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Abstract

Pakistan has taken the much needed ini a ve to bring
about peace and stability in the conﬂict ridden
Afghanistan. The 2+2+1 peace talks have been made
possible with the dedicated eﬀorts and commitment by
Pakistan that managed to bring Afghan Taliban to the
nego a ng table with the Afghan government, along
with ensuring China's and US' role as the observer in the
peace talks. This very fact is reﬂec ve of the signiﬁcance
of this issue not just for Afghanistan but for the whole
region and beyond. Because of the several inherent fault
lines one cannot be sure of the success or sustainability of
the process since it is embroiled in a number of
challenges. However, Pakistan believes that with
concerted eﬀorts and dedica on, this can be made
possible. Since this objec ve, if materialized, holds great
dividends for Pakistan, it is wholeheartedly commi ed to
its success and to meet the challenges head on.
Key words: Afghan Peace Process, Murree Talks, Pakistan's Mediatory
Role, Afghan Owned and Afghan Led Peace Process, Regional Peace and
Stability.
Introduc on
The Murree talks¹ ini a ve for the sole purpose of bringing peace in
Afghanistan has been a crucial moment in deciding the future pa ern of
security not only in the region, but closely hinges to it is the security at
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Associate at the Strategic Vision Institute, Islamabad.
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the global front too. This is the very reason that the representa ves of
the United States (US) and China are also part of these talks, while
Pakistan being a moderator/facilitator has a golden opportunity not only
to come across as a responsible state, fully commi ed to the
implementa on of peace inside Afghanistan, but also between
Afghanistan and Pakistan. The nego a ons between Afghan
government and Afghan Taliban made a breakthrough, which became
possible with the help of Pakistan. Therefore, Pakistan could cash in on
this opportunity and try to win back the trust of Afghanistan, secure its
North Western borders, revisit its poli cal, economic and social equa on
with Afghanistan, and try to mi gate or balance out India's stronghold in
Afghanistan. In order to achieve these objec ves, Pakistan is s ll striving
hard to make sure that it remains an Afghan led and Afghan owned peace
process² with least dicta on or involvement by another party, and
should be culminated with the mutual sa sfac on of Afghan and Taliban
leadership, notwithstanding the suspension of talks between the
par es. However, it is not going to be a walk in the park for Afghan
leaders, Taliban or Pakistan, as there are several impediments which
have the poten al to stall the process and each party needs to be
watchful of such elements. This paper is an a empt at scru nizing the
main aims and objec ves of these talks, the probable prospects of peace
it promises and the dividends that Pakistan is going to reap if the talks are
culminated successfully. The fact that the peace talks have direct
implica ons for Pakistan provides a suﬃcient ra onale to carry out a
detailed study on this subject. It is an ongoing issue with several
possibili es that might emerge at any me with posi ve or nega ve
repercussions for Pakistan. The paper substan ally a empts to
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decipher those probabili es while the analysis of various dimensions of
this whole episode will be of great help to the policy makers in Pakistan
and Afghanistan.
The Developments So Far
The “Afghan Peace Process” or “Murree talks”³ were ini ated on July 7,
2015 a er a 14 year long deadlock between Afghan Taliban and Afghan
Government.⁴ The main leadership that a ended the talks was the
Deputy Foreign Minister Hekmat Khalil Karzai who represented Afghan
government and Mullah Abbas Durrani who led the Afghan Taliban along
with other representa ve belonging to Taliban's Qatar oﬃce and main
poli cal Shura, while Pakistan served as a mediator represented by Aizaz
Chaudhry, the Foreign Secretary of Pakistan.⁵ It was the extensive
diploma c eﬀort by Pakistan that made the talks possible and for which
Pakistan has been lauded by the US as well. Since Pakistan aspires to
project itself as a peace loving country,⁶ it believes that peace in
Afghanistan is closely linked to peace in Pakistan and ul mately to the
regional and global peace. At the same me Pakistan's Foreign Oﬃce is
commi ed to strictly keeping it an Afghan led and Afghan owned peace
process without any involvement, interference, or unnecessary
inﬂuence by any third party.⁷
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The ﬁrst round of peace talks were held in Murree, Pakistan during
the Islamic month of Ramazan⁸ in a very posi ve environment. The
reports claim that the overall atmosphere remained genial⁹ and both
sides openly discussed their outstanding issues making sure they ﬁrmly
put their point across. The mee ng lasted un l the wee hours of Sehri.¹⁰
Taliban demanded a deﬁnite me frame for the complete withdrawal of
foreign troops, release of Taliban who were held as prisoners, Afghan
Cons tu on to be amended, the removal of Taliban leader's names from
the US sanc ons list, and to install an interim government ll the new
representa ve government is legally elected.¹¹ Accept for one demand
about the interim government, all the other demands made by Taliban
were cordially accepted to be considered by Afghan government
oﬃcials.¹² Another aspect of these talks is the presence of two major
powers China and the US as observer states¹³ highligh ng the
signiﬁcance of this process not just for the regional states but also for the
global actors as well. However, another important fact to keep in mind is
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that some fac ons inside Afghanistan are s ll against these talks. At the
same me, the cross border terrorist ac vi es¹⁴ did con nue to pose
threats and hindrances in the way of smooth progress on the peace
process.¹⁵
Shortly a er the nego a ons had taken place, the Afghan Taliban
disavowed the peace process especially owing to the news of the death
of their leader Mullah Omar was made public.¹⁶ Nonetheless Pakistan
did not give up on the prospects of having peace in Afghanistan and is
ac vely pursuing to bring the par es back on the nego a ng table.
Though it is proving quite daun ng with each passing day where the
killing of Mullah Mansoor and the deteriora ng trend in Pak-Afghan
rela ons are serving to be the major impediments. Ini ally it was
decided that the next round of talks would be scheduled in four to six
weeks into winters,¹⁷ but no concrete progress on that could be
achieved. The situa on has considerably changed a er the killing of
Mullah Akhtar Mansoor in a US drone strike in Pakistan's Baluchistan
province on 21st May 2016.¹⁸ There have been mixed views about the
ﬂedgling fate of peace process a er his demise. On one hand,
considering the fact that he has been against the peace talks,
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it was largely being speculated that his demise would have a posi ve
impact on the peace process but the talks have so far foundered.¹⁹ On the
other hand, Pakistan has voiced its concern over the killing of Mullah
Mansoor which according to its Na onal Security Advisor, Mr. Sartaj Aziz,
instead of helping has only scu led the progress.²⁰ However, Pakistan is
s ll hopeful about the revival of peace process. Mr. Sartaj Aziz stated that
even though the insurgency has increased in Afghanistan a er the
ini a on of ﬁrst round of peace talks, the ul mate solu on s ll resides in
the resump on of talks.²¹
Prospects for Pakistan
Even though the peace talks between Afghan government and Taliban
started oﬀ on a posi ve note, yet the process has suddenly come to a
stands ll. These talks could bring major beneﬁts to Pakistan, provided
the Pakistani leadership could op mally make use of the situa on. The
geographical con guity, ideological similari es, cultural aﬃnity with
Afghanistan and now the diploma c posi on which Pakistan has been
able to establish for itself as a facilitator in the peace talks, naturally
provides Pakistan with an ideal opportunity to reinforce its standing in
the regional poli cs. Some of the probable beneﬁts Pakistan can achieve
are as follows:
a) Peaceful Neighbor:
Since its incep on, Pakistan has been dealing with a hos le neighbor
India in the East. While Pakistan's rela ons vis-à-vis other South Asian
states have generally been cordial, India has taken up the major share of
Pakistan's policy orienta on. The biggest chunk of ﬁnancial budget
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goes into defence sector²² in order to for fy the country's defence
against much bigger and militarily strong eastern neighbor. In this
backdrop, Pakistan cannot aﬀord to alienate another neighbor on its
western border. Allowing antagonis c elements to prosper in
Afghanistan, while already being engaged with India, would be suicidal
for Pakistan. Hence, Pakistan's ﬁrst and foremost concern is to have a
peaceful neighbor at its western border without any internal
weaknesses that could directly have nega ve repercussions for Pakistan.
It is believed that peace in Afghanistan guarantees peace in Pakistan. If
an understanding is reached between Afghan Taliban and Afghan
government, this will curtail the growth of terrorism not only within
Afghanistan but will also keep it away from spreading on towards
Pakistan. This can ensure be er security for Pakistan's north western
border along Afghanistan. Therefore a peaceful Afghanistan is in the best
interest of Pakistan.
b) Crea ng Pakistan's Posi ve Image:
Pakistan is keen on improving and enhancing its posi ve image in the
region as well as worldwide. It wants to appear as a responsible state
fully commi ed for peace development in the region. Pakistan's
intensive eﬀorts as a mediator for these talks have already garnered
quite a lot of apprecia on at the interna onal front.²³ The whole
development shows Pakistan in a posi ve light where its interna onal
standing has increased manifold and chances of it being taken seriously
on the important issues has also been further augmented. Along with
bringing dignity to Pakistan, it has also highlighted the fact that peace in
Afghanistan is not possible without Pakistan's involvement. Pakistan has
been able to exert its posi on as a central player which could rein in
violence and endorse peace. So these peace talks have brought an
immense opportunity for Pakistan to improve its interna onal
reputa on as a 'Peace promoter'.
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c) Rebuilding Mutual Trust:
The Murree mee ng clearly demonstrated Pakistan's genuine inten ons
to bring stability in Afghanistan. This should be duly acknowledged by
the Afghan leadership too. Both the sides need to reevaluate each
other's mo ves and let the trust build between them. Pakistan can
convince Afghanistan to have open channels of coopera on and
informa on sharing with each other. The trust building will not only help
the two sides to adopt result oriented approach towards building peace
in the region but will also be instrumental in making the two sides look
out for each other's interests. This could be achieved by having more
conﬁdence building measures and making sure they are posi vely
implemented and followed through.
d) Mi gate India's Inﬂuence:
It is crucial for Pakistan to counter and neutralize India's inﬂuence in
Afghanistan. Owing to the historical closeness that former Afghan
President Hamid Karzai enjoyed with India,²⁴ the Indian fast growing
inﬂuence in Afghanistan was expected. India has been providing
developmental and economic aid²⁵ to Afghanistan with an aim to exert
its military inﬂuence²⁶ and to seek a much bigger poli cal role in
Afghanistan. That Indian trained Afghan militants causing unrest in
Pakistan is also a ma er of grave concern for Pakistan.²⁷ All of these
factors pose a direct challenge to Pakistan's security as well as to its
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interests in Afghanistan. By promo ng and facilita ng the peace process,
Pakistan is hoping to diminish and undermine India's relevance for
Afghanistan. The aim is to reclaim the lost trust through working for the
interests of both Afghanistan and Pakistan, while ul mately being able to
convince Afghanistan to sideline India.
Pakistan also seeks to engage Afghanistan in an interdependent
rela onship based on mutually beneﬁcial economic linkages.

e)Eradica ng Terrorism/ Enabling Economic Prosperity/
Strengthening of Defence and Na onal Security:
Although the possibility of economic prosperity, eradica on of terrorism
and for ﬁca on of na onal security not solely hinge upon peace in
Afghanistan, nonetheless instability in Afghanistan surely makes the
biggest part of turbulence for Pakistan in these areas. Despite the fact
that Pakistan has ac vely been involved in ﬁgh ng against terrorism as a
front line ally of the US, it remains to be the most infected with the
menace of various forms of terrorism. Unfortunately 'Terrorism' is not a
new phenomenon for Pakistan, who has been grappling with this
challenge long before the 9/11 a acks took place and made the concept
of terrorism known worldwide. For Pakistan, however, it was the Afghan
war in late 1970s and Pakistan's ac ve role in it that brought a number of
challenges among which the religious extremism, mushrooming of
Madrassahs, the zest for Jihad, introduc on of Kalashnikov, inﬂux of
Afghan refugees and the drug culture are some of the major factors that
have pulled Pakistan into a quagmire of social, poli cal and economic, as
well as security problems. The prolifera on of these tendencies from
Afghanistan across the border into Pakistan was further easily facilitated
because of the porous nature of Pak-Afghan border. When a er the
collapse of Soviet Union, the Afghan Mujahideen were le without a
patronage of the US, which had deserted them, the disgruntled and
displaced Afghans in the a ermath of the war, not only found refuge on
the Pakistani side along the border where the locals were naturally
sympathe c towards them for their cultural, linguis c, ethnic and
religious similari es, but they also became an easy target to be exploited
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by the an -Pakistan forces to carry out the act of violence and sabotage,
and fueling other already exis ng sectarian and ethnic crisis in Pakistan.
Later on in 2001, in the a ermath of 9/11 a acks, once again
Pakistan found itself in a pre y much same situa on, i.e., hired to serve
the US' interests in the region, at the cost of sustaining uncountable
casual es and once again le alone to deal with even more intensive
wave of terrorism, coupled with the economic challenge of
accommoda ng the displaced Afghan refugees. Pakistan's par cipa on
in the US' led ﬁghts on Afghan soil, has served to damage its equa on
with Afghanistan and has ﬂared up hos li es and distrust to a great deal.
However, once Pakistan's eﬀorts in the ongoing Afghan peace
process are recognized by the Afghan government and Afghan Taliban,
the peace process will be able to proceed more posi vely and Pakistan
will ﬁnd prospects for peace on its own soil too. First and foremost,
Pakistan will be able to send the refugees back to Afghanistan, resul ng
in a huge economic relief. Not just that but this ﬁnancial respite may
allow Pakistan to invest in its social sector which is in deplorable
condi on. Similarly with the help of Afghan government, mutually
acceptable and prudent framework could be devised to collec vely
counter the threat of terrorism more eﬀec vely. By minimizing the
internal and external vulnerabili es, Pakistan will be in a be er posi on
to ensure its na onal security.
Impediments
Despite all the above men oned probable beneﬁts, the Afghan peace
process is highly prone to glitches and impediments. Some have already
nega vely aﬀected further improvement on the talks, as the next round
of nego a ons a er being postponed a couple of mes, has s ll not
been materialized. Following are some of the factors which could stall
the progress on the talks.
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a) The Killings of Taliban Leadership
The role of leadership in any kind of nego a ons among the belligerents
cannot be ruled out anywhere, therefore, the con nued counterterrorism ac ons against the Taliban's main leadership is the ﬁrst and
foremost impediment for development of Afghanistan peace process.
Even though Mullah Mansoor's tenure of leadership could not prove to
be of much help with regards to any posi ve developments on the peace
talks, his death has apparently given an even harder blow to the already
ﬂedging peace process. The hopes of resuming peace talks were stashed
once the new Taliban leader Mullah Haibatullah replaced Mullah
Mansoor a er la er's death in a counter-terrorism ac on by the US
drone a ack. One reason why peace might prove to be daun ng is the
way Mullah Mansoor was killed. This would only for fy the Afghan
Taliban's resolve that the US and all the other stakeholders in the
Quadrilateral Coordina on Group (QCG) of Afghanistan, are out to hunt
Afghan Taliban down. The deeply ingrained skep cism within Afghan
Taliban about the possibility of their inclusion in the peace process and
the distrust that they have against the sincerity of QCG's inten ons to
bring peace in Afghanistan could further be deepened. This may provoke
them to con nue their ﬁght and struggle against the pro-peace actors.
This could very well be the reason that Haibatullah Akhunzada was
immediately appointed as the new leader by Taliban Rahbari Shura²⁸,
with the main aim to avoid leadership ba le and to con nue the
hardliner policies of their predecessors Mullah Mansoor and Mullah
Umer. This is also to be kept in mind that Mullah Mansoor was able to
consolidate power for himself among the Afghan Taliban by staunchly
refusing to be part of the peace process²⁹. Such an approach is s ll seen
as crucial in winning the trust and support of Taliban. Hence Haibatullah
Akhunzada is more likely to adopt the same hard-line stance as his
28
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predecessors. The element of avenging Mullah Mansoor's killing could
override new leadership's agenda,³⁰ consequently pu ng a deadlock to
the peace process. The Taliban are already blaming Afghan government
and Pakistan for the death of their leader and will probably not show any
ready willingness to join any peace talks backed by Pakistan.³¹
The news of Mullah Omar's death also brought direct ramiﬁca ons
for the peace process as one can see that it put a sudden stop to the
peace talks. Just as his alleged approval³² of the peace talks back in July
gave momentum and paved way for the peace process, his death
brought adverse impact especially on the prospects for the process,
Afghan Taliban and consequently on Pakistan, as well as on the region.
The biggest and most obvious repercussion was the ri within the
Afghan Taliban, who, in the a ermath of Mullah Omar's demise, found
themselves unable to agree upon a mutually consensual leadership and
felt to have been le without an overarching cause that could keep them
united. It was only a er much dissent and con nued ri among the
various ranks of Taliban that Mullah Mansoor was appointed as the new
Taliban leader, who grappled mostly to keep the Taliban united.³³
One of the credits which could be given to Mullah Omar is that he
was successful in keeping the internal ﬁssures among the Taliban at bay.
A er his death, the Afghan Taliban became more vulnerable to
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internal divisions, as one could witness the diﬀering opinions among
Taliban which surfaced with regards to the selec on of new leader.
Despite the fact that Mullah Mansoor being the new leader was able to
earn apprecia on and trust of the wider percentage of Taliban, he s ll
faced opposi on from within the Taliban ranks. His brutal oppression of
rival groups further alienated some Taliban members who in some cases
found to have joined the Islamic State (IS).³⁴ These internally divided
Taliban did not seem too keen on resuming peace talks un l and unless
their more pressing issue of having a mutually accepted leadership for
them is ﬁrst addressed and amicably resolved among them. Even if that is
achieved, there was no guarantee that the new leadership would be as
eager to con nue with the talks as their predecessor, as became evident
later on by Mullah Mansoor's strong opposi on to the peace talks.³⁵
Another factor that cannot be ignored is the fact that these Taliban
have long been ﬁgh ng a war which they consider sacred and that carries
a supreme status for them. The an -Afghan government agenda is part
of the noble cause for them where “Jihad” becomes a jus ﬁed op on.
They may s ll want to carry on with Jihad against the government as was
evident from the takeover of Kunduz by the Taliban.³⁶ Even though
ini ally Mullah Mansoor was widely being understood as pragma c and
someone who believed in the importance of talks over ﬁghts, the world
saw even more aggressive face of Taliban under his leadership where in
October 2015 they overran northern city of Kunduz and in November
next month, southern province of Helmand, capturing the city
34
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of Sangin, only to be later regained by the Afghan forces.³⁷ The fact
remains that there is a large number of disgruntled members within
Taliban, who, in the absence of any leader of Mullah Omar's stature,
might feel compelled to oﬀer allegiance to the IS militants in Afghanistan
owing to IS' global Jihadi agenda, as it may allow the Afghan Taliban to
pursue Jihad against the Afghan government. Hence all the eﬀorts that
have so far been made to bring Taliban and Afghan leadership together
could prove nil. Instead, the Afghan government and security forces
might have to deal with a greater menace: a united Afghan Taliban and IS
front.
b) Skep cism and Distrust between Afghanistan and Pakistan:
Even though both Pakistan and Afghanistan have been claiming to share
good friendly rela ons, the fact that these rela ons have largely been
marred by a long history of distrust and suspicions da ng back to 1947,³⁸
makes it a very complicated puzzle. These feelings of distrust are also
a ributed to the porous nature of border between them which provides
easy and unchecked movement of various non-state actors to and from
the either side. The role of Pakistan during Soviet invasion of Afghanistan
was although aimed at helping the Afghan struggle against the foreign
occupa on; it is also viewed as instrumental in promo ng the Jihadi
culture in the region especially in Afghanistan. Even today Afghanistan
remains skep cal of Pakistan's mo ves and ﬁnds it hard to break away
from this mindset, as can be inferred from President Ashraf Ghani's
statement in a conference in Doha where he openly declared that
Pakistan has been waging an undeclared war in Afghanistan for
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the past 14 years.³⁹ The misgivings are present on both sides. Pakistan
has strong reasons to believe that Afghan leadership is highly under
Indian inﬂuence and therefore increasingly becoming hos le towards
Pakistan. While Afghanistan blames Pakistan for disrup ng democra c
process and causing civil unrest in the country and extending support to
Afghan Taliban against the Afghan government. Pakistan is also seen as
suppor ng Afghan Taliban to keep a check on growing Indian inﬂuence in
Afghanistan as well as to use them as a counter against IS lest it spills over
across the porous border into Pakistan. Hence Pakistan's commitment to
curb the “sanctuaries” is highly suspected by the Afghan oﬃcials,⁴⁰ while
Pakistan constantly feels insecure by the diploma c and poli cal
leverage given to India by Afghan government. This skep cism and
distrust is further aggravated by the former Afghan President Hamid
Karzai's regular an -Pakistan statements⁴¹ which are increasingly
becoming popular among Afghan na onals. This state of distrust can
greatly aﬀect and disrupt the progress on peace talks if not dealt with
properly.
c) The India Factor:
It is no hidden secret that India has always been trying to inﬂict damages
to Pakistan. The intended poli cal and diploma c isola on of Pakistan
has been the prime objec ve of India since forever. Same thought
process is driving India's policy vis-à-vis Afghanistan. Other than
strengthening rela ons with Afghanistan for the purpose of expanding
its own region-wide economic and diploma c inﬂuence, India also seeks
to acquire permanent presence there so that it could work against
Pakistan's interest inside Afghanistan.
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India is also helping Afghanistan with developing its military force.⁴²
Pakistan has a genuine fear that India's presence in Afghanistan has the
poten al to encircle Pakistan from two sides which means that it will
have to deal with India on two fronts. Indian RAW is also ac ve in
providing training and logis cs to an -Pakistan terrorist elements in
Afghanistan and sending them across the border into Pakistan.⁴³ The aim
is not only to export terrorism but also to keep Pakistani security forces
engaged at the border hence weakening the defence capacity by forcing
it to disperse along the internal and external security issues. India also
has vile designs against the ongoing peace process. A Pakistan,
embroiled in its own internal security problems, will not be in a posi on
to extend diploma c support to any other country nor will it be seen by
the others as a preferred choice as a promoter for regional peace. Hence
the Indian presence in Afghanistan and Afghan government's
callousness towards Pakistan's concerns, is a major stumbling block and
highly detrimental to the peace process.
d) The Emerging Estrangement between Pakistan and Afghanistan:
The acrimonious element in Pak-Afghan rela ons is nothing new. The
trust deﬁcit between the two has a long history. While the porous nature
of border is a constant source of trouble, the Indian factor makes the
equa on even more vola le. Nonetheless Pakistan recently had been
able to garner worldwide approval for facilita ng and playing an
instrumental role in Afghan peace process. Yet once again the rela ons
seem to have suﬀered a severe setback.
Afghan President Ashraf Ghani during his interview with BBC issued
a statement that rela ons between Pakistan and Afghanistan are not
brotherly but like two states.⁴⁴ This rhetoric appeared at a
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me when the rela ons between the two neighbors were already highly
tense. Both sides ac vely got involved in condemning and accusing each
other for suppor ng and sponsoring recent terrorist a acks in Pakistan
and Afghanistan. In such an environment where regional security is
already in a state of doldrums, such proclama ons are not void of severe
regional implica ons.
First and foremost an expected shi in the mindset has not been
realized. President Ghani is generally seen by Pakistan as less vindic ve
than his predecessor Hamid Karzai. He comes across as a person who
seemed willing to recognize that terrorism is not just endemic to
Pakistan. He appeared ready to take measures against the non-state
actors opera ng from his country. However, the statement on BBC le
no place for any doubt that Pakistan needs a reality check on its
percep on of Afghan leadership. This new stance means that the distrust
has crept back in between the two or may be was never completely gone.
Chief Execu ve Abdullah Abudllah implicated Pakistan at United Na ons
General Assembly (UNGA) with regards to takeover of Kunduz by Taliban
further strengthens this argument.⁴⁵ On July 10, 2016 President Ashraf
Ghani once again resorted to using allega ons against Pakistan at the
NATO summit,⁴⁶ claiming that the present stalemate in the peace
process is largely because of the so corner Pakistan has for Taliban since
it keeps discrimina ng between good and bad Taliban, instead of viewing
them all as detrimental to the peace process, Afghanistan, and the
region. Such statements irrespec ve of their credibility are sure to
adversely aﬀect any eﬀorts towards improvement of bilateral rela ons
between Afghanistan and Pakistan.
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Pakistan's ambi on to serve as a regional peacemaker and a facilitator
between Taliban and Afghan government has suﬀered a hard blow. It
appears that all the hard work by Pakistan to ini ate Afghan peace
process has been forgo en and mul plied by zero. Sen ments are
equally hurt on both sides. Pakistan cannot take Badhaber a ack lightly;
the tragedy of Peshawar school a ack can never be forgo en. The need
is to further accelerate the joint approach towards curbing terrorist
ou its instead of disowning each other at this crucial me. Ge ng bi er
and exhibi ng suspicions about each other's sincerity will only allow the
hos le elements to take advantage of the situa on. Both sides need to
consider this aspect and act wisely.
e) The Internal Problems of Afghanistan: Tension in Unity
Government, Fragile Economy, Corrup on, and Appalling
Security Situa on
It is hard to expect any substan al progress on the peace process when
the nego a ng par es are facing internal schism. The Afghan Taliban
have already been struggling with this problem while on the state level
too, the poli cal structure of Afghanistan is grappling with ever present
and recurring ri s emerging from within. It was for this purpose that on
st
21 September 2014, the rival Afghan Presiden al candidates Ashraf
Ghani and Mohammad Abdullah signed a unity government deal⁴⁷ with
the help of US Secretary of State John Kerry, aiming to have a new
government based on power sharing structure. This Na onal Unity
Government (NUG) was agreed upon so that the prevailing problems of
weak economy, failing security, and internal poli cal upheavals such as
corrup on and internal ri s could be amicably addressed. But a major
clause of the deal which suggested that the amendments would be
introduced to the cons tu on within two years under which Chief
Execu ve Abdullah Abudllah could formally take charge of the prime
minister, is s ll awai ng materializa on. This has made the smooth
working of unity government to pass through several bo lenecks and
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consequently the poli cal, economic, and security situa on in
Afghanistan has con nuously been on a decline. Such weaknesses
provide ideal opportunity to the ill meaning elements that are always on
the lookout for a chance to exploit the situa on in their favor. The Afghan
Taliban are constantly gaining strength and pu ng up a strong front
against the Afghan government. In the absence of poli cal cohesion
within the unity government, it is unlikely that a collec ve and dedicated
eﬀort would be set aside for the peace process. This is why the US
Secretary of the State John Kerry recently paid a surprise visit to Kabul⁴⁸
and stressed upon the need for the con nua on of the unity
government to avoid any further poli cal crisis. The precarious security
situa on is evident from the fact that shortly a er his visit, two
explosions from rockets hit the diploma c zone.⁴⁹ Not only the NUG has
failed to bring any organiza on within its ranks, but has also been
unsuccessful in keeping eﬀec ve control/equa on with Afghan Taliban.
The NUG is also believed to be embroiled with ethno-regional biases
which are pu ng its authen city and credibility into ques on. Such
instances oﬀer distrac on in the way of peace process which loses its
importance for the stakeholders when they are already occupied with
pursuing their own vested interests in the state polity. For the peace talks
to be successful, more importantly, to be resumed, it is important that
the dissen ng poli cians should leave their diﬀerences aside for the
greater interest of everyone.
f) Need for Diploma c Eloquence:
Some mes even the most well thought out and careful statements turn
out to be the major faux pas as has been the case with the recently issued
statement by Prime Minister's senior aide Sartaj Aziz, the “confession”
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that Pakistan has been providing refuge to Taliban Leadership.⁵⁰ While
Pakistan is quite ac vely playing the role of a facilitator in the Afghan
Peace Process, demonstra ng utmost commitment and dedica on to
the restora on of peace and stability in the region, at the same me it is
trying its best to u lize this opportunity to convince the world of its 'zerotolerance' against terrorism and its abe ors. The previously maintained
policy of 'denial' against the presence of Afghan Taliban on Pakistani soil
has been part of Pakistan's well known and o en reiterated “Afghan
Taliban policy”. This par cular stance also makes up for an important
component of state's Na onal Security since it helped Pakistan garner
some level of trust and conﬁdence regarding its genuine inten ons to
snuﬀ out all terrorist elements and insurgent groups. However, it will not
be incorrect to say that this policy almost faced a jarring setback owing to
the recent 'public admi ance' by Sartaj Aziz about the presence of
Afghan Taliban leadership in Pakistan where they have been 'oﬃcially'
provided 'safe haven' by the government inclusive of necessary
emergency and medical facili es.⁵¹
One can't help but feel a sense of shock and confusion as to why
there was a need for such rhetoric and what made a high proﬁle serving
oﬃcial to issue such a statement at a me when the odds against the
success of ongoing Afghan peace process are already quite high. It is
believed that rhetoric of any kind, be it a verbal or a wri en statement, is
central to poli cs. Even in the me of physical engagement, combat or
war between the states, a parallel course of rhetoric is always a useful
technique to ensure and for fy one's own posi on. In fact 'rhetorical
maneuvering' is considered cri cal for the success in poli cal disputes.
Therefore, diploma c policies in form of verbal and wri en statements
are an essen al ac vity that states are constantly engaged with since it is
a never ending process. The major purpose behind indulging in this act at
the state level is to ascertain the na onal security objec ves,
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hence it should always be in line and consistent with the state's na onal
security. These are the basic guidelines and the usual prac ce known to
all in the policy making echelons and it is expected of them that they
adopt a careful disposi on in speech and ac on, which unfortunately
was lacking in this par cular case.
One is le to wonder if that was an eﬀort to make Pakistan appear
“in control” of the peace process. If so, what kind of inﬂuence or control
does Pakistan have over Taliban leaders where the poli cal process has
more o en been in favor of Afghan Taliban who seem to be in control and
have been using their inﬂuence against Pakistan in full advantage, most
of the me sabotaging the peace eﬀorts. It also makes one contemplate
as to why thus far Pakistan has not been able to strongly inﬂuence the
Afghan Taliban insurgents despite having the capability to do so as per
Sartaj Aziz.
Also it is to be kept in mind that there are ri s within the Taliban
leadership and there is a big number which is either opposing or not
ready to be part of the peace process. It is that par cular fac on within
Taliban leadership which Pakistan needs to have some control over
otherwise it does not merit a bragging. Pakistan is already an
unfortunate vic m of malevolent propaganda having been accused of
and tagged as “Taliban sympathizer” by the ill meaning neighboring and
Western states. Unfortunately the government has failed to come up
with any response to it. There is a need for a strong rhetorical rebu al
rather than the meek admi ance of these accusa ons just for the sake of
coming across as “inﬂuen al”. Despite claiming to have inﬂuence over a
key actor in the Afghan peace process, the progression has been facing
major hiccups. This could very well prove to be counterproduc ve,
raising valid suspicions about the government's sincerity to the peace
process. Hence the policy makers need to be extra cau ous when issuing
any statement be it a fact or otherwise, keeping in mind that it should
never be made at the cost of hur ng Pakistan's repute. There must have
gone in a lot of thinking before this statement was ﬁnally issued but it
further presses for the dire need for a language focused mechanism
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aimed at eﬀec ve poli cal inﬂuence, without which any poli cal or
diploma c eﬀorts would only be par ally accoutered.
Likely Scenarios
Since the process has been le in lurch for now, it could be diﬃcult to
predict any future scenarios with a degree of certainty. However,
generally speaking there could be two likely scenarios with regard to the
future of the talks. One can stay posi ve about the talks since they had
been able to bring the two adversarial Afghan sides together on the same
table, something which was never witnessed before. But, there is s ll a
long way ahead before the two sides could make substan al progress on
the peace process. Primarily, there is a need for strong poli cal will and
seriousness on both the sides. So, one possibility is that the process will
surely move forward despite all the odds put together, including,
fragmenta on within the Taliban, the ongoing downward spiral in PakAfghan rela ons, India's hos le designs to stall the process etc. But in this
scenario the progress will con nue no ma er how slow and will take a
long me to ul mately reach its successful conclusion. It will slowly but
surely improve the security situa on in the region.
The second likely scenario could be that the an -peace talks fac on
of Taliban will be able to hack the whole process and put a complete end
to any further progress. There is a considerable number of Taliban who
are not in favor of the talks with the Afghan government and who also
view Pakistan's eﬀorts as some sort of ruse, hence are quite skep cal. In
such a case the talks do not hold any future and will be doomed to failure.
Closely linked with this is another factor that the Afghan government
ﬁnds most of the demands put forward by the Taliban, as unacceptable.
There hasn't been much ﬂexibility in the stance of Taliban who have been
quite rigidly claiming their right. The hard posi ons never help in
achieving a compromise. The capturing of Kunduz by Taliban also shows
that they want to keep exploring the military op on to gain strong
posi on in the nego a on process. The need here is to show certain
ﬂexibility in accommoda ng other's point of view so that a mutually
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agreed solu on could be reached. These are the lingering issues which
need more dedica on from both sides.
Recommenda ons and Conclusion
The success of this process lies in the logical and pragma c decisionmaking by all the stakeholders including especially Pakistan. Although
Pakistan is playing the role of a moderator and facilitator ensuring that it
stays an Afghan owned and Afghan led peace process, this very fact
makes the biggest responsibility fall on the shoulders of Pakistani
leadership. There are certain objec ves that a facilitator has to follow
through. The prime objec ve of the moderator is to keep a close eye on
the development of the process, paving the way and maneuver the
discussion so that it keeps moving towards a successful culmina on or at
least closest to the required objec ve, intervene when there is a
likelihood of emo ons ge ng heightened, and most of all to keep the
process ﬂowing in order to avoid a complete deadlock. It is inevitable to
face hiccups in the nego a on process and peace eﬀorts. However, the
most ac ve part is actually played by the facilitator without directly
inﬂuencing the outcome and developments. As a facilitator Pakistan
should carry out con nuous consulta on with the stakeholders while
making best use of its good oﬃces, u lizing its poli cal and diploma c
machinery. Therefore, the ul mate goal that Pakistan has to achieve is to
convince the stakeholders to keep the nego a on lines open.
In order to achieve this objec ve, Pakistan will need to win back the
lost trust of Afghan government. In the present scenario, it will not serve
any side to indulge in the blame game. Also Pakistan needs to be more
cau ous and needs to take rhetoric coming from Ashraf Ghani and
Abdullah Abdullah very seriously. This is not to suggest that Pakistan
should exhibit an equally toxic gesture. For instance if one evaluates
Ashraf Ghani's statement that Pakistan and Afghanistan never shared
brotherly rela ons⁵² in literal sense then a brotherly rela ons might
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s ll have some margin for compassion and compromise, otherwise in
state to state rela ons usually a realis c approach centered on pursuing
one's own interests at the expense of the other is a preferred and
jus ﬁed line of ac on. Afghanistan surely would not provoke Pakistan to
adopt a 'non-brotherly' stance and act apathe cally towards millions of
Afghan refugees se led on Pakistani soil. Hence Afghanistan should
probably revisit its present approach while Pakistan deﬁnitely should
demand a ra onal explana on of this statement from Afghanistan or
take an ini a ve to clear the air out and win the trust back, as no side can
aﬀord to lose the other. Pakistan should also try to iden fy and make
public all the possible factors which might have caused this 180 degrees
change in Ashraf Ghani's behavior.
Having said all that, it is true that Pakistan needs to do some selfanalysis too. Does the dis nc on between good and bad Taliban really
work for Pakistan's na onal interests? It is clear that oﬃcially Pakistan
has maintained that it will never allow, sponsor, and abet terrorism
anywhere in any form. Then why did the peace eﬀorts which started oﬀ
on a posi ve trajectory seems to be ending up in skep cism? What really
went wrong? It is convenient and some mes logical too to put blame on
India but this can't work every me. Both sides need to learn to take
responsibility of their ac ons. While Pakistan needs to be more stringent
when it comes to its posi on on Taliban and Haqqani group, Afghanistan
should also stop pu ng all the blame on Pakistan and refrain from
issuing irra onal and irresponsible statements at interna onal forums.
Why should such sen ments be broadcasted and highlighted when the
exploiters are wai ng to get a chance to further spoil the situa on? This
might be seen by them as an open invita on to intercede and spew out
an -Pakistan sen ments in Kabul. Would not such asser ons jeopardize
the regional security situa on? Afghanistan should seriously consider
whether it can aﬀord to pursue this whimsical and impulsive diplomacy.
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As George Simmel very aptly put it in 1955 that Interna onal society
is 'sewn together' by cross cu ng conﬂicts.⁵³ Hence clashes are
inevitable but how to recover from them and handle the situa on
amicably is the real test of nerves. The only solu on to resolve distrust is
through mutual concerted eﬀorts. Also if the an -dialogue factors in
Afghanistan are not dealt with properly, the sustainability and progress
on the peace process cannot be guaranteed. The future of the peace in
Afghanistan will remain bleak with adverse eﬀect for Pakistan too. A
strong poli cal will is required on both sides of the border, more on
Afghan side to let the trust be cul vated. Otherwise all the stakeholders
could be in for a long haul without much hope for the eﬀorts to
materialize successfully.
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