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Since September | Ith 2001 Afghanistan has dominated the news,
as it did for a decade during the Soviet occupation (1979-89), and
long before, when, in the nineteenth and early twentieth century,
its mountain ranges formed the backdrop to the Great Game.
Angelo Rasanayagam has revised and updated his magisterial work,

which is the first major history of modern Afghanistan. It traces the

country's development from the succession of Abdul Rahman

Khan, the 'Iron Amir' in 1880, through to the demise of the Taliban

under US bombing over the winter of 200l and the interim

regime that was subsequently established in Kabul by Hamid

Karzai. Afghanistan: A Modern History is of vital importance for

understanding the country's current crisis and the challenges it

faces. Angelo Rasanayagam's book is essential reading for

historians, policy-makers, journalists, students and all those
interested in the state of the world today.

'Few people are as uniquely qualified as Angelo Rasanayagam to
write about Central Asia...In Afghanistan: A Modern History Mr.
Rasanayagam uses the knowledge thus gained to present to the
reader a fully detailed account of Afghanistan's fall into communism,

and the chaos and eventual theocratic dictatorship that resulted
from it. - Sol Schindler, The Washington Times

'The first major history of modern Afghanistan'

- Fred Rhodes, The Middle East
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Foreword

ngelo Rasanayagam's scholarly analysis of the Afghan imbroglio reads

average reader, particularly in the West, this is no mean achievement.

Risinayagam manages to seize the thread of this beleaguered country's
repeated upheavals to walk the reader through the events leading up to
September 11, 2001.

This book should be required reading for those who are weary of sterco
types and who feel the need to understand the confusing factors that led to
the destruction of the World Trade Center. Tracing Afghanistan's tragic
lustory, from the nineteenth century geo political 'Great Game' to what the
untry faces today, the book reveals the successive impact of foreign troops
mel mercenaries, modern weapons and land mines, war by proxy and drugs,
all of which have compounded the corruption and infighting in what remains
a tribal and feudal society.

('an Afghanistan emerge, Phoenix-like, as a viable and stable state, despite
(ur because of US involvement and future 'pipeline politics? In the last few

decades Afghanistan has faced the imposition of a ruthless communist
regime, following the monarchy and the short-lived Daoud republic, only to
have the resulring chaos of warlords and infighting replaced by an obscuran-
tist and retrograde foreign import known as the. Taliban. Can a return to the
wisdom of the traditional jirgas overcome the fragmentation, the destruction
and the appalling suffering after so many years of conflict?

If bilateral and international humanitarian and developmental assistance
is to produce lasting results, those in charge, and particularly the donors and
the public at large, will benefit greatly from reading Angelo Rasanayagam's

book and reflecting on its lucid and far-reaching analysis.

Prince Sadruddin Aga Khan

..Former UN Coordinator for Afghanistan
and UN High Commissioner for Refugees



Pretace and Acknowledgements

volunrarly with UNHER assurance, with a further 358.000 returning in
1993. The question that askeet moself or the time was: what kind of country
were these refugee victims of war and foreign occupation returning to? I
began work on the present book in ansuer to that question.

The year 2001 marked the cenrenary of the death of the Afghan Amir
Abdur Rahman Khan. With the arrival of the Talban on the Afghan scene,
the state that he had created against great oids foundered, leaving only a
territory fought over by rival factions - a sorry spectacle that would have
broken the Iron Amir's heart. Seen from this trage perspective, the great
advantage of writing an analytical history of Afghanistan over the last 120
years is that the record acquires a built-in structure, consisting of a beginning,
a middle, and an end. This answered to the Aristotelian recipe for unity of
action in a Greek tragedy, or as the irreverent English poet Philip Larkin
expressed it, 'a beginning, a muddle and an end'.

Since the publication of the book, two dear friends associated with its

production have sadly passed away. The distinguished author of the Fore-
word, Prince Sadruddin Aga Khan, was the High Commissioner I had the
honour to serve during the first cight years of my career with UNHCR. He
was one of the first to be informed of my book project and took a special

interest in its progress. He was the first to receive a copy of the completed
manuscript and graciously undertook to write the Foreword after I had found

a publisher. He was taken ill later that year, succumbing in the spring of
2003. Sergio Vieira de Mello, a cherished friend for over 30 years, was killed
in Baghdad in the summer of 2003, bringing an exceptionally brilliant career
In the service of the United Nations to a tragic and untimely end. I had

The ale sot the bock lad mee orge m my proximiry to the tragic
ham.etaller of the Argh.usaga. murally. when sening in 1985-86

es the toret obed ot masson of the l'inted Narions High Commis
somes lot Retuered SHeR) m the Ilam Republe of Iran, a country that
l. generous plosing how at the time ro over 2.2 million Afghan refugees;
and later, a head ot the THe ROttie in Peshawar, Pakisran, in 1991-93.
lu lateran, com cle event the withereal do Soner troops in 1989, the influx
hond peaked to ever 33 million retugees In 1002, afrer the fall of the com-
manst Neglollab regune, 1.377.000 Atghan refugees in Pakestan repatriated



PREFACE & ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

conveyed to him my fears regarding his assignment, not on account of the

physical risks - that would never deter Sergio - but because of the political

risks of UN involvement in the Iraqi quagmire. But Sergio was a consummate

practationer of the art of the possible. And that I believe was what made him
a prime rarget for his assassins. In replying to my advice, he said: 'I still
cherish our youthful ideals for a better world.'

I am grateful to the many friends, colleagues, andacquaintances, too
minerous to mention, who have unknowingly helped shape my thoughts and

ideas. In Peshawar, I am indebted to the many informal conversations I had
with my counterparts, senior Pakistani government officials, with first-hand
knowledge of Afghan affairs, who were long and closely associated with
UNHCR in the management of the multi-faceted programmes of assistance
to the then largest refugee population in the world. My thanks also go to
Nancy Hatch Dupree, the widow of the great Louis Dupree, whose store of
mureral on Afghanistan was made freely accessible to me, and to UNHCR
and NGO staff who brought back snippets of interesting information from

their frequent forays into the field, both in Afghanistan and in Pakistan.
Besides my considerable debt to Louis Dupree's substantial pioneering

work on Afghanistan, as well as to the work of Ahmed Rashid in the writing
ot this book, I am also much indebred to Barnett R. Rubin's scholarly analy
is of the more recent history in his books and essays. Mr Rubin has acquired
an international reputation as a leading contemporary expert on Afghanistan,
and I owe much to his valuable insights. While preparing the paperback

cilirion of this book, I noticed with some embarrassment that while I had
erected some of his contributions, in the text and endnotes to relevant
chapters, I had failed regrettably to do so in some others, particularly with

regard to Chapters 1 and 11. This edition gives me the opportunity to further
icknowledge my debt to Mr Rubin's valued original research and to apologize
to, him at the same time for my previous omissions.

In Geneva, my special thanks go to Harish Kapur, Professor Emeritus of
the University of Geneva, and to Wahid Tarzi. They both reviewed the drafts
of initial chapters of the book, and offered valuable comments, Wahid Tarzi's
being drawn from his special 'insider's knowledge' of the Afghan monarchy,
and Professor Kapur's from the viewpoint of a professional historian. During
il visit to Australia, I called on Professor Amin Saikal, Director of the Centre
for Middle Eastern and Central Asian Studies at the Australian National
University in Canberra. He gave me some useful guidance and copies of some
rexts in his possession.

I owe a special debt of gratitude to two dear friends: Frances Bennet-
Papazafiropoulos, head of the English section of the editorial and translation
services of the International Labour Organization in Geneva who, despite a
heary workload, was painstakingly thorough in her editing of the entire
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manuscript during her hard-won leisure hours; and to Lily Papandropoulos
of the International Red Cross who very obligingly translated some German
texts into English I also wish to express my appreciation of former UNHCR
colleagues who have assisted. chiefly bo making available to me documents
bearing on my researches Ther are Sergio Vietra de Mello, Daniel Bellamy,
former head of the Atghan Desk, and Sin Wyeratne, a former chief of
mission in Kabul I owe a special debt to John Andrew of UNHCR who
inducted me into the mysteries of word-processing after I had acquired, with
some trepidation, a personal computer on his advice. Without a PC, I could
not have produced this book

Last but nor least, I greatly benefired from the constructive dialogue with
Turi Munthe, my editor at 1 B. Taurs He helped me to bridge the distance
between author and reader with his insightful comments on content and
form I am also thankful to Tur for initiating a greenhorn into the somewhat
opaque world of publishing

Coppet (Vaud), Switzerland
July 2005

Angelo Rasanayagam
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