
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Background1 

The United States Armed Forces were scheduled to be withdrawn from Afghanistan by 31 August 2021, concluding 

Operation Freedom's Sentinel and NATO's Resolute Support Mission. The US and allies invaded and occupied the 

country in 2001 following the 9/11 attacks, with the resulting war becoming the US's longest military engagement. 

On 29 February 2020, the US and the Taliban signed a peace agreement titled the Agreement for Bringing Peace to 

Afghanistan, with provisions including the withdrawal of all regular American and NATO troops from Afghanistan, a 

Taliban pledge to prevent al-Qaeda from operating in areas under Taliban control, and talks between the Taliban and 

the government of the then Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. The deal was supported by China, Pakistan, and Russia, 

and unanimously endorsed by the United Nations Security Council. 

The Trump administration agreed to an initial reduction from 13,000 to 8,600 troops by July 2020, followed by a full 

withdrawal by 1 May 2021 if the Taliban kept its commitments. The Biden administration, however, said the US 

would not begin withdrawing until 1 May and would complete the withdrawal before 11 September. On 8 July, Biden 

specified a US withdrawal deadline of 31 August.  

During the withdrawal, the US launched Operation Allies Refuge to airlift translators and selected Afghan citizens 

considered at-risk of reprisals to the United States. US Forces Afghanistan Forward was established as a successor 

command overseeing all US diplomatic, security, advisory, and counter-terrorism personnel remaining in the country 

post-withdrawal.  

To his critics, the president's decision to wind down America's longest conflict has undone 20 years of work and 

sacrifice, paved the way for a humanitarian catastrophe and called into question US credibility. Many of those 

closest to the conflict - Afghans, soldiers and statesmen - have long been sceptical of the president's view that the 

Kabul government could be expected to maintain the country's security by itself.  

With the fall of the capital city on 15 Aug 21, some wonder whether it is only a matter of time before the American 

electorate comes to regret Mr Biden's move to deliver on the long-held promise of getting America out. His decision 

to pull out is hardly a surprise. Since his days as vice-president to Barack Obama, he has always insisted that the war 

should be limited in its mission.  

As a senator from Delaware in 2001, he joined a unanimous vote to approve the use of military force in Afghanistan. 

But he opposed the deployment of more troops Mr Obama authorised in 2009, the so-called "surge". "Biden was 

pretty darn clear on Afghanistan," Brett Bruen, a former diplomat who sat in the Obama administration's National 

Security Council meetings, told the BBC. "He said we should get the heck out of there." Mr Biden pushed his case and 

would sometimes make it personal, Mr Bruen recalled. "It was an effort to win over the room," he said. As a White 

House candidate in 2019, Mr Biden reminded voters that he would be the first president since Dwight Eisenhower in 

the 1950s to have had a child serve in an active conflict. 

Polls have consistently shown withdrawal to be popular with Americans exhausted by 20 years of spent blood and 

treasure, and years of promises to get out. In office, Mr Obama pledged to get out. Running for president, Donald 

Trump hammered against continuing the "endless war" - he had set a departure date for US troops of 1 May this 

year. As recently as last month, an overwhelming majority of Americans - 70% or more - supported Mr Biden's 

withdrawal, according to polls from Harris and the Chicago Council. 

But that was before the lightning advance of the Taliban. 

As the situation on the ground shifted - and with veterans aghast at reports of the executions of Afghans who had 

served with them, former allied posts overtaken by Taliban fighters and aid groups warning of a humanitarian crisis 

to come - comparisons are already being made to the ignoble withdrawal from Vietnam in 1975. 

"Theoretically Americans wanted out," Mr Breun said. "But practically when they saw those images of the Taliban 

driving through the streets, American forces fleeing in a Saigon-esque fashion, it's a very hard pill to swallow."   

 
1 Source: Wikipedia and the BBC. 



The Matrix Game Construction Kit 

The ultimate matrix game design kit 

In a "matrix game” there are few pre-set rules limiting what players can do. Instead, each is free to undertake any 
plausible action during their turn. The chances of success or failure, as well as the effects of the action, are largely 
determined through structured argument and discussion. This process allows for imaginative game dynamics that 
are lively and open-ended, and yet also grounded in reality. 

 

Matrix games are particularly well-suited for complex conflicts and issues involving multiple actors and stake-
holders, varying interests and agendas, and a broad range of (diplomatic/political, military, social, and economic) 
dimensions. The game system crowdsources ideas and insight from participants, thereby fostering greater analytical 
insight. 

First developed by Chris Engle, matrix games have been played by hobbyists for years. They have also been used as 
serious games for training at the US Army War College, National Defense University, the Central Intelligence Agency, 
and elsewhere; for defence planning, capability assessment, and acquisitions in Australia, Canada, the UK, and US; 
for security planning for the Vancouver Olympics; as a research and analytical support tool at the UK Foreign Office; 
and as an educational method in various universities. They are particularly well-suited for multi-sided conflicts or 
other issues that involve a broad range of capabilities and interaction. 

MaGCK contains everything that is required to play two different matrix games, or to design your own matrix games 
addressing almost any aspect of modern conflict: 

• A core set of matrix game rules. 

• Player briefings and supplementary rules for ISIS CRISIS, a matrix game that explores the rise and decline of 
the so-called “Islamic State” insurgency in Iraq. Two scenarios are included: "The Caliphate Reborn?" (set in 
September 2014) and "Road to Mosul” (starting January 2016). 

• Player briefings, map tiles, and supplementary rules for A RECKONING OF VULTURES, a game that explores 
coup plotting and political skullduggery in a fictional dictatorship. 

• 255 large blank game tokens in eight colours, together with over 700 stickers depicting various unit types, 
other assets, capabilities, and effects. The stickers are used to customize the game tokens, offering 
enormous flexibility for matrix game designers. 

• 80 smaller discs in the same colours as above, which can be used to indicate damage, supplies and 
resources, political influence, or other characteristics. 

• 10 two-sided tracking mats, with various scales (+/-3, 1-3, 1-10, days, months, and so forth) 

• Assorted dice. 

In addition, purchasers of MaGCK gain access to templates so they can print additional stickers using readily-

available sticker sheets and any laser printer—thus making it possible to produce an unlimited number of games and 

scenarios. See: https://www.thegamecrafter.com/games/magck-matrix-game-construction-kit   

https://www.thegamecrafter.com/games/magck-matrix-game-construction-kit


Abbreviated Matrix Game Rules 

How to Play a Matrix Game  

In a Matrix Game, actions are resolved by a structured 
sequence of logical "arguments". Each player takes 
turns to make an argument, with successful 
arguments advancing the game, and the player's 
position. There are a number of ways you can do this, 
depending on the size of the game and the purpose 
(each has their own strengths and weaknesses), but 
the one recommended for this game is: 

The "Pros and Cons" System 

In this system, each argument is broken down into: 

• The active Players states: Something That 
Happens and a Number of Reasons Why it Might 
Happen (Pros). 
• The other Players state: A Number of Reasons 
Why it Might NOT Happen (if they can think of any) 
(Cons). 
 
The game needs a Facilitator to adjudicate on the 
arguments, but if you have a limited number of 
players, you can take it in turns to be the Facilitator – 
this works out much better than you might imagine 
and helps reinforce the idea that your role in the 
game might be in conflict with others, but you are all 
working together to generate a credible narrative. 

The advantage of this system is that you formalise the 
Pros and Cons of an argument and the role of the 
Facilitator becomes that of ensuring that the Pros and 
Cons carry equal weight - perhaps making compelling 
reasons worth two Pros and two or three weaker 
reasons against only worth one Con. You need to 
ensure you don't end up with a laundry list of trivial 
reasons, or the player re-stating a reason already 
accepted in a slightly different way in a desperate 
attempt to gain points.  

One very useful benefit of the "Pros and Cons" system 
is that it provides reasons for failure should the dice 
roll not succeed. You can also more easily run the 
game with very knowledgeable players.  

Notes about arguments  

The important thing to remember in a Matrix game is 
that arguments can be made about anything that is 
relevant to the scenario. You can argue about your 
own troops or about the enemy, the existence of 
people, places, things or events, the weather, plague, 
disease or public opinion. The actions and 
consequences of arguments are reflected in the 
placement of the generic counters on a map 
(examples are enclosed below), forming narrative 

markers for the game; or by writing the results on a 
whiteboard or flipchart so the players can keep track 
of what is going on. 

Some things can seem a little odd to new players – 
"how can he argue about my troops?" – It is true, he 
can't give them orders, but he could argue that their 
morale and motivation are low because they haven't 
been paid in months. The only criteria for judgement 
is the likelihood of the event taking place. With a bit 
of imagination, common sense and rational thinking, 
it is possible to present persuasive arguments as to 
what should happen in any scenario - from traditional 
military campaigns to the strange world of defence 
procurement. 

A common error in Matrix games is for a player to 
argue about another player being influenced by 
something or them agreeing to a course of action. The 
player is present and can simply be asked – so that a 
little time between turns to allow the players to 
negotiate with each other (in secret if necessary) 
makes for a better game. It might be that a player 
wants to argue that all parties come to negotiations – 
in which case let them state their case, then ask the 
other players if they want to come along. If they agree 
then the argument is an automatic success. 
Arguments are for measurable actions – if the players 
want to negotiate with each other, they can do that in 
between turns. 

Sometimes players get carried away with their 
arguments and try to do several different things. This 
isn't allowed in a Matrix game – you only get to do 
one action a turn because part of the insight comes 
from deciding what the highest priority is. The action 
itself could be large (like a general mobilisation of the 
Militia), but it must be a single action, so mobilising 
the Militia and providing the Police with heavy 
weapons would be two separate actions – which one 
do you want to do first? 

If two arguments are in direct opposition ("This 
happens" - "No it doesn't") they represent a Logical 
Inconsistency since they cannot both be true. The 
earlier argument has already happened, so it is 
impossible for it not to have happened. The later 
player may argue that the event is reversed, but this 
tends to make for a poor narrative in the game and 
should be discouraged. 

Reasonable Assumptions and Established 
Facts 

It is important that the Facilitator understands the 
difference between "reasonable assumptions" in the 
game, such as the proposition that well trained and 
equipped Special Forces soldiers are going to be much 
more effective in combat than untrained protestors; 



and "established facts" which are facts that have been 
specifically mentioned in the game briefings or have 
become established during play as the result of 
successful arguments.  

The former can be deployed as supporting reasons 
(Pros and Cons), but the latter need to have been 
argued successfully in order for them to be included. 
Many inexperienced players will make vast all-
encompassing arguments full of assumptions that are 
not reasonable. For example: It is not a reasonable 
assumption that an unarmed Protestor counter could 
fight off trained Police. It is reasonable to assume that 
the Police are trained, armed, equipped and quite 
capable of dealing with a group of protestors (after 
all, that is their job). It would be necessary to argue 
for large number of Protestors, argue that they had 
weapons of some sort or argue that they were 
especially devoted or fanatical about their cause, for 
them to have a reasonable chance of beating the 
Police.  

Of course, you might argue that your Protesters 
undergo special training, get access to firearms, or are 
simply fired up with enthusiasm by the powerful and 
impassioned speech from their leader, so they get a 
bonus. In this case, you should mark the counter with 
a +1 or something similar (depending on the strength 
of the argument) to show their improved status. 

Game Length and Turn Length 

The game should last a minimum of 6 turns as it is 
essential that sufficient turns are allowed to develop 
the narrative and force the players to have to live with 
the consequences of their actions from earlier in the 
game.  Each turn represents a deliberately vague 
period defined by the game Facilitator and the 
arguments are the "headline events" that took place 
in the period.  

End of Turn "Consequence Management" 

At the end of each game turn (a cycle of player 
arguments) the Facilitator should go over those 
successful and failed arguments that have generate 
new "established facts" in the game. They should also 
review situations that are on-going, such as the 
generation of refugees from fighting or the arrival of 
new recruits to a popular cause. If these have not 
been countered during the turn by a successful 
argument, the Facilitator should make them continue 
until someone does make an argument to stop them.  

It might also be that some of the arguments, when 
considered as a whole, will have additional or even 
unintended consequences that are reasonable to 
expect to arise. It is therefore worth taking time to 
consider the consequences of the players’ arguments 

beyond their immediate results. Invite the players to 
consider the events of the turn, suggest possible 
consequences and then agree on the most likely that 
should be taken forward to the next turn.  

In some games, it is worthwhile having an individual 
(if you have one to spare) who is particularly 
experienced about the sort of subject that the Matrix 
Game is focussed on, make “the law of unintended 
consequences” arguments at the end of a turn. This 
can help to formalise the process and provide good 
examples to widen the players’ understanding of the 
consequences of their actions. 

Inter-Turn Negotiations 

As we have already said, the actual “arguments” of 
the Matrix Game are about actions that take place in 
the course of the game. In most cases, the actors 
represented by the players may well want to engage 
in face to face negotiation with each other in an effort 
to strike a deal. Players attempting to make 
Arguments saying that they want to “influence the 
Prime Minister” are essentially pointless if the Prime 
Minister is represented by another player. If they 
want to strike a deal, then they had better head off to 
a quiet corner of the room and try a little influence in 
real life. Of course, if a player wants to make an 
argument about a position or group not represented 
by another player, they are welcome to do so in the 
normal way. 

In analytical games, it is important to record the 
essential elements of these discussions. What was 
suggested? Was agreement reached and why? If no 
agreement was reached what were the private and 
public reasons why the negotiations were 
unsuccessful? Analysis of these “off-table” 
negotiations and the reasons the players felt why they 
were successful or failures can provide important 
insights.  

Secret arguments  

There will be some cases where you want to hide 
from the other players the thing you want to argue 
about. It could be that you have booby trapped a 
piece of equipment you think your opponent will use, 
or that you have swapped the vital blueprints for a set 
of fake ones in case the safe is broken into. In this 
case, you simply write down your argument on a piece 
of paper and present it to the Facilitator announcing 
to the other players that you are making a secret 
argument. The Facilitator will make a judgment and 
you will roll the dice normally, but the other players 
have no idea what it is about. 

You should be careful, however, that the players don't 
make too many secret arguments. This can ruin the 



game's atmosphere and reduce the focus, so that the 
game drags on unnecessarily. They also depend on 
the judgement of the Facilitator as to their success of 
failure, rather than being decided on a consensual 
basis from the participants. They must only be 
permitted when they refer to quite specific things or 
events. An argument about gathering information 
from a spy, in most games, will be quite a generic 
argument and should be argued openly. Similarly 
Arguing about the placement of an IED to catch forces 
moving down a route should be made openly as the 
results will take effect the same turn. It is only really 
for secret things you need to establish several turns in 
advance. 

Measures of Success 

In many arguments success or failure may not be a 
simple "Yes" or "No" proposition. There might well be 
a sliding scale of success or failure in terms of 
numbers or the quality of the outcome, which is 
usually represented by the score on the dice. If you 
needed a 7+ to succeed and rolled a double-six (12), 
this can indicate an especially notable success. 
Conversely, a roll of a double-one, it could represent a 
disastrous failure. 

More information 

There has been quite a lot of discussion about Matrix 
games, on the “PAXsims” Blog that are worth reading: 
https://paxsims.wordpress.com/?s=Matrix+Game  

Professor Rex Brynen was interviewed by the 
“GrogCast” Podcast here (31-minute mark): 
http://grogheads.com/?podcast=grogcast-season-2-
episode-12 w. 

Conduct of the Game: 

The players should be formed into teams around the 
Actors in the game. They should be provided with the 
introductory background (above) and their Actor 
brief; and provided with a short period in which to 
study the brief. They should then write down a few (3 
or 4) short, pithy, objectives they would wish to 
achieve in the game in accordance with their briefs. 
One of these should be a longer-term objective, in 
order to ensure that the players address something 
other than short-term goals and reactions to other 
player's actions in the game. Play should then 
commence in the normal way. The final turn should 
be followed by a discussion of the objectives, and 
comparison made with the Actor's achievements 
during the game.

Full rules here: https://www.thegamecrafter.com/games/pdf-only-magck-matrix-game-construction-kit-user-guide  

 

Specific Game Information 

Game Turn Length: 

The length represented by a game turn is probably 1 to 2 years.  

Actors in the Game and Order of Play: 

• The United States of America   

• Russia  

• China  

• India  

• Pakistan 

• Iran 

"KMAC-YOYO" 

Military acronym slang for "Kiss My Ass Chum – You're On Your Own".  

Please note that this is not intended in any way to trivialise the situation or make a political statement – it is a bitter 

quote from a military veteran on seeing the news of the Taliban occupying Kabul, and the videos of the chaotic 

scenes as US Military aircraft evacuate Bagram airbase in August 2021. 

  

https://paxsims.wordpress.com/?s=Matrix+Game
http://grogheads.com/?podcast=grogcast-season-2-episode-12
http://grogheads.com/?podcast=grogcast-season-2-episode-12
https://www.thegamecrafter.com/games/pdf-only-magck-matrix-game-construction-kit-user-guide


Agreement for Bringing Peace to Afghanistan2 

On February 29, 2020, the United States and the Taliban signed a peace agreement in Doha, Qatar, officially titled 

the Agreement for Bringing Peace to Afghanistan known also as Doha Agreement. The provisions of the deal include 

the withdrawal of all American and NATO troops from Afghanistan, a Taliban pledge to prevent al-Qaeda from 

operating in areas under Taliban control, and talks between the Taliban and the Afghan government. The United 

States agreed to an initial reduction of its force level from 13,000 to 8,600 by July 2020, followed by a full withdrawal 

within 14 months if the Taliban keeps its commitments. The United States also committed to closing five military 

bases within 135 days, and expressed its intent to end economic sanctions on the Taliban by August 27, 2020. 

The deal was supported by China, Russia and Pakistan and unanimously endorsed by the UN Security Council, 

although it did not involve the government of Afghanistan. 

The resulting intra-Afghan negotiations were scheduled to begin on March 10, 2020 in Oslo, Norway. The 

composition of the Afghan government negotiating team was never determined, because the results of the 2019 

Afghan presidential election were disputed. The deal requires the Afghan government to release 5,000 Taliban 

prisoners by the start of the talks, in a prisoner exchange for 1,000 government soldiers held by the Taliban. The 

Afghan government was not a party to the deal, and on March 1 Ghani stated that he would reject the prisoner 

exchange: "The government of Afghanistan has made no commitment to free 5,000 Taliban prisoners. [...] The 

release of prisoners is not the United States authority, but it is the authority of the government of Afghanistan." 

Ghani also stated that any prisoner exchange "cannot be a prerequisite for talks," but must be a part of the 

negotiations. On March 2, a Taliban spokesperson stated that they were "fully ready" for the intra-Afghan talks, but 

that there would be no talks if 5,000 of their prisoners are not released. He also said that the agreed-upon period of 

reduction in violence was over and that operations against Afghan government forces could resume. 

Aftermath and surge in insurgent attacks 

Despite the peace agreement between the U.S. and the Taliban, insurgent attacks against Afghan security forces 

were reported to have surged in the country. In the 45 days after the agreement (between March 1 and April 15, 

2020), the Taliban conducted more than 4,500 attacks in Afghanistan, which showed an increase of more than 70% 

as compared to the same period in the previous year. More than 900 Afghan security forces were killed in the 

period, up from about 520 in the same period a year earlier. Meanwhile, because of a significant reduction in the 

number of offensives and airstrikes by Afghan and U.S. forces against the Taliban due to the agreement, Taliban 

casualties dropped to 610 in the period down from about 1,660 in the same period a year earlier. A Pentagon 

spokesman said that although the Taliban stopped conducting attacks against the U.S.-led coalition forces in 

Afghanistan, the violence was still "unacceptably high.  

On June 22, 2020, Afghanistan reported its "bloodiest week in 19 years," during which 291 members of the Afghan 

National Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF) were killed and 550 others wounded in 422 attacks carried out by the 

Taliban. At least 42 civilians, including women and children, were also killed and 105 others wounded by the Taliban 

across 18 provinces. During the week, the Taliban kidnapped 60 civilians in the central province of Daykundi. 

India and Pakistan 

Both rivals India and Pakistan have been in conflict regarding the Afghan peace process. Following a May 2020 attack 

at a hospital in Kabul, which the Afghan state blamed on Taliban while the U.S. blamed the regional ISIS branch, 

Pakistan accused India of trying to derail the process. The US-Taliban deal signed in February 2020 was seen in India 

as a "victory for Taliban and Pakistan". The Afghan government denied Pakistan's claims and cited that India is a 

partner. India has been a major military and developmental assistance partner for Afghanistan.   

 
2 Source: Wikipedia 
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Regional Consequences3 

The insecurity in Afghanistan raises major concerns among its neighbours, particularly as threats of cross-border 

militancy and drug trafficking reach their borders and affect internal security and stability. The regional actors in 

Central Asia are especially on edge, as the recent surge in violence in Afghanistan affects certain border areas in the 

country’s northern provinces. This includes the escalation in armed conflict on the Tajik-Afghan border, which made 

Moscow step in and offer its support to Tajikistan. For the sake of their own security, these countries don’t want a 

direct armed conflict or high-level insurgency in Afghanistan.  

The relationship between Central Asian countries and Afghanistan continues to be cordial, with the former 

expressing their ambitions for cooperation through bilateral agreements to expand trade, development, and 

diplomatic relationships. But without some level of security and stability in Afghanistan, such bilateral agreements 

will remain mere written documents that cannot be realized.  

The next and the most important player in Afghan war and peace is Pakistan, which believes the Taliban are set for 

victory. After 20 years of support, the Pakistanis see this as their own win.  

There was also a general belief among some observers that the U.S. would eventually outsource Afghanistan to 

Pakistan, opening the door to political engagement and economic incentives between the U.S. and Pakistan. 

However, such a deal would be of concern to India, which worries about the potential security threats that a 

Pakistan-supported Taliban could pose. Islamabad and New Delhi strive to impede each other’s political influence in 

Kabul, and their policy of engagement will take into consideration this common objective. 

At this point the uncertainty in Afghanistan makes it hard for New Delhi to cement its policy of engagement. If India 

sees Pakistan control and influence Afghanistan, there will be a new phase of conflict between them inside 

Afghanistan, which will further aggravate the instability and insecurity and add to radicalization and extremism. 

In addition, as the realisation of the Taliban victory comes home, other factions will ramp up their efforts to build 

militias and create an opposing force to defeat them. We should expect regional powers to arm and supply money to 

their preferred factions and for the militias to keep switching sides and loyalties for gains that will further destabilise 

the situation. Countries like China and India are likely to be more active in Afghan affairs, not only for their own 

concerns, but because they believe that Pakistan’s influence will increase significantly. 

Iran, Russia, and China were ambivalent about the U.S. withdrawal and are likely to hold off to see how 

Afghanistan’s political landscape changes. The United States has been in constant negotiations with regional players 

for security and counterterrorism assurances, but the regional players have a price tag for those demands. This 

includes security assurances and resources that will allow their economic gains. 

In the current context, Russia intended to play a leading role in developing a regional consensus on Afghanistan’s 

future power structure through an expanded “troika” alongside the United States, China, and Pakistan. The scale of 

the Taliban victory and the humiliation of the US withdrawal may change the dynamic of this plan. 

China already announced that the Belt and Road Initiative will extend to Afghanistan, after saying in 2019 that it will 

enhance connectivity by extending the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC). CPEC is a collection of 

infrastructure projects that are under construction throughout Pakistan since 2013. Originally valued at $47 billion, 

the value of CPEC projects is worth $62 billion as of 2020. CPEC is intended to rapidly upgrade Pakistan's required 

infrastructure and strengthen its economy by the construction of modern transportation networks, numerous 

energy projects, and special economic zones. On 13 November 2016, CPEC became partly operational when Chinese 

cargo was transported overland to Gwadar Port for onward maritime shipment to Africa and West Asia. 

China’s success in these endeavours, however, depends upon stability. So, it will strive to play a convening role to 

ensure some level of security for realization of its economic interests in Central and Southwest Asia. Meanwhile, the 

Afghan government may reach out to China to supersede the U.S. presence at Bagram and fill the vacuum left by the 

Americans’ withdrawal. China has already made the appropriate noises in this regard.  

 
3 Source: https://www.mei.edu/, edited for subsequent changes, and Wikipedia. 

https://www.mei.edu/


Kashmir4 

Kashmir is an ethnically diverse Himalayan region, covering around 86,000 sq miles (138 sq km), and famed for the 

beauty of its lakes, meadows and snow-capped mountains. Even before India and Pakistan won their independence 

from Britain in August 1947, the area was hotly contested. 

Under the partition plan provided by the Indian Independence Act, Kashmir was free to accede to either India or 

Pakistan. The maharaja (local ruler), Hari Singh, initially wanted Kashmir to become independent - but in October 

1947 chose to join India, in return for its help against an invasion of tribesmen from Pakistan. 

A war erupted and India approached the United Nations asking it to intervene. The United Nations recommended 

holding a plebiscite to settle the question of whether the state would join India or Pakistan. However, the two 

countries could not agree to a deal to demilitarise the region before the referendum could be held. In July 1949, 

India and Pakistan signed an agreement to establish a ceasefire line as recommended by the UN and the region 

became divided along the "line of control". 

 

India's parliament has now passed a bill splitting Indian-administered Kashmir into two territories governed directly 

by Delhi: Jammu and Kashmir, and remote, mountainous Ladakh. China, which shares a disputed border with India in 

Ladakh, has objected to the reorganisation and accused Delhi of undermining its territorial sovereignty.  Pakistan's 

Prime Minister Imran Khan has vowed to challenge India's actions at the UN security council, and take the matter to 

the International Criminal Court. Delhi insists that there is no "external implication" to its decision to reorganise the 

state as it has not changed the Line of Control or boundaries of the region. 

Kashmir remains one of the most militarised zones in the world. 

 
4 Source: BBC 



Sunni vs Shia5 

Shia identity is rooted in victimhood over the killing of Husayn, the Prophet Mohammed’s grandson, in the seventh 

century, and a long history of marginalization by the Sunni majority. Islam’s dominant sect, which roughly 85 percent 

of the world’s 1.6 billion Muslims follow, viewed Shia Islam with suspicion, and extremist Sunnis have portrayed 

Shias as heretics and apostates. Violence between Islam’s sects has been rare historically, with most of the deadly 

sectarian attacks directed by clerics or political leaders rather than erupting spontaneously. Extremist groups, many 

of which are fostered by states, are the chief actors in sectarian killings today. 

Two of the most prominent terrorist groups, Sunni al-Qaeda and Shia Hezbollah, have not defined their movements 

in sectarian terms, and have favoured using anti-imperialist, anti-Zionist, and anti-American frameworks to define 

their jihad, or struggle. They share few similarities beyond the use of violence. Hezbollah has developed a political 

wing that competes in elections and is part of the Lebanese government, a path not chosen by al-Qaeda, which 

operates a diffuse network largely in the shadows. Both groups have deployed suicide bombers, and their attacks 

shifted from a focus on the West and Israel to other Muslims, such as al-Qaeda’s killing of Shia civilians in Iraq and 

Hezbollah’s participation in the Syrian civil war. 

Syria’s civil war, in which a quarter million people have been killed and eleven million displaced, has amplified 

sectarian tensions to unprecedented levels. The war began with peaceful protests in 2011 calling for an end to the 

Assad regime. Decades of the Assad family's repression of Syria's majority Sunni population and elevation of minority 

Alawis in government and the private sector has sown sectarian strife. The 2011 protests and brutal government 

crackdown uncovered sectarian tensions, which have rippled across the region. 

Tens of thousands of Syrian Sunnis joined rebel groups such as Ahrar al-Sham, the Islamic Front, and al-Qaeda’s 

Nusra Front, which all employ anti-Shia rhetoric; similar numbers of Syrian Shias and Alawis enlisted with an Iran-

backed militia known as the National Defense Force to fight for the Assad regime. Sunni fighters from Arab and 

Western countries initially joined the Syrian rebels before turning their guns on them in an effort to establish their 

envisaged caliphate. Meanwhile Hezbollah and some Shia militias from Iraq, such as Asaib Ahl al-Haq and Kata'ib 

Hezbollah, backed the Syrian government. Syria’s civil war has attracted more militants from more countries than 

were involved in the conflicts in Afghanistan, Chechnya, and Bosnia combined. 

Al-Qaeda in Iraq had been decimated by Sunni Iraqis who joined the fight against extremists, the U.S.-led military 

surge, and the death of Zarqawi, its leader, in a 2006 U.S. airstrike, but found new purpose exploiting the vacuum 

left by the receding Syrian state. It established its own transnational movement known as the Islamic State in Iraq 

and Syria. The group expanded its grip on Sunni provinces in Iraq and eastern regions in Syria, seizing Iraq’s second-

largest city, Mosul, in June 2014. ISIS rebranded as the Islamic State in July 2014 and declared its leader, Abu Bakr al-

Baghdadi, as caliph. The group's highly publicized killing of Western hostages triggered a campaign of air strikes by 

the United States and its regional allies Jordan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. 

Extremist groups have come to rely on satellite television and high-speed Internet over the past two decades to 

spread propaganda and attract recruits. Fundamentalist Sunni clerics, many sponsored by wealthy Sunnis from Saudi 

Arabia and the Gulf states, have popularized anti-Shia slurs. Shia religious scholars have also taken to the airwaves, 

mocking and cursing the first three caliphs and Aisha, one of Mohammed’s wives. 

Sectarian rhetoric is increasing. Dismissing Arab Shias as Safawis, a term that paints them as Iranian agents (from the 

Safavid empire) and hence traitors to the Arab cause, is increasingly common in Sunni rhetoric. Hard-line Sunni 

Islamists have used harsher historic terms, such as rafidha, rejecters of the faith, and majus, Zoroastrian or crypto 

Persian, to describe Shias as heretical. This cycle of demonization has been amplified throughout the Muslim world. 

For Sunni extremists, social media has revolutionized recruitment opportunities. Fundamentalists no longer have to 

infiltrate mainstream mosques to attract recruits surreptitiously, but can now disseminate their call to jihad and wait 

for potential recruits to contact them. Shia groups can count on state support from the Iranian, Iraqi, and Syrian 

governments to recruit militants for sectarian jihad.  

 
5 www.cfr.org 



The Durand Line6 

The Durand Line is the 2,670 km (1,660 mi) international land border between Afghanistan and Pakistan in South 

Asia. It was originally established in 1893 as the international border between British India and the Emirate of 

Afghanistan by Mortimer Durand, a British diplomat of the Indian Civil Service, and Abdur Rahman Khan, the Afghan 

Emir, to fix the limit of their respective spheres of influence and improve diplomatic relations and trade. 

Afghanistan was considered by the British as an independent state at the time although the British controlled its 

foreign affairs and diplomatic relations. Afghanistan had already ceded the regions of Quetta, Pishin, Harnai, Sibi, 

Kurram, and Khyber to the British Raj by the 1879 Treaty of Gandamak during the Second Anglo-Afghan War. The 

Durand Line left about half of the Pashtun homeland under British rule. In 1901, the Pashtun-majority North-West 

Frontier Province was formally created by the British administration on the British side of the Durand Line, although 

the princely states of Swat, Dir, Chitral, and Amb were allowed to maintain their autonomy under the terms of 

maintaining friendly ties with the British. The Waziristanis and other tribals, however, continued to resist British rule 

even after Afghanistan had signed a peace treaty with the British. 

The single-page agreement, dated 12 November 1893, contains seven short articles, including a commitment not to 

exercise interference beyond the Durand Line. A joint British-Afghan demarcation survey took place starting from 

1894, covering some 1,287 km (800 mi) of the border. Established towards the close of the British-Russian "Great 

Game", the resulting line established Afghanistan as a buffer zone between British and Russian interests in the 

region. The line, as slightly modified by the Anglo-Afghan Treaty of 1919, was inherited by Pakistan in 1947, 

following the partition of India. 

The Durand Line cuts through the Pakistan and Afghanistan, dividing ethnic Pashtuns, who live on both sides of the 

border. It demarcates Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan and Gilgit-Baltistan of northern and western Pakistan 

from the northeastern, eastern, and southern provinces of Afghanistan. The western end runs to Iran and the 

eastern end is in western China. From a geopolitical and geostrategic perspective, it has been described as one of the 

most dangerous borders in the world due to smuggling and terrorism since the 1980s. 

Although the Durand Line is 

internationally recognized as the 

western border of Pakistan, it remains 

largely unrecognized by Afghanistan. 

Sardar Mohammed Daoud Khan, 

former prime minister and later 

president of Afghanistan, vigorously 

opposed the border and launched a 

propaganda war – however during his 

visit to Pakistan in August 1976, he 

softened his tone by recognising the 

Durand line as the international 

border.  

In 2017, amid cross-border tensions, 

former Afghan President Hamid Karzai 

said that Afghanistan will "never 

recognise" the Durand Line as the 

international border between the two 

countries. 

   

 
6 Source: Wikipedia. 



The United States of America7  

"After 20 years — a trillion dollars spent training and 

equipping hundreds of thousands of Afghan National 

Security and Defense Forces, 2,448 Americans killed, 

20,722 more wounded, and untold thousands 

coming home with unseen trauma to their mental 

health — I will not send another generation of 

Americans to war in Afghanistan with no reasonable 

expectation of achieving a different outcome. 

The United States cannot afford to remain tethered to policies creating a response to a world as it was 20 years ago.  

We need to meet the threats where they are today. 

Today, the terrorist threat has metastasized beyond Afghanistan.  So, we are repositioning our resources and 

adapting our counterterrorism posture to meet the threats where they are now significantly higher: in South Asia, 

the Middle East, and Africa. 

But make no mistake: Our military and intelligence leaders are confident they have the capabilities to protect the 

homeland and our interests from any resurgent terrorist challenge emerging or emanating from Afghanistan.  

We are developing a counterterrorism over-the-horizon capability that will allow us to keep our eyes firmly fixed on 

any direct threats to the United States in the region, and act quickly and decisively if needed. 

And we also need to focus on shoring up America’s core strengths to meet the strategic competition with China and 

other nations that is really going to determine — determine our future.  

We have to defeat COVID-19 at home and around the world, make sure we’re better prepared for the next 

pandemic or biological threat.  

We need to establish international norms for cyberspace and the use of emergenc- — emerging technologies. 

We need to take concerted action to fight existential threats of climate change. 

And we will be more formidable to our adversaries and competitors over the long run if we fight the battles of the 

next 20 years, not the last 20 years. 

Finally, I want to recognize the incredible sacrifice and dedication that the U.S. military and civilian personnel, 

serving alongside our Allies and partners, have made over the last two decades in Afghanistan.  

I want to honor the significance of what they’ve accomplished and the great personal risk they encountered and the 

incredible cost to their families: pursuing the terrorist threat in some of the most unforgiving terrain on the planet — 

and I’ve been almost throughout that entire country; ensuring there hasn’t been another attack on the homeland 

from Afghanistan for the last 20 years; taking out Bin Laden. 

I want to thank you all for your service and the dedication to the mission so many of you have given, and to the 

sacrifices that you and your families have made over the long course of this war.  

We’ll never forget those who gave the last full measure of devotion for their country in Afghanistan, nor those 

whose lives have been immeasurably altered by wounds sustained in service to their country. 

We’re ending America’s longest war, but we’ll always, always honor the bravery of the American patriots who served 

in it. 

May God bless you all, and may God protect our troops.  Thank you." 

 
7 Source: The White House: https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/07/08/remarks-by-president-
biden-on-the-drawdown-of-u-s-forces-in-afghanistan/ 



Russia8 

 Analysts say Moscow will seek ‘pragmatic’ engagement with the Taliban after they seized control of Afghanistan. 

Nearly 40 years ago, the Friendship Bridge was unveiled with much pomp to link the USSR with the fledgling, socialist 

Democratic Republic of Afghanistan. But Pyotr Gavrilenko thought the bridge divided two radically different worlds. 

In the blistering heat, he crossed the Amudarya River and entered a dystopia where identities and loyalties were 

protean and lethally unpredictable, he recalled. “They were like werewolves. They still are,” Gavrilenko, now a 

retired 58-year-old living in Russian city of Bryansk, said. “When I hear them pledge eternal peace and see them 

shake hands with our diplomats, I know they would stab us in the back the second we turn around. 

The 1979-1989 Soviet invasion and subsequent civil war killed more than two million Afghans, turned many more 

into refugees and transformed the Westernised, largely secular nation into a haven for al-Qaeda and a battleground 

for the US’s longest armed conflict. 

But Russia’s top diplomat disagreed. “They are sane people,” Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergey Lavrov said in July. 

“They clearly stated that they have no plans to create problems for Afghanistan’s Central Asian neighbours, that they 

would uncompromisingly fight ISIS, and that they are ready to discuss the political structure of their nation with 

other Afghans because they used to be accused of wanting to create an Islamic emirate based on the Sharia law,”. 

But Russia’s attitude towards the Taliban “hasn’t changed” Moscow-based analyst Aleksey Mukhin said. “There is no 

objective to legalise the Taliban, but yes, there is an objective to talk to them to reach certain agreements, accords, 

limitations in Afghanistan and adjacent nations. The approach is purely pragmatic,” he said. 

This approach follows years of mutual contempt and distrust. In 2000, when the movement controlled two-thirds of 

Afghanistan, it recognised the independence of Chechnya, allowed Chechen separatists to train on their territory and 

declared a “jihad” on Russia. The Kremlin still bans the Taliban as a “terrorist organisation”; and Russian courts have 

sentenced half a dozen of its adherents to jail. 

After the September 11, 2001, attacks on the US, Russian President Vladimir Putin, who sought closer ties with the 

West at the time, allowed the US-led coalition to use Russia’s airspace and tacitly approved the deployment of US 

and NATO troops in ex-Soviet Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan. 

But then, Moscow lambasted Washington for turning a blind eye to the skyrocketing production of heroin that was 

smuggled northward via Central Asia – and turned Russia into the world’s largest consumer of opiates. 

Moscow’s unchanged approach is the problem, another expert claims. “Even though Russia’s attempts to continue 

the dialogue with the Taliban is pretty logical, Russia has no conception about what it wants to see in Afghanistan 

after NATO’s departure, how it wants to interact with Afghanistan and what it wants at all,” Pavel Luzin, a Russia-

based defence analyst with the Jamestown Foundation, a think-tank in Washington, DC, told Al Jazeera. 

Today’s Afghanistan is very different from 2001. Its population nearly doubled – reaching 38 million people – and is 

increasingly urbanised, he said. The Pashto tribal structure that spawned the Taliban is falling apart, and the group is 

seeking the support of Afghanistan’s minorities – Uzbeks, Tajiks and Hazaras. 

The only thing Moscow pursues for sure is to be the dominant military power in Central Asia selling its ‘services’ as a 

defender of regional rulers from the mythical Afghan threat. Ex-Soviet Central Asia is a region of 74 million where 

Beijing is boosting its economic clout, but Russia reigns supreme in terms of military presence and soft power. 

The Taliban-led state could destabilise Uzbekistan, the region’s most populous nation whose President has been 

criticised by rights groups for violations of religious freedom in spite of his removing restrictions on religious life. 

But the spillover is not necessarily related to the Taliban. Thousands of ISIL fighters found refuge in northern 

Afghanistan, including Central Asia natives. They may want to fight their way home, but their immediate objective is 

probably survival and possibly, resistance to the Taliban.  

 
8 Source: Al Jazeera, with edits for brevity. 



China9 

China is likely to see more imminent risk than opportunity with the US debacle in Afghanistan. 

Since US President Joe Biden announced in April a full withdrawal of American troops from Afghanistan, there has 

been much talk about how China could seize the moment to fill the vacuum left behind by the US and expand its 

presence and influence there. Such arguments have only intensified following the high-profile meeting between 

Taliban leaders and Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi in July, where Wang declared the Taliban would "play an 

important role in the process of peaceful reconciliation and reconstruction in Afghanistan." 

But for China, a neighbour of Afghanistan with substantial investment in the region, the security challenges posed by 

the abrupt return of the Taliban are far more pressing than any strategic interests down the road. "China does not 

tend to perceive Afghanistan through the prism of opportunities; it is almost entirely about managing threats," said 

Andrew Small, a fellow at the German Marshall Fund in Washington. 

Beijing had long been wary of the American military presence in Afghanistan, which shares a 50-mile (80 kilometer) 

border with China's western region of Xinjiang at the end of the narrow Wakhan Corridor. But in reality, China has 

also benefited from the relative stability brought by the US over the past two decades. 

China is particularly concerned that Afghanistan would become a base for terrorists and extremists fighting for the 

independence for the largely Muslim region of Xinjiang — a priority issue Wang raised with Taliban leaders during 

their meeting last month. In response, the Taliban pledged that it would "never allow any force to use the Afghan 

territory to engage in acts detrimental to China." 

But the security risks are not bound to China's borders. In recent years, China has invested heavily in Central Asia 

through its Belt and Road trade and infrastructure program. A spillover effect of the Taliban's rise to power on 

Islamist militants could potentially threaten Chinese economic and strategic interests in the wider region. 

"Although Beijing is pragmatic about the power realities in Afghanistan, it has always been uncomfortable with the 

Taliban's ideological agenda," Small said. "The Chinese government fears the inspirational effect of their success in 

Afghanistan for militancy across the region, including the Pakistani Taliban." 

That security threat was underscored last month when nine Chinese workers were killed in a suicide bombing in 

Pakistan — one of the deadliest attacks on overseas Chinese nationals in recent years. Islamabad said the attack had 

been carried out by "the Pakistani Taliban out of Afghanistan." 

Beijing's unease with the potential fallout in Afghanistan was reflected in statements from its Foreign Ministry, which 

has repeatedly criticized the US for acting "irresponsibly" in its "hasty withdrawal." But Beijing has also signalled that 

it has no intention in sending troops into Afghanistan to fill the power vacuum left by the US, as some analysts have 

suggested. In an article the state-owned Global Times cited experts as saying such speculation is "totally groundless." 

Chinese state media has painted the situation in Afghanistan as a major "humiliation" for the US, and used it to 

argue for the superiority of China's so-called policy of "non-inteference" in other countries' internal affairs — part of 

its key foreign policy principles as laid down by former Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai in the 1950s. 

Beijing is well aware of the costs of being entangled in the security situation of Afghanistan — multiple recent state 

media analyses have referred to the country as the "graveyard of empires." Instead of following in the footsteps of 

the US, China is likely to adopt a pragmatic approach toward Afghanistan. By publicizing the Taliban delegation's visit 

to China last month, Beijing is sending the message that it is willing to recognize and deal with a Taliban government, 

as long as it suits its interests. 

At a press conference, Chinese officials confirmed the Chinese embassy in Kabul is still in operation, adding that it 

had evacuated the majority of Chinese nationals in Afghanistan in advance. 

  

 
9 Source: CNN 



India10 

As the Taliban takes near-total control of the country, India will be closely looking at how Afghanistan’s relationship 

evolves with Pakistan. History suggests that Taliban-control has contributed to militancy and conflict in Kashmir. 

Declassified US government documents chronicle the nexus between the Taliban and Pakistan’s “anti-India militant” 

training camps. And with China being a close ally of Pakistan, it could soon get “ugly” for India, according to Michael 

Kugelman, deputy director and senior associate for South Asia at the US-based Wilson Center. “This means that India 

faces the reality of not only a Taliban government in Afghanistan, but also its two biggest rivals deepening their 

footprints in a country where India has many equities, investments, and close ties with non-Taliban political leaders.”  

Many in Afghanistan and India’s diplomatic and intelligence establishments believe that the Taliban victory could not 

have come without active assistance from Pakistan. That assertion springs from the long relationship Pakistan has 

had with the Taliban, from birthing it in 1994, supporting its first takeover of Afghanistan in 1996, to sheltering the 

fighters and leaders in the aftermath of the post-9/11 US invasion, even as it claimed to be supporting the US in the 

“war on terror”. 

The Pakistani security and political establishment are now savouring the Taliban victory. A delegation of leading 

lights of the erstwhile Northern Alliance, including two brothers of its leader Ahmed Shah Massoud, landed in 

Pakistan on Sunday and called on foreign minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi Monday. Clearly they believe Pakistan 

will play an important role in Afghanistan’s new dispensation. 

Over the last three decades, Pakistan has viewed the Taliban as serving a two-fold purpose: first, a Taliban regime in 

Kabul and its umbilical connection with Pakistan would ensure the Pakistan military a free pass over Afghanistan, 

territory that it has coveted for “strategic depth” in its enmity with India, while ensuring Pakistan agency over 

Afghan routes into Central Asia/ 

Since 2001, Indian involvement in development activities in Afghanistan, and its increased diplomatic presence, were 

a finger in the eye of the Pakistani establishment, which alleged “encirclement” by India. Post-2004 Afghan 

governments, whether headed by Karzai or Ghani, were not shy of saying out loud that Pakistan was sheltering the 

same militants it claimed to be fighting. 

But it is also likely that India foresaw the Taliban taking on a key role in Afghanistan once US troops exited. According 

to Qatari envoy Mutlaq bin Majed Al Qahtani, in June, India reached out to Taliban representatives in Doha, The 

Hindu newspaper reported. India neither confirmed nor denied this meeting. 

Experts say that India’s policy toward Afghanistan has been consistently anti-Taliban since the group was removed 

from power in 2001. This is why the Narendra Modi government’s decision to formally reach out to the Taliban was 

such a game-changer, and it ended up becoming more important than India could have imagined, given the Taliban’s 

rapid rise to power, though formal recognition of the new regime is unlikely anytime soon.  

Officially, though, India has largely remained silent on the crisis in Afghanistan, communicating only evacuation 

efforts for its embassy personnel in Kabul. “Given the volatility and sensitivity of the power shift in Afghanistan, it’s 

not surprising that New Delhi is staying quiet,” Kugelman explained. “With the Ghani government out of power, 

India has lost a key partner in Afghanistan.” 

India will also use the United Nations as a platform to convey its views on Afghanistan, given that it holds the 

Security Council presidency in August. India’s ambassador to the UN, TS Tirumurti, said on 16 Aug that the situation 

in Afghanistan was of “great concern” to New Delhi. 

Beyond the Taliban, it remains to be seen how India under Modi responds to a worsening humanitarian crisis in 

Afghanistan. As terrified Afghan citizens, especially women and children, look for safe asylum, India’s own altered 

refugee and citizenship policy may severely impact its humanitarian efforts. India’s Citizenship Amendment Act 

allows Hindu and Sikh asylum seekers a fast track to citizenship but excludes Muslims.  

 
10 Source: Quartz India and The Indian Express 



Pakistan11 

Many in the United States or Europe expect the news of the Afghan Taliban’s triumph to trigger euphoria in Pakistan. 

There are those in the West who have depicted the Taliban as a sort of Pakistani creation or parasite — and, as with 

every oversimplification, there is some truth to this. Over the past two decades there have been elements in the 

Pakistani military, government and society that offered logistical and material support to the Afghan Taliban. 

Some Pakistani officials reacted to the news of the Taliban takeover with ill-concealed glee. Human Rights Minister 

Shireen Mazari compared the fall of Kabul to the end of the U.S. presence in South Vietnam in 1975. Planning 

Minister Asad Umar wrote: “Everyone is surprised why the Afghan army collapsed without resistance. Soldiers fight 

for 3 reasons: For a cause, for a leader or for money…. The cashflow would dry up after the withdrawal. So no reason 

to fight.” Some religious parties congratulated the Afghan Taliban for its victory. 

In fact, though, Pakistanis have little reason to celebrate this US defeat. It is worth recalling that the aftermath of the 

9/11 attacks actually brought an upgrade of Pakistan’s international status, prompting Washington to declare us a 

major non-NATO ally. Pakistan provided bases to U.S. forces and received billions of dollars in return. The cabinet of 

Imran Khan is filled with ministers who served under General Pervez Musharraf, who — for a while at least — 

became one of the United States’ most important international partners. Meanwhile, in the years that followed, the 

Pakistani Taliban — closely allied with their Afghan counterparts — waged an insurgency against the Pakistani 

government that devastated entire regions and took thousands of lives. 

People such as Hamid Karzai and Ashraf Ghani were not imposed on Afghanistan directly from Washington. They 

were sent via Islamabad, with Pakistan’s full and enthusiastic support. The current national security adviser of 

Pakistan, wrote a long paper in support of Ghani in 2015 for a U.S. think tank. He described Ghani as a very balanced 

leader fighting against unfavourable odds.  

The relationship between Prime Minister Imran Khan and Ghani deteriorated in 2020 after Pakistan facilitated a 

peace deal between the Trump administration and the Afghan Taliban. Ghani was forced to release 5,000 Taliban 

prisoners without a cease-fire. He started doubting both Pakistan and the Taliban. Ghani responded by moving closer 

to India in order to counteract Pakistan. But the Taliban was cleverer than Ghani. They engaged India through back 

channels and tried to neutralize New Delhi. The friendship between Ghani and Pakistan proved fragile. But no one in 

Islamabad is celebrating his departure as a victory. 

In column opposing a military takeover of Kabul by the Taliban, the Khan wrote: “The interests of Pakistan and the 

United States in Afghanistan are the same. We want a negotiated peace, not civil war. We need stability and an end 

to terrorism aimed at both our countries.” Some might dismiss this as political niceties, but Khan was entirely right. 

The Taliban released thousands of prisoners from several Afghan jails — including Pakistani Taliban leaders such as 

Maulvi Faqir Muhammad. He is wanted in Pakistan for publicly acknowledging his close ties with al-Qaeda leader 

Ayman al-Zawahiri. Will people such as him abandon their war against the Pakistan, or will he join the ranks of 

Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan leader Mufti Noor Wali Mehsud, who openly declared a war on Pakistan in a recent CNN 

interview? We need answers from the Taliban leadership now sitting in the presidential palace of Kabul. 

The Afghan Taliban has also been coy about its views of the current border between Afghanistan and Pakistan, (the 

“Durand Line”), leaving many ethnic Pashtuns on both sides of the line. Many experts suspect that the Taliban, which 

still draws primarily on Pashtun support, might begin to question the legitimacy of the border now that it is in power. 

The Taliban’s military takeover of Kabul violates the peace agreement signed by the Afghan Taliban and the United 

States in Doha last year, so that agreement is essentially dead. Now we face a state of yawning uncertainty — one 

that affects Pakistan, perhaps, more deeply than any other regional power. 

Afghanistan has been famously dubbed “the graveyard of empires.” Now the Taliban can claim that, following in the 

footsteps of the Afghans who beat the British and the Soviets, it has defeated the United States. Yet the Taliban and 

their Pakistani supporters should not feel proud of turning Afghanistan into a graveyard yet again.  

 
11 Source: Washington Post 



Iran12 

Tehran appears to be exploring three main options for avoiding dangerous destabilization in Afghanistan and 

furthering its interests there: (1) covertly or overtly supporting a Taliban takeover while reaching tactical and 

strategic agreements with the group in order to contain its activities, (2) waging a proxy war against the group, or (3) 

intervening directly. 

Many in Iran view Taliban control as Afghanistan’s only feasible political option—or, at least, the only option for a 

friendly Islamic state. This attitude may explain why Iranian weapons have a long habit of showing up across the 

border. Many such weapons have been confiscated from the Taliban over the years, and although Tehran may or 

may not have supplied them directly, at least some of them bear strong lineage to those found among Shia groups in 

Iraq during their 2005-2011 insurgency (e.g., the explosively formed penetrators that the Taliban call “Dragon”). 

Tehran respects the Taliban’s resilience, and despite their ideological differences, they have a lot in common, 

including their radical views and hostility toward the USA. This affinity could pave the way toward future strategic 

cooperation, provided the Taliban is willing to give credible guarantees for safeguarding the interests of Afghan Shia. 

Absent such understandings, Tehran likely fears that a full Taliban takeover would give a freer hand to even more 

extremist Sunni elements in Afghanistan—most notably, Salafist factions could openly attack Shia communities, 

triggering a major flow of refugees to Iran. Yet Iranian and Taliban officials may decide to limit these concerns by 

sustaining de facto deconfliction and cooperating on the tactical level. 

Waging a proxy war. Capitalizing on its experience in Iraq and Syria, Tehran might instead use militias to prevent full 

Taliban control. It already has one effective weapon for this scenario: the seasoned Fatemiyoun Brigade, a militia 

composed of Afghan fighters who were recruited, trained, and equipped by the Qods Force for fighting in Syria 

beginning in 2012. Other militias could conceivably be formed inside Afghanistan by organizing and training the 

thousands of locals desperately looking for employment of any kind. Such groups would presumably be placed under 

the command of Fatemiyoun veterans, Qods Force officers, and former Northern Alliance warlords. 

Direct intervention. If Iran’s goal is to support Afghanistan’s central government, place a protective umbrella over 

the Shia population, and/or maintain the status quo by preventing a complete Taliban victory, it may opt for more 

direct military action. For instance, it could launch an operation focused on quickly capturing the provincial capital of 

Herat, a traditional stronghold for Iran. Yet any such action could ultimately prove quite costly, as it would require 

Iran to establish a substantial military presence and depend on long, vulnerable supply lines. More likely, the regime 

would attempt to create a buffer zone on the Afghan side of the border and establish land bridges to Shia areas, 

presumably using Fatemiyoun units supported by heavy IRGC artillery, armed drones, loitering munitions, and 

precision missile fire. 

Iran’s recent military movements on the Afghan border may just be a precautionary defensive measure; 

alternatively, they could constitute preparations for a cross-border incursion. Serious consideration should also be 

given to the possibility that Tehran envisions the “Syrianification” or “Iraqification” of Afghanistan, perhaps by using 

proxy militias to set up a Shia safe haven in Herat province and elsewhere. Over time, such a strategy could produce 

a powerful, Iranian-supported military force in parallel to the Afghan security forces, much like what has happened 

with Iraq’s al-Hashd al-Shabi. Therefore, any transfer of Fatemiyoun forces from Syria to Afghanistan should be 

monitored closely. 

Attempting to expand Iranian influence in Afghanistan could draw money and resources away from the regime’s 

other regional operations. Yet it would also serve Tehran’s strategic objective of becoming a regional hegemon. 

Regarding the possibility of attacks on U.S. targets, Iranian elements could take advantage of the chaos in 

Afghanistan by launching or sponsoring operations against U.S. embassy facilities or diplomats in Kabul or elsewhere. 

The Taliban’s July 13 massacre of twenty-two U.S.-trained Afghan special forces in Faryab province also highlighted 

the continuing need for direct military support. In particular, a persistent air and drone campaign originating from 

U.S. Central Command bases could help the Afghan army push back and degrade Taliban forces across the country.   
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