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The motivation for writing the book is to unpack conflicts and their roots, to expose ideas that damaged lives and to draw lessons that could move South Asia to a peaceful, secure and prosperous region, based on what Albert Einstein said:


‘We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we used when we created them.’






I dedicate this book to the 
supreme endurance of my mother Sudesh, the spiritual 
quest for peace of my (late) father Mahendra, the zest for 
excellence of my husband Safi and 
the sheer brilliance of my daughter Tanya






Introduction


In the early hours of 15 August 2021, a plane flying over the embassies in Kabul aroused unusual curiosity amongst diplomatic staff. It turned out to be the final sign of the collapse of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. The flight was carrying Afghanistan’s President Ashraf Ghani out of harm’s way; the Taliban had been camped just outside the city since the previous evening. Almost all top political and military leadership, too, had vanished from the scene, giving a ‘walk over’ to the Taliban. After a couple of hours, Taliban leaders safely walked into the presidential palace and announced the return of Taliban 2.0 to the local and international press present in Kabul. The somewhat confused rural cadres of the Taliban started manning pickets around the city, but they were not seen controlling the large crowds of Afghans desperately trying to get out of Kabul. There was chaos, but no war as Taliban 2.0 took power.


Panicked exit from Kabul had started the previous afternoon as people began to sense the imminent collapse of the republic. In a bid to save themselves and their families, police and the citizen volunteers aiding them had already vanished from the city. Parallel to the Taliban’s arrival on the outskirts of the city, a special chopper service was pressed into service from the old US embassy area to enable diplomats and other foreigners to safely move to the airport. Eyewitnesses noticed American embassy staff, too, making use of the service. This was a powerful signal for others present in the city. US forces took over the airport and created a security cordon for the safety of evacuees from Kabul, including vulnerable Afghans who had been working with foreign troops and civilians.


On the morning of 15 August, security officers deployed with the NATO-led Resolute Support Mission informed almost all embassies about the chopper service. The service lasted till about 5 p.m. Thereafter, the Taliban, which had gained full control of the city and the perimeter of the airport, were the new masters who alone could facilitate any movement within or out of the city. US troops were seen coordinating the evacuation of thousands of people with the Taliban. Having already withdrawn the bulk of the troops from Afghanistan, the US president had to redeploy thousands to the airport to facilitate safe evacuations and issue a stern warning to the Taliban to not use the opportunity to attack the US and its allies. The Taliban obliged in full.


The chaotic evacuation hastily ended on 30 August, a day before the deadline for total withdrawal of US troops from Afghanistan. From a distance, the world watched in dismay and disbelief as the Taliban, removed from power with the arrival of US forces in Afghanistan in October 2001, came back to fill the void when the US forces left the country! What on earth could explain this bizarre turn of events? There were no simple answers to understand a complex trajectory of events.


The US forces had removed the Taliban from power in 2001 following their refusal to hand over Al Qaeda’s chief, Osama bin Laden, who was responsible for several major attacks on US interests, most notably the 11 September 2001 attacks on their homeland. US forces stayed in the region to obliterate the threat of Al Qaeda not just in Afghanistan, but also in Pakistan. Counter-terrorism in the region became the most important goal for successive US administrations for about two decades. Was the goal achieved in full?


The story of the region is often narrated with the 9/11 attacks as the originating point. However, the nuances can never truly be appreciated without looking closely at a period between the Russian invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 and the 9/11 attacks. This story has been written in parts by several experts, but perhaps never from a South Asian perspective. This period includes a saga of local jihad by Afghan resistance groups against a non-Muslim aggressor, the Soviet Union, which was then ‘upgraded’ to ‘global jihad’ by external actors. The churning of the Arab world, too, deeply impacted South Asia in many ways, which largely went unnoticed.


The arrival of three non-state Arab actors, Abdullah Azzam, Osama bin Laden and Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri, to Peshawar in Pakistan as faces of this global jihad changed the history of not just the Af-Pak region and South Asia, but of regions far beyond. While Azzam was killed as the Soviet troops were leaving Afghanistan, Osama and Zawahiri founded Al Qaeda here and made it their home until they were killed by US forces eleven years apart from each other. The period also witnessed the creation of Pakistan-based terror groups fully aligned to Al Qaeda’s global agenda; these can be broadly divided into the Harkat groups and the Salafi groups. These groups have continued to create havoc not just in South Asia, from Afghanistan to Bangladesh, but far beyond.


Impact on India


In popular imagination, globally as well as in India, twists and turns in Afghanistan are often viewed as too remote to be of much consequence for a fast developing and modernizing India. At best, any adverse impact on India of events rooted in Afghanistan is often assessed through the lens of Pakistan’s ‘self-advertised ambition’ of carving out a ‘strategic depth’ in Afghanistan against any potential war with India. In reality, the strategic depth has meant domination of Afghanistan, including its trade routes and in the unhindered use of Afghan soil by its terror proxies propped against South Asian and global targets in the region and beyond.


For India, it is deeply instructive to recall two milestone events, separated by more than seventeen years, to clearly see how developments around Afghanistan could have a direct bearing on India’s national security and geopolitical interests. Such developments have occurred not only in response to factors internal to Afghanistan, but also on account of developments in the Arab world, global geopolitics and the peculiar power dynamics within Pakistan.


On 24 December 1999, Indian Airlines flight IC-814, on way from Kathmandu to Delhi, was brazenly hijacked by five Pakistani operatives of an Al Qaeda-linked, Pakistan-based terror group, Harkat-ul-Ansar (HuA). In 1997, the US had designated the group, then under a different name, as a Foreign Terrorist Organization. The hijackers sought the release of thirty-six hardcore terrorists locked up in Indian jails, which included one Indian, one Afghan, one Pakistani-British national and thirty-three Pakistani operatives. The flight was finally made to land in Kandahar, Afghanistan as per their pre-determined plan. Kandahar was not only the stronghold of the Taliban, which was ruling most parts of Afghanistan then, but also the headquarters of Al Qaeda’s top leadership. It was here that the mastermind of the 9/11 attacks, Khalid Sheikh Mohammad, a Pakistani top operative of Al Qaeda, was working under the direction of Osama at that time.


Having had to shut its embassy in 1996 as a consequence of the Taliban’s takeover of Kabul that year, India did not have much direct heft left to influence the course of events. The release of 155 passengers and the crew of IC-814 could only be secured with the release of three top terrorists from Indian prisons. Two of them—Pakistani national and chief ideologue of the HuA, Masood Azhar, and Pakistani-British national Umar Saeed Sheikh—were well known associates of Al Qaeda. The only Indian on the list, Mushtaq Zargar, a Kashmiri from downtown Srinagar, was a Pakistani ISI agent operating a local group in Kashmir since the early 1990s. The three of them have continued to ‘survive and thrive’ in Pakistan over the past twenty-six years despite having since been designated under US/UN sanctions regimes. The former two have been put under ‘dubious’ detention under international pressure through legal routes, but they continue to be active.


About seventeen years later, around 2016, a group of about twenty-two men, women and children from the south Indian state of Kerala clandestinely reached the border regions of the Afghan province of Nangarhar. They went there under the belief that they would be living in a distant province of the Caliphate ruling vast territories across Syria and Iraq. Their social and online media-based ‘handlers’ had falsely convinced them that the Caliphate was running the province and since they were not able to go to the Caliphate in the Middle East, this was the best option for them. This province or Wilaya came to be described as Islamic State Khurasan Province (ISKP) by the western media. The group’s handlers, based in the Af-Pak border region, also made concerted efforts to radicalize some misguided youth in India to incite them to mount lone wolf attacks in the country. Interestingly, in recent years, the shadowy ISKP has claimed major attacks across Iran, Russia and Europe. The group, though, does not have any visible base under its control in Afghanistan.


The two events should not be seen in isolation. It is crucial to revisit the story of the growth of terrorism and extremism in the region as a by-product of a decade-long proxy war between two superpowers, and geopolitical manoeuvrings thereafter. The end of the Cold War shifted the focus away from the massive military infrastructure and combat-ready radicals created in the region to fight the Soviet Union. Osama, a creation of external powers, built a base in Af-Pak, but escaped any close scrutiny for years.


Pakistan-based allies of Al Qaeda, too, were not noticed as such; they were simply considered groups targeting India that global actors did not have to worry about. The tragedy of 9/11 brought the US-led West, with support of other big powers, to the region to fight Al Qaeda, but their focus soon shifted to the war in Iraq. Afghanistan was not a priority until Barack Obama took over as US President in January 2009. By this time, the terror infrastructure in the broader Af-Pak region had strengthened and any opportunity for reconciliation with the Taliban had dimmed. Violence and terror defined the region and spread from there. There were no takers for peace on either side for years to come.


Following a long, convoluted trajectory under President Trump, the US signed an agreement directly with the Taliban in February 2020, paving the way for the complete withdrawal of US troops from Afghanistan. After years of successful counter-terrorism work which prevented a repeat of 9/11, the US, while withdrawing its troops, took some kind of ‘counter-terrorism assurance’ from the Taliban, which have remained invisible to the world. Taliban 2.0 continues on ‘probation’ for the global community and has surely taken a different trajectory from Taliban 1.0, much to the relief of the world and India.


The Book


This book is an honest attempt to unpack the tragedy of this region, which has faced unprecedented violence and instability for decades. The impact of global geopolitics and the role of external actors in directly or indirectly stoking trouble in South Asia will be discussed through different chapters—these are really the dots painting the big picture, to the extent possible. The book is solely based on the vast, rich and credible information available in open sources on a variety of topics. The analysis is directly based on such information and not on analysis made by other experts and authors. Hence it offers fresh perspectives on the subject matter.


Ten years of proxy war, twelve years of civil war in Afghanistan and twenty years of war on terror in the region have altogether also created a set of ‘Glocal’ actors in the region fully plugged into Al Qaeda’s global jihad as well as their own local agenda in South Asia. Their stories have never been discussed in one place ever, but they continue to be the real poster boys of terrorism in South Asia. The book has dedicated a chapter to them, even though they will find mention in other chapters too.


Many myths, including about global jihad, roots of terrorism and the rise of Al Qaeda, have been challenged in these chapters and would surely attract counter-points. However, it is my commitment, having watched the region for a long time, to share my deeply researched assessment with those who wish to understand a South Asian perspective.


The book also serves as a guide to those seeking to begin their journey in understanding this complex world of terrorism and geopolitics, and the costly short-sightedness of decision-makers at crucial points in history. The correct learning of history with a well-rounded understanding of perspectives of key actors would help avoid terrible mistakes made in these decades and propel the region towards peace and prosperity.


The last chapter—What’s Next?—is an attempt to capture key developments in the region and for the region since the return of Taliban 2.0 and discusses potential scenarios that may surface over the next one to five years. This would include a few black swan scenarios too.


In India, national security has been challenged in a serious way in 2025, from the Pahalgam attack in April, a limited war with Pakistan in May and the Delhi attack in November. A close monitoring of threat perceptions as well as the geopolitics of not only South Asia, but also of the larger world would be essential to India’s efforts to decisively and adequately protect her land and people in this highly volatile region. 




Brief History of Afghanistan: 
A Timeline of Key Events


The land of Afghanistan, as the gateway between Asia and Europe, witnessed many battles and many conquerors over the centuries until the 1700s, when it got united as a country. During the 19th century, British attempts to protect the Indian empire from the Soviet empire led to three British-Afghan wars (1838-42, 1878-80 and 3 May-8 August 1919).


Following the defeat of the British in the third war, Afghanistan became an independent nation. This war is also known as the war of independence. In August 1919, a peace treaty was signed between the two sides in Rawalpindi recognizing Afghan independence. The Emir of Afghanistan, a Pashtun named Amanullah Khan, proclaimed himself as king and ruled the country till 1929. He tried to bring about social reforms, including more freedom and education for women.


The USSR was the first country to establish diplomatic relations with Afghanistan and the two countries signed the Friendship Treaty on 28 February 1921. The US formally recognized Afghanistan on 26 July 1921.


In 1929, a popular uprising led by Tajik leader Habibullah Kalakani forced the king to abdicate the throne and move to Italy. However, Kalakani, too, was overthrown by Pashtun King Mohammad Nadir Shah. In 1933, Nadir Shah was assassinated and his  nineteen-year-old son, Mohammed Zahir Shah, was proclaimed king. Zahir Shah was initially educated in Kabul and later in France and hence, had good exposure to modernity. However, due to his young age, his uncles virtually ruled Afghanistan for many years. Interestingly, his rule of forty years is often judged as perhaps the most peaceful time in the modern history of Afghanistan.


During World War II, Afghanistan remained neutral. In the 1950s and 1960s, the USSR provided substantial assistance to Afghanistan; this was far greater than assistance provided by the US. The USSR, a direct neighbour to Afghanistan, had much deeper interest and influence in the country.


In 1953, Zahir Shah appointed his cousin and brother-in-law, Mohammad Daoud Khan, as prime minister. He carried out many economic and social reforms. Later, some of his decisions became politically controversial and his relationship with Pakistan deteriorated, resulting in problems with Af-Pak border trade. In 1963, the king replaced him with a technocrat, Mohammad Yusuf.


In 1964, Zahir Shah enacted a new liberal Constitution that guaranteed citizenship to all Afghans, the right to freedom of thought and expression, right to peaceful assembly and right to education to all. As part of a bicameral Parliament, members of the House of the People (Wolesi Jirga) were to be chosen in a ‘free, universal, secret and direct election’, while one-third members of the House of the Elders (Meshrano Jirga) were to be nominated by the king; the rest were to be elected through provincial councils and direct elections by people in provinces. The Constitution changed absolute monarchy into a constitutional monarchy. However, substantial powers still remained concentrated with the king, including the power to appoint the prime minister. Following the ratification of the Constitution, the king appointed Mohammad Hashim Maiwandwal as prime minister in November 1965.


The Constitution led to the emergence of various political parties, including parties influenced by the Communist ideology that was popular in the world. The most prominent Communist party, the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA), founded in early 1965 by Nur Muhammad Taraki and Babrak Karmal, allegedly had ties with the Soviet Union. Within two years, the PDPA split into a radical faction of Khalq led by Taraki and a moderate faction of Parcham led by Karmal. While the former faction had a mass base among the rural population, the latter was more popular in urban areas and among the educated classes.


The 1969 parliamentary elections held under the new Constitution threw up a variety of political forces and actors whose interplay was new for Afghanistan. Prime Minister Maiwandwal lost his seat. In a new democracy, all this appeared as political chaos to many Afghans and political entities. In the early 1970s, Afghanistan faced a severe drought, which devastated agriculture and deepened the economic crisis in the country.


Amidst such political and economic upheaval, on an occasion when Zahir Shah was traveling abroad for medical treatment, Daoud Khan, with support from the military, orchestrated a nearly bloodless coup on 17 July 1973. This marked the end of monarchy in Afghanistan and led to the establishment of a republic by Daoud Khan. He became president, abolished the 1964 Constitution and sent the king into exile to Italy.


In 1974, Daoud Khan founded the National Revolutionary Party to consolidate his power to be able to directly compete with the PDPA, which had initially supported his rise to power. By 1977, a new Constitution was approved through a traditional assembly of elders, tribal leaders and clerics, called the Loya Jirga. The Constitution formally introduced a presidential system in Afghanistan, which Daoud Khan used to consolidate his powers.


Although the Soviet Union remained a significant ally, Daoud Khan did try to diversify his foreign relations. Notably, he improved ties with Pakistan, a country with which he had strained relations. In March 1978, he even visited Islamabad to negotiate a prisoner exchange programme as well as the expulsion of Pashtun and Baloch rebels hiding in Afghanistan.


Despite serious efforts, Daoud Khan’s government struggled to bring about any meaningful improvements in the lives of ordinary people. His rapprochement with Pakistan angered many of his Pashtun supporters and the political climate grew increasingly restive. In 1977, seeing a political opportunity, the two PDPA factions reunited. On 27 April 1978, in a violent coup known as the Saur Revolution, the PDPA deposed Daoud Khan. Within a day or so, Khan and his family were killed inside the presidential palace.


Taraki, leader of the erstwhile Khalq faction of the PDPA, assumed the triple role of president of the Revolutionary Council, prime minister and general secretary of the newly established Democratic Republic of Afghanistan (DRA). Karmal became deputy prime minister but was soon after sent as Ambassador to Czechoslovakia to reduce his political weight in the government.


The USSR recognized the Taraki-led DRA and on 5 December 1978, a twenty-year Treaty of Friendship, Good Neighborliness and Cooperation was signed by Soviet President Leonid Brezhnev and Taraki in a ceremony in Moscow. The countries pledged mutual economic, military and technical assistance to each other.


The Khalq faction under Taraki and his more radical Deputy Prime Minister Hafizullah Amin tried to implement Marxist reforms such as forced land redistribution and socialist policies. These steps caused deep distress to traditional Afghan tribal communities and led to widespread violent protests across the country. The Kabul government brutally suppressed dissenting voices, which sparked more protests. According to Amnesty International, by late 1978, there were around 4,000 political prisoners; and between the April coup and December 1979, reportedly 27,000 prisoners were executed at Pul-e-Charkhi prison in Kabul.


One of the most significant uprisings was reported in Herat in March 1979, when rebels killed several Soviet advisers and their families and reportedly paraded their bodies through the streets. Although the government eventually successfully cracked down on the rebellion, the incident provided a fresh spark to resistance across the country. The resistance groups tried reaching out to Pakistan and various Arab countries for support.


In February 1979, the US Ambassador to Afghanistan, Adolph Dubs, was kidnapped in Kabul by unknown criminals posing as police officers. In a ‘forced’ rescue operation by Afghan and Soviet officials, the ambassador got killed. This further strained the ‘Cold War’ relations between the US and USSR. The US didn’t post an ambassador to Afghanistan for the next decade but did not shut down the embassy either until January 1989. A charge d’affaires operated the embassy through this period.


On 14 September 1979, official radio reported that due to health reasons, Taraki had handed over power to the US-educated Hafizullah Amin. This seemed unexpected news even for Moscow. Taraki was executed in early October.


Soviet Invasion


A large number of Soviet troops started arriving in Afghanistan by Christmas eve. On the night of 27 December 1979, the Soviet forces mounted a well-planned assault on Kabul, in which Hafizullah Amin and his family were reported killed. Shortly thereafter, Radio Kabul announced that Karmal had assumed the presidency of Afghanistan.


This set the stage for a full-blown guerrilla war by Afghan tribal commanders, who now referred themselves as the mujahideen fighting a traditional ‘jihad’ to protect their Muslim land from non-Muslim invaders. The notion of jihad (collective resistance) had been building up in Afghanistan since the Saur Revolution on account of support by the Soviets to the PDPA government. The US, Saudi Arabia and other allies decided to help the Afghan mujahideen to fight this jihad or holy war against the ‘godless’ USSR. The first Afghan jihad was internationalized from 1984 and attracted thousands of foreign fighters, mostly Arabs. The Al Qaeda network and several other Sunni extremist groups of the region were born out of the global jihad and continued to pose threats to the region and far beyond for decades to come.


In May 1986, apparently under Soviet pressure for not being able to control the situation, Karmal resigned as secretary-general of the PDPA and stepped down from the presidency by November. The Soviet Union moved Karmal to Moscow, paving the way for a former head of the Afghan secret police, Dr. Mohammad Najibullah, to take over the presidency. The bloodshed continued for years.


Finally, in April 1988, the Geneva Agreement was signed between the Najibullah government and the Government of Pakistan, leading to the complete withdrawal of Soviet troops by 15 February 1989. Najibullah held on to power in Kabul until 16 April 1992 when his ally, independent Uzbek commander, General Rashid Dostum, defected and joined hands with mujahideen commander Ahmed Shah Massoud. Along with others, they captured Kabul and Najibullah, along with his brother and close aides, took shelter in the UN compound in Kabul.


After the capture of Kabul by mujahideen commanders, Sibghatullah Mojaddedi was appointed as interim president of the newly established Islamic State of Afghanistan. According to an agreement amongst mujahideen factions brokered in Islamabad, after two months, he handed over power to another mujahideen commander and the leader of Jamiat-e-Islami, Burhanuddin Rabbani.


The dispensation in Kabul could not unify various factions and civil war broke out in the country, resulting in the deaths of tens of thousands of people and the destruction of Afghanistan’s infrastructure. Millions of people took refuge in neighbouring countries, especially Pakistan and Iran. A newly created group of Pashtuns mostly from southern Afghanistan, called the Taliban, with the help of Pakistan and Sunni extremist networks, captured Kabul on 26 September 1996. On the same day, Najibullah and his brother, Shahpur Ahmadzai, were killed by the Taliban inside the UN compound. Their bodies were dragged through the streets and hanged in the main square of Kabul as a message of what Taliban rule signified.


The Taliban ruled Kabul till 2001. Al Qaeda’s chief Osama bin Laden became a state guest from 1996 and Al Qaeda set up its headquarters here. Taliban 1.0 continued to fight in northern areas against an umbrella group of the opposition mujahideen commanders called the Northern Alliance. Al Qaeda mounted a series of major attacks against the US, including 9/11. US operations, supported by the Northern Alliance, forced the Taliban out of power and top leaders of the Taliban and Al Qaeda moved to Pakistan, where they found shelter and support for the next two decades.


A democratic Islamic Republic of Afghanistan came into being with the backing of the international community. The International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) was created based on a United Nations Security Council resolution. The NATO-led ISAF took over the principal responsibility for security and stability of Afghanistan and the recruitment and training of Afghan forces. Security responsibilities were fully transferred to Afghan forces before 1 January 2015.


Under President Donald Trump, the US directly signed the Doha agreement with Taliban leaders in February 2020, which paved the way for the withdrawal of foreign forces and to intra-Afghan talks involving the Taliban. However, the intra-Afghan peace process hardly made any progress. The US policy of withdrawal did not change under the new US administration of President Joe Biden, who took over from January 2021. The Taliban continued to fight against the Afghan forces, taking over rural areas, cities, border crossings and provinces until on 15 August, Kabul too fell to the Taliban. The Afghan government and top political and military leaders, including President Ashraf Ghani, ‘vanished’ hours before the Taliban walked into Kabul to claim victory. The US forces withdrew completely by 30 August after a fortnight of tense evacuation of their remaining forces and other chosen civilians from Kabul.


Taliban 2.0 rule has continued since 15 August 2021.




Chapter 1


Proxy War of Superpowers


From the mid-1940s until the break-up of the USSR in 1991, the geopolitics of the world was guided or deeply influenced by tensions and rivalry between two military superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union. The Cold War era divided most of the world into the US-led democratic Western bloc or the Soviet-led communist Eastern bloc. There were some nations, such as India, which chose to formally remain outside of any block as non-aligned nations and organized themselves under the banner of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM).


The Cold War rivalry manifested in many destructive forms for the world, including an arms race, espionage, sabotage, propaganda wars and proxy wars. The two superpowers never engaged in any direct, large-scale military conflict, but actively supported armed proxy conflicts in furtherance of their own global influence.


The first Afghan jihad from 1979 to 1989, a direct manifestation of this proxy war, not only changed the destiny of Afghanistan and South Asia, but also of the world. The end of the Cold War did not mitigate the destruction unleashed in these ten years. In order to appreciate the impact of the proxy war, it is critical to revisit this era in some detail. This chapter also flags key actors, entities and events that assume importance in chapters ahead.


Soviet Invasion


A large number of Soviet troops began arriving in Afghanistan by Christmas eve of 1979. A few months earlier, in a surprise move on 14 September, the US-educated Hafizullah Amin had taken over power from Nur Muhammad Taraki. It appears that this had taken Moscow by surprise. Taraki, who was subsequently executed, had been the head of a Soviet-supported government of the Afghan communist party, the PDPA, which had been in power since April 1978.


On the night of 27 December, the Soviet forces supported a well-planned assault within the presidential palace in Kabul, in which President Hafizullah Amin and his family were killed. Shortly thereafter, Radio Kabul announced that Babrak Karmal of the PDPA had assumed presidency of Afghanistan. It is widely believed that prior to the arrival of the Soviet troops, Soviet advisors deployed in Afghanistan had weakened the logistics supply chain of the Afghan army, rendering them ill-prepared for a mass revolt, if at all.


By 28 December, the Cold War dynamics between the USSR and the US was all set to play out fully. At 9 a.m., a special coordination committee meeting was convened at the White House situation room in Washington to discuss developments in Afghanistan and Iran. At the end of the forty-five-minute meeting, US President Jimmy Carter endorsed a crystal-clear order to ‘provide lethal military equipment either directly or through third countries to the Afghan opponents of the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan’ and to ‘provide selective training, conducted outside of Afghanistan, in the use of such equipment either directly or via third country intermediaries’.1


At this point in time, the American aim was to help Afghan rebels, or guerrillas as they were referred to in the Western press, to ‘harass’ Soviet forces in Afghanistan. The US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) was designated to lead what was until then the biggest covert programme to provide funds, weapons and other support to the rebels and to coordinate with other countries on the programme. Pakistan willingly agreed to be the frontline state and the Pakistan army’s intelligence agency, the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), was selected to carry out day-to-day operations in close contact with rebel Afghan commanders. From the start, Saudi Arabia agreed to match US financial aid to Afghan rebels and started routing its assistance through the ISI.2


Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, two close allies, rendered support to the US under the pretext that with a base in Afghanistan, Pakistan could be the Soviet Union’s next target. Interestingly, there was no significant presence of communists in Pakistan. Moreover, since assuming power in Pakistan in a coup in 1977, General Zia-ul-Haq had been actively coopting conservative Islamic groups to garner support for his rule, describing himself as a ‘custodian of Islamic values’. The ‘lawful’ execution of former prime minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto in April 1979 assisted in subduing democratic forces in Pakistan. Saudi Arabia, pursuing a global policy of Muslim solidarity since the early 1970s, became a strong supporter of Gen. Zia’s Islamization project.


Soon after the arrival of Soviet troops in Afghanistan, various Afghan groups led by influential local commanders opposed to the Kabul regime started organizing ‘resistance’ against the State within their own areas of influence. They adopted a traditional Islamic concept of jihad ‘as a collective duty’ (fard kifaya) to resist occupation of the Muslim land by non-Muslims. Thus, they came to be referred to as the mujahideen (those who engage in jihad or holy war).


Apart from several small groups, there were two strong networks in Afghanistan—the Tajik-dominated, more progressive Jamiat-e-Islami (JeI) led by Ustad Burhanuddin Rabbani and the Pashtun-dominated, strictly Islamist Hizb-e-Islami-Gulbuddin (HeI-G) led by Gulbuddin Hekmatyar. The former had influence in the northern areas, while HeI-G was influential in the eastern areas, especially across Kunar, Laghman, Paktia and around Jalalabad. Other commanders linked to the JeI had their own areas of influence. For instance, Ismail Khan had a strong base in the western areas, especially in Herat where he ran a strong armed militia. Legendary JeI commander Ahmad Shah Massoud had influence in the northern parts.


Then, there were others such as Mohammad Mohaqiq, Karim Khalili and Ali Akbar Qasemi, who were leaders of a pre-dominantly Hazara group called the Hizb-e Wahdat (HeW). Their base was in the central highlands of Afghanistan, known as the Hazarajat. The majority of Hazaras practised Shia Islam. A formidable Pashtun commander, Jalaluddin Haqqani, had his own armed group, the Haqqani Network (HQN), with a strong base in south-eastern Afghanistan, especially in Khost, Paktia and Paktika, an area known as the Loya Paktiya. Abdul Rasul Sayyaf, one of the most important commanders, though militarily not as strong as other commanders, led a group called the Ittihad-e-Islami (Islamic Union for the Liberation of Afghanistan). He had a strong influence in the eastern provinces.


Pakistan became a natural ally to such commanders not only because of the historical ties between the two countries, but also because it had agreed to play a key role in the proxy war on behalf of the US, Saudi Arabia and other allies. As a result, Peshawar became the base for mujahideen groups. In the initial years, over forty Afghan mujahideen groups were involved in combat, but they were largely disorganized.


Within a month of the Soviet invasion, the youngest son of the Saudi king and chief of Saudi intelligence, Prince Turki al-Faisal, landed in Pakistan and connected with the ISI. Turki emerged to be key to the Saudi-CIA alliance. He facilitated direct supply of arms and money to the ISI for distribution amongst mujahideen groups. The ISI selected six major mujahideen groups* for assistance for jihad and mandated that the smaller groups had to link up with one of them to receive aid. Turki added the Abdul Rasul Sayyaf led-Ittihad-e-Islami as the seventh group. Sayyaf spoke excellent classical Arabic, which he had learnt from his student days at Al-Azhar University in Cairo, Egypt. His strong Wahhabi beliefs were not in line with the pre-war predominantly Sufi traditions of Afghanistan, but more aligned with that of the Saudi religious establishment.3


These seven mujahideen groups were collectively referred to as the Peshawar Seven. This coalition came together to form a body, the Islamic Unity of Afghan Mujahideen, for the purpose of taking a united stand and serving as a representative body of the Afghan resistance groups. The body sought diplomatic recognition from the United Nations and the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation, but did not get it.


The CIA initially purchased weapons such as assault rifles, grenade launchers, mines and SA-7 light anti-aircraft weapons, mostly from China, and arranged for their shipment to Pakistan, from where they could be easily distributed to the mujahideen. Later, the CIA diversified its purchases and started to also buy weapons from Egypt and other states for the Afghan jihad.4


For the most part of the jihad, the Americans did not directly train the mujahideen. The CIA trained Pakistani instructors, who in turn trained the mujahideen in camps set up with funds received from the US and allies.5 This is how infrastructure for violent jihad got created in the Af-Pak region and was sustained for decades. The US allowed the ISI to run the Afghan operation in entirety, including the distribution of money and weapons, arranging training, planning war strategy as well as giving political direction to the mujahideen.6


Pakistan also helped with the mobilization of Afghans from refugee camps on its soil. Humongous amounts of money were provided by the US, Saudi Arabia and allies for humanitarian assistance for Afghan refugees as well as recruiting, training and arming the mujahideen. The Pakistan army and the ISI became principal coordinators for all such tasks. Within four to five years of jihad, the mujahideen groups had expanded areas under their control, weakening the control of the Afghan government.


By early 1984, the Soviet forces in Afghanistan began helicopter-borne assaults on the mujahideen’s supply lines, which brought them under great pressure. The former established a huge advantage for the government by controlling the Afghan airspace.


In October 1984, CIA director Willian Casey reached Islamabad and offered a new plan of shipping subversive propaganda to the predominantly Muslim border republics of the USSR so as to expand the notion of ‘jihad’ to Soviet territory. Pakistan agreed and the CIA ‘soon supplied thousands of Korans, as well as books on Soviet atrocities in Uzbekistan and tracts on historical heroes of Uzbek nationalism’. General Yusuf, a well-known Pakistan brigadier in charge of Afghan affairs, was given responsibility of this programme. However, it did not last long as the Americans soon backed out of it.7


In 1985, the US signaled a major shift in its policy on Afghanistan. President Ronald Reagan signed an order on 27 March changing the US policy from ‘harassment’ of Soviet forces to their expulsion from Afghanistan.8 As a result, from this point onwards, the CIA started supplying the mujahideen with ‘extensive satellite reconnaissance data of Soviet targets on the Afghan battlefield, plans for military operations based on the satellite intelligence, intercepts of Soviet communications, secret communication networks for the rebels, delayed timing devices for tons of C-4 plastic explosives for urban sabotage and sophisticated guerrilla attacks, long-range sniper rifles, a targeting device for mortars that was linked to a US Navy satellite, wire-guided anti-tank missiles, and other equipment’.9


Amidst the implementation of the new policy, the CIA assessed that the Afghan resistance had continued to grow stronger and commanded widespread support. The fighting had gradually spread to all parts of Afghanistan and the government was in control of less territory than in 1980. The Soviet troops had suffered approximately 25,000 casualties, including 8,000 fatalities, while the Afghan army had suffered 67,000 casualties in the first five years. The Afghan mujahideen had incurred 40,000 casualties. However, due to rivalries amongst leaders and groups, the mujahideen had trouble cooperating with each other. They were sometimes also seen fighting against each other. Inadequate training and shortage of military supplies were other constraints faced by mujahideen. The CIA believed that the fighting would increase over the next two years and the mujahideen were likely to become more aggressive with better weapons and training. War weariness did not appear to be an issue for either side as yet.10


Meanwhile, Moscow’s attitude towards President Karmal had undergone a shift. In a politburo briefing on 17 October 1985, Soviet President Gorbachev proposed ending Soviet military involvement in Afghanistan. Describing his meeting with Karmal in detail, Gorbachev shared that he had informed him that by the summer of 1986, Afghanistan would have to be on its own as the Soviet Union would provide only arms and not troops. Gorbachev also mentioned that he had stressed upon Karmal the need to ‘broaden the base of his regime, forget socialism, make a deal with truly influential forces, including the mujahideen commanders and leaders of hostile organizations, revive Islam, respect traditions, and try to show the people some tangible benefits from the revolution’. He advised Karmal ‘to get the army in shape, give raises to officers and mullahs, and support private trade’.11


In May 1986, Karmal resigned as secretary-general of the PDPA and by November, he stepped down from the presidency. He was moved to Moscow and a former head of the Afghan secret police, Dr. Muhammad Najibullah, assumed presidency.


Perhaps sensing Moscow’s unease with the Afghan situation, in another decisive move, the US approved providing American-made anti-aircraft stinger missiles to the mujahideen after due training. By the fall of 1986, hundreds of stinger missiles had been deployed in Afghanistan; these proved effective in destroying Soviet helicopter gunships. The next year, a much larger number of missiles were supplied. This eroded the Soviet control of Afghan airspace, turning the tide in favour of the mujahideen. The USSR, under pressure in Afghanistan and challenged due to domestic compulsions, decided to withdraw its troops from the country. The Najibullah government could not be defeated or dislodged from Kabul, but all sides finally agreed to an UN-mediated peace process.


Geneva Agreement, 1988


The peace talks culminated in a bilateral agreement signed between the governments of Afghanistan and Pakistan on 14 April 1988 in Geneva. The agreement stressed on the principles of non-interference and non-intervention by both sides and was to enter into force on 15 May 1988. No mujahideen group fighting against the Afghan government was party to the talks or to the agreement.


Most interestingly, the two superpowers responsible for the proxy war in Afghanistan made a ‘declaration on international guarantees’.




The government of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and of the United States of America. Expressing support that the Republic of Afghanistan and the Islamic Republic of Pakistan have concluded a negotiated political settlement designed to normalise relations and promote good-neighbourliness between the two countries as well as to strengthen international peace and security in the region. Wishing in turn to contribute to the achievement of the objectives that the Republic of Afghanistan and the Islamic Republic of Pakistan have set themselves, and with a view to ensuring respect for their sovereignty, independence, territorial integrity and non-alignment. Undertake to invariably refrain from any form of interference and intervention in the internal affairs of the Republic of Afghanistan and the Islamic Republic of Pakistan and to respect the commitments contained in the bilateral agreement between the Republic of Afghanistan and the Islamic Republic of Pakistan on the principles of mutual relations, in particular on non-interference and non-intervention. Urge all states to act likewise.12





Change of Guard in Pakistan


On 17 August 1988, Gen. Zia, who was both the President and army chief of Pakistan, was killed in a mysterious air crash along with the US Ambassador to Pakistan Arnold Raphel. Gen. Mirza Aslam Beg took command of the army, and the army sought to hand power back to civilian actors. The November 1988 elections brought Benazir Bhutto, daughter of former Prime Minister Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, to power with the largest number of seats.


Several conspiracy theories emerged about the plane crash that killed Gen. Zia. A media report that appeared in a CIA declassified document stated: ‘A preliminary Pakistani Air Force investigation had concluded that a ground-launched missile shot down the aircraft that carried President Zia ul-Haq, US Ambassador Arnold Raphel and twenty-seven others to their deaths, a senior Pentagon official had said unofficially. The US Defense Department source had also unofficially confirmed a report that less than two weeks before the plane crash, a high Soviet official had warned the US ambassador to Moscow, Jack Matlock, that Gen. Zia would be dealt with severely if he did not temper his support of rebel forces battling the Soviet-backed government in Afghanistan. The Soviet official was identified as Deputy Foreign Minister Yuly Vorontsov. The report however could not get any official verifications from either the US or USSR or Pakistan.’13
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