
 

1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

2 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

3 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In recent months, 

President Biden has 

made clear his 

commitment to end 

America’s two-

decade-long war in Afghanistan. This has raised fears, both in Afghanistan and at home. 

Such a move could have highly adverse effects on gains made in areas such as the fight 

against al-Qaeda and the Taliban, democracy, and women’s rights.  

In the 2020 Doha agreement, the Trump administration promised to remove all U.S. 

troops in return for the Taliban’s pledge to enter into peaceful and meaningful talks with 

the Afghani government. This comes without any promises by the Taliban to cease 

violence. The Taliban also had to promise that Afghanistan would not be used by any of 

the other transnational terrorist organizations to target the US and its allies (Jones and 

Gohel, 2021). However, the Taliban has not ended ties with Al Qaeda, and they continue 

to collaborate. A United Nations Security Council report proves the two groups were 

consulting during the Doha talks (Jones and Gohel, 2021). The Taliban often targets 

Afghan politicians and anyone else who questions their position. Vice President Amrullah 

Saleh warned that the U.S. conceded too much ground in Doha (Jones and Gohel, 2021). 
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A Soviet repeat 
 

The 1989 Soviet retreat from 

Afghanistan foreshadows the 

consequences of the U.S. 

withdrawal. Although the 

scale of the Soviet’s pursuit 

compared to the U.S. 

occupation are not to the 

same, it is still important to 

learn from the mistakes of 

1989. Two issues that parallel 

these situations are one, how 

quickly can they withdrawal 

without destabilizing security? 

Two, is the Afghan government strong enough to survive once the troops are gone (Jones and 

Gohel, 2021)? The Soviet withdrawal had been enacted as part of the 1988 Geneva Accords 

between Afghanistan and Pakistan, undersigned by the U.S. and the USSR. Pakistan and 

Afghanistan agreed they would respect each other’s autonomy, but Moscow had trouble 

enforcing Islamabad’s cooperation (Jones and Gohel, 2021). In 1989, Soviet leaders discussed 

Pakistan’s problematic role: “Pakistani border troops are actively participating in military 

operations on Afghan territory,” a Politburo official was noted to have said, according to the 

meeting’s minutes. “[Pakistan] is the source of a continuous flow of weaponry, and armed 

bands also cross over unimpeded from there.” (Jones and Gohel, 2021)  

 

While many believe the Soviets abandoning their occupation of Afghanistan is completely due 

to the fall of the USSR, this is not the case. The Soviets leaving had been in the works for a 

while. The introduction of Gorbachev’s policy of glasnost, or openness, combined with the 

high casualty rate and lack of popular support of the war is what led to the departure of Soviet 

forces. The Soviet withdrawal, however, was not welcomed by Afghan leadership. Afghan 

officials blame the Soviets for providing insufficient support which is what led to the coup 

(Oliker, 2011).  It is worth mentioning that the Soviets withdrawal may have helped the Afghan 

government. By eliminating an important motivator for opposition, this made it possible for 

groups that had previously joined together to fight the Soviets, turn against each other. This 

meant that they were no longer fighting the government (Oliker, 2011).   

 

President Biden’s administration has witnessed that reconciliation efforts among the different 

Afghan factions are incredibly deviant. Soviet General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev also had 

to deal with this. During a 1986 Politburo meeting he noted, “there is a reconciliation concept, 

we approved it, but in practice the problem is not being solved.” (Jones and Gohel, 2021). 

However, the USSR remained fervent to continue its withdrawal process. Their plan focused 

on the survival of a friendly Afghan regime and a political settlement (Jones and Gohel, 2021). 

Moscow understood that their withdrawal was not the end of their work in Afghanistan, and 
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they continued to supply the Afghans with significant financial backing until 1991. This 

allowed for capacity-building efforts along with a wide array of weaponry (Jones and Gohel, 

2021). It also aided the mujahedeen, an Afghan-Arab amalgamation of Islamist fighters 

supported by the U.S., Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia with the aim of pushing Soviets out of 

Afghanistan. But this group had little oversight as to how this would evolve, it was because of 

this group that the Taliban emerged with the goal to ensure a viable Afghan military.  

 

Moscow supported the devolution of 

power from Kabul in order to 

stabilize Afghanistan, the 

Politburo created self-sufficient 

alliances of ethnic factions. The 

then president of Afghanistan, 

Mohammad Najibullah, reinstated 

the Loya Jirga, a traditional council 

of Afghan political figures, tribal 

elders, and religious leaders. It was 

not an official decision-making 

body, but it is now. Their decisions 

are seen as final and binding. However, the financial aid that the Soviets provided Najibullah 

started to dwindle till there was no more. This led to the fall of the government and the capture 

of mujahedeen in 1992. This conversely was seen as a win for the U.S. who saw Najibullah as 

a Soviet puppet (Jones and Gohel, 2021). 

 

Ethnic tensions were also on the rise particularly with Pashtuns, Tajiks, and Uzbeks. These 

groups started trying to carve up their own sections in Afghanistan, while simultaneously trying 

to take power away from one another (Jones and Gohel, 2021). 

 

Both the U.S. and Soviet occupations are different, but they face similar challenges such as 

insurgent threats, limitations on the reach of the central government in rural areas, and the 

conflicting influence of Pakistan. The Soviets failure was due to Gorbachev’s policy of 

glasnost, the high casualty rate of Soviet soldiers, lack of popular support for the war, and the 

dissolution of the USSR. This forced them to disengage in Afghanistan. It also led to the 

collapse and takeover by radical extremists (Jones and Gohel, 2021).  

 

The neglect towards Afghanistan caused the Soviets to fail in combating terrorism in the region. 

This can also be seen when President George W. Bush turned his attention to Saddam Hussein 

in Iraq by mid 2002. This left Afghanistan on the back burner. The Taliban was able to 

reorganize and took total control by 2005 (Jones and Gohel, 2021). According to some experts, 

“A U.S. exit from Afghanistan must be contingent on the Taliban ending ties with terrorist 

groups and ceasing their violence against the Afghan people. At the same time, it is critical that 

Washington hold Pakistan accountable for how it meddles in Afghanistan’s internal affairs.” 

(Jones and Gohel, 2021). 



 

6 
 

The global dynamics of the withdrawal 
 

Although the stability of Afghanistan is a major U.S. foreign policy issue there are other players 

who are worth mentioning. The U.S. decision has left many of its European allies uneasy. The 

U.S. has been urging NATO allies to devote more military forces in Afghanistan under the 

International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), so they can engage on counterinsurgency 

actions. But this has not panned out 

and NATO allies, the very few 

that are there, will most likely 

back out because they rely on 

U.S. intelligence and 

surveillance (Felbab-Brown, 

2021).  

 

Pakistan has played a pivotal 

role in the Doha agreement, 

while the Afghan government 

was left out entirely (Jones and 

Gohel, 2021). Pakistan has been 

involved in Afghan issues since the Soviets occupation and is a major non-NATO ally to the 

U.S. They border Afghanistan and provide a major U.S. supply route; but it has also been a 

major route for terrorist groups and funding. Much like all Pakistan’s foreign policy it focusses 

on how it can have a strategic advantage over India. Islamabad wants to see a weak Kabul 

government in order to have a safe haven for Islamic proxies that is supports. Pakistan has also 

been a victim of terrorism and instability due to the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan. Islamabad 

does provide aid to Afghanistan but claims its efforts are often overlooked (Griffiths, 2017).  

 

India, much like Pakistan, is a major trading partner for Afghanistan and has provided 

investment to the country. Delhi is the biggest regional donor to Afghanistan with over $3 

billion in assistance since 2001 (Griffiths, 2017). Since 2011 Delhi has provided training for 

the Afghan military and other security personnel. However, many experts believe that the more 

India involves itself, the more tensions will increase between Pakistan and India which 

translates to fomenting violence by its border regions (Griffiths, 2017).  

 

China also a plays a role in the region. China is Afghans third largest trading partner, its role 

is limited but still worth mentioning in that Afghanistan is part of China’s project to have strong 

regional connectivity, which is conditional on the stability of Afghanistan (Griffiths, 2017). 

 

Russia has had a long-standing history with Afghanistan, which makes it no surprise that Russia 

has their own interests involved with the U.S. withdrawal. Russia has supported the withdrawal 

of U.S. troops since 2014. Moscow has intentions of becoming more involved in the region 

once the U.S. has left. Its main goal is counterterrorism, "The situation in Afghanistan has been 

one of the key items on our agenda with Washington since we launched the Russia-U.S. 
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dialogue on counterterrorism in December 2018," Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Oleg 

Syromolotov told Interfax in May 2020 (Siddique, 2020). Russia is focused on cultivating its 

own support networks in order to gain an advantage over the U.S. and China. Russia’s interest 

also stems from the need to hold control over its former Soviet states, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, 

and Turkmenistan, which border Afghanistan. They fear the rise of the IS presence entering 

one of their former republics. Despite all this Russia is likely to play a limited role in 

Afghanistan. They are not able to fund another foreign mission in the wake of the covid-19 

pandemic. Russian presence would also not be welcomed due to the past Soviet presence 

(Siddique, 2020). Russia will probably only be looking to boost its influence in the region 

without having to commit itself to any major obligations (Siddique, 2020). 

 

 

Will there be a rise of the Taliban and Al Qaeda? 
 

Following the 9/11 attacks, President George W. Bush launched an invasion of Afghanistan to 

depose the Taliban-led government and find Osama bin Laden, who had previously been given 

asylum in the country. Following the collapse of the government, American forces established 

one that, unlike the Taliban, was closely aligned with the West and the United States in 

particular. The two countries continued to work together as they attempted to keep the Taliban 

at bay and rebuild the country. 

Over the past several years, it has become apparent that despite the efforts of coalition forces, 

the Taliban was not successfully defeated. While their capabilities were greatly reduced after 

2001, they slowly regrouped, supposedly hiding in Quetta, Pakistan and rebuilding, even as 

foreign soldiers continued to increase their numbers in Afghanistan. By the mid-2010s, they 

had become a highly formidable fighting force, taking the provincial capital of Kunduz for the 

first time since the American invasion (Who are the…, 2021). Despite their victory being brief, 

the fact that the Taliban had the capability to launch such an attack in the first place served as 

a warning of what was to come in the following years. “The advance is more rapid than many 

had feared. General Austin Miller, the commander of the US-led mission in Afghanistan, 

warned in June that the country could be on a path towards a chaotic civil war, which he called 

a ‘concern for the world’. A US intelligence assessment the same month reportedly concluded 

that the Afghan government could fall within six months of the American military departure”, 

according to a BBC article (Who are the..., 2021). So far, there are signs that this may be true.  

The United States’ forces began to exit Afghanistan at the end of April. In a matter of days, the 

Taliban launched a large-scale attack. As of July 26, it controls 221 districts, up from 73 in 

mid-April (Ravindran, 2021). As the group expands its territory, there is another concern: al-

Qaeda. Much of Afghanistan’s terrain is composed of rugged mountains, allowing groups such 

as al-Qaeda to continue their operations undetected. As previously stated, the Taliban 

previously committed to ensuring that its territory would not be used as a base from which 

terrorist activities could be planned. However, the sincerity of this promise is debatable at best, 

considering that the country was used as a refuge for Osama bin Laden in the 1990s. 
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CIA Director William Burns told the Senate Intelligence Committee that the departure of U.S. 

troops will pose a “significant risk” of resurgent terrorism in the region and will “diminish” the 

U.S. government’s “ability to collect and act on threats” originating from Afghanistan (Pazhw, 

et. al, 2021).  

 

 

Will democracy be lost? 

As experts fear a swift return of these Islamist groups in the near future, they predict another 

trend will occur, democratic backsliding. After the invasion, the United States established a 

multi-ethnic democracy in Afghanistan, a government that has been consistently opposed by 

radical Islamists.  

In its report from 2000-2001, the last time the Taliban controlled Afghanistan, Freedom House 

rated Afghanistan as the top 11 worst rated countries. The report contained various negative 

findings, such as “no democratic processes or institutions at any level in Afghanistan” and 

“few, if any, civic groups and no known trade unions” (Karatnycky et al., 2001, pp. 40-41). By 

contrast, Afghanistan now holds elections and has various political groups and parties. 

With the U.S. withdrawal comes the possibility of a multi-front civil war. This is because many 

former jihadi commanders now have ethnically based militias. If the Afghan government 

supports one or another group this could exacerbate political divisions and ultimately 

undermines the central government’s authority and credibility (Pazhw, et. al, 2021). The U.S. 
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intelligence community estimates that the Kubal government will fall after six months of the 

U.S. troops being gone (Pazhw, et. al, 2021). 

This should not be interpreted as meaning that Afghanistan is a vibrant and flawless democracy. 

While opposition figures are allowed to contest elections, the laws are designed in such a way 

as to give a large financial advantage to the incumbent, as well as rampant political corruption. 

The Afghan Parliament and the executive branch are both implicated in said corruption, the 

former often falling to pressure by the latter. Both have sought to retain their power in the past, 

such as the four-year delay in the 2014 parliamentary elections and the 2019 presidential 

election. This was marred by allegations of fraud and corruption in favor of the incumbent, 

Ashraf Ghani. While none of these are characteristics of a high functioning democracy, there 

is still a concern that the limited progress made since 2001 will be reversed if there is a 

withdrawal of troops (Freedom House, 2021). 

 

 

The slash and burn of women’s rights 
 

Farzana Ahmadi had watched as her neighbor in northern Afghanistan was flogged by the 

Taliban. The ‘crime’ she committed was her face had been uncovered. The Taliban fighter had 

said “Every woman should cover their eyes,” as was overheard by Ahmadi (Gibbons-Neff, et. 

al, 2021). Violence against women, or femicide, has been on the rise since the U.S. and NATO 

forces withdraw from the country (Gibbons-Neff, et. al, 2021) “All the time, women are the 

victims of men’s wars,” said Raihana Azad, a member of Afghanistan’s Parliament. “But they 

will be the victims of their peace, too.” (Gibbons-Neff, et. al, 2021)  

 

The Taliban governed Afghanistan from 1996 to 2001, once the US invasion came in and 

defeated the Taliban and Al Qaeda after the 9/11 attacks there was a hope for bringing women’s 

rights to the country. This allowed for some schools to reopen, giving girls the chance at an 

education. Before this many women had risked their lives to secretly get an education by 

teaching themselves (Gibbons-Neff, et. al, 2021). The U.S. has spent more than $780 million 

to promote women’s rights in Afghanistan. This has created a new generation of women who 

have hope for gender equality in Afghanistan. Girls and women make up 40 percent of students, 

they have joined the military, held political office, competed in the Olympics, entered the field 

of STEM, and so much more (Gibbons-Neff, et. al, 2021). “I remember when Americans came 

and they said that they will not leave us alone, and that Afghanistan will be free of oppression, 

and will be free of war and women’s rights will be protected,” said Shahida Husain, an activist 

in Afghanistan’s southern Kandahar Province (Gibbons-Neff, et. al, 2021). But this may have 

been a lie.  

 

President Biden had said the U.S. would continue to prioritize women’s rights through 

diplomatic and humanitarian assistance. But despite the 20 years of the U.S. being in 

Afghanistan, there are still many parts of the country where they have not seen much change. 
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In the Taliban controlled areas education for women is limited, or even nonexistent. In some 

areas the Taliban allows girls to go to school until they hit puberty. But many education centers 

are routinely attacked (Gibbons-Neff, et. al, 2021). The abuse and mistreatment of women is 

worked into the system of government under the Taliban. Domestic violence is rampant. 87 

percent of Afghan women and girls 

experience domestic abuse 

in their lifetimes. The 

government of Afghanistan 

is not much better when it 

comes to women’s rights. 

Many women believe no one 

is on their side whether it’s 

the Taliban or the 

government, they will 

continue to be abused by the 

system of power (Gibbons-

Neff, et. al, 2021).  

 

Even during the Doha talks the 12-person delegation sent by the Afghan government there was 

one woman, and only four are part of the 21-member team in Doha. “Moscow — and Doha, as 

well, with its small number of women representatives — laid bare the thin veneer of support 

for genuine equality and the so-called post-2001 gains when it comes to who will decide the 

country’s future,” said Patricia Gossman, the associate Asia director for Human Rights Watch 

(Gibbons-Neff, et. al, 2021). It has been recommended by many experts that in order to keep 

up and continue the efforts for women’s rights the U.S. must continue to provide aid and 

diplomatic support. Biden has said he would but the past administrations have not made human 

rights in Afghanistan a priority (Afghanistan: US Should..., 2021).  

 

There is also a dire need to increase access to education and health care, especially for women. 

The Biden administration needs to think critically about how the withdrawal will deeply affect 

the social progress in Afghanistan. Donor support as well as U.S. aid have been critical to this 

effort, but since 2016 the funds have dwindled. Especially since the Covid-19 pandemic hit. 

Because of the pandemic it has been harder to tell if these funds are getting to the necessary 

people. Donor funds have been essential to Afghanistan since 2002, they provide safeguards 

for civilians and human rights (Afghanistan: US Should..., 2021). Without this it is likely 

women’s rights will move backwards. 
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What those in favor think 
 

Those in favor of the withdrawal of troops believe it took a vast amount of courage for President 

Biden to take this step. Claiming that keeping the troops in Afghanistan has become a strategic 

liability and futile investment. Those in favor have said the presence of troops no longer has 

the ability to alter Afghan political and military dynamics (Felbab-Brown, 2021). 

 

The U.S. primary objective since 2001 

was to fight the 

war on 

terrorism, 

hence the U.S. 

continued 

presence in 

Afghanistan. 

Biden’s 

administration 

assessed the 

situation of 

terrorism in 

Afghanistan and 

labeled it as a 

smaller threat than 

that in other parts of the world (Felbab-Brown, 2021). Those who are in favor of the withdrawal 

often use this notion to back their support. But they also still believe the use of air strikes should 

continue in the region, causing more and more civilian causalities. Supporters also have faith 

in the Doha agreements, but many policy experts have already commented on why this will fall 

through. Firstly, women have barely been involved in this agreement making it harder to 

promote and safeguard women’s issues. The other is the Taliban was consulting with Al Qaeda 

during these talks despite them saying they would cut off ties to them. Finally, history proves 

that once foreign troops are gone the Taliban will stage a coup and take over. There is 

everything backing that Doha will not be followed.  

 

Many who support the withdrawal do not prioritize the humanitarian issues and have said that 

the U.S. should not be concerned with the rise of terrorism in Afghanistan. Claiming there are 

more pressing strategic priorities to worry about (Felbab-Brown, 2021). 

 

The opposition does make some valid points in that the Taliban has remained an ever-present 

force despite U.S. involvement, claiming U.S. strategy has been ‘staying and praying’ (Felbab-

Brown, 2021). But this does not necessarily back the need for such a quick withdrawal of U.S. 

troops. It means the U.S. needs to have a more strategic plan that tackles the roots of Afghan 

issues when creating policy. There needs to be a multilateral push, it cannot be solely a U.S. 

foreign policy issue. Washington needs to engage better with NATO allies that have a presence 
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in Afghanistan and play a crucial role developing the military including Germany, Italy, and 

the United Kingdom (Jones and Gohel, 2021). Until this epiphany is reached, the presence of 

troops is necessary for stabilization of the country and protection of human rights. 

 

 

How does this affect the future of U.S. foreign policy? 

President Biden has made clear his commitment to the withdrawal. On July 8, he remarked: 

“the United States did what we went to do in Afghanistan: to get the terrorists who attacked us 

on 9/11 and deliver justice to Osama Bin Laden, and to degrade the terrorist threat… We did 

not go to Afghanistan to nation-build”. His speech signaled a shift in U.S. policy from 

combating terrorism in Afghanistan to refocusing on a more global scale, making note of the 

threats posed by groups in South Asia, the Middle East, and Africa while ensuring our Afghan 

allies are properly funded and equipped (Joe Biden, 2021).  

The Biden administration has pledged to adopt an ‘over the horizon’ counterterrorism strategy. 

This essentially means that the U.S. will be combating terrorism, specifically preventing the 

rise of Al Qaeda, in Afghanistan from the Persian Gulf and home (Serchuk and Fontaine, 2021). 

This means the U.S. approach toward Afghanistan will be focused less on ground troops and 

more on aircrafts and naval platforms (Serchuk and Fontaine, 2021). 

The Biden administration believes the fight against terrorism is over in Afghanistan, but that is 

far from true. President Biden, and rightfully so, does not want to be at war with Afghanistan 

forever, but this does not mean a quick withdrawal is the way to do it. This withdrawal has 

serious human rights implication and blatant ignorance towards it cannot go unnoticed.  

Hilary Clinton, who represents the view of foreign policy experts, warns against this move. 

Claiming this will lead to the rise of extremist organizations and Afghan refugees (Hillary 

Clinton warns…, 2021). The withdrawal of troops is widely supported by the American public, 

but there seems to be concern that with the withdrawal of troops also comes the withdrawal of 

support to Afghanistan in its efforts to build a democratic nation.  
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