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Indo-Afghan relations have always remained cordial and the two have jointly taken steps detrimental to Pakistan's interests. Former Soviet Union had also been nurturing Afghanistan and India and had never remained on friendly terms with Pakistan. It was only during a brief spell of Taliban rule from 1995 to 1999 that Indian influence in that country waned.

The ouster of the Taliban regime as a consequence of the invasion of US-led coalition forces and their replacement with Hamid Karzai's government enabled India to revive its influence once again. Non-Pashtun elements of the Northern Alliance that are holding important portfolios in all the sensitive departments of the present set-up are instrumental in serving the interests of India since they are obligated to them for all the favours bestowed on them when out of power.

While India has never reconciled to the creation of Pakistan and has always looked for an opportunity to harm Pakistan's interests, Afghanistan has also not lagged behind in creating troubles for this country. It was the only Muslim country that opposed Pakistan's membership to the United Nations as a free country. Apart from not recognising the Durand Line as an international border between the two countries; it extended support to the Pakhtunistan issue.

However, it did not open up a hostile front in the 1965 and 1971 wars. Ouster of King Zahir Shah by Sardar Daud in 1973 with the patronage of USSR put an end to the era of monarchy. Subsequently, there were quick changes in the leadership through bloody coups, each masterminded by Soviets to strengthen their hold over Afghanistan.

The reverberations of the Islamic revolution in Iran in 1978 were felt in the entire Muslim world and in turn alarmed the Soviets. Hafizullah Amin belonging to the Khalq party, who had killed Tarraki in September 1979 and had taken over power, was suspected of tilting towards the USA as well as Pakistan. Widespread uprising by religious groups all over the country against the Khalq led to fears that the 'Saur Revolution' achieved at a tremendous cost might collapse. These worries together with the overall rise of Islamic fervour in the region having a bearing on Muslim dominated Soviet Central Asian States impelled USSR to guard its southern flank.

The Soviet troops barged into Afghanistan in December 1979 and occupied it, killing Amin and installing Babrak Karmal as the new leader. When the Afghan Mujahideen refused to give in and decided to a wage a freedom struggle to push out the aggressor, Pakistan under Gen Ziaul Haq supported their cause and became a host to 2.5 million Afghan refugees. Later on, the entire free world led by the USA joined in to confront the Soviets.

Pakistan was turned into a frontline state and given a package of US$ 3.5 billion economic and military assistance spread over five years to perform the difficult task. Muslim warriors from all over the world were motivated and funded by the USA, other western countries and Saudi Arabia and trained by Pakistan to wage a holy war against the Godless ideology of Communism. Osama Bin laden picked by the CIA from Saudi Arabia was one of them. The extraordinarily brave fight put up by the rag-tag Mujahideen against the might of a superpower was acknowledged and lavishly praised by the US and western media.

India being the camp follower of the Soviets remained on the other side of the fence and joined hands with them to confront Pakistan. She was highly perturbed over Pakistan being militarily strengthened by China and the USA and felt that the balance of power in South Asia might tilt in Pakistan's favour. The three countries having their own set of worries joined hands to form a Pakistan specific nexus RAW-KGB-KHAD to carry out sustained acts of sabotage and subversion to force it to refrain from supporting the Mujahideen. Al-Zulfiqar, a terrorist organisation led by slain ZA Bhutto sons, had its own set of grievances against the military regime. It also resorted to acts of terror throughout the eighties to destabilise the country. Hundreds of innocent civilians died in bomb blasts in crowded places. The possibility of a two-front war gained currency for which our forces had no means to confront. Pakistan stood up to the external and domestic challenges boldly.

The Afghan war came to an end in 1988 with the Mujahideen emerging as clear victors. The humiliating retreat of Soviet forces coupled with acute economic crisis led to the fragmentation of the Soviet Union in 1991 into 'Commonwealth of Independent States' and then the 'Russian Federation'. Pakistan had to suffer the fall-out effects of Afghan war in terms of religious extremism, the Kalashnikov and drug culture.

After the withdrawal of the Soviet forces, internecine fighting broke out between various Afghan factions, each vying for greater share in power. The death of General Zia and several other general officers in a mysterious air crash in August 1988 and Benazir Bhutto taking over power brought about a change in the Afghan policy. The situation in Afghanistan remained in a state of flux till the Taliban entered the arena and managed to capture almost the whole country in 1994.

The Northern Alliance led by Ahmed Shah Masud could retain only five per cent of the territory in the north and its leadership took refuge in Iran. The tiny toehold in Panjsher Valley could not be captured by the Taliban because of the whole-hearted military support of Russia, Iran and India and diplomatic support of the western world. Their sagging morale collapsed when Masud was killed in a bomb blast.

 

