

U.S. strategies. The U.S. lost the confidence and support of the local ordinary Afghan citizens, 

developed cracks within the coalition partners and made the country a club for corrupt local 

stakeholders. All of these factors were grounded on the mistake that the U.S. made by not 

understanding or ignoring the local cultural norms. The next chapter will further dig into the 

deep causes of the failure of the U.S. strategic objectives in Afghanistan. 
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Chapter Five 

Causes of the Failure of U.S. Strategies 

On the basis of the discussion on the U.S. strategies and their outcomes, this chapter is 

focused on the analysis of the causes of the failure of the U.S. strategies vis-à-vis conflict 

resolution and the attainment of strategic objectives. This chapter analyzes as to what extent is 

the main argument of the thesis, ‘that the prisoners’ dilemma defined American strategy 

towards the Taliban and Afghanistan with a similar logic on the Taliban side, and the exact 

failure of American conflict resolution strategy was in its non-attention to non-zero sum 

outcomes and an overt reliance on the pursuit of military objectives”. Furthermore, ‘the failure 

in achieving policy objectives vis-à-vis the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan stems from over-

reliance on the military force, a strategic confusion regarding the use of coercive or political 

means to deal with Taliban and negligence to the ground realities in the country’ is appealing. 

From the beginning of 21st century, the U.S. and NATO forces were involved in various 

operations in Afghanistan under the legitimacy of the UN Security Council resolutions.462 The 

outcomes of this largest, costly and longest comprehensive involvement proved less promising 

vis-à-vis conflict resolution in Afghanistan. An approximate cost of the war in Afghanistan has 

exceeded one trillion dollars,463 which is unprecedented. The human cost of the war is equally 

astonishing; thousands of allied forces got killed and wounded.464 The number of Afghan 

casualties is even more horrific.465 The U.S. being an immense military might in the world was 

unable to resolve the conflict and losses. The U.S. tested various strategies but could not get 

the desired outcomes. The proceeding part of this chapter would look into the causes of the 

failure of the U.S. strategies in Afghanistan vis-à-vis conflict resolution. 

The varying military-political strategies by the U.S. used both hard and soft power to 

achieve objectives.466 The U.S. was on the leading role, while secondary roles were distributed 

among allies. The U.S. agenda while staying in Afghanistan was multifaceted after getting 
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initial military success against Taliban backed Al-Qaeda.467 The then U.S. under defense 

secretary, P. Wolfowitz expressed that the U.S. is looking for developing a large 

communication and radar installation in adjacent regions to Afghanistan, one that adjacent to 

Iran in the western region of Afghanistan, using military bases in Bagram and Shindanda.468 

There were differences among allies over the U.S. strategies in Afghanistan, which were 

always reflected in many international conferences.469  

Despite many secondary achievements, the primary objective to defeat Taliban and 

achieve peace in Afghanistan remained unfulfilled. The varying U.S. strategies lacked certain 

potential attributes, which can rightly be considered/ written as the ‘causes of failure’ in 

achieving policy objectives in Afghanistan. From 2001 to 2003, the U.S. achieved 

unexpectedly early results by the fall of Taliban regime and hence declared a victory over the 

‘forces of terror’ (Al-Qaeda) and Taliban, who supported them.470 The end of Taliban regime 

paved way for the launch of anti-terror campaign against terrorists in peripheries of 

Afghanistan. Subsequently, a successful Bonn conference at the end of 2001 further projected 

Afghanistan as an easy consignment.471 The Western allies and a provisional local Afghan 

government were in misapprehensions of military success and hence attention was diverted to 

the socio-economic aspects of statebuilding project.472 Dozens of non-governmental 

organizations, numerous foreign policy advisors and media representatives were allowed to 

work in Afghanistan as partners in the statebuilding project.473 With a diversion in priorities, 

Taliban found a space to reorganize its fighters/ Jihadists and launched a massive terrorist 

campaign against the foreign troops and local officials. On one hand, Afghanistan’s socio-

economic figures were showing positive orientation due to the massive influx of aid from 

foreign donors, while on the other hand, a new wave of terrorism was shacking the security of 

the country and the sphere of armed confrontation between Taliban, local Afghan regime and 

the U.S. forces was expanding.474 The most damages and loss of contingents of the international 

forces occurred between 2006 and 2014.475 In the post 2010 era, the U.S. strategy to act at the 
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back of the local Afghan security forces significantly reduced the casualties but the Afghan 

local forces suffered unprecedented fatalities. The U.S. invested heavily in recruiting and 

training of the local Afghan forces; however, the operational capacity was not improved in 

terms of the provision of advanced ammunition.476 The ever increasing expenses and expanding 

war in Afghanistan was causing resistance from the civil society organizations in the western 

countries,477 which led to the announcement of the withdrawal plan by the end of 2014. The 

troop’s withdrawal plan resulted in the further intensification of military confrontation as 

Taliban perceived this decision as the defeat of the U.S. forces and a Zero-Sum outcome of the 

war in Afghanistan.478 They increased guerilla attacks on the U.S. and Afghan forces to further 

strengthen their strategic position in Afghanistan.479  

The very foundational objective to intervene in Afghanistan stemmed from the 

determination to wipe out the agents of chaos and terrorism, so that the national security of the 

U.S. in particular and the world in general is safeguarded.480 From the very start of the U.S. 

intervention in Afghanistan, the U.S. operations aimed at the materialization of two core 

objectives; firstly, the elimination of Al-Qaeda safe heavens through the establishment of an 

international anti-terrorism partnership and the forceful change of Taliban regime, who openly 

advocated for their support to Al- Qaeda.481 The two decades of war reveals that neither of the 

objectives is fully accomplished. Though Taliban regime was toppled within weeks of the U.S. 

intervention in 2001 but even after twenty years, Taliban holds an control of Afghanistan.482 

Secondly, the heroic leader of Al Qaeda is killed but the group still exists and a new terrorist 

group ISIS has also emerged and penetrated into Afghanistan. So, the U.S. has failed in 

achieving policy objectives in Afghanistan and this has become one of its most profound 

failures in history.483The various causes which most likely caused the failure of the U.S. 

strategies in achieving policy objectives in Afghanistan are discussed in the proceeding 

paragraphs.   
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5.1.  Causes of Failure 

Conflict resolution in Afghanistan was a multifaceted game involving the U.S., Taliban 

and Afghan government and some local, regional, and extra-regional players. The presence of 

multi-players made the situation more complicated and troublesome. Towards the end of 2010, 

the presence of ISIS was observed in Afghanistan as a potentially destabilizing factor parallel 

to Taliban and Al Qaeda.484 ISIS is an international terrorist organisation, which carries the 

potential to destabilise Afghanistan and surrounding regional countries. Similarly, Al Qaeda is 

still considered a lively threat inside Afghanistan and neighboring Pakistan, whose historical 

lineage and cooperation with Taliban is unprecedented.485 Many local warlords inside 

Afghanistan carry far less strength than Taliban. However, they could play a constantly 

destabilising role in Afghanistan and could destroy any effort to bring peace through the power-

sharing mechanism. Over time, civil society in Afghanistan also emerged as a strong voice 

against all kinds of atrocities and bad governance from either player in Afghanistan.486  

A famous expert on peace and conflict studies, John Galtung, in an interview stated that 

“The Taliban are part of Afghanistan. Talib means seeker-student. They are seeking for the 

truth in the Koran. And they are dead against secularisation. Among the Taliban you find 

moderates and less moderates. Afghanistan can’t be run by Kabul. It consists of at least 12 

nations that are very autonomous. Afghanistan is surrounded by countries that are quite 

interesting in the sense that parts of those countries are in Afghanistan. Uzbekistan-Tajikistan. 

So why not make a community like the European Community. Make a central Asian 

Community. Much of the restlessness and violence in Afghanistan comes from the relationship 

with neighbouring countries.”487 He further stated that “the Afghans with the help of 

international community have to find a Koranic solution like Turkey, the Philippines and 

Indonesia and this can’t be imposed by the West. It is a violent country. It needs security 

machinery. That can’t be NATO. NATO is just a western kind of thing. To run it in such a way 
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that the UN Security Council cooperates with the Organisation for the Islamic Conference 

about non-aggressive peacekeeping.”488 

The initial military success against Al Qaeda and Taliban raised the U.S. 

expectations.489 Contrary to the U.S. expectations, a new wave of guerilla attacks was launched 

by Taliban against the U.S. and Afghan government officials, starting a new civil war in the 

country. The main players in the new civil war in Afghanistan were Taliban, Afghan 

government led by Hamid Karzai and International forces, particularly the U.S..490 Majority of 

Afghans remained neutral and passive to all of the players, relying on the wait and see 

approach.491 However, the traditional Pashtun population was more tilted towards Taliban and 

was a source of logistical support to Taliban.492 There existed political differences among many 

ethnic groups within Afghanistan, confronting the ruling elite over power sharing issues. The 

main fault line is the division along Pashtuns and non-Pashtuns groups. Seeing the increasing 

level of corruption, lack of transparency and accountability, Taliban received sympathies from 

common Afghans.493 Towards the end of 2002, Taliban successfully regrouped them and used 

a public outreach strategy, meeting increasing support from the population. The start of 

different statebuilding projects met an uncertain fate due to non-familiarity to the ground 

realities and hence ordinary Afghans considered the U.S. role as biased and not focused on the 

real issues.494 Taliban increased guerilla attacks against the foreign forces, which was a clear 

denial of the earlier US claims of defeating the terrorist groups in 2001. The first major guerrilla 

attack against ISAF forces took place in early June 2002, killing German soldiers and other 

significant casualties.495 This attack served as a warning to the international forces and 

provisional Afghan government. Academic researchers see the causes of the U.S. failure 

differently. Dr Asfand Yar responded to the question about the causes of the U.S. failure as, “It 

is a question on which books will be written for years and decades to come. I have tried to 

answer it by examining various documents and sources, such as the recently released 
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Afghanistan Papers. They suggest that for much of the war, the U.S. government recognized 

and communicated major challenges of the war, including Afghanistan’s geographic and social 

complexity, the cronyism of Afghan politicians, perils of warlords, Pakistan’s support of 

Taliban, government corruption in Afghanistan and so on. But US policymakers failed to align 

policy solutions with the challenges they confronted to resolve the conflict on its own terms. 

The answer I believe lies in American politicians failing to provide leadership on what US 

goals should be with respect to involvement in Afghanistan. One can make the case that starting 

November 2001 -- when Taliban regime was toppled -- the U.S. started stumbling into 

assumptions and priorities, which suggests limited intentionality and confusion about available 

options and strategic ends. In that period, US policymakers contested and redefined the 

importance of the Afghan Taliban as an adversary throughout the war. Weak political oversight 

is not new to American national security, or for that matter national security decisions of most 

countries. So the key point to take away is that weak political oversight can undermine 

complicated interventions like US involvement in Afghanistan”.496 Dr Omar Sharifi attached 

many reasons to the U.S. strategic failure in Afghanistan and argued that, “First and foremost, 

after the fall of Taliban regime, the U.S policy priority shifted to the war in Iraq. Only in 

2009/10 that the U.S started to refocus on Afghanistan and the reconstituted/revitalized Taliban 

uprising. Second, over-reliance of the U.S. on Pakistan’s cooperation in ending Afghan 

conflict. Pakistan while receiving billions of the U.S aid, continued to harbor, reconstitute, 

train, equip and send Taliban fighters to Afghanistan. Third, corrupt and incompetent Afghan 

government. Afghan government’s inability to address injustice and corruption led many 

ordinary people to support the Taliban uprising while eroded international support for a 

prosperous and peaceful Afghanistan.  Fourth, the shifting and inconsistent U.S policy towards 

the region. This seriously undermined U.S abilities to end the conflict by helping to establish 

regional consensus. This in turn let to an increased while military and financial support for 

Taliban. Fifth, the drug trade. So far narcotic trade had been one of the major sources of income 

for Taliban and their allied militant groups. The U.S and the Afghan government failed to 

address this problem”.497 
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Since then, the U.S. kept on changing different strategies, for conflict resolution, in the 

country with no prominent outcome. Some of the likely factors responsible for the failure of 

the U.S. strategies are discussed here.   

5.1.1. Optimistic view of Operational Success and subsequent Expansion of Mission for 

Zero-Sum Outcome 

Officially, the U.S. as well as Afghan government presented an optimistic scenario 

regarding developments in Afghanistan in terms of security, politics and socio-economic 

indicators.498 On June 15, 2004, the then Afghan president, Hamid Karzai addressed the joint 

session of the U.S. congress, and congratulated the participants of the military success against 

terrorists in Afghanistan. Similarly, the U.S. officials on various occasions celebrated the 

success of military operation against Taliban.499 However, these celebrations were not mature 

and contrary to the oblique circumstances in Afghanistan. The U.S. and its allies wanted to 

expand their operations in Afghanistan and hence launched a statebuilding project throughout 

the country.500 France was reluctant to expand operations in Afghanistan but the U.S. was not 

convinced and hence more troops were deployed in different provinces on premise of training 

and strengthening the local Afghan forces.501 In spring 2003, when the open phase of operations 

in Iraq completed, the U.S. assured the Afghan government of its long term commitment in the 

country.502 The then CENTCOM commander, General T. Franks, Minister of defense D. 

Rumsfeld and special representative, and Z. Khalilzad had repeated visits and assured the 

Kabul government of their commitments.503 D. Rumsfeld publically announced that the U.S. 

had achieved military success in Afghanistan but now they will focus on the transitional phase, 

from post-conflict situations to stabilization and restoration in Afghanistan.504  

More practical steps were taken vis-à-vis expanding the functions of ISAF in the fall of 

2002 after the rotational change in command of ISAF from Turkey to Netherlands and 
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Germany.505 Under the new command, controlled security zones were strengthened in the 

Afghan provinces to ensure the minimum losses to the international forces. To further 

strengthen the security of international forces and expand the functions and scope of the 

mission, another important step was taken, an agreement was signed between the Federal 

Republic of Germany, the Netherlands and the Alliance headquarters in Brussels in September 

2003 regarding the possibility of involving the relevant mobile units in the alliance as part of 

the concept of mobile deployment of NATO.506 This agreement proved effective in further 

anchoring the position of international forces in the Afghan military-political. At the same time, 

Berlin set off from the fact that the Tripartite Agreements provided grounds for transferring the 

entire ISAF leadership to NATO, completing the German-Dutch Joint Command mandate in 

the fall of 2003.507 

The White House, National Security Council, the State Department, and the Pentagon 

had different approaches to the discussion of possible modalities for the additional mission of 

international forces. If the State Department called for an expansion of the mandate, the 

Department of Defense feared that it would to some extent impede the freedom of the U.S. 

military unit to conduct operations in the country, because of the possible compromises on 

policies/ strategies among the coalition partners.508 Gradually, however, especially with the 

approaching decision to invade Iraq, the view began to prevail that the active participation of 

NATO units in Afghan affairs could motivate the Allies to send their forces to Afghanistan and 

expand financial and economic assistance to Afghanistan, making them bound by NATO 

discipline.509 There were plans that the released American units be transferred to Iraq, putting 

Afghanistan’s responsibility on the coalition partners.510 Gradually, Washington became the 

main locomotive for expanding the West's presence in Afghanistan through the framework of 

NATO. In this regard a meeting was held in the spring of 2003 in Brussels regarding the 

finalization of the decision to deploy a peacekeeping presence in the country.511 The 
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headquarters structure was planned in Kabul, and strategic command and control was 

transferred to the coalition commander who was empowered under political control under 

NATO council, in appointments of the operation commander.512 

The expansion of NATO operational activities were linked with the provision of 

resources. They needed additional resources to implement the new tasks, requiring more troops 

and funds for the statebuilding projects.  The updated plan included, among other things, 

NATO's more active operational participation in training Afghan security forces, country’s 

reconstruction and statebuilding, the reintegration of former Taliban fighters in society, as well 

as in the creation of protected centers for the safety of international forces primarily in large 

cities in the central regions. The new tasks also included the possible expansion of the 

international force to provide short-term emergency relief operations or evacuations in the 

provinces.513 The operation plan was discussed with Karzai, and upon getting consent, started 

functioning. In the midst August 2003, NATO established itself in the planning, coordination 

and management of ISAF operations throughout the country. In December 2003, the 

reorganization of the international forces also contributed to a more organized preparation for 

the convening of the highest general Afghan National Assembly to approve the new 

constitution and elect the president through the Loya Jirga.514 

In fall 2003, the Afghan Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Secretary-General of 

NATO turned to the Secretary-General of the United Nations with a proposal to expand the 

mission of ISAF, materializing the recommendations of Bonn conference.515 This led to the 

passing of UN Security Council Resolution 1510, allowing the transfer of their mandates 

throughout the country, including ensuring the safe operation of the Afghan Civil 

Administration and international forces, including the employees of non-governmental 

organizations.516 The resolution expressed concerns about the complexity of conflict in 

Afghanistan and emphasized on strengthening the coordination and cooperation among the 

International coalition partners, Kabul government and international security assistance 

force.517 
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The U.S. and NATO expanding participation in Afghanistan, in addition to conducting 

military operations, has paid increased attention to the three elements most important to the 

survival of the Karzai regime. First is the formation of a new Afghan National Army (ANA), 

to be responsible for security and law enforcement in the country; secondly, the expansion of 

central government influence in the different provinces throughout the country; and thirdly, to 

provide economic assistance to central and local authorities for their effective functioning.518 

To materialize this, the U.S. was looking for a major power structure under the Afghan 

government. By the time Taliban regime was overthrown, there were no national military units 

ready to fight in the country and the entire responsibility for upholding peace in the country 

lied on the international security forces. The only exception in terms of local based security 

assistance was the former Northern Alliance support in ground operations, which consisted 

mainly of representatives of the minorities, including the Tajiks, Uzbeks and Hazaras, who 

made a significant contribution to the U.S. Operation Enduring Freedom.519 However, the 

support from the Northern Alliance was informal and they lacked any official combatant’s 

status. Previously, they were also the main power structure of the Mujahideen government, and 

according to the Bonn Agreements, they had to be dissolved.520 The differences among the 

leaders of Northern Alliance and the U.S. forces also surfaced amides the fall of Kabul and the 

subsequent ownership of power in Kabul. The U.S. wanted to avoid siding unilaterally with 

any of the groups to avoid a backlash from opposition and resultantly solely relying on the 

Northern Alliance.521 Along with the influential Pashtun wing of the Karzai government, the 

U.S. had been actively interested in restoring the traditional dominant role of the Pashtuns in 

the country's domestic political life, which has been shaken in recent decades by the activities 

Communist regime. It was also important for Washington to largely link the creation of combat 

ready armed forces to the timing of the withdrawal of the coalition forces from Afghanistan. 

So, in this context, the U.S. decided to establish a local Afghan army to relinquish the security 

burden from international forces.522 

Initially in the spring of 2002, Pentagon experts in coordination with the UNAMA 

planned to recruit, not more than eighty thousand security personals for the Afghan National 

Army, however, many Afghan civilian and military representatives immediately called for the 
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formation of a much larger unit.523 The recruitment was not limited to army; rather it included 

manpower for air force and ministry of internal affairs dealing with border management. 

Despite demands, the U.S. seemed less interested in expanding the number beyond eighty 

thousand. The U.S. was more flexible with regard to strengthening the National Guard, which 

was directly responsible for ensuring the security of the head of state and other senior officials 

but no major changes were made with respect to the demands for increasing Afghan air force 

and border guards.524 Calculations related to the number of contingents by NATO members 

were based on the difficulty in finding funds from international donors. So, the expansion of 

ISAF and NATO mandate in Afghanistan further complicated the conflict resolution process 

and Taliban, meanwhile, were busy in regrouping themselves for a tangible offensive against 

the international as well as local forces in Afghanistan.525 

The democratization strategy set out by President Bush was intended to eliminate 

threats to the interests of the U.S. and its allies by the countries who spread in their territory 

and export it to other regions of the world. The new strategy proclaimed the success of 

democratic reforms in Afghanistan, which Washington thought was a model for future Asian 

democracies. In official documents, the U.S. policy results in Afghanistan were described in 

magnificent intonations and were called a stunning achievement and a huge strategic success. 

Stable successes in the field of democratic development in terms of the performance of the 

interim administration of the country, which reported every six months about the holding of 

elections to various kinds of authorities, was considered satisfactory and hoped that the 

situation in Afghanistan would not distract the American armed forces from the struggle for 

freedom of the Iraqi people. With the U.S. shift towards Iraq from 2003-2006, the Karzai 

government coped with the newly emerging challenges with varying success, seeking to 

compensate for cuts in the American funding. Sensing a shift in emphasis in US policy in the 

region to Iraq, Karzai took Washington’s initiative in bilateral relations and initiated a series 

of meetings on the future of democracy in Afghanistan. Since the beginning of 2003, the 

Afghan leadership has begun to hint to Washington that it does not fully control the country’s 

situation. On February 27, 2003, during his visit to Washington, H. Karzai asked the U.S. for 

new help, reminding the U.S. that the war in Afghanistan continues and convincing them that 
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the defeat of Taliban is not the guarantee of victory, as many other groups are still active in the 

country. Then, on the eve of the American operation in Iraq, Karzai managed to get a promise 

from the U.S. to continue to provide financial assistance at the same level as in the past. 

5.1.1.1.Establishment of Government and Reliance on Weak Administration at 

Kabul 

Immediately after the fall of Taliban regime, the U.S. installed a provisional democratic 

political setup, led by Hamid Karzai. Governance at Kabul was not an easy task for Karzai 

administration; however, the U.S. fully supported the government but avoided to give 

autonomy in the key decision making processes. The U.S. used Afghan government to lobby 

for legal assistance over the expansion and extended mandate of ISAF in Afghanistan.526 

Afghan government used to sign any bill, facilitating the U.S. mission in the country and thus 

acted as a facilitator for the U.S. forces.527 Quite often, Hamid Karzai raised the issue of the 

legitimacy of his cabinet, however, the U.S., Britain and Germany was only crediting 

ceremonial authority to his government.528 The input from Afghan government and other 

opposition parties/ groups were not fully heard at the formulation of policies for Afghanistan, 

thus lacking adequate depth to address the ground realities. Afghans have a traditional way of 

settling disputes, known as Jirga, which could have been a better choice to avoid violence. 

However, the U.S. excluded Taliban in the Loya Jirga held in 2001 and 2002.529 Resultantly, 

the U.S. had to face direct military confrontation with Taliban thus further engaging ISAF in 

the civil war in the country. Ignoring the policy recommendations from Afghan government, 

the existed an ambiguity in the U.S. policies towards conflict resolution in Afghanistan.530 All 

of this stems from the week Afghan government, who only acted as a facilitator for the U.S.. 

5.1.1.1.1. Expanding Afghan Security Forces without Capacity Building Measures 

In pursuance of the U.S. strategy to shift security responsibilities to the local Afghan 

forces, hundreds of local Afghans were recruited, trained and operationalized.531 The U.S. acted 

as a main locomotive force in this entire process of establishing Afghan National Army and 
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supportive organizational and financial framework, dividing responsibilities among the U.S., 

UK, Germany and France.532 Unending attacks on international forces compelled the U.S. to 

develop local Afghan security forces in a hurry, putting little efforts in capacity building 

measures. Under the Freedom in Afghanistan Support Act, towards the end of 2002, 

Washington approved approximately $ 3 billion to the formation of the armed forces and law 

enforcement agencies for the period from 2003 to 2006.533 However, the process immediately 

encountered many problems, significantly, was the mass desertion of recruits, often taking 

away the weapons along themselves.534 Many Afghans participated in the recruitment process 

for the sack of material gains, with no intentions to serve permanently as part of the regular 

forces.535  One of the possible reasons was the absence of tradition of regular army in Afghan 

culture.536 The recruitment of Afghan from Pashtun districts was more difficulty task on several 

grounds. There was a trust deficit between NATO members, Afghan government and Afghan 

Sunni Pashtuns.537 So, the recruitments of the Pashtuns were always suspicious and 

problematic. Parallel to the recruitment process, Disarmament, demobilization and 

reintegration (DDR) was launched, focusing the formal Mujahedeen and Taliban.538 The aim 

of DDR was to make the formal fighters part of the national Army and police, however, the 

response was not encouraging. Many pro-Taliban elements were recruited, who latter inflicted 

damages by stealing weapons and running back to the insurgents.539 There were incidents of 

confrontation between the U.S. and local Afghan security forces. All this, in particular, led to 

the fact that at the beginning of September 2012 the U.S. command suspended the 

implementation of all combat training programs for new Afghan national army recruits until a 

further thorough investigation into their possible links with Taliban.540 By the fall of 2002, the 

first three battalions had been trained, and two more brigades were trained till March 2003.541 

The main combat Unit, Central Army Corps - 1 was restored towards the end of August in 
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2003.542 The Afghan Security Forces were not able to adequately resist Taliban’s offensive and 

hence the need to utilize international forces was realized.  

NATO’s initial plans to rely more on local Afghan Forces, after a speedy recruitment 

and training process, fell short of realization amid the growing guerilla attacks from Taliban.543 

Initially, the U.S. wanted a small contingent of local Afghan forces but towards the end of 

2012, the local Afghan security personnel’s tripled in number, reaching one hundred and 

seventy thousand people.544 Not only the ANA, but Afghan Police was also extended by 

recruiting more people. However, the extended numbers were not adequately resources by the 

U.S. and allies, as they lacked in modern weapon and related technology. Seeing the clear 

advantages and advancements from Taliban the number of U.S. and international forces were 

also increased from thirty six thousand of 2006 to twenty two thousand in 2012, most of them, 

nearly ninety thousand, were from the U.S. security forces.545 

In the process of expanding the ANA, local police and NATO troops, a sharp shortage 

of artillery, ammunition, armored vehicles and spare parts was faced.546 The U.S. wanted to 

void the Soviet style provision of weapons to the local Afghan forces but they had to reconsider 

their strategic decision regarding provision of the U.S. made weapons to the local Afghan 

security forces. 

5.1.2. Failure to Understand or Ignore Local Afghan Cultural Conditions 

In an interview a question was asked to an ex-head of National Counter-terrorism 

Authority (NACTA) Ihsan Ghani about the impact of the local Afghan culture on the failure of 

the US strategies in Afghanistan. He was of the view that “one of Afghans’ traditional weapon 

is patience”. They just waited for their chance. The US and its allied forces could not 

understand this and jumped into the statebuilding program assuming that the threat from 

Taliban is being eliminated. He further stated that “bad governance or absence of the same, 

human rights violations by local and US troops and massive corruption provided Taliban a firm 

ground to get the sympathies of the local Afghans and hence recruitment for their armed groups. 
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In Afghan culture, foreigners who disrespect the local values and are involved in gross human 

rights violations are rarely pardoned. This was the reason; the local Afghans have developed 

sympathies towards Taliban and acted as facilitators in their attacks against the international 

forces. Mr Ihsan further argued that abject poverty, especially in the rural area due to recent 

past Soviet occupation, perennial internal conflicts has enabled the Afghan people to survive 

with the minimum available resources. The US occupation did not make anything better in this 

respect. Due to the history of conflicts, Afghans have experienced to both sufferings and 

benefits from wars, occupations, conflicts and most of all elite capture. This shows that the US 

war in Afghanistan was taken as a ‘blessing in disguise’ by many and tried to benefit from it. 

Another important aspect identified by Mr. Ihsan was that the US had faltered from the start 

when they succumbed to the Northern warlords pressures who went on a rampage of ethnic 

cleansing, loot, abuses and not majorly focused on the US objectives in Afghanistan.  

In response to the same question, on the role of culture in the failure of the US strategies 

in Afghanistan, Mr Salman Javed argued that, “The biggest issue in any policy framework 

when it comes down to Afghanistan is neglecting their rural population and their cultural 

elements. Considering a few big cities and the representatives of Afghan culture and traditions 

is one big mistake which US repeated over and over again. The local or more precisely rural 

culture of Afghanistan is conservative, tribalistic and very much ungovernable. Elements 

seeking their hideouts, safe heavens or developing relations based upon ethnic, historical or 

religious linkages will find their ways in the hearts, mind or pockets of these tribes and alliances 

would be made to create a deterrence which is very much needed for a revolt at such a large 

scale. Pitching tribes against other tribes or sects against other sects is also a short-term policy 

which was always bound to fail. Last but not the least. US didn't care at all about the 

development or nation building, it is very much there in the minds of local Afghans, hence the 

resentment and resistance.” Mr Tahir Khan547 and Imtiaz Gul548, both expressed the similar 

view about the role of culture in the failure of the U.S. strategies in Afghanistan.   
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5.1.3. Failure of the Statebuilding Program 

After initial military success against Taliban regime in Afghanistan, the U.S. started a 

Statebuilding program in Afghanistan on the Weberian democratic model, primarily to exclude 

Taliban from powersharing and establishing a long-term structural pro-U.S. political system.549 

Largely, the U.S. Statebuilding program failed due to various reasons; firstly, insufficient 

understanding of the local tradition or ignoring it for being least relevant, secondly, the 

underestimation of the link between capacity and legitimacy of the policies and institutions in 

the country, thirdly, the failure of the donor states to ensure transparency in the utilization of 

funds for various projects of the Statebuilding program. 

The U.S. had not been able to grasp the traditions and socio-political culture of 

Afghanistan. The U.S. policy advisors thought they knew what the country needed in terms of 

Statebuilding necessities, which is not exactly what its people wanted. The U.S. politics vis-à-

vis Afghanistan was driven by fantasy; chief among them was the idea that the Taliban could 

be destroyed and that an entire culture could be transformed and replaced by the western 

democratic model through the Statebuilding process. The U.S. backed Afghan government 

failed not only because of the Taliban but was hampered by the blind spots and prejudices of 

U.S. policies towards the conflict. The U.S. saw strong centralized authority as the solution to 

Afghanistan's problems and supported a constitution that gave the president wide range of 

powers without giving due importance to the traditional authority of the tribal war lords.550 

This, along with a bizarre and confusing electoral system, undermined the development of 

parliament and political parties. The U.S. Statebuilding policies generated an outrage by 

promoting programs that were supposed to reshape gender norms contrary to the Afghan 

culture. The local Afghan culture and its various norms were the lifeblood of the country's 

political culture but the U.S. Statebuilding processes reflected the arrogance of the Western 

powers, who viewed Afghan traditions as an obstacle to be overcome easily whenever required, 

but it proved wrong. Such arrogant approach from the western allies turned a major chunk of 

the Afghan population to believe that the government never belonged to them and just a U.S. 

puppet government. They continued to turn to informal community-driven dispute resolution 
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and local figures they trusted. And that left the door open for the slow return of the Taliban 

from the mountains back to urban settlements.551 

The second important reasons for the failure of the U.S. Statebuilding program were 

the establishment of various institutions without fully taking into account their capacity 

building measures. Institutions without capacity certainly lost legitimacy among Afghans. For 

example, the U.S. planned to establish a local army and police institutions but failed in 

strengthening their capacity and transparent recruitment procedures.552 Resultantly, the local 

forces failed in many respects. There were reports of the local Afghan soldiers breaking away 

from the government and joining the Taliban, hence a big security and intelligence breach. On 

many instances, the local Afghan forces killed allied troops as well. Moreover, the Afghan 

forces were least trusted by the common Afghans as they were considered to be less reliable as 

compared to Taliban. However, it is clear that legitimacy itself requires much more systematic 

attention and should be placed at the center of the discourse on the effectiveness of the state. 

States can only govern with authority and minimal coercion if their own citizens recognize 

their legitimacy. 

Third important reason for the failure of the Statebuilding program was the lack of 

transparency in the utilization of the Statebuilding funds for various programs. Many research 

studies and even investigative journalists produced reports identifying massive structural 

corruption in the Hamid Karzai and Ashraf Ghani administrations. The international 

community is equally implicated, in large part due to its mismanagement of aid. The doner 

countries had poured I too much money into Afghanistan with little or no oversight which had 

no institutional mechanism to handle such resources. One SIGAR estimate puts the total 

donated by the United States alone at $145 billion in development aid under the Statebuilding 

programs over the past 20 years.553 A CNN summary of SIGAR reports highlighted 10 

examples, including a cargo fleet with an initial value of half a billion dollars sold for scrap at 

a measly $40,000, a fancy $85 million hotel that never opened, and a medical facility that had 

location coordinates in the Mediterranean Sea. So, the extremely fragmented, poorly 

implemented stabilization and democratization measures by donors have strengthened neo-

patrimonial governance structures and allowed the development of parallel service delivery 
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structures. Moreover, an unknown but significant amount of development aid ends up funding 

various armed groups. 

5.1.3.1. Brahimi’s Role as UN Special Representative for Afghanistan 

On 3th October 2001, Lakhdar Brahimi was appointed as the UN special representative 

in Afghanistan, and was entrusted with the overall responsibility for political and humanitarian 

endeavors on the behalf of the UN.554 Brahimi focused on involving the six-plus-two group, 

particularly Pakistan and Iran, in the consultations about a political setup in Afghanistan after 

Taliban’s regime was ousted by the U.S. and coalition forces. Upon his speedy consultations 

with the key stakeholders, he presented his report to the UN security council which focused on 

the following points.  

• A legitimate Afghan government that represents the entire population would have the 

necessary legitimacy and determination to counter international terrorist groups in the 

country. 

• Acknowledgment of the special role and legitimate interests of Pakistan and Iran, as 

well as their connections to certain Afghan factions. 

• All parties involved, particularly Pakistan and Iran, must commit to a political 

resolution that preserves Afghanistan's unity and territorial integrity. 

• Afghan parties must reach a consensus without undue interference from neighboring 

countries to achieve a lasting solution. 

• A stable Afghanistan is in line with regional interests, particularly the national interests 

of Pakistan and Iran. 

• The creation of a politically balanced, multinational, widely based, and freely elected 

government with both international and domestic legitimacy is necessary. 

• The UN has a critical role in convening negotiations and mediations between the parties 

and in the implementation of any agreement. 

• The imposition of an external resolution on Afghans is not desirable. 

• The international community must be involved in providing the necessary political and 

financial resources on a permanent and long-term basis. 

• Due to rapidly changing military circumstances, the four major groups, namely the 

Rome Group (led by the former king), Northern Alliance, Peshawar Group (Pakistani 
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diaspora), and Cyprus Group (Iranian diaspora), would meet at a convenient location 

as soon as feasible. 

• These current groups and processes would commence talks, and more representatives 

would be added to ensure extensive participation, but the absence of representation 

early on should not detract from the possibility of agreeing on a structure. 

• Afghans themselves, particularly the returning diaspora, must be involved in creating 

good governance institutions by establishing clear and equitable regulations and 

adhering to them. 

• A robust security force, particularly in Kabul, rather than a non-UN multinational force, 

must be deployed. 

• Kabul should be demilitarized and not controlled by any single group. 

• Donors and the UN system must closely collaborate in implementing the UN mission, 

with clear delineation of powers and responsibilities. 

• All participants must agree that Afghans are accountable and should own the process. 

• The agreed-upon institutions would be temporary and would not include everyone who 

should be considered, including some with questionable credentials; however, given 

that this was just the beginning of a process and not a settlement, these deficiencies 

must be accepted in the interest of peace.555 

Brahimis report to the UN security council set the ground for the Bonn negotiations; 

however, he, in an interview with the ‘Center for Humanitarian Dialogue (HD)’ confesses that 

despite his understanding that Taliban remained an important player, even after conceding 

defeat from the U.S., the entire coalition partners, the U.S., India and even Russia were insisting 

on the notion that Taliban are out of option in any possible political arrangements in 

Afghanistan.556 He said that despite the voices about Taliban exclusion from the political 

reconciliation efforts, he met Mullah Umar three times to make them part of the Statebuilding 

efforts. However, the U.S. administration was convinced that they can successfully carry out 

the Statebuilding agenda through Bonn negotiations by excluding Taliban.557 

 
555 Ibid; 407-409. 
556 Lakhdar Brahimi, “Lakhdar Brahimi on hopes and failures in Afghanistan” interview by The Mediator’s 
Studio - Center for Humanitarian Dialogue (HD), Episode 1, Season 3, 15th February 2022. 
https://hdcentre.org/podcasts/lakhdar-brahimi-on-hopes-and-failures-in-afghanistan/  
557 Ibid. 

https://hdcentre.org/podcasts/lakhdar-brahimi-on-hopes-and-failures-in-afghanistan/


211 
 

In the same interview, Brahimi quotes Zalmi Khalilzad that Mr. Hamid Karzai did not 

discuss the letter he received from Mullah Umar about his desire to negotiate with the 

government and the U.S. He claims that Karzai subsequently discussed the letter with Donald 

Rumsfeld and later made it public. The reason for not disclosing the letter in time could 

probably be for two reasons; firstly, Karzai wanted to protect his interests and not allow the 

Taliban to negotiate directly with the U.S., and secondly, the U.S. did not pay attention, as was 

clear from their statements in those days, to consider the Taliban as a political stakeholder to 

the Bonn negotiations. Brahimi's revelations in his interview clearly underline the notion that 

by ignoring Taliban in the initial period after the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan led to further 

strategic confusion in their conflict management policy, leading to the longevity of the conflict 

and failure to achieve strategic goals.  

5.1.4. President Bush's Penchant for Unilateral Action 

The U.S. has been skeptical of the local, regional and extra-regional players and failed 

to get over the prisoner’s dilemma from the very start of its intervention in Afghanistan. In 

implementing the U.S. global war strategy on terror, the Bush administration was inclined to 

act unilaterally. On the eve of the presidential election in the winter of 2000, C. Rice wrote 

about the readiness and determination of the future republican administration to act alone.558 

By the end of the first year of the presidency, this trend had further strengthened. Although 

President Bush believed that September 11 provide an opportunity to improve relations 

between the great powers, he believed that they should not have a decisive influence on the 

U.S. foreign policy. The Republican administration perceived the U.S. as the leading centre for 

world decision-making. It ceased to consider Russia, EU and China as key elements of the 

international security structure. Speaking about the international coalition’s fate on the “war 

on terror”, Bush said there is a possibility that we can be left alone; hence, we are ready to act 

alone. The strategy and the course to pursue it, proclaimed by George W. Bush, was the 

manifestation of the concept put forward in 1992 by a group of analysts from the U.S. military 

department, led by Under Secretary of Defense for Political Affairs P. Wolfowitz.559 Then the 

Ministry of Defense proposed a draft containing a proposal on the guide to military planning, 
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abandon multilateral actions on the world stage in favour of unilateral actions, and prevent the 

emergence of a parallel power to the U.S. strengthening the American military power. 

In meetings at the National Counterterrorism Center (NCTC), which is the centre for 

making state decisions on the “war on terror”, the possibilities of using the Global Anti-

Terrorism Coalition resources were discussed.560 This coalition began to take shape 

immediately after the September 11 attacks and included countries from all over the world in 

a short time. The U.S. counted on the world’s help but did not want the Allies to restrict their 

freedom of action. On September 13, 2001, Vice President R. Cheney formulated the 

administration’s international cooperation approach by clarifying that the mission should 

determine the coalition and not vice versa. At meetings of the NSS in September 2001, possible 

targets in the fight against terrorists were discussed by focusing on Iran and Iraq and 

Afghanistan. The then-Secretary of State Colin Powell (2001–2005) urged the president to 

concentrate on fighting Al Qaeda in Afghanistan and remain calm about other targets as the 

international coalition may not agree to a multi-targeted approach. Rumsfeld believed that if 

the coalition does not support the U.S. over its Iraq strategy, they should consider creating 

another coalition. Vice President R. Cheney was more convinced of the C. Powell 

recommendation. At SNB meeting on September 15, it was decided to launch a military 

campaign in Afghanistan.561 

In his speech to Congress and the U.S. Senate on September 20, 2001, George W. Bush 

asked all countries to join the coalition and urged that each state has to decide if they are with 

the U.S. or terrorists. He insisted upon countries that any country that continues to support 

terrorists will be considered a hostile regime by the U.S. from now onwards.562 In another 

speech in Warsaw on November 6, 2001, President Bush clarified that the war on terror is a 

shared responsibility. Remaining neutral is not an option; every country has responsibilities in 

the war on terror, which are not limited to a simple expression of sympathy or words of support 

but a functional role against terrorism.563 This was somewhat a warning to Afghanistan’s 
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neighbouring countries, particularly Pakistan. For the successful implementation of the 

Afghanistan campaign, the U.S. required the Gulf States’ direct assistance and countries 

bordering Afghanistan.564  The U.S. sought to harness the potential of international 

organizations and unions and individual states, including those that had previously rarely 

solidified with the United States. In this regard, the primary issues were to obtain logistical 

support, particularly the airspace permissions, the establishment of military basis, and, more 

importantly, the direct military assistance from some strategically important countries. 

The U.S. successfully took the U.N. into confidence. On September 12, 2001, the UN 

Security Council adopted resolution No. 1368, in which it expressed its readiness to take “all 

necessary measures” in response to the terrorist’s activities.565 The resolution affirmed the right 

of countries and their unions to collective and individual self-defense. On September 28, 2001, 

a new UN Security Council resolution No. 1373 regarding the use of non-military methods of 

combating terrorism.566 It was agreed among UN member countries to take necessary measures 

for the cessation of financial and other logistical support for terrorists throughout the World. 

UN security council resolution no 1373 was primarily concerned about the financial support to 

the various terrorist groups from the Gulf and Afghanistan’s neighbouring countries.567 The 

U.S. was satisfied with the wording of resolution No. 1368, and did not consider it necessary 

to send a formal request to the Security Council for an operation in Afghanistan. The NATO 

Council’s Article 5 of the ‘Washington Treaty’ allowed the U.S. to begin negotiations on 

attracting resources and logistical support from its alliances to Afghanistan’s war. However, at 

an early stage in the military campaign, the U.S. was reluctant to accept NATO military 

assistance. Instead, only the U.S. and Great Britain’s armed forces participated directly in the 

war against Taliban in Afghanistan.568 Subsequently, some warships were sent to the Persian 

Gulf, where NATO members (France, Germany, Canada, Turkey) played a supporting role. 

Donald Rumsfeld at security meetings repeated that the military would not “invent roles” for 
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the allies, because the U.S. administration was reluctant to accept any dictations in their policy 

in Afghanistan and mainly in the global war on terror.569 

The right to fly and station US and NATO forces in the Gulf countries became 

necessary for Afghanistan’s US military operation.570 Shortly after the 9/11 attacks, many Arab 

governments announced their support for the United States. The Organization of the Islamic 

Cooperation (OIC) and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) have condemned the terrorists, 

responsible for the 9/11 attacks in the United States.571 Simultaneously, actions in support of 

fundamentalists Islamic elements in many Islamic countries forced these countries’ 

governments, particularly Oman and Saudi Arabia, to cooperate with the U.S. on anonymity or 

without disclosing specific aid points. At the closing statement of a GCC meeting, it was stated 

that the member countries are willing to take part in any well-defined collective action against 

terrorists. Agreeing to assist the U.S., many Islamic states chose the least burdensome measures 

such as allowing the U.S. warplanes to fly over their territory, avoided publicly demonstrating 

friendly feelings, and forbade the use of their territory to launch military attacks on 

Afghanistan. 

On the Central Asian side, the U.S. had to support the newly independent Muslim 

countries from the formal Soviet Union. Russia still enjoyed the leverage of influencing the 

Central Asian States.572 Since the mid-1990s, Russia’s foreign policy towards Afghanistan has 

intensified due to the constant efforts to protect the Central Asian States’ southern borders from 

the invasion of Islamists from Afghanistan.573 In this regard, Russia in 1996 began to support 

the forces of the Northern Alliance against Taliban regime.574 In Washington, it was understood 

that without using the Russian factor, the U.S.’ possibilities to conduct an Afghanistan 

campaign would be significantly limited. On September 23, 2001, George W. Bush asked 

Russian President Vladimir Putin to support US actions in the region. According to the White 

House chronicler R. Woodward records, the tacit agreement was that Russia would not oppose 

the U.S. presence in the region. At the same time, the U.S. waged war on terrorists and did not 
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intend to consolidate its military presence on an continuing basis. At the end of September, 

President Putin said that Russia does not object to the contacts and cooperation of the Central 

Asian republics with the U.S. over the global war on terror.575 However, at least in the case of 

Uzbekistan, the consent of Russia was late. Tashkent began cooperation with the U.S. without 

coordination with partners in the region.576 

The Central Asia Republics considered American diplomatic initiatives differently. 

Turkmenistan hastened to break off relations with Taliban and started giving cautionary 

attention to the terrorist activities in Afghanistan. Remaining formally outside the coalition, 

Ashgabat nonetheless granted the U.S. easy access to fly over its territory but did not allow its 

airspace to strike in Afghanistan.577 The most convenient supply base for the anti-Taliban 

coalition forces in Afghanistan was Uzbekistan. With the most significant armed forces in the 

region, Uzbekistan sought to play an independent role. Since the late 1990s, it has reduced its 

integration processes under the regional security alliances’ auspices.578 The direct relief of the 

border between Uzbekistan and Afghanistan made it possible to carry out allied aviation flights 

with lower costs than the basing of aircraft in neighbouring Tajikistan. Besides, Uzbekistan 

and Afghanistan were connected by an existing highway, which quickly supplied to the 

Northern Alliance’s base in Mazar-e-Sharif in Northern Afghanistan. However, Tashkent was 

in no hurry to place its resources at the disposal of the United States. For a week and a half, 

Uzbekistan provided evasive answers to requests from Washington, wanting to make sure of 

the seriousness of the U.S. intentions. To expedite negotiations, D. Rumsfeld flew to Tashkent. 

On October 5, 2001, an agreement was signed with President of Uzbekistan I. Karimov to allow 

the U.S. to use Uzbek airspace and establish an airbase in Khanabad. At a joint press 

conference, Rumsfeld said that the U.S.’ interests are establishing long-term relations with 

Uzbekistan which should not be limited to the current issue.579 This statement made a strong 

impression on Karimov, who hastened to inform the assembled journalists about it. Asked by 

one of them whether Russia was informed in advance about the current agreements, Karimov 

referred to a statement by V. Putin made at the end of September 2001. However, from his 
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words, it followed that there were no direct consultations between Russia and Uzbekistan in 

this regard.580 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan readily provided the U.S. with access to its 

airspace. In December 2001, Kyrgyzstan granted the U.S. the right to use the Manas military 

base.581 Tajikistan, for its part, allowed the use of the airport in Dushanbe to refuel American 

aircraft. According to the American press, on the Northern Alliance’s side in the battles with 

Taliban in October – November 2001, the Tajik army units took part, accompanied by Russian 

military instructors. The U.S. Department of State believed that countries in the region would 

be pleased to see the emergence of US troops in Afghanistan. According to the former US 

ambassador to Uzbekistan, at the beginning of the new Afghan campaign, all Central Asian 

states hoped for an extended presence of the U.S. in the region, with two goals: eliminating the 

source of threats in Afghanistan and reducing dependence on Russia.582 The course towards 

the U.S.’ rapprochement with Uzbekistan and Tajikistan in the early 2000s was considered by 

experts differently. On the one hand, as part of a strategy of reaching the Afghanistan-Pakistan 

zone of instability from the north and on the other hand, attempting to strengthen the American 

presence in Central Asia.583 Small and medium-sized countries of Central Asia learned to 

defend their interests, playing on Russia and the U.S.; however, in the mid-2000s there was no 

reason to exaggerate the possibility of Americanization of the region.584 

An essential point of the political and diplomatic campaign to isolate Taliban was 

blocking Afghanistan's borders from its neighbours. Iran refused to participate in the anti-terror 

coalition, declared its neutrality and pointed out the need to seek political solutions to the 

conflict. Iran remained an implacable opponent of Taliban. At the same time, it did not wanted 

to be associated with US actions, seeing in the upcoming military campaign a threat to its 

interests in the region and a model of a possible future campaign against its regime. 

Nevertheless, Iran agreed to the U.S.’ request to assist, if necessary, in the search and rescue 

of American pilots in Afghanistan.585 
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The Eastern neighbour of Afghanistan, China, joined the international coalition. It also 

had a common border with Pakistan and feared fundamentalist fermentation in the country’s 

western districts inhabited by Uyghurs. China tightened control over its border with 

Afghanistan and provided the U.S. with intelligence on Taliban activities in the region. Beijing 

was dissatisfied with the Islamists’ activation to the same extent as US troops’ appearance in 

its strategic rear.586 

At the end of October 2001, the U.S. had seventy-one (71) countries and fifteen (15) 

organizations as part of the Global Counterterrorism Alliance. Sixteen (16) countries 

participated directly in the Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan.587 On October 7, 

2001, the U.S. started a full-scale war in Afghanistan with allies’ help. In an appeal to the 

American people, President Bush announced that the purpose of hostilities with Taliban is to 

destroy their military potential. The ideological background of the “war on terror” allowed the 

Republican administration not to declare the U.S. campaign in Afghanistan as any type of 

conventional wars. An official declaration of war did not precede the U.S.’s military action. 

The U.S. viewed Taliban fighters in the legal sense, not as soldiers, but as terrorists not 

protected by law.588 In the U.S. domestic political arena, the post 9/11 situation nullified the 

dominance of the Democratic Party in Congress to oppose the policies of the Republican 

administration. On the domestic political front, the “war on terror” helped Republicans 

overcome inter-party disagreements and quickly get approval for the military-political 

initiatives, which in another situation would probably trigger much more lively discussions.589 

The U.S. and Western allies were in synchronization on policy of distancing the 

military, political and economic relationship between Russian and the post- Taliban Afghan 

government.590 After the establishment of provisional administration in Kabul, the Western 

allies started strong opposition to the Russian influence in Afghanistan and agreed on providing 

all possible support to the U.S. to avoid any possible assistance from Russia. However, 

reckoning with the realities of ground situations, the U.S. and allies had to readjust their policy 
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line with respect to cooperation with countries beyond traditional allies. They continued 

hindering the economic and political ties between Russia and Afghanistan; however, under the 

NATO-Russia Council (NRC) of 2002, they ceased to pose any obstacles with respect to the 

military-technical cooperation.591 In 2003 in a meeting in Moscow, Russia showed it readiness 

to support the Afghan stabilization cause, including their support to NATO in future operations 

in the country.592 In the same year, the U.S. and the Western allies emphasized more on the 

well-coordinated correspondence among all partners for ISAF mandate, while re-emphasizing 

on the invariability of Russia's line to non-participation in these forces.593 This shows the lack 

of clarity among the partners over the role of Russia in Afghanistan. The U.S. wanted to 

exclude Russia from Afghanistan’s affairs but the ground realties were compelling them to rely 

on the Russian help.  

At subsequent meetings, including on the sidelines of NATO summits, certain 

significant decisions were made to expand cooperation on the transit of cargo of allies through 

Russian territory.594 This was decided after some hurdles were experienced in the NATO 

supply through Pakistan’s territory due to an ongoing militancy by the Tehrik-e-Taliban 

Pakistan (TTP) and later by the protests of Pakistan’s opposition parties at NATO supply 

route.595 Though, Russian route was lengthy but the U.S. had to consider it as a second option, 

in case of any inconvenience in the NATO supply through Pakistan. In this regard, the NATO 

Bucharest Summit in 2008 endorsed the concept of an additional “transit bridge” of non-

military cargo through Russia, Central Asia, and the Caucasus.596 Simultaneously a 

corresponding agreement was signed with Moscow, Ukraine, Belarus, Kazakhstan and 

Uzbekistan for the legal transit of NATO cargo.597 Since the route through Russia was much 

lengthier than the one through ocean and then Pakistan, the NATO’s cargo supply was shifted 

to rail in the summer of 2010, which was ten times cheaper than the supply by air or through 
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Pakistan.598 Knowing the advantages of Russian help, additional NATO- Russian cooperation 

agreements were signed at the Lisbon summit of 2010 for transit related facilitation and a 

possible withdrawal of the international forces through Russia, which were then planned to be 

starting from 2011.599 In this regard, Russia in 2012 formulated an integrated approach to both 

air and land transportation of the U.S. military equipment and troops from Afghanistan through 

its territory.600 Russia’s support to the U.S. and allies was not without risks, as the threat of the 

spasmodic export of drugs and a possible trading within Russia was quite prominent. Drugs 

production in the post-Taliban Afghanistan got record high, reaching to the 90% of the total 

world production.601 Russia expressed their concern in the NATO-Russia Council meeting 

regarding the possible trade of drugs through their territory.602 They stressed upon the need to 

pay serious attention to the anti-drugs efforts by the NATO and ISAF forces. Despite, Russian 

concerns, the U.S. and allies majorly ignored Moscow’s concerns, due to their primary focus 

on security in Afghanistan.603 This indeed was another variable for the destabilized or unhappy 

relationship between the West and the Russian federation. The lack of trust between the U.S. 

and Russia federation could finest be described under the prisoner’s dilemma of game theory. 

Russia kept on raising demands for anti-drugs actions and hence, by the end of 2005, 

the federal drugs control service of the Russian federation and ISAF established cooperation 

against the illegal drugs trade.604 In 2005 and 2010, two designated centers for the training of 

specialists for anti-drugs force were set in Russia and Central Asian states. The force carried 

out some joint anti-drugs measures in Afghanistan with the active assistance of ISAF and 

NATO forces.605 The joint anti-drugs efforts conducted regular radio interceptions of drugs 

dealers from Afghanistan. Similar proposals were presented by Russia in 2003 but got no 

acknowledgment from the U.S. and allies because they did not wanted to consider Russia as an 

equal partner in Afghanistan.606 Russia was also a strong proponent of the implementation of 
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international mission in accordance with the UN Security Council resolution, which concerned 

the U.S., who wanted its lead role in the decision making process vis-à-vis conflict resolution 

in Afghanistan.607 

Russian federation too, was skeptical of the U.S. growing influence over central Asian 

states, which are traditionally considered as Russia’s backyard.608 The U.S. established its 

airbases in the region, which were also seen as part of the New Great Game plan in the 

region.609 Russia’s position about the provision of logistical assistance to NATO’s supplies 

through the Northern Route was as ambivalent as Washington’s line regarding cooperation 

with Moscow. On the one hand, there was a pragmatic understanding of the need to provide 

such assistance to the Alliance; on the other hand, there was real, including officially voiced, 

concern over the additional consolidation of the U.S. and NATO positions in Central Asia to 

the detriment of the interests of the Russian Federation.610 However, despite the military-

political sensitivity for Russia's interests in the Central Asian region, the intentions of the U.S. 

and NATO to maintain their support bases in Afghanistan after 2014, it was hardly worth 

ignoring their significant stabilizing potential. This factor was of particular importance in the 

understanding that at present no other state or group of states was able to assume such a 

function in Afghanistan. It must also be recognized that in the real dimension Moscow was 

unlikely to be able to offer Kabul its alternative either unilaterally or through the CSTO. The 

same goes for the economic aspect. So, Russia never truly trusted the U.S. in Afghanistan and 

was suspicious of their activities beyond Afghanistan. However, the common interests of the 

two sides, in terms of the anti-drugs efforts and the U.S. dependence upon Russia in terms of 

territory, compelled the two sides to cooperate.611 The overall relationship between the two 

formal foes during the cold war could generally be considered as an unhappy marriage. 

The lack of adequate resources for effective operationalization of the local Afghan 

forces, led to the growing mistrust among coalition partners.612 Inconsistent policies with little 

orientation towards the socio-political realities on ground had stirred rifts in the international 
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donors.613 The U.S. was also cautious about the reliance on other regional countries to maintain 

their lead role in Afghanistan. The U.S. had earlier stopped the direct military-technical 

cooperation (MTC) between the Russia and Afghanistan to maintain their supremacy in the 

post-intervention operations.614 However, keeping the growing concerns about the challenges 

of ammunition/ technological scarcity with the local Afghan forces, the U.S. stopped hindering 

MTC between Moscow and Kabul.615 The restoration of the military exchanges between 

Afghanistan and Russia manifested the U.S. willingness to engage with regional countries in 

overcoming the growing menace of terrorism. It also signifies the lack of trust among coalition 

partners over the inflated economic costs of the Afghan war. 

In later 2002, some general agreements were concluded between Afghanistan and 

Russia, which concerned the U.S. and hence propaganda was launched for the failure of those 

agreement’s execution.616 There was a clear manifestation of the U.S. intentions/ goals to 

unilaterally control local Afghanistan’s politics and act against the potential influence of 

Russian and in the region. The U.S. unilateral influence in Afghanistan’s politics was not 

limited to the regional countries but it also avoided over-reliance on the western coalition 

partners.617 In 2006 at NATO summit at Riga, the coalition partners strongly disputed over the 

ambiguity in the U.S. strategies in Afghanistan.618 The U.S. wanted coalition partners to act in 

accordance with their policy recommendations, while NATO member states wanted the U.S. 

to remove such restrictions and demanded freedom in operations. Despite requests from 

partners about freedom in operations, the U.S. denied any such leverage and the cleavages 

widened between the U.S. and coalition partners. The U.S. war wary of the coalition partners 

and raised questions of less number of troops from the coalition partners, while the latter 

insisted on the provision of supportive force for the protection of lives of international non-

combatants, working with the civil society on different statebuilding projects. The number of 

casualties among international forces kept on increasing with every passing year, thus making 

the coalition partners resistant of sharing more troops in Afghanistan. Moreover, some twenty-

eight countries in the Riga’s summit complained about the ignorance of their policy 
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recommendations with respect to the formulation and execution of policies in Afghanistan. The 

Secretary-General NATO, Jaap de Hoop Scheffer, has called on member states to agree to 

common commitments to preserve what they have already achieved in Afghanistan.619 He also 

warned of the possibility of possible reversal in achievements in the event of continuing 

differences and lack of coordination between the coalition partners. NATO’s secretory general 

assured the participants of Riga’s summit that a comprehensive and coordinated approach will 

be adopted, leading to the transfer of security’s responsibility to local Afghan forces and a 

subsequent operational success.620 Despite assurances, the rifts in coalition continued, causing 

the failure of strategies for conflict resolution in Afghanistan. 

5.1.4.1.Economic Challenges to the War 

The lack of trust among coalition partners not only impacted the military-political side 

of war but also posed economic challenges. The expansion of NATO and related military 

buildup was coupled with demands for economic assistance to sustain operations in 

Afghanistan. The U.S. and allies were not only investing in the war against Al Qaeda and 

Taliban but they had a multi-front war, including investments on the neutralizations of Taliban 

stance among masses over the intrusion of foreign forces.621 This is because; Afghans as a 

nation are credibly brutal against any foreign invasion in their country.622 The U.S. had to get 

maximum Afghans into confidence about their intervention and the possible positive outcomes 

of anti-Taliban operation in the country. If Taliban had succeeded in convincing all Afghans 

against the U.S. intervention on premise of the breach of Afghanistan’s sovereignty and dignity 

of Afghan culture, the U.S. would have been in hot waters. Since Taliban’s coercive policies 

and action from 1996 till 2001 inflicted unprecedented pain upon Afghans, they did not fully 

stood by Taliban’s stance and should mixed reaction to the U.S. intervention. The U.S. had to 

invest in uplifting the lives of Afghans, primarily on the troubled Eastern and South-Eastern 

region of the country to make sure that the population is not influenced by Taliban.623 For that 

purpose, the U.S. and allies had to ensure an uninterrupted economic assistance to Afghanistan, 

which indeed was a challenge for the donors countries. To overcome the economic challenges, 
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the Japan, Saudi Arabia and India pledged economic assistance in the reconstruction 

projects.624 The U.S. needed highways and local roads for better communication in operations 

against Taliban,625 which required both men and money. Taliban used to attack military 

convoys on highways, sometimes disconnecting cities by destruction of roads, causing the U.S. 

to compromise on strategic logistical communication across the country.626 The highways 

reconstruction required economic assistance, which the coalition partners, primarily the U.S. 

had to fulfill.  

The U.S. was also strengthening the Afghan institutions, where nearly two-hundred 

American advisors were appointed.627 The advisors were meant to study and improve the 

efficiency of the respective institutions, thus requiring budget worth millions of dollars. The 

EU member countries assisted the U.S. by providing economic assistance in many projects. It 

would have been challenging for the U.S. to meet all economic requirements solely by its own 

funds. Despite the economic assistance from coalition partners and some regional countries, 

the U.S. had invested more than one trillion dollars, which surpasses the collective spending 

during marshal plan.628 More focus was given to the statebuilding projects, specifically the 

construction division by strengthening engineering personnel, equipping with advanced 

technology and increasing budget.629 Some of the construction projects at small scale included 

the construction of local roads, bridges, public buildings, and the irrigation system. 

Another important recipient of the international funds was the local militias, which the 

U.S. used for small scale anti-Taliban operations as well as intelligence purposes.630 Some of 

the prominent militias in Pashtun dominated rural areas had been paid with monthly salaries to 

ensure their support in the U.S. operations against local insurgents.631 In this context, the U.S. 

had clearly drawn a line towards the creation, financing and interaction with the militias of the 

tribal regions. Most of the weapons confiscated from the terrorists, during operations, were 
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also handed over to the local militias.632 The U.S. had also supported the moderate Taliban to 

persuade them against the coalition forces operation against Taliban. Despite all the economic 

and logistical support to the tribal militias and moderate Taliban, the U.S. air raids against 

Taliban in settled areas resulted in sharp rejection from within population including the local 

district administrations. In an unpleasant surprised development many anti-American protests 

happened and guerilla attacks were carried out against the coalition forces.633 Such anti-

American demonstrations and guerilla attacks proved that the economic assistance to the local 

militias could not improve situations in favor of the coalition forces, rather further complicates 

the situations through escalation of armed confrontation.  

The increasing activities of Taliban and the failure of the U.S. policy of funding local 

militias and moderate Taliban, effectiveness of the local forces and expanding NATO 

operational bases, resulted in disagreements between the U.S. and western allies. There was a 

trust deficit among the partners, giving rise to situation similar in nature to the prisoner’s 

dilemma.634 Another close non-NATO ally, Pakistan, also lost trust with the U.S. as the country 

itself had growing insecurity through attacks as a consequence of their support to the U.S. in 

operations enduring freedom.635 In 2008, the then US president, Barrack Obama, was 

dissatisfied with the role of Pakistan, in hints towards the safe havens in the tribal region of 

Pakistan.636 The drone attacks in both Afghanistan and tribal regions of Pakistan resulted in 

strife resistance in the form of demonstrations in the western societies, demanding the 

repatriation of their troops from Afghanistan. There was resistance in Pakistan as well, resulting 

in the hindrance of NATO supplies to Afghanistan, causing the U.S. and allies an economic 

cost of the logistical transportation. Keeping in mind the complexity of the Pak-Afghan border 

between Afghanistan and Pakistan, Barrack Obama announced AfPak strategy for both 

Afghanistan and Pakistan.637 Under the strategy, more troops were sent to Afghanistan, 

resulting in the highest number of international forces from 2009 to 2011.638 The increased 
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number of troops meant more economic burden of the war in Afghanistan and hence more 

challenges to the U.S. and coalition partners. 

The initial unilateral approach from the U.S. vis-à-vis conflict in Afghanistan has 

undermined the possibility of an inclusive and consensual strategy. Though, different countries 

supported the U.S. in their operation in Afghanistan, due to the sensitivity of the threat of 

international terrorism, but they were not involved in the key decisions. 

 

Note: [ESF = Economic Support Funds; DA = Development Assistance; GHCS = 

Global Health/Child Survival; FMF = Foreign Military Financing; NADR = Nonproliferation, 

Anti-Terrorism, De-Mining, and Related: IMET = International Military Education and 

Training; INCLE = International Narcotics and Law Enforcement; ASSF = Afghan Security 

Forces Funding; IDA = International Disaster Assistance.] 

Figure 11: U.S. Economic Assistance to Afghanistan639 

(Appropriations/allocations in $ millions) 
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5.1.5. Strategic Confusion in the U.S. Policy about talks with Taliban for Conflict Resolution 

 The U.S. had made a strategic mistake by ignoring Taliban in the Bonn process aimed 

for the establishment of democratic political structure in Afghanistan. The majority of Taliban 

are from the dominant Pashtun ethnicity, whose existence and relevance in politics cannot be 

negated. Hamid Karzai himself revealed in some interviews that some senior Taliban leaders 

approached him and wanted to negotiate a peace deal in December 2001. In response to a 

question by Voice of American (VOA) representative about a letter by Mullah Umar in 2001, 

Karzai responded as, “That was not a letter from late Mullah Omar. That was a letter from the 

council of ministers of Taliban, the government of Taliban. I was in a village north of 

Kandahar. That was the day when an American bomb had also wounded us all. I was being 

cleaned of the shrapnel when a Taliban delegation came to see me. They brought this letter 

with them which recognized the emergence of the interim government and said they were 

transferring power to that government.”640 They were ready to stop the military confrontation, 

recognize Karzai’s government after a power-sharing mechanism is agreed as per the local 

culture of Afghanistan. Since the Afghan government was not autonomous, the then U.S. 

Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld rejected any such deal and expressed commitment for 

military victory against Taliban. Thereafter, from 2002 to 2004, Taliban leaders continued to 

ask Karzai for their resolute commitment to the political settlement but no tangible response 

was given. Karzai communicated these proposals to U.S. officials but the U.S. ended up with 

the establishment of democratic government in Afghanistan with the total exclusion of Taliban 

leadership. 

 Present Obama too was convinced about the military solution to the Afghan conflict 

and heavily relied on war model to defeat Taliban. However, he offered peace talks to Taliban 

in parallel to the ongoing military confrontation. The peace talks between the U.S. and Taliban 

were not concluded yet president Obama announced troop’s drawdown by the end of December 

2014. Taliban perceived this announcement as a victory signal and got rigid in the peace talks 

and finally withdrawn with no outcome. This resulted in further intensification of the military 

confrontation between the U.S. led forces and Taliban.  

 
640 Hamid Karzai in an interview titled, “Ex-President Hamid Karzai Discusses Prospects for Afghan Peace” with 
Voice of America (VOA), at October 23, 2020. Accessed at: https://www.voanews.com/south-central-asia/voa-
exclusive-ex-president-hamid-karzai-discusses-prospects-afghan-peace  
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 When Ihsan Ghani (ex-head of NACTA in Pakistan) was asked about the question of a 

strategic confusion in the US strategies vis-a-vis conflict resolution in Afghanistan; he bluntly 

said that ‘the US had no clear strategy in Afghanistan’. It was like ‘one step forward two steps 

back’. ‘They became absentee landlords and left Afghanistan to warlords and paratroopers. He 

argued that ‘while Afghanistan was still unsettled, they went into Iraq and while Afghanistan 

and Iraq were unsettled, they went into Libya and Syria. Unlike Europe, US had no experience 

of dealing with colonies and colonized people, especially as diverse and polarized as the 

Afghans. Afghans governments (both Karzai and Ghani administrations) have been more of 

war machines than a governance machinery and the US neither had the intentions nor any clues 

on how to train them in the art of good governance.’ Towards the end of the U.S. intervention, 

while announcing withdrawal, they did not taken into account the possibility that the terrorist 

groups might resurge and pose threat to the regional and extra-regional countries. In response 

to the same question about the strategic confusion in the U.S. strategies, Ambassador (r) Syed 

Abrar Hussain was confident to say that the decision about the U.S. intervention was taken in 

a hurry and the policy makers lacked any long-term planning on how to deal with the conflict 

or Statebuilding in Afghanistan.641    

Mr Salman Javed responded to the same question and said that there was indeed a 

strategic confusion in the US policy towards conflict in Afghanistan. He argued that, “a high-

powered discussion took place when President Donald trump was elected. As per reports and 

attendees of the session, the initial policy was to go hot against the Taliban and coerce Pakistan 

(this was discussed while they were trying to break a deal with Taliban in Doha). Some argued 

about the fallacy of this policy which never bore any fruits in last 15+ years. Later on, this 

agreed upon policy was changed towards policy of negotiations and pull out. This all happened 

within 72 hours. It shows the confusion at the highest policy level with regards to Afghanistan 

inside US policy circles.” 

5.1.6. Taliban Resilience  

After being denied participation in the political power-sharing and keeping them at bay 

from the negotiations regarding conflict resolution in Afghanistan, Taliban started regrouping 

in 2001, after an initial ouster from power. Despite many failures, losses and splits within the 

group, Taliban has become stronger and more influential every year from 2001 till date. 

 
641 In interview with Ambassador (r) Syed Abrar Hussain, a retired diplomat and a National Academic Council 
Staff Member at IPS, Served in Afghanistan. 
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Ironically, the number of combatants has increased despite low numbers in 2001 and heavy 

losses. They have succeeded in regaining control over many rural areas of Afghanistan and, 

consequently, asserting their influence and control over a much larger area. As influence in the 

country grew, the Taliban became tough on any peaceful settlement of the conflict in 

Afghanistan. In July 2015, Mullah Umar, founder of the leader of the death of the Taliban, was 

made public after hiding it to avoid possible disenchantment with the Taliban. The death of 

Mullah Umar marked the end of an era of strong and united Taliban, as many disagreements 

were reported about the future leadership. The announcement of Mullah Akhtar Muhammad 

Mansour was finally announced as the new leader of the Taliban in the shadow of controversy. 

The appointment of Mullah Mansur was not fully accepted by the influential members of the 

group, especially the sons of Mullah Umar. Some of the latter compromised and bowed to 

Mullah Mansur's leadership, perhaps to avoid a breakup within the group. However, some have 

gone their separate ways and reappeared with their own identities. For example, a prominent 

member of the Taliban, Mullah Muhammad Rasul Akhund, defected from the leading Taliban 

group and declared an independent group the Supreme Council of the Islamic Emirate of 

Afghanistan. Although Mullah Mansour's period was short, as he was killed in a US drone 

attack in May 2016, he introduced the concept of peace in war and changed the Taliban's course 

of action. The end of the era of Mullah Umar is widely considered the beginning of dynamism 

within the Taliban. 

Mullah Haybatullah Akhunzada was immediately appointed as the new Amir of the 

Taliban following the death of Mullah Mansour in May 2016. The appointment of Mullah 

Haibatullah was a positive development, as many of the sub-groups that had broken up due to 

disagreements with Mullah Mansoor were reunited with the main group. Rumors swirled 

around that Mullah Haibatullah would focus on strengthening the Taliban on the ground rather 

than peace talks; however, he proved all such rumors wrong and remained flexible on the peace 

effort. In the recent past, the Taliban were considered quite open to all possible peace efforts 

and hence participated in the Moscow Peace Conference, the Islamabad meetings and, most 

importantly, the Doha peace talks. In an unregistered anonymous interview, the Taliban leader 

said the Taliban have always sought direct talks with the United States for a peaceful settlement 

of the dispute, but they have rejected such proposals, relying on military means to defeat the 

group. The Afghan government was reluctant to enter into any peace talks with the Taliban and 

relied on US coercive measures to end the conflict militarily. This pretext shows that the 

general strategy and behavior of the Taliban has evolved and changed over time, showing the 
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prospects for success in a peaceful solution to the conflict in Afghanistan. Taliban resurgence 

was facilitated by many factors of which geographic complexities and guerilla warfare tactics 

remained an important factor. 

5.1.6.1.Geographic Complexities and Guerilla Warfare 

Geography plays a crucial role in either stability or instability of all countries in the 

world. Afghanistan’s geography is a two-way cause for the failure of any peacebuilding efforts 

in Afghanistan; first, the strategic location of the country provides an attraction to the world 

powers for intervention and secondly, the difficult mountainous terrain provides favorable 

circumstances for guerrilla warfare. Afghan Taliban had been involved in guerilla warfare 

against the international forces, thus making it difficult for the U.S and allies to have a complete 

military victory. Less than five percent of the total Afghanistan’s territory is cultivable land, 

while the three-quarters territory of Afghanistan is covered by the mountain ranges. The 

mountainous ranges divide the country into different regions, which makes difficult for the 

administrative bodies to better control and govern all areas. The less control of the previous 

U.S. backed Afghan government administrative bodies over difficult mountainous terrain 

provided an opportunity for the non-state actors to establish their influence in those particular 

regions. The varying insurgencies in Afghanistan are sustaining the operations of international 

interveners due to the safe heavens in the difficult regions of the country. The international 

forces were not able to understand the complicated geography of Afghanistan, thus unable to 

effectively combat the insurgent groups.642  

Snowfall in different mountainous ranges of Afghanistan further makes communication 

difficult. The challenges in accessing all regions within the country allow the non-state actors 

to enjoy reasonably safe zones for the preparation of terrorist activates. Afghanistan also has 

difficult borders with Pakistan, which was a challenge for both countries to effectively monitor 

the cross-border movements. These geographical complexities provided Taliban favourable 

conditions for guerilla warfare in Afghanistan.643 Guerrilla warfare had always been a better 

choice by a weaker party against a much stronger and well-equipped opponent. This kind of 

 
642 Ali Karimi, “Street fights: The commodification of place names in post-Taliban Kabul city.” Annals of the 
American Association of Geographers 106, no. 3 (2016): 742. 
643 Thomas H Johnson and M. Chris Mason. “Understanding Taliban and insurgency in Afghanistan.” Orbis 51, 
no. 1 (2007): 71-89. 
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warfare in Afghanistan did not required Taliban to organize large militant groups, rather small 

reliable combatant groups to carry out independent guerilla attacks. 

5.1.7. Withdrawal Announcement and subsequent Surge in Troops as Bluffing Strategy 

Both Obama and Donald Trump used bluffing strategy in their policies towards Afghan 

conflict to know the intentions of Taliban and get possible leverage against Taliban in the 

outcome of conflict. The Obama’s AfPak strategy developed an uncertain future of the 

withdrawal of troops from Afghanistan.644 The U.S. ignored public opinion about the 

repatriation of international troops from Afghanistan. In a survey back in the spring of 2012, 

sixty percent of Americans believed that the war in Afghanistan was not worth the money spent 

on it, and more than half supported the unconditional withdrawal of U.S. troops, regardless of 

the ongoing military confrontation and degree of combat training of the Afghan army.645 

Contrary to the public opinion, instead the U.S. further intensified battle with Taliban. This 

time, however, the anti-Taliban operations were different in a way that the local Afghan 

security forces were fighting at the frontline, while the international forces were providing 

support in terms of training, intelligence information and aerial assistance to the ground 

forces.646 The local Afghan security forces were not equipped in full capacity to tackle with 

Taliban and hence huge losses were caused to the Afghan forces.647 On premise of the growing 

deterioration in the socio-political and security situation in Afghanistan, the local Afghan 

government and the U.S. officials developed distrust over policy orientations.648 The consistent 

increase in the number of casualties at all levels caused psychological fatigue among the 

security forces as well as civilian population. Not only the civil society in Afghanistan was 

protesting against an unending war in Afghanistan, the civil society organizations in western 

world too was putting pressure on their respective governments for an end to the war in 

Afghanistan.649 This led to the fact that the latter are increasingly turning their weapons against 
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NATO members. The U.S. democratization project under the statebuilding mission was also 

severely criticized. It was considered as an extra-engagement in Afghanistan ignoring the 

customs of local Afghan culture.650  

President, Barrack Obama announced the gradual withdrawal of the U.S. forces from 

Afghanistan from 2011 to 2014.651 In 2011, the intensity of war in Afghanistan was very high, 

as Taliban were never strong as of now from 2001.652 Despite casualties among Taliban, their 

manpower kept on increasing with every passing year. This shows that the ordinary Afghans 

were joining them over the course of time.653 Ignoring the severity of security situation on 

ground, the hasty withdrawal plan by Barrack Obama was a sign of zero-sum outcome for 

Taliban. Taliban possibly perceived as if they are in a way of defeating the U.S. and compelling 

them to withdraw on the patterns of the Soviet Union’s withdrawal of 1989. The only promising 

thing to Taliban was to further intensify attacks against the international and local forces to 

ensure a zero-sum outcome of war in Afghanistan.654  

In January 2010, a high level conference on Afghanistan was held in London, approving 

the new policy for Afghanistan, focusing on the shift of security responsibilities and subsequent 

phased withdrawal plan.655 Along the withdrawal plan, the main focus of the U.S. strategy was 

to establish long-term counterterrorism cooperation agreements with the Afghan government 

to ensure that Afghanistan will not breed terrorism, substantially threating the national security 

of the U.S..656 Meanwhile, some efforts were made in 2012 to engage in dialogue with Taliban 

but no tangible outcome was made as Taliban were expecting a zero-sum outcome.657 The U.S. 

was also trying to completely shift the security arrangements to local Afghan security forces 

before the complete withdrawal in 2014.658 In April 2010, NATO’s foreign minister’s meeting 

was held in Tallinn to develop the military-political framework for the transition of security 

responsibilities.659 In July of the same year, the transitional criterion was approved in another 
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conference at Kabul by the international community. To supervise the transitional process, a 

Joint Afghan-NATO Inteqal Borad (JANB) was established under the control of the Islamic 

Republic of Afghanistan.660 Another important summit took place in November 2010 in 

Lisbon, where the beginning of the transitional period (2011-2014) was announced.661 In the 

same summit a declaration on the long term cooperation and partnership with Afghanistan’s 

government was passed. The declaration document noted that the Afghanistan is strategically 

important and the stability and prosperity in Afghanistan is pivotal for the entire world, 

particularly the interests of the Western countries; therefore, a long-term partnership and 

support to the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan is inevitable.662 In pursuance of the withdrawal 

plan, in 2010, the Dutch begun the withdrawal process, and France too was committed to 

completely withdraw the French contingent by the end of 2012.663 In these hasty withdrawals 

of the international forces the security risks at ground were ignored and ill-equipped local 

Afghan forces were exposed to the mightier Taliban’s uprising. When all of these 

developments were taking place with respect to the withdrawal of international forces by the 

end of 2014, Taliban increased guerilla attacks throughout the country. They took control of 

some districts from the Afghan government, as the local Afghan forces were less effective in 

anti-Taliban operations. The August 5, 2014 attack, carried by Taliban against the U.S. forces 

which killed Major General Harold J. Greene of the U.S. Army, and German brigadier general 

putted more pressure on the U.S. to reconsider their decision of complete withdrawal from 

Afghanistan.664 This was the first time in forty years of the U.S. war history in which major 

general rank officer was killed. So, the hasty troop’s withdrawal announcement provided an 

impetus to Taliban’s attacks on premise of the possibility of a zero-sum outcome of war for 

Taliban.  

In May 2012, President Barrack Obama had a visit to Afghanistan to sign a strategic 

agreement with his Afghan counterpart, Hamid Karzai about the planned withdrawal of the 

U.S. forces.665 The document lacked in many details about many important priorities of the 

U.S. administration with respect to the post-2014 responsibilities. Afghan government wanted 

a comprehensive agreement on the style of the earlier US commitments both in Operation 
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Enduring Freedom and the making of Karzai administration.666 There were no details about the 

kind and nature of political orientation of the U.S. towards Kabul. Moreover, there were no 

provision related to the strengthening of democratic principles and human rights in 

Afghanistan.667 The incomprehensiveness led to the resistance from Hamid Karzai to agree to 

the approval of the proposed agreement.668  

Similar agreement were already signed for a long-term cooperation from Germany, 

France, Turkey, Italy and some other NATO member countries with Afghanistan.669 They 

reassured the local administration of their support during and after the transitional period in 

line with the earlier commitments. The agreement with Germany involved interaction in 

matters of security, domestic and foreign policy and the implementation of various socio-

economic projects. Germany also committed to pay special attention to the law enforcement 

agencies, focusing on police.670 Overall, NATO intended to pay $ 200 million annually to 

Afghanistan.671 At the Chicago summit, the Alliance’s commitments arising from the Lisbon 

Declaration were summarized and an assurance of NATO’s determination to firmly implement 

them after the transitional period was confirmed. This includes maintaining tight patronage 

over the Afghan National Army through the NATO Training Mission in Afghanistan (NTM-

A).672 Despite these agreements, the uncertainty of the allies was evidenced by the envisaged 

further increase in the number of its personnel to nearly 350 thousand people with an annual 

budget of $ 4.1 billion; because of the increasing attacks from Taliban.673 So, the troop’s 

withdrawal plan did not materialized due to the worsening security conditions on ground. 

5.1.7.1.Trump Miscalculated Policy   

After several months of consultations, President Donald Trump announced in a speech 

to the troops at Fort Myer (Arlington, Virginia) on August 21, 2017, the launch of a new policy 
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‘South Asia policy’, focusing on Afghanistan. Breaking with his predecessor's policy of a 

gradual military withdrawal from Afghanistan, Trump reaffirmed Washington's commitment 

to the Training, Advisory, and Assistance (TAA) mission, and its counterterrorism.674 The new 

U.S. strategy included the deployment of several thousand more troops, a relaxation of U.S. 

forces' rules of engagement, and increased pressure on neighboring countries to contribute to 

the U.S. efforts for the stabilization of Afghanistan.675 In addition, setting aside the Obama 

administration's strategy of withdrawing without considering the nature of conflict and ground 

realties, the new strategy indicates that future military withdrawals will henceforth depend on 

conditions on the ground and without any prior announcement vis-à-vis policy 

implementation.676 In addition to these broad strategic reorganizations, the new South Asia 

policy did not included much detail, noting that an advanced plan of action would caution 

Taliban. While the new strategy provides for less political commitment by the U.S. to the 

Afghan governance component, it clearly reinforces Washington's commitment to military 

action, emphasizing again on the war model.677 More specifically, it was based on the 

assumption that it would be possible to bring Taliban to negotiate a political agreement by 

controlling them on the battlefield. In this perspective, President Donald Trump, once again 

stressed upon burden-sharing, called on NATO member countries and NATO partners to model 

their attitude on that of the U.S. by reviewing troops and funding up war in Afghanistan.678 

At large the South Asian policy of Trump administration policy was showing a 

significant evolution. The administration had tried exerting strong pressure on key actors for 

general security in the region, who could have a decisive influence on the conditions prevailing 

on the Afghan battlefield. This broader regional approach was critical in that it was one of the 

key elements from which the outlines of the Trump administration's approach to Afghanistan 

will be drawn. NATO members and partners agreed at the Warsaw Summit in 2016 to extend 

the Resolute Support Mission (RSM) beyond 2016, maintaining funds for the ANDSF until the 

end of 2020, and to strengthen political and practical support for Afghan governmental 

institutions.679 Officially announced in the Warsaw Summit Declaration on Afghanistan, these 
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commitments were reaffirmed at the meeting of NATO Heads of State and Government held 

in Brussels on May 2017.680 The objectives of the RSM have not changed: first, to ensure that 

Afghanistan does not become a sanctuary for terrorist forces with the means to export violence 

and instability, and secondly, create conditions and mobilize support for Afghanistan to 

maintain its security, governance and long-term development. 

As per the policy, to achieve these objectives, the RSM had committed to train, advice 

and assist the ANDSF, the Ministry of Defense and the Ministry of the Interior by now focusing 

on the more tactical part of these tasks. NATO and partner forces were to work closely with a 

range of elements of the ANDSF including police, air force, special operations forces and 

conventional ground forces, from regional and functional commands in strategically important 

cities of Afghanistan. In order to sustain the results achieved in the training of Afghan Special 

Forces by their counterparts in the U.S., the new U.S. policy towards Afghanistan and South 

Asia provided for the dispatch of the U.S. advisers and additional allies, up to the “battalion” 

and “brigade” levels of Afghan conventional forces.681 Until then, with few exceptions, these 

advisers were present only at the corps level. The forces were expected to use some combat 

enablers to address the capacity gaps of the ANDSF - intelligence, surveillance and 

reconnaissance (ISR), artillery systems, airborne fire support, and logistical support. It should 

also be noted that the modification of the rules of engagement applying to the U.S. forces under 

the new policy towards Afghanistan and South Asia had the effect of removing certain 

reservations that limited fire support and air support to close operations against Taliban 

fighters.682 This allowed the U.S. forces operating on Resolute Support missions to 

significantly scale up their air operations.683  

The Trump administration's review of the Afghanistan and South Asia policy resulted 

in a significant increase in the force levels of the RSM. Since the release of the new strategy, 

the U.S. had deployed an additional 3,000 troops in Afghanistan, of which 2,400 have been 

deployed to the NATO SMR.684 It was also planned to allocate, as of February 2018, an 
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additional 1,000 troops to the newly created Security Assistance Brigades (SFAB), specifically 

trained to perform a combat advisory role, the SFAB will coach, advise and assist conventional 

ANDSFs at the battalion level, however, the start of the peace process in Doha had somewhat 

stalled that process.685 

 

Figure 12: Resolute Support Mission Troops Contributing Nations686 

Despite distrust and cleavages in the coalition, President Donald Trump's appeal to 

follow suit in the U.S. had been followed up. In the wake NATO defense ministers meeting in 

November 2017, Secretary-General Stoltenberg announced that the NATO mission in 

Afghanistan would increase from 13,000 to 16,000 troops.687 For example, the German 

Defense Minister latter announced that his country wanted to bring German forces in 

Afghanistan from 980 to 1,300 men.688 Montenegro, the last country to join NATO, has also 

pledged to increase the level of its troops by around 50%.689 Taking into account the 

reinforcements already on the ground, the RSM now had 15,046 men deployed by 39 countries 

(26 NATO members and 13 operational partners).690 With 8,475 men, the U.S. remained by far 
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the largest troop-contributing country. The U.S. troops, in addition to participating in the 

NATO-led RSM, were also conducting air and counter-terrorism operations, bringing the total 

to 14,000. While welcoming the arrival of these reinforcements on the ground, the U.S. officials 

had indicated that international commitments are still not fully fulfilled and cautioned against 

these shortcomings in troops that could, according to them, compromise the success of the 

mission as well as the effective protection of the forces.691 This shows the level of complexity 

of the security environment on ground; despite surge in troops from all coalition partners, the 

need for additional forces was felt to avoid possible attacks from Taliban. This means that the 

earlier troop’s withdrawal policy was contrary to the ground realities and was meant for a 

unilateral withdrawal, giving a clear perception of a zero-sum outcome in favor of Taliban.  

The total change in the U.S. policy of again relying on coercive/ war model approach 

against Taliban, the lead responsibility of the local Afghan security forces was shared by the 

international forces. In November 2017, General John W. Nicholson, commander of the RSM, 

said that the situation now tilted in favor of the ANSDF and that it had clearly emerged from 

the impasse.692 In early 2017, Afghan President Ashraf Ghani began implementing what is 

known as the “ANDSF Roadmap”, the strategy to reform the ANDSF over a four-year period. 

This plan was to 1) strengthen combat capabilities, particularly those of the air force and special 

operations; 2) to improve command capabilities; 3) to strengthen the unity of effort and 

command between the ministries of defense and the interior, and 4) to fight corruption within 

all Afghan security forces.693 These measures aim to bring maximum number of local Afghan 

population under government control and to force Taliban to sit at the negotiating table by 

2020. These measures by the U.S. administration were clearly a bluffing strategy as they had 

principally decided to exit Afghanistan but wanted to pressurize Taliban through signaling a 

longer stay and reliance on the coercive approach to deal with the Taliban uprising. Despite 

such measure by the U.S. and Afghan president, the local population had distrust towards the 

local government and international forces, who failed to safeguard the lives and property of 

common Afghans. Seeing the increasing strength of the group, a large number of local Afghans 

developed sympathies towards Taliban. Thus, the overall reforms and restructuring of the 

administrative and governance measure could not prove much effective with respect to the 
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minimization of violence and protection of collateral damages to the private property of 

common Afghans.  

Donald Trump’s initial calculations about the use of military force against Taliban 

proved short lived as the U.S. administration started to deal with Taliban diplomatically. 

However, one of the advantages of Donald Trump’s initial coercive approach was that 

Taliban’s optimism for a zero-sum outcome faded and they agreed on a non-zero-sum outcome 

of the conflict in Afghanistan, through active negotiations with the U.S. and other actors 

involved. Despite showing optimism about the peace talks with the U.S., Taliban too played 

bluffing game and signed the deal and subsequently toppling Ashraf Ghani, thus enjoying a 

zero-sum outcome. The sustainability of this zero-sum game is yet to be seen as the country 

after the take-over is facing immense economic challenges, posed by the passive diplomatic 

response from the U.S. This shows that the U.S., despite exiting the country, is still a relevant 

actor in the stabilization process in Afghanistan.  

5.1.7.2.Taliban Uprising and Emergence of ISIS 

The escalation of violence through renewed resistance of Taliban and some other 

terrorist groups; e.g. ISIS, has brought the Afghanistan situation at the forefront of international 

politics.694 The lack of coordination among coalition partners and institutional corruption in 

the local Afghan government provided tactical and strategic gains to Taliban, thus altering the 

balance of power on ground.695 The international coalition partners turned defensive to avoid 

any casualties and hence brought the local Afghan security forces at the forefront in war with 

Taliban. The air support from the U.S. was also limited in operations due to the collateral 

damages and civilian deaths. Moreover, Obama’s troops withdrawal announcement without 

any conclusive solution to the ongoing conflict further intensified military attacks from 

Taliban, who were expecting a total military victory (zero-sum outcome) against the U.S. and 

allies.  

After Donald Trump became president of the U.S., the tensions among the U.S. and 

coalition partners further widened. President Trump deviated from its electoral promise of 

withdrawing the U.S. troops and in August 2017, reported that the U.S. action in support of the 

ANDSFs and Washington's counterterrorism mission in the country was supposedly guided by 
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ground realities. At the same time, Donald Trump emphasized on the need for more assistance 

from the coalition partners in operations in Afghanistan. In this regard, the U.S. tried to hide 

information about the possible future actions vis-à-vis conflict resolution in Afghanistan. The 

U.S. actually was committed to the withdrawal of the U.S. forces from Afghanistan and to save 

billions of the U.S. dollars from an unending war. The Trump administration had also made it 

clear that its participation in Afghanistan would be dictated by its interpretation of the 

Alliance's burden-sharing concept - in other words, it expected its allies to do more to help 

NATO achieve its broader mission in Afghanistan, stabilize that country so that it is no longer 

the breeding ground for international terrorism.696 One of the reasons for refocusing on the 

“War Model” to deal with Taliban’s uprising was the constant rise in insecurity in 

Afghanistan.697 The new rules of engagement allowed international forces to work more closely 

with the ANDSFs in establishing a more effective combat force in theater. In addition, it would 

appear that the pressure exerted by the international community was now prompting the Afghan 

government to increase its efforts to eradicate corruption in the country's security institutions. 

For its part, the Trump administration eased restrictions on combat forces on the ground, 

resulting in a doubling of airstrikes in 2017 under the U.S. command.698 

The U.S. was also putting increasing pressure on states in the region to make a vital 

contribution to future peace and security in Afghanistan. This was particularly the case for 

Pakistan, which was considered to be not doing enough to restrict the freedom of action of the 

Afghan Taliban and other international terrorist groups in its border areas with Afghanistan.699 

Pakistan in response termed the ‘do more’ policy of the U.S. baseless and without any empirical 

evidence. 

Conclusion 

 The U.S. was able to ouster Taliban regime within weeks. This was possible due to the 

ground support of the northern alliance and Taliban incapacity to resist airstrikes. The U.S. 

secretary of defense, Donald Rumsfeld declared victory over Taliban on May 1, 2003, by 
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calling it ‘mission accomplished’. The optimistic view of the operational success resulted in 

the deviation of the U.S. strategic priorities. The U.S. failed to grasp the opportunity of Taliban 

vulnerability for a better agreement with respect to governance and power-sharing in 

Afghanistan. The optimistic view of the operational success and failure to grasp a deal with 

Taliban due to expectations for a zero-sum outcome, led to the regrouping and resurgence of 

Taliban. The U.S. had always played a dominant role in the decision making vis-à-vis conflict 

in Afghanistan and hence pursued for unilateral decision making. The subsequent of expansion 

of the U.S. mission in Afghanistan posed financial challenges and disagreements within the 

U.S. coalition partners. The U.S. remained skeptical of the local, regional and extra-regional 

actors in Afghanistan. The donor countries had reservations over the superfluous spending on 

war with negligible outcomes. Russia, China and Pakistan were seen suspiciously over the 

likely support to Taliban. The local government in Afghanistan had stories of corruption and 

bad governance.  Nearly all stakeholders had been involved in the prisoner’s dilemma and this 

trust deficit proved counterproductive and a leading cause for the failure of the U.S. strategies 

in Afghanistan. Moreover, the U.S. ignored local political culture and socio-economic ethos of 

Afghanistan, leading them to invest in an unsustainable centralized democratic political system. 

With the exclusion of key stakeholders, the democratic setup was not a true representative of 

ethnicities in the country. The corruption in public welfare and statebuilding programs coupled 

with increasing military confrontation and collateral damages turned public sympathies 

towards Taliban. Taliban were already enjoying safe sanctuaries in the difficult geographic 

terrain, further received logistical support from within the civilian population. The preceding 

causes of the U.S. failure in Afghanistan highlights a strategic confusion in the U.S. policy 

about engaging in talks with Taliban which resulted in over-reliance on force to deal with the 

conflict, which was contrary to the socio-economic and political ethos of Afghanistan.  
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Findings and Conclusion 

Afghanistan has hardly existed as a stable country. Throughout its history, the country 

had faced international interventions and the civil wars. Various countries and factions 

continued to struggle for power, as a result of which a strong central government could not be 

established in Afghanistan. In Afghanistan, statebuilding experiments based on religious, 

Western and secular models have failed. There are many reasons for failures in conflict 

resolution through Weberian democratic model and statebuilding projects. The Conflict 

initiation in the pretext of the 9/11 attacks, the U.S. intervention focused on managing the 

conflict using a variety of strategies but failed to achieve the desired goals. The U.S. had given 

much importance to the strategy of statebuilding and establishment of a strong centralized 

government as means for conflict resolution. Not understanding the nature of Afghan society 

and domestic politics, the U.S. was unable to create a stable and strong executive branch in the 

centre. It reflects constitutional restrictions, stagnation in political parties, limited power of any 

of the local groups, and much more from the social environment, which forms the basis for 

resolving political issues. The changes in the U.S. strategies also limit the resolution of the 

country's core problems, such as the economy and security. The state's over-reliance on aid 

from international donors had turned Afghanistan into a rentier state with a compromised 

sovereignty from 2001 till 2020. 

In the second half of the 1990s, the U.S. policy in Afghanistan was not based on 

significant strategic interests related to energy security. Then, the energy projects of American 

companies and the fight against al-Qaeda only for a short time attracted the attention of the 

White House administration to the situation in Afghanistan. Though, the issues of relations 

with Pakistan and the Indo-Pakistan confrontation, the U.S. conflict with Iran, the 

strengthening of the independence of the Central Asian republics from Russia invariably 

deserved more attention. The failure of the U.S. to recognize that Afghanistan had become a 

link in solving these problems had prevented Washington from developing a coherent strategy 

for the situation in the country. As a result of this policy, Pakistan seized the initiative in Afghan 

affairs and contributed to the rise to power of Taliban. The incident of September 11, 2001, led 

to a radical and rapid overhaul of the U.S. policy in Afghanistan. American officials were 

irritated by Taliban's refusal to extradite Osama bin Laden. Previous diplomatic and military 

experience in the country was dismissed as outdated. The new doctrine of the “war on terror” 

was based on the idea of “regime change” and supplemented by the concept of 
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“democratization”. The new doctrine was even less suited to the demands of ground realities 

and local Afghans in Afghanistan and ultimately hurt the U.S. interests. 

Despite all the different rhetoric based on self-deception, the West had never really had 

a coherent strategy and policy for building a democratic state. There existed a strategic 

confusion in the U.S. strategy whether to talk or not to talk with the Afghan Taliban. The 

U.S. did not understand the nature of war in Afghanistan from the beginning. At first, it 

believed that they could ignore the immense problems and deal with a few thousand militants, 

which led to the U.S. aspirations for a zero-sum outcome with a total defeat of Taliban and 

subsequent installation of a U.S. friendly government in Kabul. After all, initially, Taliban had 

been expelled from the capital, and the Afghans were grateful at first. As the security situation 

worsened, the U.S. and NATO tried to suppress it through an overemphasis on military power. 

When this approach was unsuccessful, it was in 2009/2010 that the U.S. opted for a regional 

approach by linking Afghanistan’s security with neighboring countries. Although this 

represented some progress conceptually, it had at least been understood that a zero-sum 

outcome is unlikely, as the war could not be won simply by maximising and optimising the use 

of force. However, the political and military leaders failed to free themselves from 

the misconceptions and continued to rely on coercive measures with some peace-making 

efforts through negotiations. However, the simplistic understanding of the Afghan conflict and 

the consequent search for a simple solution did not work. Local field commanders, drug lords, 

tribal leaders, and other influential people control many government agencies, provinces, and 

even central government roles. They are chiefs of police or governors and follow a personnel 

policy that prefers their clientele and marginalises opponents. Therefore, central government 

agencies, especially police and judicial authorities, are considered a more serious nuisance in 

the country as compared to other insurgent or criminal groups.  When NATO supports such 

semi-private and problematic bodies within the state, it becomes unlikely for the local Afghan 

to buy the slogan of the U.S. being a liberator and guarantor of security in Afghanistan. 

Furthermore, the other party is not merely Taliban, but in many provinces, tensions and 

violent clashes had occurred for decades, involving numerous social groups. Tribal or sub-

tribal, ethnic, social, and other groups compete for scarce resources: land, water, opium, state 

offices, opportunities for corruption, and more. Due to the rural state’s weakness and 

lamentable nature, local communities take control of production or the maintenance of 

“security” against both rival groups and predatory “state organs.”  In such cases, local 



243 
 

communities have often been discredited as Taliban and were attacked by the NATO forces, 

resulting in further strengthening of Taliban’s supporters. Often, local communities feared that 

government agencies or NATO forces might oppose their poppy fields or other interests or 

favour local competitors, appealed to Taliban or other armed groups for help. Simultaneously, 

the cultivation areas and the interests of the communities related to the government remained 

intact. 

After the overthrow of Taliban, the U.S. strategic challenge remained to support the 

development of a legitimate state and a functioning pro-U.S. administration in Kabul. In the 

early years after intervention, there has probably been a possibility. Yet instead of removing 

the worst and most hateful warlords, war criminals, and drug traffickers from power and 

bringing them to justice, the West tried to buy their support by giving them key positions, 

weapons, and money. These American policies ruined all efforts to build a new post-Taliban 

state that could have earned the trust of the people. More convincingly, NATO and Western 

countries, including civilian actors, could have achieved such success. In any case, however, 

the massive emphasis on security at the cost of building a legitimate state undermined that 

opportunity. Even Clausewitz has pointed out that one must understand the nature of war to 

decide a better strategy. The war in Afghanistan was essentially a political dispute, so NATO's 

overwhelming military superiority over Taliban was not crucial to the war. The war was 

destined to finally end in the favor of the one, whoever is accepted by the population as the 

lesser evil. 

The U.S. employed various strategies; however, experience from the U.S. and coalition 

partner countries operations had shown that neither of the strategies provided a consolidated 

framework for conflict resolution in Afghanistan. The total military escalation against Taliban 

and Al Qaeda took place with the expansion of ISAF, the subsequent transfer of command to 

NATO, and a significant increase in the international military contingent. The state building 

efforts were carried out with different economic reconstruction programs with the assistance 

of international donors. Afghanistan's political system was also changed along the lines of the 

Western democratic model. Given the increasing complexity of the security conditions on the 

ground, plans to withdraw troops, by December 2014, were also presented but could not 

materialize. The security burden was shared with local Afghan forces through counter-

terrorism associations to reduce casualties among international forces, but no reduction in 

violence was achieved. Finally, peace negotiations with Taliban were started in the hope of 
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ending the conflict and guaranteeing the repatriation of international forces from Afghanistan. 

So far, no strategy has been fully successful with regard to conflict resolution in Afghanistan, 

except the repatriation of the international troops by allowing Taliban to take an unchallenged 

control of the government. 

One of the reasons of the failure of the U.S. strategies towards conflict resolution stems 

from the optimistic view of the early military success against Taliban. The U.S. miscalculated 

the potential resurgence of Taliban and diverted their focus towards the democratization 

process through statebuilding programs in Afghanistan. A subsequent factor responsible for 

the U.S. policy achievements’ failure was to expand the local Afghan security forces without 

enhancing their capacity through resources and effective training. They started recruiting drive 

without adequately studying the socio-cultural patterns vis-à-vis regular army in Afghanistan, 

leading to many confusions and disputes over the possible allegiance of the recruits with 

Taliban. Moreover, the estimates of the U.S. about the number of ANA strength were not 

adequately researched. The initial estimates about the recruitment strength of local Afghan 

forces proved inadequate, and hence a significant increase was made to enable them to take the 

security responsibility. The miscalculations by the U.S. raise questions about the understanding 

of the ground realities of the Afghan conflict. In various analyses, the local Afghan security 

forces’ training was also questioned, particularly by the International Crises Group. 

The local Afghan security forces were less disciplined and professional in dealing with 

a much stronger group- Taliban, who were carrying decades of combat experience. The 

unprecedented expansion of local and international forces resulted in the economic burden on 

the alliance partners, which sowed mistrust and the resulting lack of coordination. The 

expansion of ISAF operations and the never-ending history of interventions led to mistrust 

among the Afghan population, which was adversely affected by collateral damages. The local 

population expected a speedy completion of the U.S. mission and, as a result, a stable and 

peaceful Afghanistan. Losing their hope, the Afghans developed sympathy for the ideology of 

Taliban and many joined them as direct combatants, while others provided logistical support 

within civilian communities. The support of the local population was a direct manifestation of 

the instability of the U.S. and local Afghan administration and great mistrust of it. Not only 

had there been mistrust between the U.S. and the local population, over the years an 

unprecedented decline in mutual political trust developed between the Kabul administration 

and Washington. There were incidents of active hostilities between local Afghan and NATO 
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troops during operations against Taliban. The situation deteriorated to the point where NATO 

had to stop training new ANA recruits until investigating their possible ties to Taliban. Thus, 

the two crucial strategic partners had a prisoner dilemma and great mistrust, leading to less 

effective operational coordination. The U.S. always wanted a strategic autonomy in 

formulating and implementing policies with respect to operations in Afghanistan. Since 

American policies continually changed without tangible results, the economic cost of the war 

continually increased. The U.S. coalition partners were skeptical about this and disagreements 

with the U.S. emerged in many international meetings regarding policy making in Afghanistan, 

generating mistrust among all partners. Western allies were concerned about mounting public 

pressure at home on their troop casualties in Afghanistan. Thus, the U.S. faced mistrust and 

disharmony from its partners in Afghanistan and from partners in the international coalition. 

Seeing that all the challenges came in many forms with respect to the Afghan conflict, the U.S. 

decided to initiate the gradual withdrawal of all international forces from 2011 to December 

2014. This decision was hasty and had not taken security conditions into account, thus offering 

a boost to Taliban to increase attacks to ensure a zero-sum outcome of the war in Afghanistan. 

Therefore, the U.S. strategy to withdraw troops from Afghanistan by 2014 proved to be 

momentous and did not materialize. In response to the rising guerilla attacks from Taliban, the 

U.S. had to increase its troop presence, registering an increasing number of American troops 

in 2011. 

Furthermore, the U.S. and NATO policies regarding Russia's presence in post-Taliban 

Afghanistan from the beginning were marked by pronounced dualism. On the basis of 

pragmatic and purely opportunistic considerations, Washington showed more or less interest 

in cooperating with Moscow in the Afghan political space. In the short term, the U.S. 

cooperated with Russia to ensure the transit of the NATO contingent through Russian territory. 

The dualism and skepticism of the U.S. towards Russia's role in Afghanistan undermined its 

effectiveness, as the latter had prior experience of the realities on the ground. Russia could have 

been a great source and partner in America's conflict resolution efforts in Afghanistan. 

Similarly, the role and support of Russia towards the U.S. in Afghanistan too was based on 

suspicions and dualism. The Russian federation was also skeptical of America's growing 

influence over the Central Asian States, traditionally seen as Russia's backyard. The U.S. 

established its air bases in the region, which were also considered part of the New Great Game 

plan in the region. Russia's position on providing logistical assistance to NATO supplies via 

the Northern Route was as ambivalent as Washington's line regarding cooperation with 
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Moscow. It must also be recognized that, in the real dimension, it was unlikely that Moscow 

would be able to offer Kabul its alternative, either unilaterally or through the CSTO. The same 

goes for the economic aspect. Therefore, Russia never truly trusted the U.S. in Afghanistan and 

was suspicious of its activities beyond Afghanistan. However, the common interests of the two 

sides, in terms of anti-drug efforts and the U.S.' dependence on Russia in terms of territory, 

forced the two sides to cooperate. The general relationship vis-à-vis conflict resolution in 

Afghanistan, between the two formal enemies of the cold war could be viewed broadly as an 

unhappy marriage. 

The role of regional countries vis-à-vis conflict resolution was significant and it 

continues to be an important catalyst for sustainable peace in Afghanistan. In the post-troops 

withdrawal period, one of the policy options with the U.S. could be to allow a more significant 

role from the regional countries vis-à-vis maintaining peace and ensuring that Afghanistan is 

not used by the terrorist groups again. The future of peace in Afghanistan is not alone dependent 

on intra-Afghan negotiations and peace settlement among different parties, but regional 

countries do have a role in either stabilisation or destabilisation of the country. Presently, the 

role of regional countries vis-à-vis conflict resolution can be observed in three different 

dimensions. Firstly, the interests of different regional countries in Afghanistan are inversely 

related; e.g. Pakistan vs. India, Pakistan vs. Iran, China vs. India and Gulf countries vs. Iran. 

The contradictions in the interests of different regional countries likely hinder the ongoing 

intra-Afghan peace talks. Even if Taliban agrees to engage again in the intra-Afghan 

negotiation, the post-negotiations/ settlement Afghanistan would be the center of regional 

competition.700 Despite contradictions, a common impetus for all regional countries lies in the 

conflict resolution in Afghanistan, which would indirectly ensure security and economic 

activities in the region at large.701 Presently, given the environment for pacific settlement of 

the conflict, a relative balance among various regional countries could accelerate the 

sustainable peace in Afghanistan. Secondly, regional actors on the Afghan issue could be 

divided into three categories, depending on their relevance to Afghanistan’s conflict and its 

resolution. These three levels are in order from highest to least important. On the first level, 

there are two neighboring states, Pakistan and Iran. These countries, especially Pakistan, but 

also to a large extent Iran, have been affected, directly, by the conflict in Afghanistan for 

decades. They are the ones who bear the main burden of the regional consequences of the 
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Afghan conflict in the form of refugees and drug flows to cross-border instability. 

Simultaneously, these two countries have the largest and most deep-rooted influence in parts 

of Afghanistan due to ethnic and sectarian groups. For example, Pakistan has better 

communications and influence in the Pashtun regions in the south and southeast of the country, 

recorded as being the most intensely affected region from the insurrection.702 In a face-to-face 

interaction with Ahmadullah Alizai, Ex-Governor of Kabul and Badghis Provinces and the 

Chairman of New Foundation Party, during his visit to Pakistan to participate in a conference, 

he argued that Afghanistan sees Pakistan as a reliable brotherly country. Peace and security in 

Afghanistan is not only beneficial for the country itself but Pakistan too. Pakistan is developing 

infrastructural connectivity projects with China, which ultimately depends on the security 

situation in Afghanistan. So, keeping in view the interconnectedness of the two countries, 

Pakistan requires playing its role in bringing peace in Afghanistan. In a question about the role 

of India in Afghanistan, he argued that India is welcomed as long as she is investing in 

developing the infrastructure in Afghanistan, but they would discourage any malicious hidden 

agenda against the interests of Pakistan. Regarding the prospects of peace in Afghanistan, he 

maintained that the country has gone through wars for the past forty years and hence all 

Afghans including Taliban are eager to bring peace in the country. However, the country would 

need the support of regional and international countries after decades of war and devastation 

in the statebuilding of Afghanistan.703 On the other hand, Iran holds influence in the western 

regions bordering Afghanistan and the areas inhabited by Hazara (Shiites) and Tajiks).704 

Without considering the relevance of Pakistan and Iran’s interests, there are likely no prospects 

for Afghanistan’s political settlement.  

The second level players include other neighboring countries of Afghanistan, India, 

China, the Persian Gulf countries, Turkey and Russia, which are indirectly affected by the 

consequences of the Afghan conflict. Due to their interests, they do have reasons for concern 

regarding security and peace in Afghanistan. Some countries of this group, particularly the 

Gulf States and Turkey, may act as mediators in a political settlement and negotiations between 

international forces and many Afghan groups.705 Qatar’s role in this regard is an open account 
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for understanding the second layer of countries’ mediation role. Third, multilateral 

forums/organisations can be referred to the third level from the regional dimension. Some 

specific interests of the parties dominate important, international, regional and trans-regional 

unions and initiatives.706 So, it is clear that the multilateral forums themselves are insufficient, 

and the existing forums are either weak or not institutionalised at all. For example, the existing 

bilateral or multilateral forums focus primarily on economic issues, i.e., Economic Cooperation 

Organization (ECO) and South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC). 

Similarly, some regional initiatives or forums under the auspices of broader 

international organisations, such as the trilateral Iranian-Afghan-Pakistani drug control 

initiative under the auspices of the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC)707, is 

limited to a specific objective of controlling drug trafficking across the borders. Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization (SCO) unites a number of countries in neighboring regions, but they 

do not include Afghanistan among the main regional players, leaving it with only observer 

status.708 So the role of the regional and international organisations is limited to Afghanistan’s 

conflict resolution process. 

It is important to understand that with all the diversity of regional interests, the first 

category of regional countries, Pakistan and Iran, is extremely important vis-à-vis conflict 

resolution in Afghanistan. Based on the priority of the first category of countries in the region 

with respect to the Afghan conflict, it is logical to suggest that any negotiated political 

settlement of the Afghanistan conflict should be in near conformity with the aspirations of the 

first category of countries. Such an agreement and political structure cannot be suitable for all 

equally, but taking into account some of the major and legitimate interests of the main regional 

players in the Afghan issue. The role of Pakistan and Iran can only be constructive vis-à-vis 

peace agreement among intra-Afghan groups, if their legitimate interests are taken into 

account. Afghanistan is a landlocked country and is dependent on its neighboring countries for 

trade communication. In a face-to-face interview with Painda Hikmat, the head of Ulama 

council and an advisor to Dr Abdullah Abdullah High Council for National Reconciliation, in 

question about the role of Pakistan in conflict resolution and development in Afghanistan, he 
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responded that ‘Pakistan and Afghanistan cannot part ways due to ideological and geographical 

bonds. He maintained that Pakistan’s role in the conflict resolution is undeniably important 

because of their historical connections with Taliban. Pakistan can still use the historical 

influence to convince Taliban for a political settlement with all parties concerned. In response 

to the question of development, he talked about the formal and informal trade between people 

of the two countries. Afghanistan relies on Pakistan ports for their international business and 

hence keeping aid aside, Pakistan can be a key player in developing Afghanistan economy 

through trade facilitations. He argued that aid is a short term pill to cure the economy but the 

sustainable solution to economic stability lies in trade partnerships with all regional and extra-

regional countries. Dependency is not only bad for Afghanistan but any country in the world, 

which is relying on aid’.709 This dependency has always cost neighborly Pakistan and Iran in 

terms of drugs and terror infringements.710 So, both Pakistan and Iran would ensure that their 

interests are served before the Afghans enter into any power-sharing mechanism.  

China is an emerging regional and global power and carries significant importance with 

respect to peace in Afghanistan. Stable Afghanistan can further gave momentum to China’s 

connectivity projects under the broader framework of built and road initiative (BRI). Though, 

China avoids direct interference in Afghanistan’s security due to its soft image of non-

interference in political matters of states but the potential prospects of China’s economic 

endeavors with regional countries can serve as centripetal force for local Afghan stakeholders 

including Taliban to agree on developmental projects with China. On the other hand, China 

itself should be more interested in a stable Afghanistan due to its fears of extremism in Uighurs 

Muslims in China. 

Failure to withdraw in 2014 resulted in further escalation of the war in Afghanistan. 

Donald Trump promised to put an end to all international military adventures, had to review 

his policy and therefore responded militarily; the use of the “mother of bombs” was an 

empirical proof in this regard. So Trump also misjudged the severity of the war in Afghanistan 

in his election manifesto. Overall, the lack of coordination, inconsistency in various American 
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strategies, and miscalculations about basic realities led to the failure of the U.S. policies 

regarding conflict resolution in Afghanistan.    

The reinstatement of the NATO military presence in Afghanistan after the failed 2014 

troop’s withdrawal plan did not open the prospects for a military or political solution. While it 

helped close serious security loopholes, it offers no chance of a zero-sum outcome that the 

West was not been able to achieve in the past with many more troops. At the same time, there 

was nothing to suggest that the creation of a legitimate and persuasive state can be successful 

after Western leaders had so far been content with much higher levels of funding to make the 

creation neither work. A history of internal rivalry had paralyzed President Ghani's coalition 

government and ongoing corruption had further worsened the government's relations with the 

public. 

Even a negotiated solution with Taliban looks less promising. Most Taliban groups 

believe they no longer need it. How can the opposition groups to Taliban in Afghanistan be 

able to influence intra-Afghan negotiations without the support of NATO, if they were not 

successful with NATO and the Ashraf Ghani government? While there may still be talks or 

even negotiations with some groups, but Taliban are likely to decisively dominate the 

mainstream politics in the country. The positive side of the present-day situation in Afghanistan 

is that the varying stakeholders have realized that the ultimate solution to all problems is not 

going to be resolved using military options. The realization could possibly result in the start of 

some meaningful intra-Afghan dialogue for finding the best possible power-sharing 

mechanism. Taliban too would have this realization that in the history of Afghanistan, the 

public had rarely allowed a tyrannical strongly centralized rule on the basis of religion by any 

one party or individual. They may not be defeated militarily but the long-term public outrage 

could cause them some serious challenges.  

The reasons for the failure of the U.S. strategies in Afghanistan are numerous. At the 

Bonn Afghanistan Conference on December 5 2011, the U.S. committed to complete the 

security transition till the end of 2014, however, a new decade of transformation would last 

until 2024, signaling that the U.S. could engage in Afghanistan even in the proposed post-

withdrawal period. The international community gathered in Bonn praised what increased 

support from the country had been achieved and promised as part of a renewed 

partnership. Since then, the international coalition had withdrawn most of their combat 

soldiers, leaving behind some 13000 troops for training and special security purposes. Since 



251 
 

then, his engagement had focused primarily on training the Afghan Security Forces (ANSF) 

and security sector reform. Parallel to the troops withdrawal, the insurgents strengthened. The 

result was that the U.S. and its partners had to strengthen their military engagement somewhat 

in 2015 again, including increased use of the Special Forces. The United Nations Assistance 

Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) reported an increase in insurgent activity and a record level 

of civilian casualties, resulting in the change in public sympathies towards the international 

forces and local Afghan government. The insurgents achieved unexpected military successes, 

such as the conquest of Kunduz in late September 2015. The U.S. military officials admitted 

that the ANSF could not yet operate on its own.   

In the pretext of this, the various reports issued by the U.S. regarding their progress in 

Afghanistan seemed to be misguiding. If the U.S.-based indicators of success are the basis for 

past counterinsurgency, the picture looks pretty bleak: the overall trend in good governance 

remained negative from 2001 till 2020. The new government of national unity (NUG), formed 

in 2014, had failed in ensuring good governance and state institutions still did not function. 

Corruption continued in all government ranks. The establishment of a reliable local security 

structures was not up to the mark and hence did not delivered. They range from inadequate 

effectiveness and reliability of the security forces to doubts about the affordability and 

democratic control of much of the security apparatus. The support to many insurgent groups 

from outside Afghanistan continued throughout the period of the U.S. intervention. Meanwhile, 

the so-called ISIS was seen as a potential new threat in Afghanistan. From these facts it could 

be presumed that the U.S. failed in its core objective of securing Afghanistan from becoming 

a safe haven for the terrorist groups. The same applies to the availability and use of safe haven 

for insurgents in some neighbourly countries, who indirectly supported war in Afghanistan, 

testifying the failure of the AfPak strategy or the later South Asia policy of the two U.S. 

administrations. 

Overall, it follows that the military approach for conflict resolution using the state-

building programs in Afghanistan was doomed to failure, even if immanent criteria of 

success were applied. Despite achieving a military victory against Taliban in the early months 

of the U.S. intervention, the roots of the local Taliban were not rooted out due to lack of interest 

in dealing with the situation as per centuries old Afghan culture. At the military victory, Peace 

was not a realistic scenario due to the insurgents’ strength on ground and the Afghan army’s 

weakness and structural problems in the U.S. backed Afghan governments. 
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In the future, any long-term military commitment by the U.S, or any regional country 

for counterterrorism partnerships is possible, but it must also end at some point, bringing no 

good to the people of Afghanistan. Therefore, a re-intervention to deal with Taliban failed 

promises in terms of their relations with Al-Qaeda, would be a repetition of the mistakes which 

they made in the first two decades of the 21st century.  The other sustainable option is the 

political and diplomatic way forward for bringing Taliban to the intra-Afghan negotiation 

table. Afghanistan’s problems are structural and therefore, can only be solved through a long-

term development process. The prerequisite for this is, above all a political understanding 

among Afghans. Based on these assumptions, there are essentially some prospects vis-à-vis 

conflict resolution in Afghanistan. 

The more favorable option depends on the restoration of trust among Afghan 

stakeholders. It is if all major Afghan players, including Taliban, agree in principle with a 

political solution. Everyone sits at a table intending to form a truly representative government 

of national unity. Its task is to regulate matters of policy formulation and political order. The 

joint review of the past and the creation of new political structures specific to Afghanistan are 

organised as parallel processes. Although a government of all parties, on the principles of 

consociationalism, in Kabul would be relatively weak due to its heterogeneity, it would have a 

high degree of legitimacy, since it would consider all forces and interests.  

Provided that all actors respect the game’s agreed rules, relative political stability with 

a high level of autonomy for local actors would be possible. At the regional level, all 

neighbouring states and other strategic actors and international and regional organisations, 

participate in a conference process on security, economic cooperation and development. The 

objective should be to create an essentially political document on mutual relations and a 

regional stability pact for a neutral Afghanistan, so that the concerns of the key regional actors 

vis-à-vis Afghanistan parting with one or the other, are resolved. 

Another option is related to the withdrawal of the international security force from 

Afghanistan. The post-withdrawal period carries risks as well as opportunities. One of the most 

likely outcomes of this scenario is that the country would again plunge into a civil war among 

varying warlords and with Taliban in the near future. Therefore, the progress made in twenty 

years with respect to institutional and infrastructural development would diminish with for no 

good reason. On the other hand, the post-withdrawal period possibly offers an opportunity to 

Afghans for settling down to agree on an inclusive power sharing in the country. The likelihood 
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of agreement among Afghan stakeholders is there due to the four decades of worst experience 

of inter-group rivalry and civil war. Taliban would likely be in the leading position after the 

third scenario due to their unmatched military strength. However, Taliban too can possibly opt 

for an inclusive government based on the principle of consociationalism to avoid the risks of 

re-intervention of the Western powers or even regional stakeholders, but this could take some 

time after Taliban regime continues to face economic challenges and international isolation by 

getting no recognition from the important countries.  

From the U.S. intervention to the troops withdrawal, it could be said that the 

international community has failed with its concept of military-backed conflict resolution and 

state-building in Afghanistan. There are many reasons for this: continued week leadership at 

Kabul, optimistic view of the early military conquest against Taliban, President Bush penchant 

for unilateral actions, complex geography which favored guerrilla warfare, expanding Afghan 

security forces without building their capacity, lack of trust among the coalition partners, 

increasing costs of war, wrong prioritization through ill-defined and exaggerated goals, and a 

strategic confusion about talks with Taliban, resulting in delayed serious 

negotiations. Moreover, both the U.S. and Kabul administration had misconception that the 

Western model of institutions could be exported to a country without corresponding state 

tradition, and that the local people would endorse it.         

International participation in terms of socio-economic assistance in crisis-affected 

countries like Afghanistan would be required to continue in the future. For this, the 

governments of western states should provide the necessary domestic support. A critical 

analysis of the situation ultimately prioritizes structural reforms in Afghanistan. It must follow 

logic of sustainable peace policy and not a policy primarily of security and power. An 

apparently zero-sum outcome in favor of Taliban by taking over Kabul and the troops 

withdrawal, may not be a sustainable outcome. In the long-run, a zero-sum outcome of the 

Afghan conflict seems unlikely and hence a strategic environment is needed to be set for a non-

zero-sum outcome. Overall, an Afghan led and Afghan owned approach is needed, in deciding 

the key strategic issues independently and with confidence in what political and economic order 

they want to live in their country. The U.S. cannot ignore its geostrategic interests in South and 

Central Asia, hence needs to maintain good relations with Afghanistan. By not recognizing 

Taliban government and ignoring the worsening socio-economic challenges in Afghanistan 

could gave rise to some serious threats to the U.S. interests in the region. If Taliban gets no 
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support from the U.S. and key European countries, they might look for alternative options for 

economic assistance, which could be provided by Al-Qaeda and ISIS. The U.S. should accept 

the responsibility for the destruction and loss of human lives over the past twenty years in 

Afghanistan. Instead of distancing itself from Afghanistan, the U.S. should share burden along 

key local and regional stakeholders in bringing a sustainable peace in Afghanistan. 

Findings in a nutshell  

1. Finding One-Objective of the Intervention 

The description of historical events vis-à-vis political developments and the U.S. 

involvement in Afghanistan, particularly in the post-Cold War period, presumes that the 

objective of the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan was majorly guided by counterterrorism and 

subsequent Statebuilding mission to ensure a sustainable pro-U.S. democratic government. So, 

the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan was predominantly guided by its objective to destroy Al 

Qaeda safe havens and replace Taliban government with a democratic government, who shall 

ensure no safe havens for any international terrorist organization. 

In the aftermath of the Cold War, the U.S. emerged as the world's sole superpower. As 

a result, it began to take a more active role in global affairs, including in the Middle East and 

South Asia. In the late 1990s, Afghanistan became a major focus of U.S. foreign policy due to 

the presence of Al Qaeda and the Taliban, who provided a safe haven for the terrorist 

organization. 

Following the September 11, 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, 

the U.S. launched a military campaign against the Taliban regime, which had provided shelter 

to Al Qaeda. The primary objective of this military intervention was to destroy the Al Qaeda 

safe havens in Afghanistan and to prevent them from using the country as a base of operations 

for further attacks on the U.S. and its allies. After the Taliban regime was overthrown, the U.S. 

embarked on a Statebuilding mission in Afghanistan, aimed at creating a sustainable pro-U.S. 

democratic government. This involved rebuilding the country's political, economic, and social 

institutions, as well as establishing security and stability. The U.S. hoped that a stable and 

democratic Afghanistan would serve as a bulwark against terrorism and instability in the 

region, while also providing a strategic foothold in Central Asia. To this end, the U.S. provided 

substantial military and economic assistance to the Afghan government, as well as training and 

equipping its security forces. 
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Despite these efforts, the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan has been beset by a range of 

challenges and setbacks. These include a growing Taliban uprising, endemic corruption, 

political instability, and the rise of ISIS and other extremist groups in the region. The U.S. has 

also faced criticism for its handling of the conflict, particularly with regard to civilian casualties 

and human rights abuses. Despite these challenges, the U.S. has continued to play an active 

role in Afghanistan, with the aim of achieving a sustainable and peaceful resolution to the 

conflict. The U.S. has also sought to engage regional powers such as Pakistan, India, and China 

in efforts to stabilize Afghanistan and promote regional security. 

Overall, the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan has been guided by a complex mix of 

strategic, political, and humanitarian objectives. While the primary aim had been to counter 

terrorism and establish a stable democratic government, however the U.S. failed in achieving 

these goals. 

2. Finding Two-Nature of the U.S. Strategies  

The U.S. excluded Taliban from all political processes mainly the Bonn process, in 

early nine years of conflict in Afghanistan. lately, they engaged with Taliban but it was not a 

favorable time for talks as Taliban sensed victory. The 2020 peace agreement between the U.S. 

and Taliban is apparently a non-zero-sum outcome of the conflict but it clearly favors Taliban 

more than the U.S. Taliban coming to power without giving any share in power to the key local 

stakeholders shows bluffing strategy and hence turns the outcome into a zero-sum game. Based 

on the discussion on the U.S. strategies in Afghanistan, it can be generalized that, there existed 

a strategic confusion in the U.S. strategies from 2001 till 2020, resulting in the fiascoes vis-à-

vis the U.S. policy objectives. 

During the early years of the conflict in Afghanistan, the U.S. ignored the Taliban in 

political processes, particularly the Bonn process, which aimed to establish a new government 

for Afghanistan. The U.S. viewed the Taliban as a terrorist organization and did not want to 

engage with them politically. However, as the conflict dragged on, the U.S. began to realize 

that a military solution alone was not possible and that a political settlement was needed. The 

U.S. began engaging with the Taliban in recent years, but this was not a favorable time for talks 

as the Taliban sensed victory on the battlefield. This meant that the Taliban had little incentive 

to negotiate, as they believed they could achieve their objectives through military means. As a 
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result, the U.S. had little leverage in the negotiations and was forced to make significant 

concessions to the Taliban. 

The 2020 peace agreement between the U.S. and Taliban is described as a non-zero-

sum outcome, meaning that both sides benefit to some extent. However, it is suggested that the 

agreement favors the Taliban more than the U.S. This is because the agreement allows the 

Taliban to come to power without giving any share in power to key local stakeholders, such as 

the Afghan government and civil society groups. This is seen as a bluffing strategy by the 

Taliban, who may be seeking to consolidate their power before making further concessions. 

The outcome of the peace agreement is described as a zero-sum game, meaning that one side's 

gain is the other side's loss. In this case, the Taliban's gain of power comes at the expense of 

the Afghan government and other local stakeholders, who are left out of the political process. 

This is seen as a significant setback for the U.S., which had hoped to establish a sustainable 

and democratic government in Afghanistan. 

Overall, the study suggests that the U.S.'s approach to engaging with the Taliban has 

been characterized by strategic confusion. The U.S. initially ignored the Taliban in political 

processes, but later engaged with them at a time when they had little leverage. The peace 

agreement is described as favoring the Taliban more than the U.S. and as a result, turning the 

outcome into a zero-sum game. This strategic confusion is seen as a major reason for the fiascos 

that have occurred in the U.S.'s policy objectives in Afghanistan from 2001 to 2020. 

3. Finding Three-Outcomes of the U.S. Strategies 

It can be found out that the outcomes of the varying U.S. strategies were random and 

consequential and did not result in the achievement of any central objective, i.e., conflict 

resolution. The resurgence of Taliban and other terrorist groups, i.e., ISIS, were contrary to the 

very objective of the U.S. ‘global war on terror’. The literature reviewed in the chapters shows 

that resurgence of Taliban was majorly the result of the failed U.S. strategies. All of these 

factors were grounded on the mistake that the U.S. made by not understanding or ignoring the 

local cultural norms. 

The U.S. war in Afghanistan had a range of outcomes, both intended and unintended. 

While the initial removal of the Taliban government was a significant victory, the failure to 

establish lasting security and stability in Afghanistan, the emergence of new terrorist groups, 
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the financial and political costs, the loss of life, and the humanitarian consequences highlight 

the challenges of waging a prolonged conflict in a complex and dynamic region. The United 

States' twenty-year war in Afghanistan underscores the importance of a comprehensive 

approach that addresses the root causes of conflict and includes military and non-military 

components to achieve lasting stability and peace in conflict-affected regions. 

One of the primary outcomes of the U.S. war in Afghanistan was the removal of the 

Taliban from power. Following the 9/11 attacks, the United States launched a military 

campaign against the Taliban, who were harboring Al Qaeda terrorists. Within months, the 

Taliban government was ousted, and a new government was established in Afghanistan. This 

outcome was a significant victory for the United States and its allies and demonstrated the 

power of the U.S. military. However, despite the initial success in removing the Taliban from 

power, the United States failed to establish lasting security and stability in Afghanistan. The 

Taliban retreated to the rural areas and launched guerilla warfare attacks against the Afghan 

government and U.S. forces. Over the next two decades, the conflict intensified, resulting in 

significant loss of life on both sides. 

Another outcome of the U.S. war in Afghanistan was the emergence of new terrorist 

groups. As the U.S. military targeted Al Qaeda and the Taliban, other extremist groups, such 

as ISIS, began to emerge in the region. These groups took advantage of the chaos and instability 

in Afghanistan and other conflict-affected regions to establish themselves and expand their 

operations. 

The war in Afghanistan had significant financial costs for the United States. According 

to estimates, the United States spent more than $2 trillion on the war, making it one of the most 

expensive conflicts in U.S. history. The cost of the war strained the U.S. economy and had 

lasting consequences for government finances. 

The U.S. war in Afghanistan also had consequences for the Afghan people. The conflict 

resulted in significant displacement and forced migration, with many Afghan civilians fleeing 

their homes to escape the violence. The war also had lasting consequences for the Afghan 

economy, with many businesses and industries disrupted by the conflict. The instability created 

by the war had long-term effects on Afghan society and had significant humanitarian 

consequences. 
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4. Finding Four-Unsuccessfulness of the U.S. Strategies 

The preceding discussion on the causes of the U.S. failure in Afghanistan highlights a 

strategic confusion in the U.S. policy about engaging in talks with Taliban which resulted in 

over-reliance on force to deal with the conflict, which was contrary to the socio-economic and 

political ethos of Afghanistan. 

The U.S. strategies unusefulness in Afghanistan is a complex issue with multiple factors 

that contributed to it. One significant factor that stood out is the strategic confusion in the U.S. 

policy about engaging in talks with the Taliban. This confusion resulted in over-reliance on 

force to deal with the conflict, which was contrary to the socio-economic and political ethos of 

Afghanistan. The U.S. initially invaded Afghanistan in 2001, following the 9/11 attacks, with 

the aim of rooting out al-Qaeda and Taliban. The U.S. was successful in ousting the Taliban 

government, but the group retreated to the rural areas and launched a military offensive against 

the Afghan government and U.S. forces using guerilla warfare tactics. In 2007, the Taliban 

intensified their attacks, and the U.S. realized that the military option alone could not achieve 

victory in the conflict. Despite this realization, there was strategic confusion in the U.S. policy 

about engaging in talks with the Taliban. The U.S. government vacillated between fighting and 

negotiating with the Taliban, leading to a lack of coherence in its strategy. The U.S. government 

was unwilling to negotiate with the Taliban while they were seen as a terrorist organization. It 

was not until 2010 when the U.S. government began exploring the possibility of negotiations 

with the Taliban. 

The over-reliance on force to deal with the conflict was contrary to the socio-economic 

and political ethos of Afghanistan. The use of force resulted in significant civilian casualties, 

and this fueled anti-American sentiment among the Afghan people. The U.S. forces did not 

adequately understand the Afghan culture and the importance of minimizing civilian casualties. 

The use of force also failed to address the underlying socio-economic and political issues that 

fueled the already deteriorating security conditions. The U.S. forces failed to address the 

underlying socio-economic and political issues that fueled Taliban uprising. The Afghan 

government was corrupt, and there was widespread poverty and unemployment. The Afghan 

people lacked basic services such as education, healthcare, and clean water. These issues fueled 

resentment among the population, and the Taliban exploited this to gain support. 
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Furthermore, the over-reliance on force alienated the Afghan people, and the U.S. lost 

the support of the population. The use of force undermined efforts to win hearts and minds and 

build trust with the Afghan people. The U.S. failed to understand that the security issues in 

Afghanistan was not just a military problem but also a political one. The lack of coherent 

strategy and over-reliance on force ultimately failed to address the root causes of the conflict. 

The strategic confusion in the U.S. policy about engaging in talks with the Taliban undermined 

efforts to reach a political settlement to the conflict. The United States vacillated between 

fighting and negotiating with the Taliban, and this lack of coherence undermined efforts to 

reach a political settlement. The Taliban was also not willing to negotiate while they were 

winning the conflict. 

Overall, there were significant issues in both the nature of the U.S. strategies and their 

implementation in the context of conflict resolution in Afghanistan. Complex local dynamics, 

shifting priorities, insufficient understanding of Afghan culture, and a lack of coherent and 

coordinated efforts all contributed to the challenges faced in achieving meaningful conflict 

resolution and sustainable peace in the region. 

Way Forward 

Consociationalism, which involves power-sharing among different ethnic, religious, or 

political groups, holds promise for conflict resolution711 in post-US withdrawal Afghanistan by 

providing a framework that accommodates the diverse interests and identities within the 

country. By ensuring representation and inclusion of various groups in decision-making 

processes, consociationalism can help address grievances and promote cooperation, potentially 

mitigating tensions and fostering stability. Additionally, power-sharing arrangements can 

incentivize compromise and reduce the likelihood of one group monopolizing power, which 

may contribute to a more inclusive and equitable governance system. Implementing 

consociationalism in Afghanistan could offer a platform for building trust, fostering 

reconciliation, and addressing the root causes of conflict, thus providing a prospectus for 

resolving the country's ongoing challenges. This at large could potentially lead to the 

recognition of the Afghan government and hence sustainability of peace and stability in 

Afghanistan.  

 
711 Adrian Guelke, Consociationalism and conflict resolution. In The Multicultural Dilemma, pp. 171-184. 
Routledge, 2012. 
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Consociationalism, as a power-sharing mechanism, has the potential to address the 

deep-rooted ethno-political divisions in post-US withdrawal Afghanistan and facilitate conflict 

resolution. By ensuring proportional representation and meaningful participation of different 

groups in decision-making processes, consociationalism can help build trust, foster 

cooperation, and promote inclusivity. For example, in Northern Ireland, the Good Friday 

Agreement of 1998 introduced a consociational power-sharing model, which brought together 

political parties representing both Catholic and Protestant communities. This arrangement 

provided a platform for dialogue, negotiation, and joint decision-making, leading to a more 

stable and peaceful society. Similarly, in Lebanon, consociationalism has been applied through 

a power-sharing system that allocates key political positions based on religious affiliation. This 

arrangement, though imperfect, has helped prevent major conflicts and provided a mechanism 

for different religious groups to have a say in governance, reducing the likelihood of 

marginalization and promoting stability. 

In the context of Afghanistan, a consociational power-sharing approach could involve 

the representation and inclusion of major ethnic and religious groups, such as Pashtuns, Tajiks, 

Hazaras, and Uzbeks, in decision-making bodies and government institutions. By 

acknowledging and respecting the diverse identities and interests of these groups, 

consociationalism can address historical grievances, reduce feelings of exclusion, and provide 

avenues for cooperation and compromise. 

Furthermore, a consociational power-sharing arrangement can also help manage 

potential conflicts over resources, territory, and political influence. By establishing 

mechanisms for dialogue, resource-sharing, and the protection of minority rights, 

consociationalism can mitigate the risks of competition and ensure that all groups have a stake 

in the governance of the country. 

In the post Taliban's resurgence and the group regaining power in 2021, 

consociationalism could play a crucial role in facilitating conflict resolution and stability. 

Firstly, consociationalism could provide a mechanism to address the concerns and aspirations 

of various ethnic and religious groups within Afghanistan. The country is characterized by 

diverse ethnicities, including Pashtuns, Tajiks, Hazaras, and Uzbeks, each with their own 

distinct interests and historical grievances. A consociational power-sharing arrangement would 

ensure the representation and participation of these groups in decision-making processes, 
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allowing them to have a voice in shaping the country's future. This inclusivity can help alleviate 

the sense of marginalization and address the underlying causes of conflict. 

Secondly, consociationalism can serve as a means to build trust and foster reconciliation 

among different factions. The power-sharing model provides opportunities for dialogue, 

negotiation, and compromise, allowing the Taliban and other political actors to engage in 

peaceful political processes rather than resorting to violence. By including the Taliban in a 

consociational framework, it becomes possible to address their concerns, such as the 

preservation of their core ideologies, while also ensuring that the rights and interests of other 

groups are protected. 

Thirdly, consociationalism can help manage the competing interests over resources, 

territory, and political power. Through mechanisms such as proportional representation, 

territorial autonomy, and resource-sharing agreements, consociationalism provides a 

framework for addressing these conflicts in a peaceful and negotiated manner. By creating 

institutions that enable cooperation and compromise, consociationalism can help prevent the 

reemergence of violent conflicts and foster stability. 

However, the implementation of consociationalism in Afghanistan, especially in the 

current context, would face significant challenges. The Taliban's ideology and historical 

practices raise concerns about their commitment to power-sharing and inclusivity. Establishing 

trust among all parties and ensuring compliance with agreed-upon mechanisms would require 

careful negotiation, oversight, and international support. 

Additionally, the success of consociationalism in Afghanistan would depend on the 

willingness of the international community to provide the necessary support and assistance, 

both politically and financially. External actors can play a role in facilitating dialogue, 

supporting capacity-building efforts, and providing resources for the effective functioning of 

consociational institutions. 
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