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 Major combat in Afghanistan (Operation Enduring Freedom) began on October 7, 

2001. The operation consisted primarily of US air-strikes on Taliban and Al Qaeda 
forces, facilitated by the cooperation between small numbers (about 1,000) of US and 

Coalition special operations forces (including Australian forces) and CIA operatives. 

The end of the Taliban regime is generally dated as 9 December 2001 when the Taliban 

surrendered in Kandahar. After nearly 10 years of intervention by the United States and 

the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the security situation in Afghanistan is 

still a major concern for the international community. Despite the many efforts and 
resources aimed at bringing peace and stability to Afghanistan, the result has been 

meagre at most. The main causes of the present situation in Afghanistan include lack of 

proper planning, shifting policies, inattention to geopolitical realities and over-reliance 
on military power without the necessary attention to development and civilian 

assistance plans. The current, predominantly military US/NATO approaches have little 

or no chance of success unless a comprehensive approach, including a vigorous 
humanitarian plan, is adopted. Analysis of the role of regional and neighbouring 

countries in Afghanistan shows that a viable solution could be found on the basis of a 
dialogue and regional cooperation. 

  

 
© 2014 AENSI Publisher All rights reserved. 

To Cite This Article: M.H. Hossein Gholinejad., Political Developments in Afghanistan after 2001. J. Appl. Sci. & Agric.,  9(10): 5-10, 

2014 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 Nearly a decade since the removal of the Taliban from power in Afghanistan, the country is struggling with 

instability. The security situation in Afghanistan continues to deteriorate, causing real concern and demanding 

an urgent solution. The conflict today is not limited to the Afghan Government and the insurgent groups but 

involves the United States, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and Afghanistan’s neighbors and 

other countries in the region. The strategies and tactics adopted by the US-led forces of NATO and the 

International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), which aimed at fighting the insurgency and bringing peace and 

stability to this war-stricken country, have proved to be ineffective. ISAF suffer from a lack of insight into the 

insurgency and a lack of appropriate planning and means to defeat them. The US Administration of President 

Barack Obama is faced with different problems for implementing its policy in Afghanistan. The timetable for 

the withdrawal of international military forces seems to be challenged by the US military establishment.1 

Indeed, the idea of establishing permanent military bases in Afghanistan is gaining support within the US 

Administration. In this regard, although Defense Secretary Robert Gates has ruled out permanent military bases 

in Afghanistan, he has emphasized that the USA is interested in keeping a military presence in this strategically 

important country beyond the planned end of combat in three years (Burns, 2011). 

 Obviously, the idea of permanent US military bases in this highly geostrategic area would raise concerns in 

China, Iran, Russia and other countries. Altogether, there are serious concerns within the international 

community that without the required change in US military approaches Afghanistan might once again plunge 

into a civil war or become a scene of geostrategic competition. To avoid that grim scenario, it has been 

suggested that the USA should launch serious confidence-building measures to encourage countries in the 

region to take a more active role in development planning and peace building in Afghanistan within the 

framework of the United Nations. This paper aims to explore the prospects of peace and security in Afghanistan 

in the wake of US/NATO planned military withdrawal starting in July 2011. It analyses the present security 

situation in Afghanistan with regard to the predominantly military approaches, internal dynamics in Afghanistan 

and the idea of talking to the Taliban, the geopolitical interaction among influential powers, and the current state 

of development and civilian assistance programs, including their shortcomings. 
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2. Military Thoroughfare: 

 On 7 October 2001, in response to the terrorist attacks of 11 September, the USA launched military 

operations in Afghanistan. Two military operations became active in Afghanistan involving international forces: 

Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) and ISAF. OEF is the official name used by the US Government for the 

war in Afghanistan; it is a joint US, British and Afghan operation, and is separate from ISAF, which is a NATO 

operation that also includes the USA and the UK. The two operations run in parallel. OEF operates primarily in 

the eastern and southern parts of Afghanistan along the Pakistan border. ISAF, which was established by United 

Nations Security Council Resolution 1386 on 20 December 2001, is active in other parts of the country, with 

NATO members providing the core of the force. The USA is the largest contributor both to ISAF and OEF and 

the only country among the coalition forces that has developed a strategy towards insurgency in Afghanistan. 

Although at the beginning of its intervention in Afghanistan the US-led coalition was credited with removing 

the Taliban from power, its lack of resolve especially after the USA diverted its attention to Iraq led to a 

situation whereby the Taliban still wields strong influence in many regions in Afghanistan despite claims to the 

contrary by some US officials. The Taliban and the groups with which it collaborates remain deeply rooted, 

while the Pakistani frontier remains a Taliban safe haven (Afghanistan,2011). From the outset the US approach 

to Afghanistan has had a number of shortcomings. The major factor in the great loss of life, both civilian and 

military, appears to be a lack of necessary ethnographic and local cultural knowledge and language capabilities. 

This has contributed to the serious prospect for failure of the US mission, with grave geopolitical consequences. 

Also, some experts believe that the US Administration’s path in Afghanistan is unsustainable since its objectives 

are not clearly defined (Katulis et al., 2010) In the early years of invasion, a veteran military officer who was 

commissioned by the Pentagon to examine the war in Afghanistan expressed a pessimistic view saying that the 

conflict created conditions that have given ‘warlordism, banditry and opium production a new lease on life 

(Comments, 2004). In September 2008 the situation became so gloomy that the British ambassador to 

Afghanistan, Sheared Cowper-Coles, warned that the US war strategy was doomed to failure. He acknowledged 

that the UK had no alternative but to support the USA in Afghanistan despite the fact that the US-led NATO 

military operation was making things worse (Borger et al., 2008). That bewilderment with the US approach to 

Afghanistan persisted as late as December 2010. As a group of US scholars has observed, ‘Our unfamiliarity 

with the way Afghanistan works exaggerates the scale of the problems we must solve and makes it hard even to 

describe a clear series of actions we can take that can lead to the achievement of our goals in the end (Kagan et 

al., 2010). NATO’s role in Afghanistan has complicated issues even more. It has been suggested that the 

alliance would never have been given such a prominent role in Afghanistan if the US Administration of 

President George W. Bush had not been focused on intervening in Iraq at the expense of diverting its attention 

from Afghanistan (Porter et al., 2011). The mission in Afghanistan offered a new life for NATO, which had 

seemed condemned to irrelevance after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact. 

But there was a problem with public opinion in NATO member countries, which was opposed to military 

involvement in Afghanistan. To overcome the problem, NA TO members notably Canada, Germany, the 

Netherlands and the UK sold the NATO mission to their citizens as ‘peacekeeping’ or ‘reconstruction’, distinct 

from a counter-insurgency war. As a consequence of this approach, one NATO member state after another 

adopted ‘caveats’ that ruled out or severely limited their troops from actually carrying out combat missions in 

Afghanistan. Thus, from the beginning there were signs of a split in NATO over its mission in Afghanistan. 

George Bush wrote in his memoirs that as the years passed and the wartime decisions grew tougher, some of the 

allies wavered.10 In November 2007, while giving testimony to the US Congress, Secretary of Defense Gates 

said he was frustrated and disappointed by the lack of commitment among NATO members. Canadian General 

Rick Hillier, who commanded NATO forces in Afghanistan from February to August 2004, wrote in his 

memoirs that NATO was an unmitigated disaster in Afghanistan. ‘Afghanistan has revealed.  That NATO has 

reached the stage where it is a corpse decomposing’. Reports that are critical of the way that NATO operates in 

respect to ISAF have also emerged. Non-NATO members of ISAF, for example Australia, are reported to have 

complained that they were not consulted in NATO decision making on Afghanistan (Smith et al., 2010). In 

February 2008 Australian Defence Minister Joel Fitzgibbon declared that he had ‘made it clear’ to NATO that 

from now on Australia would expect to have a say in NATO’s decision making on Afghanistan strategy (ABC 

News, 2008). This illustrates how NATO is not on the right track in Afghanistan. Under the Obama 

Administration, Afghanistan has remained at the centre-stage in US foreign policy. Although Obama’s new 

Afghanistan policy has re-emphasized the military approach in Afghanistan, generally it has been vague from 

inception and has left further clarification dependent on developments. The new Afghan policy, as embodied in 

Obama’s statement in March 2009 and the NATO Lisbon Summit Declaration of November 2010, and re-

affirmed in December 2010 in the Afghanistan and Pakistan Annual Review, had the intention to convince US 

allies that their support is needed with the implementation of the ‘surge strategy’ similar to the approach that 

was implemented from 2007 by the USA in Iraq. The surge policy consists of two elements: a short-term troop 

increase followed quickly by the beginning of troop withdrawal. The 30 000 new US troops that were deployed 
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to Afghanistan in 2010 were designated to focus on securing population centers where the Taliban were most 

active and strong, including Kandahar in the south and Khost in the east. 

 
Table 1: Afghanistan coalition military casualties, 2001–10. 

Year USA UK Other Total 

2001 12 0 0 12 

2002 49 3 17 69 

2003 48 3 9 57 

2004 52 1 7 60 

2005 99 1 31 131 

2006 98 39 54 191 

2007 117 42 73 232 

2008 155 51 89 295 

2009 317 108 96 521 

2010 368 94 99 561 

Total 1315 339 475 2129 

Source: <http://icasualties.org/>. 

 

 The critics of the new policy charge that in focusing on seeking to defeat the Taliban through superior 

military strength, the Obama Administration has paid less attention to the underlying causes and drivers of the 

conflict that are linked to international military presence in Afghanistan. As a result, the Washington Post has 

reported that the annual number of US troop casualties has more than doubled to over 330 in early September 

2010 compared to when Obama took office (see table 1). More than 700 NATO troops were killed in fighting in 

Afghanistan in 2010. Referring to Obama’s Afghanistan policy, Stephen M. Walt maintains that ‘the war is 

going badly, our Pakistani partner is double dealing, and Obama made a major mistake when he decided to 

escalate in 2009 (Walt, 2010). 

 

3. Internal dynamics: 

 Throughout its long and turbulent history, Afghanistan has looked more like a tribal confederacy than a 

cohesive nation-state. Nine tenths of Afghanistan’s population lives outside of urban areas. The country’s 

historical legacy and present situation have prompted some experts to propose a federal system as being more 

appropriate for local conditions than the present centralized government (Volkhonsky, 2010). There is a 

growing consensus both within the Afghan Government and the international community in favor of promoting 

reconciliation between different Afghan ethnic groups. However, there are many interpretations of 

‘reconciliation’. To some, it means giving amnesty to militia leaders or warlords; others see it as an internal 

healing process between the victims and perpetrators of grave crimes; yet others see it as involving the regional 

and international actors with the insurgent groups in the format of a peace-process. From NATO’s perspective, 

‘reconciliation comes with two conditions, both non-negotiable for the Afghans themselves: renounce violence 

and terrorism and respect the Afghan constitution, including the rights of women, children and minorities. In his 

book Reconciliation in Afghanistan, Michael Semple analyses the rationale and effectiveness of post 2001 

attempts at reconciliation in Afghanistan (Semple, 2007). He explains the poor performance of these attempts 

and argues that rethinking is necessary if reconciliation is to help revive the prospects for peace and stability in 

Afghanistan. In this vein, the question remains about the potential costs of negotiating with the Taliban, notably 

in terms of alienating other ethnic groups who oppose them and who have fought alongside the coalition forces 

against the Taliban in the past. There is another view that the current instability in Afghanistan, rather than 

being due to local traditions, is the result of decades of conflict beginning with the Soviet invasion in 1979 and 

the intentional dismantling of traditional structures, thereby leaving extremist groups to fill the social, political 

and security vacuums (Masadykov etal., 2010). At present the most vulnerable area in Afghanistan is the south, 

where a large proportion of the population is Pashtun. Pashtuns throughout the area feel that the international 

community mainly supports the non Pashtun ethnic groups, who in turn blame the Pashtuns for constituting the 

core of the insurgency, or at least accuse them of being pro-insurgency (Saghafi, 2009). 

 

4. Talking with the Taliban: 

 Since 2006 various partners of ISAF in Afghanistan as well as Pakistan and Saudi Arabia have pursued a 

dialogue with Taliban figures. However, none of these efforts have borne tangible results. The main problem is 

finding individuals who can speak with authority for the Taliban leadership. For some time, certain strategists, 

in Pakistan as well as in the USA, have argued that the Taliban could be broadly divided into two categories 

(Saghafi, 2009). First are the socially ultra-conservative Islamists ‘good Taliban’, who demand the rule of sharia 

in areas where they dominate. Second are the global jihadis and the terrorist ring leaders. By adopting a policy 

of dividing these two groups, Western powers hoped to sow discontent among the Taliban and reach a 

compromise with the ‘good Taliban’, as part of their exit strategy from Afghanistan. However, the appeasement 

of the Taliban in the name of the ‘good Taliban’ has raised concerns in the region about the ultimate goals of 
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that policy. While these talks proceeded, the insurgency has become more violent and casualty rates have soared 

among the forces fighting against them (Duparcq, 2011). Many Pashtun groups and the Taliban that the USA 

saw as ‘terrorists’ were excluded from the 2001 Bonn process that set the roadmap for re-establishing territorial 

sovereignty to Afghanistan. The UN also did little to include them, partly as a result of US pressure and partly 

based on the belief that it would be possible to reach out later to those in the Taliban who might be willing to 

join the political process. The Afghan Government started to talk directly to the Taliban in 2008 through Qauym 

Karzai, President Karzai’s elder brother. This created the misperception among many that it was not a 

transparent government programme aimed at reconciliation, but rather a process driven by family interests.42 

According to the advocates of talking to the Taliban, engaging with the Taliban in Afghanistan is a viable option 

for the USA. Such an approach would help to isolate the extremist elements from those who feel compelled to 

join the Taliban insurgency under threat or in return for favours and largesse. The Taliban have almost complete 

freedom of movement across the Afghan–Pakistani border (Rubin, 2010).  In October 2010, President Karzai, 

following rumours about secret peace talks taking place with the Taliban, confirmed in an interview that 

‘unofficial contacts’ with the Taliban ‘have been going on for quite some time’. However, he offered a list of 

conditions that the Taliban must meet to be a part of Afghanistan’s future, including acceptance of the 

constitution, laying down their weapons and cutting ties with al-Qaeda. For their part, the Taliban leaders have 

denied that any talks have taken place and have made the withdrawal of foreign forces from Afghanistan a 

precondition for negotiations. In the past the Taliban has shown no interest in talks suggested by the West. 

Recently, rejecting Afghan President Karzai’s bid to move toward peace talks through the mechanism of the 

High Peace Council, the latest step of the Afghan Government to broker talks with the Taliban, the Taliban 

responded harshly that, ‘How can it be possible for the officials of the Islamic Emirate to initiate clandestine 

contacts with the powerless and stooge government while they have already turned down the misleading 

demands and proposals of the weak Kabul Administration for commencement of negotiation? US officials seem 

to be well aware of the Taliban’s mind set. The CIA chief Leon Panetta is reported to have asked why the 

Taliban should negotiate in good faith if they believe they are already winning.  

 

5. Geopolitical interaction: 

 A sustainable peace in Afghanistan, despite the existing challenges, is assumed to be in the interest of the 

people of Afghanistan, the region and the international community. Some experts have seen the disruption of the 

traditional balance of power and the competition of foreign powers as the main source of instability. They have, 

thus, advocated the resumption of Afghanistan’s status of neutrality guaranteed by major powers as a necessary 

step toward establishing peace and stability in this country. Since the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 

and the end of its neutrality status, Afghanistan has become a playground for political influence between rival 

and at times even allied powers. 

 

5-1-India and Pakistan: 

 Presently, Pakistan is going through a difficult time, with fighting in several of its cities and districts against 

the Taliban. Pakistan, which has had long-standing ties with the Taliban indeed was instrumental in the creation 

of the organization and other militant groups, is now expected to try to convince the militants to end their 

insurgency.59 However, there is a perception among Afghans that elements within the Inter-Services 

Intelligence (ISI) agency and Pakistan continue to support insurgent groups. Pakistan is highly suspicious that 

Indian non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and private companies are engaged in clandestine activities 

against Pakistan. Hence, Pakistan is keen to prevent any Indian influence in Afghanistan. With Pakistan set to 

play a central role in any political settlement of the Afghan war, due to its sway over the Taliban, India has few 

options to counter its bitter rival’s influence in the country (Tellis, 2010).  For its part, India has sought to win 

the support of Afghans through gigantic development projects to build roads, power lines and other civilian 

projects. One of the largest projects that India has successfully completed in Afghanistan is the construction of a 

road in southern Nimroz province that provides a link for landlocked Afghanistan to the Iranian port of 

Chahbahar. This road as a way to break Afghanistan’s dependence on Pakistan for transport links. India thus 

realizes that its campaign against the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan may not succeed unilaterally and that it 

needs Iran on its side in any meaningful campaign against the Taliban (Karthikeya, 2010). 

 

5-2-Russia: 

 Russia has watched the crisis in Afghanistan with great concern. The Taliban’s re-emergence on the 

political scene is especially worrisome for the Russians. The greatest worry for Moscow is the penetration of 

militants from Afghanistan into the Central Asian states or to Chechnya. The decision to permit the transit of 

NATO military aid to Afghanistan via Russia is an indication of Moscow’s apprehension about a Taliban 

victory. Such a development would leave Russia to confront the challenge of the Taliban and related Islamist 

extremist groups, for example the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, in Central Asia, without having the means 

necessary to deal with it. Russia believes the Taliban should not be recognized as a political group or a force. 
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They do not differentiate between moderate and hard core Taliban. For Russia, a Taliban victory would threaten 

not just the stability of the regimes of Central Asia, many of which are in serious trouble, but would pose serious 

dilemmas to Russian foreign and defence policy. Another major Russian concern is the drug war that its 

politicians say is being waged upon it from Afghanistan. President Medvedev has claimed that cooperating to 

shut down the growing drug trade is the most significant aspect of the conflict in Afghanistan (Blank, 2009). 

 

5-3-China: 

 China, which shares a border with Afghanistan, is positive towards a political settlement of the conflict. To 

better understand China’s position on Afghanistan, one has to take into account China’s concern over its restive 

Xinjiang province and the risk of a spill over from the insurgency in Afghanistan to this region. Another major 

factor is the unique relationship that China enjoys with Pakistan. China and Pakistan have in common 

complementary strategic objectives, notably containing India. On the other hand, the USA and China have 

developed good relations, both in respect to Afghanistan and Pakistan. China was part of the 6 plus 2 Contact 

Group on Afghanistan (which brought together the six countries neighbouring Afghanistan plus the USA and 

Russia). After the September 2001 attacks on the USA, China supported the UN Security Council resolutions 

regarding Afghanistan. The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), of which China is a major partner, is 

now paying more attention to the conflict in Afghanistan. Nevertheless, China’s main focus in Afghanistan is on 

trade and economic matters. A case in point is its investment in Afghanistan’s Aynak copper mine, the 

secondlargest untapped copper deposits in the world, which is also considered Afghanistan’s largest-ever 

infrastructure project. 

 

5-4-Other states in the region: 

 Turkmenistan previously had friendly relations with the Taliban regime, based on their official policy of 

positive neutrality. Turkmenistan, as a member of the ‘Friends of Afghanistan’ group (other members include: 

China, the EU, Iran, Japan, Pakistan, Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, the US and Uzbekistan), supports state-

building and political Process free and fair elections, establishment of a representative and accountable form of 

government in Afghanistan. Saudi Arabia was one of only three states, with Pakistan and the United Arab 

Emirates, to establish diplomatic relations with the Taliban government of Mullah Omar. The Taliban’s 

Deobandi theological ideologies are close to those of Saudi Arabia’s Wahhabis. Saudi Arabia has always relied 

heavily on Pakistan in shaping its policy towards Afghanistan. During the jihad of the 1980s, Saudi funds and 

logistical support were channelled to the mujahedin, almost exclusively through the ISI. Since 2001 Saudi 

Arabia has been cautious in its relations with Afghanistan, but the Taliban are said to prefer to have the Saudis 

as their partners in any reconciliation talks. Tajikistan has close historical, cultural and traditional links with 

Afghanistan. Tajiks compose the second largest group in Afghanistan. During the Taliban period, the Tajiks 

largely supported the Northern Alliance. Tajikistan has supported the reconciliation process under Karzai’s 

government. 

 

6- Reconstruction and peace building: 

 Some reports indicate that the international community is falling short in financing the estimated needs of 

Afghanistan. According to ‘The Donor Financial Review for 2008’, released by Afghanistan’s Ministry of 

Finance, the financing gap is about $22 billion, or 48 per cent of the estimated needs (Ashdown et al., 2009). A 

serious and concentrated plan for the development of the areas that suffer the highest percentage of poverty is a 

priority, not only from humanitarian aspects but also to prevent recruitment from the impoverished population 

by the Taliban. Previous and current development assistance has been insufficient due to many deficiencies 

including mismanagement and lack of coordination among donor countries. Widespread corruption is another 

significant issue that needs to be tackled. 

 The international community had a golden opportunity to help Afghans build an effective government 

capable of providing its population with the most basic public services. The United Nations Assistance Mission 

in Afghanistan (UNAMA) was mandated by the UN Security Council after 11 September 2001 to take on a 

range of responsibilities, from managing relief, recovery and reconstruction activities, to holding elections as 

well as providing political and strategic advice for the peace process. UNAMA faced difficulties from the 

beginning in discharging its duties. There is no single chain of command, as the military forces are not 

peacekeepers under a Special Representative of the UN Secretary General (SRSG). The organizational set-up is 

problematic because there are three supranational structures seeking to coordinate civilian efforts: UNAMA, the 

European Union and the NATO Senior Civilian Representative (SCR). Coordination of donor funds is difficult 

for any institution because power over the purse sits in the capitals and philosophies differ as to how aid should 

be spent to be most effective (Aneja, 2010). 

 

 

 



10                                                                   M.H. Hossein Gholinejad, 2014 

Journal of Applied Science and Agriculture, 9(10) August 2014, Pages: 5-10 

7. Conclusions: 

 Thirty years after the Soviet invasion and nearly 10 years after the invasion and occupation by US-led 

coalition forces, Afghanistan is suffering from insecurity and underdevelopment as a consequence of those 

events. In what could be developed into a new ‘great game’ in Afghanistan, especially if the USA goes ahead 

with the plans to establish permanent military bases in that country, a set of new competition among rival states 

could be envisaged.  Accordingly, it is assumed that the USA strategy in Afghanistan was not only to fight 

against international terrorism but also to establish permanent bases in this geostrategically important area, in 

order to contain China, to control Russia.  Thus, the intricate conflict in Afghanistan calls for a complex multi-

party peace process. The USA has the largest contingency of forces among the coalition forces in Afghanistan 

with a strategy to fight insurgency. That strategy has suffered in the past from a lack of realistic approaches and 

proper planning, on the one hand, and neglect of the geopolitical realities of the region and the role of regional 

players, on the other hand. The apparent dilemma that the USA is facing in its fight against the insurgency in 

Afghanistan derives from the fact that the ideological, financial and logistical bases of the insurgents are 

respectively located in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, two principal US allies in the region. 
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