
To Live or to Perish 
Forever: Two Tumultuous 
Years in Pakistan

Nicholas Schmidle 
(New York: Henry Holt & Co., 2009), 
272 pages.

In March 2007, Pakistani President 
Pervez Musharraf sacked Chief Justice 
Iftikhar Mohammad Chaudhry as a 
result of the latter’s refusal to endorse 
a renewal of Musharraf’s presidency. 
Chaudhry’s dismissal exposed Pakistani 
civil society’s growing distrust of 
Musharraf’s rule, moving the nation to 
the verge of instability.

American journalist Nicholas 
Schmidle was in Karachi in May 2007, 
when the pro-Musharraf Muttahida 
Quami Movement staged a rally on 
the same day Chaudhry was to address 
a gathering of lawyers in the city. He 
witnessed riots that quickly spiraled 
into ethnic strife—the gathering was a 
microcosm of a nation plagued by ethnic 
tensions among its Baluchis, Pashtuns, 
Punjabis and Sindhis. Schmidle posits 
that the failure of the state security appa-
ratus to quell the violence in Karachi 

was a deliberate attempt by Musharraf’s 
regime to further destabilize an ethni-
cally-divided nation, thereby rebuffing 
any viable opposition.

Schmidle’s interviews with Islamist 
militants and political leaders in Swat 
and Waziristan reveal the complexity 
of changing alliances between Pakistani 
Islamist militants and the Afghan 
Taliban. Schmidle learned that many 
terrorist attacks carried out by Islamist 
militants are a way for feuding tribes 
to settle old scores that have lasted 
decades, and are not necessarily part 
of a broader political Islamist agenda. 
Furthermore, Schmidle implies that 
viewing a disparate group of Islamist 
militants as a monolith is problematic.

After being deported from 
Pakistan in January 2008, Schmidle 
returned seven months later on the 
eve of Musharraf’s resignation and the 
assumption of the presidency by Asif 
Ali Zardari, Benazir Bhutto’s widower. 
Shortly after his return to Pakistan, 
Schmidle was tailed by Pakistan’s 
various intelligence agencies. Pakistan’s 
clandestine agencies remain a formi-
dable force domestically and region-
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ally, in both intelligence-gathering and 
intimidation of potential adversaries 
and unwelcome Westerners. These agen-
cies are ultimately subsumed under an 
army that remains the dominant player 
in Pakistan’s political life. For fear of 
his personal safety, Schmidle quickly 
left Pakistan again—a harrowing expe-
rience that signifies the Pakistani mili-
tary’s resolve in preserving its powerful 
role within the state, illustrating that 
civilian-led governments have been of 
ephemeral importance during much of 
Pakistan’s sixty-two-year history.

Schmidle’s book does a great job 
of capturing important nuances of 
Pakistani culture and politics, and his 
analysis is well done. He skillfully cap-
tures subtleties and details that most 
writers neglect or even get wrong. 

Waheed Ahmad Sheikh

Building a New Afghanistan 
Robert Rotberg, ed.
(Washington: Brookings Institution 
Press, 2007), 242 pages.

In late 2006, Afghanistan saw a 
Taliban resurgence and, consequently, 
a deteriorating security situation. At 
that time, Robert Rotberg assembled 
nine contributors from Afghanistan, the 
United States and the United Kingdom 
to offer broad policy diagnoses for the 
various problems plaguing the country. 

In the first part of Building a New 
Afghanistan, the Afghan contributors, 
including Ali Jalali, Hekmat Karzai 
and Hedayat Amin-Arsala, consider the 

legacy of war in Afghanistan. According 
to Jalali, a former interior minister, 
both the Soviet intervention during the 
1980s and the civil war in the 1990s 
involved internal armed factions and 
competing foreign states that crippled 
Afghan institutions. Jalali contends 
that, in order to rebuild and overcome 
this turbulent history, sustainable civil 
affairs assistance is needed in the rural 
areas of Afghanistan, such as building 
new schools or providing health ser-
vices. 

In the economic sphere, Alastair 
McKechnie of the World Bank argues 
that microfinance, telecommunications, 
horticulture and mineral deposits are 
some of the areas that hold favorable 
prospects for short- to medium-term 
development. S. Frederick Starr of the 
Central Asia-Caucasus Institute empha-
sizes the role that regional integration 
can play in Afghanistan’s economic 
development, such as new energy links 
from Central Asia or routes to warm 
water ports. Cindy Fazey, a criminolo-
gist, concludes that a mainstreamed 
alternative livelihoods program, such 
as growing wheat or apricots instead 
of opium, in conjunction with vigorous 
law enforcement, is the most effective 
way to respond to Afghanistan’s drug 
dilemma. This is preferable to aerial 
spraying, for example, which could cause 
U.S. and NATO troops to lose support 
from local Afghan farmers. Skidmore 
College Dean Paula Newberg encour-
ages readers not to neglect democratic 
development; if reconstruction becomes 
separated from it, Afghanistan’s polit-
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ical trajectory will be seriously com-
promised. Judicial reform, she asserts, 
is what policymakers should focus on, 
since it strikes at the heart of both 
democratic development and material 
reconstruction in Afghanistan.

Although the book touches on a 
broad array of issues, it offers few 
specifics on how to address some key 
challenges, such as corruption or recon-
ciliation with the Taliban. Indeed, not 
a single contributor focuses on these 
issues, which are likely to be pivotal 
in shaping the future of Afghanistan. 
Readers interested in strategic-level 
initiatives in Afghanistan will enjoy 
Rotberg’s book, but overall it covers 
too many topics without delving into 
the details necessary to execute policy 
initiatives. 

Jeffrey Klug 

The Taliban and the Crisis 
of Afghanistan 
Robert D. Crews, Amin Tarzi, eds.
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2008), 430 pages.

Robert Crews and Amin Tarzi’s The 
Taliban and the Crisis of Afghanistan con-
sists of a compilation of eight essays from 
leading scholars of history, politics and 
society. It offers a composite perspective 
on the historical and political evolution 
of the Taliban in Afghanistan, focused 
on the internal political dynamics 
that underpin external observations of 
change. 

The book frames observation of 

the Taliban within the context of 
Afghanistan’s geography, noting the 
varied topographies that exist across 
eight climatic zones. From the bayonet 
peaks of the Hindu Kush to the arid 
deserts of Kandahar, historical, ethnic, 
linguistic and religious pluralities make 
Afghanistan both rich and complex. 
The authors establish that identities are 
rarely simple in Afghanistan.

Each of the eight essays traces the 
rise of the Taliban from its inception 
in 1994, uniformly highlighting that 
the name Taliban as a static term fails 
to describe a dynamic movement. In 
Kandahar Province, the Taliban gained 
local support when Mullah Mohammad 
Omar and his band of madrassah students 
liberated a fleet of Pakistani transport 
trucks carrying high-value fuel from 
Central Asia from bandits and began 
guaranteeing safe transport between 
the border town of Spin Boldak and 
the provincial capital of Kandahar City. 
The Taliban as a single entity does not 
justifiably reflect its plurality of func-
tions, from a regional security force to 
a dynamic cultural body of norms and 
influences that has solidified Pashtun 
fellowship and institutionalized funda-
mentalist Islam.

Central to today’s debate on 
American military expansion in one of 
the world’s most volatile regions, the 
breadth of Crews and Tarzi’s edited 
volume undermines the simplicity with 
which the AfPak strategy is framed as 
a regional palliative. The essays deeply 
probe those relationships and identities 
that belie the Taliban as a monolith and 
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uncover a human rationale that, though 
driven by fear, insecurity, ignorance and 
opportunism, must be understood and 
addressed if peace is to become a viable 
reality.

Scott E. Hartley

The Great Partition

Yasmin Khan
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2007), 251 pages.

With only the eldest people of South 
Asia able to recall the subcontinent’s 
traumatic decolonization and division 
over sixty years ago, historians of the 
region work in a critical and shrinking 
window of time. Though academics 
have gained greater freedom to discuss 
events, they are tragically missing out 
on the opportunity to record them.

Yasmin Khan’s recent contribution, 
The Great Partition, takes advantage of 
this newfound latitude to discuss the 
division of India and Pakistan. It begins 
just before the end of the British Raj 
and moves through World War II. The 
war, Khan argues, provided the suitable 
conditions for a turbulent transition. 
At first, the book alternates between 
a political history and a history of the 
poor masses, but the final 150 pages 
read as one long, sweeping descrip-
tion of massive violence and forced 
migration among the lower and middle 
classes. Analytical interjections and col-
orful anecdotes help to diversify the 
text, but the misery of the times, as 
wonderfully described by The Great 

Partition, is inescapable. 
The book recalls without bias the 

systematic killings, kidnappings and 
rapes committed by both (soon-to-be) 
Pakistanis and Indians. Indeed, Khan 
says, the two nascent groups destroyed 
and shamed their own. She places much 
blame on the British for hastily dividing 
the land and failing to provide security 
throughout the transition, as well as on 
the South Asian middle class for stra-
tegically pushing party politics toward 
the edge of violent extremism.

At only 251 pages, the book may 
be dismissed by scholars who demand 
volumes for one of the twentieth cen-
tury’s most cataclysmic human rights 
disasters, but in covering an era of 
history so pertinent in today’s politics, 
this book provides an efficient and 
insightful review. More importantly, as 
political tensions persist between India 
and Pakistan, Khan’s account offers a 
reconciliatory approach to an otherwise 
partisan and violent history.

Kyle Henderson

In the Graveyard of 
Empires: America’s War in 
Afghanistan

Seth G. Jones
(New York: W.W. Norton & Co. 2009), 
352 pages. 

For many, the history of Afghanistan 
symbolizes the failure of foreign inter-
vention. In Seth Jones’ In The Graveyard 
of Empires, however, the RAND con-
sultant frames foreign intervention in 
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terms of possibility rather than inevi-
table defeat. Jones regards the recent 
insurgency as a direct result of the 
government’s inability to improve life 
in rural areas where local Afghans, left 
in a political vacuum, were persuaded or 
coerced to support militants. The initial 
determination of the United States 
to steer clear of the entanglements of 
nation building added to this short-
coming. 

Drawing an important lesson from 
the Soviet experience, Jones argues that 
garnering local support within Afghan 
clans and sub-clans is indispensable 
to the success of the current NATO 
mission. Decoupling the drug trade from 
politics, while maintaining a balance 
with powerful political figures who may 
be involved, is another major task. Jones 
also details the crucial importance of 
regional politics. While today Al Qaeda 
leaders based in Pakistan support the 
Taliban in opposition to the apostate 
Hamid Karzai regime, the government 
of Pakistan also previously supported 
the Taliban in a delicate game of regional 
politics aimed at installing a malleable 
government in Kabul. The extent to 
which this has stopped is debatable.

The author attempts to construct an 
underlying connection between failed 
incursions in Afghanistan throughout 
history. Though it is difficult to verify 
the linkages between events separated 
by centuries or millennia presented in 
the book, the author effectively portrays 
a rugged and unrelenting environment 
which has transferred attributes to its 
peoples and as such created a particu-

larly unwelcoming setting for both past 
conquest and current Western develop-
ment approaches. Jones contrasts this 
image with the fact that despite turmoil, 
Afghanistan endures as it has for a very 
long time. He concludes that the aim of 
existing operations should be security 
and the prospect of easing the harsh-
ness of life in Afghanistan. This will not 
be achieved unless policymakers learn 
from the previous empires whose efforts 
died there.

Dacia McPherson

The Duel: Pakistan on the 
Flight Path of American 
Power

Tariq Ali
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 2008), 
304 pages.

Tariq Ali’s book, The Duel: Pakistan 
on the Flight Path of American Power, comes 
at a timely moment given the current 
debate on Pakistan and its many poten-
tial futures. In it, Ali provides a his-
torical overview of Pakistan’s recurrent 
oscillation between incompetent civilian 
administrations and military dictator-
ships which, in combination with the 
business elite, have come to represent 
the country’s entrenched interests. This 
trio has consistently hijacked the levers 
of power across the country’s various 
decision-making institutions for private 
gain. 

While not a new contention, Ali 
provides evidence against some popular 
myths that policymakers, particularly 
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in the United States, would do well 
to consider. In particular, he notes the 
West’s misconception that the popu-
lation is predominantly composed of 
raving extremists, and that it is these 
extremists who will hijack the coun-
try’s nuclear capability. Ali is also right 
in saying that U.S. foreign policy in 
Pakistan has consistently and continu-
ously impeded the organic develop-
ment of democracy in the country. An 
example is the extent to which the army 
has been strengthened vis-à-vis other 
decision-making institutions, largely 
thanks to bilateral U.S. military aid. 
His policy prescriptions are not par-
ticularly innovative including economic 
reform and the social empowerment of 
women. 

For those new to the subject who 
desire a concise overview of Pakistani 
history since independence, this book 
should suffice. Keener readers eager for 
a more detailed, nuanced and substan-
tive analysis, however, would do well to 
look elsewhere.

Mujtaba Rahman

Reconciliation: Islam, 
Democracy, and the West

Benazir Bhutto
(New York: HarperCollins, 2008), 352 
pages.

 
Benazir Bhutto’s Reconciliation, 

Islam, Democracy, and the West is a useful 
addition to the growing literature 
that addresses the congruence, or lack 
thereof, of democracy and Islam. In a 

bold, robust and historical analysis, she 
tackles this issue with a considerable 
degree of success.

 One distinct aspect of her book is 
the attention given to the differences 
inherent within several distinct sects 
of Islam. She bluntly reminds Muslims 
that they should engage in collective 
introspection rather than externalizing 
all of their grievances. There is nothing 
new about this line of thought. What 
makes Bhutto’s work refreshing is that 
someone of her caliber is courageous 
enough to address it from a point of 
knowledge as opposed to ignorance. 

In this book, she has gone the extra 
mile in debunking some of the long held 
perceptions that the crisis within the 
Muslim Ummah began with the West. 
She illustrates instances in which intra-
Muslim conflicts have wreaked more 
havoc than is readily acknowledged by 
many Muslims. Further, Bhutto suc-
ceeds in correcting the misinformation 
that Islam is a monolithic system that 
is immune to change. In her book she 
illustrates that there are various schools 
of thought and diverse ways of looking 
at issues within Islam.

The book’s weakness emerges, 
however, when she turns to her own 
country of Pakistan. While there are ele-
ments of truth in some points she makes, 
in the end she comes off rather pompous 
and grandiose. She primes herself as the 
redeemer of Pakistan—anybody who 
opposes her or her father’s legacy is seen 
as the enemy of the Pakistani people. At 
this point, the book degenerates into a 
propaganda campaign for the Pakistani 
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Peoples Party and herself. Her enlight-
ening analysis of Islam and democracy 
would have been better off without such 
grandiose personalization.

 Abdullahi Boru

Seeds of Terror: How 
Heroin is Bankrolling the 
Taliban and Al Qaeda

Gretchen Peters
(New York: Thomas Dunne Books, 
2009), 320 pages.

 
In Seeds of Terror, journalist Gretchen 

Peters gives readers an in-depth look 
at all sides of the heroin trade in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. The book 
explores the multifaceted issues sur-
rounding this multibillion dollar illegal 
industry. Through exhaustive research 
that includes firsthand interviews, over 
a decade of travel and exclusive previews 
of classified documents, Peters attempts 
to answer many interlinked questions. 
For example: Who is benefiting from 
this drug trade: the Taliban, Al Qaeda 
or the U.S.-backed Afghan government? 
When and how did this rampant trade 
take hold in these volatile areas? Where 
is the money from this trade going? 
How might it affect U.S. security?

Peters builds a solid case for her 
argument that narco-traffickers, ter-
rorist groups and other related inter-
national criminals are in fact the new 
axis of evil. In this battle, Afghanistan 
is the main front for a revitalized 
Taliban dependent on opium crops for 
70 percent of its funds. Throughout 

the book, she eloquently argues that 
the failure to stop the money flow 
to terrorist networks from this illegal 
trade is the single greatest failure in 
the Bush administration’s global war 
on terror. Indeed, Peters presents a 
compelling case when she argues, “This 
war isn’t about ideology or religion. 
It’s about creating a new economy for 
Afghanistan—and breaking the cycle 
of violence and extremism that has 
gripped the region for decades.”

While her policy suggestions are 
not strong, Peters’ background research 
and fast-paced writing style are admi-
rable, making this a must-read for 
anyone interested in the region and also 
an important resource for the Obama 
administration as it rewrites the script 
for U.S. engagement in Afghanistan.

 Gerri Pozez

Descent into Chaos: The 
United States and the 
Failure of Nation Building 
in Pakistan, Afghanistan, 
and Central Asia

Ahmed Rashid
(New York: Viking Adult, 2008), 484 
pages.

As the Obama administration has 
refocused attention from Iraq to the 
upsurge of violence in Afghanistan, 
regional experts, like Pakistani jour-
nalist Ahmed Rashid, have been increas-
ingly indispensable. Known for his pre-
science in alerting the public about the 
dangers of rising Islamist extremism 
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before September 11th, Rashid’s latest 
book examines the consequences of U.S. 
policies in Afghanistan and Pakistan 
after 9/11. 

In Descent into Chaos, Rashid asserts 
that persistent U.S. inattention to 
Afghanistan and Pakistan following the 
2003 invasion of Iraq allowed for the 
Taliban’s return to Afghanistan and 
a re-solidification of its influence on 
both sides of the Durand Line. Instead 
of turning westward, he argues, the 
United States should have completed 
its mission and focused on building the 
institutional capacity and economy of 
the nascent Afghan state. He is highly 
critical of the U.S. approach to nation-
building in Afghanistan, in particular 
its partnerships with warlords and rela-
tionship with the Pakistani state and 
military.

Rashid ends the book with a note 
of pessimism about deteriorating con-
ditions in Pakistan and Afghanistan 
and prospects for stability. Since the 
book’s 2008 publication, however, there 
are newly elected heads of state in 
Pakistan and the United States. This 
has caused attitudes in both coun-
tries to place renewed emphasis on 
eradicating the Taliban and Al Qaeda. 
Though some of Rashid’s recommen-
dations now seem dated, many others 
demonstrate the insight of his earlier 
works, including the prescription to 
view Afghanistan and Pakistan holisti-
cally, which the Obama administration 
has done in naming a special advisor 
for AfPak. Rashid also advises that 
the United States and its NATO allies 

reevaluate their goals and calls atten-
tion to the need for additional Afghan 
National Army and police funding. He 
cautions that, if ignored, Central Asia 
may become the next breeding ground 
for Islamist extremism. Given Rashid’s 
record, warnings like this should not be 
disregarded.

			        Sonia Luthra

After the Taliban: Life 
and Security in Rural 
Afghanistan

Neamatollah Nojumi, Dyan Mazurana, 
Elizabeth Stites
(Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2009), 
309 pages.

 
While talk of troop levels and the 

greater geopolitical game consume 
much of the current assessment of 
Afghanistan, After the Taliban uncovers 
the challenges to basic human security 
among the country’s rural population, a 
potentially crucial issue for the region’s 
future. The book is a result of the 
work of research scholars and academics 
from Tufts University and George 
Mason University who conducted field 
work in 2003 and 2004 focusing on 
Afghanistan’s Badghis, Balkh, Herat, 
Kabul, Kandahar and Nangarhar prov-
inces. The focus of the book is on secu-
rity, livelihoods and various systems of 
justice in Afghanistan. The writers tease 
out various threads of development that, 
woven together, could support a strong 
society if properly addressed: health 
care, civil society, education, family 
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structure and economic development.
Though Nojumi et al. offer few sur-

prises regarding the problems faced by 
rural Afghans, the authors explore lesser 
known aspects of the society. They then 
effectively assess how a variety of social 
factors have fluctuated, for better and 
for worse, after the fall of the Taliban. 
One example is the practice of badal, in 
which women are exchanged in marriage 
between families to settle disputes. The 
continuance of such practices indicates 
the weakness of the judicial system.

This section proves to be the most 
interesting, as it highlights how authori-
ties blatantly abuse power and offer no 
recourse to those wronged. It notes the 
importance of building capacity, espe-
cially among women, to ensure that 
people feel confident in bringing cases 
to court and seeking justice. Indeed, as 
the book unfolds, the negative impact 
of staggering gender inequality becomes 
evident. Whether it is inadequate access 
to medical attention or the distance 
a girl must travel to reach school, it 
becomes clear that gender inequality 
will impede Afghanistan’s stability and 
success in the long run.

At times the prose gets bogged down 
with numbers and repetitive statements. 
Further, the author fails to focus on the 
potential role of an independent and 
robust media to foster social change in 
the region. Despite such shortcomings, 
this book serves as a vital resource to 
those who have an academic interest in 
Afghanistan or are involved in policy-
making in the country.

 Rohina Phadnis

Women of Afghanistan in 
the Post-Taliban Era 
Rosemarie Skaine
(Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland & Co., 
2008), 193 pages.

Rosemarie Skaine’s Women 
of Afghanistan in the Post-Taliban Era 
attempts to evaluate changes in the 
quality of life for Afghanistan’s women 
since the fall of the Taliban. Despite 
the book’s dense documentation from 
NGOs, the UN and government offi-
cials, the language and structure of the 
book is very accessible. While the author 
did not live in or visit Afghanistan, the 
book still gives the reader a compelling 
view on an important issue.

Skaine’s optimism regarding the 
future of women in Afghanistan mainly 
originates from her discussions with 
women who are currently high-level 
government officials and who secured 
their positions as a result of the U.S. 
invasion. While this is a very important 
trend, the majority of these success 
stories concern women who were edu-
cated and/or lived in the West for some 
time. Considering that Afghanistan’s 
poverty prevents all but a few very elite 
members of the society from sending 
their children abroad, one might wonder 
if these women truly represent change 
for Afghan women more generally. 

Additional evidence seems encour-
aging at first glance, but Skaine utilizes 
incomplete measures such as “enroll-
ment in school.” Such an indicator may 
have little value considering that most 
of those schools have no teachers, desks 
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or buildings. Skaine highlights this by 
noting various testimonies—one of the 
more interesting of which describes 
how Afghanistan’s main university did 
not have a single map of the world for 
long periods of time. This highlights 
the reality that the value of attending 
school may be limited by the schools’ 
capacity to give an appropriate educa-
tion to its students. While Skaine offers 
this anecdotal evidence, she does not 
integrate it with her quantitative mea-
sures and thus fails to consider it in her 
final conclusions.

The war in Afghanistan is still 
ongoing and every improvement in the 
lives of Afghans and especially Afghan 
women is extremely fragile. Estimating 
the meaningful changes in a country 
that is in a state of war when the lives 
of its citizens are in constant flux is a 
complex challenge that perhaps cannot 
be adequately measured at present. 

Irina Gambs

Fixing Failed States

Ashraf Ghani, Clare Lockhart
(New York: Oxford University Press, 
2008), 254 pages.

While many of the international 
practitioners who worked in Afghanistan 
in recent years have profited from their 
experiences by writing bestsellers, 
others, such as Ashraf Ghani and Clare 
Lockhart, are now engaged with more 
holistic questions of international devel-
opment. Ghani’s commitment has even 

extended to running for high office in 
Afghanistan—he was a presidential can-
didate in the 2009 elections. Ghani and 
Lockhart’s work designing development 
projects with the UN, World Bank and 
Afghan government later formed the 
foundation for a grand state-building 
framework. Their book, Fixing Failed 
States, is a critical and programmatic 
account developed around the ups an 
downs of this process.

The idea of failed states is not new 
to the academic and policy communi-
ties. Prior discussion has highlighted 
the need to increase local governments’ 
ability to deliver services rather than 
rely on aid agencies to do so. Ghani and 
Lockhart, however, attempt to estab-
lish a conceptual and systemic account 
instead of simply offering strict policy 
prescriptions. The mechanistic sound of 
the term “fixing“ failed states may not 
be liked by some academics, but doing 
so allows the authors to adopt a func-
tionalistic approach in understanding 
the state in practice and facilitates illus-
tration by actual historical examples.

The book is written based on the 
experience of once-failed states that have 
managed to “reverse history” by rees-
tablishing themselves. The examples are 
geographically diverse, from Singapore 
to Spain to even the American South. 
While the book may seem pessimistic 
by noting that failed states are actu-
ally more numerous than commonly 
believed, the main message of the book 
is positive: failed states can be fixed.

Khisraw Amini




