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ROUTING THE TALIBAN
Introduction

In the early days of the war in Afghanistan,
opponents of the U.S. military offensive
criticized the largely air-based effort as
ineffective. An article in The Globe and Mail
on October 29, 2001, was typical of reports
from many media outlets. “The limitations of
air power in winning a ground war are
starkly obvious in Afghanistan . . . in the
vast, rugged and war-torn land, what it can’t
do has thwarted U.S. hopes that the radical
Islamic regime would topple quickly amid
popular uprisings of anti-Taliban forces.” A
little over two weeks later, however, the
Northern Alliance forces were in the capital
of Kabul, and Taliban forces were in retreat
across Afghanistan. In the south where the
Taliban had drawn much of their support,
tribal leaders rose up against them and
members of the Al-Qaeda terrorist organiza-
tion. On Friday, December 5, the Taliban
leaders ordered their forces in Kandahar,
their last stronghold, to surrender their
weapons. Amid chaos the fighters abandoned
the city.

How did things change so quickly? The
Taliban were reduced to pockets of resistance
or had retreated into the mountains. At the
time of this writing, the final phase of the
conflict is underway, including the relentless
and determined search for Osama bin Laden
and Taliban leader Mullah Mohammed
Omar. U.S. marines and special operations
troops are positioned to defeat any Taliban
fighters left in the city of Kandahar and in the
mountain caves and tunnels.

The stunning turn of events was attribut-
able to many different factors. The use of air

power destroyed and demoralized Taliban
forces. The “writing on the wall” also en-
couraged many soft supporters to switch
sides. Others who fought with the Taliban
bargained their surrenders. Many Afghans
who fought with the Taliban and were
obviously very war-weary and disillusioned
with the chaos and destruction wrought by
Taliban policies turned on their former allies.
It became clear after only a few weeks that
the Taliban were left with a mainly hard-core
group of foreign fighters who, in many
instances, had made up their minds to fight to
the death. Some had little choice. As the
Northern Alliance rolled through the country
there were disturbing stories of beatings and
executions, primarily of the foreign Taliban
fighters. Reports of mass executions per-
sisted, but could not be independently con-
firmed. Such reports created new fears of a
backlash of revenge that could make a
resolution of the conflict even more difficult.
And the world watched as media reports,
now from all parts of the country, showed the
plight of Afghan civilians who continued to
suffer hunger, displacement, or death from
the war raging around them.

In the meantime, at a UN-sponsored
meeting in Bonn, Germany, of rival Afghan
groups, talks began to decide the shape and
scope of a new Afghan government. This
core group of Afghans, themselves tradi-
tional opponents within Afghanistan, suc-
ceeded in signing a historic accord creating
an interim council to govern Afghanistan, a
nation that had known 20 years of violent
conflict and human tragedy.
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ROUTING THE TALIBAN
The Flow of Events

In order to assess how and why world events occur as they do and to deduce from those
events historical lessons, we rely on skills and concepts such as critical reasoning, sequential
thinking, cause and effect, motivation, and strategic planning.

Express in your own words what you think each of these is and how each is applicable to this
latest stage in the crisis in Afghanistan.

It is important also to realize how events can become fluid, when at a certain point many
factors may combine to create a certain outcome that may not necessarily be explained in
simple, straightforward terms.

Key Objectives
During a first viewing of this News in Review report, note each of the following cities in
Afghanistan and be prepared to suggest the importance of each to (a) the Taliban, (b) the anti-
Taliban forces, and (c) the flow of events that occurred: Mazar-e-Sharif, Jalalabad, Kunduz,
Kabul, Kandahar.

Key Components
After a second viewing, suggest how each of the following contributed to the rapid flow of
events that led to the fall of the Taliban.

• geography

• military strategy

• communications

• Western involvement

• historical precedent

• diplomacy

• psychological factors

• infrastructure

Follow-up Discussion
A catalyst is a substance that increases the rate of reaction in a chemical event. Metaphori-
cally, the word also suggests a person or thing that precipitates rapid change.

Identify catalytic factors that, in your opinion, may have increased the rate of flow of these
recent events in Afghanistan. Were there outcomes that were predictable? Were others unpre-
dictable? What are the lessons to be learned from the events that led to the collapse of the
Taliban regime?
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ROUTING THE TALIBAN
Strategies in Hindsight

By the end of October 2001, critics of the U.S. efforts in Afghanistan were predicting a
Vietnam-like conflict. (In that war, which continued through various stages from 1954 to
1975, overwhelming military superiority, provided primarily by the United States, was effec-
tively countered by low-tech but highly motivated guerrilla ground forces.) After weeks of
hitting every available target in Afghanistan from the air, nothing seemed to have changed the
frontline positions. A sense of anxiety prevailed over the lack of movement and the approach
of the harsh Afghan winter, which would have effectively shut down ground offensives. Even
the Pentagon revised its official goals, claiming that the taking of the northern city of
Mazar-e-Sharif would represent a major victory in itself, and a reasonable step toward the
longer-term goal of defeating the Taliban. When the Northern Alliance claimed victory on
November 9, that strategic step seemed to have been realized. A reversal of fortunes in Af-
ghanistan then occurred in an escalating fashion.

Effective strategic planning requires well-developed skills such as assessing needs and re-
sources; hypothesizing and predicting; detailed planning; high-level organization; effective
leadership; decisive action. Examine each of the summaries below. Suggest if the events
described occurred as a result of any of these skills or other skills you may think of. In your
opinion, did events take on a life of their own? If so, could this have been predicted?

• Northern Alliance forces advanced with unexpected speed, as several northern
cities were captured in succession. Taliban resistance abruptly folded, and many
fighters fled or surrendered. Cities such as Herat, in western Afghanistan, and
Jalalabad and Taliqan in the east, fell quickly, despite anticipation that each would
require a long and desperate assault. The first major victory was the taking of
Kabul, when the Taliban abandoned the city without a fight, pausing only to loot
stores and banks as they left.

• Northern Alliance forces positioned on the outskirts of Kabul were warned by
U.S. President George W. Bush to stay out of the city. At the time he said: “We
will encourage our friends to head south . . . but not into the city of Kabul itself.”
Bush was worried that the rapid advance of the Alliance, which is composed
largely of ethnic Tajiks and Uzbeks from the north, would alienate support from
the southern Pashtuns, the largest ethnic group in southern Afghanistan. Pakistan,
which has strong ties to the Pashtuns, had also requested that the Northern Alli-
ance not enter Kabul. The assumption was that whoever controlled Kabul would
become the de facto ruler of Afghanistan.

• The Northern Alliance waited only one day before sending its forces into Kabul.
The Alliance foreign minister, Abdullah Abdullah, noted that they had no inten-
tion of entering Kabul, but that “security concerns” about leaving the capital city
without government or police forced their hand. U.S. officials proclaimed their
satisfaction with the unexpected successes, but they were clearly scrambling to
improvise new policies on the fly. The Northern Alliance, while benefiting from
U.S. supplies and air support, had demonstrated that they were in control of the
military situation, and would not be manipulated politically.
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• The overall military strategy was simplified. Once the Taliban were on the move,
the Alliance ground forces needed only to keep up the pressure to keep them
moving. The U.S. used its air power to attack retreating columns, destroying
Taliban units and lowering morale. Taliban resistance remained in pockets
throughout Afghanistan, but was focused primarily in the northern city of Kunduz
and the southern city of Kandahar.

• Kunduz was finally captured by the Alliance on November 26. After the battle,
claims of atrocities and treachery by both sides were made. Alliance forces
claimed that the Taliban repeatedly offered to surrender but would then fire upon
the Alliance soldiers drawn into the open. The Alliance, for its part, was accused
of executing Taliban prisoners; some of them were found with their hands tied
behind their backs.

• The last Taliban bastion was Kandahar. It represents the spiritual centre of the
Taliban, and their source of greatest support during their regime. The problem for
the U.S. was that Northern Alliance forces were reluctant to advance so far south,
when their interests lay in the north. The U.S. also did not want such an advance
to be perceived by the Pashtuns as a northern invasion into their territory. Again
the situation changed when it became clear that some Pashtuns in and around
Kandahar switched loyalties and began attacking Taliban positions. This gave the
U.S. the proxy ground force it needed to duplicate the successes from the north.
By the beginning of December the United States had placed 1200 marines on the
ground at a private airfield close to Kandahar.

Follow-up Discussion
In examining these strategic events in the war in Afghanistan, why is it important not to forget
the suffering and destruction that occurred in the process, especially on the part of civilians?
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ROUTING THE TALIBAN
The Will of the People

This was a war in which the strength of the enemy of the anti-Taliban forces came from the
fanaticism of faith rather than traditional firepower. And one of its key lessons has been that
military might alone is not enough to win victory. Many people, including the civilian leaders
of the U.S. government, therefore were taken by surprise by the speed of the Northern Alli-
ance advance. The impact of U.S. military strikes, as well as other factors, needs to be consid-
ered. Achieving complete air superiority and hitting every Taliban target possible certainly
disrupted Taliban defences and reduced their mobility, allowing the Northern Alliance to
advance quickly. Examine the situations or factors described below and assess how and why
each may have contributed to the Taliban defeat.

1.  The U.S. Bombing While the bombing certainly caused considerable destruc-
tion, its effects on morale may have been more significant. Interviewed on CBC
Television, an Alliance commander commented that the bombing was not as
destructive as they believed it would have been. Resistance was stiffer than antici-
pated, and his men were forced to make several attacks. However, the relentless
pressure seemed to diminish the resolve of the Taliban forces to defend and hold
the front lines. Many cities, including Kabul, were given up with only token
resistance.

2.  Less Outside Interference During the disastrous Soviet invasion of Afghanistan
from 1979 to 1989, that superpower was forced to withdraw after 10 years of
fierce guerilla warfare. The Afghan rebels in that conflict received weapons and
money from numerous other nations including the U.S. Rebels were able to slip
across borders to recuperate and to resupply. In this conflict, all the neighbouring
borders were sealed. The Taliban were isolated internally.

3.  Soft Support During the war the Taliban forces accused the U.S. of imposing its
will on a sovereign Afghanistan. Although there was some propaganda effect of
this message, there was overwhelming relief from Afghan men and women once
the Taliban were defeated. The people in liberated areas played music again, men
shaved their beards, and some women removed their burqas. Some media images
showed civilians spitting on Taliban corpses.

4.  Shifting Alliances In Afghanistan’s decades of conflict, individuals and groups
have changed sides often. Many of the Taliban fighters demonstrated that they
were willing to switch sides or at least surrender if they could return to their
homes. This left the Taliban with only a small core of extremists to oppose the
Alliance.

5.  Foreign Fighters among the Taliban Forces Afghans have a low tolerance for
foreign interference. The perception that the Taliban had been taken over by the
Al-Qaeda terrorist network did not sit well with many native Afghans. While
many Afghan Taliban were allowed to surrender, the Northern Alliance persisted
in achieving a military victory over the foreign Taliban fighters, even if it meant a
prolonged conflict and more casualties.
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ROUTING THE TALIBAN
Long-range Warfare?

While the campaign against the Taliban and Al-Qaeda forces in Afghanistan was in progress,
the U.S. appeared to be lining up other targets in its war against terrorism. In a November 26
press conference, U.S. President George W. Bush hinted strongly that the U.S. would contem-
plate military action against Iraq and other nations that have links with terrorist groups. When
asked what the U.S. will do if Saddam Hussein of Iraq continues to defy United Nations
resolutions requiring that Iraq prove that it has destroyed weapons of mass destruction, Bush
replied, “He’ll find out.”

Since the September 11 attacks, Bush has stated, “If anybody harbours a terrorist, they’re
terrorists. If they fund a terrorist, they’re terrorists. If they house terrorists, they’re terrorists.”
However, he recently added the statement, “If they develop weapons of mass destruction that
will be used to terrorize nations, they will be held accountable.” White House spokesman Ari
Fleischer later tried to soften the president’s message by stating that Bush did not define what
“accountability” would mean, but that “Saddam Hussein will have to figure it out.”

The implied threat is clear enough. Following the September 11 attacks on New York City
and Washington, Afghanistan’s Taliban were warned to hand over Osama bin Laden—or
else. Shortly after that, the U.S. began the military campaign that brought about their down-
fall. The Bush administration has clearly demonstrated its willingness to use massive military
force to achieve U.S. anti-terrorist objectives.

The motivation for deposing Saddam Hussein comes from several different quarters. In the
forefront is the suspicion by many U.S. government officials that Iraq may have been con-
nected to the September 11 attacks. According to Czech intelligence sources, Mohammed
Atta, leader of the September 11 hijackers, had travelled from the U.S. to meet the intelligence
chief of Iraq’s Prague embassy. Iraq has also refused to allow United Nations inspection
teams to determine whether or not it is developing biological, chemical, or nuclear weapons.
When inspections were initially allowed to proceed, they uncovered sophisticated research
and development programs and stockpiles of biological agents. The Iraqi government had
denied their existence prior to their discovery, just as it continues to do so today.

High-level officials such as U.S. Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz, National
Security Adviser Condoleeza Rice, and Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld have all made
statements in favour of taking action against Iraq. Even moderates such as Secretary of State
Colin Powell and Democratic Senator Joseph Lieberman support removing Saddam Hussein.
The debate is over how to accomplish this, not if it should be done.

The hawks in the Bush administration point to the successful Afghan campaign as vindication
for the use of massive air power and the use of proxy forces on the ground. In Iraq, training
and weapons would be provided to Kurds in northern Iraq and anti-Saddam rebels in the
south. U.S. air power would be used to destroy the Iraqi military infrastructure and support
ground attacks similar to the support that the Northern Alliance received in Afghanistan. At
the beginning of the Afghan conflict, the Northern Alliance was not considered big enough
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nor sufficiently disciplined to mount a successful campaign. Moving directly from one “lib-
eration” to another would mean that the U.S. and its allies would already have sufficient ships,
planes, and troops in the region to back Iraqi rebels.

While the temptation to move from one foe to another is great, the risks of doing so are pro-
hibitive. The anti-Saddam factions are small, inexperienced, and lack territory from which to
launch attacks that would mount a serious threat to Saddam’s military. Unlike the estimated
50 000 Taliban militia that existed in Afghanistan, Iraq could field an estimated 429 000
troops. At their core is the well-armed and disciplined Republican Guard, intensely loyal to
Saddam Hussein. Even with massive air support, it is hard to imagine that the small numbers
of rebels could overwhelm such a force.

Complicating this scenario is that neighbouring countries do not want to destroy Saddam
Hussein if that means creating a power vacuum in the region. Turkey and Iran also have large
numbers of Kurds in their countries who are agitating for a separate Kurdistan. The overthrow
of Saddam Hussein would encourage those independence movements. Other nations, such as
Saudi Arabia, are leery of supporting another U.S. attack on a Muslim nation for fear of
inflaming extremist factions within their countries. Without the use of air bases in Turkey or
Saudi Arabia, providing adequate air power would be nearly impossible.

It would be difficult, as well, to maintain international support for such a campaign. Many
U.S. allies had supported easing sanctions on Iraq, and might not be willing to launch another
military attack.

Discussion
Some analysts have suggested that, in a sense, the U.S. is going “back to the future” with
respect to its foreign policy. During the 20th century there were numerous examples of
nation-building by the U.S., during which the U.S. installed, by force or by stealth, govern-
ments that were considered favourable to U.S. national interests. Is this a valid and legitimate
concern? Is it an accurate observation?
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ROUTING THE TALIBAN
Discussion, Research, and Essay Questions

1. The U.S. government has extended its battle against terrorism beyond the more
obvious targets of Afghanistan and Iraq. Special Forces advisers are assisting the
Philippine army to fight Muslim extremist terrorists. FBI agents are in Paraguay to
fight the Hezbollah network established there. It has also exerted diplomatic
pressure on Lebanon, Sudan, and Syria to rein in terrorists based in their territo-
ries. Research the anti-terrorist actions the U.S. has implemented outside of
Afghanistan. Write a report on your findings.

2. Sanctions have remained in place on Iraq since the end of the Persian Gulf War in
1991. The U.S. and Great Britain have maintained no-fly zones over sections of
northern and southern Iraq during that time as well. Research the effects of these
measures on Iraq. Have they brought about significant changes in that nation?
Write a position paper in which you outline your findings.

3. Here at home, the Canadian federal government has introduced a second
anti-terrorist bill extending its powers significantly to deal with emergencies and
attacks. Supporters claim that it simply gives the government the necessary tools
with which to fight terrorism. Opponents contend that it places dangerous
amounts of power in the hands of Cabinet ministers outside the safeguards of
Parliament. Research the proposed legislation and that which has already passed.
As a class, debate whether or not the government has gone too far.

4. Afghanistan is a country made up of different tribes, each speaking a different
language. They include: Aimak, Baloch, Brahui, Hazara, Kirghiz, Nuristani,
Pashtun, Qizilbash, Tajik, Turkmen, and Uzbek. The official languages are Pasto
and Dari. Research one of these languages and explain its origins and who speaks
it. What are the language implications for the goal of rebuilding Afghanistan?

5. Education has been disrupted for a generation in Afghanistan. The illiteracy rate in
Afghanistan is estimated to be between 80 and 90 per cent. Find out what agencies
assist developing or war-torn countries with establishing schools and educational
programs. How might your school contribute to literacy in Afghanistan?

6. The city of Kandahar, the second largest in Afghanistan, was founded by
Alexander the Great almost 2500 years ago. It has been fought over by Persians,
Turks, Arabs, and Mongols. A recent film titled Kandahar tells the story of an
Afghan-Canadian journalist who returns to Kandahar to rescue her sister. In real
life, the woman is Nelofer Pazira and she plays herself in the film. The film-
makers secretly entered Afghanistan to film some scenes. Research the making of
the film or if you are able to see it, write a review.


