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A masterful blend of graphic reporting, illuminating interviews, and insightful analysis. Ghosts of
Afghanistan is the first account of Afghanistan's turbulent recent history by an independent
eyewitness.Jonathan Steele, an award–winning journalist and commentator, has covered the
country since his first visit there as a reporter in 1981. He tracked the Soviet occupation and the
communist regime of Najibullah, which held the Western–backed resistance at bay for three
years after the Soviets left. He covered the arrival of the Taliban to power in Kabul in 1996, and
their retreat from Kandahar under the weight of U.S. bombing in 2001. Most recently Steele has
reported from the epicenter of the Taliban resurgence in Helmand.Ghosts of Afghanistan turns a
spotlight on the numerous myths about Afghanistan that have bedeviled foreign policy–makers
and driven them to repeat earlier mistakes. Steele has conducted numerous interviews with
ordinary Afghans, two of the country's Communist presidents, senior Soviet occupation officials,
as well as Taliban leaders, Western diplomats, NATO advisers, and United Nations
negotiators.Comparing the challenges facing the Obama Administration as it seeks to find an
exit strategy with those the Kremlin faced in the 1980s, Steele cautions that military victory will
elude the West just as it eluded the Kremlin. Showing how and why Soviet efforts to negotiate an
end to the war came to nothing, he explains how negotiations today could put a stop to the
tragedies of civil war and foreign intervention that have afflicted Afghanistan for three decades.

About the AuthorJonathan Steele is the former chief foreign correspondent for the Guardian. He
has won numerous journalistic awards, and he has twice been named International Reporter of
the Year at the British Press Awards. A regular broadcaster on the BBC and CNN, Steele has
written several books on international affairs. He lives in London. --This text refers to an out of
print or unavailable edition of this title.ReviewAdvanced Praise for Ghosts of Afghanistan:"Steele
has covered events in Afghanistan for many years, and he skewers with palpable glee the myths
and half-truths that are peddled by politicians, generals, official spokesmen, and too many
commentators." —The Observer"With the debate raging over whether to negotiate with the
Taliban, or continue to slaughter its leadership in night raids in the hope of forcing a weakened
movement to the table later, the author notes the grip of history on US military decision-making."
—The Telegraph"In this original look at the West's obsession with Afghanistan the ghosts
include, of course, the inevitable innocents who fall in war but also the public myths, official lies
and inconvenient truths that lie behind so much of the bloodshed there. In a riveting chapter,
Steele also puts to rest the notion that America had no choice but to go to war after Osama bin
Laden's orchestration of the 9/11 attacks." —Seymour Hersh, The New Yorker"Ghosts of
Afghanistan is the best single book on the inter-related US policy crisis in Afghanistan and
Pakistan and should be read by all students of foreign affairs." —Selig S. Harrison, author of Out



of Afghanistan: The Inside Story of the Soviet Withdrawal"Jonathan Steele provides an astute
and powerful analysis of Afghanistan's recent history. As a correspondent who witnessed many
of the key events at first-hand, his account is enriched by insights from Afghans from across the
political arena, which both contribute to an understanding of the country's turbulent history and
help to demolish some of the prevailing myths. This work raises important questions about the
purpose and effectiveness of ten costly years of international engagement in Afghanistan, and
should be required reading for those planning the imminent transition to full Afghan control." —
Jolyon Leslie, author of Afghanistan: The Mirage of Peace"Drawing on more than three decades
of reporting from and on Afghanistan, Jonathan Steele offers the best account yet of why, in
ignoring the lessons of the Soviet intervention, the Americans are condemned to make many of
the same mistakes. He explodes the key myths about the Russians' record. He shows, quietly,
how the only sane solution is the one Gorbachev adopted almost from the moment he took
power: involve all the internal parties, including the insurgents, and the regional powers in
brokering peace. A brilliant and disturbing book by one of the most acute and best informed
contemporary observers of Afghanistan." —Sherard Cowper-Coles, British Ambassador to
Kabul 2007-2009 and Foreign Secretary’s Special Representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan
2009–2011"Jonathan Steele is a thirty-year veteran of the twists and turns of foreign
involvement in Afghanistan. His simple and compelling central premise is a frustratingly circular
story of how the foreigners, Russians or Americans and their British and other allies, never seem
to learn that Afghans are their own people. The author is word-weary and war-weary in his
account of outsiders’ Afghan myths but he does not allow this to get him, or the reader, down.
He offers a sparely written, fast paced indictment of the follies of Afghan’s foreign occupiers." —
Mark Malloch Brown, former United Nations Deputy Secretary-General"Few journalists have
been on the ground in Kabul from the early days of a more-than-thirty-year war. In Ghosts of
Afghanistan Jonathan Steele provides fascinating detail of memorable meetings and moments
over the past three decades, boldly challenging widely held views of Afghanistan's turbulent
history from Soviet to American involvement. This is essential reading at a time when the West is
pondering the legacy of its intervention and trying to find a way forward." —Lyse Doucet,
BBC"Throughout history Afghanistan has shown the foolishness of great powers trying to order
the world after their own lights. Time and again, invaders have tried, and retreated in bloody
defeat. Today NATO, far away from its supposed theatre of concern, is making even worse
mistakes than the Russians did in the 1980s. With a thirty-year experience of reporting
assignments in Afghanistan no-one has studied this extraordinary country more closely than
Jonathan Steele, nor charted so meticulously how outside intervention has worsened internal
discord. His is a sobering essay on the empire of folly." —Simon Jenkins, author of Thatcher &
Sons: A Revolution in Three Acts"Jonathan Steele has covered the sweep of thirty years of
history in Afghanistan and chronicled the lessons of first the Russian, and then the American-led
occupations. They are lessons President Obama and his allies have still not fully grasped. This
excellent book is a painfully honest account of successive unwinnable wars. It is the text book Mr



Obama and others will need if Afghanistan is ever to be left to find its own peace and prosperity."
—Jon Snow, Channel 4 News (UK)"This book is a gripping history of the wars in Afghanistan
explaining why successive outsiders have consistently got things so wrong. It is, at the same
time, an intensely moving account of how that history was experienced by individual Afghans
whom Jonathan Steele encountered in more than thirty years of reporting those wars." —Mary
Kaldor, Professor of Global Governance, London School of Economics--This text refers to the
paperback edition.
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trillion.INTRODUCTION“A confused silence greeted the Vietnam reference. ‘Ghosts,’ Obama
whispered.”—BOB WOODWARD, OBAMA’S WARSAFGHANISTAN HAS BEEN part of my life
for the past thirty years. I have reported from the country in each of its turbulent modern phases,
starting with the Soviet occupation and the ensuing war between Western-backed Islamist
warlords in the mid-1990s to five years of oppressive Taliban rule and, most recently, the
American effort to pacify the country in the face of a powerful Taliban resurgence.I sometimes
feel haunted. Memories of Afghanistan and the people I have met there float into my head at
home in London or wherever else I happen to be. Memories and questions.What is it that keeps
tempting powerful foreign states to spend soldiers’ lives in seeking to control a country that is
landlocked, not endowed with oil and much poorer than its less invaded neighbors?Why does a
society that so clearly needs economic progress and development always take up arms
whenever a few of its leaders try to bring reform? Why does it succeed in forcing them to retreat?
In spite of Afghanistan’s deep ethnic divisions and decades of civil war, how come no movement
for secession has ever appeared? Can its majestic natural beauty and rich cultural heritage be
the glue that holds Afghanistan together? There must be deeper and more complex
reasons.The ghosts of this book’s title are not just my wandering thoughts. They are the ghosts
of catastrophic mistakes made by earlier invaders that haunt Obama’s war today. I saw the
blunders the Soviets made in the 1980s and have watched most of them repeated in recent
years. Anger and hubris that lead to a misguided mission of revenge. Regime change that slips,
undebated, into nation building. Surging more troops because those who died must not have
lost their lives in vain.The principal ghosts of Afghanistan are the dead on every side. In thirty-
five years of unfinished civil war, made worse by foreign intervention, close to 15,000 Soviet
dead, over 1,500 Americans, nearly 400 British and more than 500 from other countries. Above
all, the lost sons and daughters of Afghanistan itself: some 20,000 troops, and as many as two
million civilians.“Ghosts”—dukhi—also happens to be the name Soviet troops gave their Afghan
opponents—elusive, ever-moving and hard to pin down. Wearing no uniform, they struck from



ambushes by day, and after dark they delivered “night letters” to warn fellow Afghans not to
collaborate with the infidels. The Americans and British use different names for those who resist
today’s occupation. But the urge to dehumanize their shadowy opponents is as strong as it was
with the Russians. Today’s war is also just as asymmetric. Heavily equipped high-tech forces try
to grapple with a guerrilla enemy that wears civilian clothes and never comes head-on. State-of-
the-art night-vision goggles are no use for detecting ghosts, and U.S. troops may go through an
entire six-month tour of combat without ever knowingly seeing an insurgent alive or dead. Pilots
of attack drones, sitting in air-cooled bases in Nevada, never even touch the terrain on which
they kill.The Soviet Union’s Afghan agony hovers over the U.S. war. Obama may sense ghosts
from Vietnam when he ponders how long to keep troops there or how fast to take them out. But
lessons of greater relevance emerge from the Central Asian quagmire that trapped his country’s
Cold War rival. In 1979, former U.S. national security adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski hoped
Afghanistan would become the Soviet Union’s Vietnam. Now the Soviet Union’s Vietnam has
become America’s Afghanistan.So a central theme of this book is the similarity of the Soviet and
U.S. interventions and the lessons that ought to be learned. Described as wars of necessity, they
were really wars of choice. In each case the decision to invade was made on the grounds of
protecting national security but with little thought of the consequences. Could non-Muslim
outsiders expect support if they stayed for more than a few months in a country that had never
welcomed foreign armies? Was there not a substantial risk that the mission would increase
rather than lesson the dangers of terrorism.The wars became unpopular, and new leaders
emerged in Moscow and Washington who had to weigh the wisdom of continuing the struggle.
Mikhail Gorbachev and Barack Obama each inherited a war their predecessors had begun too
lightly. The Soviet leader decided the war could not be won and opted for a negotiated troop
withdrawal, initially hoping to persuade Pakistan and the United States to end their support for
the mujahedin insurgents. When this proved unreachable, he pressed his Kabul allies to talk to
the opposition with a view to a cease-fire and a government of national unity. He was even willing
to urge his Afghan clients to resign in the name of national reconciliation.But the withdrawal of
Soviet troops and an end to his predecessors’ adventure were Gorbachev’s overriding aim. In
spite of failing to defeat the mujahedin, the Soviet leadership had the sense to change course.
As a result, it emerged from its nine-year occupation without a major loss of dignity. The tragedy
of the Soviet withdrawal came later. Afghanistan’s numerous warring parties as well as the
country’s neighbors failed to agree on a peace deal as the Russians left or in the months that
followed. Illusions of imminent victory swamped the imperative of national reconciliation and
doomed Afghanistan to another two decades of civil war.Obama’s strategy has been different
from Gorbachev’s. Allowing military commanders to persuade him that military success was
possible, he launched two large surges of extra U.S. troops and brought the number of foreign
forces to well above the Soviet figure. As for the notion of talks with the insurgents, the U.S.
president has only recently started to pay lip service to the idea but not yet dropped the doomed
strategy of building up local Afghan forces to prolong the civil war.The biggest lesson of recent



Afghan history is that it is wrong for foreigners to arm factions engaged in civil war. For foreigners
then to intervene with their own troops is even greater folly. The only way to end thirty-five years
of war is through a negotiated peace in which the main fighting groups and their political allies
are included. Obama needs to change course, as Gorbachev did. Washington and the
government of Hamid Karzai must make a sustained effort to negotiate local cease-fires with the
Taliban, leading to a nationwide halt in the fighting and a complete American withdrawal in
parallel with a power-sharing deal among the key sectors of Afghan society, no doubt with a
substantial devolution of power to the provinces. Pakistan, India, Iran and other regional
neighbors need to be part of a companion deal in which their interests in a sovereign but neutral
Afghanistan are preserved.It will not be easy, but if peace is to be restored, there is no other way.
The Americans have already been in Afghanistan longer than the Soviets were. The victory that
eluded Moscow will not be achieved by Washington.Ghosts of Afghanistan is based on my
eyewitness impressions from visiting Afghanistan at regular intervals over the past thirty years as
well as on dozens of interviews with Afghans, including their leaders from the Soviet period, the
Taliban time and today. I have conducted new interviews with key Afghan experts and United
Nations negotiators. I have gained much from Kremlin, U.S. State Department and British
Foreign Office documents released over the last two decades as well as the treasure trove of
contemporary U.S. diplomatic cables and war logs that a brave whistleblower passed to
WikiLeaks, which shared them with the Guardian, the New York Times and Der Spiegel.That
stunning archive consisted of “ghost” matter, reports and cables that were initially invisible and
beyond the world’s reach. Had it not been for the leak, the biggest unauthorized disclosure of
official documents in history, the citizens of the world’s largest democracy and its allies, as well
as those of Iraq and Afghanistan, would not have known the truth that hovered over their
battlegrounds, unseen. As one of the first journalists who had the chance to read the leaked
reports, I saw the gap that separated public statements of policy from the motives that really
drove it.One reason why the United States has repeated so many Soviet mistakes is that much
of the West’s conventional wisdom on Afghanistan rests on myths. Policy makers and the media
peddle an inaccurate view of Afghanistan’s history. In this book I hope to set the record
straight.One myth, pushed by former mujahedin leaders and the Taliban as well as by Osama
bin Laden, right up to his death in May 2011—and accepted without question as part of the
standard Western narrative—is that the Soviet Union suffered military defeat in Afghanistan. The
reality is that the Russians suffered heavy casualties but never lost a pitched battle. They could
have stayed in Afghanistan for several more years. Their defeat was political. They chose to
abandon their initial goals and leave.According to another more dangerous myth, “the West
walked away after the Russians left.” The implication is that Afghanistan was abandoned to its
fate instead of being showered with aid. The record is the opposite. After 1989, Western
governments not only continued to arm and support the mujahedin, they urged them to prolong
the civil war and reject Najibullah’s offers of talks. The result was three more years of fighting, a
chaotic transfer of power in 1992 in which mujahedin leaders turned their artillery on each other



and killed tens of thousands of the luckless people of Kabul—and the emergence of the Taliban.
The Soviet Union bears the greatest responsibility for the misery and war that Afghans suffered
in the 1980s. But the United States and its allies should acknowledge their guilt for the misery
and war that Afghans suffered in the 1990s. Unless that truth is recognized, there will be little
moral incentive for Western leaders, this time, to help bring Afghans together in order to end the
civil war.Myths may seem as fleeting as ghosts. But they always do more harm.[1] WHERE ARE
WE NOW?“What we figured out is that people really aren’t anti-U.S. or anti-anything; they just
want to be left alone. Our presence is what’s destabilizing this area.”—U.S. MILITARY OFFICIAL,
EASTERN AFGHANISTAN, FEBRUARY 2011WEDGED INTO FLAK jackets with helmets at the
ready, Sean Smith, a Guardian photographer, and I wait in the parking lot of a twenty-first-
century fortress. Bristling with communications antennae, its high walls consist of tier upon tier of
wired sacks of stones and concrete rubble, known as Hesco barriers, a vastly improved variant
of the ancient sandbag. Nearby stand huge vehicles with reinforced steel floors to protect
against mines and metal mesh over their windows to block shrapnel. A security contractor
directs us to a line of armor-plated LandCruisers with darkened windows.It is October 2010, and
we are in Lashkar Gah at the headquarters of Task Force Helmand, a key unit of the
International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), the coalition of forty-eight troop-contributing
countries, which the U.S. leads in Afghanistan. In Helmand the dominant ISAF presence is U.S.
and British with small contingents from Denmark and Estonia. Elsewhere in southern
Afghanistan, the Dutch have a contingent of several thousand in Uruzgan and the Canadians in
Kandahar. The Germans have almost 5,000 troops in the more peaceful north. No Afghan
province has received as high an American and British investment of troops and treasure as
Helmand, a largely semi-desert region that with its neighbor Kandahar has become the
epicenter of the Taliban insurgency. The U.S. connection with the area goes back decades
before the emergence of the Taliban in the early 1990s. Most of Helmand’s one and a half million
people depend for their livelihoods on irrigation schemes donated by the United States in the
1950s during the Cold War. Afghanistan, a strategic crossroads of Central Asia, was at peace,
but Moscow and Washington competed for the country’s allegiance with development
projects.Now the region is suffering through its worst war. A combined force of 9,000 American
and 9,500 British troops is embattled in this one province, roughly a seventh of the total number
of 142,000 foreign soldiers in Afghanistan’s thirty-four provinces. As for foreign aid aimed at
winning hearts and minds, if Helmand were a country, it would be the fifth biggest recipient in the
world.So the success or failure of the U.S. war in Afghanistan depends heavily on what happens
there. Thirty years ago Soviet forces found Helmand and the nearby province of Kandahar the
toughest region to hold. Nothing has changed.We are about to drive from the ISAF fortress in
Lashkar Gah, the capital of Helmand, to the shooting range where American and British
advisers train Afghan police. The city has hosted U.S. Marines for over a year and British troops
for more than four, so you might think the two-mile journey would be an easy commute.Think
again. The security guard and our driver, both former soldiers and each armed with a rifle and a



revolver, take their places in front. Similar teams—Europeans or Americans on contract—
clamber into two identical LandCruisers behind ours. Three-car convoys are standard for trips
into town, they tell us. The armored glass in the side window of our vehicle sports an ominous
perforated crack like a star-burst. “I see you’ve taken at least one bullet,” I comment after the
guard finishes briefing us on how to operate the two-way radio in case he and his colleague are
incapacitated.“Actually it was just a stone,” he says, laughing. “Small boys throw them. They take
time to aim so it’s better to be in the lead vehicle. You usually get past before they’re ready.” The
car zigzags through a series of fortified gates and checkpoints and suddenly we are in an untidy
world. Motorbikes with turbaned riders are bumping over the uneven ground. A few young men
are sitting by a mud-brick wall and chatting. They turn their heads as we lumber past. Battered
cars with men at the wheel and women and children in the backseat lurch from alleys between
mud-brick houses and follow our convoy toward the tarmac road a hundred yards away. The
women are covered head to toe in blue burqas.As we reach the smoother ground and drive past
a row of shops, the guard picks up his handset to launch into a running commentary of potential
threats for the benefit of the cars behind. “Static tuc-tuc [three-wheeler] on right. White Toyota no
license plate approaching from side road. Multiple pax [passengers]. Tuc-tuc on left, has eyes on
us. No pax.”Our convoy reaches the shooting range. The policewomen we meet look chic in their
light blue knee-length coats and trousers. But what is most striking is their headgear—scarves
covering the chin as well as the hair and wraparound reflecting sunglasses give them a totally
anonymous appearance, like ninjas.As if that were not disguise enough, I notice folded-up
burqas on the bench where we sit to enjoy soft drinks before the training starts. Roshan Zakia,
the senior officer, sees my quizzical look. She explains that although “Lashkar Gah has sixteen
policewomen, only three are willing to wear their uniforms” on their commute between home and
work. The rest don the traditional Afghan woman’s head-to-toe covering before going home. Like
resistance movements throughout history, the Taliban often kill people they accuse of
collaborating with foreign forces. Those who join the police are especially vulnerable.I was not
expecting such insecurity in Helmand’s capital. The twenty-minute helicopter ride from the huge
transit airfield at Camp Bastion in northern Helmand that all visitors to the region have to make
when they arrive had ended with heart-stopping swerves and tilts at little more than fifty feet
above Afghan family compounds on Lashkar Gah’s outskirts. In order to make it harder for
insurgents to get the helicopters in their sights, pilots make a series of irregular maneuvers. At
one moment you tip left and see the helicopter’s shadow racing across the tops of fruit trees
almost close enough to touch. The next minute you tip right and see nothing but deep blue sky.
But once on the ground in Lashkar Gah I had thought to find a town that would be safe.I have
been to Afghanistan fourteen times over the past thirty years, but this was my first embed with
British troops in Helmand since they arrived in 2006. The British and Americans had claimed
that their forces and those of the Afghan Government controlled most of the province. These
claims were, I now saw, exaggerated.Countless TV and newspaper reports on the war in
southern Afghanistan and the work of individual platoons have provided a graphic glimpse of



small corners of the battlefield and highlighted the courage of frontline soldiers. But what does
not come through is what I now saw: the 18,500 American and British troops are actually
confined to garrisons near the few towns in this largely rural province. The situation is the same
in Kandahar, Uruzgan and Zabul, the other provinces of the south.Soldiers sit in a chain of
security bubbles labeled main bases, forward operating bases (FOBs) and patrol bases, of
respectively diminishing size, with the last type occupied by anything from a dozen to a hundred
troops. They make forays along the network of canals that cut through fields of wheat, onions
and poppy but return to their heavily fortified sanctuaries after grim hours of dismantling or
avoiding improvised explosive devices (IEDs). From 2010 on, they have conducted more and
more nighttime raids on farmhouses and family compounds suspected of sheltering Taliban
commanders.The surge of American troops in 2010 allowed a new tactic: the erection of
checkpoints, each one in sight of the next so that travelers are always watched. These
checkpoints are usually manned by Afghan police. The aim is to revive the flow of commerce
and prevent insurgents from planting booby-trap bombs. U.S. forces have blown up hundreds of
empty houses to prevent them from being used as hiding places for ambushers and snipers. The
Americans uproot trees, dynamite farm buildings and flatten agricultural walls, using an
awesome machine called the MICLIC, the M58 Mine Clearing Line Charge—a chain of
explosives tied to a rocket that can destroy everything in a swath 30 feet wide and 325 feet long.
But what they gain in military security they lose in local goodwill when farmers who flee the
American offensives return to find their homes destroyed.ISAF’s pervasive sense of anxiety
reminds me of the Soviet garrison mentality I encountered during three reporting assignments in
occupied Afghanistan in the 1980s. The technology of the Soviets was less advanced, but they
and their Afghan Government allies were also based in the main towns with little control over the
villages where most Afghans lived. They also set up outposts, or zastavas, along the roads to try
to protect their supply convoys. They too faced an insurgency whose main appeal to local
people was its promise to expel foreigners and their infidel troops from the country. When I
reread my dispatches from those trips, I am struck by the Soviet ghosts that haunt ISAF
today.How was it the Americans did not think more carefully before they plunged into war in
Afghanistan? Had they really forgotten what had happened little more than a decade earlier
when the Russians learned they could never beat a local insurgency? The Americans were
deeply involved in helping that insurgency so they should have foreseen the problem.Ten years
after George W. Bush launched Operation Enduring Freedom, as he billed his attack on
Afghanistan, the war has never been as intense as it is today. The Taliban were forced out of
power within two months of the start of the American military campaign but they were not
defeated in a major battle on the ground. They withdrew from Kabul, the capital and largest city,
and Kandahar, the second largest city, to escape U.S. bombing and missile strikes. Within two
years the Taliban, who mainly come from Afghanistan’s biggest ethnic group, the Pashtun, were
able to revive and regroup in the southern part of the country, the traditional homeland of the
Pashtun. The fighting has intensified every year since then. The year 2010 was the bloodiest so



far. Some 711 foreign troops died, including 499 Americans and 103 British—199 more than the
year before. The estimated number of IEDs that were planted climbed to 14,661, a rise of 62
percent. They killed 268 U.S. troops in 2010, about as many as in the three previous years
combined.With more than 2,770 civilians killed, the year 2010 was also the deadliest for
ordinary Afghans since the U.S.-led invasion began. Although Taliban and other insurgents were
responsible for more than 60 percent of the civilian deaths, those caused by U.S. and other
coalition forces have more political resonance, forcing President Hamid Karzai to express great
anger whenever a wedding party or other large group of Afghans is bombed by unmanned
drones or aircraft. About 730,000 Afghans fled their homes between 2006 and 2010, mostly due
to military operations by foreign forces, according to the Oslo-based Internal Displacement
Monitoring Center (IDMC), an affiliate of the Norwegian Refugee Council.As of July 2011, ten
years of war in Afghanistan have taken the lives of 1,556 U.S. troops. The war costs the U.S.
taxpayer more than $100 billion a year—$1 million per soldier per year—and yet the Taliban
have a presence in more provinces than they did in 2009. Starting in the south and the southeast
in 2003, they have moved up to the center and since 2009 have conducted military operations in
parts of the north and west which only have small Pashtun populations. In Baghlan, a province in
northern Afghanistan where security deteriorated in 2010, Munshi Abdul Majid, the provincial
governor, told reporters in January 2011, “I can tell you this very clearly: fifty percent of the
people who are working with the Afghan government, their hearts are with the Taliban.” Two
United Nations maps, one showing the security situation in March and the other in October
2010, highlighted a decline in sixteen districts in nine provinces in the north and west. Only two
districts previously deemed high-risk—one in Kunduz in the north and another in Herat in the
west—received a safer rating.The Pentagon’s annual report to Congress for 2010, “Progress
Toward Security and Stability in Afghanistan,” conceded that the Taliban had “a ready supply of
recruits, drawn from the frustrated population where insurgents exploit poverty, tribal friction, and
lack of governance to grow their ranks.” Their numbers were estimated to have grown to 35,000
fighters. It also noted that the Taliban’s “operational reach are qualitatively and geographically
expanding.” Their tactics and procedures for conducting attacks were increasing in
sophistication. On the political front, the shadow governments that the Taliban had appointed in
several provinces were having an increasing effect in undermining the authority of President
Hamid Karzai’s government.The Pentagon report frequently dropped into bureaucratese, saying
that “insurgents continue to leverage their religious, ethnic, and tribal affinities with local Afghans
for recruitment, resources, and freedom of movement.” In plain English this means that “the
Taliban are Afghans and Muslims and get support for that reason.” Although joblessness and
poverty may be motives for people to join the Taliban, the hard truth is that most are also, or even
primarily, motivated by patriotism. They resent being occupied by foreign troops. A poll
conducted in July 2010 in Helmand and Kandahar found that 68 percent rejected the claim that
ISAF was protecting local people. As many as 74 percent thought it was wrong to collaborate
with foreign forces.In spite of extensive media coverage of Afghanistan, the ISAF propaganda



machine’s constant stream of optimistic statements is effective in hiding the true state of the war,
in particular the limits on U.S. and British movement in southern Afghanistan. In Helmand around
150 U.S. and British advisers form what is called the Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT).
Almost every Afghan province has a PRT. Hunched over computers in their fortress of
camouflaged watchtowers, tents and air-conditioned trailers, they supervise the aid and
development arm of the U.S.-led counterinsurgency program. Within Lashkar Gah, their travel is
confined to armed convoys of the kind that took us to the police shooting range. Trips to any of
Helmand’s district centers is by helicopter only. Advisers who work on logistics, finance and
administration never leave the fortified garrison.Freight convoys between Afghanistan’s
provinces go by road and are mainly subcontracted to private companies that charge heavily for
security in addition to the transportation costs. The fact that this often means they pay money to
local tribal leaders who are linked to the Taliban is well documented.PRT officials and NATO
military spokesmen deliberately use vague phrases to define success in Helmand and
Kandahar. The Afghan Government has “extended its reach” or “can now exert influence” or “has
a presence” in this or that new district. Every press release makes the same point. The unspoken
assumptions are that the coalition is playing a zero-sum game, and territory won from the
Taliban is territory denied to them. But this is asymmetric warfare, and those Taliban—the
majority—who are local farmers usually disperse before major operations begin. They pursue
the struggle by other means, planting IEDs and firing sniper rifles from ambush positions, or
intimidating government officials with assassinations and night letters delivered to people’s
doors warning them not to work with foreigners. The mujahedin used the same tactic when
Soviet troops occupied Helmand.Reporting from Helmand and Kandahar is difficult.
Independent travel to the province is seriously dangerous. A quick in-and-out trip within a day
accompanied by a local fixer can be risked, but an overnight stay in a hotel or guesthouse will
attract immediate attention and may lead to kidnap and murder. Being embedded with American
or British troops offers the only means of staying for some days or weeks, but the vantage point
is inevitably limited, and contact with independent Afghans to assess their opinions is virtually
impossible.Taking shelter with the British is particularly challenging. I was invited by the British
Department for International Development (DFID), but everything I wrote had to be submitted to
the Ministry of Defence and cleared for publication. Britain claims to be bringing good
governance to the people of Afghanistan, and this includes respect for press freedom. But
before journalists can be embedded with the British in Helmand, they must agree to a
complicated set of procedures. All text, audio and pictures have to be submitted for approval
before publication. A soldier must sit in on reporters’ interviews. No wonder most American
journalists decline to report on the British. The U.S. Government makes no such demands of the
embedded press. But other pressures inhibit all journalists, including Americans. Reporting that
the Pentagon considers too critical is likely to mean an end to future embeds.The U.S.
counterinsurgency strategy of “clear, hold, build, and transfer to the Afghans” aims to bring
services to ordinary people within weeks, if not days, of the military’s advances. Before troops go



into an area, the plan is to have a “district delivery package” geared up and ready to follow. This
consists of basic services, good governance and rule of law. Install a district governor and key
officials, set up a community council, offer cash-for-work programs, open health clinics and
schools, appoint officials to handle local disputes and put police, judges and prosecutors in
place to deal with crime.Eleven of Helmand’s fourteen districts had a governor and some
officials at work in October 2010, when I was there, compared to only five districts two years
earlier. Schools had reopened with almost 80,000 children enrolled, virtually double the number
of 2007. Police were being trained at the rate of 150 new recruits every month. ISAF forces were
trying to pave the way for economic development and the resumption of trade. They were
removing IEDs from the main roads, mounting regular patrols and making it possible for bazaars
to reopen and commerce to revive. DFID and the U.S. Agency for International Development
(USAID) were funding a program that gives wheat seed to farmers to replace opium-poppy
production. Loans were going to small businesses.The downside was that the Taliban were
constantly devising new ways to undermine any ISAF sense of success. The latest resistance
pinprick was the stoning of Afghan Government and foreign vehicles, as I discovered when I sat
in on an hour-long Pashtu for Beginnners class for British troops at one FOB. Offering language
tips was an intelligent move, and attendance was impressive. On a blisteringly hot afternoon,
almost 15 young men turned up, perhaps aided by the fact that their instructor, a fellow soldier in
combat fatigues, was an attractive blonde. After we had rehearsed several standard phrases
—“How are you?”, “I’m not an enemy,” “I’m a British soldier”—a sergeant asked her, “What’s the
Pashtu for ‘Stop throwing stones at us’?”We had a starker illustration of the point on a visit to a
girls’ high school in Lashkar Gah. The school also teaches boys up to the age of twelve. Dozens
of boys were racing around as our armored convoy entered the dusty compound and parked in
the shade of the playground’s only tree, close to a sign saying that USAID had helped to rebuild
the school. The PRT considered the school a success story. Enrollment was up sharply, and
teachers had to operate in three shifts so that more children could attend for a few hours each
day. Some female pupils were in their twenties, having missed out during Taliban rule, the deputy
headmistress told me. Twenty minutes into my interview with her, one of our security guards
came in and warned us that we might have to leave soon. Boys were starting to stone the
expensive LandCruisers and had already caused hundreds of dollars of damage.The deputy
headmistress and several other women teachers who were listening with interest to the interview
showed no sign of shock or alarm. The guard left but none of the school staff went outside to
stop the attack or warn the boys. We resumed the interview, but after five minutes the guard
came back and ordered us to don our helmets. He instructed us to run to the cars, which they
had managed to move closer to the building. As we prepared to retreat, a teacher told me the
children also stoned Afghan Government cars when officials visited. Her worry appeared to be
that we might think the kids were violating the rules of Pashtun hospitality and only targeting
foreign guests. As our convoy moved off through the playground, the boys carried on stoning.
We felt like Gulliver among the Lilliputians, with our dignity in tatters and defenseless against a



swarm of little people.Back at the PRT fortress, officials downplayed the incident, calling it a
onetime piece of mindless delinquency. Our soldier minder confessed he had thrown stones at
cars when he was a kid in England. After further inquiries we discovered that the widespread
scale of the stoning was new. It had the hallmarks of being organized, presumably by the
Taliban, a PRT source told us. Like many officials we met, he did not wish to be quoted by
name.To beam propaganda messages to local people, the Americans and British have set up
radio stations in several Helmand bases. Staffed by carefully vetted Afghans, the stations never
reveal they are located on a coalition base for fear of losing credibility. A radio producer said that
among the new messages he was asked to broadcast was one urging local people not to let
their children help the Taliban.Most Helmandis live in the province’s fertile central strip along the
Helmand river and the adjacent irrigation canals, which survive from an earlier period of
peacetime aid, provided by the Eisenhower administration. Locals have long called the strip the
green zone because of the contrast with the khaki desert. The name’s aptness strikes all visitors
as they suddenly find themselves above productive land after flying over huge expanses of
parched earth where camel-trains walk and nomads plant their tents. For Americans and British
the name is a reminder of Baghdad’s green zone, where many of them did earlier service as
diplomats or contractors. That zone’s green was code for relative safety, but the hallmarks of
foreign officials’ lives in both Helmand and Baghdad are the same: isolation from local people
other than the political elite, and constant fear.Talking to Helmandis in the green zone’s villages
is as difficult for embedded journalists as it is for officials and U.S. troops. But we asked to meet
with Afghan nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), in spite of knowing that conversation
would be limited while a soldier sat beside us. The request ran into problems. “They won’t come
to the PRT and they don’t want to have vehicles from the PRT coming to their offices,” we were
told. The PRT’s Afghan interpreters, all of whom are men, have a similar fear of being linked to
the occupation. They mainly come from Kabul and sleep in the Lashkar Gah compound, not
daring to go into town off duty in case of reprisals. On the job some wear baseball caps and
scarves around their faces to avoid identification. One reason that the PRT is so full of U.S. and
British advisers is that it is hard to recruit qualified Afghan engineers and other professionals to
supervise projects. In spite of high salaries, they are too scared to come.In the rest of Helmand
beyond Lashkar Gah, the lack of security is even greater. Afghan Government offices are
located in heavily guarded compounds where for safety reasons officials often live as well as
work. A British military minder took me from Lashkar Gah to Nad Ali, a district center considered
a model for other centers to follow as the Americans and British capture districts from the
Taliban. Here too safety precautions were massive. Although Nad Ali is only nine miles from
Lashkar Gah, travel was by helicopter. Kicking up clouds of dust, we landed beside a compound
of ancient mud-brick walls. Until the British arrived, it was used as the town’s livestock market.
Now it is known as FOB Shawqat. Its crumbling walls are encased within a new fortress of
Hesco barriers, steel freight containers, large communal tents and camouflaged
watchtowers.Two weeks before our visit, the Taliban had launched a two-hour attack on one of



the watchtowers. The daily security advice note posted outside the meal tent warned troops that
the risks of direct fire and suicide attacks on Shawqat were substantial. Under heavy guard, we
were allowed to walk fifty yards from the base to watch the district governor cut the ribbon to
open a roofed area of open space meant to house a new bazaar. When we went to his office
later, two hundred yards away, it was in armored vehicles. Security officials also insisted vehicles
were necessary to travel a short distance to the old bazaar, where I was allowed to dismount
briefly to conduct stilted interviews with shopkeepers while armed guards stood by.One of
Helmand’s toughest areas is Sangin, in the north. Since arriving there in October 2010, U.S.
Marines have patrolled more aggressively than the British, who had been in the province since
2006. According to a U.S. diplomatic cable released by WikiLeaks in 2010, Helmand’s governor,
Gulab Mangal, felt the change of tactics was essential. Accompanied by U.S. advisers, he
visited Sangin in January 2009, when it was still in the British area of operations. He was
shocked to discover that he was only allowed about 200 yards beyond the FOB. British officers
warned him not even to walk through the bazaar. Infuriated, he told British officials, “Stop calling
it the Sangin District and start calling it the Sangin Base. All you have done here is build a
military camp next to the city. I asked you people to do reconstruction and yet the District
Governor remains in the FOB and how can you expect a city to recover if the bazaar is not in the
security zone?”A few days later, Mangal played a role in inspiring new U.S. tactics. The U.S. vice
president–elect, Joe Biden, was visiting Afghanistan with senior officers shortly before his and
Barack Obama’s inauguration. Mangal told the Americans he was disappointed with the British.
The governor’s anger and similar stories of inadequate performance by British troops helped to
convince the Obama administration to mount its first surge of an extra 17,000 U.S. combat
troops in February 2009.Responding to Governor Mangal’s appeals for more energetic military
activity in Sangin, the Americans used air strikes and mortars to dislodge the Taliban from their
bunkers and compounds. The Taliban replied by spreading allegations that U.S. Marines were
killing scores of civilians. The marines broadcast denials from the radio station in their base, but
they commanded less credibility than the Taliban’s accusations. “They will send people down to
the bazaar to say, ‘Have you heard what’s going on in X, Y, Z places? It’s terrible’,” said Phil
Weatherill, a British adviser in Sangin. “It just needs one flicker and it will spread like wildfire.”The
marines tried to sway public opinion in Sangin by completing new development projects. But it
soon became clear that better roads and new flood walls along the Helmand river would not
change attitudes if locals believed the marines were a source of death and destruction. “The
people say we don’t need any help, just stop injuring and killing our civilians,” said Mira Jan Aka,
a village elder who along with other complainants met the marines. Assuming the elders had
been coached by the Taliban, the marines dismissed their statements. Mullah Abdul Wali, a
landowner from Sangin who fled with his family to Lashkar Gah, told reporters aggressive
attacks by the marines had killed dozens of civilians. “The foreign troops should leave Sangin,”
he insisted. “They are bringing disaster to the area.”Marines’ foot patrols met fierce resistance.
The British had found Sangin the most lethal district in Helmand. In four years, 106 soldiers lost



their lives, making it the most dangerous place in the whole of Afghanistan. In the first three
months after taking over from the British, the marine battalion in Sangin lost more than 20
percent of its combat power through death and injury. Twenty-seven had died and more than 140
had been injured.A BBC reporter wondered whether the marines had thought their strategy
through. One foot patrol route, code-named Pharmacy Road, had been cleared of IEDs by the
British eighteen months earlier. They had then established a patrol base so as to watch the area,
a maze of alleys and high walls called Wishtan. When the Americans took over, they abandoned
Wishtan, thinking that too many bases would spread them too thin. Weeks later they decided
that giving up Wishtan was a mistake. So they refurbished the old base. Then to make it more
secure without so many foot patrols, they used armored bulldozers to flatten walls and
compounds on either side of Pharmacy Road without seeking permission from local people.
One of the buildings they demolished was a mosque across the road from the base. After
anxious pleading the two men who said they owned it were allowed to remove some copies of
the Qur’an, a gas heater and a rug before the building was reduced to rubble.The marines’
commanding officer, Captain Matt Peterson, was asked if this tactic risked pushing the locals
into the arms of the Taliban. “Short term there is a sacrifice of convenience to an extreme
degree, and that’s not something that’s lost on us. But I think what people understand is that in
order to increase security on that route and in order to prevent the enemy from putting any IEDs
there, these types of drastic steps are necessary.” According to the BBC reporter, a local mullah
disagreed. “Can democracy be brought by a cannon?” he asked. “Is that what the meaning of
democracy is in the world? We don’t want this democracy. We don’t want this law of the infidel,
we want the rule of Islam.”In February 2010, U.S. troops in Helmand mounted Operation
Mushtarak, a large-scale offensive in the district of Marjah a few miles west of Lashkar Gah. U.S.
troop strength in the province had just increased as part of Obama’s decision in December 2009
to send 33,000 more troops to Afghanistan, his second surge. Arriving in waves of helicopters,
marines raced to set up a series of new patrol bases. In line with their usual tactics, the Taliban
offered minimal resistance, having disappeared well in advance. The major losers were the
estimated 25,000 civilians who fled to Lashkar Gah and other towns to avoid being caught in
crossfire. Before the offensive, U.S. spokespersons built up Marjah’s importance, describing it as
a key strategic center. They trumpeted their success in capturing it and making it possible for a
district governor and other officials to start work. But civilian advisers who took part in opening
schools after the raid described the place as a series of isolated farms, “like rural Michigan,”
according to one I spoke with, or “not much more than a crossroads,” as another put it. Neither
wanted his name used.A few months later, reporters found security in Marjah was patchy. Hit-
and-run attacks on U.S. bases occurred almost daily. The Taliban threatened anyone associated
with the government. Foreign officials lived in the fortified district center and rarely went out.
“There’s no safe location in Marjah where you can say, one hundred percent, I’m not going to get
shot at,” said Lieutenant Colonel Kyle Ellison, commander of the Second Battalion, Sixth Marine
Regiment. A year after Operation Mushtarak, ISAF claimed that “there has been real progress in



Marjah. Today, Marjah, now a distinct district, has a governor, schools, health clinics and half a
dozen markets that continue to grow.” What ISAF did not say was that the district governor is
based in Lashkar Gah and travels to his work in a convoy with six U.S. mine-resistant vehicles or
Afghan police vehicles armed with mounted machine guns. The district prosecutor is believed to
have obtained clearance from the Taliban before taking up his appointment.Similar complexities
prevail in Kandahar, where U.S. forces mounted a huge operation in the summer of 2010. Once
again the Taliban melted away before marines swept through districts to the south and west of
the city, setting up small bases. The Taliban replied by stepping up their intimidation of local
officials. Kandahar’s deputy mayor was assassinated, and when he was replaced, his successor
was promptly murdered too. Taliban fighters on motorbikes were said to swarm roads in the
heart of the city at night, checking motorists’ documents and warning them against collaborating
with the government. As a result, some two-thirds of the 119 budgeted government jobs in the
city remained unfilled, as municipal workers were assassinated or quit despite generous U.S.-
funded salaries. “Nobody wants to work with me—they’re all afraid,” Kandahar’s Mayor Hamid
Haidari told reporters. “Everyone wants to stay alive.” On April 15, 2011, General Khan
Mohammad Mujahid, Kandahar’s police chief, was killed in the main police compound when a
man, dressed in police uniform, approached him and detonated himself. The general’s murder
came four days after he had told reporters, “I am hopeful that we will have a safe and secure
environment in our city. We have destroyed and eradicated [the insurgents’] safe havens, so they
don’t have bases to plan their attacks and operations.”This floundering war is now in its eleventh
year with no clear end in sight. The United States has set December 2014 as a target date for
handing all security work to Afghan troops and police, but there is no guarantee that the date will
not slip. In Iraq, when Barack Obama took office, he inherited a “status of forces agreement,”
which the Bush administration had signed with the government of Iraq. This regulated what U.S.
troops could and could not do. In Afghanistan, by contrast, U.S. forces are unconstrained by any
legal contract with the government in Kabul. Unlike Iraq, where the Iraqi Government managed
to negotiate an exit date for all U.S. forces, U.S. forces in Afghanistan can stay as long as the
U.S. president decides. Obama campaigned on a pledge to end the war in Iraq but repeats
Bush’s claim that the war in Afghanistan is one of necessity, not choice.In June 2011 Obama
announced that the 33,000 extra troops he had ordered to Afghanistan in his second surge in
December 2009 would be withdrawn by the end of September 2012. This would still leave more
American troops in the country than when he became president. The target of further
withdrawals by December 2014 only covered U.S. combat troops, and Obama was seeking to
persuade the Afghan Government to accept a “strategic partnership agreement” for tens of
thousands of U.S. troops, described as trainers, advisers and logistics experts, to remain in
Afghanistan indefinitely after 2014.How have we come to this? Why is it that a president who
inherited a war in Afghanistan that most members of his party had stopped supporting by the
time of his inauguration doubled the number of American troops there within his first two years of
office? How has he allowed it to become the longest war in U.S. history and kept open the option



that U.S. troops might still be in harm’s way in Afghanistan in 2017 at the end of his second
White House term, for which he is vigorously campaigning?Obama’s war is uncomfortably
similar to the one the Russians fought in the 1980s. At its heart it is a long-running civil war
among Afghans into which foreigners have unwisely intervened. In the 1980s the backdrop to
the internal Afghan struggle was the ideological contest for global influence between the West
and the Soviet Union. Each side supported and armed local Afghan proxies. Thirty years later
the civil war continues but the international context has changed. Today the American goal, as
set by George W. Bush and continued by Obama, is to destroy al Qaeda and other terrorist
groups while maintaining a capacity to project U.S. military power into a region that borders a
still-powerful Russia and a China that is emerging as a major global player. But the real contest
in Afghanistan is among Afghans—between forces of modernization and those of tradition or, as
the Soviets put it, of counterrevolution, as I discuss in more detail in Chapter Two.Both then and
now, non-Muslim foreigners prop up a government in Kabul as it tries to create a state that can
command national loyalty, exert control over its territory, collect taxes and bring development to
some of the world’s poorest and most conservative people. Both then and now the Kabul
modernizers’ endeavor runs into armed resistance. Both then and now the insurgents have the
safe haven of the lawless tribal areas of northwest Pakistan to escape to and emerge from as
well as a government in Islamabad that aids them, openly or secretly.With its large component of
private-sector security contractors and aid consultants, today’s contingent of foreign civilians in
Afghanistan is more varied than the narrow corps of Soviet diplomats and government officials in
the 1980s. But a similar mixture of motives can be found. There are gleam-in-the-eye idealists
who are shocked by Afghanistan’s backwardness and take on a personal mission to change it,
pragmatists who do what they can with no great conviction that significant improvement is
possible and careerists and adventurers with varying degrees of greed and cynicism who are
attracted by the high pay and hardship allowances and mainly seek to survive until their lucrative
contracts end.Mikhail Gorbachev also found himself saddled with an unpopular war in
Afghanistan when he became the Soviet Union’s leader in March 1985, but, unlike Barack
Obama, he immediately told his senior Soviet colleagues he wanted to end it. Beyond the
Kremlin walls his policy shift was divulged only to Babrak Karmal, the Afghan leader, and in a
society without a free press it was easy to keep the decision secret. Gorbachev went public a
year later, though it took a further three years to complete the withdrawal. When the last Soviet
infantryman finally left Afghanistan, in February 1989, nine years and eight weeks had elapsed
since the day the invasion began. The U.S. war in Afghanistan has gone beyond that time span,
and the contingent of around 142,000 foreign troops far exceeds the maximum of 118,000 that
the Soviets ever had there. In early 2011 the United States had 90,000 troops attached to ISAF
and another 10,000 operating independently in eastern Afghanistan in the hunt for al
Qaeda.Gorbachev’s decision to withdraw was in some ways easier to reach than a comparable
step would be for Obama. The Soviet leader’s predecessors had sent troops to Afghanistan to
keep an allied socialist party in power and forestall the risk of the country becoming a U.S. ally



and a site for hostile U.S. bases on the Soviet Union’s southern flank. By the late 1980s, when
the Kremlin announced its withdrawal timetable, the context had changed dramatically.
Gorbachev wanted to make peace with Washington, curb the superpower arms race and end
the Cold War. Afghanistan had lost its strategic significance. The nature of its government was
no longer of interest to Moscow. All that the Kremlin wanted was to pull out with dignity.Initially,
the Soviets thought this could best be done if Afghanistan had a coalition government in which
the socialists and the mujahedin, as the resistance groups called themselves, shared power,
perhaps under the aegis of the former king. When this proved impossible and the mujahedin
remained intransigent, with the backing of Washington and Pakistan, Gorbachev resolved to pull
his troops out regardless.Bush’s Afghan legacy to Obama contained two wars: one against al
Qaeda, the other against the Taliban. The two movements’ leaders had come together briefly in
the late 1990s, but since 9/11, al Qaeda had fragmented into separate franchises with militants
and training arrangements in Pakistan, Somalia, Yemen and other countries. Al Qaeda did not
need Afghanistan. They did not need a single headquarters or camps in one particular country.
They were dispersed and decentralized. None of the nineteen men who mounted the quadruple
hijacking on 9/11 were Afghans (fifteen were from Saudi Arabia), and they had trained in
Germany and the United States. Long before Obama took office most counterterrorist experts
were sure Osama bin Laden, al Qaeda’s founder, had left Afghanistan and moved to Pakistan. In
the weeks following the U.S. attack, which began on October 7, 2001, the Americans had tried to
capture bin Laden in the Tora Bora mountain caves in eastern Afghanistan, but they sent barely
a hundred special forces alongside various anti-Taliban militias. In December they seized the
cave complex, but by then bin Laden had escaped.The experts assumed the al Qaeda leader
had moved to south Waziristan or one of the other wild, semi-autonomous tribal regions of
northwest Pakistan. They did not realize that around 2005 he had moved on to a comfortable
compound in Abbottabad, a quiet town near the Pakistani capital. Wherever bin Laden was in
Pakistan, his departure from Afghanistan had removed the original rationale for the war there.
However much of an icon he was for his followers, by early 2002 he had become an isolated
figure who relied for his communications on a cumbersome premodern system of couriers and
had little connection to any operational decision making. In April 2011, General David Petraeus
said al Qaeda numbers in Afghanistan were “generally assessed at less than 100 or so.” A
month later, bin Laden’s killing in Pakistan by a team of U.S. Navy SEALs offered a dramatic
opportunity for reexamining the reasons for maintaining a huge U.S. troop presence in
Afghanistan.At times Obama seemed to recognize that Afghanistan was not strategically
significant in the fight against al Qaeda. On March 27, 2009, in his first speech on the region’s
issues as president, he said, “Multiple intelligence estimates have warned that al Qaeda is
actively planning attacks on the US homeland from its safe-haven in Pakistan.” He spent more
time in the speech talking about Pakistan than Afghanistan.This was Obama’s chance to de-
escalate the rhetoric on the Taliban, and make it clear to the American people that the Taliban
had much narrower goals than al Qaeda. They were not global jihadis. They had no agenda



beyond Afghanistan’s borders. Yet when he turned to Afghanistan’s internal politics in the March
2009 speech, Obama continued the language of the Bush administration. The Taliban “must be
met with force, and they must be defeated,” he declared, thereby trapping himself in a policy
which it would be hard to reverse.As a candidate for the presidency, Obama had campaigned on
sending more troops to Afghanistan, arguing that Bush’s attack on Iraq had diverted military
resources from the more important struggle. In February 2009, within weeks of his inauguration,
the White House announced that 17,000 extra U.S. troops would be deployed there. In his March
2009 speech Obama said a further 4,000 would go there to train the Afghan army. The
escalation contrasted sharply with Gorbachev’s first pronouncements on withdrawing from the
Soviet war in Afghanistan.In his book Obama’s Wars, Bob Woodward reveals the discussions on
Afghanistan that went on inside the administration throughout 2009. Although they show a
president who was cautious about the U.S. military’s demands, he accepted their premise that
extra troops were needed. General David McKiernan, the senior U.S. commander in
Afghanistan, had put in a request for an extra 30,000 troops in the final weeks of the Bush
presidency. General David Petraeus, the head of U.S. Central Command, approved the plan.
When the request was put to the new president in February 2009, Richard Holbrooke, Obama’s
special envoy for Afghanistan and Pakistan who had worked for the State Department during the
Vietnam War, pointed out that Lyndon Johnson had faced similar requests from his military
commanders for troop surges and given in to them, with disastrous consequences. “Ghosts,”
Obama whispered. In spite of that reminder, the new president agreed to let the military have
more troops, though only 17,000 and not the 30,000 McKiernan wanted. He accepted their
argument that without an increase the Afghan presidential elections planned for August 2009
might be too insecure to go ahead.After August, however, there were more requests for extra
troops. This time Obama took longer to review his strategy before giving the military another
30,000 in December 2009. As the Woodward account makes clear, the framework of the
administration’s discussions continued to be narrow and only consisted of security proposals.
No ideas were offered by Obama’s National Security Council advisers, the State Department or
the intelligence agencies for ending the war by negotiation with the Taliban and other resistance
groups or by encouraging Afghans to end their civil war through a political agreement on power-
sharing. The existing strategy of treating the Taliban as umbilically linked with al Qaeda and
seeking to defeat them was maintained without challenge. Plans for withdrawing U.S. troops
remained dependent, as they had been under Bush, on training Afghan forces to be able to
replace the Americans to do the same job. Afghans would take over U.S. garrisons against the
Taliban, but war would continue.A striking revelation in Woodward’s account was the virtual
unanimity of the U.S. top brass in wanting more troops. Only General Karl Eikenberry, the former
U.S. commander in Afghanistan who had become the ambassador in Kabul, opposed a troop
surge. The contrast with the Soviets is remarkable. Not one of the field commanders nor the
defense and security ministers who made fact-finding trips to Afghanistan asked Gorbachev for
an increase in the number of Soviet troops. On the contrary, several senior military figures told



him the war could not be won and political negotiations were the only way to leave with honor.
Ironically, the Soviet official who was most hesitant to withdraw troops was a civilian. As noted in
Chapter Three, Eduard Shevardnadze, the foreign minister, was concerned that the Soviet
Union’s international image would suffer if it appeared to be abandoning its friends.Perhaps the
most remarkable feature of the White House arguments over Afghan policy is the power of the
men in uniform not only to dominate the debate but to get their way on most points. Compared to
the Kremlin meetings on Afghanistan in the 1980s, the difference is stunning. One might have
thought that in a closed society where top politicians, let alone ordinary citizens, are deprived of
alternative sources of information, it would be easier than it is in a democracy for generals to
control discussions on military issues with their political masters. In practice, it turns out that the
military face less challenge from politicians in the U.S. system, where right-wing radio and TV
stations exert a dominant influence, the arms industry is a major job provider and all but a
handful of politicians succumb to pressure to look strong on defense.The international context of
the Soviet and American wars in Afghanistan also contains ironies. The Soviet invasion was
condemned by almost every United Nations member state. Throughout the nine years of its
intervention, the Kremlin remained isolated. It did not even ask its Warsaw Pact allies to take
part, no doubt realizing that they would be far from enthusiastic or useful. The war was
unpopular enough among the Soviet population.The war’s lack of support became one of the
main factors that convinced Gorbachev to withdraw. Muslim countries as well as many others in
the Third World would not accept that Moscow had progressive global intentions as long as it
was embroiled in Afghanistan. This clearly undermined the Kremlin’s position in the superpower
rivalry of the Cold War. By contrast, the United States has UN backing for its war in Afghanistan
and has enlisted some forty-seven countries to join its coalition through appeals to their loyalty
and offers of aid. Very few governments dare to break ranks, even though the war is unpopular in
almost all the countries that supply troops or train the Afghan police. Even when governments do
end their commitment of troops, as Canada and the Netherlands have done, they decline to
criticize the United States openly or declare, like the child and the unclothed emperor, that the
war cannot be won.A key problem that faced the Russians was that the Afghan Government they
invaded the country to defend was perceived by conservative rural Afghans as radical, un-
Islamic and brutal. In the cities its reputation was considerably better, which is partly why it
survived long after Moscow withdrew its troops. But hearts and minds in the Afghan countryside
could never be won by the Russians thanks to their own military tactics and their Afghan socialist
allies’ image as traitors and nonbelievers.The United States has a similar problem since it is
perceived as having installed Hamid Karzai. In spite of two elections, he is considered by most
Afghans to be America’s man. Although he is a Pashtun, his reputation in Pashtun areas is
further sullied by his record of appointing massively corrupt officials. The Tajiks, who form
Afghanistan’s second largest ethnic group, have always been uneasy about Karzai, and many
voted for the former foreign minister, Abdullah Abdullah, a fellow Tajik, who ran against Karzai in
the August 2009 election.Regularly repeated statements by NATO officials that hardly any



Afghan remembers Taliban rule as positive may impress people in the United States and Britain.
It is less convincing in Helmand and Kandahar, where many people feel security was better
under the Taliban, commerce flourished and officials were more honest, even if they delivered
fewer services than are available today.There are many foreign myths about Afghanistan.
Throughout this book, we will examine thirteen in detail. It is entirely appropriate that the first
centers on the Taliban.The key requirement in any war is “Know your enemy.” Getting that basic
point wrong leads to mistake after mistake.MYTH NUMBER ONE:The Taliban have little popular
support.To fill the knowledge gap caused by the lack of contact British officials in Helmand had
with Afghans, Britain’s Department for International Development commissioned an Afghan
NGO to conduct opinion surveys on how people compared the Taliban to the Afghan
government. The results, published in 2010, were strikingly unfavorable to the coalition. They
suggested that NATO’s long campaign to demonize the Taliban was no more effective than the
Soviet effort to demonize their opponents, the mujahedin, had been in the 1980s.One DFID-
sponsored survey reported on Helmandis’ attitudes to the province’s mix of justice systems.
When disputes arise, the first port of call is the committee of village elders and mullahs. If they
fail to solve them, cases go to district governors or in Taliban areas to local commanders.
According to the survey, many people were satisfied with the security and justice that the Taliban
provide. More than half the male respondents called them “completely trustworthy and fair.” The
Taliban took money through taxes on farm crops, road tolls and zakat (donations for the poor),
but people said the important thing was that they did not demand bribes.Women respondents
were more critical, with only a quarter saying they trusted the Taliban. But even this low figure
contrasted with the minimal faith that both sexes had in the government justice system because
of the bribery and favoritism that went with it. Only 7 percent of men and women said they
trusted it. At the national level they felt the government discriminated against Pashtuns, the main
ethnic group in southern and eastern Afghanistan, and in favor of northern Tajiks and Uzbeks.
The Taliban, like most Helmandis, are mainly Pashtun. According to the survey report, “Most
ordinary people associate the government with practices and behaviors they dislike: the inability
to provide security, dependence on foreign military, eradication of a basic livelihood crop
(poppy), and as having a history of partisanship (the perceived preferential treatment of
Northerners).”DFID officials had the unfavorable survey results taken off the Web soon after they
were first published, but members of the PRT appeared to agree with the findings. “Justice is an
area where the Taliban are able to compete in providing fast, cheap, cost-effective and
accessible punishment for serious criminal offenses,” one British official in Lashkar Gah told
me.Sherard Cowper-Coles, Britain’s special representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan in 2009
and 2010, put it bluntly shortly after leaving government service and taking a job in the private
sector. Speaking of the Taliban, he told a British parliamentary select committee in November
2010, “They are violent. They are unpleasant. But, in my view, for many southern Pashtuns they
represent a less bad alternative—a fairer, more predictable alternative than a corrupt and
predatory Government.”When he took office, President Obama stepped up U.S. aid and



development as part of COIN, the military’s counterinsurgency strategy. Since January 2009, the
number of U.S. civilians on the ground in Afghanistan has tripled to more than a thousand. But
can the aid program make a difference by giving the Afghan Government legitimacy and
weakening the Taliban?First of all, it must be said that aid has come very late in Helmand.
According to Nick Abbott, the British official who headed DFID’s Afghanistan team, “The key
moment was the summer of 2008 with the decision to develop the districts outside Lashkar
Gah.” Why wasn’t this done in the spring of 2002 immediately after the Taliban were toppled?
Remember Bush and British Prime Minister Tony Blair’s promise that the West would not walk
away from Afghanistan? In the rush to topple Saddam Hussein in Iraq, they promptly did.This
walking away by Bush and Blair allowed the Taliban to recover and reemerge with the argument
that, like the Soviets before them, the latest set of foreign occupiers had brought no benefit to
ordinary people in the Pashtun heartlands. The Taliban could also argue that like the mujahedin
when they took power in the 1990s after the Soviets had gone, the new government of Hamid
Karzai was betraying Islam by its nepotism and corruption.Second, the aid program is
proceeding at a snail’s pace and will take years to deliver comprehensive results. Schools and
health clinics can be built and staffed relatively quickly, but giving people justice, honest police
and officials who observe the rule of law—the issues on which the Taliban are seen as strong—
will need much more time.Third comes the question of the high cost of delivering aid in a war
zone, given the massive danger facing foreigners who provide and try to monitor it. Without the
vast expense that goes to building and maintaining Western fortresses in southern Afghanistan
and flying staff between them, the same amount of money would go much further in needy
developing countries that are at peace. Aid could return to Afghanistan once Afghans have
settled their conflicts. Alternatively, instead of sending 70 percent of their Afghan aid money to
Helmand and Kandahar, the Americans and British could send most of it to more peaceful
provinces. Yet Washington and London are going in the opposite direction by planning to
increase their spending in Afghanistan’s two most dangerous places.Fourth, aid as COIN
endangers the work—and lives—of independent NGOs by linking them with foreign forces in
Afghan minds and turning them into insurgents’ targets, a point frequently made by Afghan
NGOs as well as international charities like Oxfam and Doctors Without Borders. As a result,
while foreign government aid goes up, charitable aid diminishes.There were 225 aid workers
killed, kidnapped or injured in violent attacks in 2010, compared to 85 in 2002. The increase
results in part from the higher number of them operating in violent places. But there is also an
increase in apparently politically motivated attacks, rising from 29 percent of the total number of
attacks where motives could be determined in 2003, to 49 percent in 2008.Five Doctors Without
Borders staff were executed in northwest Afghanistan in July 2004, but, although the Taliban
quickly claimed responsibility, senior officials from Doctors Without Borders said they felt that
this was an opportunistic statement designed to warn foreign aid workers and that others were
behind the murders. The organization repeatedly urged the Afghan Government to make a
serious hunt for the killers.Since mid-2008, the risks for NGOs have lessened. Doctors Without



Borders returned to Helmand in 2009 after getting written commitments to respect its neutrality
from NATO, the Afghan Government and the Taliban high command. Laurent Saillard, director of
the Agency Coordinating Body for Afghan Relief, an umbrella organization of 106 foreign and
local NGOs, reported in 2010 that the Taliban had become more careful in targeting NGOs. “It’s
a very thin line to walk—you’re taking money from countries with a very clear political agenda,
and yet pretending to be impartial and neutral,” he said. “But it’s feasible because the Taliban
have learned to be pragmatic. If a project is supported by the community, they let the NGO keep
working as long as it doesn’t conduct any political activity.” The Taliban now say they make a
clear distinction between independent NGOs and those who are coalition partners in delivering
aid. They view the latter as legitimate military targets.Fifth, does aid really enhance the
legitimacy of Afghan Government representatives in Helmand? Under COIN, what PRT officials
call “government-in-a-box” is supposed to drop in as soon as ISAF floods an area with troops
and pushes the Taliban underground. The difficulty is that ISAF does not choose the officials
who arrive to fly the government flag, since the Karzai regime makes the appointments and is
supposed to be sovereign.Much of the American and British effort in Helmand in 2009 and 2010
went to preventing a shady former provincial governor, Sher Mohammed Akhundzada, and a
shady former police chief, Abdul Rahman Jan, from continuing to exert influence locally. They
had been appointed by Karzai after the Taliban withdrew. U.S. diplomatic cables released by
WikiLeaks in November 2010 show that the British persuaded Karzai to remove them in 2005 on
suspicion of corruption. The British were furious when a delegation of Kabul ministers brought
both men to a meeting of local elders in Nad Ali in February 2010. The cables quote U.S.
diplomats as complaining that Akhundzada, now a senator in Kabul, and Jan “still enjoy direct
access to Karzai and have significant ties to the narcotics industry.”Less senior officials also
appear to have their hands in the till. According to other leaked cables, PRT advisers believed
that several members of the staff of the current Helmand governor, Gulab Mangal, diverted
British funds from a program to get farmers to plant crops other than poppy. They bought low-
quality wheat seeds and fertilizer in place of what they were supposed to give farmers and
pocketed the difference. The lists of beneficiaries were also said to have been rigged in favor of
friends of Mangal’s staff. When the British complained, the governor mobilized the National
Directorate of Security, and several staff members were arrested.I have focused on Helmand
because it has had so much attention from the Americans and British. The deployment of extra
troops had had some military effect in the province in pushing the Taliban to take cover and
enabling officials in the Karzai government to open more bazaars and local offices. In July 2011,
amid much public relations fanfare, ISAF transferred security in Lashkar Gah to Afghan forces
while US and British troops remained in large numbers as essential back-up. But these tactical
gains do not amount to a strategy that can end resentment of foreign occupation or eliminate
resistance to it. Nor can they be replicated and sustained all over Afghanistan. Not even the
fiercest of war hawks expects a similar deployment to be possible in each of Afghanistan’s thirty-
four provinces. It would require a million and a quarter troops. The Russians never had more



than 118,000.The picture from the whole country suggests that whatever small advances the
United States and Britain are achieving in Helmand, the conflict is widening and deepening
elsewhere in Afghanistan. The aim of building up Afghan security forces to have them fight the
Taliban in place of ISAF is problematic. Around $11 billion of the $100 billion that the United
States planned to spend on Afghanistan in 2011 was due to go on training Afghan security
forces, the largest yearly sum to date. But the new Afghan National Army was still 90 percent
staffed by non-Pashtuns, making it seem almost as much of a foreign occupying force to
Afghans in the Taliban heartlands as the United States and its allies.Even if the Afghan army
were acceptable to local civilians, the poor educational level of its members means it is decades
away from being a credible fighting force. Illiteracy rates are almost 85 percent for enlisted
service members and only slightly better for noncommissioned officers. “It’s a matter of life and
death,” according to Lieutenant General William Caldwell, the head of the U.S. training mission.
“If they can’t read a number and a letter, they can’t read a map. If they can’t read a map, they
can’t call in artillery fire, helicopter support, aircraft support.”COIN’s key test is whether Taliban
members are giving up. General David Petraeus, the commander of U.S. forces in Afghanistan
from June 2010 to July 2011, stepped up the use of drones and nighttime raids by Special
Forces to assassinate Taliban field commanders in the hope of deterring others. With 339
reportedly killed between August and October 2010, he claimed substantial success. The new
strategy, however, has echoes of the discredited Phoenix assassination program, the equally
faulty “body count” policy from the Vietnam War, and, as the Pentagon’s report to Congress
admitted, the supply of new Taliban is inexhaustible. Critics point to two further problems. The
new commanders may be more ruthless than those they replace. By killing the more
experienced and better-connected local commanders, the United States is undermining the
group of people with whom it will one day have to negotiate.If the assassination program is
designed to frighten Taliban into dropping their guns, the carrot is the Afghan Government’s
reintegration policy. Rolled out in 2010, it offers benefits to Taliban who return to civilian life. PRT
advisers in Helmand declined to give me figures on how many had come forward but suggested
it was only dozens. Six months later, Petraeus told Congress in March 2011 that 700 had
reintegrated and another 2,000 were “in the early stages of the process.” These are small
numbers, which will scarcely dent the Taliban’s strength, given their ability to recruit
replacements. Indeed, in testimony to the U.S. Senate only five days before the notoriously
optimistic General Petraeus’s remarks, General Ronald Burgess, the director of the Defense
Intelligence Agency, said, “Reintegration efforts have not yet notably degraded insurgent
capability, [or] forced insurgents to alter their strategy or goals.” Major General Phil Jones, the
director of a unit that is monitoring the program, told reporters in June 2011 that only a handful of
the 1,700 people who had enrolled in the program were mid-level commanders rather than
simple fighters, and two-thirds were from the north, where the insurgency was weaker than in the
south. In Helmand, officials admitted that another problem with the reintegration program was
that it provided “perverse incentives” by offering former Taliban jobs or vocational training while



other Afghans in Helmand or more peaceful provinces received no rewards.Amnesty is also a
difficult issue. Should a Taliban member who has killed other Afghans or foreign troops be able
to escape retribution? If not, what of the anomaly that the Afghan Government and Parliament
are full of men with blood on their hands from earlier phases in the country’s three decades of
war and who have never faced a court? And why would Taliban commanders give up if they
know they’re going straight to jail?In Lashkar Gah, they showed us the new Afghan prison. A
year earlier the old building was in chaos, controlled by its own inmates. The new one has
carpeted cells where inmates sleep on two-tiered bunks or the floor. The Afghan governor, a
jovial figure in vest and track suit, put his arms around inmates in avuncular style. One wing
housed former Taliban, I was told. I was allowed to select four to interview on why they had
switched sides. All denied any link with the movement. If this was proof of success in getting
Taliban to defect, it seemed rather thin.Does the United States understand why Afghans join the
Taliban? Do Afghans understand why the United States is in their country? Without clear
answers, no COIN has any chance of success. A 2009 survey commissioned by DFID asked
what led people to join the Taliban and another insurgent group, Hezb-i Islami, which operates
south of Kabul. It also examined how much support local people gave the two groups. The
survey interviewed 192 people in Kandahar, Wardak and around Kabul, but for security reasons
not in Helmand. Only ten supported the government. The rest saw it as corrupt and partisan.
Most supported the Taliban, at least what they called the “good Taliban,” defined as those who
showed religious piety, attacked foreign forces but not Afghans and delivered justice quickly and
fairly. They did not like Pakistani Taliban and Taliban linked to narcotics.Afghans do not like al
Qaeda, but they do not equate the Taliban with this Arab-led movement. Suspicion of the Arab
volunteers was already strong during the resistance to the Soviets when every mujahedin
wanted to be a ghazi (hero) while every Arab jihadi wanted to be a shahid (martyr). “So we let
them go in the front line,” as some mujahedin joked.Few respondents in the DFID survey said
they understood why foreign forces were in Afghanistan. Most thought foreigners had their own
motives, and most wanted UN sanctions and travel bans on senior Taliban to be lifted so that
they would be free to return to Afghan political life.A key point was made by older respondents
who lived through the tragedies of the last thirty years. To them the ghosts of Afghanistan’s past
are ever present, even if foreigners overlook them. The withdrawal of U.S. troops should be
linked to a negotiated settlement, they said. Otherwise the country would suffer another flare-up
in the civil war, as happened when Soviet forces left.The next three chapters describe how
Soviet and U.S. mistakes helped to create that earlier disaster.
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Nathan B, “A Journalists Account of the Last Thirty Years for Afghanistan. Jonathan Steele is
"that guy" - the one who knows everyone, but never really comes up on the radar himself. Having
spent several decades traveling to Afghanistan off and on, he seems to have interviewed nearly
anybody who is anybody: he even interviewed the mujahid Hekmatyar by fax. His perspective is
that of an experienced journalist who after decades of reporting wants to opine on the subjects
he has worked on."Ghosts of Afghanistan" is organized around the chronological narrative of Mr
Steele's visits to the region. He begins in earnest with the 1980s, focusing on the PDPA, from
Karmal to Najibullah, the brief rule of the Mujahideen, the rule of the Taliban, and then the post
9/11 world in Afghanistan. The narrative is quite readable.Mr Steele's telling of history avoids
attributing change to broad movements; rather, he tends to attribute change to the choices of
particular individuals, many of whom he met. This differentiates him from most academic
historians. Mr Steele gives particular attention to western mythology about Afghanistan, such as
the alleged defeat of the Soviets by the Mujahideen, and many claims that America abandoned
Afghanistan after the Soviets left. The truth is not always flattering.American readers will at
multiple occasions be forced to grit their teeth as Mr Steele's British origin makes itself manifest.
At one point he seems to suggest that America is cowardly for using air power, apparently
preferring to see more Americans die on the ground. He could easily have made his point with
more sensitivity - that air raids alienate and kill with less discrimination. His conclusion focuses
in on the plight of the diaspora, which he says moved him the most because of the loss of their
culture. To many readers this will seem like misplaced pity: the dead and suffering in Afghanistan
most deserve our sorrow. His criticisms of General Petraeus seem unjustified and petty.Yet this
book's strength is its willingness to ask questions that others are less willing to ask: should we
focus on women's rights when people are dying left and right? As he says, women's rights are
more likely to be improved in peace than in war (many Afghan women agree). Yet he does not
flinch from uncovering the truly awful situation that too many Afghan women experience. He is
not afraid to praise Najibullah for being the last reasonable ruler of Afghanistan. And he is not
afraid to suggest peace talks with the Taliban.This book will reward reading; it also comes with a
chronology, list of important persons, and a map.Those interested in the larger global conflict
against al-Qaeda are well advised to check out 
  
The Longest War: The Enduring Conflict between America and Al-Qaeda



  
  
by Peter Bergen, the best book for those who will read just one book on the subject. Those
interested in trying to get a more detailed look at Afghanistan's history, many tribes, languages,
and regions should try 
  
Afghanistan: A Cultural and Political History (Princeton Studies in Muslim Politics)

  
  
     by Thomas Barfield. 
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    " by Seth Jones is a good recent book on Afghanistan as well.”

R. L. Huff, “Most complete book on Afghanistan. If you read only one thing on Afghanistan this
year, make sure it's this. Mr. Steele has condensed 30+ years of covering this rugged patch of
country into one in-depth volume. The amount of scrupulous detail here is simply amazing,
delivered with the modest nonchalance of truly great insight and analysis. This is the kind of
volume that proverbially *should* be read by political and military leaders - but won't be,
precisely because it calmly yet mercilessly slaughters all their illusions and vanity. There is no
Santa Claus in Afghanistan.When he says Afghanistan is the poorest country on earth, this is
always debatable. Haiti and Somalia are equal candidates for bottom honors. Like most such



places it's a concept more than a reality, held in place on the map only by the borders of its
neighbors. One criticism: I wish he'd spent more time tying the economic interest with the
political/military history. Afghanistan sits on top of one of the richest mineral caches on earth,
and this was not just discovered a few years ago. Signs and hints of this wealth have been
known for quite a while, and this must be added to all the strategic and geo-political concerns
that have made it a global cauldron - with some of the earth's poorest, least comprehending
people the usual victims of great power pride and righteousness.”

Dave, CenVA Solutions, “Ghosts Of Afghanistan. This book gives a history of Afghanistan's
inception, and turmoiled history through many coups, the Russian invasion, and the current US
led war. It summarizes the mindset of the various tribal factions to give better understanding into
the mindset and traditions these people adhere to in religion, politics and the like. It helped me
to understand why the Russian invasion, and the US led coalition have failed to change their
political stance because of the differing belief systems that adorn the various regions within
Afghanistan.”

Robert Nelson, “Compelling. For anyone seeking to understand why we got into Afghanistan and
why it has taken so long to get out, this book tells it all. From the Russian occupation to the
resurgence of the Taliban, the author offers a first hand account of the last 30 plus years in this
troubled nation. He offers a way forward as well.”

Dr. R. Brandon, “A Supremely Well Informed and Detailed Modern History. Had I finished reading
this book around page 300 I would have said that this is a wonderful book in which the reader is
treated to a clear, well informed, and concise history of modern Afghanistan from the reign of
King Amanullah Khan in 1919 to the entry of the Taliban into Kabul in 1996, and the American
lead invasion of 2001. The narrative pace for the next hundred pages then slows considerably,
becomes repetitive and borders on the turgid in places. The problem being that the author and
‘Guardian’ journalist, Jonathan Steele, was given access in July 2010 to the cache of US
documents leaked by serviceman Bradley Manning to Wikileaks. It seems that at this point in the
narrative the author has so much evidence to hand that numerous examples to make a point just
become tedious and repetitive, and clarity starts to suffer. Nevertheless, this is still a very good
book.Steele, with his unrivalled knowledge of Afghanistan relates in discrete chapters the early
modern history of the country, the rising sophistication and westernisation in the cities,
particularly Kabul, which leads to the formation of rival modern socialist parties (often termed
communist) and the Soviet invasion. The history continues with a superb account of the
Gorbachev effect, the Russian withdrawal and the disaster of the rise of the mujahedin. The
author then deals with the rise and partial success of the Taliban. (They never overcame the
Northern League.) The description of the Taliban is, perhaps, one of the most even handed that
the reader is likely to find, and in the process the author deals with many of his ‘Thirteen Myths



About Afghanistan’ that he lists at the outset. Particularly interesting is the treatment of women
by the Taliban compared to rural tradition. The book goes on to deal with the American invasion
following the Taliban refusal to extradite Osama bin Laden, the failure of reconstruction,
President Karzai and the Obama troop surge and subsequent promise for troop drawdown, at
which point the book ends.The writing style is excellent, and the history is related in a way that
inspires confidence in the reader as to its authenticity. Although now a little out of date in terms
of the current situation and change of leaders the book is entirely relevant in terms of
background reading and indeed, the lessons to be learned. Steele proposes a number of
possible remedies to improve the chances of an end to the fighting which still seem very valid
and, of course, which have not yet been implemented.Recommended for all those interested in
this stricken country, despite my criticism of the last quarter of the book. I feel confident no better
short history will appear for some time to come.”

shufti, “Essential reading. A page turner. Old school reporting from an 'old master' who is often
reporting first hand. The same journalist being able to report in detail about how two
superpowers invaded the same obscure, 'unknown' country 10 years apart is remarkable. The
similarities and differences explain how the cold war ended in central asia - Afghanistan is a
buffer between India, Russia, Iran and China. The USSR collapsed without a fight but the USA
carried on fighting its cold war demons and helped to create a new global Jihad enemy. A few
diplomatic lone voices told the CIA & the ISA to stop funding the Mujahedeed as soon as the
Russians left in 1989 but they were ignored. Bin Laden, Jalaluddin Haqqani, Mullah Omar and
Pakistan quickly turned against the USA. This catastrophe occurred under the clinton
presidency. There was no US embassy in Kabul from 1989 to 2001.The focus is limited to on-the-
ground reporting in Afghanistan. Left alone, Afghans might achieve some kind of political
settlement. However, Pakistan keeps fuelling the conflict - all necessities of life for Kabul are
flown in from Karachi and all fertiliser for IEDs come from factories in Pakistan. All the AQ
leaders and Taliban are based in safe havens on the Pakistan side of the border.This book
covers the Afghan side of things (1979-2010) superbly - I think in years' time it will become
regarded as a minor classic on the period, it draws all the threads together without trying to
simplify the messiness of it all.”

IanM, “Politicians should read this.. This is a horror story that we have visited upon a far off land.
Our politicians should read more history and then try and not repeat the mistakes of the, past.
What a mess we have created. Great  Book but a horror story.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Required reading. Very well written - as current as possible - in depth
analysis and a pragmatic approach that leaves you looking back at crazy decisions”

zahid Ullah, “Five Stars. Excellent!”



The book by Jonathan Steele has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 28 people have provided feedback.
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