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Afghanistan – What Should We Do? 

By Bill Frilay* 

When you’re wounded and left on Afghanistan’s plains, 
And the women come out to cut up what remains, 

Jest roll to your rifle and blow out your brains, 
An’ go to your Gawd like a soldier. 

Rudyard Kipling The Young British Soldier1 

Note. This article was written prior to Stephen Smith’s announcements concerning Australia’s commitments in 
Afghanistan 

History 

Afghanistan has been described as ‘the graveyard of 
empires’2. The British suffered defeats there before 
reaching agreement on the border between India and 
Afghanistan during the great empire game with Russia in 
the 19th century. The former Soviet Union, too, had its 
nose well and truly bloodied when it invaded and 
occupied in 1979-883. The country is made up of tribal 
regions – only in 1747 did a leader of the Pushtun form a 
confederacy, and not until the 1830s did it take on the 
appearance of a single nation. Yet violence seems 
endemic; a hostile geographical environment hinders 
communications; the climate is very harsh; and above all 
there seems a fierceness in the people who defend their 
lands. It is traditionally peopled by regional tribes headed 
by warlords.  

The Afghans wore down the Russians, although it was 
another three or four years before the latter’s puppet 
government was overthrown. What followed was a long 
power struggle between the Northern Alliance, or United 
Front, and the Taliban – the latter was supported by 
Pakistan and by bin Laden, who had moved to Afghanistan in 1996. The Taliban took Kabul and had 
control of most of the country late in the decade. 

Bin Laden was using Afghanistan as a training base for Al-Qaeda, and was supporting the Taliban. After 
the 1998 simultaneous bombings of the US embassies in Nairobi and Dar-Es-Salaam were linked to Al-
Qaeda and bin Laden, the US demanded that bin Laden be surrendered, but the Taliban repeatedly 
refused. 

9/11 and its consequences 

The horrific events of 9/11 were quickly linked to Al-Qaeda and bin Laden, its leader. The US demanded 
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again that the Taliban give up bin Laden, and again they refused. This led to US forces and those of its allies 
— principally NATO members, but also Australia — invading Afghanistan. The legal basis for this was that 
while it was not authorised by the UN Security Council, the US argued that this was self-defence and 
therefore did not need UN sanction. In the circumstances, given the horrific nature of 9/11 and the previous 
actions against US embassies, I do not think the US could stand by. 

I remember Mary Ann Glendon4 speaking in Melbourne in 2002 in the aftermath of 9/11. She spoke of an 
academic discussion during which a visiting Australian academic suggested that the US use and improve its 
goodwill in the Middle East to address the issue. I am not sure how much goodwill there was – in his book, 
Fisk constantly refers to the historical support of dictators, puppet rulers, overthrowing governments, and 
hypocrisy by the western powers and the US in particular in the 20th century. 

In the event, the war went well (for the West) for 
two years, with the Taliban driven out of Kabul. 
However, the key aim of capturing bin Laden failed 
as he slipped the net at Tora Bora and escaped – as 
we know now — into Pakistan. 

In 2003, the US invaded Iraq. Aside from the huge 
problems arising from this (that’s another story!), 
it meant they lost focus in Afghanistan, allowing 
the Taliban to regroup. There has been fighting 
ever since – with all the difficulties arising from it: 
civilians killed (the euphemism ‘collateral damage’ 
comes to mind), corruption in the Karzai 
government, blue-versus-green killings, the 
problems of fighting an enemy who can disappear 
into anonymity, the poor quality of the Afghan 
Army, and so on.  

One of the biggest problems coming out of my 
readings has been the duplicitous role of Pakistan, 
or at least of its military, which has been both a 
recipient of US aid and a clandestine supporter of 
the Taliban. The porous border has allowed the 
Taliban to retreat into Pakistan when under threat. 

Where are we now? 

The key aim of capturing or killing bin Laden has been achieved. It took 10 years. Al-Qaeda seems 
weakened; in any event, it now seems based in Somalia or Yemen. So the original aims of the invasion are 
no longer relevant, or have been achieved. 

The war seems now to consist of trying to holding off the Taliban while helping to establish some form of 
effective government and peace in the unfortunate country. In this regard, in the Saturday Age of 16 March 
2013, Paul McGeough quotes an unnamed expert thus:  

There were four things the coalition had to do – counter corruption, contain abuse, and reconcile the people 
to living with each other. There’s not been much progress on any of those three. But on the fourth, 
counterinsurgency, we’ve been great – we’ve destroyed the insurgency three times over, and every time it’s 
come back because we haven’t done the first three. 

It is a sad outlook. Last year, Greg Sheridan reported that an AusAid senior official told a Senate Estimates 
committee that they had so little confidence in security in Oruzgan province that no aid workers would be 
stationed there after our troops have left5. Sheridan also quoted a Canadian writer who had been embedded 
with the Afghan National Army (ANA) – the writer noted the illiteracy, corruption, desertion, and drug 
abuse in the army, as well as the ethnic imbalance (the ANA comprises mostly people from the north). The 
Taliban’s stronghold is in the Pushtun south). Sheridan gives little hope of the government holding on to 
that area. Sheridan looks back at how the last decade has seen a serious decline in Pakistan, at the 
seriousness of that given it is a nuclear power, suggesting that this could have been otherwise. 
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Despite Australian casualties of 39 operational deaths and 249 wounded in action by January 2013, the 
future looks bleak. 

And I fear for the Afghan people — and Afghan women in particular — if the Taliban regains control. My 
one residual feeling is that we may be leaving them to an awful fate. 

I know international law has advanced a lot over the last 50 years, but there is still an inability, at 
least in law, to stop brutal despots from inflicting great harm on their own people.  

This is a depressing exercise. But it seems that the original aims have been met, and while it is difficult to 
judge how things are from here, it seems we have reached the point at which we can do little more. It is 
especially sad that it is even difficult to provide aid, at least in some areas. 

It is time to withdraw. 

 

 

 

* Bill Frilay is a regular commentator for Social Policy Connections on matters of war and peace. 

1 This extract is quoted at the start of Chapter 2 of Robert Fisk’s The Great War for Civilisation: The Conquest of the 
Middle East, an authoritative 1000-page tome on his 40 years of journalism there; much of the information in this 
article is taken from that. 

2 Quote attributed to Mahmud Tarzi, an Afghan Minister for Foreign Affairs in the early 20th century. 

3 Other empires to have passed through – although more conquerors than conquered – were those of Alexander, 
Genghis Khan, and Timur-i-leng (Tamburlaine). 

4 Learned Hand Professor of Law at Harvard University, Vatican representative to the United Nation’s Beijing 
Conference on Women in 1995, US Ambassador to the Holy See 2008-2009. 

5 As reported by Greg Sheridan ‘Afghan Campaign is not a just war’, the Australian, 6 September 2012. 
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