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Abstract 

 

L’Afghanistan si appresta ad entrare in una nuova fase cruciale per i futuri equilibri del Paese. 

Dopo quasi vent’anni dall’inizio del conflitto, infatti, Stati Uniti e Paesi NATO hanno 

annunciato, il 21 aprile 2021, il ritiro dei contingenti internazionali del Paese, facendo seguito 

anche allo storico accordo firmato da Washington e alla leadership dei talebani a Doha nel 

febbraio 2020. Al termine della missione in Afghanistan, molti interrogativi sulla sostenibilità del 

sistema costruito a Kabul in questi anni e sui possibili nuovi equilibri che emergeranno tra le 

diverse anime del panorama politico afghano si fanno presenti. 

Il rapporto contrastante con l’Occidentale ebbe inizio l’11 settembre 2001, quando due aerei si 

schiantarono all’interno delle Torri Gemelle, abbattendo una cortina di sicurezza e inviolabilità 

che sembrava proteggere il mondo “occidentale”. Le luci della ribalta furono tutte puntate verso 

un remoto Paese dell’Asia Centrale, ritenuto dalle forze militari statunitensi il rifugio dei terroristi 

responsabili degli attentati sul suolo americano: l’Afghanistan.  

La dichiarazione di “guerra al terrorismo”, nello specifico, implicò il bombardamento del 

territorio afghano e la copertura mediatica destinata a quella guerra fu completa. Gli speciali che 

in televisione mostravano a ripetizione le immagini del crollo delle Torri non dedicavano però 

uguale attenzione al dramma che le popolazioni dell’Afghanistan stavano vivendo. 

 

Questa tesi è dedicata ad una tragedia umanitaria, con particolare riguardo al ruolo che le 

riviste occidentali ed orientali hanno avuto nella diffusione del conflitto afghano. Infatti, i mass 

media sono attori determinanti nelle comunicazioni interne ed esterne di una società, capaci anche 

di alterare il modo in cui i cittadini si relazionano, conversano e scambiano informazioni, idee e 

notizie. Da un lato, grazie a questi mezzi di comunicazione, i cittadini di Paesi come l’Afghanistan 

hanno trovato nuovi canali per poter esprimere la situazione che stavano vivendo e rovesciare il 

regime che ha governato fino al 2001, dall’altro si tenta di analizzare se realmente l’utilizzo di 

queste riviste possa aver avuto un peso positivo nel rispondere ad ogni immagine di oppressione, o 

se si sia focalizzata l’attenzione su un fattore che in Occidente si sente maggiormente proprio, 

quello della comunicazione, a discapito di dinamiche sociali e di potere che possano aver avuto un 

ruolo maggiore nell’intervento in guerra.  

La ricerca si apre con un breve excursus storico e politico per ripercorrere le principali tappe 

che hanno scandito il destino del Paese, considerato indispensabile per scavare alle origini di un 
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fenomeno, quello della tragedia umanitaria e sanitaria, e per mettere in luce le condizioni che 

hanno reso possibile la formazione di un tale quadro. L’Afghanistan, è vittima delle mire 

espansionistiche di grandi condottieri del passato e degli interventi militari di superpotenze del 

presente. Sebbene ripetutamente invaso, tuttavia il Paese non è mai stato colonizzato anche grazie 

alle capacità militari dei suoi guerrieri, divisi da un antagonismo interetnico ma uniti nel cacciare 

il nemico straniero. Solo così l’Afghanistan è stato in grado di tenere in scacco due grandi imperi, 

Gran Bretagna e Unione Sovietica, e di influenzare nei secoli gli equilibri dell’Asia Centrale. 

Conseguentemente, l’attenzione sarà posta sul tema considerato come conseguenza diretta di 

una guerra, quello dei flussi di rifugiati in cerca di protezione internazionale. Infatti, a partire dal 

1979 le popolazioni in fuga diedero vita ad un esodo di immani proporzioni in seguito al quale 

l’Afghanistan guadagnò il primato di Paese con la più numerosa popolazione rifugiata al mondo. 

L’enfasi non poteva non essere puntata sul collasso del sistema, ritenuto uno specchio della 

situazione generale; un bacino ove interagiscono problematiche inerenti alla violazione dei diritti 

umani ed il citato dramma dei rifugiati. La comunità internazionale è chiamata a far fronte 

all’emergenza dei rifugiati, in ottemperanza ai principi contenuti nella Convenzione relativa allo 

status dei rifugiati, al fine di favorire la condivisione del peso rappresentato da questo fenomeno, 

che troppo spesso grava solo sui Paesi confinanti con i luoghi d’origine dei profughi. 

Infine, si cercherà di confrontare e mettere in evidenza la relazione dei mass media coinvolti, 

ovvero Newsweek, The New York Times, BBC News, CNN e Al Jazeera. 

 

La finalità specifica della ricerca è stata quella di risalire alle vere origini della crisi umanitaria 

del Paese, di far conoscere le precarie condizioni di vita delle popolazioni afghane, ma soprattutto 

di sottolineare come un tale quadro fosse già presente da oltre un trentennio, benché passato sotto 

silenzio dall’opinione pubblica mondiale, fino a quando, a seguito degli attacchi terroristici del 

2001, l’Afghanistan ricevette un’attenzione senza precedenti.  

In altre parole, nel contesto afghano, i media hanno giocato un ruolo estremamente importante 

poiché la copertura mediatica derivante dalle citate riviste internazionali hanno creato un forte 

impatto sull’opinione pubblica; spingendola ad adottare posizioni in linea con la politica estera del 

proprio Paese. Nonostante l’evoluzione dei mass media afghani, le loro informazioni rimangono 

ancora troppo incomplete. La divisione principale riguarda l’Oriente e l’Occidente, 

evidenziandone gli aspetti in comune come la ricerca dell'anima e la valutazione di come è stata 

trattata questa storia; ed altrettante differenze, marcate sulla stessa questione. Al Jazeera ebbe il 

vantaggio di essere sul posto e il privilegio di avere accesso all'intelligence di Osama Bin Laden, 

mentre la CNN ha inquadrato il contesto afghano in base al supporto dato dal governo e dai leader 
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politici di ciascun Paese, compresa la questione dell'unità nazionale e del sostegno pubblico al 

governo stesso. 

 

Tale obiettivo è stato raggiunto attraverso la raccolta, selezione ed il confronto di numerosi 

documenti, soprattutto telematici, disponibili sull’argomento. Anche le testimonianze di chi ha 

vissuto quegli anni e di chi era presente sul territorio afghano hanno giocato un ruolo importante 

durante la mia tesi al fine di accompagnare le descrizioni dei temi affrontati con le parole vive dei 

protagonisti della crisi afghana. 
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Introduction 

 

 

 

"War is but the continuation of politics by other means. War is, therefore, not merely a political 

act, but a true instrument of politics, a continuation of the political process, a continuation of it by 

other means."1 

Nowadays, the term “war” has acquired a more ideological, political, and cultural aspect that has 

seen the development of a new actor capable of informing and persuading the public opinion by 

pushing it to adopt positions and attitudes in line with their country's foreign policy: the mass 

media. 

The first part of this dissertation is about a political and historical excursus of Afghanistan to 

understand the war from the perspective of the mass media. Since the core of the dissertation is 

based on this actor, the research question that will help to develop this thesis is: how can a conflict 

be described differently by the international magazines and channels? 

Specifically, this study aims at investigating how Afghanistan is being represented and portrayed 

in two leading U.S. magazines: Newsweek and Times.  

Finally, a significant comparison between other international and more national channels, such 

as, The New York Times, Al Jazeera, BBC News and CNN will help to understand the framing of 

wartime news coverage of the Afghanistan war. This investigation aims to advance the conflicting 

‘two-sided’ media perspectives and the way the war in Afghanistan has been reported on CNN 

America also on the Arab television network Al Jazeera, which has become a significant primary 

source of news from the front lines inside of Afghanistan

                                                             
1 K. Von Clausewitz, On War, 1832-1835. 
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Chapter I 

Afghan scenario: from the past to our days 

 

1. Understanding Afghanistan 

 

This section aims to describe the Afghan scenario, through the analysis of the past events to the 

present with the scope to understand the peculiar nature of insurgency in Afghanistan, to explore the 

other variables to highlight the conflicting interests of various involved actors and the quest for 

regional pre-eminence by a few states. 

 

Afghanistan has historically been a ground of power struggles and repeated transfers of power 

making the country prey to high degrees of instability.2  

The land of Afghans3 is a mountainous landlocked country in central Asia without connection to 

sea, but Afghanistan has a long history of meddling neighbours due to its geo-strategic location.4 

Despite of the exact population is not clear5, Afghanistan is a multi-ethnic country; it is divided into 

many ethnic groups: Pashtun estimated (42%), Tajik (27%), Hazara (9%), and Turks (12%), but the 

state is not unified in any ethnic or linguistic sense. Although most of the people speak languages 

that are related to Farsi, the official language of the western neighbour Iran, they differ from most 

Iranians in their continued adherence to the Sunni stream of Islam, which Iran abandoned in the 16 th 

century in favour of the Shia sect of tendency.6 In addition, the local system, based on communal 

loyalties, makes Afghanistan a highly decentralized society. 

Until 1747, when Ahmad Shah founded the Durrani Empire7, Afghanistan had never been ruled 

as one country, except as part of larger foreign empires. In fact, the kingdom was more a 

constellation of independent fiefdoms than anything approaching a cohesive nation state.8 

Additionally, Ahmad Shah allowed his enemies to govern their territories like vassals, enabling 

them to maintain their local base of support. Consequently, remote provinces were never fully 

                                                             
2A. Rashid, Taliban: Islam, oil and the New Great Game in Central Asia, I.B. Tauris & Co Ltd, London, 2000, 2001; G. 

Chiesa, V. Senesi, Afghanistan: anno zero, Guerini e Associati, 2001; A. King, Why did the Taliban win?; E. Giunchi, 

Afghanistan: storia e società nel cuore dell’Asia, Carocci editore, 2007. 
3 Islamic Republic of Afganistan – Legal System and Research – Qasim Hashimzai Ph.D, October 2010. 
4 Goodson, Afghanistan’s Endless War, pag. 12-14. 
5 The Millennium Development Goals Report, 2012. 
6 S. Wahab, B. Youngerman, A Brief History of Afghanistan, pag. 7. 
7 Goodson, Afghanistan’s Endless War, pag. 27. 
8 T. Barfield, Afghanistan: a cultural and political history, pag.3. 
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incorporated during his lifetime, and they gradually withdrew after he died.9  

Under the “Iron Amir”10 Afghanistan became a centralized state with the aim to eliminate 

autonomous regional leaders, their feudal clients, tribal and ethnic opponents. But this led to distort 

country’s “climax state”; what ecologists call “a self-perpetuating stable relationship among 

species in which the community is in equilibrium.” In other words, for Afghanistan, a political 

center dominating distinct regions disrupted its natural equilibrium, thus sowing the seeds for 

perpetual conflict.11 The region has perhaps seen more invasion than any other in Asia, or indeed 

the world.12 Persians, Scythians, Macedonians, Greeks, Hans, Mongols, Arabs, Turks, Moguls, the 

British and the Soviets all attempted to conquer and subdue the Afghans (including tribal areas of 

Pakistan), but failed.13 In fact, “Afghanistan is perhaps a classic example of Machiavelli’s ‘state of 

many princes’ in that, while easily entered, it has proven impossible to subdue.”14 In other words, in 

the wake of weak central authority, Afghanistan has always been an easy state to invade15, but the 

diversity and autonomous character of Afghans has at times been advantageous to them, as 

foreigners are sucked into dealing with multiple targets instead of crushing one single entity that 

would thereby kill a rebellion.16 

Moreover, the Afghan polity has always been fragile and complex; periods of stability have 

occurred, but they depend on delicate balances of power at local, regional and national level rather 

than an enduring central authority based on one ethic group and one lineage.17 Even the most 

powerful polities have struggled to exert control over the region; Afghanistan has always been 

decentralized, fragmentated, and federated from Kabul down to the Provinces and to village level.18 

Indeed, the patrimonial regime of Afghanistan has been dominated by warlords, strongmen, and 

tribal leaders and based on patron-client hierarchies; personal relations and obligations between 

leaders, warlords, and followers to establish control in distant areas and perform core state functions 

such as tax collection.19 Yet the system of patronage has eroded by decades of war, multiple foreign 

interventions, and the disintegration of the state, in fact it is now traceable only in rural areas. 

 

The above factors and the Afghan passion for independence have imparted a rugged 

                                                             
9 Ibidem,. 
10 M. Ewans, P. Weber, R. Carr, Afghanistan – a New History, pag. 20. 
11 T. Barfield, Afghanistan: a cultural and political history, pag.6. 
12 O. Caroe, The Pathans 550 B.C – A.D 1957 (London: Macmillan & Co Ltd, 1958), pag. 25. 
13 J. J. Roberts, The Origins of Conficts in Afghanistan (Westport: Praeger Publishers, 2003), pag. 12. 
14 Goodson, Afghanistan Endless War, 12. 
15 Ibidem,. 
16 Ibidem,.  
17 T. Barfield, Afghanistan: a cultural and political history, pag 10. 
18 A. King, Why did the Taliban win? pag. 5. 
19 A. Jackson, G. Minoa, Political and Economic Life in Afghanistan, pag 3. 
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individualism to the Afghans20; most of the Afghans tribes have remained self-sufficient and 

autonomous. “One of the most dominant characteristics of the Afghan is his intense love of 

independence. The Afghans patiently bears his misfortunes or poverty, but he cannot be made to 

reconcile himself to foreign rule… Foreigners who have failed to understand this point and who 

have tried to deprive him of his national independence or personal freedom had to pay heavily for 

the price of folly.”21 

Afghanistan emerged as a nation-state in 1919 at the end of the third Anglo-Afghan war.22  

However, the process of state consolidation began in 1747 with Ahmed Shah Abdali.23 It 

emerged independent in 1919, having defeated British colonialists. The Afghan monarchy remained 

intact until the early 1970s, but, politically, the nation bounced between left and right, with different 

governments using American and Soviet support against each other.24 

 

The current situation in Afghanistan is a result of a long history of events that includes a 

significant amount of influence of foreign powers.25 In fact, in the 19th century, around 100 years 

after the formation of the state of Afghanistan in 1747, the British and the Russian Empires 

competed with each in “The Great Game”26 for influence in Afghanistan.27 

This period of volatility ended with a leftist coup in 1978, causing Islamic and ethnic elements to 

revolt. Consequently, the URSS occupied Afghanistan in 1979 with a view to bringing its volatile 

neighbour under control, but the Soviet occupation continued for the following decade leading to 

the rise of the anti-communist Mujahedeen resistance movement.28 From the mid-1980s, they 

became prominent, founded, and supported by the US government.29 

On the domestic scene, the Soviets apparently believed that a decisive show of armed might 

would reunite the ruling party, restore order in Afghanistan and prevent a possible encirclement of 

the Soviet Union. But the Soviet-Afghan war has lasted longer than World War II.30 

Because of the fierce Afghan resistance and massive covert support of Islamist mujahedin 

                                                             
20 Ibidem,. 
21 Roberts, The Origins of Conflict in Afghanistan, 12. 
22 Peace treaty between the British and the Afghans government after the third Anglo-Afghan war. It was negotiated at 

Rawalpindi and signed on August 8, 1919, by A.H. Grant, foreign secretary of the government of India, and Ali Ahmad 

Khan, commissary for home affairs. 
23 See reference n°5 of this paragraph. 
24 J. Goodhand, Aiding Violence or Building Peace? The Role of International Aid in Afghanistan, 2002. 
25 C. Vigier, Conflict Assessment Afghanistan, Feb. 2009, pag. 4. 
26 "The Great Game" was a political and diplomatic confrontation that existed for most of the 19th century between the 
British Empire and the Russian Empire over Afghanistan and neighbouring territories in Central and South Asia. 
27 C. Vigier, Conflict Assessment Afghanistan, Feb. 2009, pag. 4. 
28 S. Beckwith, The Militarisation of Aid in Afghanistan: Implications for Humanitarian Actors and the Way Ahead, 

pag. 6. 
29 BBC News, 2011; U.S. Dept. Of. State, 2010. 
30 J.J. Collins, The Soviet Afghan War: The First Four Years, pag. 49. 
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resistance groups by Pakistan, US, Saudi Arabia and China, the Soviet Union suffered significant 

losses and in 1986 decided to leave Afghanistan.  

 

Although the causes and consequences of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan will be better 

analysed and discussed in the following session, it can be stated that the URSS’ embroilment in the 

Afghan civil war had been a disaster, in fact it had cost thousands of troops and billions of roubles 

and had produced a military stalemate which led to the “Second Cold War” of 1980s.31 Moreover, 

this war discredited the Soviet army: corruption, looting, and plundering by Soviet soldiers 

destroyed the army’s moral legitimacy. “Russian systematically entered all the houses, executing 

the inhabitants including women and children often by shooting them in the head.”32 With such 

reports of looting and brutal treatment of Afghan civilians coming in, the army began losing its 

moral high ground among Soviet citizens. Finally, the ethnic split was accentuated when non-

Russian soldiers displayed ambivalence toward fighting Afghans, deserted, and even revolted.33 

The ethnic strife within the army, the division between the citizens and the army, the secessionist 

movements, and anti-war demonstrations, represent the systematic factors that led to the Geneva 

Accord34, defining conditions for the Soviet withdrawal, which was signed in 1988 between the 

communist government of Afghanistan, the Soviet Union, Pakistan, and the US and excluded the 

mujahedin parties. In 1989 the Soviet Union completed its withdrawal from Afghanistan, but the 

US and Pakistan’s covert support of mujahedin groups against the communist regime in Kabul 

continued for three more years.  

Eventually in 1992, the Soviet Union and the US stopped all military aid to their respective 

proxies in Afghanistan.  

Shortly after the official end of the Russian military aid to Afghanistan, the communist regime’s 

most important militia leader, Abdur Rashid Dostum, defected to the mujahedin which contributed 

significantly to the fall of the regime in the first half of 1992.  

With the loss of the communists as a common enemy, violent clashes between the mujahedin 

parties increased.  

The civil war in Afghanistan entered a new stage that led to the failure of the state and the 

fragmentation of the country into different spheres of influence held by competing warlords. The 

                                                             
31 G. Hughes, The Soviet Afghan War, 1978-1989: An Overview, pag. 1. 
32 R. Reuveny, A. Prakash, The Afghanistan War and the Breakdown of the Soviet Union, pag. 702. 
33 R. Reuveny, A. Prakash, The Afghanistan War and the Breakdown of the Soviet Union, pag. 699. 
34 On April 14, 1988, in Geneva, representatives of the governments of Pakistan and Afghanistan signed three bilateral 

agreements intended to end the war in Afghanistan. An additional "Declaration on International Guarantees" was signed 

by the United States and the Soviet Union as states-guarantors. These documents, collectively known as the Geneva 

accords, have been hailed as the key to Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan and a settlement of the conflict which has 

held the world spotlight since the Soviet invasion of December 1979. 
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ongoing military battles between parties destroyed vast parts of Kabul and numerous human rights 

atrocities were committed on civilians. 

 

In these times of violence and chaos, when Kabul fell to the mujahideen who had fought off the 

Soviets, gory civil war again gripped the country, fuelled by neighbouring countries trying to carve 

out areas of influence. The civil war has pitted the majority Pushtun population in the south and east 

against the ethnic minorities of the north. The predominantly Pashtun Taliban emerged in 1994 as a 

messianic movement made up of taliban (literally, students) from Islamic madrasahs (seminaries) 

who were living as refugees in Pakistan.35 Welcomed by a war-weary Pashtun population and Saudi 

private citizens, the Taliban were able to quickly spread their influence in the country. They 

conquered Kabul in 1996 and by 1998 controlled about 90% of the country.  

The main opposition force against the Taliban was an alliance of different remaining mujahedin 

parties led by Ahmad Shah Masoud which became known later in the West under the name 

Northern Alliance36 It was financially supported by India (who thus promoted the opposition to 

Pakistan’s perceived proxies the Taliban), Iran, as well as the Central Asian republics and Russia 

(which feared the further spread of Islamic extremism northward).37 

The Taliban established a strict Islamic regime based on Pashtun tribal values and a strict 

interpretation of sharia, the Islamic Law. The regime was most oppressive in the major cities with 

large non-Pashtun populations while rural areas were less negatively affected.38 In fact, the Taliban 

were implicated in numerous human rights abuses and the leadership of an appalling regime, 

infamous for its harsh treatment of women. Aid agencies suffered a strained relationship with the 

Taliban as humanitarian access was constricted, becoming increasingly difficult to access. So, UN 

sanctions brought the regime to the attention of the International Community.39 

                                                             
35 A. Rashid, The Taliban: Exporting Extremism, pag. 24. 
36 Ahmad Shah Massoud created the United Front (Northern Alliance) against the Taliban advance. The United Front 
included forces and leaders from different political backgrounds as well as from all ethnicities of Afghanistan. In 2001, 

the Northern Alliance became the local partner of the US-led invasion of Afghanistan because of the attacks of 

September 11, 2001, and the subsequent refusal of the Taliban regime to hand over Osama bin Laden, who by that time 

was in Afghan territory. Although skirmishes with remaining Taliban forces continued in 2002, by the end of December 

2001 the main strongholds of the Taliban were conquered by international forces and the militias of the Northern 

Alliance. Massoud was assassinated in a targeted killing via a suicide bombing on September 9, 2001 in Khvājeh Bahāʾ 

od-Dīn by two Tunisians posing as journalists from a Moroccan broadcaster. The assassination of Massud by the 

Taliban and Bin Laden two days before the September 11 attacks was allegedly intended to neutralize the main anti-

Qaedist military leader present in Afghanistan, in view of the predictable Western reactions to the September 11 attacks. 

There is, however, also the thesis that Bin Laden's criminal mindset also intended to foreshadow, with the killing of the 

Masʿūd military chief, the goal of blowing up a plane over the Pentagon (home of U.S. military leaders) on Sept. 11, 
just as the destruction of the Twin Buddhas of Bāmiyān intended to foreshadow the attack on the Twin Towers in New 

York. 
37 C. Vigier, Conflict Assessment Afghanistan, Feb. 2009, pag. 6. 
38 Ibidem., 
39 S. Beckwith, The Militarisation of Aid in Afghanistan: Implications for Humanitarian Actors and the Way Ahead, 

pag. 8. 
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Their nature, who they are and what they represent, has been difficult for the outsiders to 

understand because of the excessive secrecy that surrounds their leaders and political structure. 

Furthermore, due to the ban on photography and television, Afghans do not even know what their 

leaders look like.40 The Taliban began as reformers, following a well-worn tradition in Muslim 

history based on the familiar notion of Jihad; holy war against infidels. Jihad, however, does not 

sanction the killing of fellow Muslims based on ethnicity or sect. Yet the Taliban has used it to do 

just that.41 In 1996, they handed control of training camps in Afghanistan, in fact, an estimated 

80,000 to 100,000 Pakistanis trained and fought42 in the country which ensured a great Taliban 

penetration into Pakistani society. By 1998, Taliban had begun banning television and videos, 

imposing sharia punishment such as stoning and amputation, assassinating Pakistani Shiites, and 

forcing women to adopt the restrictive Taliban dress code.  

Pakistan believed that a Taliban-controlled Afghanistan will be an ally and give its army strategic 

depth in its ongoing conflict with India. Islamabad, the capital of Pakistan, considered support for 

the Taliban necessary because of its dispute with India over Kashmir, but day by day, the danger 

grown for Pakistan, Kashmir, India, and the neighbour countries.43 

 

After the Al-Qaeda attacks of September 200144, a US-led coalition started a military offensive 

in Afghanistan a month later, seeking the track and destroy Al-Qaeda elements and the Taliban 

regime that supported them. 

Before the fall of the last Taliban stronghold, in November 2001 the UN invited a series of 

Afghan political groups to come together at the Bonn conference in Germany45. The International 

                                                             
40 A. Rashid, The Taliban: Exporting Extremism, pag. 24. 
41 Ibidem,. 
42 S. Kumar, Pakistan’s jehadi apparatus: Goals and methods, pag. 1. 
43 A. Rashid, The Taliban: Exporting Extremism, pag. 28. 
44 “We have come together with a unity of purpose because our nation demands it. September 11, 2001, was a day of 
unprecedented shock and suffering in the history of the United States. The nation was unprepared.” The 9/11 

Commission Report; Final Report of the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States. The attacks 

represent a series of airline hijackings and suicide attacks committed in 2001 by 19 terrorists associated with the Islamic 

extremist group al-Qaeda. It was the deadliest terrorist attack on U.S. soil; nearly 3.000 people were killed. It involved 

the attack of four planes, three of which were used to strike significant U.S. sites. American Airlines flight 11 and 

United Airlines flight 175 were flown into the World Trade Center’s north and south towers, respectively, and 

American Airlines flight 77 hit the Pentagon. United Airlines flight 93 crashed in a field near Shanksville, 

Pennsylvania, after passengers attempted to overpower hijackers. The plane believed to be headed to the U.S. Capitol 

building in Washington, D.C.  
45 On 5 December 2011, an International Conference on Afghanistan was held at the Hotel Petersberg in Bonn, 

Germany. The conference was hosted by Germany and chaired by Afghanistan. 
The conference, which was attended by 85 states, 15 international organizations and the United Nations, focused on 

three main issues involving the conclusion of the Afghan War and the transition of security responsibility to the Afghan 

Government, scheduled to occur in 2014. “Today in Bonn, we solemnly declare a strategic consensus on deepening and 

broadening the partnership between Afghanistan and the International Community founded at the Petersberg ten years 

ago. Building on the shared achievements of the past ten years, and recognising that the security and well‐being of 

Afghanistan continue to affect the security of the entire region and beyond, Afghanistan and the International 
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Security Assistance Force (ISAF)46 with an initial strength of 5,000 soldiers was deployed to Kabul 

to protect the government and the reconstruction of the state. While the presence of the ISAF 

apparently prevented Kabul from becoming once again the local of violent battles between 

competing fractions, clashes between rival warlords did re-erupt outside the capital shortly after the 

fall of the Taliban regime.  

In June 2002, an emergency Loya Jirga47 took place in Kabul and around 1,600 representatives 

from all provinces attended to put together the interim government. In January 2004, the new 

Afghan constitution was passed, and the first presidential elections took place later in October, but 

one year later the first parliamentary elections followed and a significant increase in security 

incidents was noted. This heralded the escalation of insurgent violence to come from 2006 

onward.48 

 

Afghanistan’s long history of complex intertwined conflicts reflects the magnitude of different 

root causes and escalating factors.  

On the political level, the state struggles with the effects of bad governance, which is the result 

of endemic corruption and widespread impunity for powerful people and their followers, while on 

the social level, the adherence to archaic honour codes can lead to long-lasting blood feuds.49 In 

addition, approaches to conflict resolution have been mainly re-active and limited to compensation 

for damages without addressing underlying root causes; in fact there is a high degree of 

traumatization among the population from decades of war. 

 

Economically and environmentally, Afghanistan faces a growing scarcity of natural resources, 

such as water, pastures and wood, arable land, in combination with the high level of unemployment 

which makes people more responsive to offers of payment from criminal, or opposition groups. In 

                                                                                                                                                                                                          
Community strongly commit to this renewed partnership for the Transformation Decade”: The International 

Afghanistan Conference in Bonn 5 December 2011 Afghanistan and the International Community: From Transition to 

the Transformation Decade, Conference Conclusions.  
46 The International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) was a multinational military mission in Afghanistan from 2001 to 

2014. It was established by United Nations Security Council Resolution 1386 pursuant to the Bonn Agreement, which 

outlined the establishment of a permanent Afghan government following the U.S. invasion in October 2001. ISAF’s 

primary objective was to enable the Afghan government to provide effective security across the country and develop 

new Afghan security forces to ensure Afghanistan would never again become a safe haven for terrorists. From 2011, 

responsibility for security was gradually transitioned to Afghan forces, which took the lead for security operations 

across the country by summer 2013. The transition process was completed and Afghan forces assumed full security 

responsibility at the end of 2014, when the ISAF mission was completed. 
47 Loya Jirga is a unique Afghan institution. The phrase "Loya J irg means "Grand Assembly" in the Pashto language. 

Loya Jirgas have bee convened throughout Afghan history to choose new leaders, ado constitutions, and decide 

important political and state issues, see: R. Singh, Emergency Loya Jirga Shapes Afghanistan’s future, India Quartely, 

April-June, 2002, Vol. 58, No. 2, pag. 173-186. 
48 C. Vigier, Conflict Assessment Afghanistan, Feb. 2009, pag. 6. 
49 Ibidem,. 



8 
 

confirmation of what has been said, insurgency and government corruption are significantly 

supported by revenues from the drug economy50 in Afghanistan. This leads to the lack of the 

security factors, and it contributes to the high proliferation of small arms and the presence of illegal 

armed groups organized as criminal gangs under the command of warlords who use these private 

militias to claim and maintain political power. National security forces, especially the police, are 

weak and in many cases negatively affected by corruption.  

 

In addition, insurgency and criminal groups threatening civilians, offering protection in exchange 

for financial or logistical support. Regarding that, since the summer of 2005, the security situation 

has significantly deteriorated with 40-50% of the country now inaccessible to civilian aid programs. 

This has contributed to a militarization of development aid in which the military is using 

development projects as a means of winning the hearts and minds of the population and thus force 

protection; elements that will be analysed later.  

A consequence of that appears to be the increasing number of attacks by insurgent forces on 

NGOs, who are considered as soft target allies of international governments and their military 

forces in Afghanistan.51  

 

In other words, Afghan civilians are victims not only of attacks from insurgent groups but also of 

military operations by progovernment forces that are based on faulty information. In 2008 there 

were more than 2000 civilian casualties: the highest number since 2002. Among these, 552 civilians 

were killed in air strikes from international forces.  

Both NGOs and the Afghan population are also subject to an increase in crime including robbery 

and abductions, or kidnapping.52  

 

In conclusion, a series of likely developments in the coming months and years have the potential 

to worsen the situation in Afghanistan. In the short term, a likely increase in security incidents 

triggered by the deployment of additional international forces and the upcoming presidential and 

parliamentary elections will pose challenges.  

In the medium and long term, ongoing bad governance, increasing anger about the behaviour and 

presence of foreigners in the country, population growth in combination with scarce resources and 

                                                             
50United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, Nov. 2021: “income for opiates in Afghanistan amounted to some $1.8-

$2.7 billion in 2021. However, much larger sums are accrued along illicit drug supply chains outside the state. Taxes 

on opiates cultivation, production and traffiking represent lucrative potential source of financing for non-state actors in 

the country.” 
51 C. Vigier, Conflict Assessment Afghanistan, Feb. 2009, pag. 10. 
52 Ibidem,.  
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the effects of global warming have the potential to escalate conflicts.  

Finally, the international community faces the risk of becoming morally trapped in Afghanistan 

if measures aimed at a short-term reduction in insurgency increase the risk of an outbreak of a new 

civil war after the international presence is reduced. 

 

The long list of root causes and escalating factors of conflict in Afghanistan shows the 

complexity of the situation. There will not be “one solution” that can solve everything, everywhere, 

but very different small ways to improve the situation, instead of choosing a single approach that 

may not be applicable at the moment; for instance, if one of the parties in conflict is not willing to 

negotiate at the present time. 

Yet the challenge remains that several influential Afghan and international actors have personal 

incentives in maintaining the current conflict situation rather than in resolving it. Allies for 

peacebuilding and conflict transformation can be found at each level, in each area and in each 

group. It may take some looking, some capacity building, some coordination, and some time to find 

them, but they are there. 

 

1.1  Afghanistan post 70s and 80s 

 

This paragraph is meant to provide an historical and military literature about Afghanistan and its 

occupiers, by analysing its wars and other violent conflicts, including, most recently, the more than 

three decades of foreign occupation, civil war, and insurgency since 1978.53  

Landlocked and bordered by Central Asia, China, Pakistan and Iran, its location and harsh terrain 

of mountains and desert were challenges to both rulers and invaders. But, also, its ethnic mix was 

another challenge.54 

Afghanistan, as a state, was born in the mid-eighteenth century as a dynastic, expansionist 

Pashtun-led power55 under Ahmad Shah Durrani, in 1747–72, who conquered Delhi and took over 

parts of the Indian subcontinent.56 

 

                                                             
53 United States Institute of Peace – Special Report, pag. 2. 
54 B. Barry, Blood, Metal and Dust – How victory turned into defeat in Afghanistan and Iraq, Nov. 26, 2020, pag. 49. 
55 Pashtunwali is the traditional lifestyle and best described as a code of honour of the Pashtun people, by which they 

live. Scholars widely have interpreted it as being "the way of the Afghans" or "the code of life". Pashtunwali is widely 

practised by Pashtuns in the Pashtunistan regions. In fact, in the Pushtu language, the name Pashtun denotes honour, 

goodness, bravery, loyalty and dignity. Pashtuns are renowned and respected fighters and will battle to the death over 

three things: wealth, women, and land. Inter-familial or tribal vendettas can continue for decades. 
56 T. Barfield, Afghanistan, A Cultural and Political History, Princeton University Press, 2010. 
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As discussed in the previous subchapter57, the country was moulded into its present territorial 

boundaries during a century-long process of wars and diplomacy known as the Great Game; a 

geopolitical rivalry between British interests in India to the East and South, Russia expanding from 

the North, and to some extent Iran to the West58.  

In fact, the British empire, motivated by perceptions of Imperial Russian expansion southwards 

towards the Arabian Gulf, in 1837, as part of the Great Game between the two powers, sent an 

expedition to Kabul, the Afghan capital, aiming to install a pro-British ruler.59 

Brushing aside the Afghan Army, the British troops easily reached the capital, and they became 

seen as occupiers, which led to the rise of Afghan hostility. These military actions describe the so-

called First Anglo-Afghan War, which lasted until 1842. 

But, demonstrating incompetence in not taking action to stop the massacre and failing to secure 

the British encampment and supplies, the British troops abandoned Kabul in the harshness of the 

Afghan winter.60 Moreover, the British retreat to Peshawar,61 was equally incompetent, leading to 

wholesale slaughter of the 4.500-strong Kabul garrison at the hands of Afghan tribesmen.  

Seen the end of the First Anglo-Afghan War, the stain on British honour could not go 

unanswered62, so the Second Anglo-Afghan War went little better for the British. It began in 1878, 

caused by incompetent British diplomacy63 which gave Russia an opening to interfere in 

Afghanistan. Although the Afghan ruler, Mohammed Yaquab Khan, agreed to the British demands, 

a local rebellion against the invaders just started. Britain suffered further humiliation64 when its 

army was defeated by a larger Pashtun force, in 1880. However, the British military overturned the 

end of this unnecessary and very costly war65 when Afghanistan ceded to British demands for 

control over Afghan foreign policy.66  

                                                             
57 Chapter I, subchapter 1. 
58 See note 16, Chapter I, subchapter 1. 
59 B. Barry, Blood, Metal and Dust – How victory turned into defeat in Afghanistan and Iraq, Nov. 26, 2020, pag. 49. 
60 T. Farrell, Unwinnable, October 30, 2018. 
61 The capital of the Pakistani province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and its largest city. It is the sixth-largest city in 

Pakistan and the largest Pashtun-majority city in the country. Situated in the broad Valley of Peshawar east of the 

historic Khyber Pass, close to the border with Afghanistan, Peshawar's recorded history dates to at least 539 BCE, 

making it the oldest city in Pakistan and one of the oldest cities in South Asia.  

In Ancient era, the city was known as Purushpura and served as the capital of the Kushan Empire under the rule 

of Kanishka and was home to the Kanishka stupa, which was among the tallest buildings in the ancient world. Peshawar 

was then ruled by the Hephthalites, followed by the Hindu Shahis, before the arrival of Muslim empires. The city was 

an important trading centre during the Mughal era, before becoming part of the Pashtun Durrani Empire in 1747, and 

serving as their winter capital from 1776 until the capture of the city by the Sikh Empire in March 1823, who were 
followed by the British Indian Empire in 1846. 
62 T. Farrell, Unwinnable, October 30, 2018. 
63 Ibidem., 
64 Ibidem,.  
65 Ibidem,. 
66 B. Barry, Blood, Metal and Dust – How victory turned into defeat in Afghanistan and Iraq, Nov. 26, 2020, pag. 50. 
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In 1893, the Afghans agreed a line of demarcation between their country and the British Raj67, 

called Durand Line,68 in a way to let the British to establish the same level of control as they had 

over the rest of the Raj.69 

Despite the agreement between the two parties, the Third Anglo-Afghan War started with Afghan 

forces against the full independence of Britain, following the Amristart Massacre, in 1919.70 To win 

popular support for his rule and to take advantage of widespread unrest in British India, the new 

amir, Ghazi Amanullah Khan71, decided to invade.  

The British were taken by surprise, but after a month, able to use air power and after bombing 

Kabul, they mobilised and drove the Afghans back across the border. By August, both sides had 

reached an equitable agreement: the British recognised Afghanistan as having full sovereign rights, 

and the Afghans recognised the Durand Line as demarking the border between Afghanistan and 

British India.72 

The British left Afghanistan by their own devices in 1947 and they tacitly accepted that whilst 

the Afghan forces might be defeated by British troops, any occupation of Afghanistan was unlikely 

to succeed.73 

 

Following the Third Anglo-Afghan War in 1919, when restrictions on Afghan foreign policy that 

the British Empire had imposed74 were removed, Afghanistan was left somewhat alone.  

The country went through a major, and it maintained its neutrality during World War II,75 while 

                                                             
67 Period of direct British rule over the Indian subcontinent from 1858 until the independence of India and Pakistan in 

1947. The raj was intended to increase Indian participation in governance, but the powerlessness of Indians to determine 

their own future without the consent of the British led to an increasingly adamant national independence movement. 
68 See note n°20. 
69 B. Barry, Blood, Metal and Dust – How victory turned into defeat in Afghanistan and Iraq, Nov. 26, 2020, pag. 50. 
70 Allianwala Bagh Massacre, also called Massacre of Amritsar, incident on April 13, 1919, in which British troops 

fired on a large crowd of unarmed Indians in an open space known as the Jallianwala Bagh in Amritsar in the Punjab 

region (now in Punjab state) of India, killing several hundred people and wounding many hundreds more. It marked a 

turning point in India’s modern history, in that it left a permanent scar on Indo-British relations and was the prelude 
to Mohandas (Mahatma) Gandhi’s full commitment to the cause of Indian nationalism and independence from Britain. 
71 He was the sovereign of Afghanistan from 1919 until his abdication in 1929, first as Emir and after 1926 as King. 
72 T. Farrell, Unwinnable, October 30, 2018. 
73 B. Barry, Blood, Metal and Dust – How victory turned into defeat in Afghanistan and Iraq, Nov. 26, 2020, pag. 51. 
74 The British government wished to place some of its personnel within the territory of the amir of Kabul. Edward 

Robert Lytton Bulwer-Lytton, 1st Earl of Lytton, known commonly as Lord Lytton was an English politician 

who served as Viceroy of India from 1876 to1880. He is commonly regarded as a ruthless viceroy due to his approach 

to the Great Indian Famine of 1876-1878 and the Second Anglo-Afghan War. Lytton supplemented his wait-and-see 

policy with efforts to establish a ‘powerful English party’ in Southern Afghanistan by extending British influence 

northwards from Quetta. ‘Afghanistan must be politically ours before it can be of any use to us from a military point of 

view’. So, Lytton’s first concern was ‘to prevent Russia from obtaining a foothold, or even a dominant influence in 
Afghanistan’. In July 1877, Lytton had contemplated war with Afghanistan. Kabul and Kandahar provinces would be 

incorporated in varying degrees into Britain’s indirect empire, with the most intensive form restricted to southern 

Afghanistan. The will was also the creation of a ‘Big Afghanistan’ which the British could manage to their political and 

military advantage. In other words, the most important points of the British policy through Afghanistan were a) indirect 

control by peaceful penetration if possible; b) indirect control by war if necessary; c) direct rule when all else fails.  
75 United States Institute of Peace – Special Report, pag. 3. 
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Afghanistan’s geopolitical role became important during the Cold War, when it benefited from 

major Soviet and U.S. assistance programs.76 

 

Generally, legitimacy was conferred by the ability to take power, defeat rivals, and provide peace 

and security, as well as by perceived independence from foreign control and it remained even after 

the collapse of the dynasty established by Ahmad Shah Durrani; who governed the state from 1747 

to 1978. 

In other words, the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s saw gradual modernization in what remained a very 

poor country with extremely low social indicators. After enjoying its longest period of relative 

peace, during 1933, until 1973, Afghanistan saw increasing instability leading to a bloodless coup in 

197377; after which a republic was instituted, followed by a bloody communist coup and a takeover 

in 1978.78  

The defensive and opportunistic coup that brought a pro-Soviet communist Afghan government 

into power in April 1978 was followed by79 ambitious reforms,80 wholesale arrests, torture, 

execution of opponents, and ruling-party infighting.81  

This repressive behaviour and mounting opposition to the government’s radical agenda gave rise 

to widespread resistance that threatened the new regime, which in turn led to the Soviet military 

intervention at the end of 1979.  

This was an important juncture in Afghanistan’s history and precipitated several decades of 

conflict that has continued in various forms since then.82 

This invasion means period of active action of the armed forces of URSS in the territory of 

Afghanistan until February 1989. At the beginning of the war, the Soviet goal was to support 

                                                             
76 From the 1950s to 1970s, considerable aid was provided by both the Soviet Union and the United States as part of 

their global Cold War rivalry, resulting in Afghanistan’s becoming one of the highest per-capita recipients of 

development assistance in the world. 
77 In 1973, while Zahir Shah was undergoing medical treatment in Italy, his regime was overthrown in a coup d'etat by 

his cousin and former prime minister, Mohammed Daoud Khan, who established a single-party republic, ending more 

than 225 years of continuous monarchical government. 
78 On 27 April 1978, the PDPA and military units loyal to the PDPA revolted and killed Daoud Khan, his immediate 

family and bodyguards in a violent coup during the battle to seize control of the capital, Kabul in what became known 

as the Saur Revolution. Starting with the Saur Revolution military coup, an almost continuous series of armed conflicts 

has dominated and afflicted Afghanistan, including a Soviet invasion, a series of civil wars between mujahideen groups 

(notably the Taliban), a NATO invasion, a Taliban insurgency, and fighting between the Taliban and the local branch of 

the Islamic State. 
79 United States Institute of Peace – Special Report, pag. 5. 
80 Notably land reform and gender equality. 
81 For an hour-by-hour account of the 1978 coup that brought a communist government into power and precipitated 

more than two decades of conflict, see Louis Dupree, “Red Flag over the Hindu Kush, Part II: The Accidental Coup” 

(Asia Series Report no. 45, American Universities Field Staff, 1979). Following the pattern set in the Anglo-Afghan 

wars, the first two communist leaders of Afghanistan died violent deaths and the third ended up in exile in the Soviet 

Union. 
82 United States Institute of Peace, Special Report, pag. 7. 
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communist government and impose Marxist and socialist ideology, but due to the spread of armed 

uprisings in Afghanistan, Soviet Union decided to military intervene in the country, starting a 

conflict that lasted for ten years.  

In fact, the Afghanistan war initially was visualized by Soviet leaders as a small-scale 

intervention, but soon it grew into a decade-long war involving nearly one million Soviet soldiers, 

killing, and injuring some tens of thousands of them.83 

During the early 1980s, the official Soviet media maintained that the Afghanistan Government 

had requested Soviet military assistance for humanitarian and non-combat tasks. But, as the conflict 

escalated, stories about combat casualties and the problem of disabled soldiers began appearing 

despite the media censorship.84 

 

The rebel mujahideen factions85 were against the Afghan communists, while the Soviets were 

aided by neighbouring countries as Pakistan, Islamic Republic of Iran, and the People’s Republic of 

China. In 1986, meanwhile the mujaheddin, well-armed with US-supplied surface-to-air-missiles, 

rockets, mortars, and communication equipment, won many confrontations with the Soviet army86, 

the number of Soviet casualties mounted, as well as the number of disabled soldiers and the war 

veterans increasingly became part of the Soviet urban landscape. 

For this reason, there was a change of strategy by the new Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev, 

who anxious to reduce the financial, human, political and diplomatic cost of the war, he directed 

that the Soviet military transition responsibility to the Afghan government forces.87 

By late 1986, the Afghanistan war had significantly impacted on Soviet domestic politics, in fact 

in his report to the 27th Congress of the Communist party of the Soviet Union (CPSU), on February 

26th, 1986, Gorbachev gave a hint of his determination to end Moscow’s military involvement. He 

admitted that Afghanistan had turned into a “bleeding wound” and said that “we would like in the 

near future to bring the Soviet forces-situated in Afghanistan at the request of its government-back 

to their homeland.”88 

                                                             
83 The newspaper of the Estonian Komsomol estimated 50,000 dead and 150,000 injured. See also V. Konovalov, 

Legacy of the Afghan War: Some Statistic, Radio Liberty Report on the USSR 1, pag. 3. Konovalov notes that Soviet 

official statistics report 15,000 dead, 37,000 wounded and 313 missing. The number of Soviet casualties is debated.  

R.B.Rais, War Without Winners: Afghanistan Uncertain Transition After the Cold War (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1994) pag. 116. It lists 30,000 dead, January 1986.  

84 Stories about the war appeared in the army newspaper Krasnaya Zvezda on March 12th and 23rd 1983, and about war 

casualties on January 7th and 8th 1984. See, also, O. Roy, The lessons of the Soviet Afghan War, Adelphi papers, 
London: The Institute for Strategic Studies, 1991. 
85 The Afghan freedom fighters. 
86 H. Seling, Inside the Afghan Talks, Foreign Policy, pag. 72 and Washington Post, April 17, 1988, pag. A30. 
87 B. Barry, Blood, Metal and Dust – How victory turned into defeat in Afghanistan and Iraq, Nov. 26, 2020, pag. 54. 
88 A. Z. Rubinstein – Professor of Political Science, University of Pennsylvania – The Soviet withdrawal from 

Aghanistan, pag. 333. 
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So, Gorbachev tried to find a solution that would allow the Soviet forces to withdraw, and he 

made greater use of diplomacy by trying to seek a political compromise with the mujahideen. But 

the Soviet-Afghan regime forces intensified their military operations in 1986 and 198789, and 

despite the increased Soviet use of airpower, light troops, and an improved Soviet ability to interdict 

supplies and personnel crossing the border, the overall military situation was no more favourable for 

Moscow in 1987.  

It is possible to confirm that the course of the war has changed due to the use of the Stringers90; 

weapon that had turned the tide in favour of the mujahideen. In other words, the effectiveness of the 

Stringers “denied the Soviets uncontested domination of the air and dramatically enhanced the 

operational effectiveness and survivability of resistance units, apart from providing a major boot” 

to their morale. Moreover, this weapon enabled the mujahideen to exact “a steep price from the 

Soviets both in terms of lost aircraft and casualties.” Finally, the mujahideen’s greatly strengthened 

combat capabilities “may have contributed to a Soviet realization that they cannot win the war by 

military means, an important psychological barrier.”91 

Their courage, their indomitable spirit, and their possession of the Stringer, the mujahideen 

forced Gorbachev to look for a diplomatic way out of the quagmire. Ideally92, he wanted a 

settlement that would enable him to withdraw Soviet troops and would assure him that a pro-Soviet 

Communist regime would be permitted to retain or to share the power in Kabul.  

In December 1987, at the Washington summit, he found President Ronald Reagan willing to act 

as the guarantor of this settlement, but he was insistent on an unequivocal Soviet military 

withdrawal, with a definite and irreversible timetable. 

So, on February 8, 1988, on the eve of a new round of United Nations-sponsored talks between 

Pakistan and the Afghan regime in Geneva, Gorbachev announced that the Soviet Union was 

prepared to begin the withdrawal of Soviet troops and “to complete their withdrawal within 10 

months, if a final settlement could be hammered out in Geneva”93 with the aim of having as a 

neighbour “an independent, neutral and nonaligned Afghanistan”.94 

Finally, on May 15, 1988, the Soviet troops began their withdrawal from Afghanistan. After nine 

years of fighting, Moscow seemed resigned to military defeat at the hands of the anti-Communist, 

                                                             
89 Ibidem., 
90 American-made Stringer, a 35-pound, shoulder-fired surface-to-air missile. Many Stringers were supplied to the 
Mujahideen in late 1986, at a time when they were suffering very heavy losses and they morale was sagging. 
91 A. Alexiev, U.S. Policy and the War in Afghanistan, Global Affairs, vol. 3, n.1, pag 90.  
92 A. Z. Rubinstein – Professor of Political Science, University of Pennsylvania – The Soviet withdrawal from 

Aghanistan, pag. 334. 
93 Foreign Broadcast Information Service/Soviet Affairs, February 8, 1988, pag. 34. 
94 Ibidem, pag. 35. 
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anti-Russian Mujahideen, or “holy warriors”. 95 

The withdrawal agreement was fashioned under United Nations auspices and signed in Geneva 

on April 14, 1988, to end the Soviet Union Afghan’s war.96 As a result, the Kremlin have failed its 

attempt to control strategically important real estate in the third world through the direct use of 

military power. 

 

The Geneva package97 of four separate, but interrelated agreements, entered into force on May 

15, 1988, but its complexity and ambiguities rose new barriers to a quick and peaceful resolution of 

the Afghan war.  

While the first and the second agreements were signed between Pakistan and Afghanistan,98 the 

third accord, dealing with the interrelationships between the above-mentioned agreements, was 

entered into Pakistan and Afghanistan, with the United States and the Soviet Union signing as co-

guarantors. Under this agreement, the Soviet Union agreed to begin the first phase of the withdraw 

of its forces on May 15: “one half of the troops will be withdrawn by August 15, 1988, and the 

withdrawal of the troops will be completed within nine months.”99 

Finally, the fourth agreement, a Declaration of International Guarantees, was signed by the 

Soviet Union and the United States with the aim to ensure respect for the “sovereignty, 

independence, territorial integrity and non-alignment” of Afghanistan and Pakistan.100 

In other words, this package reflects the decision of Moscow and Washington to defuse the 

Afghan issue before President Reagan’s visit to the Soviet Union from May 29, 1988, to June 1, 

1988.  

It gave the Soviet Union a face-saving formula for military withdrawal, and it gave the United 

States an outcome that reverses Moscow’s expansion in the area.  

However, there are serious shortcomings in the agreements and widespread doubt that they will 

                                                             
95 A. Z. Rubinstein – Professor of Political Science, University of Pennsylvania – The Soviet withdrawal from 

Aghanistan, pag. 334. 
96 Ibidem., 
97 Ibidem., 
98 “With the United States and Soviet Union acting as guarantors, Pakistan and Afghanistan today signed a set of 

agreements under negotiation for nearly six years, providing for the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan by 

next February 15th.”: The Washington Post, April 15th, 1988. 
99 The Soviet withdrawal was contingent on all the parties living up to the provisions of the accords – to the stipulations 
that “there will be no interference and intervention in any form in the affairs of the parties”; that the voluntary return of 

the refugees will start and will be completed within 18 months; that the Soviet withdrawal will be completed within the 

designated time; and that the international guarantees will be in operation. 
100 The two superpowers undertake “to invariably refrain from any form of interference and intervention” and to respect 

the commitments undertaken by Afghanistan and Pakistan toward one another. These guarantees were included at the 

insistence of the government of Pakistan. 
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soon bring peace to a devastated and politically divided Afghanistan.101 In fact, one of the most 

important problems was the continuation of the Communists in power102 and, in the other hand, the 

mujahideen have vowed to fight until the enemies are ousted. Thus, the failure to provide for an 

interim government that would serve as a bridge between the Communist regime in Kabul and a 

successor that reflects popular sentiments seems a prescription for prolonged civil war.103  

Another criticism of the Geneva Accords is that they did not include a cease-fire and they, 

therefore, create the possibility of a civil war. 

 

The emphasis is on the fact that, at the press conference held for foreign correspondents in Kabul 

on April 29, 1988, the Soviet military advisers showed the will to remain in Afghanistan even after 

the withdrawal of the troops104. So, the Reagan administration came under heavy criticism in the 

Senate for, apparently, agreeing to the Soviet troop withdrawal without obtaining guarantees against 

the possibility that Moscow might supply the Communists with arms after the agreements were 

signed. Because of this criticism, Secretary of State, George Shultz stated: “we assert confidently 

our right to supply our friends in Afghanistan as we see the need to do so. And our sense of need 

will be affected by whatever restraint we see on the part of the Soviets”.105 

Finally, there is not recognition of the role of the mujahideen, as they are the explosive 

ingredient accounting for the heavy toll on Soviet and Afghan Communist forces and resources; 

they are the key to war and peace in Afghanistan.106 

 

Much to the surprise of many Western governments, Kabul regime kept the mujahideen at bay 

for three years, but Afghanistan was ravaged by another civil war between mujahideen factions. 

Kabul was devastated and the war generated over half a million refugees. A Mujahideen 

government was eventually established, but the country soon descended into chaos with rampant 

infighting between former mujahideen commanders and other warlords.107  

During this period of tensions, the Taliban emerged from former mujahideen; a very small group 

                                                             
101 A. Z. Rubinstein – Professor of Political Science, University of Pennsylvania – The Soviet withdrawal from 

Afghanistan, pag. 336. 
102 This represents a tacit acceptance of Moscow’s claim that the Najib regime is legitimate and permits the Soviet 

Union to extend assistance to Najib in accordance with the Soviet-Afghan friendship treaties of 1921 and 1978. In other 

words, there are ambiguities implicit in this situation, because Soviet aid would seem to contradict the accord on non-

intervention. 
103 A. Z. Rubinstein – Professor of Political Science, University of Pennsylvania – The Soviet withdrawal from 
Aghanistan, pag. 336. 
104 The New York Times, April 29, 1988. 
105 Ibidem,. 
106 A. Z. Rubinstein – Professor of Political Science, University of Pennsylvania – The Soviet withdrawal from 

Aghanistan, pag. 336. 
107 B. Barry, Blood, Metal and Dust – How victory turned into defeat in Afghanistan and Iraq, Nov. 26, 2020, pag. 54. 
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defending itself from the exploitation of civilians by warlords. But, in late 1994 it captured 

Kandahar and, supported by Pakistan’s Inter-Services-Intelligence (ISI)108, the Taliban overthrew 

the government in Kabul in September 1996. 

Originally welcomed by a portion of Afghans as a force restoring peace, security, and stability, 

the Taliban leadership would, over the next five years, impose an increasingly isolationist and 

fundamentalistic Islamic regime over the country. Moreover, the Taliban introduced a stringent 

interpretation of sharia, banned women from work and punishments such as death by stoning and 

amputations. 

Attention should be drawn to the fact that it was never able to eradicate the alliance of the 

warlords who styled themselves the Northern Alliance109, while a different position was adopted by 

Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates recognizing the new Taliban government. In 

fact, by September 2001, it was poised to wipe out the Northern Alliance, but the 9/11 attacks led to 

United States intervention on October 7, 2001, aimed at destroying Al Qaeda as well as removing 

the Taliban from Afghanistan. 

 

The Soviet experience in Afghanistan ended in defeat in the eyes of the world and for some 

hastened the demise of the Soviet Union itself. Clearly, the Soviet leadership had underestimated 

the challenges in this country and not heeded warnings that they should have drawn from the British 

involvement there over the previous century. 

On the other hand, Afghanistan had proven again to a world power that its terrain was easily to 

defend and difficult, if not impossible, to control. The Afghan had shown themselves to be 

tenacious, divided, but usually locally dominant and almost completely unwilling to compromise 

their values.110  

Historian Victor Davis Hansen, among others, has argued that although even the ancient Greeks 

had difficulty subjugating the Afghans, Alexander the Great and his successors did dominate the 

region for nearly two centuries.111 

Unfortunately, the insights that could have been gained from the ancient Greek experience have 

                                                             
108 ISI has over five decades of nationhood emerged into a powerful institution in Pakistan. It has been active as an 

organisation both under military rule and civilian regimes. The ISI gains importance from the fact that the political and 

the military leaderships have always perceived threats to their national security since independence. ISI has monolithic 

organisational structure which oversees both external and internal intelligence operations in the country, even if the 

organisation’s internal intelligence operations tend to be generally associated with the abuse of power. Generally, the 
Inter-Services Intelligence is the premier intelligence agency of Pakistan, operationally responsible for gathering, 

processing, and analysing information relevant for national security from around the world.  
109 B. Barry, Blood, Metal and Dust – How victory turned into defeat in Afghanistan and Iraq, Nov. 26, 2020, pag. 55. 
110 J. R. Ballard, D. W. Lamm, and J. K. Wood, From Kabul to Baghdad and back – The U.S. at war in Afghanistan and 

Iraq, pag. 28. 
111 Ibidem,. 
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been lost to history, but the lesson to be learned from the Soviet experience in Afghanistan should 

have been clear to the Americans who followed them into conflict there. 

 

1.2  The involvement of U.S. and NATO in Afghanistan 

 

Afghanistan’s history is a rich set of experiences and possible lessons for the country’s current 

transition for the land and air forces of the United States and many of its allies. As a result, these 

forces have changed a great deal, as much as they changed in each of the previous century’s world 

wars.112 The wars have also resulted in changes to the key non-state actors113, particularly the 

Taliban, Al Qaeda, and its offshoot ISIS114. 

 

The US-led attack on Afghanistan in 2001 was a direct consequence of the Al Qaeda attacks on 

the United States on 11 September 2001. But to understand the American military intervention in 

Afghanistan and what it happened in this country, it is necessary to acquire the fundamental 

knowledge about the growth of Al Qaeda and why it had established its base in this state.  

Moreover, the purpose of this paragraph is to provide information and analysis for Congress on 

Afghanistan and the nearly two-decade U.S. project there. Topics covered include U.S. military 

engagement and security dynamics; the regional context; reconciliation efforts; Afghan politics and 

governance. 

 

Though its official start date will likely be debated for years, there can be no doubt that the first 

American experiences in Afghanistan began not in the twenty-first century, but rather in the late 

1970s when the administration of President Jimmy Carter first began to seriously study the 

possibility of instability in that region in the context of the Cold War between United States and 

Soviet Union.115  

It can be said that the relationship between the United States and Afghanistan had never been 

particularly warm, and it took a decisive turn in February 1979, when the US ambassador in Kabul, 

Adolph Dubs, was killed in an unsuccessful raid to rescue kidnap victims.116 Then, the leader of 

                                                             
112 B. Barry, Blood, Metal and Dust – How victory turned into defeat in Afghanistan and Iraq, Nov. 26, 2020, pag. 11. 
113 An individual or organization that has significant political influence but is not allied to any country or state. 
114 ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria), also known as ISIL (Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant), is a Sunni jihadist 
group with a particularly violent ideology that calls itself a caliphate and claims religious authority over all Muslims. 
115 J. R. Ballard, D. W. Lamm, and J. K. Wood, From Kabul to Baghdad and back – The U.S. at war in Afghanistan and 

Iraq, pag. 25. 

116 Adolph “Spike” Dubs was a career diplomat who served in Germany, Liberia, and the Soviet Union. He became a 

noted Soviet expert, and in 1973-74 he served as charge affairs at Embassy Moscow. In 1978, he was appointed 

Ambassador to Afghanistan following a coup d’etat which brought the Soviet-aligned Khalq faction to power. On 
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Afghanistan, Nur Mohammed Taraki and leader of a faction within the People’s Democratic Party 

of Afghanistan (PDPA) and the Afghan community party, established the new Taraki government 

after a coup on April 27, 1978.117 The violent reforms118 enforced by it led to the rebellion of large 

parts of Afghans and the rise of clashes between the Afghan government, aimed to provide security 

and to assist in the fight against rebels, known as mujahideen. 

 

The Afghan government requested the introduction of troops in the country in the spring and 

summer of 1979 after the death of President Taraki and for the continuous rebellions all around the 

state. This chaos eventually resulted in the initial Soviet army deployment into Afghanistan, some 

months later in a two-axis attack supported by airpower and quickly occupied the major urban 

centres, military bases, and strategic installations in the centre of the country.119  

Originally, the Soviets envisioned that they would strengthen the Afghan army and aid by 

securing a few major cities and maintaining the lines of communications around the country, freeing 

the Afghan army to put down the rebellion, but that never transpired.120 In fact, the Soviet invasion 

seemed to excite even greater nationalistic feeling and to cause the rebellion to grow. In other 

words, instead of rapidly establishing a blanket of control, the Soviets soon faced a guerrilla war 

against the mujahideen divided into small groups. 

Hoping to deprive them of resources and safe havens, the Soviets used massive force in response 

to Afghan guerrilla attacks, destroying villages and forcing local Afghans to flee their homes or die, 

making it impossible to live in contested areas.121 

“Born in chaos, spread and triumphed chaotically”122 and despite heavy losses, the mujahideen 

were able to resist the Soviets and their Afghan allies thanks to an outside support that guaranteed 

them more sophisticated weapons and the aid received by United States, sympathetic Muslims 

around the world, including Afghan Arabs, and the foreign fighters who were drawn to wage jihad 

against the communists. Osama bin Laden, a Saudi national, became prominent among them and 

many of his followers formed the initial core group of Al-Qaeda terrorist organization. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                          
February 14, 1979, Dubs was kidnapped by armed militants posing as police. The kidnappers demanded the release of 

the imprisoned leader of their party. Hafizullah Amin’s government refused to negotiate with the militants. Dubs was 

then assassinated. A successor to Dubs was not named and the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in December 1979. 

The U.S. embassy was finally closed in 1989 as security deteriorated. 
117 See paragraph 1.1, note 71. 
118 Indeed, modernization of the traditional Islamic civil law, the violent responses to any opposition by the people, the 

execution of thousands of prisoners, including village elders and mullahs. Finally, other members of the traditional elite, 
the religious establishment, and intelligentsia fled the country. 
119 J. R. Ballard, D. W. Lamm, and J. K. Wood, From Kabul to Baghdad and back – The U.S. at war in Afghanistan and 

Iraq, pag. 27. 
120 Ibidem,.  
121 Ibidem,.  
122 Ibidem,. 
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The Afghan resistance continues to grow stronger and command widespread popular support 

and, in part, the success of the resistance was due to material support provided by United States and 

other nations. Moreover, the first state had begun training insurgents and directing propaganda 

broadcasts into Afghanistan from Pakistan in 1978.123 

In 1982, following the election of President Ronald Reagan, the American aid for the mujahideen 

significantly increased. In fact, in its support of the anti-Soviet opposition, the United States was 

assisted by United Kingdom, Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia, among others. As a confirmation of this, 

the United States donated over $600 million in aid every year124, with similar amounts coming from 

the Saudis. The People’s Republic of China also sold tanks, assault rifles, rocket-propelled grenades 

(RPGs) and much more to mujahideen, in cooperation with Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), ad 

did Egypt. Most notably, it provided the mujahideen Stringer antiaircraft missile systems125, which 

forced changes on Soviet tactics due to the importance the Soviets had placed upon heliborne 

transport in the challenging Afghan terrain. 

The year 1985 was both the bloodiest year of the war for Soviet Union, because of the constant 

fighting, and the year of the election of President Mikhail Gorbachev, who came to power in this 

state. 

“Minimizing his country’s involvement in Afghanistan topped his to-do list. Gorbachev had 

become increasingly impatient with the counterinsurgency against the stubborn U.S and Pakistan 

backed mujahideen, which was costing the nearly bankrupt Soviet Union an estimated $2 billion to 

$3 billion a year. He was prepared to change course finally and decisively.”126 Focused on the 

buildup of the Afghan forces and transitioned the Afghans even more into the lead positions against 

the mujahideen, but without success, the final decision of the Soviet President was the withdrawal 

of the troops. In fact, the first half of the Soviet contingent was withdrawn from May to August 

1988 and the second half from November to February 1989. Despite their losses,127 the Soviet 

Union left Afghanistan in a “coordinated, deliberate, professional manner”.128 The withdrawal was 

based on a “coordinated diplomatic, economic, and military plan permitting Soviet forces to 

withdraw in good order and the Afghan government to survive.”129  

                                                             
123 Ibidem,. 
124 Ibidem,. 
125 See paragraph 1.1. 
126 See: Cold War International History Project Bulletin, Issue 14/15, pag. 7. 
127 The Soviets had lost some 13,000 dead, over 35,000 wounded, and many more stricken by disease; it had also lost 

over 300 helicopters and some 13,000 vehicles.  
128 L. W. Grau, Breaking Contact without Leaving Chaos: The Soviet Withdrawal from Afghanistan – Foreign Military 

Studies Office (Army), pag. 1. 
129 Ibidem,. 
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From the day the Soviets invaded, American diplomatic strategy was to mobilize world opinion 

against the Soviets. Indeed, President Carter deemed the Soviet invasion as “the greatest threat to 

peace since the Second World War”130 and on January 23, 1980, he announced a policy that came to 

be known as the Carter Doctrine131: “an attempt by any outside force to gain control of the Persian 

Gulf region will be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the United States of America, and 

such an assault will be repelled by any means necessary, including military force.”132 

American ire was aroused not out of sympathy for the victims, but by the act of aggression itself 

and what it portended for the future. This is the reason of why the support for the mujahideen fitted 

perfectly with the Reagan Doctrine133 and, therefore, the United States decided to play in the global 

game of guerrilla politics by introducing the US supplied support package which had three essential 

components: organization and logistics, military technology, and ideological support for sustaining 

and encouraging the Afghan resistance. In fact, advertisements, paid for from CIA funds, were 

placed in newspapers and newsletters around the world offering inducements and motivation to join 

the Jihad.134  

The other component of Reagan Doctrine was implemented through extensive propaganda in the 

global mass media by emphasizing ideological support to the Afghan resistance. U.S. television 

channels lavished praise on the “brave fighters for freedom” and special documentary programs 

were produced with adaptation for Islamic countries. Less well known is the effort that went into 

creating propaganda for Afghan children.135 Furthermore, U.S. sponsored textbooks, which exhort 

                                                             
130 P. Hoodbhoy, Afghanistan and the Genesis of Global Jihad – Peace Research, pag. 20. 
131 Carter Doctrine, foreign policy initiative of the United States, introduced by U.S. President Jimmy Carter in his 

1980 State of the Union address, that returned the country to its traditional strategy of containment of the Soviet Union. 

In his speech, Carter declared that the United States would employ military force against any country that attempted to 

gain control of the Persian Gulf region. That announcement marked a dramatic shift in U.S. foreign policy, which had 

been focused since the beginning of Carter’s presidency on promoting international human rights and on 

pursuing détente with the Soviet Union. Carter’s policy of détente had culminated in 1979 in the signing of the Strategic 
Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) II nuclear arms treaty between the Soviet Union and the United States. 
132 P. Hoodbhoy, Afghanistan and the Genesis of Global Jihad – Peace Research, pag. 20. 
133 The Reagan Doctrine was stated by United States President Ronald Reagan in his State of the Union address on 

February 6, 1985: "We must not break faith with those who are risking their lives—on every continent 

from Afghanistan to Nicaragua—to defy Soviet-supported aggression and secure rights which have been ours from 

birth." It was a strategy implemented by the Reagan Administration to overwhelm the global influence of the Soviet 

Union in the late Cold War. The doctrine was a centrepiece of United States foreign policy from the early 1980s until 

the end of the Cold War in 1991. Under the Reagan Doctrine, the United States provided overt and covert aid to anti-

communist guerrillas and resistance movements in an effort to "roll back" Soviet-backed pro-communist governments 

in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. The doctrine was designed to diminish Soviet influence in these regions as part of 

the administration's overall strategy to win the Cold War. 
134 P. Hoodbhoy, Afghanistan and the Genesis of Global Jihad – Peace Research, pag. 20. 
135 For example, the textbook series underwritten by U.S. grants through the mujahideen-operated “Education Center for 

Afghanistan” in the 1980s. These textbooks saw the counterbalance Marxism through creating enthusiasm in Islamic 

militancy. A third-grade mathematics textbook asks the following question: “One group of mujahideen attack 50 

Russian soldiers. In that attack 20 Russians are killed. How many Russians fled?”. Another example from a fourth-

grade mathematics textbook poses the following problem: “The speed of a Kalashnikov bullet is 800 meters per second. 
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Afghan children to pluck out the eyes of their enemies and cut off their legs, are still available in 

Afghanistan and Pakistan, some in their original forms.136 Years after, they were first printed, and 

then, approved by the Taliban for use in madrassas.  

 

While U.S. had been pressing hard upon Arab governments to get more involved in the Afghan 

situation, after the Soviet invasion, the task of creating stability in this country fell upon Saudi 

Arabia, together with other conservative Arab monarchies. This duty was accepted readily, and they 

quickly made the Afghan Jihad their central cause.137 Therefore, the Jihad in Afghanistan provided 

an excellent outlet for the growing number of militant Sunni activists in Saudi Arabia, and a deal 

with the daily taunts of the Iranian clergy. 

 

Indeed, the interest will now be on discussing one of the topics of this paragraph, analysing the 

role of Osama Bin Laden, who was among the first Arabs to go to Afghanistan after the Soviet 

invasion. It was a turning point in his life. On the side of the Saudis, he encouraged and supported a 

flow of Muslim volunteers to fight the Soviets and, by the mid-1980s he was well established in the 

Pakistani city Peshawar, just across the Afghan border, using his wealth138 to fund the building of 

roads across the Durand Line. In confirmation of the above, in 1986, he established a Mujahideen 

camp and set up training camps, meeting expenses by his own funds and helping his fighters to 

repel the Soviet attack.  

The success that came from this defensive battle greatly enhanced Bin Laden’s reputation as a 

jihadist and, in late 1980s, he founded the broad-based militant Islamist organization well known 

with the name of Al-Qaeda.  

A salient future of armed conflict in the Muslim world since 1980 is the involvement of so-called 

foreign fighters139, that is, unpaid combatants with no apparent link to the conflict other than 

religious affinity with the Muslim side.140 At the time of its introduction in the mid-1980s, the 

foreign fighter doctrine differed from existing jihad doctrines because it offered a diagnosis 

focusing on an outside enemy, whereas Islamist revolutionary doctrine focused on the enemy 

within.141 Indeed, most mainstream Islamic scholars in the twentieth century held that jihad may be 

declared in cases of clear aggression against Muslim countries by non-Muslim powers, but they 

                                                                                                                                                                                                          
If a Russian is at a distance of 3200 meters from a mujahid, and that mujahid aims at the Russian’s head, calculate how 

many seconds i twill take for the bullet to strike the Russian in the forehead.” 
136 P. Hoodbhoy, Afghanistan and the Genesis of Global Jihad – Peace Research, pag. 23. 
137 Ibidem,. 
138 B. Barry, Blood, Metal and Dust – How victory turned into defeat in Afghanistan and Iraq, Nov. 26, 2020, pag. 56. 
139 "Non-citizens of conflict states who join insurgencies during civil conflict”: D. Malet, Foreign Fighters, pag. 9. 
140 T. Hegghammer, The Rise of Muslim Foreign Fighters – Islam and the Globalization of Jihad, pag. 2. 
141 F. A. Gerges, The Far Enemy: Why Jihad Went Global, New York Cambridge University Press, 2006. 
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stressed that the responsibility for fighting lies primarily with the local population.142 Conversely, 

Osama Bin Laden’s famous declaration143 sanctioned “all means in all places.” In fact, Al-Qaeda 

originally began as a logical network to support Muslims fighting against the Soviet Union during 

the Afghan War, and its members were recruited throughout the Islamic world. But soon, it merged 

with several other militant Islamist organizations, like Egypt’s Islamic Jihad, the Islamic Group, and 

other agents engaged in numerous terrorist attacks, including the destruction of the U.S. embassies 

in Nairobi, Kenya, and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania in 1998, and a suicide bomb attack against the U.S. 

warship Cole in Yemen in 2000.144 In fact, on several occasions the leaders of the organization 

declared holy war145 against the United States, leading to the attack of September 9th, 2001, staged 

by 19 militants associated with Al-Qaeda against the American enemy.  

It is, now, essential to understand the chaotic conditions in which momentous decisions were 

taken in Washington DC and London that would commit US and British forces to war in 

Afghanistan.146 The necessity of war needs to be seen in the context of the scale of the attack 

suffered by the United States and the legitimate fear of future such attacks against the United States 

and Britain.147 In addition, the Taliban refusal to surrender those responsible for 9/11, and the 

understandable political and public outrage in America at what had happened are the elements to 

confirm that war was inevitable. 

 

Four airplanes148 were hijacked by Al-Qaeda that day and promptly, CNN had broken the news, 

showing live footage of smoke billowing from a huge gaping hole into the North Tower of the 

World Trade Centre in New York.  

“We have unconfirmed reports this morning that a plane has crashed into one of the Towers of 

                                                             
142 T. Hegghammer, The Rise of Muslim Foreign Fighters – Islam and the Globalization of Jihad, pag. 23. 
143 This declaration was published in the London-based al-Quds al-Arabi newspaper on 23 February 1998. See also: B. 

Lawrence, ed., Messages to the World: The Statements of Osama bin Laden, (London: Verso, 2005). 
144 USS Cole attack, attack by Muslim militants associated with the organization Al-Qaeda against a U.S. naval 
destroyer, the USS Cole, on October 12, 2000. Suicide bombers in a small boat steered their craft into the side of the 

USS Cole, which was preparing to refuel in the harbour in the Yemeni port of Aden; the blast ripped a 1,600-square-

foot (150-square-metre) hole in its hull and left 17 sailors dead and 39 wounded. In 2004 a Yemeni court tried Saudi-

born ʿAbd al-Raḥīm al-Nashīrī in absentia for the USS Cole attack and sentenced him to death; U.S. military 

prosecutors filed charges against him in 2008. The U.S. proceedings were complicated by an admission by the Central 

Intelligence Agency (CIA) that waterboarding—an interrogation tactic that simulates drowning, banned by the CIA in 

2006—was used during Nashīrī’s imprisonment at Guantánamo Bay; it was unclear whether evidence obtained through 

such means would be admissible in court. 
145 The term “holy war” refers to any war fought by divine command or for a religious purpose. The concept of holy 

war is found in the Bible (e.g., the Book of Joshua) and has played a role in many religions. 
146 T. Farrell, Unwinnable – Britain’s War in Afghanistan, pag. 50. 
147 Ibidem,.  
148 All were domestic flights from the east coast to the west: United Airlines 175 along with American Airlines (AA) 11 

departing from Boston; American Airlines 77 departing from Washington DC; and United Airlines 93 departing from 

Newark. By mid-morning, all four planes ceased to exist. AA 11 hit the North Tower of the World Trade Center at 8.46 

a.m., United 175 slammed into the South Tower at 9.03 a.m., and AA 77 hit the Pentagon at 9.37 a.m. United 93 

crashed onto a field in Shanksville, Pennsylvania, just minutes after 10 a.m. 
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the World Trade Center”149 it declared, with no debris on the ground, to reporters and witnesses at 

the scene the plane appeared to be buried inside the building.150 Data show that, on 11 September, 

the terrorist killed 2,9777 people; 2,606 in New York, 125 in Pentagon, and 246 on the four flights. 

A decade later, the New York Times estimated the financial cost of these terrorist attacks to be $55 

billion in damage, and a further $123 billion in lost business.151  

 

At the moment of the strike, the American President George W. Bush was joining schoolchildren 

in a reading exercise when the White House Chief of Staff, Andy Card, leaned in and whispered, 

“America in under attack.”152 So, the President articulated a policy that equated those who harbour 

terrorists with terrorists themselves, and asserted that a friendly regime in Kabul was needed to 

enable U.S. forces to search for Al-Qaeda members there.153 

Subsequently, on September 14, 2001, the use of military force has been authorized in 

Congress154 and in Senate without no objections in the House, stating that: “[t]he President is 

authorized to use all necessary and appropriate force against those nations, organizations, or 

persons he determines planned, authorized, committed, or aided the terrorist attacks that occurred 

on September 11, 2001 or harboured such organizations or persons in order to prevent any future 

acts of international terrorism against the United States by such nations, organizations or persons.” 

The Administration also sought United Nations (U.N.) backing for military action. In fact, on 

September 12, 2001, the U.N. passed Security Council Resolution 1368, expressing the Council’s 

“readiness to take all necessary steps to respond to the September 11 attacks.”155  

Indeed, when the Taliban refused the Bush Administration’s demand to extradite Al-Qaeda leader 

Osama bin Laden, it launched military operations against the Taliban to “disrupt the use of 

Afghanistan as a terrorist base of operations, and to attack the military capability of the Taliban 

regime.”156 

Combat operations in Afghanistan began on October 7, 2001, with the launch of Operation 

Enduring Freedom whose purpose was to build and maintain pressure inside the country, with the 

objective of the destruction of the Al-Qaeda terrorist network and the government of the Taliban. 

While initial military operations consisted primarily of U.S. air strikes on Taliban and Al-Qaeda 

                                                             
149 CNN – Breaking News – Terrorist Attack on United States, Aired September 11, 2001 – 08:48 ET. 
150 T. Farrell, Unwinnable – Britain’s War in Afghanistan, pag. 50. 
151 The New York Times – 9/11: The Reckoning, 2001. 
152 NBC News – “He told Bush ‘America in under Attack’”. 
153 T. Clayton, Afghanistan: Background and U.S. Policy, pag. 7. 
154 S.J.Res. 23 (P.L. 107-40). 
155 This was widely interpreted as a U.N. authorization for military action in response to the attacks, but it did not 

explicitly authorize Operation Enduring Freedom or reference Chapter VII of the U.N. Charter, which allows for 

responses to threats to international peace and security. 
156 George W. Bush, Presidential Address to the Nation, October 7, 2001. 
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forces, facilitated by the cooperation between reported small numbers of U.S. special operations 

forces and Central Intelligence Agency operatives. These operations were led by an armed coalition 

known as the Northern Alliance157 and initially supported by the international community and the 

Afghan people to establish a new regime and engage in reconstruction of the state. 

In October 2001, about 1,300 Marines were deployed to pressure the Taliban in the southern 

province of Kandahar.  

In truth, Britain supported the US invasion of Afghanistan to stop Al-Qaeda from launching 

further catastrophic attacks against Western cities. On one hand, British Royal Marines roaming 

eastern Afghanistan later sent more forces as part of an enlarged international effort to stabilise the 

country; on the other Northern Alliance force, despite promises that they would not enter Kabul, did 

so on November 12, 2001, to widespread popular approval,158 advancing towards the city. 

Even if this was the first war between U.S. and Al-Qaeda, it is interesting to highlight the fact 

that, for the first time in its history, NATO alliance invoked Article V of the Northern Atlantic 

Charter159 to offer immediate assistance following the Al-Qaeda attacks on the United States, by 

sending aircraft to patrol US airspace and initiating collective self-defence. In fact, its aim was to 

ensure that the country would not again become a haven for international terrorists to attack NATO 

member countries. 

In the past, NATO was primarily a collective defence organization before the end of the Cold 

War, but since the end of it several forces pushed it towards taking a more active role in 

international crises. Although its organizational structure was not adapted to the new demands of 

conflict management160, the role of NATO evolved from working under the aegis of UN, in the form 

of UN authorized missions, to going alone in war theatres to stop massive abuse of human rights 

and genocide. As their roles have evolved, NATO and UN have complemented each other’s needs 

                                                             
157 It is officially known as the United Islamic National Front for the Salvation of Afghanistan, and it was a military 

alliance groups that operated between late 1996 to 2001 after the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (Taliban) took over 

Kabul. With the Taliban forced from control of the country, the Northern Alliance was dissolved: T. Withington, The 

early-anti Taliban team, Vol. 57, No. 6, pag. 13-15. 
158 David Rohde, “Taliban Troops Abandon Capital Without a Fight,” New York Times, November 13, 2001. 
159 Article 5 is the cornerstone of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and states that an attack on one 

member of NATO is an attack on all its members. Despite its importance, NATO has only invoked Article 5 once in its 

history, in response to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. On September 12, 2001, the day after the terrorist 

attacks at the World Trade Centre and Pentagon, NATO invoked Article 5 for the first time in its history, committing its 

members to stand by the United States in its response to the attacks. In a four-paragraph resolution that passed 

unanimously, the organization reflected its understanding that the threats to global security had changed radically in the 
52 years since the alliance was founded. NATO and Article 5 were established in 1949 in the aftermath of World War 

II when Communist movements supported by the Soviet Union posed a serious threat to democratically elected 

governments all over a devastated Europe. In April 1949, representatives from 12 nations—the United States, Canada, 

Great Britain, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Norway, Denmark, Luxembourg, Iceland, Italy and Portugal—

gathered in Washington, D.C. to sign the North Atlantic Treaty. 
160 J. Sperling, M. Webber, NATO, from Kosovo to Kabul – International Affairs – pag. 492. 
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and demands161, and they worked together in Afghanistan. However, NATO’s role in the country 

was, initially, not defined, but, later, it got involved formally after it was given the command of UN 

mandate of International Security Assistance (ISAF)162 in August 2003 for “reconstruction and 

stabilization’ efforts”163 after proving its superior military power. Led primarily by the United 

States, with logistical support from Pakistan, NATO overturned the Taliban government on 

December 9, 2001, when Taliban fled Kandahar, leaving it under tribal law.164 Following the 

collapse of the regime, in November 2001, the United Nations invited major Afghan factions, the 

Northern Alliance and other allies, but not the Taliban to an international conference in Bonn, 

Germany. On December 5, 2001, the factions signed the Bonn Agreement which authorized a 

peacekeeping force and called for a consultative assembly, also known with the name of loya jirga, 

to establish a Transitional Authority to administer the country until a new constitution could be 

drafted.165 

 

From 2003 to mid-2006, U.S. and international troops trained nascent Afghan forces and fought 

low levels of insurgent violence with focused combat operations mainly in the south and east.166 By 

late 2005, U.S. and partner commanders considered the insurgency mostly defeated and NATO 

assumed lead responsibility for security in all of Afghanistan during 2005-2006.167 However, during 

this year the violence against NATO troops and the Afghanistan government grown stronger, with 

                                                             
161 For example, NATO Treaty accepts the prime responsibility of the Security Council to maintain “peace and security 

by its article 7 (for this, the reference is: S. Rynning, NATO in Afghanistan: The Liberal Disconnect, pag. 31. In 

Peacekeeping operations, also NATO’s role had evolved into working for the UN, in more “robust” mission. In fact, 

Article 3 of NATO Treaty and Article 51 of the UN Charter both focus on “the right of self-defence” in case of 

aggression. However, the main Articles of cooperation between UN and NATO are the first two ones of the NATO 

Treaty: https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_17120.htm . 
162 ISAF's initial mandate was to secure the Afghan capital of Kabul and its surrounding area against opposition forces 

to facilitate the formation of the Afghan Transitional Administration headed by Hamid Karzai. In 2003, NATO took 

command of the mission at the request of the UN and Afghan government, marking its first deployment outside Europe 

and North America. Shortly thereafter, the UN Security Council expanded ISAF's mission to provide and maintain 
security beyond the capital region. ISAF incrementally broadened its operations in four stages, and by 2006 took 

responsibility for the entire country; ISAF subsequently engaged in more intensive combat in southern and eastern 

Afghanistan. At its peak between 2010 and 2012, ISAF had 400 military bases throughout Afghanistan (compared to 

300 for the ANSF) and roughly 130,000 troops. A total of 42 countries contributed troops to ISAF, including all 30 

members of NATO. Personnel contributions varied greatly throughout the course of the mission: Initially, Canada was 

the largest contributor, though by 2010 the United States accounted for the majority of troops, followed by the United 

Kingdom, Turkey, Germany, France, and Italy; nations such as Georgia, Denmark, Norway, and Estonia were among 

the largest contributors per capita. The intensity of the combat faced by participating countries varied greatly, with the 

U.S. sustaining the most casualties overall, while British, Danish, Estonian, and Georgian forces suffered the most 

deaths for their size.  
163 Issue Paper, Center for Strategic Leadership, U.S. Army war College – Colonel John C. Buss, United States Army. 
164 C. Thomas, Afghanistan: Background and U.S. Policy, pag. 35. 
165 Ibidem,.  
166 These included Operation Mountain Viper in August 2003; Operation Avalanche in December 2003; Operation 

Mountain Storm in March-July 2004; Operation Lightning Freedom in December 2004-February 2005; and Operation 

Pil in October 2005. 
167 C. Thomas, Afghanistan: Background and U.S. Policy, pag. 9. 



 
 

27 
 

many parts of the country falling under Taliban control again. So, NATO-led operations during 

2006-2008 cleared Taliban fighters from some areas but did not prevent subsequent reinfiltrating 

them, nor did pre-emptive combat and increased development work produce durable success. 

Considering the deterioration of the security situation, the United States and its partners decided to 

increase force levels, hence the Obama Administration, in declaring that the Afghanistan mission 

was a high priority announced a “comprehensive” strategy168 on March 27, 2009, requiring the 

deployment of an additional 21,000 U.S. forces.169 

Despite the will of the Administration to convene a 60-day inter-agency “strategy review”, in 

August 2009, General McChrystal delivered a strategy assessment, warning of the potential 

“mission failure”170 in the absence of a fully resourced, comprehensive counterinsurgency strategy. 

So, to provide the greatest chance for success, President Obama announced, on one hand, the 

sending of a “surge” to conduct intensified counterinsurgency operations, by providing 30,000 

additional U.S. forces to “reverse the Taliban’s momentum”171 and strengthen the Afghan National 

Defence and Security Forces (ANDSF)172, on the other hand the transition to Afghan security 

leadership and a corresponding drawdown of U.S. forces.  

In concert with the new strategy, 100,000 U.S. forces levels were present in the country, and 

other additional ones deployed to the south, while the transition to Afghan security leadership began 

on schedule in July 2011.  

President Obama announced that the key accomplishment of the core U.S. mission was the 

killing of Osama bin Laden and to respond to public pressure in some European countries to more 

rapidly reduce or end military involvement in Afghanistan, he proclaimed the fall of U.S. force 

levels from 100,000 to 90,000 by the end of 2011, and the final drop to 68,000 by September 2012. 

On May 1, 2012, President Obama and President Hamid Karzai signed an Enduring Strategic 

Partnership Agreement (SPA) between Afghanistan and the United States to provide the long-term 

framework for the relationship between Afghanistan and the United States of America after the 

                                                             
168 “As President, my greatest responsibility is to protect the American people…We are in Afghanistan to confront a 
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President Barack Obama, March 27, 2009. 
169 White Paper of the Interagency Policy Group's Report on U.S. Policy toward Afghanistan and Pakistan - The White 
House, March 27, 2009. 
170 C. Thomas, Afghanistan: Background and U.S. Policy, pag. 10. 
171 See the speech: https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/remarks-president-address-nation-way-

forward-afghanistan-and-pakistan . 
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drawdown of U.S. forces in the Afghanistan war.173 The signing followed a long negotiation that 

focused on resolving Afghan insistence on control over detention centres and a halt to or control 

over night-time raids on insurgents by U.S. forces.174 In addition, the agreement committed the two 

countries to negotiating a Bilateral Security Agreement (BSA) that would detail the terms of U.S. 

engagement in Afghanistan.175 Notably, the agreement does not set U.S. and partner force levels, 

but lays out the parameters and goals of the U.S. military mission and provides for U.S. access to 

Afghan bases. It also stipulates that “the United States shall have the exclusive right to exercise 

jurisdiction over such [U.S.] persons in respect of any criminal or civil offenses committed in the 

territory of Afghanistan.” The BSA does not commit the United States to defend Afghanistan from 

attack from another country, but states that “the United States shall regard with grave concern any 

external aggression or threat” thereof.176 

Moreover, international forces were reduced in 2014; indeed, President Obama clarified that the 

U.S. military contingent in the country would be 9,800 in 2015 and that the United States and its 

partners were preparing the end of the ISAF mission. This is perfectly proven by the fact that the 

NATO-led ISAF officially ended at the close of 2014, being replaced by Resolute Support Mission 

(RSM)177, on January 1, 2015. The Status of Forces Agreement signed between the Afghan 

government and NATO in September 2014 and ratified by the Afghan parliament in November, 

recognized the legal framework for NATO’s presence and it defined RSM as “a noncombat 

training, advising and assistance mission.”178 

In fact, after 2015 Taliban gains led to several changes to the U.S. mission in the final two years 

of Obama Administration. For example, U.S. forces were not reduced, as originally announced and 

he authorized them to conduct preemptive combat. These decisions were taken by the American 

President after the Taliban has made gains in Helmand Province, and the Taliban’s week-long 

capture of Kunduz city in September 2015, which was the first seizure of a significant city since the 

Taliban regime fell in 2001.179 It has captured parts of that city and encroached on population 
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centres in several parts of southern and eastern Afghanistan since, although many such gains were 

quickly reversed by the Afghan National Defense Security Forces. Growing Taliban gains were 

further highlighted with their purported capture of Helmand’s Sangin district180 in March 2017, 

though some Afghan and U.S. officials disputed that narrative and described the actions as a 

preplanner, orderly withdrawal. In September 2016 the battlefield situations represented a roughly a 

stalemate.181 

By most measures, the amount of territory controlled or contested by the Taliban has grown in 

recent years, and that trend may be accelerating.182 In other words, once the US and NATO 

withdrew from combat operations in 2014, the Taliban was able to re-establish a significant 

footprint and regain military initiative over Afghan government forces. From a position of 

weakness, US negotiated a ceasefire with the Taliban, with no guarantees that the insurgents would 

stick to their side of the agreement, not that the elected Kabul’s government interests would be 

protected. In fact, in 2021 Taliban rapidly destroyed Afghan forces and the government collapsed.183 

 

This paragraph demonstrates that without making an inclusive political agreement with the 

Taliban, any other efforts will not lead to the stabilization of Afghanistan. Therefore, multilateral 

approaches through the UN could help to bring a power-sharing agreement with Taliban and other 

important actors and prevent spoilers from impeding the peace process. The lack of concentration of 

power in the central government could necessarily led to a power-sharing agreement with a semi-

federal system based on multiple autonomous regions in the hand of few powerful warlords and 

Taliban factions. However, there is no panacea for the current Afghanistan, and the U.S. as well as 

the international community must choose more realistic approaches than a continued pursuit of war 

which is only worsening the situation.184 

Finally, since no talks occurred under the Obama Administration, apart from the one centred on 

the issues of a prisoner exchange and the opening of a Taliban political office in Doha, Qatar185, the 
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deadliest districts in all of Afghanistan- according to The New York Times, “more British troops and, later, American 

marines died in Sangin than in any of Afghanistan’s roughly 400 districts” through 2013. See: T.Shah and R.Norland, 

Taliban Take an Afghan District, Sangin, That Many Marines Died to Keep, New York Times, March 23, 2017. 
181 E. Mitchell, Afghanistan War at a Stalemate, Top General Tells Lawmakers, The Hill, December 4, 2018. (An 

assessment that was echoed by General Nicholson in February 2017 and again in November 2017). 
182 K. Katzman, C. Thomas, Afghanistan: Post-Taliban Governance, Security, and U.S. Policy, pag 32. 
183 B. Barry, Blood, Metal, and Dust – How victory turned into defeat in Afghanistan and Iraq, pag. 14. 
184 M. Ansari, T. Yamagata, T. Nguyen, Afghanistan Conflict Assessment – Prospects for Peace, pag 7. 
185 Multiple factors, including opposition from the Afghan government led by then-President Hamid Karzai, caused the 

collapse of talks in March 2012. Qatari and Pakistani mediation led to a 2013 agreement to allow the Taliban to open 

the Doha office, but because the Taliban opened that office in June 2013 with the trappings of an official embassy, in 

direct violation of the terms of the agreement, the Qatari government shuttered the office less than a month later.In June 

2014, Qatar coordinated the release of U.S. prisoner Bowe Bergdahl in exchange for five high-ranking Taliban officials 



30 
 

question is: what conditions would enable a negotiated settlement to the end of war in Afghanistan? 

 

1.3  Long-term negotiations: the US withdrawal  

 

According to the previous paragraph, ten years ago the Taliban appeared to have been defeated.  

In fact, the United States, supported by the British forces, invaded Afghanistan as payback for 

the 9/11 attack and had overthrown the Taliban regime. By mid-2002, US and British task forces 

were chasing the last remnants of the Taliban out of the country and hunting down Al-Qaeda 

terrorists.186 

Now, the main question to pose is: “How did the Taliban return to Afghanistan, and why have 

they not been defeated?” It is true that the Taliban have suffered, but they are far from defeated. So, 

it emerges an image of resilient insurgency that has adapted under immense military pressure to 

become more centralized and more professional.187 

 

To answer our question, it might be useful to examine the perspective of insurgency. According 

to Chris Kolenda188, insurgencies tend to succeed if they develop durable internal and external 

support, and the host nation government loses legitimacy. 

After 2001, some Taliban members had simply gone to ground in the province, but many others 

had fled to other areas of Afghanistan and across the border into Pakistan.189 These came back, 

bringing with them large numbers of foreign fighters.190  

For the first six months, after the Taliban went to ground, communities organized themselves 

having responsibility for their own districts and the major warlords returned to power in a new 

guise, as allies of Karzai, who had been appointed the interim Afghan president by loya jirga (grand 

council). But, once back in power, these warlords returned to their bad old ways.191 In fact, they 

turned their attention to violently exploiting communities not in their patronage network making the 

situation even worse: extortion, stealing and civilian killings by these government people lead to the 

back of Taliban, welcomed into their districts by people fed up with the Afghan government. In 
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other words, that abusive governance was a major factor driving villagers towards the Taliban.192 

Often harassed and targeted by pro-government warlords and their militias, the Taliban were able to 

present themselves as the shari’a, or law and order, party. And, as result, many former Taliban 

returned to the insurgency in self-defence.193 Divisions between pro-and anti-government elements 

occurred; on one hand the tribal sections, favoured by the government, continued to feel entitled to 

control all government posts, excluding their local rivals, and pushing government and foreign 

troops for a more aggressive posture against the pro-Taliban communities. On the other hand, the 

Taliban ‘resurgence’ over 2004–2006 was aided by intertribal rivalry and local resistance to 

predatory rule. It becomes important to observe the strategic task194 of these teams, able to prepare 

the ground for a latter escalation of the insurgency. 

Secretly entered the district and talked to some villagers and elders with the aim to protect them 

from the government, in 2005 the Taliban returned in force and between 2004 and 2006 they 

slowly195 built up local support in the district and became increasingly bold in their military 

activities. 

 

In the summer of 2006, the British arrived as part of the expansion of the International Security 

Assistance Force (ISAF) to southern Afghanistan to stop the Taliban advance, but they antagonized 

the local population. British forces used automatic weapons, artillery, and air strikes to repulse 

ground assaults by large numbers of Taliban who treated intense fire with the British and Afghan 

security forces. But indiscriminate use of fire and air power alienated locals, fed up with the 

fighting, with ISAF air strikes and with British troops invading the privacy of their homes.196 

Due to this framework, in late 2007 the British adopted a more population-centric approach to 

their counterinsurgency (COIN) operations. Increasing emphasis was placed on military restraint 

and building long-term relationships with communities, and in closer partnering with Afghan 

security forces. However, the British lacked the presence and tactical patience to develop ties in 

most communities, and still had to rely on artillery and air power to get out of trouble.197 So, the 

local resistance remained also for the attempt by the British to eradicate opium production and this 

made matters even worse.198 In contrast, Taliban were able to take advantage of this situation by 
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promising to protect landowners and farmers from poppy eradication programmes, and thereby win 

local support. Thus, far from helping to secure Afghanistan, the arrival of the British lead to a 

violent intensification of the insurgency even against the NATO forces deploying south in Helmand 

and Kandahar thanks to many fighters to take on the British.199 

Certainly, as we have noted above, Taliban recruitment started before the British arrived, so in 

2004-2005, but the British presence made it far easier to recruit local fighters.200 In fact, where local 

villages welcomed Taliban, because the insurgents encouraged the young men to join up to free 

their villages, after being appalled by the cruelty of the Americans and British.201 Six men had 

joined the Taliban following the loss of close family as a result of ISAF military action, one in 

memory of a friend killed by the British, and one to get revenge for ‘being beaten up badly’ by 

British troops.202 Overall, waging jihad on occupying foreigners is clearly a powerful strategic 

narrative for the Taliban, providing a crucial social resource for the purposes of motivating fighters 

and mobilizing resources.203 

That is to say, the Taliban re-emerged in 2005 as a reasonably viable organization with a skeleton 

structure of committed cadres, functioned as a catalyst for many grievances that existed among the 

population. A variety of groups started flocking to the Taliban as the only channel through which to 

                                                                                                                                                                                                          
trafficking generates an estimated $70 million-$100 million per year for insurgents—perhaps about 25% of the 

insurgents’ budgets that is estimated by some U.N. officials at about $400 million. In November 2017, the United 
Nations reported that the total area used for poppy cultivation in 2017 was 328,000 hectares, an increase of 63% from 

2016 and 46% higher than the previous record in 2014; similarly, opium production increased by 87%.57 Taliban drug 

production facilities are a major new focus of the Trump Administration’s strategy in Afghanistan, and late 2017 has 

seen several high-profile strikes on Taliban narcotics laboratories and other related sites. The Obama Administration 

sought to reduce other sources of Taliban funding, including continued donations from wealthy residents of the Persian 

Gulf. On June 29, 2012, the Administration sanctioned (by designating them as terrorism supporting entities under 

Executive Order 13224) two money exchange networks (hawalas) in Afghanistan and Pakistan allegedly used by the 

Taliban to move its funds earned from narcotics and other sources. See: United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime and 

Islamic Republic of Afghanistan Ministry of Counter Narcotics, Afghanistan Opium Survey 2017: Cultivation and 

Production, November 2017. And: D. Lamothe, The U.S. beings bombing Taliban drug labs as Trump’s Afghanistan 

strategy takes hold, Washington Post, November 20, 2017. 
199 A. Giustozzi, Koran, pag. 123; van Linschoten and Kuehn, An enemy, pag. 273. 
200 This is against the view that most Taliban were mere mercenaries (the so-called ‘ten-dollar-a-day Taliban’), or 

forcibly recruited. Indeed, most Taliban are volunteers who join for a variety of reasons. See: A. Giustozzi, Koran, pag. 

42. 
201 As one Taliban commander recalled: ‘When the Taliban came new to our district, they were not enough fighters, 

they told us to make groups of 10 to 15 and come to them, and they would give us weapons and supplies to fight against 

the local government and foreign fighters.’ Forced recruitment is mentioned by a small minority of interviewees, mostly 

elders unsympathetic to the Taliban and a single Talib who alleges that the Taliban in Sangin ‘punished strongly’ local 

men who refused to join in ‘the holy war against the occupational forces. However, most interviewees suggested that 

the Taliban relied on persuasion and social pressure. Five elders, from three different districts, stated emphatically that 

the Taliban did not recruit locals by force. As one recounted: ‘The Taliban come and ask each house for their sons. Not 

forcing them, but telling them, asking them, “How Muslim are you? Why are you not doing jihad?” In some cases 
Taliban recruiters made multiple visits to people’s homes to pile on the pressure. 
202 T. Farrell, A. Giustozzi, The Taliban at war, inside the Helmand insurgency, 2004-2012, pag. 853. 
203 Citing John Arguilla and David Ronfeldt, Lawrence Freedman notes, ‘[strategic] narratives go beyond rhetoric 

“scripted for manipulative ends”, but instead “provide a grounded expression of people’s experiences, interests and 

values”. Arguilla and Ronfeldt, eds, Networks and netwars (Santa Monica, CA: RAND, 2001), cited in Freedman, The 

transformation of strategic affairs, Adelphi Paper no. 379 (London: Routledge for IISS, 2006), pag. 22. 
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express opposition.204  

As we explored below, the Taliban have gradually adapted their force composition, structure and 

tactics in ways that are increasingly sensitive to local concerns. These changes have occurred in the 

context of growing Taliban appreciation of the need to wage a guerrilla war against the foreign 

forces.205 But, despite the shift in tactics to reduce Taliban battlefield casualties, they became far 

more lethal for civilians, not less. In fact, the proportion of civilians killed by Taliban action, as 

opposed to Afghan government or ISAF action, increased dramatically from 58 per cent in 2009 to 

75 per cent in 2010, and continued to rise steadily to 77 per cent in 2011 and 2012. Taliban inflicted 

civilian deaths also rose in absolute numbers between 2009 and 2011, from well under to well over 

2,000 a year.206 

 

Up to 2011 the Taliban’s tactical proficiency was mainly displayed in the east and south-east, as 

well as Kabul city, where occasionally Taliban units even outsmarted or outmanoeuvred NATO 

forces.207 The imperative grew ever stronger from 2009 to 2010 with the arrival of a US Marine 

expeditionary brigade to join the existing British task force. By 2010, this had doubled the number 

of ISAF troops to around 20,000 in Helmand, because the aim of the American General 

McChrystal208 was to inflict a devastating strategic defeat on the Taliban, to accelerate progress in 

the ISAF campaign.209 Moreover, the United States started killing and injuring the Afghans 

wantonly by entering their house in the name of capturing Taliban terrorists. The aerial bombing, 

drone attacks, and targeting a suspicious Taliban or terrorist hideout killed also innocent people, 

including women and children.210 

“The US is trying to show its muscle, score a victory, and scare everyone in the world. They 

don’t care about the suffering of Afghans or how many people we will lose. And we don’t like that. 

Because Afghans are now being made to suffer for these Arabs fanatics, but we all know who 
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brought these Arabs to Afghanistan in the 1980s, armed them and gave them a base. It was the 

Americans and the CIA. And the Americans who did this all got medals and good careers, while all 

these years Afghans suffered from these Arabs and their allies. Now, when America is attacked, 

instead of punishing the Americans who did this, it punishes Afghans.”211 

In fact, the number of people directly killed as a result of the US occupation of Afghanistan since 

2001 is 174,516, while the number of injuries also runs in thousands, and then “fully two-thirds of 

Afghans suffer from mental health problems.”212 And last, but not least the loss of human lives and 

the destruction of the countryside created grounds for resistance, fusing the Taliban militancy with 

the anti-colonialism insurgency. 

Under these circumstances, more credible answer to the US invasion of Afghanistan lies 

elsewhere.213  

Indeed, the 34th President of the United States, Dwight D. Eisenhower, in his farewell speech at 

the end of his presidency in 1961, warned the Americans about the “grave implications” of the 

military-industrial complex.214 The Afghan war itself was illegal under international law, yet the 

military-industrial complex profited from it immensely. Similarly, Donald Trump concluded that the 

Afghan war was not only futile but also a drain to the US economy, “particularly when so much 

work must be done at home if the United States wants to keep its global economic position 

intact.”215 

 

Certainly, by looking at Bush, Obama, Trump Administration Policy, it is possible to understand 

the different military strategies adopted by U.S. during the Afghan war. On one side, the George W. 

Bush Administration argued that the U.S. departure from the region after the 1989 Soviet pull-out 

contributed to Afghanistan’s descent into chaos. After the Taliban regime was deposed in 2001, the 

Administration and its international partners decided to build a relatively strong, democratic, 

Afghan central government. The effort, which many outside experts described as “nation-building,” 

was supported by the United Nations.216 While the Obama Administration’s strategy review in late 

2009 initially narrowed official U.S. goals to prevent terrorism haven in Afghanistan, but policy in 

some ways expanded the pre-existing nation-building effort. In fact, the latter wanted to avoid the 

risk that terrorist organizations can plan attacks against the U.S. homeland, partners, and interests in 

Afghanistan. To accomplish that goal, U.S. policy is to enable the Afghan government and security 
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forces to defend the country against the insurgency and to govern effectively and transparently.217 

On the other side, in an August 2017 speech, President Trump articulated an intent to reorient 

Afghanistan policy around a conditions-based approach, forsaking timelines and public discussion 

of troop levels and other benchmarks. The strategy articulated by the President also appeared to 

emphasize pressure on Pakistan to deny safe haven to Afghan militants, as well as an explicit 

repudiation of past U.S. efforts to “nation-build” in Afghanistan and to build Western style 

institutions there.218 It was in August 2009, that the American General McChrystal delivered a 

strategy assessment to recommend that “the goal of the U.S. military should be to protect the 

population rather than to focus on searching out and combating Taliban concentrations”219 

warning of the potential for “mission failure” in the absence of a fully resourced, comprehensive 

counterinsurgency strategy. Initial reports indicated that the Trump Administration was likely to 

approve Nicholson’s request while perhaps also indicating that more U.S. forces will not, in and of 

themselves, resolve the Afghanistan conflict.220 However, the review of U.S. strategy included plans 

for more troops221  

In a national address on August 21, 2017, President Trump announced a “new strategy” for 

Afghanistan to let U.S. forces to operate independently to Afghan forces and “attack against this, 

local support for the insurgency has been worn down by the human cost of the war.”222 More than 

340 American soldiers and Marines have been killed in Afghanistan,223 and this is because in the 

first five months of 2006 there was a 200 per cent increase in insurgent attacks compared to the first 

five months of 2005, as said above. Indeed, Taliban had at least 12,000 fighters controlling areas in 

Oruzgan, Helmand, Zabol and Kandahar.224 These are the first troubling indicators to confirm that 

large areas of the east and south of the country were falling under the control of the Taliban.225 
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To prevent higher levels of fatalities, in 2006 NATO requested more troops on the ground, but 

Taliban was conducting a brilliant defensive insurgency. In fact, the latter had numerous 

advantages, including comprehensive knowledge of the local culture, language, and tribal 

hierarchies of which U.S. forces were ignorant; their priority was still the so-called “kill/capture 

mission”, spending time on sweep operations.226 In other words, Taliban was able to send simple 

messages of intimidation227 to the local population to gain its support, while U.S. forces adopted a 

culturally obtuse behaviour, unnecessarily invasive and violent tactics, and a series of tragic 

incidents of “collateral damage” which are inevitable in wartime.228 

 

A turning point eventually occurred in 2018 when the United States was eager to negotiate with 

the Taliban to bring 19-year war to an end and leave Afghanistan sooner or later. Hence, the Doha 

peace process started in July 2018 and concluded with an agreement between US and Taliban on 29 

February 2020. The agreement was exceptional in many ways. Firstly, it was an agreement between 

the United States and the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan which is not recognized by them as a state 

and known as the “Taliban”. 229 Secondly, China, Russia and Pakistan were part of this peace 

process and finally the incumber Afghan government of Ashraf Ghani was not included in it, with 

the Taliban refusing to sit with them as they were referred to be “puppets”230 of the US government. 

This proved correct when late at night on 15 August 2021, the United States started withdrawing 

from Afghanistan without informing the Afghan government of Ghani, while the Taliban captured 

one city after another one without any resistance. Indeed, 300,000 strong Afghan armies, raised by 

the US, surrendered by the Taliban without fighting.231 Moreover, the retake of Kabul by the 

Taliban officially occurred two weeks before the agreed deadline and, unprepared, Ashraf Ghani 

secretly fled to the country and took refuge in the United Arab Emirates. On its part, the United 

States, with the consent of the Taliban, took control of the Hamid Karzai International Airport in 

Kabul and made a mess on it232 when trying to help thousands of Afghans who wanted to flee the 
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country for economic or security reasons. Although, someone233 described this action as another 

strategy of the United States to capture global media attention and draw sympathy for the US 

military trying to help the Afghans desperate to flee and live a life in the West. 

But, despite the US-Taliban Peace Agreement, the tensions were not over, in fact a suicide bomb 

attack was claimed by the Islamic State of Khorasan Province (ISKP), which killed 175 people and 

13 American soldiers.234 The US reaction to this was equally painful and horrendous when a drone 

attack was launched against the ISKP, killing 10 Afghans from the same family within four 

members between the age of 2 and 4.235  

The agreement was expected to bring an end to nearly two decades of American and NATO 

military presence in Afghanistan in return for the Taliban cutting ties with al-Qaeda and other 

terrorist groups threatening the security of US and allied troops. However, another key element of 

the deal is for the Taliban to formally sit down with what is referred to as the “Afghan sides” not 

once mentioning the Afghan government to hammer out a sustainable end to the conflict. 

In addition, despite a joint declaration issued by the Afghan and US governments about the 

“positive relations, including economic cooperation for reconstruction”236, the US has left enough 

wriggle room for itself about its future relationship with Afghanistan, whatever turn the country 

takes. 

 

Finally, after the analysis made in this paragraph, it needs to be said that in retrospective, Britain 

probably should have quit while it was ahead. Following 9/11 attack, Britain supported the US 

invasion in Afghanistan to stop Al-Qaeda terrorists, and the leaders of the Taliban regime that have 

played host to them. In doing so, Britain has paid dearly for the attempting to secure Afghanistan.237 

In fact, almost more than 2,000 British troops were wounded in action, while it spent £37 billion on 

the campaign and aid to the country.238 Meanwhile, the United States had over five times more 

fatalities than Britain; with 2,352 US service personnel dying in Afghanistan between 2001 and 

2014239 and at £686 billion, the financial cost was eighteen times higher for the United States than 
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for Britain.240 However, the highest price has been paid by Afghans. Indeed, the United Nations 

estimated that 25,000 civilians have perished in this war.241 

So, the bleak conclusion242 is that for the hindsight indicated above, all the blood, and money 

expended since 9/11, the United States, Britain and their allies should not have fought the Afghan 

War. For the US, UK and more widely in the West, the widespread perception of illegitimacy and 

intractability of the conflicts, the difficulty in achieving strategic success and the cost in blood and 

treasure resulted in a loss of confidence in the West in the utility of force. The political and military 

credibility and confidence of the US and its allies were damaged. These consequences live with us 

today.243 

 

2. Failure of strategic empathy in Afghanistan 

 

When the United States conducts or supports counterinsurgency operations, it does so in a 

unique strategic and operational environment. While this is true for all operations, this is of 

particular importance when the U.S. is countering an insurgency. Tactical actions often have 

strategic effects in a counterinsurgency. This makes it essential to understand both the strategic and 

operational context when countering an insurgency.244 

 

Insurgency, in the most basic form, is a struggle for control and influence, generally from a 

position of relative weakness, outside existing state institutions. Insurgencies can exist apart from or 

before, during, or after a conventional conflict245 and it is, also, the organized use of subversion and 

violence to seize, nullify, or challenge political control of a region. Insurgencies tend to succeed if 

they develop durable internal and external support, and the host nation government loses legitimacy. 

Any decision by the President to commit United States forces must be understood within the 

larger sphere of U.S. policy to act into best plan, prepare, conduct, and assess a counterinsurgency 

operation to protect national interests. 

 

“Your strategy will be flawed if you fail to understand your adversaries or partners and are 

                                                             
240 This is a conservative estimate, only including direct military expenditure.  
241 Human Development Reports 2021-2022, September 8, 2022. 
242 B. Barry, Blood, Metal and Dust – How victory turned into defeat in Afghanistan and Iraq, pag. 14. 
243 Ibidem,.  
244 FM 3-24 MCWP 3-33.5, Insrugencies and Countering Insurgencies, May 2014, Headquarters, Department of the 

Army. 
245 Ibidem,. 



 
 

39 
 

unable to see yourself through the eyes of others.”246 

In many ways, the United States misjudged allies, enemies, and others, while a greater empathy 

– a willingness ability to get inside the minds of others – might have helped to avoid these 

misjudgements, which had adverse impact on the ground.247 In fact, counterinsurgency is 

comprehensive civilian and military efforts designed to simultaneously defeat and contain 

insurgency and address its root causes248, however, it is not a substitute for strategy.  

Confirming the following, the U.S. can use a range of methods to aid a host nation or group in 

defeating an insurgency. The various combinations of these methods with different levels of 

resourcing provide the U.S. with a wide range of strategic options to defeat an insurgency.  

The strategy to counter an insurgency is determined by the ends the U.S. wishes to achieve, the 

ways it wishes to achieve those ends, and the resources or means it uses to enable those ways.249  

Moreover, the military role should be coordinated with the other instruments of national power 

that include diplomatic, informational, and economic parts. In addition, political leaders and 

commanders must have a dialogue to decide the optimal strategy to meet the security needs of the 

U.S and states or groups the U.S. supports.  

Different capabilities provide different choices that offer different costs and risks.250 And one of 

the risks for U.S. leaders was the image they would give to other states in believing that they can 

host violent conspiracies against it and allow Al Qaeda to continue a safe existence in Afghanistan.  

With this idea in mind, the United States followed the goal to enter in Afghanistan, managing a 

counterinsurgency and state-building in the country. In fact, the overthrow of the Taliban regime 

was a necessary response to the attacks of September 11, 2011. 

Will regional powers take more aggressive actions to improve their positions, or will they behave 

more cautiously in the absence of superpower support? What will be the behaviour of the states in 

facing different threats as terrorism?  

The U.S. decision to conduct a population-centric counterinsurgency (COIN) strategy and 

requisite troop surge remains a contentious issue, particularly in America’s political and military 

institutions. The finalization of the decision, almost a year after the inauguration of President 

Obama, reflected a struggle to reconcile and match competing governmental policy objectives with 

a viable military strategy in Afghanistan. Ultimately, without ever really resolving this struggle, the 
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government tepidly gave General McChrystal a fraction of the troops and time he needed for the 

COIN strategy to succeed. This approach was based on two principal areas: “change the 

operational culture to connect with the people” and “improve unity of effort and command.”251  

The COIN approach focused on burrowing U.S. forces deep into the population of the host 

country in a way that reflected the capabilities typically demonstrated by U.S. special operations 

forces.  

But, almost immediately, the General McChrystal’s COIN strategy ran into several obstacles, the 

first being that the White House support for the war was tepid at best; the troop surge debate only 

served to weaken this support further by eroding what remained of the trust between administration 

officials and the military, and there was a significant divergence of perspective between the military 

and the White House regarding the Afghanistan problem. Indeed, the United States failed to make 

distinction between the Taliban and Al-Qaida until 2009, so eight years into conflict, and it 

aggregated its enemies, treating both groups as terrorists and failed to seize early negotiating 

opportunities in 2001, 2002 and 2004, when representatives of the Taliban made overtures for peace 

talks. Later, the United States misunderstood how the Taliban were making major efforts to win the 

battle of legitimacy in rural areas, especially after 2009, combining intimidation with persuasion.252 

To the administration, the problem was more political than military253, and it failed to appreciate 

what military leaders already knew, which was that Afghanistan was a completely failed state and 

that it would take several more years of outside occupation to produce the human capital necessary 

to achieve such broad policy objectives. 

However, the President announced an additional 30,000 U.S. troops deployment to 

Afghanistan,254 but the commitment rang hollow, as it did not actively reinforce General 

McChrystal’s COIN strategy for a variety of reason, the principal of which being that 30,000 troops 

was not nearly close to the amount needed to secure Afghanistan. In FM 3-24255, the bare minimum 
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troop strength needed for population-centric COIN is “twenty counter-insurgents per 1000 

residents.”256 

Thus, when calculating the numbers as required per the COIN manual and the World Bank’s 

2009 estimate of Afghanistan’s population of 27.71 million, an increase of 30,000 troops is 

dreadfully insufficient.257 

At the height of the surge in 2011, the United States had approximately 100,000 soldiers in 

Afghanistan and NATO had approximately 50,000 troops under its command.258 So, even if each 

Afghan National Security Force soldier was considered an equal to a coalition trooper259, the 

counterinsurgents would still fall approximately 25,000 to 75,000 troops short of the 554,000 to 

600,000 troops required per FM 3-24.260  

Moreover, the limited commitment to an 18-month troop increase before a drawdown was not 

nearly long enough to stabilize the country in addition to implementing the desired reforms. In this 

context, predatory actors filled the security vacuum and Afghans in several areas soon came to look 

back to the Taliban as a preferable alternative for providing it. 

 

By contrast, the British action against the Taliban was to staunch the flow of drugs in 

Afghanistan, and in justifying the start of the military campaign it noted: “we know that the Taliban 

regime are largely funded by the drugs trade and that 90 percent of the heroin on British streets 

originates in Afghanistan.”261 So, the military action taken by the British Army was not for a just 

cause alone, though this cause is just.262 “It is to protect our country, our people, our economy, our 

way of life. It is not a struggle remote from our everyday British concerns; it touches them 

intimately.”263 Thus, in late 2007 the British adopted a more population-centric approach to their 

counter-insurgency operations. Increasing emphasis was placed on military restraint and building 

long term relationships with communities, and in closer partnering with Afghan security forces. 

In fact, until recently, the British were considered to have an unusually high aptitude for 
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counterinsurgency.264 In contrast with other major armies of the world, the British Army has a 

record of relative success in this form of warfare. However, British attitudes sometimes displayed 

an unattractive tendency toward smugness and a sense of arch superiority, which was bound to 

rankle. In fact, The British Army has struggled with ongoing campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan 

because, for reasons largely having to do with insufficient resources, it has not applied its own 

principles of counterinsurgency.265 

In addition, the pressure on what remained an undermanned force meant that the British lacked 

the presence and tactical patience to develop ties in most communities, and still had to rely on 

artillery and air power to get out of trouble.266 Finally, the root cause is that the British Government, 

in part as a reflection of public opinion, is lukewarm in its commitment to Afghanistan at the 

highest levels, and fears that operations in this country are undermining its domestic counter-

radicalization program. The confluence of these factors have created a strategic void into which the 

Army has fallen.267  

 

In conclusion, the experiment of counterinsurgency dramatically failed in a country of 

Afghanistan, in which transformation is unachievable and costs are high.268 Lack of empathy also 

derailed efforts towards reconciliation, as the United States misunderstood the reasons why the 

Taliban sought to engage in talks. No meaningful effort was made to build a consensus on 

reconciliation within the U.S. government and amongst allies and partners. Crucially, the United 

States failed to see itself and its actions through the eyes of others, often assuming the most 

favourable interpretation of its most problematic actions. In absence of this, U.S. strategy needs to 

be sensitive to its limitations and lack of understanding, and develop ways to identify, and then to 

prevent or mitigate, associated strategic risks.269 
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2.1 The impact of the withdrawal: Afghanistan after the US withdrawal 

 

On July 8, 2021, the American President Joe Biden announced that the United States will be 

withdrawing its military forces from Afghanistan by the end of August, after the US was in the war-

torn country for 20 years. As it has been analysed in paragraph 1.2, the United States had initially 

entered Afghanistan because the Taliban-run government was hosting Al Qaeda, which utilized the 

country as a base from which to wage the September 11 terror attacks that slaughtered nearly 3,000 

American citizens in a single morning.270 

“The vacuum that will be left by the withdrawal of American forces from Afghanistan will pose a 

political and military challenge for countries in the region surrounding Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

The possibility that the immediate internal struggle between the Taliban and the current government 

in Kabul will seek outside the borders of Afghanistan and would be reflected in regional and global 

terrorist activity, is a likely threat that demands preparations by neighbouring countries and 

beyond.”271 In fact, if on one hand the United States has vowed to respond harshly if it is attacked 

on its territory again, on the other hand, Afghanistan’s neighbours are looking towards the future 

with concern given the vacuum left by the withdrawal.272 Furthermore, the narrative that will be 

disseminated by the Taliban and Al-Qaeda alike about the victory of the fundamentalistic Islamic 

resistance (muqawama) over a superpower could be a source of inspiration to other organizations in 

different regions, including in the Middle East. Israel and its allies in the West should prepare for 

the possibility that Afghanistan will return to being the base for global terrorism and model for 

emulation.273 

The objectives of the United States in invading Afghanistan were achieved in short term: Al-

Qaeda was removed and was forced into exile in Pakistan and Iran; the Taliban was forced out of its 

strongholds in the central cities and ceased ruling in Afghanistan; a new administration headed by 

Hamid Karzai was elected; and for the first-time free elections for the legislative assembly were 

held. However, when in 2003 the United States shifted the attention on Iraq to remove the regime of 

Saddam Hussein, it lost a significant degree of the practical and the moral support of the local 

population in Afghanistan and some of its allies. In effect, the US allowed the Taliban and Al-Qaeda 

to recover and re-establish themselves in their country and, consequently, the organization regained 

control of extensive areas of it. It has been estimated that the Taliban ruled over 13 million residents 
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in 212 of the country’s districts, while the government of President Ashraf Ghani ruled about 10 

million residents in about 70 districts and in the capital, Kabul.274 

Critics to the withdrawal decision claim that withdrawing all the forces from Afghanistan and 

forfeiting an intelligence and military presence in the country could led to the Taliban taking over 

the state and the re-establishment of a radical fundamentalist government in the country. It would 

return to being a base for terrorist organizations and the United States would lose the ability to 

respond effectively if it is again attacked on its soil by these forces, which is an objective defined by 

President Biden.275 Moreover, the Administration will be tested as to its willingness to assist the 

existing regime in Afghanistan to maintain its stability and the rights of citizens, and of women in 

particular, by granting humanitarian and political aid, and in extreme situations by the operations of 

military forces conducted from outside Afghanistan to defend against another terrorist strike.276 

In other words, the conflict in Afghanistan will not end with the withdrawal of U.S. and NATO 

coalition forces, because it will have profound implications on governance, Afghan security forces, 

terrorism, regional dynamics, great power competition, human rights, humanitarian issues, and 

development. The withdrawal of foreign troops and other sources of assistance will weaken the 

Afghan government and undermine capabilities of the Afghan National Defense and Security 

Forces (ANDSF) in countering Taliban influence. The continuing risk of corruption in foreign 

funding to Afghanistan will damage government capacity, resulting in a loss of potential influence 

and legitimacy.277 A weakened Afghan government will embolden the Taliban and increase the risk 

of state collapse. Thus, the new ground after the withdrawal of foreign troops would give the 

Taliban a slight military advantage over the ANDSF278; in fact, the Taliban started to control the 

territory more than at any other time since 2001.279 In addition, if it is true that the presence of U.S. 

and NATO coalition forces has prevented the Taliban from gaining control of Afghanistan’s largest 

cities, Kabul and Kandahar, it is also true that after the withdrawal these cities have been more 

likely to fall under the Taliban. 

Another crucial aspect is that human rights have drastically improved since the Taliban’s ousting 

in 2001. Afghanistan’s 2004 constitution incorporates democratic ideals and recognizes a wide 
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range of universal civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights under international law.280 A 

Taliban takeover will likely erode hard-fought gains in human right, specifically those of women 

and girls, minority groups, and free speech, that have allowed Afghans to enjoy greater freedoms 

and quality of life.281  

During the 1990s, the Taliban imposed severe restrictions on Afghan women’s access to 

healthcare, education, and jobs.282 Women were forbidden from working outside of the home, 

attending school, and leaving their homes without a male chaperone. Laws were brutally enforced 

by the “religious police” through public beatings, arrests, and executions.283 Members of the Taliban 

regime perpetrated crimes of murder, rape, kidnapping, and forced marriage on a regular basis.284 

The Taliban have expressed their commitment to “upholding and guaranteeing all rights of women 

afforded to them by Islamic law”.285 But, once the Taliban regained the power in Afghanistan in 

2022, women and girls have been faced increased gender-based discrimination and violence, in 

addition to religious minorities that have been increasingly targeted by groups like Islamic State.286 

“We will support freedom of speech within the framework of Islamic principles and national 

interests”287 despite past and post-withdrawal experiences of targeted attacks and intimidation of 

journalists, media workers and activists used to silence critics and undermine prospects of an open 

society in Afghanistan.288 

Moreover, the international withdrawal has been followed by a reduction in foreign assistance, 

further deteriorating an already dire humanitarian situation and undermining development progress. 

Indeed, Afghanistan has second largest refugee population in the world289, and four million people 

are internally displaced.290 What concerning nowadays, over half the population live below the 

poverty line,291 meanwhile mounting violence has escalated Afghanistan’s brain drain as the 

country’s young and educated seek safer futures abroad. In fact, more than 120,000 people have 

been evacuated from Afghanistan292, including qualified professionals in the social, economic, and 
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political sectors. This scenario will affect organizational development and the Taliban’s ability to 

rule. People are in dire need of basic humanitarian services. According to the World Food 

Programme, 14 million Afghans293 are suffering from severe hunger. The U.N. High Commissioner 

for Refugees reports that 500,000 people294 have been displaced in Afghanistan, and health and food 

security are the foremost concern. According to UNICEF, 10 million children across the country 

require humanitarian assistance295 to survive. Even before the Taliban takeover in May 2021, 11 

million people were experiencing acute food insecurity, and food shortages have only gotten worse 

in the months since.296  

So, the inefficiency of centralized institutions to utilize humanitarian and development funding 

to develop and enrich human capital, and extend resources and knowledge beyond the provincial 

capitals, has, along with other factors, resulted in a full-blown human security crisis in Afghanistan. 

 

In other words, this paragraph wants to put the attention to the fact that the situation in the 

country is still highly uncertain and changing rapidly. The security situation is extremely dangerous, 

and it may become increasingly volatile at short notice, indeed with the withdrawal of all US 

military forces from Hamid Karzai International Airport on 31 August 2022, became impossible to 

help individuals on the ground.297 Thus, the country now faces a humanitarian, identity, and huma 

rights crisis. 

But a hidden presence of U.S. forces is still felt in Afghanistan, since Aircraft worth $923.3 

million, a total of 9,524 air-to-ground munitions, valued at $6.54 million, over 40,000 of the total 

96,000 military vehicles the US gave to Afghan forces, and more than 300,000 of the total 427,300 

weapons the US gave to Afghan forces remained in the country after the withdrawal.298 

 

In conclusion, US troop withdrawal, whether timely or precipitant will render consequences for 

international engagement in Afghanistan. Peace in Afghanistan, through a limited, well-designed 

agreement, will neither automatically end corruption nor the patron-client system. Different 

scenarios will impose different levels of difficulty that needs different approaches from the 

international community to also safeguard the gains that have been achieved over the years.299 

 

                                                             
293 Security Council Report, September 2021, Monthly Forecast. 
294 Indeed., 
295 Report of UNICEF. 
296 IPC, Integrated Food Security Phase Classification. 
297 See: https://www.mfat.govt.nz/ . 
298 CNN, First on CNN: US left behind $7 billion of military equipment in Afghanistan after 2021 withdrawal, Pentagon 

report says. 
299 I. G. Jonegard, The implications of a US withdrawal from Afghanistan – studies in peace support operations, pag. 4. 

https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/monthly-forecast/2021-09/afghanistan-13.php
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/monthly-forecast/2021-09/afghanistan-13.php
https://www.unicef.org/afghanistan/nutrition
http://www.ipcinfo.org/ipc-country-analysis/en/?country=AFG


 
 

47 
 

2.2 Afghanistan’s future: engagement or isolation? From the new ‘caretaker’ 

government to the current security context 
 

On August 31, 2021, the US complemented its twenty-year war on terror in Afghanistan. Soon 

after, the Taliban and its allies established full control over Afghanistan. As the days pass, 

observers, both within and outside the country, are wondering what the future holds for a Taliban-

led Afghanistan.300  

 

This last paragraph argues that the Taliban of 2021 are different from the Taliban of 1996, at least 

in terms of their media messaging, propaganda, and political manoeuvring.  

However, even with this evolution, the situation for gender and media rights presents a grim 

future; explained previously. In conclusion, it aims to propose a possible working relationship with 

a Taliban regime and focusing on the long-term well-being of the Afghan population, looking at the 

current security context in the country. 

 

Observers, both within and outside Afghanistan, are wondering how the country will fare under 

the newly announced caretaker setup, with the international community still contemplating whether 

to engage with or isolate the Taliban. Indeed, the Al Jazeera report301 informed “the Taliban said it 

is planning an inclusive caretaker government in Afghanistan after the group toppled the Western-

backed administration in a stunning sweep earlier this month.” Moreover, Taliban source said the 

caretaker government will include leaders from all ethnicities and tribal backgrounds in the country. 

They, however, did not mention the duration of the caretaker government.302 The Taliban had 

initially indicated that it sought to form an “inclusive” government. In their own words, “inclusive” 

signified the inclusion of all representatives (ethnic303 and religious) groups in the country, without 

going into further details. However, the list of cabinet members and senior officials was notable for 

the presence of Taliban and Haqqani hard-line and loyalists, along with the exclusion of women 

from any top positions. 

 

With the announcement of the Taliban’s formal set-up, the process of regional official and 

diplomatic engagement with the Taliban has also started. China has offered USD 31 million in aid 

and Pakistan, organised a ministerial-level meeting attended by Foreign Ministers of China, Iran, 

                                                             
300 F. Yousaf, M. Jabarhail, Afghanistan’s future under the Taliban regime: engagement or isolation? pag. 2. 
301 Al Jazeera: “Taliban planning ‘inclusive caretaker government’ in Afghanistan, August 27, 2021. 
302 Indeed,. 
303 Major ethnic groups of Afghanistan include Pashtun, Tajik, Hazara, Uzbek, Aimaq, Turkmen, Baloch, Pashai, 

Nuristani, Gujjar, Arab, Brahui, Qizilbash, Pamiri, Kyrgyz and Sadat, among others. 
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Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan on Afghanistan. On the domestic level, the situation, 

when it comes to basic human rights, particularly media and gender rights, still presents a grim 

picture.304 

However, the Taliban of 2021 are politically aware and active; the group’s political office in 

Doha, Qatar, established in 2013, has provided them with the exposure and the opportunity to 

engage in the art of negotiation and diplomacy. That is why the Taliban have engaged regional 

partners such as Russia and China and have recently claimed that China was their principal and 

“closest partner.”305 On the other hand, the Taliban’s mention of China and Russia can also be seen 

as a pressure tactic to get the sanctions on it lifted from the US, as both Beijing and Moscow have 

indicated their willingness to diplomatically engage the Taliban. Several US sanctions on the 

Taliban leadership were imposed two decades ago306, which meant that the Taliban have since 

operated outside the global financial system. There remains a larger possibility of such sanctions 

staying in place so that the US could monitor the developing political situation in the country and 

negotiate the evacuation of US citizens still trapped in Kabul, along with the Afghans who hold US 

and western visas.307 

“Are the Taliban of 2021, really different from the Taliban of 1996?” Yes and No. Yes, because 

the group is now tech-and politics-savvy, and seeks to build regional ties and alliances and, in the 

process, also seeks political recognition and economic concessions. In this regard, the global 

community may hold some advantage in pressuring the Taliban to afford universal human and 

gender rights to Afghan citizens in return for some form of recognition and economic concessions. 

And no; because a group that boasts of nearly 5000 ready-to-detonate suicide bombers308 and that 

has fought arguably the sole global superpower (USA) for two decades to get where it is will, in the 

long run, go back to its “basics”. Those basics are rooted in a hyper-masculine patriarchal 

worldview that hesitates in, and opposes, providing full personal and professional rights to women.  

However, before the announcement of the caretaker setup, there were major rifts between the 

Taliban and its ally Haqqani Network’s leadership309 on who will take key positions in the cabinet. 

                                                             
304 F. Yousaf, M. Jabarhail, Afghanistan’s future under the Taliban regime: engagement or isolation? pag. 3. 
305 “China will be our main partner and represents a great opportunity for us because it is ready to invest in our 

country and support reconstruction efforts,” Zabihullah Mujahid said in an interview published by Italian newspaper La 

Repubblica. 

Also, China, for geopolitical reasons, also wants to protect its investments in Afghanistan, especially those in extractive 

resources, and has, therefore, indicated its willingness to engage with the Taliban. 
306 When the Taliban seized Kabul, wide-ranging sanctions dating back to their first rule followed them. To deny them 
access to funds, the Biden administration then froze more than $7 billion in Afghan government reserves held in the 

Federal Reserve Bank of New York. 
307 F. Yousaf, M. Jabarhail, Afghanistan’s future under the Taliban regime: engagement or isolation? pag. 7. 
308 Indeed., 
309 The Haqqani Network, founded in the 1970s by Jalaluddin Haqqani, was heavily supported by the CIA during the 

Mujahideen war against the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. Sirajuddin Haqqani, who is believed to be in his 40s, is 
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The Haqqani Network, who had taken over most of the central security apparatus in Kabul, wanted 

to lead the new government and wished for the power centre to stay in Kabul. With the Taliban’s 

announcement of the caretaker setup, Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar310 had been shuttling between 

Kabul and Kandahar to negotiate the dynamics of the new government. Now that a caretaker setup 

is already in place, the international community will focus its sights on how this setup proceeds and 

performs in terms of the provision of equal opportunity and rights to Afghan citizens. In addition, 

with the Taliban’s formal takeover of Afghanistan and announcement of the caretaker setup, the 

country will run on a Shura (council) governance model, while the domestic and political reform, at 

the moments, remains very low. 

In 2021, unlike the 1990s, the global community cannot formulate policies for Afghanistan using 

a binary securitisation lens, where Afghanistan and Afghan people suffer because of the past crimes 

and future policies of the Taliban. Instead, any future policy direction should keep in perspective the 

costs common Afghan people, who chose to stay in the country, will pay for any foreseeable 

sanctions on the country. 

In doing so, both in the short and long term, some levels of interaction will need to take place 

with the Taliban leaders. As a result, policymakers, donor agencies and leaders in the western bloc 

will need to decide whether a paradigm shift on Afghanistan is required311; whether terrorists of the 

past are seen as such or they are seen as major stakeholders, worth negotiating with, in the present 

and future. So far, the policy position from the US on sanctions has not changed. In fact, the White 

House has rejected the possibility of easing sanctions on Taliban leaders312 and the US Department 

of Defence considers Sirajuddin Haqqani a legitimate US target. In response, the Taliban’s 

spokesperson Zabiullah Mujahid released a statement calling the US stance a violation of the Doha 

Agreement and a “meddling in internal affairs of Afghanistan.”313  

This, as a first impression, represents a major diplomatic barrier that the international community 

                                                                                                                                                                                                          
his son and succeeded him following his death in 2018. 
310 Abdul Ghani Baradar is an Afghan political and religious leader who is currently the acting first deputy prime 

minister alongside Abdul Salam Hanafi and Abdul Kabir, of Afghanistan. He is also a co-founder of the Taliban. He is 

known by the honorific Mullah. Originally Mullah Omar’s top deputy, since 2019 he has been the Taliban’s fourth-in-

command, as the third of Leader Hibatullah Akhundzada’s three deputies. He held senior positions in 

the Taliban during their rule from 1996 to 2001. After the Taliban government fell to the US-led invasion in 2001, he 

rose to lead the organization’s Quetta Shura in Pakistan, becoming the de facto leader of the Taliban. He was 

imprisoned by Pakistan in 2010, possibly because he had been discussing a peace deal with the Afghan 

government secretly, without the involvement of Pakistan. He was released in 2018 at the request of the United 

States and was subsequently appointed a deputy leader of the Taliban and head of their political office in Qatar. On 15 

September 2021, Baradar was listed on Time magazine as one of the “100 Most Influential People In 2021.” 
311 F. Yousaf, M. Jabarhail, Afghanistan’s future under the Taliban regime: engagement or isolation? pag. 12. 
312 “The U.S. and its allies are recalibrating what level of cooperation to have with the organization that now controls 

Afghanistan”. Gen. Mark A. Milley, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, called the Taliban “a ruthless group,” but 

added, “In war, you do what you must”, The New York Times. 
313 Interview with Taliban’s Zabihullah Mujahid. 
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will encounter, especially while dealing with “officials” like Haqqani. That is why, as a matter of 

urgency, the international community needs to work with the Taliban representatives, in some 

capacity, to negotiate the evacuation of Afghans whose lives are under threat, and foreign nationals. 

To overcome this challenge, the international community must work with the Taliban to get Afghan 

airports up and running. International airlines, who have signed third party leasing and insurance 

agreements, do not feel safe to fly into, or over, Afghanistan. These fears also mean that aid supplies 

for Afghans, especially food and medicines, will take longer to reach Afghanistan. Therefore, the 

operationalisation of Afghan airports, both for evacuation and provision of aid, is important.314 In 

a scenario where the international community, especially the western bloc, refuses to negotiate or 

deal with the Taliban, there remains a strong possibility that Russia, China, Pakistan, Turkey, Qatar, 

and Iran, will jump in to fill the gaps. That is why the situation in Afghanistan today remains 

markedly different from 1996 as the six states have indicated their willingness to deal with the 

Taliban regime. 

 

Moreover, since the Taliban’s takeover, messaging from the western bloc is mixed. 

Where the bloc has so far refused to recognise a future Taliban government, initial statements 

also indicate that some sort of a working relationship with the group may be established. For 

instance, the British Foreign Secretary, during a press talk in Pakistan, said, “we do not recognise 

the Taliban as a government, but we do see the importance of engaging and having a direct line of 

communication with them.”315 Similarly, Josep Borrell, High Representative of the European Union 

for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, during a meeting of EU foreign ministers in Slovenia said 

“in order to support the Afghan population, we will have to engage with the new government in 

Afghanistan.”316 German Chancellor Angela Merkel has also said her country wanted to talk to the 

Taliban about flying its remaining local workers out of Afghanistan.317 In other words, completely 

suspending diplomatic ties with the Taliban regime will more or less cause a repeat of the 1990s, 

when the Taliban justified their harsh policies within the country citing international isolation. 

Considering the current and future issues that Afghanistan faces, the western bloc needs a clear 

                                                             
314 F. Yousaf, M. Jabarhail, Afghanistan’s future under the Taliban regime: engagement or isolation? pag. 13.  
315 UK Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab on Friday 3 September 2021 said it is important to engage with 

the Taliban government in Afghanistan for a range of reasons, including the safe passage of British citizens, but 

dismissed talks of recognising it officially as "premature". 
316 Afghanistan: Press statement by High Representative Joseph Borrell at the informal meeting of Foreign Affairs 
Ministers. 
317 Germany wants talks with the Taliban on flying its remaining local workers out of Afghanistan, Chancellor Angela 

Merkel said Sunday. “We need to talk to the Taliban about how we can continue to get people who worked for 

Germany out of the country and to safety,” Merkel said during a visit to the German state of North-Rhine Westphalia. 

On Friday, EU foreign ministers agreed an outreach plan with the Taliban but that does not mean the bloc is about to 

recognize them as the legitimate Afghan government. 



 
 

51 
 

policy direction instead of sending mixed messages. Whether the bloc recognises a Taliban 

government or whether it still considers it a non-state (violent) actor, the messaging needs to be 

clear and precise. Mixed messaging will only create confusion and hurdles in formulating long-term 

policies on Afghanistan.318 

The international community can use diplomatic engagement to hold the Taliban accountable for 

their promises on these important issues and persist with economic sanctions if the group refuses to 

comply. Finally, recognition, in any form, of the Taliban regime cannot be based on automatic 

reactions to other countries, especially China, Russia, Qatar and Pakistan, recognising the regime. 

Demands of the global financial systems and inter-connectedness require the Taliban regime to 

engage with the rest of the world, particularly the western bloc. This engagement, from the 

international community, should be premised and made conditional on the provision of basic human 

rights and inclusive government in Afghanistan.319 

As discussed above, the Taliban have so far smartly disseminated their messages and propaganda 

on social media. For policymakers in the western bloc, countering the Taliban’s social media 

messaging presents a major challenge. And, to get a true picture of the situation on the ground, 

analysis of social media posts in Dari, Pashto and, to some extent, Urdu languages becomes 

important. 

For what concerns the current security context in Afghanistan, the international community can, 

in a controlled and limited manner, work with the Taliban to sustain a peaceful and secure country 

that is not a threat to regional and global security. In fact, the protection of human security is still 

discussed since people lost their sense of participation because they do not see themselves 

represented in the ruling structure. Protracted conflict and continued instability, combined with the 

recent political upheaval and humanitarian and economic crises, have caused fear and frustration 

among a large segment of the population. A perceived, or in this case real, loss of power and 

freedom impedes people from utilizing humanitarian and development programs to effectively build 

their human capital and agency, resulting in a loss of security. The harsh restrictions imposed by the 

Taliban since the group took over Kabul have already caused fear, grievance, and a loss of 

motivation among the educated class, youth, and women. 

The possibility of working with a Taliban regime to not allow Afghanistan’s soil to be used for 

terrorism remains crucial. Moreover, the international community can work with the Taliban regime 

to maintain checks over, and counter terrorist groups. 

Diplomatic boycotts and isolation, resulting in various socio-economic crises, for the Taliban 

                                                             
318 F. Yousaf, M. Jabarhail, Afghanistan’s future under the Taliban regime: engagement or isolation? pag. 13. 
319 Ibidem., 
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regime in Afghanistan, like their first regime, presents the risk of the country becoming an active 

haven again. As discussed above, the Taliban’s desire and need for some form of recognition and 

relaxation of economic sanctions can be made conditional on the group ensuring no terrorist activity 

(recruitment and operations) takes place within Afghanistan’s territory.320 

 

In conclusion, this discussion on the developing situation in Afghanistan and the Taliban’s 

takeover of the country aimed at providing initial impressions on what the country may look like 

under a hard-line/radical regime. With the Taliban formally taking control of Afghanistan, 

individual freedoms are also under threat. Even with violence and conflict marring the Afghan 

society and economy in the past two decades, Afghans had learnt to enjoy some of these individual 

freedoms in media, education, and work-life.  

                                                             
320 Ibidem., 
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Chapter II 

 

Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons: what is the difference? 
 

 

1. The refugee’s policy: comparison between US and Europe 

 

In the preceding years, the notion of international protection evolved to the point of 

consolidating the idea that the individual, and therefore the refugee, should be considered as a 

bearer of human rights. It became necessary to implement an international normative framework, 

including the 1951 Geneva Convention and its associated 1967 Protocol321 to find a solution to the 

normative gap concerning the issue of refugee protection.322 

Although the concept and evolution of the 1951 Geneva Convention will be analysed in the 

following section, it can certainly be stated that it represents the desire to establish a code of refugee 

rights covering all basic aspects of life, assimilating the status of refugees to that of citizens of the 

country of asylum. In fact, the purpose is to achieve important protections in such areas as health 

and social care, social security, legal protection, the right to education and employment and the 

broader range of civil, economic, and social rights.  

Refugees are accorded the same rights acquired by foreigners legally residing in the country of 

asylum and attempts are made to deal in the best possible way with the typical problems of a 

refugee simply because he is a refugee; as well as a foreigner without ties some to a particular 

country. 

 

Refugee policy is traditionally understood through the lenses of humanitarianism, international 

law, 

national security, and, less often, foreign policy. It also be considered a foreign policy tool. States 

can deliberately offer asylum to citizens to undermine rival States or can resettle displaced people 

                                                             
321 The 1967 Protocol, supplementary to the 1951 UN Refugee Convention, removed the temporal limitation to events 

that occurred prior to January 1, 1951, contained in the definition of refugee in the 1951 UN 1951. The Protocol 

entered into force on October 4, 1967, and is a legal instrument, although it is integrally related to the 1951 Convention. 

By acceding to it, the signatory states pledge to apply Articles 2 to 34 of the Convention to all those who meet the 

refugee definition, without any temporal or geographical limitation. Accession to the Protocol alone is sufficient to 

make applicable to the state’s signatories to most of the Convention’s provisions. Most states, however, have preferred 
to ratify both it and the Protocol, thus reinforcing, the authority of the two instruments as cornerstones of international 

refugee law. As of December 31, 1999, 134 states had acceded to the Protocol. As of the same date, the only states that 

had signed the Convention but not the Protocol were Madagascar, Monaco, Namibia and Saint Vincent and the 

Grenadines. In contrast, the only states that had acceded to the Protocol but not the Convention was. Cape Verde, 

Swaziland, the United States and Venezuela. 
322 Benvenuti P., Flussi migrazione e fruizione dei diritti fondamentali, pag. 7. 
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when military interventions go awry.323 

This section aims to focus on what motivates refugee policy: for example, why do States set 

different policies for refugees protected under the same rules of international law? Why do States 

treat refugees differently when they come from similar political, economic, or security situations?324 

Thus, the purpose is to analyse the European and American behaviour on the matter of this crisis, 

with a specific focus on the Afghan state, where this subject could be connected to the return of the 

Taliban regime. 

 

Though the world has seen many crises and millions of refugees seeking safety over the past 

decade, events in Afghanistan have produced a particularly disastrous mix of tragedies: economic 

collapse, starvation and suffering on a massive scale, a return of enormous political and social 

repression, and an uncontrolled coronavirus pandemic.325 Many Afghans are at threat from the 

Taliban government and from terrorist groups. All now face collapsing incomes, the cessation of the 

most basic services including healthcare and electricity, food insecurity, and a rising level of 

starvation.326  

All these factors have driven many Afghans to leave when routes became available. By the end 

of 2020, Afghans already made-up ten percent of the global refugee population and had driven 

considerable internal displacement. By mid-September 2021, a staggering three and a half million 

people were displaced within Afghanistan: 675,000 by the Taliban advance alone.327 In other words, 

voters in Britain or the United States, concerned about immigration, can see how the departure has 

dropped people into horror: some women, at the front, passed their infants to the foreign soldiers, 

and watching them carried out of sight. 

“There is a plane waiting for them on the runway, chartered by a foreign foundation. They have 

managed to get a US senator on the phone, who is telling them to shout to the soldiers that they 

have a right to come through. No path will take them through the crowd, and the large plane will 

take off, half empty and without them.”328 

The aim of United States was to assure a more transparent, rules-based system designed to 

                                                             
323 N. R. Micinski, Refugee Policy as Foreign Policy: Iraqi and Afghan Refugees Resettlements to the United States, 

pag. 1. 
324 M.S. Teitelbaum, Immigration, Refugees, and Foreign Policy, International Organization, 38(3), 1984, 429–450; 

M.S. Teitelbaum & M. Weiner, Threatened Peoples, Threatened Borders: World Migration and U.S. Policy, New 

York. 
325 R. Stewart, The Afghan Refugee Crisis: How to Resurrect the Global Refugee Resettlement Coalition – Atlantic 
Council, pag. 5. 
326 Indeed,. 
327 S. Glinski, Another Drought Looms. Is Afghanistan Better Prepared? New Humanitarian, June 2, 2021. Global 

Trends: Forced Displacement in 2020, UNHCR, June 18, 2021. 
328 R. Stewart, The Afghan Refugee Crisis: How to Resurrect the Global Refugee Resettlement Coalition – Atlantic 

Council, pag. 9. 
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prioritize citizens, and direct military and embassy personnel, but, unfortunately, most Afghans did 

not meet the government criteria and they were obliged to turn back to the ground.329 

The social and mass media played a key role in sharing the horror at the airport gate, showing the 

nineteen-year-old Afghan grabbing onto the side of a US plane as it took off, and the aftermath of 

the bomb attack on the evacuation line. This scenario is subjected to different views abroad: some 

people are bitterly opposed to the war and view the collapse as unavoidable; others feel something 

deeply valuable has been betrayed. Some feel that we should support humanitarian aid and 

development in the Taliban- ruled Afghanistan, others that we should leave it well alone.  

Some argue for open borders and believe that any attempt to exclude refugees with fences and 

walls and patrols is immoral. Finally,330, a larger number opposed large-scale Afghan immigration, 

fearing that Afghans would be a cost to the welfare state or impose a burden of non-native speakers 

on struggling schools, or that they would be involved in crime, or even terrorism.  

However, from August 15th to August 31st, 2021, NATO countries operated an international air 

corridor out of Kabul airport and 114,000 people were successfully evacuated on this route. The 

largest number were evacuated by the United States, but there were also major airlifts conducted by 

NATO allies.331 

Their best remaining hope is resettlement in Europe, the Americas, or Australia.332 

Indeed, the concept of resettlement became an important aspect of each state’s foreign policy 

because it is about the selection and transfer of refugees to a state that has agreed to admit them and 

provide them with permanent residence status. Countries in favour of this approach have regular 

refugee resettlement programs, targeted as refugees in third countries, and agree to consider a 

certain number of submissions by UNHCR333 each year. Twenty-seven countries ran resettlement 

programs with UNHCR in 2019, of whom the largest were the United States, Canada, and United 

                                                             
329 The Gurkha guards who have operated the British embassy gate, for example, make it to the perimeter, through all 

the checkpoints but are turned away on the grounds that they do not have the correct signatures. They were technically 

employed as private subcontractors, not direct employees, and do not qualify for any existing scheme, although they 

have protected the embassy for ten years. The same goes for the Afghan interior minister who led the security campaign 

against the Taliban, who are searching for him. 
330 R. Stewart, The Afghan Refugee Crisis: How to Resurrect the Global Refugee Resettlement Coalition – Atlantic 

Council, pag. 10. 
331 S. Gorman, Last of San Diego-Area Students Stranded in Afghanistan Make It Out, Reuters, November 3, 2021, and 

D. Milliken, Last UK Military Flight Leaves Afghanistan After Evacuating 15,000 People, Reuters, August 30, 2021. 
332 This is because after August 31, Afghans were restricted to leaving the country, either by crossing a land border or 

by boarding irregular civilian flights from the airport. Both routes are difficult since neighbouring countries have 
largely closed their land borders to Afghans, and it is not possible to board a civilian flight without a valid visa and 

passport. Most Afghans who were not able to leave before August 30 therefore remain trapped in the country. 

A. Siddique, No Reason To Stay: Taliban Repression, Economic Collapse Accelerate Exodus from Afghanistan, 

Gandhara, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (RFE/RL) Reporting on Afghanistan, December 2, 2021. 
333 The office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) was created in 1950, during the 

aftermath of the Second World War, to help millions of Europeans who had fled or lost their homes. 



56 
 

Kingdom.334  

Refugees who take the resettlement route must have registered as a refugee with the UNHCR 

and undergone the Refugee Status Determination process,335 based on the 1951 Refugee 

Convention for refugee definition. Background checks are conducted on applicants and biometrics 

are taken.336  

If the individual agrees to be resettled and if they are identified as being at a prominent level of 

risk and vulnerability by UNHCR or other organizations, they are suggested by those organizations 

to one of the suitable countries that run resettlement programs.337 

Finally, this proposal focuses initially on screening and selecting vulnerable Afghans in 

Afghanistan itself or in neighbouring countries and then transporting them directly to receiving 

states. 

 

Following the objective of this first section, the focus will be now on the behaviour adopted by 

Europe and United States on the theme of refugees and resettlement. In fact, the United States 

remains a signatory of the 1967 Refugee Protocol, but the law at that time restricted refugee 

admissions. The Refugee Act338, garnering unanimous support in the Senate, was passed by 

Congress in 1980 and signed into law by President Jimmy Carter. It raised the annual ceiling for 

refugees and created a process for reviewing and adjusting the refugee ceiling to meet emergencies 

and required annual consultation between Congress and the president.339 However, the act altered 

the definition of refugee, into “person with a well-founded fear of persecution”340 ; a standard 

established by United Nations conventions and protocols, and funded a new Office of US 

Coordinator for Refugee Affairs and an Office of Refugee Resettlement and built on already 

existing public-private partnerships that helped refugees settle and adjust to life in their new 

country.341 Nevertheless, the political pressure over many decades has resulted in a lowering of the 

                                                             
334 Resettlement Data Finder, UNHCR. 
335 Refugee Status Determination, or RSD, is the legal or administrative process by which governments or UNHCR 

determine whether a person seeking international protection is considered a refugee under international, regional, or 

national law. 
336 In-Country Refugee Processing: In Brief, Congressional Research Service, May 7, 2015. 
337 R. Stewart, The Afghan Refugee Crisis: How to Resurrect the Global Refugee Resettlement Coalition – Atlantic 

Council, pag. 12. 
338 President Jimmy Carter signed into law the Refugee Act of 1980. The statute became the basis for successful 

resettlement of more than 3 million refugees from distant countries to the United States—a significant humanitarian 

achievement, and one from which our economy, culture and even cuisine have benefited. Resettlement has also helped 
resolve or ameliorate foreign policy crises. Moreover, the act reshaped and clarified the U.S. framework for 

political asylum. 
339 States Parties to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and the 1967 Protocol: and Refugee Act of 

1980, Refugee Act of 1980, Pub. L. 96-212, 94 Stat. 102 (1980). 
340 It will be analysed on paragraph 1.2 of subchapter II. 
341 Refugee Act of 1980, National Archives Foundation. 
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maximum resettlement limit. The 1980 maximum resettlement limit was 231,700,342 while under 

the Obama administration, the limit had fallen to 80,000 a year343 and under Trump administration, 

the annual presidential determination of maximum resettlements fell to 30,000 in 2019 and then 

18,000 in 2020.344 Therefore, only 11,814 refugees were resettled in the United States in the 2020 

fiscal year. Unfortunately, global resettlement spaces went down by 50 percent between 2016 and 

2019. In the period, the number of people who received protection worldwide, following a refugee 

status determination process, dropped from 900,000 to 530,000. The UNHCR has experienced the 

lowest number of refugee resettlements in almost twenty years; out of 1.44 million refugees in 

urgent need of resettlement globally only 22,770 were resettled through the agency.345 

Keeping the attention on the Afghan ground, the United States has resettled more Afghan 

refugees since August 2021 than any other state.346 

 

                                                             
342 States Parties to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and the 1967 Protocol; Refugee Act of 

1980, Pub. L. 96-212, 94 Stat. 102 (1980); J. Ollis, An Examination of the Global Refugee Crisis: How Have We Hurt? 

How Can We Help? With Special Emphasis on Enhancing Resilience in the Somali Population Resettled in Columbus, 
Ohio, (Doctor of Ministry diss., Portland Seminary, George Fox University, February 2020), pag. 12-14. 
343 Pew Research Center: “U.S. on Track to Reach Obama administration’s goal of resettling 110,000 refugees this 

year”, 2021. 
344 Moreover, the Trump administration also developed a reputation for increasingly strict and often inhumane measures 

against asylum seekers. Syrian refugees were banned from settling in the United States indefinitely and all refugee 

arrivals were stopped for 120 days after a ban on immigration from seven Muslim-majority countries, which was 

referred to as a ban on “Muslim” immigration by the American Civil Liberties Union: Timeline on the Muslim Ban, 

February 10, 2020. 
345 The International Rescue Committee, Written Statement for the Record, Submitted to the U.S. House Committee on 

the Judiciary Subcommittee on Immigration and Citizenship Hearing on the Current State of the U.S. Refugee Program, 

February 27, 2020. 
346 Department of Homeland Security Operation Allies Welcome Afghan Evacuee Report, Fiscal Year 2022 Report to 

Congress, 2 (December 2021). This group included US citizens and Afghans entitled to SIVs. Also included were many 

who had managed to fight their way into the airport and were evacuated without any clear process to determine their 

eligibility. It is estimated that approximately 250,000 Afghans eligible for US visas remain trapped inside Afghanistan: 

L. Leatherby and L. Buchanan, at least 250,000 Afghans Who Worked with U.S. Haven’t Been Evacuated, Estimates 

Say, New York Times, August 25, 2021. 
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347 

 

 

Moreover, at the time of the fall of Kabul, there were two formal visa routes available to Afghans 

seeking to enter the United States. Special immigrant visas (SIVs) could be obtained by Afghans 

who had worked with US troops which applied to an estimated 50,000 people. Others are assessed 

in line with three priority levels for refugee resettlement: the priority level (P1) is for individual 

cases in which resettlement was urgently needed, P2 is for groups of humanitarian concern, and P3 

for family members of already-resettled refugees. In early August, P2 entitlement was offered to 

Afghans who had worked directly for the US government or as direct contractors for US 

government-funded programs.348 This extended entitlement to an estimated additional 200,000 

Afghans, but many other vulnerable Afghans, such as female judges or senior members of the 

former Afghan government, appeared to have struggled to qualify for any of these schemes.349 

By early September 24,000 of the evacuees had already arrived in the United States, and by mid- 

September, the number of Afghan refugees in the United States increased to 37,000 people.350 

Finally, the US government appears to be proceeding to assist most of these individuals to enter 
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the United States under the humanitarian parole process, which is faster than the regular refugee 

resettlement process.351 Currently, the White House has proposed easing green card applications for 

Afghan refugees, as part of a larger request to Congress for $6.4 billion in funding for the Afghan 

refugee resettlement process, but this is not yet in place.352 Despite the fact that resettlement 

agencies are now overwhelmed by the surge of Afghan refugee requests, President Biden 

announced that the refugee resettlement limit would be increased from 62,500 to 125,000 for that 

year, in line with a campaign pledge.353 In other words, US resettlement policy, should be analysed 

as a foreign policy, taking into account strategic interests, geopolitical alliances, and regional 

dynamics.354 

 

For what Europe concerns, the numbers of refugees who entered the European Union reached an 

all-time high in 2015 and 2016 and have remained elevated ever since. Currently, Europe is dealing 

with one of the largest refugees’ crises since World War II. In fact, in 2015 EU member states 

received over 1.3 million applications for international protection,355 affecting other European 

countries because many of them have been reluctant to take the refugees in and provide them with 

shelter, safety, employment, education, and permanent residence. In fact, governments, the news 

industry, and public opinion in Europe have been increasingly preoccupied with refugees seeking 

access to it. Several studies reveal an increase in negative attitudes toward refugees in EU 

countries356 while such attitudes were relatively favourable at the start of the crisis, but then they 

grew more negative with increased numbers, demands for increased resources to assist the refugees, 

and increased perceived threats to the destination countries’ way of life and economic prosperity.357 

The literature on surveys of attitudes toward refugees tends to demonstrate that individual-level 

variables are the most important factors explaining negative or positive reception of refugees.358 

The political attitude toward refugees in these countries is mostly characterized by concerns for 

solidarity and responsibility and can be summarized by German chancellor Angela Merkel’s words: 
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“Wir schaffen das!” (We can do this!). Despite taking in and retaining few refugees, Portugal might 

be described as even more liberal, as its government has actively tried to attract more refugees.  

This political attitude is in strong contrast with that of the Italian, Hungarian, Austrian, and 

Greek governments, for instance, who have attempted to cut down the numbers of asylum seekers 

flocking to their countries through measures such as the creation of hundreds of kilometres of 

fences on the EU’s external frontiers, between Greece and Turkey or Hungary and Serbia, making it 

more difficult for asylum seekers to reach a safe haven and strengthening the notion of a Fortress 

Europe.359 In other words, the refugee crisis has strongly divided the European member states, 

leading to a political crisis.360  

However, the interesting aspect is that some members had deployed their troops to Afghanistan 

to evacuate large numbers of people from Kabul in the last two weeks of August. Indeed, Germany 

evacuated 5,347 (including 4,100 Afghans); Italy, 5,011 (including 4,890 Afghan nationals); France, 

more than 3,000 (including 2,600 Afghans); the Netherlands, 2,500; and Spain, 1,898 Afghans. 

Sweden, Belgium, Poland, and Denmark each evacuated between 900 and 1,400 people.  

Based on the above tallies and the smaller numbers of people evacuated by other EU member 

states, 22,000 Afghans were evacuated to the European Union.361  

In December 2021, fifteen EU member states agreed to take in 40,000 Afghans for resettlement, 

with Germany taking 25,000, the Netherlands accepting 3,159, and Spain and France each 

committing to take 2,500.362 The extraordinary range of countries willing to host Afghans 

temporarily or permanently after the fall of Kabul illustrates the breadth of global concern about 

this plight and the willingness of politicians to make public gestures of support.363  

Recipient countries also proved far more resilient and adaptable in processing Afghan refugees; 

indeed, President Biden’s election has ushered in a more moderate US position on refugees and 

asylum, including lifting the annual refugee resettlement ceiling from 17,000 to 125,000. The new 

German coalition has committed to resettlement of 25,000 Afghans. The UK, Canada, and Australia 

have announced that they are willing to take more Afghans, in addition to those already evacuated 

                                                             
359 L. D’Haenens, W. Joris and F. Heinderyckx, Images of Immigrants and Refugees in Western Europe, pag. 23. 
360 This is related to the election victories of nationalist and populist parties, who used the refugee crisis to their 
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from their homeland.364 The international refugee coalition continues, therefore, to be dominated by 

Europe and North America. Moreover, the Afghan crisis presents a rare opportunity for key states 

leadership, especially for the United States and its allies to demonstrate that they are serious about 

the international cooperation, particularly among democracies. For Australia and Britain, it would 

be a chance to demonstrate that orderly resettlement can be a central and humane ingredient in a 

broader refugee policy, and to demonstrate their commitment to liberal humanitarian values.  

For many EU states, it would be a chance to demonstrate European values after the 2015 refugee 

crisis.365 

 

Finally, the aim of the international coalition should be to provide a rapid, predictable, and 

consistent response to refugee resettlement. Members of this coalition should at least include the 

twenty-seven countries that are already actively resettling refugees processed by UNHCR.366 It 

should begin by addressing the Afghan crisis, but then use this to build a broader resettlement 

strategy for vulnerable people at risk of persecution in other states that could be applied to other 

crises in the future.  

The Taliban government, at least at a central level, is currently willing to allow persecuted 

groups and political opponents to leave, meanwhile there are many factions within the Taliban 

system that seek to detain members of the former government. In addition, there are terrorists who 

are already targeting some of the vulnerable groups.367 In other words, there are a few current 

obstacles to processing Afghans inside Afghanistan; only a minority of potential refugees will ever 

be able to leave the country in which they live, and currently, international actors have frozen or cut 

funding to Afghanistan. Furthermore, some countries, including the United States, only consider 

asylum seekers to be refugees once they have left their country of origin, meaning that the legal 

definition of refugee would need to be amended for them to receive refugee status without leaving 

their country of origin. 

These are serious issues, but a humane and practical international response to the Afghan refugee 

crisis would allow us to revive the values, which formed the multilateral system in the wake of the 

horrors of World War II. It is also a chance to save and transform, now and in the future, the lives of 

hundreds of thousands of the most vulnerable people on earth. 

There are not sample solutions because this subject is a complex matter, and it cannot be met 

                                                             
364 P. Taylor, Has Europe reached Peak Polulism? – Politico, Semptember 5 th , 2019; J.Dickson, German Leaders 

Offer 

Mixed Messaging on Afghan Refugees Following Taliban Takeover – Globe and Mail, Semptember 2 2021. 
365 R. Stewart, The Afghan Refugees Crisis: How to Resurrect the Global Refugee Resettlement Coalition, pag. 31. 
366 Resettlement Data Finder. 
367 Ibidem,. 



62 
 

with coldly ‘rational’ decisions. The actors in this complex interplay are not only the people on the 

move, governments, and NGOs, but also often ruthless refugee smugglers. Therefore, solutions will 

need to be creative and multifaceted.368 

 

1.1 The Geneva Convention 

 

The Geneva Convention of 1951 represents the first document that, on an international scale, 

addressed the issue of refugees related to the attribution of refugee status and the rights and 

obligations that arise from that legal status.369  

Divided into 7 chapters with a total of 46 articles, a 6-paragraph Preamble on the need to "revise 

and codify previous international agreements relating to the status of refugees and to extend the 

application of these instruments and the protection they afford by means of a new agreement" 

supplemented by a Final Act and divided into 4 parts with recommendations to States parties, the 

1951 Geneva Convention was able to adapt to changing situations. 

However, challenges persist that undermine its implementation in contemporary reality. One of 

the first is what is called 'the challenge of enforceability'; posed by Hathaway and that is the actual 

enforcement of international refugee law because, although it is the UNCHR that enjoys the role of 

overseer of the Convention, it is also true that there is an absence of formal mechanisms that 

adequately respond to cases of violation. Despite this, the Geneva Convention on the Status of 

Refugees represents a fixed point from which not to retreat. 

Three phases can be distinguished that led to the drafting of the Convention of 1951: the legal 

phase (1920-1935), which had the task of systematising the matter at international level providing 

refugees with passport-like certification; the so-called social phase (1922-1935) through which 

international agreements focus on socio-political aspects, and finally the phase defined as 

individualistic because it does not recognise the refugee as part of a group, a victim of 

discrimination, but as an individual person fleeing from situations of injustice and incompatibility 

with their own state.370 In other words, The 1951 Geneva Convention was born out of the need to 

protect the refugee and to create a legal framework of security for him or her in which to obtain 

                                                             
368 L. D’Haenens, W. Joris, F. Heinderyckx, Images of Immigrants and Refugees in Western Europe – Media 

representation, Public Opinion, and Refugee’s Experiences, pag. 9. 
369 Prior to the 1951 Convention, there were a series of international agreements made under the watchful eye of the 

League of Nations which, also because of war conflicts of particular importance and severity, prepared ad hoc 
regulations for the protection of refugees; victims of such conflicts. We speak of the 1921 agreement concerning the 

Russian refugees, those of 1924, 1926 and 1928 in favour of Armenian, Assyrian, Assyro Caldesian, Ruthenian, 

Montenegrin refugees, Jews, and Turks, as well as those adopted under the supervision of the League of Nations in 

1933 aimed at refugees from Spain and of 1938 for all those fleeing Germany and Austria because of the Nazis. 
370 Hathaway J., The Law of Refugee Status, Butterworths, Toronto, 1991. Pag.4: “refugee status is a means of 
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asylum, especially in a troubled and difficult post-war period.371 In fact, the first years after the 

Second World War were characterised by the exodus of millions of displaced persons and refugees 

forced to flee for political reasons or to avoid being pawns of the sovereignty of the victorious 

states.  

Indeed, the geopolitical, legal, and social consequences caused by dictatorships and wars led to 

the convening of the International Conference Convention of 28 July 1951 that concluded with the 

opening of the 1951 Geneva Convention.  

Over a period of three weeks, a group of delegates at the United Nations European Office arrived 

at the drafting of a bill of rights that was to become the instrument for identifying the prerequisites 

for granting refugee status through the inclusion clauses (the criteria a person must fulfil); cessation 

clauses (circumstances in which a refugee ceases to be a refugee); and exclusion clauses (situations 

in which a person is excluded from the application of the Convention). The elaboration also 

provided for the forms of legal protection, assistance, and social rights that states parties to the 

document are obliged to guarantee.372 It came into being, therefore, to give a more stable legal 

status to all those foreigners or stateless persons, displaced persons or fugitives who feared to return 

home after the political, ethnic, and territorial upheavals following the Second World War and prior 

to the Cold War. 

The year 1951 marked an important turning point in the issue of protection and assistance 

provided and granted to refugees: firstly, there was the adoption of the Geneva Convention on the 

Status of universal status of refugees, and secondly the creation of a supranational creation of a 

supranational body with the purpose of monitoring the application of this Convention by all States 

parties and to guarantee protection and international assistance to refugees, as well as the UNHCR. 

Although it is still the most important legal instrument for the protection of refugees at the 

universal level, the 1951 Geneva Convention has some provisions that restrict its scope and raise 

some doubts about its adaptability. 

Two limitations placed on the Geneva Convention are recognized in Article 1. The first 

limitation is 

temporal since the definition of refugee is referred only to those who have suffered persecution: 

“because of events before January 1, 1951”373; Indeed, the Geneva Convention is adopted in a 

particular historical period, namely between the aftermath of World War II and the Cold War with 

the aim of giving protection at the international level to all those involved in the dramatic events of 
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those years. It can be evinced, therefore, that it does not propose itself as an instrument for the 

protection of refugees on a global scale world, nor does it offer a valid definition of persecution that 

can be extended to other historical periods. 

The second, is a geographical limitation with reference to the phrase “may be considered events 

prior to January 1, 1951, only those events that occurred before January 1, 1951, in Europe”374; 

This, leaves it up to the states to decide whether to join the Convention, unlike the first. 

Consequently, the New York Protocol was adopted on January 31, 1967, by the UN General 

Assembly to remedy the above restrictions. Unfortunately, only the temporal one was partially 

overcome, unlike the geographical one for which one must wait for the major change in the 

international scenario that affected the whole of Europe; that is, the one that took place immediately 

after the collapse of the Berlin Wall. In fact, the geographic limitation was resolved only at the end 

of 1989 with Decree Law 416 of December 30, 1990, later converted into the law that is more 

commonly known as the Martelli Law.375  

Because of the changes it made, the Geneva Convention acquired a refugee protection function 

vis-à vis all those situations and events that prompt individuals to seek international protection. The 

Convention thus retained its title as the first international agreement containing a general definition 

of those considered refugees; a definition characterized by a global uniformity that makes it 

possible to apply the term refugee to each of the countries of the world. 

 

 

1.2 The notion of ‘refugee’ 

 

‘Refugee’ is one of the most important statuses a foreigner can enjoy; its prerequisite is a well-

founded fear of individual persecution of the foreigner in his own country. The recognition of this 

status corresponds to a set of rights and duties granted to the person by each state where the 

Convention signed in Geneva on 28 July 1951 is in force. It provides for the notion of refugee, the 

rights and duties that derive from the recognition of the legal status, as well as the obligations 

assumed by the contracting states. Its norms, authoritative but not binding, respond to the need to 

define individuals deserving of guardianship and protection. They are identified by Article 1(A)(2) 

of the Geneva Convention, according to which a person is considered a refugee if "as a result of 

events occurring before 1 January 1951, having reason to fear being persecuted for reasons of race, 

religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or because of his political views, is 
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outside the country of which he is a national and is unable or unwilling to nationality, membership 

of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is 

unable or unwilling, owing to this fear, to avail himself of the protection of this country, or who, not 

having citizenship and being outside the country in which he was habitually resident as a result of 

such events he cannot or does not wish to return to it because of the fear referred to above”. 

It should be stressed that the recognition of status is not constitutive, but merely declaratory, 

since an individual becomes a refugee when he or she meets the conditions set out in the article. 

The basic requirements376 of this definition are that the person is outside the country of his or her 

nationality, or in which he or she used to reside, has a well-founded fear of persecution377; on 

grounds of race; religion; nationality membership of a particular social group; political opinion. 

The 1951 Geneva Convention has been supplemented with some more objective considerations 

presented, respectively, by the Convention of the Organisation of African Unity of 1969 which 

defined a refugee as "any person who is forced to leave his or her country of origin by reason of 

external aggression, occupation, foreign domination or serious disturbance of the law and order, in 

whole or in part, in the country of origin or nationality" and the Cartagena Declaration of 1984 

which added an even more objective consideration to the definition of a refugee found in the 1951 

Geneva Convention: "Refugees are persons who flee from their countries because their lives, safety 

or freedom have been threatened by generalised violence, foreign aggression, internal conflict, 

massive human rights violations or other circumstances that have seriously disturbed public 

order”. 

In conclusion, we can argue that although the Geneva Convention represented an important 

turning point in the international field thanks to the clarifications on the refugee figure, it is unclear 

on the issue of its protection as binding on the exercise of the sovereignty of individual states. In 

fact, the Geneva Convention limits itself to establishing the treatment and level of protection of the 

refugee by the state that has decided to receive him or her on its territory, even though it is not 

bound to the reception itself.378 
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1.3 The categories excluded by the definition of ‘refugee’ 

 

As previously confirmed, the 1951 Geneva Convention defines the term refugee who flees his or 

her country of origin, having a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 

nationality, membership of a particular social group nationality, or political opinion and who, 

because of this, seeks international protection in a different State.379 One of the key aspects of the 

Geneva Convention is the element of well-founded fear, which is based on a subjective factor 

arising from the asylum seeker's state of mind to seek international protection and takes into 

account his personal circumstances, personality and the events that marked him. Furthermore, to 

assess the well-founded fear of persecution, it is necessary to verify the trustworthiness of the 

subject, which must generally be demonstrated by his or her personal experience. The second factor 

is the objective one, which is given, instead, by external elements; that is, elements that create in the 

individual the fear of being persecuted even by the situation in his or her own country. In other 

words, for the purposes of assessment of the objective element of a well-founded fear of 

persecution, facts are necessary that concerning the country of origin at the time the application for 

international protection is made international protection, the statements of the person concerned, 

and the documentation provided.380 

These reasons lead the individual to apply for international protection for which refugees are 

fleeing can be attributed directly or indirectly to the country of origin because, if they are fleeing 

because of events not caused by the state itself or its agents, the application for international 

protection cannot be recognised, let alone applied for. As a result, this Convention identifies two 

categories of persons excluded from the concept of refugee: economic migrants and environmental 

migrants. Regarding the latter, it is argued that: "by including in its operative provisions the 

requirement that a refugee fear prosecution, the Convention limits its humanitarian scope and does 

not afford universal protection to asylum seekers. No matter how devastating may be epidemic, 

natural disaster or famine, a person fleeing them is not a refugee within the terms of the 

Convention. And by incorporating the five Convention reasons the Convention plainly contemplates 

that there will even be persons fearing persecution who will not be able to gain asylum as 

refugees."381 

The above states that environmental migrants are excluded from the international protection 

offered by the 1951 Geneva Convention because they cannot return to their homelands because they 
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come from countries subject to climate, or environmental, change. Environmental migrants are 

therefore forced to expatriate, they can apply for international protection, but it is certain that this 

will be denied to them because it is not expressly provided for in Geneva Convention. Only recently 

has the issue of environmental migrants touched the heart of the international community and above 

all the United Nations, through a historic ruling382 , demonstrated its interest in clarifying a 

fundamental point in international law and climate refugees. The events of 2013, when Ioane Teiota, 

a man originally from the island of Kiribati, sought protection from the New Zealand government as 

he was forced to leave his country due to rising sea levels brought on by global warming, represent 

an important turning point that must be given attention to be understood. Teiota relocated to New 

Zealand with his entire family to receive protection from the Tribunal; but, in 2015, the Tribunal 

decided to send him back to his place of origin. The man's application for refugee status might be a 

ground-breaking development in international law, but the appeal to the UN Human Rights 

Committee was also rejected.383 

This choice was made considering the Committee's forecast that, within ten years or so, the 

Republic of Kiribati will take steps to preserve the entire nation and facilitate population relocation 

where feasible with the help of the international community. 

Only a few years later, the United Nations Climate Change Conference convened with the 

finding of an actual sea level rise for countries bordering the Atlantic Ocean, recognising the not 

future, but imminent damage that the Republic of Kiribati had been fighting against for some time, 

and a violation of the inhabitants' right to life since they were not allowed access to sources of 

drinking water due to seawater seepage.384 In other words, the ruling recognises the extreme risk 

posed by the possibility that water could flood an entire country and that this could translate into an 

outright violation of the right to life. Teiota did not become the world's first climate refugee, but 

nevertheless, the Committee's decision recognised the existence of climate refugees and the fact that 

their lives are in danger; a debate still open among academics and policy makers. The sentence 

confirms the fact that if there is an immediate threat to life because of climate change, and if the 
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individual crosses the border of another country to seek international protection, he or she should 

not be rejected because, otherwise, the State of destination could run the risk of compromising the 

life and liberty of the individual.385 

Although the UN ruling represents an important first step in international law today, it does not 

open the door to waves of climate refugees. It is not binding, but nevertheless warns governments 

around the world that climate change will have an increasing impact, even if the recognition of 

environmental refugees and their application for protection are still subject to refusal. 

Another case for which it is impossible to recognise international protection is the category of 

economic migrants; that is, individuals who are not forced to expatriate for political reasons or 

because of natural disasters but do so voluntarily in order to find better living conditions.386 

Following this definition, one cannot speak of a refugee at all because in this sense, the economic 

migrant has the possibility of choosing the country of destination and therefore, since he or she does 

not meet the criteria for refugee status, does not benefit from international protection.  

These are situations where the environmental conditions of a given country, or an individual's 

desire to improve his or her standard of living, are not sufficient for the international protection 

offered by the Geneva Convention to be recognized and applied, since neither nor environmental 

migrants are among those categories of persons who, being able to meet the criteria of Article 1, 

section A, paragraph 2, are considered refugees. 

 

1.4  The five objective reasons for persecution 

 

Before mentioning and analysing the five objective grounds of persecution, it is important to 

clarify that there is no universally accepted definition of persecution, as the 1951 Geneva 

Convention does not define the term, but Article 1, Section A, paragraph 2, and Article 33 inherent 

to the principle of non-refoulement. This leads to the conclusion that a threat to an individual's right 

to life or personal liberty on grounds of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social 

group or political opinion may always qualify as persecution.387 These just mentioned represent the 

five objective grounds for persecution. 

Regarding persecution on the grounds of race, one must first rely on the definition given by the 
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International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of racial discrimination, which defines 

discrimination based on race as “any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference based on race, 

colour, descent, or national or ethnic origin.”388 

In the context of international refugee law, race must be understood in the broadest sense, 

referring to any type of ethnic group to which the term is referred to in common everyday 

language.389 Persecution on the grounds of race, however, is considered obsolete, little present in 

practice and only rarely invoked because it is absorbed mainly by the objective grounds of religion 

and public opinion. In fact, unlike racial ones, religious reasons occupy an important space in the 

practice; today, freedom of religion is one of the fundamental rights and persecution can be invoked 

when disturbing anyone who is professing or wishes to profess their religion either privately or 

publicly in communities.390 Persecution is not considered to be when an attempt is made to set 

limits and/or prevent incentives to violence, ritual murders or the commission of crimes.391 

Persecution on religious grounds also involves forced conversion, coercion to practise or conform to 

religious beliefs, and discriminatory acts.392 Another important note is about the so-called 

conscientious objectors; people who, because of their religion, are forced to refuse military service 

because it is against their beliefs. In this case, it is necessary to prove that you run the risk of being 

persecuted if you want to be recognised as an asylum seeker. But according to the UNHCR, even 

general laws concerning military service can also constitute grounds for persecution, especially 

when this discriminatory manner, or when they impose disproportionate punishments, or when they 

impose the performance of military service on certain persons (or conversely, when these do not 

include other categories of individuals).393 

Coinciding with the concept of race394 when referring to belonging to a particular ethnic or 

linguistic group is the term nationality and the UNHCR Handbook specifies that it should not only 

be understood as citizenship, but also as belonging to an ethnic or linguistic group.  

About nationality, the act of persecution can be invoked when such persons claim to be at risk of 

abuse because they have been denied citizenship in their own country, or when within a state 

previously made up of sovereign territories, there are human rights violations related to anyone who 

                                                             
388 Art. 1(1) of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, adopted by United Nations 

General Assembly Resolution 2106 (XX) of 21 December 1965. 
389 UNCHR, Handbook, par. 68. 
390 Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief, 

Proclaimed by General Assembly - Resolution 36/55 of 25 November 1981. 
391 UNHRC, Guidelines on International Protection par. 15. 
392 Guidelines on International Protection: Religion‐Based Refugees Claims under Article 1 A (2) of the 1951 

Convention and/or the 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees. 
393 V. Chetail, Are Refugee Rights Human Rights? An Unorthodox Questioning of the Relations between Refugee Law 

and Human Rights Law, Oxford University Press, 30 January 2014. 
394 Occasionally, membership of an ethnic or linguistic group may overlap with the concept of race. See 

UNHCR Handbook, par. 74. 
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defines their nationality by remaining loyal to their former state of nationality.395 

In relation to the criterion of belonging to a particular social group, the Handbook remains 

particularly various and, without any doubt, is the one that has left the most room for 

interpretations in the spirit of the Geneva Convention. Thanks to it, persecution on the grounds 

of sex, gender, sexual orientation, and family feud, among others, has been brought within the 

refugee definition. 

It is necessary to understand what is meant by “a particular social group”396, first excluding the 

fact that this can be the object of persecution merely because it is defined as such, even though 

persecution appears to be the key element to define the visibility of the social group. There are two 

prevailing legal orientations to define the term 'particular social group': the first uses the criterion of 

the "protected characteristics”; those that are innate (such as gender or caste), immutable (such as 

having belonged to an association or a professional class) or inalienable (such as sexual orientation 

or gender identity).397 This approach leads to identifying a social group through the sharing of a 

common innate characteristic, a common history or status unchangeable or a characteristic that is 

fundamental to a person's consciousness, dignity and identity.398 The second criteria used to identify 

the social group is that of 'social perception', whereby the members of the group share a 

characteristic that makes it recognisable or distinguishes it from the rest of society, identifying its 

diversity.399 Often these two approaches converge because groups that share a particular feature are 

also considered different from the rest of society, creating the risk of gaps in protection. 

Nevertheless, their alternative use for the purposes of interpreting the inclusion clause in Article 

1(A) 2 of the Geneva Convention400, could represent a solution, while still maintaining the aim of 

guaranteeing a form of protection to anyone who runs the risk of irreparable harm in the country of 

origin. To define the particular social group, the presence of a common element in the group is 

required, its size being irrelevant401 because, for example, for the purposes of gender or sex-based 

                                                             
395 E. J. Criddle, E. Fox-Decent, The Right to Refuge, Oxford University Press, 18 August 2016. 
396 UNHCR Guidelines on International Protection: 'Membership of a particular social group' in the 

context of Article 1 A (2) of the 1951 Convention and/or its 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees 

(HCR/GIP/02/02, 7 May 2002). 
397 C. Danisi, M. Dustin, N. Ferreira, N. Held, Queering Asylum in Europe – Legal and Social Experiences of Seeking 

International Protection on Grounds of Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity, pag 100. 
398 Orientation used in US jurisprudence. 
399 UNHCR Guidelines on International Protection: 'Membership of a particular social group' in the context of Article 1 

A (2) of the 1951 Convention and/or its 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees (HCR/GIP/02/02, 7 May 

2002). 
400 Art. 1 (A) 2: “owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 
membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable, or 

owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and 

being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is 

unwilling to return to it”. 
401 Summary Conclusions - Membership, Global Consultations on International Protection International, San Remo 

Round Table of Experts, 6-8 September 2001, No 4. 
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forms of persecution, women in a particular country can be considered as a social group.402 

Finally, the Geneva Convention also protects freedom of political thought, defining public 

opinion as the freedom to hold an opinion, thought or conviction on a matter concerning potential 

persecutors, state and non-state agents and their policies or methods.403 It is possible to assess the 

existence of the persecution ground related to political opinion 

political opinion even when the applicant has committed an act without it being manifestation of 

a political idea, when the same is in fact judged to be contrary to the ideology, methods or 

methods or activities of the actor of persecution.404 

 

1.5 The reasonable alternative flight and the protection in a place different from 

the country of origin 

 

For an asylum seeker to qualify as a refugee, it must be established that he/she cannot or will not 

invoke the protection of the country of origin.405 Some countries, however, refer to the possibility of 

the so-called internal flight alternative.406 It is used as an additional element in determining refugee 

status. This concept is not explicitly mentioned among the criteria that are required to be fulfilled to 

be granted refugee status, as mentioned in Art, section A, paragraph 2, but notwithstanding, the 

internal flight alternative or relocation can be considered as an aspect of the refugee status 

determination process407, related to the possibility of obtaining protection elsewhere in the country 

of origin.  

The concept of internal flight or relocation alternative refers to a specific area of the country 

where there is no well-founded fear of persecution and where, given the precise circumstances, the 

individual can be expected to settle and lead a normal life.408 

The decision-making authority will have to carry out two types of assessment of the application 

for international protection international protection having as its object the criterion of internal 

flight or relocation alternative: the first takes into account the importance of the requirement and 

therefore examines whether there is a place where one can live in safety, accessible and reachable 

without any danger and above all whether there is the possibility to move legally within one's home 

                                                             
402 Summary Conclusions – Gender Related Persecution, No. 5. 
403 Art. 10(1)(e) of Directive 2004/83/EC, transposed by Art. 8(1)(e) of Legislative Decree 251/2007. 
404 UNHCR, Eligibility Guidelines for Assessing the International Protection Needs of Asylum‐Seekers from Eritrea, 

April 2009. 
405 Article 10(A)2 of the 1951 Geneva Convention relating to the Status of Refugees. 
406 Introduction to the UNCHR Handbook Guidelines of International Protection: "Internal Flight or Relocation 

Alternative" see Art.1 (A) 2 of the 1951 Geneva Convention and/or the 1967 New York Protocol Relating to the Status 

of Refugees. Refugee Status. Art.8 of the Qualification Directive; no requirement for transposition into national law. 
407 Ibidem, Handbook UNCHR, par. 2. 
408 For issues relating to the burden of proof in establishing these issues, see, infra, Section III.A. 
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state.  

If these requirements are not fulfilled, the relevance of the above-mentioned requirement is lost. 

It will also assess who the agent of persecution is, both from the moment of leaving the country 

of origin and from a future perspective. The second, on the other hand, is carried out to affirm the 

existence of internal flight and it will be the deciding body that will ask whether, from an objective 

and subjective point of view, it should be reasonably expected that the applicant, given his 

circumstances, could have moved to a different part of the country without fear of persecution. This 

is therefore a hypothetical assessment that could also lead to a denial of international protection, 

using as evaluation criteria certain elements, such as age, gender, health, the existence of particular 

vulnerabilities, religion, family and personal ties, ethnicity409 , but also the possibility that he or she 

may have suffered psychological trauma, the safety of the area identified as an alternative means of 

escape, the possibility or not of survival and therefore access to basic necessities and economic 

sustenance present in that area.410 

The assessment criteria prompt a detailed examination of the characteristics of what could be an 

internal flight zone or internal relocation to provide greater support to the asylum seeker.  

In fact, an area where there are insurmountable obstacles that could endanger the individual's 

life, such as fast-moving war fronts or minefields, will never be considered an internal flight or 

internal relocation zone. Should the individual have to cross the original air of persecution to reach 

the 'new' zone, it will never be recognised as an internal flight zone or internal relocation.411 

 

In conclusion, we can state that the question of whether the asylum seeker has an internal flight 

or internal relocation alternative can, as mentioned above, arise as part of the refugee status 

determination and its applicability depends on full consideration of all the circumstances of the case 

and the reasonableness of relocation to another area of the country of origin.412 

 

However, in the Afghan case there are still many doubts and questions without reports about 

what has been said so far. On the one hand, it is accepted that people cannot safely return to their 

home areas if they are Taliban controlled, on the other refusal letters drafted even as the Taliban 

began to take cities with ease continue to insist that Kabul is a safe and reasonable internal flight 

alternative. This viewpoint is clearly now unsustainable. Moreover, the Home Office has not 

updated its country policy and information note on the security situation since June 2020 and the 

                                                             
409 UNHCR, Guidelines on International Protection: “Internal Flight or Relocation Alternative” within the Context of 

Article 1 A (2) of the 1951 Geneva Convention and/or 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees, July, 23, 2003. 
410 Ibidem, par. from 6 to 21. 
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country guidance is now unrepresentative of the situation on the ground. 

What will happen to the thousands of Afghans without documentation and the hundreds of 

thousands that will now depart Afghanistan? The following paragraph aims to explain the current 

situation in Afghanistan, analysing the economic roots of the humanitarian crisis to confirm that it is 

no longer a secure country to live in. 

 

2. Afghanistan: economic roots of the humanitarian crisis 

 

“Afghanistan’s humanitarian crisis is in essence an economic crisis. Afghans see food in the 

market but lack the cash to buy it. Health workers are ready to save lives but have no salaries or 

supplies. Billions have been pledged for aid but remain unspent because banks cannot transfer or 

access funds.”413 

 

US government actions since the Taliban takeover in August 2021, including suspending 

recognition of Afghanistan’s Central Bank, have cut off the country’s economy from the world and 

severely curtailed the payment of vital assistance and salaries of millions of teachers, health 

workers, and other essential workers. These measures, which US officials said, were taken to sever 

the Taliban’s access to foreign assets, are now directly impairing Afghans’ basic human rights to a 

livelihood, food, health care, and life itself.414 

Moreover, acute malnutrition is spiking across the country and 95 percent of households have 

been experiencing insufficient food consumption and food insecurity.415 At least 55 percent of the 

population is “expected to be in crisis or emergency levels of food insecurity” through March 2022, 

according to the United Nations.416 Four million people have abandoned their homes in search of 

food in Pakistan, Iran, Tajikistan, and elsewhere; 7.5 million people inside the country are 

threatened by famine or severe hunger.417 

“Unaddressed, the current humanitarian crisis could lead to more deaths than twenty years of 

                                                             
413 J. Sifton, Averting Afghanistan’s Economic and Food Crises – Foreign Polocy in Focus – October 21st, 2021. 
414 Human Rights Watch, Afghanistan: Economic Crisis Underlies Mass Hunger – Governments, Taliban Need to 

Reach Urgent Agreement on Bnking Issue, August 4th, 2022. 
415 FAO, The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World – Transforming Food Systems for Fodd Security, 

Improved Nutrition and Affordable Healthy Diets for All, Food and Agricolture Organization of the United Nations, 
Rome, 2021. 
416 UN Report written by K.C. Srivatsan, Nearly 55% of Afghan population expected to face food insecurity from Nov 

2021 to Mar 2022, published on November 7th, 2021. 
417 U.S. Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, Subcommittee on Near Eastern and South Asian Affairs, and the 

Subcommittee on International Operations and Terrorism, Afghanistan’s Humanitarian Crisis: Is Enough Aid Reaching 

Afghanistan? U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington, 2002. 
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war.”418 In support of that, humanitarian organizations have repeatedly issued warnings about the 

sheer scale of the crisis and how much worse it can get. Indeed, the 82 percent of Afghan families 

had lost wages since August 2021419 and almost one in five were sending children to engage in 

labour, while 7.5 percent stated they were resorted to begging or requesting money or food from 

charity.420 

All Afghans are facing these dangerous hardships, but women, children and the disabled, 

considered the society’s most vulnerable groups, face greater obstacles in obtaining food, health 

care, and financial resources. In February 2022, 100 percent of female-headed households are 

struggling with insufficient food consumption and 85 percent are taking ‘drastic measures’ to obtain 

food.421 

In other words, particular concern must be paid to the special nutritional, health, and shelter 

needs of women and children who will make up the bulk of the refugees. Moreover, the Taliban 

regime’s legacy of repression towards women makes the issue of women’s right particularly 

important in Afghanistan. Just as the Taliban’s treatment of women was used as a rallying cry to 

generate support for the war to unseat the fundamentalist regime, the situation of women and girls is 

now used widely in mainstream discourse as the principal gauge of the progress of the state-

building enterprise.422 Accordingly, it is essential that a security sector reform process target these 

groups. While President Bush pledged $320 million423, the United Nations has said that $584 

million424 will be needed to protect and assist 7.5 million Afghans from now, onwards.  

Therefore, a strong U.S. humanitarian response is crucial to provide help to Afghan people to 

establish a legitimate government and to rebuild the country. At this point, it is important to recall 

the attempt of President Biden in calling £1 billion long-term economic reconstruction program425 

for the region with the aim to restore women rights destroyed by Taliban and to provide secular 

schools for girls, including the creation of full-scale hospitals and clinics.426  

Conversely, the imposition of western conceptions of women’s right in a country resistant to 

foreign interference would precipitate in a violent backlash. Sadiqa Basiri of the Afghan Women’s 

Network (AWN), a grass roots Afghan NGO dedicated to the empowerment of Afghan women, 
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affirmed that “there is no quick fix for the status of women”, and she also stressed the importance of 

including the establishment of targeted employment programs for women, the inclusion of more 

women in the constitutional process, the expansion of educational opportunities for women, the 

introduction of legal provision guaranteeing women a set number of seats in the government, the 

expansion of ISAF outside Kabul, and the fulfilment of international aid and pledges.  

Since the Taliban have done nothing to alleviate the suffering of the Afghan people, rather they 

have shown no desire to provide even the most rudimentary health, education or other social 

services, the United States, and the European Union, significantly augment their political, military, 

and economic support to Afghanistan. Indeed, at the January 2002 Tokyo donors conference, US 

£5.2 billion was pledged for the reconstruction of the state.427 

 

Afghanistan today is a country in crisis, a crisis that predates the events of September 11 by 

many years. Three million people have driven from the country and are living as refugees. Another 

70,000 are internally displaced. Many thousands more are unable to move due to illness, hunger, 

injury, or disability. Major drought and the effects of decades of war represent the root causes of 

Afghans’ loss of access to food, water, shelter, and health care, but economic shocks have been the 

primarily causes of the deteriorating situation. More than four out of five Afghan households have 

experienced significant decreases or elimination in income.428 At the same time, the country’s 

overall economy and banking system has been completely incapacitated by decisions by the US and 

other governments to cut off Afghanistan’s Central Bank, officially the Da Afghanistan Bank, from 

the international banking system. This has led to a massive liquidity crisis and nationwide shortages 

of banknotes in both US dollars and the Afghan currency, afghanis.429 

Moreover, Afghanistan’s Central Bank, short on banknotes in both US and Afghan currency, has 

severely restricted transfers of banknotes to private banks and imposed limits on withdrawals of 

afghanis, while also prohibiting many types of electronic transactions in US dollars. Indeed, private 

Afghan banks cannot cover withdrawals by depositors, including humanitarian aid organizations, 

and, when funds are transmitted electronically into banks to pay for humanitarian operations, banks’ 

lack of physical cash means that funds cannot be withdrawn. Banks are also facing difficulties 

settling incoming dollar transactions via correspondent accounts at private banks outside the 

country, most likely due to foreign banks’ fears that they may be violating UN and US sanctions on 

                                                             
427 BBC News: “Billions pledged in Afghan Aid”, Monday, 21 January 2002 
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the Taliban.430 

 

The combination of factors and decision taken by governments and international institutions, and 

on a larger level, by the US and the Taliban’s failure to reach an agreement to avert the 

humanitarian impacts of the change in governance in August 2021, it is helpful for us to understand 

why did the Afghan economy collapse. For instance, Afghanistan’s economy before August 2021 

was 75 percent dependent on foreign assistance. After the Taliban took control of the country on 

August 15, 2021, donor governments, led by the US, instructed the World Bank to cut off about $2 

billion in outside international assistance the bank had previously been dispersing through the 

Afghanistan Reconstructive Trust Fund (ARTF) to pay salaries of millions of teachers, health 

workers, and other essential workers, and through projects funded by the International Development 

Association (IDA).431 The Asian Development Bank (ADB) was also cut, and, as a direct result, an 

enormous number of Afghan households immediately lost their primary sources of income.432  

The cuts of World Bank-programs had major impacts on both household and macroeconomic 

levels, and, even if humanitarian groups are able in the future to increase food and cash distribution, 

it cannot make up for the impact of these cuts. Moreover, the US, other governments, and the World 

Bank Group also revoked the credentials of the Afghan Central Bank to interact with the 

international banking system and international financial institutions (World Bank, IMF, ADB, and 

others), and many countries’ domestic banking systems. 

However, in September, December 2021, and February 2022, the US Treasury issued multiple 

licenses and guidance documents433 authorizing banks and other entities subject to US law to 

engage in a range of humanitarian activities and transactions with Afghan government entities 

necessary or incidental to humanitarian operations or legitimate commercial activities, such as 

remittances. The UK and several EU governments have issued similar licenses or guidance 

documents. A US Treasury license and new guidance issued February 25, 2022, technically 

                                                             
430 When the Taliban seized Kabul, wide-ranging sanctions dating back to their first rule followed them. To deny them 

access to funds, the Biden administration then froze more than $7 billion in Afghan government reserves held in the 

Federal Reserve Bank of New York. 
431 Data from World Bank, last updated: April 13, 2022. 
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433 Department of the Treasury, General License 14 – Authorizing Humanitarian Activities in Afghanistan (September 
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License 18 - Authorizing Official Activities of Certain International Organizations and Other International Entities 
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authorizes transactions with the Central Bank.434 Finally, many humanitarian agencies operating in 

Afghanistan through February have been utilizing informal and unregulated money transfer 

systems, or money exchangers, to move funds into Afghanistan, pay salaries, and obtain cash. These 

systems, however, impose enormous transactional cost - sometimes over 10 percent - and in any 

case cannot be scaled up to manage the scope of humanitarian operations that groups are hoping to 

undertake, which involve hundreds of millions of dollars in cash assistance. 

Subsequently, on February 11, 2022, the administration of US President Joe Biden decided to 

block some of the mentioned reserves435, but did not explain the action publicly in adequate detail.  

As a result, several media accounts misleadingly reported436 that the US was dividing 

Afghanistan’s $7 billion foreign currency reserves in half, with half—$3.5 billion—set aside in a 

trust fund for the benefit of the ‘Afghan people,’ while the other half were being given to the 

families of victims of the September 11, 2001, attacks on the US. This was not accurate. In fact, US 

law does not allow plaintiffs to obtain a country’s central bank assets as damages for a judgment 

unless the government for which it is a central bank is a “terrorist,” “terrorist organization,” or a 

designated “state sponsor of terrorism.”437 The state of Afghanistan is not designated as any of 

these entities. Moreover, the $3.5 billion that the administration set aside formally belongs to the 

Afghan Central Bank and technically can be withdrawn at any time and used by the bank for 

transactions or activities for the “benefit of the Afghan people,” providing an accredited official of 

the bank was recognized by the US as authorized to do so. According to the US Federal Reserve 

Act, cited by the February 11 license,438 this representative must be someone certified by a person 

who the US State Department has recognized as an “accredited representative… to the Government 

of the United States” of “the foreign state.”  

The US has not recognized any such representative or a bank official credentialed by such a 

person, so essentially the bank remains cut off from its access to the reserves.  

 

Given the gravity of the crisis in Afghanistan, the existing availability of funds in World Bank 

                                                             
434 Department of the Treasury, General License 19 - Authorizing Certain Transactions in Support of Nongovernmental 

Organizations’ Activities in Afghanistan (December 22, 2021); General License 20 - Authorizing Transactions 
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“Experts react: Biden Administration decision to split frozen Afghan funds”, February 16, 2022. 
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managed trust funds, and the existence of the $3.5 billion that is not blocked but remains technically 

available for withdrawal and restoring the central bank’s credentials remain the primary issues that, 

if resolved, could address many of the economic issues facing the country. In addition, humanitarian 

assistance programs can help mitigate the severe impacts of Afghanistan’s humanitarian crisis and 

bring genuine relief to many people, but they are far from sufficient to overcome its scale and 

breadth.439  

The World Bank is set to release hundreds of millions of dollars more to help support the 

education and health sectors. Nevertheless, even if billions of dollars more are made available for 

humanitarian assistance, without a functioning banking system, UN-led humanitarian activities have 

become exceedingly difficult. In fact, the US Treasury’s permissions do not address many other 

legitimate transactions, or the status of the Central Bank, or its credentials, which is needed for 

Afghanistan’s economy to stabilize. 

 

The framework for the real situation in the Afghan state is still unclear. Therefore, Governments, 

the UN, the World Bank, and the Taliban should work to reach an agreement to allow the 

Afghanistan Central Bank access to the international banking system and provide it with its 

requisite credentials.440 They also should work to urgently reach an agreement on a mechanism to 

restore wage support for essential workers and numerous food-for-work and other food insecurity 

programs that were providing purchasing power to millions of families across Afghanistan, 

including extremely poor and female-headed households.  

In the absence of any agreements, the UN should continue to use whatever means are at its 

disposal to continue shipments of currency to Afghanistan for humanitarian purposes.  

On the other hand, the US, along with other governments, should immediately undertake 

sanctions policy reviews, adjust current measures accordingly, and issue new licenses and guidance 

to facilitate liquidity and availability of paper currency to address the humanitarian crisis.  

Finally, the Taliban should end violations of human rights, including abusive policies targeting 

women and girls that have deepened the gendered impact of the humanitarian crisis.  

From their side, donors, the UN, and other international institutions should press the Taliban to 

stop violating rights and should promote the establishment of robust mechanisms to monitor human 

rights, such as through the mandate renewal of the United Nations Assistance Mission in 

Afghanistan (UNAMA) and the establishment of a UN special rapporteur on Afghanistan.441 
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2.1  Internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Afghanistan 

 

 

442 

 

“There are some worrying trends in internal displacement in Afghanistan.  

Displacement is becoming more protracted for many. For example, people currently displaced by 

conflict have not been able to return home after the end of local conflicts as quickly as they have in 

the past, and there is a risk that these IDP populations are becoming permanently displaced. 

Growing insecurity is coinciding with drought and rising food and fuel prices in certain areas, and 

the combined effects are likely to be compounded during the winter months. This combination may 

result in more movement toward cities, placing greater demands on urban service providers and 

swelling the number of urban poor.”443 

Internally displaced persons (IDP) are forced to flee their homes but unlike refugees, they 

remain within their country’s borders. This migration may result from armed conflict, situations of 

generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-made disasters.444 Indeed, 

                                                             
442 UNHCR, Afghanistan situation – Responding to urgent needs. Most likely scenario: an emergency response that 
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most internally displaced persons live in low-income countries experiencing a war, and their 

psychosocial health has not been well addressed.445 

 

For decades, Afghan households and/or individual household members have used mobility both 

as an ‘ex-post’ coping mechanism for conflict and natural disaster, as well as to manage ‘ex-ante’ 

risks associated with the rural economy.446 

Primarily, more than 25 years of conflict and political instability resulted in large-scale forced 

migration movements both from and within Afghanistan. In fact, the armed conflict triggered by the 

Communist coup in April 1978 and the Soviet invasion in 1979 led to the largest coerced movement 

of people in recent times.447 In the early 1990s, at the peak of the conflict, an estimated 7.5 million 

people were displaced. Hence, 3.2 million registered as refugees in Pakistan; 2.35 reported by the 

Iranian government; and an estimated 2 million displaced within Afghanistan’s borders.448  

The Soviet withdrawal in 1989 and government focus in Iran and Pakistan on repatriation of 

Afghan refugees led to a first return of about 1.5 million refugees to Afghanistan. However, civil 

war among Mujaheddin factions (1992-1994), the subsequent emergence of the Taliban as a 

national force, and three successive years of drought prompted a second phase of internal 

displacement and forced migration movements to neighbouring countries.449  

The collapse of the Taliban in December 2001 and appointment of a new Government triggered 

massive repatriation movements from neighbouring countries. At the same time, the resumption of 

conflict between pro-government forces and insurgents has led to new instances of internal 

displacement in several parts of the country. 

Nevertheless, the security conditions in Afghanistan led people to leave their communities of 

origin. The situation is further complicated by the fact that IDPs, once arrived at their destination in 

urban areas, tend to set up home in informal settlements thereby blending with the mass of urban 

poor and competing with them for access to assistance, shelter, land, water and sanitation, food, and 

livelihood opportunities.450  

 

According to UNHCR, in 2001, there were approximately 1.2 million internally displaced 
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Afghans throughout the country and over 5 million refugees living abroad, in neighbouring Iran and 

Pakistan. Many of these refugees and IDPs returned spontaneously to their place of origin following 

the fall of the Taliban.451  

Between June 2009 and March 2011, the number of conflict-induced IDPs was estimated at 

212,744 persons; 50 percent of the IDPs are in identifiable urban and semi-urban locations and live 

in groups; 30 percent are in accessible rural and dispersed areas, and 20 percent in formal camps 

and camp-like settlements.452 Finally, since June 2021 the number of people internally displaced by 

conflict in Afghanistan has risen by 73% including at least 230,000 over the last two months.453 

Currently, based on figures collected by the national IDP task force, the Internal Displacement 

Monitoring Centre (IDMC) estimates there to be 948,000 IDPs in Afghanistan.454 

The official numbers of IDPs are based on a database maintained by United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees with figures collected through the national IDP task force.455  

On the one hand, many maintain that these numbers are underestimates as, according to IDMC, 

the official figure “does not include all conflict-related IDPs living in urban and semi-urban areas 

who are often mixed with economic migrants and the urban poor”456 and further, much low-level 

displacement tends not to be reported. Indeed, a recent study showed that there is a strong 

correlation between the number of families moving together and the likelihood of IDPs receiving 

assistance, indicating that smaller-scale movements are less likely to be noticed by the aid 

community.457  

While the situation of IDPs is far from uniform, there is a diversity of opinion as to who qualifies 

as an IDP. There is, nevertheless, little doubt that many IDPs are among the most vulnerable people 

in Afghanistan. As noted by numerous studies, IDPs tend to have high levels of indebtedness, food 

insecurity, illiteracy and unemployment, and large numbers do not have secure land tenure.458 

Consequently, according to a report by the World Bank and UNHCR, “IDPs have a much higher 
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level of deprivation than the urban poor” in Afghanistan.459 For various reasons however, the 

Afghan Government has traditionally been somewhat unwilling to address the IDP issue in 

Afghanistan or even to admit that it exists. This resulted for a time in what Amnesty International 

referred to as ‘callous indifference’460 leading to “a de facto policy of denial” whereby authorities 

tended to reclassify IDPs as economic migrants, downplay numbers, and on occasion obstruct 

assistance to them.  

With numbers growing too large to ignore and increasingly negative publicity surrounding the 

situation of IDPs the Government agreed to develop a national IDP policy. With the support of 

UNHCR and following a round of national consultations the policy was officially adopted in 

February 2014, and it reproduces the definition of IDPs included in the Guiding Principles. 

While the policy details a number of responsibilities of line ministries and regional governors 

towards IDPs, it does not provide a specific legal status to IDPs, nor does it provide for a general 

registration (registration is the primary responsibility of the Ministry of Refugees and Returnees, 

assisted by the humanitarian community, provincial IDP Task Forces).461 

Despite the achievement in producing the policy, however, it is still not particularly well known, 

hence President Ghani made the situation of IDPs a central aspect of his election campaign.  

Indeed, it become a priority in 2015, but while there was a sharp increase in the number of 

people displaced within Afghanistan, funding for internal displacement, at least through UNHCR 

channels, has been significantly decreasing. This is in the context of high competition for scarce 

funding from unprecedented crises at the global level, combined with the internal prioritisation, in 

line with the organisation’s defined mandate, of the needs of refugees (both current and returning) 

over its other ‘populations of concern’ such as IDPs. UNHCR is also currently in negotiations with 

OCHA to progressively handover the overall coordination of IDPs in the country.462 

Nevertheless, ending internal displacement remains a stated priority of the Government and 

discussions on rolling-out the IDP policy are ongoing. It is assumed that in part how the strategy is 

operationalised will depend, to an extent at least, on how the IDP label is understood in the Afghan 

context. Traditionally, the IDP Task Force has been the final arbiter of who qualifies as an IDP, in 

practice some NGOs have interpreted this, to mean that any returnees not in their place of origin 

must automatically be IDPs.  

The international expert who helped coordinate the drafting of the national IDP policy has 
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written that “the issue of who is an IDP was, and is, highly controversial” in Afghanistan.463 In 

other words, while it is easy for Afghans to accept a definition of IDPs that encompasses 

displacement resulting from conflict or sudden-onset disaster, forced movement arising from slow-

onset disaster, such as drought, is less likely to be seen in displacement terms due to the inevitable 

blurring of the lines with economic migrants. But even focusing specifically on conflict-induced 

displacement, the official definition does not make clear whether it needs to have been the sole 

driver of movement or merely one among several contributory factors.464 

Moreover, it is interesting to note that the term IDP does, in certain circumstances, lead to a 

privileging of conflict-induced displacement over other types of displacement, namely economic. 

As one NGO aid-worker confirmed: “Displacement is always prioritized over vulnerability. If 

people are not displaced NGOs will not care about them.”465 

On one hand, the utility of the IDP label in the context of targeting assistance, and the necessity 

of determining the specific reasons for movement, seem in Afghanistan to be closely correlated to 

institutional mandates. Those organisations specifically mandated to address displacement put 

greater importance on distinguishing between, for instance, displaced people, economic migrants, 

and host communities. This divide transcends NGOs, UN agencies and donors; depending on how 

their mandates are articulated rather than their position in the aid system.  

On the other hand, there is a third approach with the aim to equating the term IDP more closely 

to that of “poor and vulnerable migrant,”or more particularly “camp dweller.”466 Hence, this 

approach avoids the pitfall of prioritising displacement over vulnerability, as it would apply equally 

to all persons living in camps. 

The above debate concerns a second subject of much discussion and a remaining open question 

in Afghanistan (and indeed globally): when displacement ends. In contrast to the Guiding 

Principles, Afghanistan’s IDP policy does include a specific reference to this point.  

It states that displacement ends “when a durable solution has been found.” In particular: (i) 

Upon voluntary and safe return to his/her former place of residence, with a place to live with 

security of tenure, access to basic services and livelihood on a par with others who were not 

displaced; or (ii) When a displaced person has voluntarily decided to permanently settle either 

elsewhere in the country or at the place of displacement and has been able to do so, with a place to 
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live with security of tenure, access to basic services and livelihood on a par with others who were 

not displaced.467 

While guidance on some of these issues has been developed, notably in the IASC Guidelines on 

Durable Solutions for IDPs noted that these guidelines were not adapted to the Afghan context468, in 

which even stable communities tend to be living below the poverty level and face huge challenges 

including a lack access to services. UNHCR itself recognises many of these limitations and has 

been hesitant to invest the IDP term with greater significance than it already holds.  

Nevertheless, a frequent criticism of UNHCR’s IDP database by some in the aid community is 

that UNHCR lacks a reliable system for judging when displacement has ended and removing these 

cases from the database. Moreover, even though a presidential decree established a Special Land 

Disputes Court in 2002 in order “to specifically deal with private persons who are returnees or 

internally displaced and who seek to retrieve private properties of which they have been unwillingly 

deprived during the period since 1978”469; it has been unsuccessful.470  

Lack of infrastructure and especially lack of security are the main reasons of why many IDPs 

will not be able to go to their areas of origin in Afghanistan. Indeed, “large parts of the south, 

south-west, south-east, east, and central regions of Afghanistan are now classified by UN 

Department of Safety and Security (UNDSS) as ‘extreme risk, hostile environments.”471  

The rule of law is also weak, especially in rural areas; 74 percent of respondents identified 

corruption as a major problem in Afghanistan472 and the police are identified as a source of fear, 

rather than community protection.473 In other words, the source of problems lie less with the 

displaced populations themselves than with inadequate assistance and protection. 

 

With the situation analysed above in mind, funding durable solutions for Afghanistan’s IDPs is 

essential for national and regional security.  

The international community, especially the US, should support UNHCR to fulfil its 

humanitarian agenda rather than pushing a continued repatriation agenda.474 While, for its part, the 

government of Afghanistan has an obligation to protect and assist internally displaced persons, as 
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advised by the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement. Ideally, a comprehensive national law 

or policy on IDP is required. However, the Afghan government has difficulties to even protect its 

own population; thus, the international community may need to provide targeted assistance in 

returnee and IDP protection. In this sense, a useful starting point might be to acknowledge the 

complexity of the situation rather than looking for ‘quick fixes.’ This does not however necessarily 

resolve the protracted situation of Afghan IDPs, as displacement is simply put on hold and the 

achievement of a more durable solution is deferred. Finally, as mentioned above, UNHCR and other 

international actors lack access to most displaced populations, and creative monitoring strategies 

need to be explored, by empowering returnees, IDPs or local Afghan communities to assist in the 

process.  

This could also lead to displaced population becoming part of the process of finding durable 

solutions, rather than having everything decided for them. 

 

In conclusion, displacement in and from Afghanistan are bewilderingly complex: one of the 

world’s largest and most enduring protracted refugee situations coincides with the largest 

repatriation in recent history.  

Many returning refugees have effectively become internally displaced persons in Afghanistan, 

forming one of an increasing number of different IDP categories in the country. To this point the 

international community, with the U.S. at its lead, should begin to see the Afghan refugee problem 

as an opportunity to deal with regional peace and stability in a non-military way.475 By stepping up 
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its humanitarian agenda not only can it assist Pakistan, but also reach out to its arch-enemy Iran.  

It might be possible that all the alternatives are grim, and another cycle of unwanted population 

movements is likely to occur, creating an entire new generation of refugees who may finally have 

had enough and rule out future return altogether. This is likely to be an unintended consequence the 

international community is not able to afford.476 

 

2.2  Collateral coverage media images of Afghan refugees 

 

This section begins by looking at how the terrorist attacks on The World Trade Centre on 11 

September had the result of stimulating renewed media interest in Afghan refugees. 

It considers the factors that have instigated media response by examining some general issues 

arising from the media coverage of disasters. 

Based on the Afghan case study, I propose three main constituent factors contributing to the 

likelihood of effective media coverage of a refugee crisis. Firstly, to attract Western press 

coverage it is necessary for the crisis to be of such a magnitude that it cannot be ignored. 

Secondly, the story will gain airtime if the nature of the crisis is such that it produces dramatic 

imagery; pictures with impact. Finally, if the style of the media coverage is sufficiently 

innovative it 

will stimulate interest in the viewers. 

 

The media coverage of the Afghan refugee crisis was ‘collateral’ to the World Trade Centre 

attacks 

of September 11, 2001, but it was not accidental, nor was it intentional. 

The refugees were caught, as it were, on the sideliners of the World Trade Centre story. It was a 

humanitarian crisis that had existed for years yet attracted only minimal coverage. 

However, post 11 September, the refugees became important players in a sub-plot of the lead 
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world story that traced the US reaction to World Trade Centre attacks.477 

The events that followed rendered their plight impossible to ignore. This is not to say that before 

11 September the media had disregarded the crisis, but during an interim period: after the dust 

had settled and before the onset of military action, media attention turned to Afghan refugees. 

Accordingly, over the past 15 years we have experienced an increased emphasis on the 

significance of the visual image in the news media.478 

This trend was particularly noticeable in the coverage of the World Trade Center. Despite the 

tragic nature of the disaster, it produced an extensive range of visual imagery.479 The 

extraordinary drama480 on 11 September was followed over the next few days by pictures of 

heroism: “we are used to Hollywood disaster movies, but this has been far worse, for real. You 

never thought you’d see a plane slam into a building 

or keep seeing the image played from so many different angles.”481 

In addition, “on September 11, the attacks happened so quickly and when virtually everything 

was witnessed live on television around the world. In Somalia and Rwanda, the question of whether 

we would see the suffering millions hung on the decisions of news editors - to send TV crews or not. 

The deaths in Africa took place in the shadows, behind the convenient sanctity of national borders; 

in America they happened under the full and penetrating gaze of the TV cameras.”482  

In other words, it could be argued that the World Trade Centre received greater media attention 

because it occurred in the world’s media capital. Subsequently, the attention grew more when the 

decision was made to drop all forms of adverts, focusing only on pictures and this led to a great 

success to the two main terrestrial channels (BBC and ITV) with an audience share of 16 million 

over 70% of all UK television viewers.483 Hence, the power of the visual images was the overriding 

factor. 

On their side, editorial budgets had to be expanded to cope with a demand for news that called 

for UK reporters to be posted to the United States, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Israel, and a variety of 

European countries. Foreign news is expensive, and this is set against a background where recent 

years have witnessed an overall decline in foreign stories on television.484 However, it has been 

reported that covering the aftermath of the World Trade Centre attacks cost BBC News £1 million a 
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week. In November 2001, Greg Dyke the BBC’s Director General, set aside an extra £10 million to 

cover the war,485 while ITN (UK’s Independent Television News) was spending an extra $200,000 a 

week. For the independents, the financial burden was made all the heavier by a general reduction in 

advertising revenue before 11 September in addition to further cutbacks by advertisers after that 

date. As for the US media, for the period 11 September to the end of October 2001, the networks 

had overspent by $100 million.486 

 

In viewing the Afghan crisis, ‘TV codes’ are evident. For example, during the BBC’s 

interview,487 the technique used in the program consisted in cutting shots to convey the idea of an 

emerging humanitarian crisis. The ‘non-specific’ imagery comprising a variety of ‘TV codes’ is 

usually referred to as a compilation sequence. “A picture may begin with a sequence of dramatized 

action 

designed to hook audience interest”; would-be scriptwriters are advised to “follow it with a 

compilation sequence which introduces the film’s topic and emphasizes its scope go to a second 

compilation sequence which establishes the broad outlines of a particular local move on to a 

continuity sequence which pinpoints a bit of dramatic action in that local and so on.”488  

This is the reason of why the above compilation sequence is also known as a newsreel sequence.  

Accordingly, individual shots are edited together bearing no relation to the following action. 

Indeed, one of the problems in running this imagery during studio interviews is that the 

connection between sound and image is unplanned, so it introduces a random factor as to the 

meaning of the images that become associated with an ad hoc voice-over commentary.489 

If, as media theorists suggest, the viewer makes the mental connection between sound and 

image. 

Hence, the ‘third meaning’ created in the mind of the viewer becomes subject to what the 

interviewee just happens to say. In addition, the use of this formulaic imagery to represent 

extraordinary events has the result of reducing humanitarian and environmental disasters to a 

kind of ‘visual wallpaper’.490 The images just happen to be there, possibly to provide some relief 

from ‘talking heads’, but with no specific intention. 

The television news technique of talking over the visuals is becoming increasingly common with 
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also, the adoption of several stereotypical refugee images. These, on one hand, can provide a 

shorthand frame of reference to indicate a particular group, on the other hand, they can limit  

understanding to a fixed set of concepts. This situation commonly exploited in fiction film.491 In 

other words, the ‘wallpaper’ refugee images attempt to provide a general representation that does 

not allow the viewer to get close enough to the individual behind them. 

 

“A story describes a sequence of actions and experiences done or undergone by a certain 

number of people, whether real or imaginary. These people are presented either in situations that 

change or as reacting to such change. In turn, these changes reveal hidden aspects of the situation 

and the people involved, and engender a new predicament which calls for thought, action, or both. 

This response to the new situation leads the story toward its conclusion.”492 Accordingly, this 

narrative pattern seems to have been applied to the World Trade Centre attack; in fact, the focus 

shifted to the Afghan refugees. This shows how a refugee crisis is framed within the Western 

concerns; however, it is this style of news reporting structure that serves refugees poorly. Indeed, in 

contrast to other minority groups, refugees (especially when on the move or recently displaced) are 

unable to provide a media-skilled authentic voice to put forward their case. 

Granted in the news reports, refugees are ‘interviewed’, or are invited to make statements to 

camera, but in these vox pop interviews, they can speak about their own personal experience, but 

are unable to provide a refugee voice that commands a view on the overall picture or the broader 

political situation. They must rely upon the media skills of members of the aid agencies, which 

places the refugees in a child-like state, seemingly unable to stand up for themselves.493 In other 

words, from the refugees’ point of view, it is not only a matter of attracting media coverage to your 

crisis, but also hoping the style of reporting makes people sit up and listen. In fact, in returning to 

the broadcast media, the Channel 4 documentaries, Exodus and Refugee Tales, possessed the most 

striking features that they enabled refugees to speak for themselves, without the mediation of a 

third-party and showed both the causes and effects of forced migration.494 

Elsewhere alternative strategies have been adopted for the portrayal of refugees. For instance, 

Norwegian artist Andrea Lange’s Refugee Talks, filmed in an Oslo reception centre, Middle Eastern 
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refugees were asked to sing to the camera,495 while others showed refugees in an observational 

documentary style with little contextualization. For example, Euronews satellite television 

channel 

provided a 24-hour news-stream in six languages with the aim to offer a constant stream of 

pictures and interviews accompanied by anonymous voice-overs and translations when appropriate. 

However, in fairness to the news reporters, these programs enjoyed the benefit of documentary 

format that enables a far more comprehensive account of a refugee crisis, not limited to the severe 

time constraints of news. The three-minute news slot operates more like an advertisement for the 

crisis and primarily is concerned with grabbing the audience’s attention and getting a simple point 

across in the given time frame.496 Another approach that stands out of is Newsround, BBC 1’s 

children’s news. As it is produced for children (and is often about children) the coverage of Afghan 

refugee children achieves an innovative reporting style.497 

 

In conclusion, many of the issues discussed are symptomatic of the ways the media presents the 

world to its viewing public and, in the coverage of refugees, these issues become particularly 

inflated.498 

Moreover, as already mentioned above, the television news format does not serve refugees well. 

Their voices remain at the end of a chain of ‘framings’: contextualized by the anchor-person, 

reporter, NGO representative, and perhaps translator. 

As for the future coverage of the Afghan refugee crisis, the media have a central role to play in 

the efforts to rebuild the country and to achieve political stability. For Afghanistan, the tasks 

involved include: disarmament, establishing peace and security; providing food, healthcare, 

education for the population; reviving the economy; repairing the infrastructure; establishing an 

independent judiciary; creating a new political environment; and so on.499 

Nonetheless, the need remains to maintain the interest of the western world. Finally, an 

additional positive coverage of the country may help win back members of the Afghan diaspora 
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whose professional skills are needed to aid the process of rebuilding. 
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Chapter III 

The role of mass media in war 
 

 

1.1 Media coverage of the Afghan conflict 

 

“In war time truth is so precious that it should always be accompanied by a bodyguard of 

lies.”500 

 

If truth is the first casualty of war reporting, then the Afghan conflict has been the best example 

of a 

fragmented and inconsistent presentation in the Soviet and mainstream Western news media.501 It 

avoided detail, complexity, and ambiguity and subjected to political, diplomatic, and ideological 

pressures. 

In line with Washington’s unfounded optimism, mainstream American reporting on the Afghan 

conflict raised hopes that the Kabul regime would fall soon after the Soviet withdrawal. However, 

its failed collapse surprised both specialists and the public who started to ask themselves: “has the 

media failed in its reporting on a regional conflict? What have been the major trends in Soviet and 

Western media reporting on Afghanistan?” 

 

This section aims to offer a description of the perspective on the coverage of the Afghan conflict 

made by the international magazines and channels, to understand the role the media had in sharing 

information and images of a country victim of violence. The purpose is to underline some of the 

similarities and the dissimilarities between them, including some of the oddities of reporting from 

Afghanistan by offering a broad overview of the nature and scope of Western coverage of the 

Afghan conflict. Subsequently, the focus will be on the analysis of Soviet coverage of the conflict 

during the pre-Gorbachev years, particularly, by elaborating the issues that the Soviet media 

dwelled upon in terms of the regional and international aspects of the Afghan conflict. Finally, the 

change under Gorbachev’s openness and ‘New Political Thinking’, will be discussed to provide a 

perspective on the recent changes in Soviet reporting on the Afghan conflict. 

The lack of control, command, and communication system led to a lacuna502 that profoundly 

affected 
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reporting from inside Afghanistan. This flaw led to glaring distortions of the actual 

circumstances in 

Afghanistan. The Mujahedeen frequently exaggerated their battle claims; shortly after the Soviet 

incursion, they started to allege they oversaw more than 90% of the countryside, and that the 

Afghan Army had been reduced due to desertions and defections from over 40,000 troops down 

from 90,000. However, by the time their news was reported, it was more significant, but since it 

was frequently out of date it no longer newsworthy in Peshawar. 

When viewed through the lens of Western journalism, this information did not always be eligible 

for publication in foreign newspapers. Thus, a numerous Western journalists covered the Afghan 

conflict as well. For example, between July 1983 and March 1988 the Associated Press (AP), one of 

the largest news agencies in the world, wired 443 stories from Islamabad, compared with only 19 

news stories from Kabul.503 

During the same period, it filed 439 stories on Afghanistan from Moscow, and 1160 from 

Washington.504 In addition, there were no live broadcasts from Afghanistan and few dramatic 

headlines in the newspapers since reporters found that getting close to action in the state was 

arduous and dangerous. Accordingly, the danger intensified after 1984, when Vitaly Smirnov, the 

Soviet envoy to Pakistan, threatened to “kill any journalists found ‘illegally’ within Afghanistan.”505 

As a result, most of the correspondents relied partially or entirely on intelligence about what was 

happening within Afghanistan from Mujahedeen and diplomatic sources in Peshawar and 

Islamabad. However, the stories reported by the above group often lacked both authenticity and 

newness, and most editors were unwilling to assign their journalists to Afghanistan. For instance, 

the BBC had only one man to cover both Pakistan and Afghanistan, in what was considered a 

‘dangerous beat.’506 

Despite the alarm given by the Soviet ambassador, and dissatisfied with such media reporting, 

scores of journalists clandestinely travelled inside Afghanistan, particularly after the 1980 expulsion 

of all Western journalists from there507 and the subsequent Soviet/Afghan refusals to grant visas to 

those who wanted to report from Kabul. This practice cost at least eleven journalists their lives508, 

and several journalists captured by the Soviet/Afghan forces were sentenced for espionage and 
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given varying terms of imprisonment.509 In other words, there were restrictions on the reporting 

from Afghanistan. In addition, with a very limited amount of true and reliable information, and to 

make their reports different from one another, they reportedly ‘engineered’ the figures of 

Soviet/Afghan casualties, material losses, of the Mujahedeen’s performance. Hence, these reporters 

often had little or no access to the Soviet/Afghan diplomats in the region, frequently basing their 

stories on ‘informed diplomatic sources’, or the ‘news reaching from Afghanistan.’ 

In Washington, media fascination with unveiling Afghan covert operations was the single most 

important source of media leaks. To these should be added deliberate leaks by conservative 

adherents of the Reagan Doctrine, who, believing that the Reagan Administration’s support for the 

Mujahedeen was inadequate, wished to embarrass it into doing as much, if not more, than it was 

claiming in its rhetoric.510 Moreover, leaks by members of congressional committees and 

autobiographical accounts by the former decision makers who wrote for their own respective 

considerations, added more to the exposure in the United States of the CIA’s Afghan covert 

operation. 

The Mujahedeen’s bravery, intense conviction for freedom, love for Islam and their tribal beliefs, 

and the accompanying disdain for Soviet communism were the themes that were repeatedly 

emphasized. They were also frequently paired with Soviet expansionism and brutalities in 

Afghanistan. The popular themes of anti-communism in the context of East-West rivalry supported 

sensationalism and romanticization of the Mujahedeen’s bravery. This is how the lack of more in-

depth inquiries of the appropriateness of American strategy toward Afghanistan has been caused by 

superficial Western reporting. All things considered, however, the sources of Western media 

coverage have been numerous and diverse, in contrast to Soviet coverage of the Afghan conflict, 

even if the quality was inconsistent and lacking in depth. In fact, for what concerns Soviet media 

coverage, the official policy covered the conflict in broad ideological formulations. In other words, 

there was no trustworthy reporting on the conflict’s other facets. As a result, Soviet media publicists 

did not publish estimates of the number of Soviet forces, their casualties, defections, or issues 

brought on by their continued presence in a hostile environment. In fact, during the Brezhnev era, 

Soviet media and government statements referred to the Afghan conflict as the ‘situation encircling 

Afghanistan,’ never denying that there was a significant struggle in Afghanistan, much less that 

Soviet forces were involved. Recently, some Soviet publicists have admitted that the censorship 
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authorities forbade the use of the phrase ‘war.’ When a radio announcer referred to the takeover as a 

‘Soviet invasion,’ the state control over the media was so strict that he was dismissed. 

Soviet media coverage of the conflict has gone through several stages since 1979. It initially did 

little to cover the conflict and served primarily as brokers of foreign and military policy as opposed 

to distributors of home news.511 Later, it was claimed that Soviet troops were acting at the behest of 

the Afghan rebels to carry out non-combat, humanitarian duties. The media didn’t start 

acknowledging that Soviet soldiers were dying in Afghanistan until the middle of 1984.  

Prior to the autumn of 1986, most of the reporting on combat operations praised the bravery and 

selflessness of ‘internationalist’ soldiers who were valiantly doing their military duties. When 

reported, details of real combat were at best hazy. Additionally, stories of troops giving their life to 

save the lives of their colleagues continued to be published,512 and media accounts that commonly 

extolled Soviet soldiers frequently portrayed Russian patriotism as opposed to Soviet patriotism. 

Overall, there are two distinct perspectives from which to examine Soviet media coverage of the 

time. 

On an ideological level, the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan’s (PDPA) reforms, 

particularly the agrarian reforms, and the historical significance of the friendly relations between the 

Soviet Union and Afghanistan received most attention in the Soviet media. The Saur (April) 

revolution of 1978, according to this document, was rapidly consolidating. It made little mention of 

the factional strife within the PDPA and provided scant mention of the Mujahedeen’s military 

efforts. To promote the idea that Afghanistan was the USSR’s strategic frontier, complete with the 

Basmachi insurgents, Soviet media stories occasionally drew comparisons. These studies made it 

clear that they were studying the past to derive lessons for the future.513 Moreover, the articles that 

were published during that time consistently portrayed the Soviet army in historical, Russian terms 

and the Soviet soldiers as obediently carrying out their responsibilities.514 They occasionally built 

roads, hospitals, schools, and residential complexes, as well as restored mosques and planted 

trees.515 On the other hand, the emphasis on the regional nature of the battle in the political context 

was mostly on Pakistani backing and the American and Chinese military aid that the insurgents 

received. The Soviet media attempted to downplay the scope of both the Afghan resistance and the 
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military contribution of the Soviet Union. According to a report in Pravda from February 1980, for 

instance, Boris Ponomarev, the Communist Party’s then-head of the International Department, 

asserted that Afghan authorities and the general populace “display a friendly attitude toward the 

Soviet servicemen” and that “no clashes are taking place between Afghans and our soldiers, as all 

kinds of ‘voices’ unscrupulously and long-windedly claim.”516 

The US military and the Pakistani military were demonized in media accounts. Moscow, as 

reported in the Soviet media, had a multi-layered strategy designed to both bloc Islamabad’s 

emerging special relationship with the United States and persuade it to abandon its position on 

Afghanistan. One way to look at it is that the Soviet media cautioned Islamabad that it was “still not 

too late for Pakistan to quit meddling in Afghanistan’s affairs” and that Pakistan “should not 

become a party to Washington’s intentions because these were loaded with numerous perils, above 

all for Pakistan.”517On another level, the Soviet media attacked the Sino-American ‘shared policy’ 

of “pulling Pakistan into the anti-Afghan conspiracy” and therefore “making Pakistan into a type of 

explosive keg”518 depicting Islamabad as rather innocent. It was stated that Pakistan had been 

“caught in the ugly game” in this way.519 

It appears that the Soviet goal was to deter Islamabad from joining the “front-line states” and to 

deter China and the United States from aiding Islamabad. It appears clear that this policy was 

designed to operate on many levels simultaneously. 

In highlighting the differences among China, the United States, and Pakistan, the Soviet media 

consistently attacked the Pakistan-United States relationship on the grounds that it encouraged 

Islamabad’s ‘aggressive’ military capabilities and clandestine nuclear program. Moreover, the 

Soviets charged that the United States was acquiring in Pakistan the military bases that would 

jeopardize Indian security.520 It was also added that the CIA was plotting against India from 

Pakistan and that American military supplies to Pakistan would be used against India521 and that 

China was pushing Pakistan into conflict with India.522 

The most important attempt of its strategy was made by exploiting cleavages among the 

numerous actors engaged. For instance, the soviet literature frequently claimed that the refugee 

camp’s living conditions were appalling and that the refugees wanted to return to Afghanistan but 
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were being prevented from doing so by the Mujahedeen and Pakistani authorities. Additionally, they 

said that in the refugee camps,523prison cells were being managed by resistive factions.  

“To be honest, I am surprised at how little is written about Afghanistan and about the Soviet 

people who are honourably doing their duty, often risking their life.”524  

Due to the low volume of reporting, until 1983-84, the Soviet press played down any mention of 

Soviet military activity in Afghanistan. Reports from journalists linked to the Soviet troops, 

however, extolled their material values, friendship, and the excitement of military life after 1983–

1984, when the Soviet press started to sporadically reveal the existence of Soviet casualties. 

Particularly after 1985, when Soviet soldiers in Afghanistan were showered with medals and praised 

as heroes and saviours. 

Only when there was believed to be some moment toward a political settlement, did the Soviet 

media briefly give some coverage to the problems and difficulties faced by Soviet troops in combat 

operations.525 

However, this trend was reversed again; in fact, the Soviet media didn’t provide in-depth 

coverage of the political the country’s military situation, the conflicting factions within the PDPA, 

which is in power or even the fact that there is a protracted conflict in the nation. 

The Soviet media’s coverage of foreign affairs, particularly which of the Afghan war, expanded 

within the scope of glasnost. Accordingly, Gorbachev’s directives set rough guidelines for how the 

Soviet media may report on the Afghan conflict within the ill-defined confines of glasnost. As a 

result, self-criticism and cynicism replaced the magnificent tales of altruistic internationalism in the 

media coverage of the Afghan conflict.526 

The campaign for openness on domestic issues in the Soviet press began gradually to unfold in 

1985. However, many issues remained forbidden, and particularly little change was visible in Soviet 

reportage on world events. For instance, in January 1986, Izvestya commentator Aleksandr Bovin 

called for changes in Soviet media reporting on events in foreign countries: “the country’s leaders 

have stated the necessity of humanizing international relations, of renouncing primitive stereotypes, 

and of abandoning the concept of the enemy.”527 Conversely, sometimes, journalists covering 

foreign affairs agitate stale issues and lay the stage for conflict.528 Hence, in February 1987 Pravda 

published several letters from readers who called on the newspaper to give more coverage of 
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foreign affairs and to drop ‘slogan-mongering’ in its coverage of the West.529 

 

“What is one to do? Journalists are denied the opportunity to carry out objective. Our political 

and moral duty is to tell the people the truth about Afghanistan. The Soviet people did not accept 

this war, and the country’s political leadership did the only thing it could do.”530 Moreover, there 

was a considerable antipathy among youth towards what was happening in Afghanistan. 

Accordingly, a public opinion poll carried out by the Sociological Research Institute of the USSR 

Academy of Sciences and the French polling organization IPSOS revealed that 53% of the 1,000 

Muscovites who took part favoured the total withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan.531 

Although Soviet reporting from Afghanistan began to give a more realistic picture of the combat 

and the strength of the Mujahideen, the uninformative style of the past continued in most press 

reports, causing some Soviet readers to register their protest. In June 1987, in the Moscow News, a 

Soviet officer gave readers hard figures on the scale of opposition in Afghanistan: “at present the 

armed gangs number over 100,000 (and are) subdivided into 3,000 groups and units.”532  

More importantly, depictions of the horrors of the war as seen by the soldiers also began to 

surface.533 Many letters to the editor condemning the exaggerated and inaccurate media coverage of 

the conflict began to surface in publications, such as: “our mass media... reflects events occurring 

in Afghanistan very superficially.”534 In other words, the popular discontent with the war was 

growing, in fact many reports indicated that the Afghan war had become unpopular among the 

Soviet rank-and-file deployed in the country.535In addition, in July 1987, a Soviet daily gave its 

readers as glimpse of how vulnerable even Kabul was to the Mujahideen.536 

“We often ignored public opinion, or failed to take it into consideration, and we acted on the 

assumption that we had a monopoly on the truth.”537 Indeed, the government had erred for many 

years in believing that there were foreign policy solutions to problems, particularly economic 

development, that required domestic policy changes.538 Moreover, it has been stated that the 

introduction of troops into Afghanistan reflected an excessive tendency to use military force in 
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Soviet foreign policy.539 Thus, Soviet commentators and officials began to speak with increasing 

frankness about the blunders that led them into the Afghan conflict.540 This led to internal political 

pressure, letters to the leadership, editors, and complaints from intellectuals, and Afghanistan, thus, 

became “an extremely acute internal problem.”541 

 

Finally, evidence of disenchantment on the home front was complemented by frank reporting on 

the war itself: “I went to cover the war, and the war covered me.”542 and “something called 

‘Afghanistan syndrome’ would emerge and that it would be more serious than the war.”543 

 

In conclusion, like how Western media outlets did not consider any assertions of consolidation 

by the Kabul regime, Soviet media propagandists habitually discounted all claims made by the 

Mujahideen. The Karmal regime was portrayed by the Western media as a Russian tank-borne 

puppet of Moscow. 

However, in many ways, any comparison would be unjust because journalism in these two 

countries serves essentially distinct purposes, adheres to very different philosophical tenets, and 

plays very different roles. The Soviet case did not involve the competition between different news 

organizations and publications, nor did it involve commercial interests that promised in-depth 

reporting and a range of viewpoints on Afghanistan. While the Western journalists occasionally 

even risked their lives to record the combat from a landlocked, remote area, the Soviet media—who 

were basically submissive to the official line—tried to keep the conflict hidden from the Soviet 

audience for the most part. Having said this, mainstream Western media coverage has been by and 

large in line with Administration perceptions and policy postures.544 

Eventually, Afghanistan has been the case in which the mainstream Western media shown little, 

if any, dissension to Washington’s policy of the largest covert operation since the Vietnam War. 

In comparison, under Gorbachev, Soviet media coverage shifted from a spirit of self-

congratulation to complete frustration and cynicism, and finally to national soul-searching. Despite 

significant changes in Soviet media coverage under Gorbachev’s rubric of glasnost, it would be 

incorrect to conclude that the media in the Soviet Union was instrumental in bringing the 

‘undeclared war’ in Afghanistan to Soviet living rooms, as it was in bringing the Vietnam War to 
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American living rooms. Nonetheless, it appears that in recent years, it has aspired to do both: some 

information dissemination and some public opinion. Thus, even if the Soviet media did not provide 

a lead to policy changes in Afghanistan, it did help Gorbachev’s decision to disengage and 

withdraw. 

 

1.1 US mass media: portrayal of Afghanistan by Newsweek and Time 

 

Paying special regard to the role of visual images in the reporting of disasters, this chapter 

reviews the narrative strategies adopted by television news. 

More specifically, the first section will be focused on the portrayal made by the US mass media, 

particularly the coverage of CCN America in comparison to the one of Al Jazeera, and it 

concludes, 

with a critical review of media examples that break away from conventional news formulae. 

The last part of my research thesis, wants to bring out the image of oppression attributed to the 

Taliban, seeking a point of comparison between the situation before and after their arrival. 

 

The study aims at investigating as how Afghanistan is being represented and portrayed in two 

leading US magazines: Newsweek and Time. The paper's introductory paragraphs provide some 

light on the development of Afghanistan's economy and media, and then a quick summary of 

relations between the US and Afghanistan over the previous ten years follows. An analysis of the 

information provided by Newsweek and Time shows that there was significantly more negative 

coverage (57.08%) than positive coverage (6.08%). As a result, Newsweek, and Time portrayed 

Afghanistan primarily as the home of the Taliban and extremism, a prison for women, a shelter for 

illegal drugs, a hub for Islamization, and a haven for Al-Qaida and Usama Bin Laden. 

 

Nothing could significantly alter the way of life of Afghans, despite efforts by the US and the 

former Soviet Union to convert Afghan society to a secular one.  

In 90s, the relations between Afghanistan and the US were not cordial rather deteriorated to the 

great extent that the US imposed economic sanctions and did not recognize the Government of 

Taliban. In addition, since the withdrawal of Soviet troops to the rise of Taliban, America took no 

serious interest to resolving the problem of Afghan rivals and it surprised the Afghan 

Mujahadeen and the world alike. 

The Taliban were harshly condemned by the American media for how they treated women, for 

destroying Buddha sculptures, and most importantly for allowing Osama Bin Laden to remain in 
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Afghanistan. As a result, the US convinced the UN to impose severe sanctions on the Taliban, 

which grounded the Afghan airline in addition to having an impact on Afghanistan's banking and 

other foreign transactions.545 The above to confirm that media, in many ways, are responsible for 

the creation of mental pictures based on the best output of a professional production crew.546  

Hence, most of us gather our impression and images of other countries and societies from the 

media.547  

It can be argued that the media is slowly but surely becoming a force to be reckoned with in the 

industry of constructing, reconstructing, or distorting the images of different nations, communities, 

religions, castes, colours, and ethnic groups. Recent technological advancement further crystallized 

the notion wherein millions of people are looking at the world events through the prism of media.548 

According to several studies, the White House or the Pentagon have used549 the American 

mainstream media as a tool to further the objectives of American foreign policy around the world. 

Moreover, some technics as, for example, framing, slant in story, negative tags, and connotation, 

source selections have the aim to promote, or endorse policies and to develop positive of favourable 

images, or to induce negative reaction like fanatics, frenzy, barbaric, extremist or terrorists.  

In addition, several methods for the manipulation of information and image building, also known 

as ‘suppression by omission’550, or framing have been used by American media to mute, play down 

or bending the truth using emphasis and other auxiliary embellishments. Confirming that, most of 

the studies in 50s, 60s, and early 70s551 endorse with substantive proof about the manipulative role 

of mainstream media to explain issues of the target in support of their own country.  

Similarly American mainstream media shifts the direction of their foreign affairs coverage in 

accordance with the shifts in American foreign policy.552 Therefore, words like fundamentalism, 

terrorist, extremist militant, and violent were found to be linked with the words like Muslim, Islam 

and Islamic.553 In other words, American media like Newsweek and Time, among others554, have 

been found to using these techniques, thereby distorting the image of Muslim world.555 
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An eleven-year period from 1991 to 2001 is noteworthy because, following the global collapse 

of the USSR and the dissolution of communism, the USA emerged as the only superpower in the 

globe. After the conclusion of the Cold War, it was widely believed that the Muslim world may pose 

a threat to the West and the USA, as depicted by the worldwide media. In the wake of the 

conclusion of the cold war era, American foreign policy goals and trends related to the Muslim 

world were likewise altered and resurrected. After the collapse of the Kremlin, the western media 

heavily concentrated on the Islamic world (USSR). 

The US media, especially Newsweek and Time, used to honour the Afghan Mujahedin for their 

enduringly valiant efforts in thwarting the Russians and preventing the spread of communism. 

However, their services were no longer necessary following the fall of the former USSR and the 

global downfall of communism. Mujahedeen were no longer important. Many American media 

once referred to them as freedom warriors and the conflict with Russia as a ‘Holy War.’ 

Afghanistan was once more depicted as a centre of terrorism after the Taliban rose to power.  

Taliban imposed Islamic Shariah in Afghanistan, however both publications portrayed the 

Taliban government inaccurately. They were described as violent, wild, and barbarous beasts: “a 

visit to capital of Afghanistan extremist regime reveals a harsh world of suppression and 

despair.”556 

Both magazines contained a total of 1002 sentences regarding Afghanistan. According to the 

data, there were 572 sentences totalling 57.08% (negative coverage)557 in the 20 articles: 

558 
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suppression and despair”, October 13th, 1997. 
557 Sentences which reflect social strife, natural and human steered deaths and destruction, political instability, 
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conflicts and deputes will be coded as negative sentences. All such sentences which depict criticism of policies in 

abovementioned sectors as well as derogatory remarks to distort the personality of the Muslim rulers of the twelve 
Muslim countries would be coded with negative slant. 
558 UNESCO Statistical Yearbook, 2002: the table indicates that Afghanistan received 6.08% positive coverage and both 

the magazines carried 1002 sentences about Afghanistan. It was assumed that the proportion of negative coverage 

would be greater in case of Afghanistan, because Afghanistan’s relations with USA are not friendly, as 

USA did not recognize the Taliban rule. The same could be seen in the data. That’s why the proportion of negative 

coverage (57.8%) was greater than the proportion of positive coverage (6.08%). 
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Indeed, the Taliban were called the ‘Mecca of terrorism’, ‘terrorist, fanatics, fundamentalists’, 

and ‘Muslim extremists’, and the negative campaign persisted even after the Taliban were 

overthrown. The mainstream American media continues to depict the Taliban in an unfavourable 

light.559 

 

Everyone believes that raising awareness is the media's primary goal. It connects people whose 

opportunities for interaction are constrained. Sadly, the American mainstream media, including 

Newsweek and Time, have mostly fallen short of their duty to advance better global understanding. 

On the other side, the periodicals have consciously participated in a propaganda operation to create 

misinformation, distorted images, and hostility about Islam and the Muslim world in the minds of 

US citizens. It can be claimed that the White House's foreign policy toward Muslim nations was in 

line with the propaganda campaign ushered in by the periodicals. They have given the most 

coverage to the subjects and problems that have given readers a bad impression of Muslim 

countries. Thus, Afghanistan, Taliban as extremist regimes, women's situation, drug hub, 

Islamization process under Taliban control, Osama Bin Laden’s issue are just a few of the topics 

that Newsweek and Time have focused on. 

 

Finally, it is suggested that the image of Islam and Muslims in the West requires strong and 

persistent efforts from the Muslim themselves, both in the Muslim world and in Muslim 

communities in the West.560 Moreover, it is a duty of every Muslim expert to clarify the incorrect 

view of Islam held by some that lead to conflict and confrontation between the west and Islam.561 

Accordingly, the Western civilizations enjoy a wealth of media coverage that prevents them from 

looking outside, and it is difficult for Muslim media to penetrate the Western media. As a result, the 

responsibility for organizing a media campaign to promote Islam's real image rests with the relevant 

organizations. Such a campaign must be supported by the required financial and human resources to 

be successful. It is also claimed that Muslim thinkers should organize meetings with believers of 

other religions and write books and articles to better explain Islam. There should be more satellite 

radio and television stations broadcasting in English in Muslim nations.562 In other words, Islamic 

thinkers would be able to respond to inquiries concerning Islam, Muslim nations, and their political, 
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social, and economic conditions thanks to these satellite channels. 

 

1.2 CNN and Al-Jazeera’s media coverage of America’s war in Afghanistan 

 

The Twin Towers collapsing, and the Pentagon’s burning debris were shown in horrifying detail 

to the American public, who then witnessed terrible footage of anti-American protesters celebrating 

in numerous Middle Eastern nations.  

In the American media, particularly CNN television coverage, the marketing of the plan took 

place as American policy makers determined on a course of action in response to these attacks. 

Several Middle Eastern media outlets, notably Al Jazeera television, simultaneously reported the 

American military reaction to the Arab world. 

 

How did CNN and Al Jazeera frame the discourse about the war? And how did CNN use news 

reports presented by al Jazeera and what consequences did this footage have for the range of 

information available in the U.S. information environment? 

 

This section focuses on the framing of wartime news coverage from both regions of the conflict 

in the Afghanistan war. Indeed, past research on international crises has typically centred mostly on 

‘one-sided’ perspectives, which are frequently found in American media coverage. This 

investigation aims to advance that effort by conflicting ‘two-sided’ media perspectives and the way 

the war in Afghanistan has been reported on CNN America also on the Arab television network Al 

Jazeera, which has become a significant primary source of news from the front lines inside of 

Afghanistan. Furthermore, we can learn more about the diversity of viewpoints present across 

cultures, a better understanding of the debate in various regions, and the similarities and differences 

in how these media influenced perceptions of the war in Afghanistan by looking at news footage of 

the conflict provided by CNN and Al Jazeera. 

 

Media framing, also known as the ‘second level of agenda setting’, is a mechanism of influence 

in which journalists employ a frame of interpretation in presenting an issue to the public.563 In other 

words, media coverage is characterized by an active construction, selection, and structuring of 

information to organize a particular reality in a meaningful manner for the public.564 Framing 

                                                             
563 M. McCombs, Explorers and surveyors: Expanding strategies for agenda-setting research, Journalism Quarterly, 69 

(4), Winter, 813–24, 1992. 
564 W. Gamson, Talking Politics. Cambridge,England: Cambridge University Press, 1992. 
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occurs when media make some aspects of a particular issue more salient to promote ‘a certain 

problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation.’565 

Media framing can also influence opinion through the choice of news sources. Sources differ in 

credibility and those that are seen as more credible can be more persuasive in influencing 

opinion.566 

During the war in Afghanistan, the Bush administration and Pentagon tried to control the 

information getting out to American media sources and the Taliban attempted to control the 

information getting out of Afghanistan, but Al Jazeera emerged as an alternative source of 

information from behind the battle lines. Hence, it was one of the only sources inside Afghanistan to 

have unhindered access to the al Qaeda and Taliban leadership.567 

Immediately after the September 11 attack on the World Trade Centre and the Pentagon, the al 

Jazeera television network began to set the visual agenda for American news coverage of the war by 

supplying images of unfolding events in Afghanistan. On September 11, Peter Jennings from ABC 

News reported that there were explosions in Kabul, Afghanistan and that pictures were being 

supplied by al Jazeera. As another reporter questioned Secretary of Defence Donald Rumsfeld, it 

became clear that the questions resulted from news emanating from visuals supplied by al Jazeera to 

CNN in the United States.568 

Without the reports from these Middle Eastern sources, in especially from al Jazeera, American 

media would not have been aware to pose these queries. This situation presents several crucial 

queries that shed light on how cultural differences affect how the same event is covered in two 

different parts of the world. 

 

How did CNN America frame its coverage of the war in Afghanistan and how did this coverage 

differ from al Jazeera, a media source from the Middle East?569 

 

Diverse cultural circumstances should influence the tone and balance of frames present in 

political discourse from different cultural perspectives, even though some frames of war may be 

ubiquitous. 

Many journalists claimed that CNN received favored status in reporting on the war in 
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Afghanistan due to the access to information from Middle Eastern news sources, such as Al Jazeera. 

Generally, in times of international crisis, the American public supports its political leaders and 

military actions taken in these contexts. In fact, the warning of the strikes on Afghanistan570 created 

the so-called effect ‘rally-round-the-flag’ and the crowd began to chant “USA, USA.”571 Bush’s 

message was echoed as well in media outlets by various political elites from around the world. For 

instance, Shimon Peres, Israel’s foreign minister affirmed: “I don’t have the slightest doubt that the 

decision that was taken by the President of the United States is the right one, the just one, and you 

are going, and we are going to win it for the simple reason, not just because you have the 

technological supremacy, you have the moral supremacy.”572 France and Canada also agreed. 

Accordingly, EU Defense Minister, Javier Solana, communicated a message of the legitimacy of the 

Western actions against Afghanistan: “Well, we think that this operation is fully legitimate, 

according to the U.N. Security Council and the European Union has all the solidarity with the 

United States in these operations. The fight against terrorism is our fight, and together we are going 

to win it.”573 However, when opposition to actions in Afghanistan was shown, protesters were 

portrayed as not fully engaged in their opposition to the U.S. effort. Indeed, dissent was reported as 

under control and better than expected, rendering a more optimistic picture of the reaction of the 

world to the American’s actions:574 “we have seen anti-American protests, and the pictures are 

stunning, the demonstrations themselves. But when you count and put them in a context, perhaps 

not as great as many had anticipated.” 575 

 

Another interesting aspect is the ‘humanitarian’ frame that was present to a lesser degree, in 

approximately 17 percent of the CNN stories analysed. In fact, in CNN’s coverage on the war in 

Afghanistan, an equal number of stories covered deaths or humanitarian problems caused by 

Americans or the Taliban/Al Qaeda. Much of this coverage was available only through the 

cooperation of al Jazeera since the station provided visual images of damage on the ground. Al 

Jazeera provided a new perspective because CNN had access to its coverage. In Addition, Al Jazeera 

and its reporters served as eyewitness sources for CNN, oftentimes providing video images along 

with an alternative view of events than the Pentagon. In one segment common of the use of such 

CNN footage, al Jazeera’s reporter Taysseer Allooni, describes attacks that he has seen directly on 
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buildings, radar antennae, and the home of a civilian near a military site.576 

 

“As you have seen, the American missiles have hit a humanitarian aid building and a poor 

populated area was destroyed. But it seems that the fighting concentrates on airports and the air 

defense installations.” “There were pictures from the hospital inside Kabul, which showed some 

injuries, showed some children, women, and men who the Taliban claim have been injured in the 

previous night’s attack. Reports of fear from ordinary civilians.”577  

 

In other words, this coverage offers additional proof of the influence of Al Jazeera and its 

viewpoint on how CNN news is framed. Al Jazeera’s inclusion in CNN’s coverage of the war in 

Afghanistan really gave viewers a fresh perspective on the conflict. Accordingly, the perception of 

the American public was clearly influenced by this reality-based picture. Less than half of 

Americans believed that the United States was winning the war against terrorism, despite the 

overwhelming support for Bush and the combat effort in Afghanistan. For instance, on 31 October 

2001, only 4 in 10 Americans thought that it was likely that we would succeed in removing the 

Taliban from power. Only one fourth of Americans in a CBS/New York Times poll felt that the war 

was going very well.578 

However, the American public remained steadfast in its support for Bush’s presidency and some 

form of military action against terrorism. 

 

For what concerns the Middle East region, it has been said that the Bush administration’s full 

support of Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon, who Arabs saw as a ‘war criminal’ rather than a 

‘man of peace,’ as President Bush described him, angered the Arab street. Additionally, many Arabs 

viewed American policy with scepticism due to the daily exposure to images on Arab satellite 

television depicting the ruthless suppression of Palestinians in the occupied regions of the West 

Bank and Gaza. In a New York Times article, Mark Rodenbeck argued: “never, in a half a century 

of Middle Eastern conflict, have ordinary Arab so identified with the Palestinian tragedy as they do 

today. As network coverage of Vietnam shocked Americans with the immediacy of far-off war, 

satellite television’s insistent graphic imagery of the intifada has taken its bloody drama into 

millions of Arab households.”579 
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After 9/11, most Middle Eastern governments instantly expressed their open sympathies for the 

United States. Most of these governments were sincerely sympathetic to the tragedy that befell the 

United States on September 11 because they had already seen the effects of radical Islam inside 

their own society. 

However, a Pew Research Centre580 survey performed in the summer of 2002 in several Muslim 

nations revealed that the initial sympathy for the United States in the wake of September 11, 2002, 

has diminished due to what are viewed as the country’s anti-Muslim, anti-Arab, and pro-Zionist 

policies. 

The United States’ response to September 11 further aggravated what little support it had even 

among Arab regimes after having designated Iraq and Iran as members of the ‘Axis of Evil,’ further 

evoking in the minds of many Arabs the imagery of the Christian crusades, these regimes were 

driven to distance themselves from the United States. Additionally, the US accused Saudi Wahabism 

of being the source of terrorism in the Islamic world for the first time since establishing diplomatic 

relations with the conservative country. However, the Saudis reduced their usual dose of religious 

programming emphasizing the ‘huge’ gap between them and bin Laden’s radicalism, and the Libyan 

and Iraqi media increased their endless glorification of their respective dictators as peacemakers and 

secularists. It was clear581 them all made attempts at distancing themselves from both the September 

11 disaster and the Afghan-U.S. conflict. 

Moreover, nothing in Al Jazeera’s or most of the Arab media’s coverage suggested sympathy or 

support for bin Laden or the al Qaeda group. Naturally, the media was not pro-US either, but in the 

zero- sum world that the Bush administration enforced, most of the US media labelled any nation 

that did not support the US as being anti-US. After September 11, many Arabs could see America’s 

justifiable hostility toward Arabs and Muslims, and Al Jazeera played a significant role in spreading 

that message. 

Senior Bush administration officials understood that the United States’ interests in the area 

would be harmed by rejecting these new Arab channels as censored and hence useless. They made a 

special effort to give interviews both during and after the Afghan campaign to clarify American 

policy toward the Arab world and Islam. 

 

Generally, Al Jazeera was privileged enough to have monopolized some of the coverage of the 

Afghan War, which was the first actual war to be reported by any Arab network. The Arab stations 
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that participated in the coverage, however, were learning how to cover a conflict, what to look for, 

and most importantly, what they can get away with saying or showing without offending the 

sensibilities of their state governments. This makes them different from many other networks. It 

was clear that while having a lot of freedom to broadcast the news, the three stations led by al 

Jazeera placed some self-censorship on themselves. These stations were persuaded by the Afghan 

experiment that their conservative owners are more tolerant than they had thought, and this was 

reflected in the freedom they were given. Their spending has increased, as have their activities. 

Their audience has multiplied many-fold, and the topics they cover are more contentious than ever. 

The fact that conservative owners have learned that press freedom can be profitable, beneficial, and 

legitimate is interesting.582  

Al Jazeera was the only network with staff inside of Taliban-controlled Afghanistan and prior to 

the September 11 attacks it had an estimated viewership of twenty to twenty-five million people.583  

“It’s very controversial, but at the same time very popular, because it tells all sides—in other 

words, it may cover the Palestinian uprising very intensely, but also allows access to 

Israeli officials. It gets the videotape of Osama bin Laden that every network in the universe, 

including CNN, has now aired many times, but it also puts Tony Blair on the air to give the Western 

view.”584 

 

Part of this effort to show all sides included broadcasting the message of Osama bin Laden and al 

Qaeda directly to the international public. In fact, on October 7 Osama bin Laden delivered several 

speeches on videotape via Al Jazeera with the assistance of a translator.585 

Consequently, even though the coverage may have originated from the same dates, it was 

frequently exceedingly difficult for an impartial observer to tell whether the Arab media and the 

U.S. media were reporting on the same events during the war in Afghanistan. The way the 

American military carried out its campaign against the Taliban and Al Qaeda seemed to be of 

primary interest to the American media.  

To accomplish this, U.S. coverage was primarily restricted to images and analysis of U.S. bombs 

dropping on different regions of Afghanistan where Taliban and al Qaeda soldiers were allegedly 

stationed. However, the focus of the original Al Jazeera film and, consequently, other Arab media 

channels, was on how the war affected regular Afghan citizens. Therefore, many of the media 
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concentrated on the destruction that American bombardment caused to Afghanistan’s citizens, cities, 

and already crumbling infrastructure. 

While there was a unifying humanitarian element in all 42 of the tales provided by the Al Jazeera 

network, they also shared some of the same frames with CNN’s combat reporting.  

The primary contrast in news coverage and framing is that al Jazeera did not gloss over a 

humanistic portrayal of the consequences of war. In addition, Al Jazeera’s pictures, and ground zero 

reports from within Afghanistan provided the impetus for CNN reporters, as representatives of the 

American media, to question information from official Bush administration sources.586 

Nevertheless, even though CNN’s coverage included Al Jazeera’s point of view, American media 

frames contextualized its humanistic approach. 

Further investigation finds that there has been a significant shift in media coverage of Middle 

Eastern events since the American War in Afghanistan. Particularly the Al Jazeera and Abu Dhabi 

networks have been successful in getting the attention of U.S. and European media services. 

American broadcasters now present events with greater balance while covering Middle East affairs. 

To compete with al Jazeera and target younger Muslims who are perceived as being anti-American, 

the U.S. government has determined that it is necessary “to invest $500 million on the development 

of a satellite channel.”587 

CNN is also in the process of creating a new U.S. Arab network to compete with others in 

providing the Arab world of its positions on various global issues.588 In other words, Al Jazeera 

created a revolution in the Middle East since the creation of these new Arab networks may led to the 

beginning of a common Arab consensus on some global issues. However, the U.S. was angered by 

Al Jazeera’s unrestricted reporting, accusing it of fomented anti-Americanism in the Arab and 

Islamic world.589 

 

Yet, despite these findings, Al Jazeera is never certain of its stance and is continuously doing a 

balance act590 while walking a razor’s edge. It is still learning and becoming more legitimate. 

In the past, no Arab media outlet has used its own resources or journalists to cover a battle, so, 

even if it is much too early to tell how other Arab media outlets will cover future wars, thanks to Al 

Jazeera, it will certainly be radically different from past coverage.591 
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2. Image of oppression: freedom of media and speech in Afghanistan before and 

after Taliban 

 

Today, a free media has an important part to routing the governments on the accurate way to 

protect, enforce and promote human rights, combat corruption, and work for public awareness.  

Media train the readers, listeners, viewers with knowledge and information that enable them to 

take part in all politics, democracy and give them a sense of their basic human rights. 

 

Media has become very prevalent in Afghanistan in the last eighteen years. Therefore, a 

historical review will focus on early trends in connection to present. As a broad field the media is, 

its importance and role have widespread involvement in a society’s changing process. From 

political role to social, development, educational, reconstruction and achievements and to impact on 

opinions and behaviour of the government decision makers in times of national and international 

issues related to governance. Thus, media is playing an important role and a tool for national power 

because of its phenomenal influence over the opponents as well as on the public. It also easily to 

manage our foes and quickly responses to effect positively on our capability to rapidly care of its 

bad effects.592 

This section is particularly focusing on media’s role in understanding how the Taliban has 

waged, and now won, a singular, focused, twenty-year information war. While the platforms and 

methods of this conflict have evolved, the Taliban’s Islamic fundamentalist goals have not. 

In fact, the first part of this section aims to examine the evolution of the Taliban’s information 

operations and it charts free periods: the origins of the Taliban’s propaganda and early digital 

strategy (2002-2009); its adoption on modern social media platforms and distribution techniques 

(2009-2017); and its rapid ascent and diplomatic legitimization (2017-2021) which expanded its 

access to online services and tools. 

 

Since the 9/11 attack in New York, Afghanistan media as an influential factor put its impact on 

society. Accordingly, after the collapse of the Taliban regime in 2001, by the United States, the 

people of Afghanistan achieved greater freedom to participate in public domain, such as expressing 

ideas about their basic rights, access to healthcare, education, technology, work, and employment. 
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However, the Afghanistan’s media initially raised during the period of Seraj-ul-Akhbar known as 

the most leading first newspaper in Afghanistan, published in 1906.593 Hence, the media's position 

in Afghanistan has grown to be very significant, particularly from that moment, onwards. 

As Post-Taliban, the country went through a dark period, political anarchy and economic 

stagnation was plunged and the country was not opened to the world. Media was fully banned, even 

nobody could make a cell phone call in 2001 and people had no access to TV.594 Moreover, more 

than 44 journalists have been killed in Afghanistan, more than 450 violations against media have 

been recorded, and in most of these incidents the government was blamed.595 

According to the 34th article of the Afghan Constitution, “freedom of expression is guaranteed 

and there is not limit unless it is against national interest or personal privacy.” However, the reality 

is that many limits to freedom of expression exist in Afghanistan.596 Indeed, when a journalist asks 

for information from government staff, he is then subjected to verbal and even physical 

harassment.597 

Different circles within the government of Afghanistan oppose freedom of expression even 

though the government has not hesitated to claim to foreign audiences that the mentioned freedom 

is one of its key successes. Furthermore, the peace process with the Taliban is another barrier to 

freedom of expression. In fact, the government of Afghanistan often sacrifices it to bring the Taliban 

into peace negotiations. However, the Taliban continue to challenge freedom of expression as well 

as the peace process. It is worth mentioning that during the Taliban era there was no TV in 

Afghanistan, and the only radio station was run by the government along with a few papers using it 

for their own propaganda.598 The sector has experienced substantial investment, innovation, and 

commitment. In a few cases, local TV and radio stations even compete successfully with national 

and international stations. Nevertheless, the future of many local stations remains uncertain.599 

In addition, during their harsh rule, the Taliban closed cinemas and destroyed video recorders. 

They were comfortable with radio and newspapers but, like many strict Muslims, saw the visual 

image as problematic.  
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Since 2001, they have changed their views and become much more media-savvy. While they do 

not have their own TV channels, they do have a website presence that is updated regularly and 

makes prominent use of video footage. They keep the organisation on message and have pro-active 

spokespersons for the northern and southern zones of the country. “Their message is very 

consistent, clear, quick and available” said a BBC journalist based in Kabul.600 As a result, the 

Taliban obtain regular coverage of their point of view in all the main Afghan and international 

media.601 They also monitor the media and bring their own pressures to bear on journalists, even 

those working for international agencies. “They have accepted the modern world of 

communications”602 according to the fact that its first primitive website, ‘www.taliban.com’, has 

been launched in 1998. In other words, Taliban were not against Internet; it wanted to rule 

Afghanistan. Accordingly, on the ground, the Taliban continue to battle ISAF and Afghan forces and 

use the new media to propagate a narrower vision of Afghanistan’s future.  

Journalists travelling in Taliban-controlled parts of the country report that the Taliban use video 

clips of bombed convoys or slain commanders in a highly systematic and effective way to create 

support for their cause. These clips are distributed by mobile phone to supporters and local media to 

keep them informed of Taliban activities. “The speed at which these clips appear is extraordinary” 

said one Afghan journalist who had been travelling widely in the north of the country. “All young 

people have at least one on their mobile phones”603 

 

After 9/11 attacks and the US invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, the Taliban was temporarily 

shattered, but one year later it founded a revitalized media arm that focused on winning legitimacy, 

both among the local populace and in the eyes of the international community and undermining the 

US-backed Afghan government.604 “Afghan people have to be told that we are good for them, that 

is our job and that is what we will continue to do.”605 The regime renovated printing presses and, 

like nearly every regime before it, created its own organ, Sharia, with the aim to project positive 

images of the regime. Afghanistan Radio continued under the name Radio Voice of Sharia; 

presenters were punished if they did not read out Taliban statements in full. Music, except for 
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unaccompanied religious chants, was banned.606 However, a few regime and pro-regime websites 

were maintained for external use.607 

One more interesting aspect is about the official website of Taliban insurgency, El Emarah (The 

Emirate) that came online in 2005 and it published in five languages: English, Arabic, Pashto, Dari, 

and Urdu.608 Much of its content came in the form of short, rapid-fire press releases either claiming 

various victories over the NATO-led International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) or disputing 

casualty figures. Later, this constellation of websites would grow to include downloadable audio 

and video propaganda.609 Moreover, in the early years of Taliban’s resurgence, the so-called night 

letters610 have been distributed in Afghanistan, particularly with the focus on American ‘atrocities.’ 

Taliban abandoned strictures against pictures of living images and used graphic pictures of Afghan 

casualties and the destruction of property allegedly by foreign forces.611 

To this point, in a 2006 Pashto-language statement, the Taliban complained about widespread 

bias in news reports, threatening violence if the situation did not improve. “Many news sources 

cruelly treat the Taliban,” the statement read.612 “They do not air our reports… We will kill anyone 

who mistreats us like this.”613 At the same time, the group was becoming adept at quickly spreading 

its preferred narratives. In a 2008 interview, the Taliban’s then-information minister bragged that it 

took twenty-four hours for the Afghan government to put out a press release to journalists, “while 

we can give the information through satellite phones in record time.”614 In Afghanistan less than a 

quarter of the adult population is estimated to be literate, with only 2 per cent claiming to read 

newspapers regularly.615 Around a third of households have a television and 88 per cent radios,616 

while only a tiny fraction of the population has access to the internet. In such a situation the Taliban 

keeps online resources basic. The internet is used to allow the leadership to communicate quickly 

                                                             
606 Chants by Yusuf Islam (formerly Cat Stevens) were popular and broadcast nearly every night on the English 

program. Presenters and producers from this time say they received letters from as far away as Scandinavia about their 

nightly English language shortwave transmission. Crisis Group interviews, Kabul, March-April 2008. 
607 P. Di Justo, Does Official Taliban Site Exist? Wired, 30 October 2001. 
608 BBC News: “The Taliban embrace social media: ‘We too want to change perceptions’”, September 6, 2021. 
609 T. H. Johnson, M. DuPee, W. Shaaer, The Taliban’s Use of the Internet, Social Media Video, Radio Stations, and 

Graffiti, Oxford University Press (2017), published in February 2018. 
610 Time: “Deadly Notes in the Night – How the Taliban is using a new kind of terrorist threat to intimidate Afghans”, 

Kandahar, Wednesday, July 5, 2006. 
611 Orthodox Muslims believe that the depiction of living images is haram (forbidden). 
612 Taliban Propaganda: Winning the War of Words? Asia Report N°158 – 24 July 2008. 
613 Ibidem,. 
614 Ahmad Mukhtar, “Interview with Qudratullah Jamal”, op. cit., pag. 15. 
615 The adult literacy rate is estimated at 23.5 per cent. “United Nations Human Development Report 2007”, conducted 
by the Centre for Policy and Human Development, pag. 19. There is a gross gender disparity, with only 12.6 per cent of 

women literate compared to 32.4 per cent of men. Ibid, pag. 24. According to the results of a nationwide survey, 74 per 

cent said they never relied on newspapers for information and only 2 per cent said they read a newspaper almost every 

day. “Afghanistan in 2007: A Survey of the Afghan People”, The Asia Foundation, Kabul, 2008, pag. 108. This 

surveyed 6,263 respondents in all 34 provinces. 
616 “Afghanistan in 2007”, op. cit., pag. 97. 
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and broadly – nationally and internationally – with media and other opinion-makers, replacing 

faxes, which were more common in 2002 and 2003. 

In addition, video quality notably increased, and sometimes filmed by drones. Surprisingly many 

Taliban gunmen had smartphones during a series of assaults on the city of Kunduz in 2015 and 

2016. In one instance, militants tweeted jubilant selfies617 while Afghan citizens nearby tweeted for 

assistance. In one, they seized a significant downtown intersection and raised the white flag of the 

Taliban, controlling the area for several hours. While Kunduz locals and Taliban propagandists 

flooded Twitter with video footage, the ISAF spokesperson's account continued to maintain that a 

significant attack had not occurred. Additionally, for years, only rarely did Facebook, YouTube, and 

Twitter remove Taliban content when it became too graphic or enraged US policymakers. The 

Taliban was caught up in the subsequent crackdown as those platforms bowed to public pressure 

and stopped carrying Islamic State propaganda after 2014. 

The Afghan government was likewise determined to dismantle this propaganda machine after 

years of embarrassment at the hands of the Taliban's increasingly skilled online presence. Kabul 

gained increased control over issues relating to public transparency, public relations, and 

information policy as ISAF combat deployments ended and more US forces left the nation. But it 

wouldn't make good use of this power. Indeed, by 2017, the Afghan government, supported by the 

US, was becoming less open about military activities and more receptive to censorship. For many 

years, the US military had periodically released618 data on the size, effectiveness, and attrition of 

Afghan forces as well as an estimate of losses among US troops and Afghan civilians. These 

numbers were kept from the Afghan and US public as of late 2017 at the request of the Afghan 

government. 

Kabul has imposed a 20-day ban on WhatsApp and Telegram use inside the nation, citing 

undefined ‘security considerations.’619 Journalists in Afghanistan exploded in rage, claiming the 

restriction violated the right to free speech guaranteed by the constitution. The Afghan 

administration changed course in the face of growing public outcry. However, the harm had already 

been done to its credibility. Consequently, the Taliban delighted in asserting that it was more 

approachable and open than representatives of the Afghan government. In fact, it did all in its power 

to make matters worse for officials. Taliban forces started damaging adjacent cell phone towers as 

part of their combat preparations, which hindered the Afghan government's ability to contact 

residents and provide timely reports. In other words, the purpose was to create an information 

                                                             
617 BBC News: “Taliban selfies: Why militants posed for photos in Kunduz,” September 30, 2015. 
618 The New York Time: “Afghan War Data, Once Public, Is Censored in U.S. Military Report”, 2017. 
619 BBC News: “Would banning Whatsapp really make Afghan safer?”, 2017. 
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vacuum, one that the Taliban could fill itself.620 

The first (short) truce in the nation since 2001 occurred in 2018 when the Taliban's three-day, 

unconditional cease-fire was announced by Ashraf Ghani,621 who was then president. Importantly, 

the truce was first announced on Ghani's Facebook page, which highlights how significantly 

Afghanistan's information landscape has shifted. The internet and cell phones were essentially non-

existent during the US invasion. In 2018, about 40% of Afghan homes had internet connectivity,622 

while 90% had a mobile device. Social media was becoming an integral part of Afghan public life 

and was no longer just a fad or toy for the wealthy. The Taliban's internet propaganda had reached 

its peak by 2019. It quickly released English-language news alerts about ongoing battles, frequently 

with shareable infographics and quick videos.  

After the agreement between U.S. and Taliban representatives for the withdrawal of all US and 

international forces by May 2021, Taliban’s apparent power and international legitimacy vastly 

increased. For instance, in October 2020, local officials reported that an errant Afghan air strike on 

a rural religious school had killed eleven children623 and their prayer leader. But the Afghan 

government contradicted the reports, insisting that no civilians had died. When a local spokesperson 

who had visited the surviving children in the hospital refused to echo the central government’s 

position, he was arrested and imprisoned. The spokesman felt “amid two stones,” as he later 

explained to The New York Times: caught between the Afghan government and the Taliban.624 

The spread of this attitude would mark the death knell for the Afghan government. For two 

decades, the Taliban had cast itself as the legitimate claimant to Afghanistan; no more corrupt or 

violent than the US-backed administration in Kabul. A growing number of Afghans came around to 

this view625 of the US-backed government, and by the time the Taliban began its blitzkrieg offensive 

in August 2021, many defenders had run out of reasons to fight. These sorts of incidents only served 

to further erode the Afghan people’s loyalty to and contribute to a significant loss of trust in–the 

US-backed government.  

In conclusion, the Taliban of today knows how to spread its propaganda quickly and widely.  

                                                             
620 The New York Times: “Fire, Films, Tweet: The Taliban’s New Way of War”, a 2016 interview of Zabihullah 
Mujahid. 
621 BBC News: “Afghan Taliban agree three-day casefire – their first,” June 9, 2018. 
622 DataReportal – Digital 2022: Afghanistan, February 15, 2022. 
623 BBC News: “Afghanistan conflict: Children among dead in air strike on school”, October 22, 2020. 
624 The New York Times: “Afghan Leaders Sideline Spokesmen in an Escalating Misinformation War”, 2020. 
625 FP Insider Access: “How to Partner with the Taliban”, August 26, 2019. 
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It has learned to value how its English-language media can be used to disarm and divert the 

attention of the international community by portraying a ‘moderate’ veneer that helps hide the 

massacres and violent retaliation626 that have already started under its rule. 

The Taliban's takeover of Afghanistan will not put a stop to this informational conflict. Anti-

Taliban fighters have already requested military assistance from the West. Afghan civilians have 

started the first online opposition movement627 rumblings using aliases with the goal of 

undermining the Taliban's claims of moderation and mercy and exposing the brutality of its rule. In 

other words, the Taliban's use of the Internet to intimidate and threaten the Afghan people today is 

identical to how they used to ban it in the 1990s. For instance, one of the first victims of the Taliban 

administration following Kabul's fall were the journalists at the Afghan network Tolo News. The TV 

station, which is now the target of Islamic fundamentalist repression, served as the symbol of 

Afghanistan's media industry's resurgence. Turkish soap opera broadcasts, in-depth programming, 

and news shows were all popular on Tolo News for a long time. In short, a reference point for plural 

information in the country.  

This is a sign of how they may one day use technology to consolidate their authority.  

 

2.1 Enhancing government capacity to communicate 

 

The effective communication is a key component of contemporary governance.  

Government and public interaction that is effective in both directions increases legitimate public 

authority. In turn, this raises the possibility of getting the results of excellent governance. 

Regimes that are competent, receptive, and responsible are in the best interest of governments.  

By giving individuals sufficient information on priorities, programs, and activities, the public 

authority is more likely to be viewed as legitimate by the public and other stakeholder groups, 

which helps to stabilize the political climate of a nation. Many contemporary leadership processes 

are supported by the communication function, which is supportive of many kinds of technical 

competence. Additionally, persuasion is frequently necessary for successful and long-lasting public 

sector transformation, including enlisting elite support, promoting change within bureaucracies, and 

striking a moral balance between soliciting public opinion and guiding it. 

Governments must, nevertheless, conduct themselves impartially to uphold their reputation and 

adhere to standards for accountability and openness. Governmental organizations, on the other 

                                                             
626 Amnesty International: “Afghanistan: Taliban Responsible for brutal massacre of Hazara men – new investigation”, 

August 19, 2021. 
627 The New York Times: “How the Taliban Turned Social Media Into a Tool for Control.” 
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hand, must also promote their own policies. Therefore, maintaining credibility and trustworthiness 

while promoting policy in a competitive communication environment is a major problem for 

government communications. Whatever the level of government or the sector, improving the 

capacity of agencies, officials, and bureaucrats to engage in a two-way conversation628 with their 

constituents is part of strengthening government communication. 

 

Moving to the Afghan’s context, one major pillar of the international community’s diplomatic 

and development engagement in Afghanistan, over the past two decades, centred on strengthening 

subnational governance with the aim to ‘build trust,’ ‘foster dialogue,’ and strengthen linkages 

between the state and citizenry to teach Afghans to talk to one another. However, they failed to 

acknowledge that the primary barriers to communication between the governed and governors were 

often political, not technical. 629 Second, they sought to strengthen the capacities of district- and 

provincial-level councils, but these training initiatives were consistently thwarted by these 

organizations' lack of distinct powers or responsibilities. Third, donor programs frequently placed 

more emphasis on developing skills that were more useful for receiving good aid than they were for 

negotiating the real politics of the local Afghan order, whose residents had long considered the 

state's intrusion into their villages as predatory or undesirable.  

A more comprehensive decentralization of authority and power away from Kabul would have 

resulted in long-term governance structures for Afghanistan that are more promising. Donor 

participation, however, fell short of facilitating this kind of change, in part due to these enduring 

problems.630 In other words, the experience of local government support in Afghanistan has brought 

a familiar tale to yet another heart-breaking new chapter. Moreover, the case of Afghanistan also 

highlights the tremendous difficulty of operating in a setting that is frequently beyond the control of 

Western interveners: for almost twenty years, local governance structures in Afghanistan were 

‘caught in confusion,’ and for many Afghan players, this ambiguity was advantageous.631 

In other words, despite many efforts made by the international community in Afghanistan over 

time, local governance aid featured several shortcomings that remained remarkably consistent. 

Although the international community aimed to use subnational governance aid to help decentralize 

                                                             
628 For instance, providing all interested parties with access to government information and data; providing the public 

with access to technical analyses of government priorities and performance from multiple perspectives; popularising 

analysis of government performance; engaging the public.  
629 U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), “USAID Afghanistan Stabilization Fact Sheet,” USAID, June 

2011; U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), Support to SubNational Governance Structure, last 

updated May 7, 2019 
630 F. Z. Brown, Aiding Afghan Local Governance: What Went Wrong?, pag. 3. 
631 S. Lister, Caught in Confusion: Local Governance Structures in Afghanistan, Afghanistan Research and Evaluation 

Unit, March 2, 2005. 
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authority to local communities, these efforts fell short of that ambition.632 

 

Civilian stabilization programs explicitly aimed to build more ‘responsive, capable, and 

accountable governance’ at the local levels by lavishing unprecedented attention and financial 

resources on district officials and government entities.633 Yet these initiatives often undercut their 

own long-term goals. The huge injection of external money undermined any accountability between 

the state and citizens, effectively turning district-level administrations into rentier ministates. 

Meanwhile, the deluge of Western-led ‘quick impact’ projects drew attention away from 

strengthening the line ministries’ capacity, and their incentives, to deliver local services in the long 

term.634 Hence, throughout the years, foreign aid programs constantly emphasized the objectives of 

‘building trust,’ ‘fostering dialogue,’ and strengthening linkages between and among Afghan 

government officials and the Afghan population.635 Many programs were aimed to augment 

communications between locally based Afghan officials and their own citizens, prompting both 

sides to interact at district centres. Accordingly, local officials were further prodded to participate in 

the opening ceremonies for donor-funded projects to show their engagement,636 “to enable citizens 

to communicate their needs and concerns directly to their governors” and “to help provincial 

governors develop communication plans to better engage with constituents.”637 Nevertheless, 

citizens at the local level lacked interest in being connected to the central state, which they viewed 

as extortionate and corrupt, and the state was disinclined to bolster its communication with a 

periphery demanding more authority or resources.638 

 

The Taliban's takeover of Afghanistan has immediately flooded the international community with 

serious concerns. The continued humanitarian crisis, counterterrorism, the nation's economic 

collapse, the protection of women's and minorities' rights, and the avoidance of atrocities under the 

new administration are all legitimate concerns for policymakers. 

The international community must evaluate the long-term transformational strategy it pursued in 

Afghanistan in addition to attending to these pressing issues. It should also benefit from the lessons 

                                                             
632 F. Z. Brown, Aiding Afghan Local Governance: What Went Wrong?, pag. 4. 
633 U.S. Embassy in Afghanistan and U.S. Forces, Afghanistan, US Government Integrated Civil-Military Campaign 

Plan for Support to Afghanistan, U.S. Embassy in Afghanistan and U.S. Forces, Afghanistan, August 10, 2009. 
634 R. Chandrasekaran, Little America: The War Within the War for Afghanistan (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 

2012); S. Dempsey, Is Spending the Strategy? - Small Wars Journal, May 4, 2011, 
635 U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), USAID Afghanistan Stabilization Fact Sheet, USAID, June 
2011; U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), Support to Sub-National Governance Structure, last 

updated May 7, 2019. 
636 Management Systems International, Stability in Key Areas: Final Performance Evaluation, USAID, September 

2015, 19. 
637 USAID, Support to Sub-national Governance Structure Fact Sheet, USAID, last updated May 7, 2019. 
638 Coburn, Bazaar Politics, pag. 145;179. 
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acquired, and in this regard, the story of subnational governance assistance is only one aspect of a 

larger narrative. Despite the stated reservations of some Westerners closest to the actual situation, 

programs frequently resorted to a familiar collection of "theories of change" that did not match the 

conditions on the ground. A remarkable number of reform and rationalization initiatives were 

started by donors,639 but they fizzled out after diplomat rotations. Few on the donor side were aware 

of the striking similarities between foreign aid programs and policy discussions on local 

government in 2018 and those in 2008 because of the international presence's revolving door. 

 

Yet, the experience in Afghanistan demonstrates that it impacts the larger authorities and 

incentives that drive centralization or decentralization, local governance assistance will not have 

much of an impact on the basic dynamics of centre-periphery relations. Elite capture is a 

phenomenon that can happen locally as well as nationally. Episode-based, externally motivated 

attempts are unlikely to significantly change the "rules of the game" of local administration.640 

Instead of hoping that one more training module will ultimately solve the problem, donors would do 

better to acknowledge the limited resources at their disposal and concentrate on creating incentives 

for all parties. 

 

                                                             
639 This phenomenon is not limited to the international intervention in Afghanistan; it bedevils many internationally 
sponsored peacebuilding missions around the world. For examinations and considerations of why, see, for example, S. 

Autesserre, Peaceland: Conflict Resolution and the Everyday Politics of International Intervention (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2014); and S. P. Campbell, Global Governance and Local Peace: Accountability and 

Performance in International Peacebuilding (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018). 
640 On rules of the game in governance reform efforts, see R.l Kleinfeld, In Development Work, Plan for Sailboats, Not 

Trains, Stanford Social Innovation Review, December 2, 2015. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

 

This research aimed to identify the importance of the mass media on the ideologies and 

perceptions over the conflicts happening worldwide, and how they can differ from different 

points of view. 

 

The review of the political and historical contest of Afghanistan during the 1970 and the 

1980 

highlights how the Afghan state has always been the main actor in the so-called Great Game 

between Soviet Union and United States of America. Together with the United Kingdom, 

they 

intervened on the ground to defend the State against the Soviet Union with the aim to aid and 

protect the citizens. 

 

The situation on the ground evolved consistently and negatively until the rise of a new 

conflict to contrast the American armed forces. This consequently led to a humanitarian crisis 

that still affects Afghanistan despite attempts and efforts made by states to evacuate, help, and 

protect the Afghani citizens from the airport of Kabul. 

 

Some other humanitarian aids are still into place, but it is necessary to keep supporting 

Afghanistan in terms of humanitarian matters, as the State is still very fragile under the 

government of the Taliban. 

 

The media played an important role in the Afghan war because of the coverage on the main 

international magazines and channels that had a strong impact on the public opinion.  

However, Afghanistan’s media development remains incomplete. Since it still faces many 

challenges, the international community must continue to assist and support it. 

 

The Eastern and Western channels highlighted the similarities, such as the soul searching and 

reckoning of how this story has been covered, as well as the differences on the conflict.  

Al Jazeera had the advantage of being on the ground with the privilege of having access to 
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Osama Bin Laden intelligence, meanwhile CNN framed it based on the support given by the 

government and political leaders in each country, including issue of national unity and public 

support for the government itself. 

 

However, after twenty years of conflict, the international community seems to have shifted 

the attention on something different than Afghanistan. In a recent interview, Moshavi affirmed 

that people don’t know credible information anymore. In addition, they do not have any critical 

reporting on their government and the impact of that over time is going to be astronomical.641  

In other words, while there were risks to the media under the previous administration, the 

emergence of the Taliban quickly reduced the room for free speech.  

 

The country currently ranks 156 out of 180 countries on the Reporters Without Borders 

index, where No. 1 is most free. It is a significant decline on the 2021 rating of 122. RSF 

confirmed that the Taliban return had ‘serious repercussion’ for media freedom and journalist 

safety: 

 

 

642 

 

 

 

                                                             
641 Z. Noori, Reporter: World Must Not be Silent on Afghan Media Restrictions, June 2nd, 2022. 
642 Reporters Without Borders, RSF, World Abuses in Real Time, 2022. 
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In the past and present, being a journalist in Afghanistan is dangerous. What has changed is 

that the current administration is intentionally limited and restricting press freedoms. 

 

In conclusion, a key pillar for society is a free press; a unique tool for people to communicate 

and an instrument for States to highlight issues and make the salient for the international 

community.  
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