
Afghanistan Falls to the Taliban
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Fear and frenzy gripped the people of Afghanistan in August after the country abruptly fell to the Taliban, a militant group of Islamist insurgents. After a two-week-long campaign that saw the group easily capture large regions of the beleaguered Asian nation, the Taliban completed its takeover by seizing the capital, Kabul, on August 15.   

“There was a big panic in the people who were out on the streets,” said Ali Latifi, a Kabul resident. “You could see literally hundreds and hundreds of people suddenly running in different directions.”

Shortly after the Taliban victory, Afghan President Ashraf Ghani fled the country. Afghan citizens, too, descended on Kabul's airport. Some clung to planes on the tarmac that were carrying departing American troops and workers. They were hoping against hope to escape their own country. 

A 20-year War

The Taliban takeover marked the troubling conclusion of a two‑decades‑old war between the United States and the Afghan insurgents. It’s the longest war the U.S. has ever fought.

The conflict was triggered by the events of September 11, 2001 – a day now known simply as 9/11. On that morning, al-Qaeda terrorists flew hijacked passenger jets into New York’s World Trade Center and the Pentagon building in Washington, killing nearly 3000 people.

In response, one month later, the U.S. invaded Afghanistan. The NATO alliance, which includes Canada, also joined the fight. Western countries were aiming to overthrow the Taliban, who controlled the country. 

Why? The U.S. claimed the Taliban had allowed al-Qaeda to live and train in Afghanistan, and that the group was hiding Osama bin Laden, the al-Qaeda leader and the mastermind behind the 9/11 attacks. 

A Deadly, Costly Conflict

Early in the war, the alliance succeeded in removing the Taliban from power, and in 2004, a new U.S.-backed government took over. But the insurgents, who knew the hills, valleys, and people of their nation very well, melted away and proved hard to defeat. Using guerilla tactics, they stubbornly fought and resisted. Over the years, they gained territory in some places and lost it in others. 

So the U.S. kept sending more troops  to try to gain control. The number of American soldiers peaked at 110,000 in 2011 – the same year an elite U.S. Navy SEAL team killed Mr. bin Laden in neighbouring Pakistan. Yet still the war dragged on, partly because the U.S. government wasn't only trying to defeat the Taliban – it was determined to establish a democracy in Afghanistan, and help the country rebuild. The U.S. also wanted to train the Afghan army so it could defend the country on its own.

However, many Americans began to lose patience with the conflict. The war and reconstruction efforts were expensive, costing at least one trillion dollars. And the toll on human life was terrible. Over 2400 U.S. soldiers died during the long conflict. Many other coalition troops, and tens of thousands of Afghans, were also killed. Millions more were displaced.

A Deal Is Struck

So in 2020, then-U.S. President Donald Trump began talks with the Taliban. He committed to withdraw U.S. troops by May 1, 2021. 

When U.S. President Joe Biden was elected last November, he continued down the path his predecessor had started. At first, he set a symbolic September 11 deadline for withdrawal, but later moved the date up to August 31. 
“It’s time to end America’s longest war,” he said, announcing the plan in April, when some 2500 U.S. troops remained in Afghanistan. “We cannot continue the cycle of extending or expanding our military presence in Afghanistan hoping to create the ideal conditions for our withdrawal, and expecting a different result.”

The Taliban’s Lightning Rise

That was all the Taliban needed to hear. As U.S. troops began leaving, the insurgents quickly mobilized. By early May, the group had established many checkpoints and outposts along the country’s main roads, flaunting their power. This display weakened Afghans’ faith in their own government and sapped the Afghan army's morale.

But no one anticipated how quickly the Taliban would regain control. In early August, city after city fell, but observers still believed it would be a month or longer before Kabul would be in Taliban hands. Instead, it took the group just ten days to take total control and capture the capital.  

A Desperate Situation

In late August, the U.S. dispatched some 5000 troops back to Afghanistan to help evacuate U.S. and allied personnel, including thousands of soldiers, citizens, embassy employees and their families, and “particularly vulnerable Afghan nationals” like interpreters and other support staff who had helped western nations during the war. Canada also sent two military planes to help with the evacuation effort. 

Meanwhile, a potential disaster looms for those left in Afghanistan. According to the United Nations, since the end of May, about 250,000 people have fled their homes. Women in particular are terrified they’ll face harsh treatment from the Taliban and will lose all the gains they made over the last 20 years. Since the takeover, said one woman, “Girls were not able to go to their universities; girls were asked to go to their home and male relatives [had to] fill in... their positions [at work].”

The situation, said another Afghan woman to the New York Times, is heartbreaking.

“To the world, [Kabul is] just a city that collapses, but to me, it’s not just a city. There are thousands of souls that collapse, there are millions of dreams that collapse – our history, our culture, our art, our beauty, our life.” 

About Afghanistan
Afghanistan is a land of both mountains and plains. The country experiences cold winters and hot summers, and is often threatened by earthquakes and floods.

At 652,225 square kilometres, the nation is about as large as Manitoba. Most of the 40 million people belong to one of four main ethnic groups: Pashtun, Tajik, Hazara, and Uzbek. About 99 percent of the population is Muslim. 

Afghanistan is one of the world’s least developed countries. In 2020, it ranked 169 out of 189 nations.

Did You Know?

Between 2001 and 2014, Canada sent 40,000 troops to fight in Afghanistan alongside its NATO allies and to help rebuild the country. A total of 165 Canadians died during the war.

Who Are The Taliban?
The Taliban emerged in Afghanistan in the early 1990s during a civil war that was taking place in the country. By 1998, 90 percent of all Afghan territory was under Taliban control.

The group follows a strict form of Islam. During Taliban rule, a system of Islamic law called Sharia was imposed. TV, music, and cinema were banned. Men were forced to grow beards. Women were denied education, had to restrict their activities, were ordered to wear burkas, and were told to blindly obey men. Those who objected risked harsh penalties – including death.

al-Qaeda: a radical Sunni Muslim terrorist group dedicated to eliminating a Western presence in Arab countries

burka: a loose piece of clothing that covers the head and body completely except for a space for the eyes

civil war: a war between two or more groups inside one country

guerilla: irregular warfare

insurgent: a person who fights against an established government or authority

Islamist: an advocate or supporter of Islamic fundamentalism

militant: using extreme and sometimes violent methods to achieve political or social change

NATO[North Atlantic Treaty Organization]: an international organization of 28 European and two North American countries who have agreed to support one another if attacked

Pentagon: the headquarters of the U.S. Department of Defense

Comprehension Questions

1. List at least four important background facts about Afghanistan.

2. Who are the Taliban? 

3. When did the Taliban first appear in Afghanistan? When did this group take power for the first time?
4. Describe life in Afghanistan after the Taliban first took power.

5. Describe the events of 9/11.
6. How did the United States and its allies respond to the 9/11 attacks?

7. Why did U.S. troops remain in Afghanistan for 20 years?

8. Why did the U.S. decide to remove its troops from Afghanistan?

9. What did the Taliban do after U.S. soldiers started to leave?

 Questions For Further Thought

1. There is global concern for the welfare of the people of Afghanistan. Women in particular are terrified they’ll face harsh treatment from the Taliban and will lose all the gains they made over the last 20 years.

Since the takeover, said one woman, “Girls were not able to go to their universities; girls were asked to go to their home and male relatives [had to] fill in... their positions [at work].”

As you see it, how will day-to-day life change for Afghan women with the Taliban in power? Give examples to support your response.

2. NATO is an international organization of 30 countries, including the U.S. and Canada, that have agreed to support each other if attacked. The U.S.-led invasion of Afghanistan, which was supported by NATO, was intended to overthrow the Taliban, whom the U.S. suspected of supporting al-Qaeda, the group responsible for the events of 9/11.

As you see it, what is the importance of NATO and other global alliances? Explain.
3. The article quotes an Afghan woman who said, “To the world, [Kabul is] just a city that collapses, but to me, it’s not just a city. There are thousands of souls that collapse, there are millions of dreams that collapse – our history, our culture, our art, our beauty, our life.”? 

How do you see these aspects of life in Afghanistan 'collapsing' under Taliban rule? Give reasons to support your response.

 Questions For Online Exploration

Note: The links below are listed at www.lesplan.com/en/links for easy access. 

1. There has been harsh criticism of President Biden and the U.S. government for poorly planning the withdrawal of troops from Afghanistan. Critics point to the fact that Mr. Biden's administration has now been forced to dispatch 5000 troops back to Afghanistan to help safely evacuate U.S. and allied personnel.

View any of the following links to learn more about why President Biden stands behind his decision and how critics are reacting:
https://www.yout-ube.com/watch?v=xuZ-R1aYpOo 
https://www.yout-ube.com/watch?v=W_G7OhAp4J4
https://www.yout-ube.com/watch?v=u7EC1Cgi9-A
Do you agree with President Biden or his critics? Explain.

2. Learn more about how the Taliban were able to gain control of Afghanistan so quickly:
https://www.yout-ube.com/watch?v=zuXCtJycdI0
https://www.yout-ube.com/watch?v=EBRyWXLNcIw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-lCnZBDGbO8
As you see it, what challenges will the Taliban face as the new government of Afghanistan? Give examples to support your response.

3. According to the United Nations, since the end of May, about 250,000 Afghans have fled their homes. Malala Yousafzai, a Pakistani activist for female education and the youngest winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, has spoken about her concerns for the women and girls in Afghanistan under Taliban rule: https://www.yout-ube.com/watch?v=wRopNHZDBto
How does she hope that foreign countries involved in peace talks with the Taliban will act to support the people of Afghanistan? Do you agree with her ideas? Explain.

4. Afghan Canadians are speaking out and imploring the Canadian government to do more to support the people of Afghanistan. Learn more about what they want Canada to do and how the government is reacting to their pleas:
https://www.yout-ube.com/watch?v=0jxlYDorL1s
https://www.yout-ube.com/watch?v=t5BDYn8CWOQ
https://www.yout-ube.com/watch?v=ZGJd5L554OI

As you see it, what should Canada's role in supporting Afghanistan be? Give examples to support your response.
 Putting It All Together

A. Write the letter that corresponds to the best answer on the line beside each question: 
______ 1. What is the population of Afghanistan?

a) 5 million
b) 23 million

c) 40 million
d) 65 million

e) 112 million

______ 2. When the Taliban first came to power, the group imposed a rigid legal system called:

a) common law
b) Sharia law

c) civil law
d) religious law

e) Canon law

______3. Who negotiated an agreement to remove U.S. soldiers from Afghanistan?

a) President Biden
b) President Obama

c) President Putin
d) President Ghani 

e) President Trump

B. Mark the statements T (True) or F (False). If a statement is True, write one important fact to support it on the line below. If a statement is False, write the words that make it true on the line below. 

______ 4. True or False? The U.S. attacked the Taliban in 2001 because the group had allowed al-Qaeda to live and  

train in Afghanistan.

______ 5. True or False? Canada sent some 40,000 troops to Afghanistan.

______ 6. True or False? The U.S.-led war in Afghanistan lasted 14 years.

C. Fill in the blanks to complete each sentence.




7. The Taliban is a militant group of Islamist _______________________ .

8. The U.S. spent ______________________  ______________________ dollars on the war in Afghanistan. (2)

9. Shortly after the Taliban takeover, Afghan President Ashraf Ghani ______________________ the country. 

D. Respond to the following question in paragraph form. (Use a separate sheet of paper if necessary.)
10. Do you agree or disagree with the U.S. decision to withdraw its troops from Afghanistan? Give reasons to support your response.

Articles and Questions


Each free article of What in the World? includes: ��1) a PDF file 


and 


2) a Word file 


These files contain only the article and questions. They do not contain Answer Keys. 


This Word file allows students to complete assignments using a computer either at school or at home. Teachers can assign all or parts of the file by email attachment or a school website. The Word file also allows teachers to:


• easily modify and format content including changing fonts and text sizes 


• create a PDF document and use Adobe Reader's 'Read Out Loud Mode'


• save paper and copying costs and help protect the environment 


• promote and encourage students’ computer skills





What Else Can You Do With The Word File?


#1) You can easily upload the file to Google Docs and share it with students or other teachers. See how here:


� HYPERLINK "https://support.google.com/drive/answer/2424368?hl=en" �https://support.google.com/drive/answer/2424368?hl=en�


#2) Translate the uploaded document into another language. (see Tools>Translate document). Google Docs will create a new copy of the original file but you will need to edit the document to suit your requirements. Google Docs can translate into over 100 languages including Spanish, Mandarin, German, etc. See how here:


� HYPERLINK "https://support.google.com/docs/answer/187189?hl=en&co=GENIE.Platform=Desktop" �https://support.google.com/docs/answer/187189?hl=en&co=GENIE.Platform=Desktop�








Level 2 • Issue 1

       What in the World? •  Sample


 - 7 -

