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PERSONALITY TEST PROGRAMME 2019 
(Current Affairs Interview Issues) 

AFGHAN ISSUE 
 

 

Afghanistan enjoys a strategic location in South Asia and is particularly relevant to India as a geographical neighbor. 
Progressive and stable Afghanistan can act as a connecting link between India-West Asia, India-Central Asia and 
India’s further integration with Eurasia. Afghanistan’s geo-strategic importance in Asia drew the attention of US and 
Russia during the Cold War period. 

Brief background of Afghan war 

• The Republic of Afghanistan was created in 1973 after ending monarchy, in a non-violent coup. 

• In 1978, a military coup, instigated by the communist People's Democratic Party of Afghanistan, led to the 
emergence the Soviet-allied Democratic Republic of Afghanistan. 

• In 1979, the Soviet army intervened in Afghanistan to support its communist government. It along with the 
Afghan Army fought against rebel factions known as the "Afghan mujahideen", backed by the United States 
and Pakistan. 

• In 1989, Soviet troops withdrew but the civil war continued. In the chaos that followed, the Taliban (which 
means "students" in the Pashto language) sprang up.  

• The Taliban, a Sunni Islamic fundamentalist political movement and military organization ruled Afghanistan 
after 1996 as a totalitarian regime till 2001. 

• The United States invaded Afghanistan in 2001, to remove the Taliban from power as they were hosting al-
Qaeda terrorists, who were the main suspects of the September 11 attacks. This marked the start of the United 
States's War on Terror.  

• The War in Afghanistan (2001-present) is between Afghan Army troops, backed by additional United States 
troops, fighting against insurgents of the Taliban. NATO has also been involved in this war. In 2001 some 1300 
NATO troops arrived in Afghanistan for the first time which grew to around 1 lakh by 2010. 

• After US and NATO intervention, Hamid Karzai became the first ever democratically elected head of state in 
2004 and the current President is Ashraf Ghani, since 29 September 2014. 

• Since 2001, the US policy on Afghanistan relied on permanent presence in the country to ensure smooth 
transition of Afghanistan towards democratic governance; however US’ prolonged intervention in Afghanistan 
started gathering criticism for its failure to usher in political stability, for failing to check the resurgence of 
Taliban and for the innumerable loss of lives on the foreign soil.   

Recent developments 

• Withdrawal of US troops demand arose during the Obama Administration which was further supported by 
President Donald Trump who announced the policy of complete US’ withdrawal from Afghanistan.  

• However, this policy has remained largely on paper and the US’ Afghan Policy has witnessed many twists and 
turns during last four years. Lack of clarity on the part of US vis-à-vis Afghanistan has also affected India’s 
engagement with Afghanistan which relies on the US acting as a security provider in Afghanistan. 

• The US announced its South Asia/ Afghan Policy in 2017 which consisted of following propositions:  
o Instead of pulling out of Afghanistan, it decided to press ahead with an open-ended military commitment 

to prevent the emergence of a vacuum for terrorists. It announced deployment of additional 4000 troops in 
Afghanistan.  

o US called out to India & other regional players in South Asia to do ‘burden sharing’ & play more proactive 
role in contributing towards a stable Afghanistan.  
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Moscow Format 

• It was attended by a delegation from Taliban as well as a 
delegation of Afghanistan’s High Peace Council (no official 
representatives from Afghan government attended event), 
along with 12 countries which included US, China, Central Asian 
Republics, Pakistan, Iran and India.  

• India was represented by two former diplomats ‘non-
officially’ and this marked the first time an Indian delegation 
took part in negotiations with the Taliban.  

• Russia’s approach aims to maintain its channels with Taliban to 
gain leverage in negotiation process & to block any attempts 
by US to maintain any military presence in post-conflict 
Afghanistan.  

India’s participation in Moscow Format with Taliban 
representatives has been considered unprecedented as India has 
always refused to consider Taliban as a democratic representative 
of the people of Afghanistan. India had also refused to recognise 
the Taliban regime of 1996-2001 considering it to be a brainchild of 
Pakistan’s army and the ISI. India also actively supported militarily 
and financially the anti-Taliban forces in Afghanistan.  

Why did India shift its stance from complete rejection to non-
official talks with the Taliban? 

• India felt buoyed by permanent US presence in Afghanistan as 
it would secure India’s investments in Afghanistan & keep 
Pakistan guided Taliban in check.  

• Taliban had been gaining popularity and acceptance among 
Afghan people and also among world leaders like the US, 
Russia and China. In such a situation a complete dissociation 
from Afghan deliberations would be against India’s long-term 
interests if Taliban comes to power. 

• By being a part of the deliberations India can ensure 
favourable terms of agreement. 

Heart of Asia- Istanbul Process (HoA-IP) 

• It is a regional initiative of Afghanistan and the Republic of 
Turkey, launched in 2011 in Istanbul.  

• It aims to promote regional security, economic and 
political cooperation centered on Afghanistan (considered 
as heart of Asia) through dialogue and confidence 
building measures amongst 15 regional countries.  

• The 8th Ministerial Meeting of HoA-IP was held recently in  
December 2019 in Istanbul, Turkey with the theme 
“Peace, Partnership and Prosperity”. 

o The US reprimanded Pakistan for 
harbouring insurgents (Taliban) and 
fomenting terrorist activities in 
Afghanistan.  

o Any negotiation with Taliban was ruled 
out without involvement of 
democratically elected Afghan 
government.  

Impact of this Policy 

• US deployed more troops in Afghanistan.  

• It also cut off security assistance worth 
billions of dollars to Pakistan.  

• However, there was a resurgence of terrorist 
activities in Afghanistan as a result of this 
policy.  

As a result, a rapprochement was reached 
between the two sides and the US and the 
Taliban agreed to hold peace talks in Doha, 
Qatar. The first meeting between the US envoy, 
Zalmay Khalilzad and Taliban was held in Doha in 
October 2018, popularly known as Doha Peace 
Talks. Meanwhile, a separate meeting of world 
leaders (Moscow Format) took place in Moscow, 
Russia in November, 2018 to hammer out a 
settlement process for Afghanistan which was 
led by Russia.   

Doha Peace Talks 

Peace talks between US officials and Taliban 
were initiated in 2018 in order to arrive at a 
political settlement for Afghanistan. India has not been included in the Doha negotiations nor has been the Afghan 
government. The peace talks have been focused on four broad issues:  

• A Taliban guarantee that it will not allow foreign armed groups and fighters to use Afghanistan as a launch pad 
to conduct attacks outside the country. 

• A complete withdrawal of US and NATO forces from Afghanistan.  

• An intra-Afghan dialogue between various representatives.  

• A permanent ceasefire of attacks and violence by all the parties.  

After nine rounds of negotiations the US pulled out of the deal in September 2019 without any agreement being 
concluded. 

Why did the talks fail? 

• The instant trigger behind US’ exit from the Doha 
negotiations was a Taliban car bomb explosion in 
Kabul’s diplomatic enclave just few days before the 
final document was scheduled to be signed by both 
parties. However, the stalemate was based more 
on the lack of consensus by both sides on the 
timeline of US complete withdrawal.   

• Taliban’s Stand: It wanted a timetable from the US 
for complete withdrawal of US and NATO forces from Afghanistan. Without such a guarantee, it remains 
adamant about not moving forward with intra-Afghan negotiations and issues related to future political 
governance.  

• US’ Stand: According to the US, it would agree to withdraw troops provided the Taliban must also agree to 
‘control’ and prevent transnational terror networks from using Afghan territory to conduct terror attacks. 
However, the talks failed as each party asked the other to act first.   
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• Recently, in December 2019 the US has decided to restart the negotiations with the Taliban three months after it 
cancelled the Doha talks.  

India’s interests in Afghanistan 

A stable, peaceful, economically strong Afghanistan is crucial for India’s security, economic, political and 
geostrategic interests. Because: 

• A stable Afghanistan bordering India is crucial for regional and domestic security and stability in the South Asia 
and within India. Hardliners in Afghanistan have often been used by Pakistan to export terrorism in Kashmir. E.g. 
The hijacking of the Indian Airlines flight IC-814 to Kandahar in 1999. 

• Central Asia has large deposits of oil and natural gas, which is why the US, China, India and Russia are 
competing for influence in what is known as the New Great Game.  Afghanistan is an energy bridge and thus key 
to achieving India’s strategic objectives. Further, a favourable Afghanistan is a sine-qua-non for accessing 
Central Asia and Eurasia by India through the Chabahar, which bypasses Pakistan.    

India’s approach towards Afghanistan 

• India’s Afghanistan policy, especially after the 1979, was based on the premise that an external friendly power 
(E.g. USSR earlier, US now) would do the heavy lifting in Afghanistan’s security and political sector. India, 
meanwhile, would invest in soft sectors, such as infrastructure development, and would limit its involvement in 
the security domain. 

• Thus, during the Soviet-Afghan war, India was the only South Asian nation to recognize the Soviet backed 
Democratic Republic of Afghanistan. However, USSR’s withdrawal in 1989 reduced India’s presence in 
Afghanistan. 

• India had no engagement with the Taliban directly and had no deep understanding of their prowess and sway in 
Afghanistan. In 1999, India became one of the key supporters of the anti-Taliban Northern Alliance. 

• In 2001, with the U.S.-led war on Taliban, India found its way back into Afghanistan. However, in the overall 
geopolitical calculations, Pakistan emerged as an all-important country in USA’s war on terror due to its 
proximity to the Taliban heartland and its strong leverage over the militant group.  

• Thus, despite India and the United States sharing common goals and principles in relation to democracy and 
development in Afghanistan, India’s active involvement in Afghanistan has been discouraged to cater to 
Pakistani wishes. Also, India was not invited to the Bonn conference 2001, where the post-Taliban order in 
Afghanistan was discussed. 

• However, Hamid Karzai (President of Afghanistan from 22 December 2001 to 29 September 2014) after his 
outreach to Pakistan failed and with the Taliban having made a comeback, looked toward better and closer ties 
with India.  

• India’s relation with Afghanistan improved markedly under the Karzai presidency and New Delhi invested 
heavily in developmental and infrastructural projects Afghanistan which built India’s soft power and led to 
recognition of India as key partner in solving Afghan problem. 

• In 2011, Afghanistan signed its first Strategic Partnership Agreement with India, after Karzai had rejected a 
similar offer from Pakistan. 

How India has contributed in Afghan development? 

• Infrastructural development: India contribution include the construction of the Parliament Building in Kabul, 
the Zaranj Delaram highway project connecting western Afghanistan with the strategic Chabahar port in Iran 
and the Salma Dam Project (Afghan-India Friendship Dam) which includes a power transmission line. India has 
also signed a trilateral preferential trade agreement with Afghanistan and Iran. 

• Defence and administrative support:  India is engaged in strengthening Afghan public institutions and 
supporting them with technical advisers, training for Afghan public servants, policemen and soldiers. Supplying 
military hardware like military vehicles for the Afghan National Army and Mi-25 and Mi-35 choppers for the air 
force.  

• Education, health and medical care:  
o India has provided multiple scholarships to Afghan students with thousands of Afghan nationals studying in 

India along with providing vocational training and skill development classes to Afghan women and youth.  
o India has bestowed an amount of 5 million USD for the Afghan Red Society Programme to treat congenital 

heart disease in children.  
o India’s liberal visa policy has made it easier for Afghan patients to travel to India which has further enhanced 

people-to-people interaction between the two countries.  
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• Cultural efforts: Bollywood movies display the cultural links between India and Afghanistan and Indian cinema 
has a large market in Afghhanistan. India’s involvement and contribution to the development of cricket in 
Afghanistan has been one of its primary means of soft power influence in the nation.  

India’s current stance vis-à-vis Taliban 

India supports an Afghan led, Afghan owned and Afghan administered peace process and has laid down three red 
lines for negotiating with the Taliban i.e.  

• All peace initiatives and processes must include all sections of the Afghan society, including the legitimately 
elected government.  

o This would ensure that two decades of work done by the international community in ushering in 
democratic normalcy in Afghanistan remains secured.  

o This also shows an acceptability in India about talking to the Taliban, since they represent a “section of 
the Afghan society” 

• Any process should respect the Afghan constitutional legacy and political mandate. This is important as the 
Taliban remain reluctant to commit themselves to broader democratic processes and key aspects such as 
women’s rights even while pushing through their own interpretation of the Sharia law. 

• Any process in Afghanistan should not lead to any ungoverned spaces where terrorists and their proxies can 
relocate.  

What challenges are posed to India vis-à-vis developments in Afghanistan?  

The political developments in Afghanistan present a tight rope for India to walk on. 

• How much to engage? Uncertainties in Afghanistan and global policy reversals pose challenges for India to 
commit itself to long term economic and strategic engagement as Taliban coming back to power could probably 
hurt India’s investments.  

o India’s strategic engagement with Afghanistan has been contingent on peace and security which were 
hitherto guaranteed by American presence.  

o However, India had recently cut its allocation to Chabahar Port (Iran) as recognition of the changing 
ground realities in Afghanistan where future Indian role looks uncertain.  

• Power sharing agreement with Taliban: If U.S. talks with the Taliban resume, this puts Afghanistan back on a 
reconciliation path which may see a political settlement that features a power-sharing arrangement with the 
Taliban. However, this would not be a preferred eventuality for India as it would give Pakistan a virtual veto to 
manage Afghan affairs externally.  

• Failure of talks: In case the talks fail, Afghanistan may slip into a civil war and would suffer rapid destabilization 
eventually resulting into seizure of power by force by Taliban, thereby constraining India’s ability to operate in 
Afghanistan, its key strategic partner.  

Way Forward 

India cannot afford to remain on the sidelines of the peace process in Afghanistan as the country is an important 
partner and is of great strategic value for India. The situation in Afghanistan has often been described as a “line in 
the sand,” one which changes too often. It is in India’s strategic interests to engage with the Taliban to not only 
maintain its influence in Afghanistan but to better understand the power dynamics of the broader South Asian 
region. Indian non-official representation in the Moscow Format marks a practical shift in India’s approach towards 
Taliban.   

• The results of recently held elections in Afghanistan have been withheld citing concerns of widespread rigging. 
India can share its rich experience to support Afghan election authorities and security forces in every way to 
conduct free and fair elections as an exercise of Afghan sovereignty.  

• India must up the ante in Afghanistan by initiating track II diplomacy, engaging with tribal elders, and 
convincing the Taliban to adopt and maintain a favorable stance towards India. India’s neutral image as a 
development partner and strong people-to-people contacts would provide legitimacy to its overtures.   

• Crucial to Afghanistan’s future is its ability to stand on its own feet economically, through investment in 
Afghanistan’s mineral sector and militarily, through a progressive ‘Afghanistan’ of security forces at a lower 
budget. India should be able to help in this. 

• India must push for Afghan-led, Afghan-owned and Afghan-controlled peace and not as dictated from 
Washington, Islamabad, Doha or Moscow. India’s engagement with Taliban should be built upon evolving a 
national domestic consciousness and consensus framed by people of Afghanistan without any external diktat.  
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• India can explore options with other countries for development in Afghanistan like its ‘India-China plus’ 
initiative under which both sides have embarked upon a training programme of Afghan diplomats in New Delhi 
and in Beijing. 

• In a post-U.S. Afghanistan, India can safeguard its interests through an approach that is balanced, nuanced, and 
conciliatory in nature, but also moderately partisan when and if required. There are possibilities for India to 
build a stronger consensus among Afghan stakeholders through largely conciliatory approaches, to present a 
united front against the Taliban while simultaneously also engaging in or facilitating negotiations with the 
Taliban. 
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Summary 

• Foreign interventions during and after the Cold War led to the emergence of armed militias in Afghanistan. 
Hardline political groups like the Taliban seize power in 1996 and harbor militant groups like Al-Qaeda.  

• Al-Qaeda carries out 9/11 attacks in US following which US forcibly captures power in Afghanistan to flush out 
Taliban and Al-Qaeda. US deployed NATO troops in Afghanistan to facilitate the formation of democratic 
government.  

• US faces criticism for prolonged external intervention in Afghanistan, heavy casualties in ensuing terror 
activities and for its failure to check resurgence of the Taliban. Political opinion in the US turns against US 
intervention in Afghanistan.  

• US releases its South Asia Policy in 2017 which proposes deployment of extra troops, more role for regional 
players like India (burden sharing), reprimands Pakistan for its support to Taliban and rules out bilateral 
negotiations with the Taliban. However, this results in an increase in terror activities by the Taliban in 
Afghanistan.  

• Doha Peace talks commence in 2018 (without Indian involvement) and the US announces a new Afghanistan 
Policy in 2019 which proposes withdrawal of troops, active role for Pakistan, direct negotiations with the 
Taliban.  

• Strong Indo-Afghan relations and people-to-people contacts have been established due to India’s support in the 
fields of social and political development, defence support, economic aid and cultural homogeneity.    

• Afghanistan remains an integral part of India’s West Asia and Central Asia policy providing the much-needed 
connectivity and logistical support. However, peace talks without Indian involvement make India apprehensive 
of its future relations with Afghanistan and security of its strategic investments in the region.  

• India must vouch for democratic government in Afghanistan and uphold its image as a development partner. 
Complete alienation with the Taliban would not be in long term India’s interests and dialogue process could be 
established on the basis of the three conditions laid down by India.  

• India must leverage its rapport with other countries (like the US and Russia) to push for an Afghan led, Afghan 
owned and Afghan administered inclusive political settlement for long tern sustainability of the peace award. 
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