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Executive Summary

•	 The aim of this report is to examine the evolution of the idea 
of ‘talking to the Taliban’, analyse its underlying drivers and 
assumptions, and capture key lessons that may be of use in 
future conflicts when talks with insurgents will again be on  
the agenda. 

•	 To date, efforts to talk to the Taliban have been a failure. 
Given the short time remaining before the end of the International 
Security Assistance Force (ISAF) combat mission in December 
2014, there are few grounds for optimism that further talks might 
lead to a major political breakthrough. 

•	 Talking to the Taliban became official policy by osmosis rather 
than deliberation and strategic choice. For that reason, the idea 
has not been systematically evaluated or implemented in a clear-
minded fashion. This echoes the experience of the Soviet Union 
trying to negotiate itself out of Afghanistan. 

•	 Talks with the Taliban have been characterised by wishful 
thinking, bad timing and poor management. Some advocates  
of talks have overstated their case by stressing the ‘ripeness’ of 
the Taliban for a deal. More importantly, however, many of those 
who have converted to supporting negotiations since 2009 have 
done so too late in the day to achieve any serious benefits. 

•	 The strategic rationale for talks has never been clear. Those 
who have advocated talks with the Taliban have done so for 
different reasons at different times. This has clouded and confused 
official policy. Some hoped to ‘peel off’ low-level insurgents, 
whereas others preferred to encourage the development of a 
Taliban political party; some hoped to divide the movement, 
whereas others hoped to massage it in such a way that Taliban 
‘doves’ were strengthened over ‘hawks’; some hoped to deal 
directly with the movement’s leaders while others saw them as 
the chief obstacles to progress. Many of these strands were in 
operation at the same time, contributing to a sense that talks  
were conducted in a strategic vacuum.

•	 The real ‘game-changer’ in Afghanistan is the departure of 
ISAF troops, not a moderate awakening within the Taliban 
movement. A shift toward ‘moderation’ among the Taliban has 
been much overstated and not borne out by events on the ground. 
The real impetus for the tentative talks which have taken place 
are the major troop withdrawals that began in 2012. The internal 
dynamics of the Taliban movement are in flux but it is far from  
clear whether its future trajectory will make it more amenable to  
a peace deal. 

•	 Negotiations face a number of fundamental obstacles which 
have never been adequately addressed, and which are 
markedly similar to the Soviet experience in Afghanistan. 
The most important is that the Taliban refuse to engage with the 
Afghan government under the leadership of President Hamid 
Karzai, despite American insistence that talks be Afghan-
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led. Another is the fact that Pakistan has not been effectively 
harnessed into the process. Both the Soviet and ISAF/NATO 
experiences in Afghanistan illustrate the difficulties of trying to 
strike a bargain while rushing for the exit.

•	 As we move into the last phase of the ISAF mission, with a 
renewed (and perhaps final) effort to reinvigorate the talks, 
the first step should be to learn from previous mistakes. Even 
if this last-ditch effort fails, there are lessons in the experience thus 
far which should be taken into account for future negotiations with 
insurgents: namely, that ownership of the process should rest with 
one actor; that all main stakeholders must be involved; that talks 
need to have a clear strategic rationale and purpose; and that the 
needs of the ‘silent majority’ must be recognised. 
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Talking to the Taliban Hope over History?

The idea of ‘talking to the Taliban’ has been firmly on the political 
agenda for a number of years. What this means in practice, 
however, has not been elucidated clearly and consistently.1 

As the American-led military campaign in Afghanistan enters its final 
stages, the tentative ‘talks process’ has not yet delivered a political 
solution to the conflict. One reason for this is that ‘talking to the 
Taliban’ has become official policy by osmosis rather than choice, due 
to a diminishing pool of alternative options for stabilising Afghanistan. 
It has crept onto the political agenda rather than being systematically 
evaluated or implemented in a clear-minded fashion. Another reason 
is that ‘talking to the Taliban’ has meant markedly different things to 
different actors in the conflict. It has become a convenient shorthand 
for the entirely plausible mantra that ‘there is no purely military 
solution in Afghanistan’. A mantra, however, does not amount to  
a strategy.  

As the Afghan government, with US encouragement, makes what 
appears to be one last effort to revive negotiations with the Taliban 
before a major drawdown of ISAF troops in 2014, this report seeks  
to understand why such attempts have not yet yielded success.  
The purpose is not to propose an alternative peace plan or scenario 
under which the conflict could be ‘won’ after all. Rather, the aim is to 
look at the evolution of the idea of talking to the Taliban, analyse its 
underlying drivers and assumptions, and capture key lessons that  
may be of use in future conflicts when talks with insurgents will  
again be on the agenda. 

The report concludes that the idea of talking to the Taliban was never 
likely to be the ‘silver bullet’ which some early advocates hoped it might 
be. Moreover, the way in which the process has been managed has 
undermined the small chance that it might lead to success. The overall 
approach has been hampered by wishful thinking, misuse of historical 
lessons, reactive and tentative policymaking, and a lack of coordination 
and planning. One might say that this ‘anarchy of good intentions’ is 
symptomatic of the broader strategic vacuum which has characterised 
the campaign. 

Students of military campaigns and counter-insurgency will dwell on  
the military lessons of Afghanistan for many years to come. But 
the conflict is just as ripe with examples of failed and mismanaged 
attempts at negotiation and dialogue, and wishful thinking about what 
they could achieve. It is those attempts at negotiation and dialogue  
– and the overall approach and policy by which they were informed –  
that this report hopes to understand and analyse.

The Soviet experience of Afghan negotiations 

The United States and its allies are not the first to try to negotiate their 
way out of a war in Afghanistan. Part 1 therefore provides a short 
overview of Soviet efforts to extricate themselves from their occupation 

1	 See for example: S. Bates and R. Evans, NATO Strategy in Afghanistan: A New Way Forward (Washington, DC: 
Center for National Policy, May 2012), pp. 7-8.

1 Introduction
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of Afghanistan through a process of dialogue with Pakistan, the United 
States and the mujahedeen. 

There are features of this Soviet extrication process which are prescient 
vis-à-vis attempts to bring an end to the current ISAF/NATO mission. 
These include: 

•	 A gradual recognition that decisive military victory was not 
attainable; 

•	 A faith in negotiations which grew in direct proportion to a lack  
of progress on the battlefield; 

•	 A growing dissatisfaction and frustration with the Afghan 
government as a reliable political ally; 

•	 The disruptive role played by Pakistan in pursuit of its own 
interests, along with other external actors; 

•	 The enactment of programmes to ‘peel off’ individuals or regional 
commanders from the insurgency; 

•	 A shift towards attempts at national-level ‘reconciliation’ and 
political reform to take the sting out of the insurgency as a whole; 

•	 A final attempt to reach out to the leaders of the insurgency 
themselves and a ‘mad dash’ to achieve a political settlement 
against the destabilising backdrop of large troop withdrawals; 

•	 The diminishing leverage in negotiations that came with the 
announcement of troop withdrawals. 

As much as Western policymakers may resist the idea that their 
experience could follow that of the Soviet Union, in reality the Soviet 
and ISAF/NATO missions have seen a similar evolution of policy.

The evolution of ‘talking to the Taliban’ since 2001

Many of these themes are echoed in Part 2 of the report, which  
details the evolution of various attempts to ‘talk to the Taliban’ as part 
of the American-led mission in Afghanistan. As this idea has gathered 
momentum over the last decade, questions of why talking might be 
beneficial, who should be engaged, how talks might be handled and  
to what end they should proceed, have all been transformed.   

In 2001–02, the first year of the Afghan campaign, the very idea of 
talking to the Taliban was politically untenable, largely due to the well-
known connections between the Taliban and Al Qaeda in the aftermath 
of the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001. Having been toppled 
relatively swiftly, the Taliban were excluded from the Bonn Conference 
and Agreement of 2001 which established the Afghan Interim Authority, 
under the protection of an International Security Assistance Force 
(ISAF) endorsed by the United Nations. 

However, the emergence and resilience of a Taliban insurgency, 
particularly from 2006 onward, transformed the parameters of the 
debate. As the potency of the insurgency has increased, so have  
the number of voices arguing that the only way to restore any sort  
of stability to Afghanistan is to engage in negotiations with those  
behind it. 

Thus, the idea of ‘talking to the Taliban’ has moved through several 
stages of evolution: from the realm of the unthinkable to the fringes 
of political acceptability, gradually seeping into official thinking before 
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finally being sanctioned at the highest level of government. In many 
respects, this evolution has been haphazard and chaotic, changing 
as a result of Western military fortunes, rather than as part of a 
coherent strategy.

As much as anything, the idea of ‘talking to the Taliban’ has gained 
traction because of the failure of ISAF forces to deliver a decisive 
victory on the battlefield, as the date of their exit from the theatre 
of conflict looms ever closer. The advocates for talks have stressed 
encouraging developments such as a gradual softening of Taliban aims 
or an increased willingness to compromise. However, while there have 
been glimpses of Taliban moderation, it has proved to be an elusive 
phenomenon and very difficult to harness to a peace process.

Between hope and expectation

Part 3 of the report offers some conclusions as to why talking to the 
Taliban has not worked in Afghanistan as some hoped it might. It is 
axiomatic that most military conflicts end in some sort of negotiated 
settlement between those groups who have been previously fighting.2 
But the fact remains that the prospects of a satisfactory settlement 
being reached in Afghanistan are not good. 

Rather than objecting to the notion of talking to the Taliban per se, the 
report examines the management and implementation of this aspect of 
US/ISAF strategy. This is not to apportion blame for what, so far, seems 
like a failure of policy, or to offer a revisionist take on ‘what might have 
worked’ in Afghanistan, but to argue that the way talking has been 
approached has not proven conducive to success and has sometimes 
been counterproductive. 

What does this mean?

Chances of a deal with the Taliban are slim but not entirely dead.  
There remain glimmers of hope for those invested in such an outcome. 
The Taliban too have incentives to avoid a complete breakdown of 
order in the wake of the ISAF drawdown, particularly as other groups 
are reportedly arming themselves in preparation for a potential civil 
war.3 Moreover, there is some reason to believe that internal dynamics 
within the movement – with an older and more traditional leadership 
trying to regain control from a younger, more extreme generation  
of fighters – could encourage a push toward a settlement.4 Also 
promising is the fact that opposition to talks with the Taliban from  
other stakeholders within Afghanistan has diminished.5 Even fiercely 
anti-Taliban groups such as the United Front have been more willing  
to consider the possibility of a deal.6 

Even if the US and Afghan governments’ last-ditch efforts are 
successful, this will not be a vindication of their overall approach,  

2	 G. Rose, How Wars End: Why We Always Fight the Last Battle (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2010).
3	 A. Rashid, ‘The Pentagon Echoes With The Hubris of Vietnam’, Financial Times, 1 May 2012, http://www.ft.com/

cms/s/0/f5270c18-92e9-11e1-b6e2-00144feab49a.html. 
4	 A. Strick van Linschoten and F. Kuehn, An Enemy We Created: The Myth of the Taliban-Al Qaeda Merger in 

Afghanistan, 1970-2012 (London: Hurst and Co., 2012), p. 346.
5	 T. Ruttig, ‘The Other Side: Dimensions of the Afghan Insurgency: Causes, Actors and Approaches to “Talks”’,  

14 July 2009, Afghanistan Analysts Network, http://aan-afghanistan.com/index.asp?id=114. 
6	 In 2008, reports emerged that United Front opposition leader and former Afghan president Burhanuddin Rabbani 

was in contact with the Taliban and wanted to negotiate, having previously been strongly opposed to them. M. 
Chorev and J. Sherman, The Prospects for Security and Political Reconciliation in Afghanistan: Local, National,  
and Regional Perspectives (Cambridge, MA: Belfer Center, Harvard University, 2012), p. 5.
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which has been marked by confusion, mistakes and the absence of 
a clearly articulated strategy. It is not too early, therefore, to learn the 
lessons of these failures, so they can be avoided in future conflicts 
when talks with insurgents may be necessary again. The report’s 
Epilogue highlights four of these lessons: the need for ownership of 
the talks process to rest with one actor; the involvement in the process 
of all the principal stakeholders in a conflict; the articulation of a clear 
strategic rationale and purpose; and the recognition and representation 
of the needs of the ‘silent majority’ who support none of the  
armed factions. 
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2 The Soviet Experience of 
Afghan Negotiations

The International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) presently 
deployed in Afghanistan is not the first to try to negotiate 
its way out of an Afghan war which has come to be seen as 

‘unwinnable’. Comparisons are often made between the Soviet and 
Western interventions in Afghanistan, although these mostly focus 
on the military aspects of the respective campaigns.7 This chapter 
revisits instead the Soviet experience of attempting to talk its way  
out of Afghanistan. 

Britain’s former ambassador to Afghanistan from 2007–09, Sir Sherard 
Cowper-Coles, has argued that ‘[w]e should do well to study the way  
in which the Soviet Union left Afghanistan’. In particular, he has 
advocated ‘serious sustained collective diplomatic engagement’, 
including talks with the Taliban and other regional players.8 However, 
it is difficult to paint the Soviet strategy for extrication as a successful 
model. The Soviet programme of ‘national reconciliation’, which 
was intended to co-opt elements of the insurgency, achieved very 
little. Moreover, while the Soviets managed to negotiate some sort of 
international agreement to cover their military withdrawal (in the form 
of the 1988 Geneva Accords), these did not include the mujahedeen 
leadership, and Pakistan failed to adhere to its commitment not to 
interfere in Afghanistan.

This chapter primarily focuses on those parts of the Soviet experience 
which are most pertinent to the current campaign in Afghanistan (rather 
than offering a comprehensive history of the Soviet experience). The 
key themes are as follows:

•	 Talks with insurgents (or their sponsors) became part of Soviet 
strategy because of a slow and stilted recognition that its military 
strategy was not succeeding. It arose from a Soviet desire to 
extricate from the conflict rather than any change in the nature of 
the insurgency or a growing willingness to compromise on behalf 
of the mujahedeen (quite the contrary).

•	 Both the military campaign and the efforts to achieve a negotiated 
settlement were hampered by internal divisions between and 
within the KGB, the military, and the foreign ministry. These 
divisions remained even after Gorbachev adopted a new strategy 
from 1985.

•	 Under Gorbachev, the Soviets had a dual-track approach to 
negotiations. One track was negotiation through the UN and with 
the United States and Pakistan to achieve a series of interlocking 
agreements that would end foreign support for the mujahedeen 
and leave behind a stable regime. The other track, called ‘national 
reconciliation’, involved substantial political reforms in Afghanistan 

7	 See, for example, G. Feifer, The Great Gamble: The Soviet War in Afghanistan (New York: Harper Collins, 2010); L. 
Grau (trans.), The Bear Went Over the Mountain: Soviet Combat Tactics in Afghanistan (Washington, DC: National 
Defense University Press, 1996); W. Maley, The Afghanistan Wars, 2nd ed. (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009); 
B. Rubin, The Fragmentation of Afghanistan, 2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), as well as other 
works cited below. 

8	 S. Cowper-Coles, ‘Getting out gracefully’, The Spectator, 16 March 2013, http://www.spectator.co.uk/
features/8864801/getting-out-gracefully/. 
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aimed at redesigning the Afghan state so as to induce moderates 
and mujahedeen leaders toward non-violent political processes.

•	 The Soviets displayed a degree of wishful thinking about the 
intentions and interests of external actors in the Afghan conflict 
(such as the United States, Saudi Arabia, Iran and Pakistan) and 
never developed a successful policy to deal with ‘spoilers’ from 
outside (above all, Pakistan). 

•	 When identifying obstacles to their strategy, the Soviets placed 
too much emphasis on individuals at the top and failed to address 
the underlying causes of the insurgency. When President Karmal 
became a problematic and unreliable ally for the Soviets, simply 
replacing him with a more amenable partner, in the form of 
President Najibullah, did little to secure the ‘national reconciliation’ 
they hoped for and had very little impact on the perceptions of 
those involved in the insurgency.

•	 The Soviets made some efforts to deal directly with leaders of the 
mujahedeen at the end of their campaign in Afghanistan in order 
to secure safe passage for their troops and in the hope that they 
would accept the Afghan government. These were undermined 
by the fact that the mujahedeen already controlled large swathes 
of the country and felt little pressure to compromise when Soviet 
withdrawal had already begun. Another complication was that 
various mujahedeen parties were in fierce competition with each 
other and a deal with one group was no guarantee of security from 
the others. What is more, Pakistan continued to pursue its own 
interests within Afghanistan – which involved support for insurgent 
groups – despite their obligations under the Geneva Accords.

Imposing a solution

In April 1978, the radical ‘Khalq’ wing of the People’s Democratic Party 
of Afghanistan (PDPA) deposed Afghan President Mohammad Daoud 
Khan, with the help of the Afghan army. Daoud had himself overthrown 
his cousin King Zahir Shah in 1973, establishing the Democratic 
Republic of Afghanistan (DRA). 

Following Daoud’s deposition in 1978, the PDPA implemented a Soviet-
style programme of reforms which were resisted by much of Afghan 
society (particularly conservative Pashtuns) and sparked a bloody 
rebellion. Under Leonid Brezhnev, the Soviet Union sent troops into 
Afghanistan in December 1979 in support of the PDPA and with the 
intention of quelling the insurgency and bolstering the Afghan army. For 
almost a decade, the Soviets faced concerted violent opposition from 
a coalition of insurgent groups. These ‘mujahedeen’ were supported 
and funded by a number of external actors, chiefly the United States, 
Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. 

Despite a massive investment of troops, financial support, and civilian 
and military advisers in Afghanistan, the Soviet Union never succeeded 
in defeating the insurgency and agreed to withdraw its forces. The rest 
of this chapter examines how Soviet attitudes toward negotiating with 
the insurgents and their sponsors – namely, Pakistan and the United 
States – developed over the course of the 1980s. 
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In a number of respects, the Soviet experience might be seen to 
prefigure some aspects of the ISAF experience twenty years later – 
not least, their failure to strike a decisive blow against the insurgents 
or to initiate a successful negotiation process in its place. Likewise, 
as the Soviets eventually came to recognise that military victory 
was impossible, they began to shift toward an exit strategy in which 
talks with the sponsors of the insurgency – and finally the insurgents 
themselves – became an important strand. This chapter describes  
five broad stages in the evolution of Soviet policy on negotiations.

The original rationale for the military invasion of Afghanistan was the 
stabilisation of the PDPA regime, which was threatened by internal 
power struggles between (and within) the Khalq and Parcham factions, 
rebellion in the countryside, and mutinies in the Afghan military. Over 
the course of 1979, the Central Committee of the Politburo overcame a 
previous reluctance to intervene and insisted that such an intervention 
was a ‘timely and correct’ decision in support of a ‘class struggle’ 
against a reactionary insurgency.9 However, the presence of foreign 
troops solidified opposition to the PDPA-led government, meaning 
that room for political manoeuvre was severely limited. When French 
President Giscard d’Estaing offered to intercede to negotiate a 
settlement at the time of the invasion, Brezhnev demurred and said, 
‘I will make it my personal business to impose a political solution’ 
[emphasis added].’10

In this early phase, the Politburo tolerated diplomatic contacts with 
those countries interested in facilitating a settlement. However, the 
composition of the DRA government was placed off limits as a subject 
for negotiation, and the Soviets made non-interference of other nations 
a precondition for any reduction of their own troop levels.11 A May 
1980 Warsaw Pact statement, signed by Brezhnev, stated that ‘once 
any forms of outside interference directed against Afghanistan are 
completely discontinued, the Soviet armed forces will begin to be 
pulled out from Afghanistan’.12 

While Pakistan had some contact with the Soviet Union throughout 
the conflict, their interests and those of the Soviets proved extremely 
difficult to reconcile. In June 1980, Pakistani President Zia ul-Haq 
proposed negotiations between Pakistan, Afghanistan and Iran in 
Moscow as part of ‘the normalisation of relations’.13 But the Soviets 
balked when Zia stated Pakistan’s ‘red lines’ for participation, which 
included the ‘unacceptability’ of Afghan President Karmal remaining 
in office.14 The Soviets had helped install Karmal as PDPA chairman 
in the hope that he would be more ideologically flexible than his 
Khalqi counterparts and might be able to expand the base of the 
government among the population.15 However, he was widely seen as 
a Soviet puppet in Afghanistan and was unable to achieve the broader 
legitimacy that the Soviets hoped for. 

The geopolitical importance of Afghanistan further hindered efforts to 
settle the internal affairs of the country. An escalation of American, 
 
9	 With almost no exceptions, all Soviet internal records cited in this report are drawn from a collection of records and 

dossiers published by the Cold War International History Project of the Woodrow Wilson Center over the course of 
a decade. They can be found here: www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/e-dossier_4.pdf.

10	 R. Braithwaite, Afghantsy: The Russians in Afghanistan 1979-1989 (London: Profile Books, 2011), p. 271
11	 ‘CPSU CC Politburo Decision on Afghanistan, 10 April 1980’. 
12	 ‘Soviet Bloc Seeking Talks’, The Victoria Advocate, 15 May 1980.
13	 ‘Plenum of the Central Committee of the CPSU’, 23 June 1980, Documents on the Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan, 

E-Dossier No. 4 (Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson Center for International Scholars, 2001).
14	 Ibid. 
15	 M.H. Kakar, Afghanistan: The Soviet Invasion and the Afghan Response (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 

1995). 
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Iranian, Pakistani, Chinese and Arab support for the Afghan rebels 
only served to harden Soviet resolve to resist external interference. 
Soviet officials bemoaned the fact that these parties were ‘training, 
equipping, and sending into DRA territory armed formations of the 
Afghan counterrevolution, the activity of which, thanks to help from 
outside, has become the main factor destabilising the situation in 
Afghanistan’.16 One internal report explained that the ‘most serious 
actions against the DRA are being launched from the territory of 
Pakistan’.17

In the absence of satisfactory political alternatives, the primacy of 
the military approach was reaffirmed, despite the difficulties faced by 
the Soviet army from the outset. The Soviet leadership felt that their 
troops were better equipped for this campaign than previous invaders 
of Afghanistan, including the British. They were convinced that they 
could avoid making the mistakes of the past, despite the difficulties 
that soon became clear. ‘Do you mean to compare our internationalist 
troops with imperialist troops?’ asked one prominent official. ‘No’, 
another responded, ‘our troops are different – but the mountains are 
the same!’18 

Diplomacy in aid of military strategy (1981–5)

The inability of the Soviets to pacify the insurgency led to a gradual shift 
in outlook. In early 1981, for example, General Norat Ter-Grigoryants 
(who went on to become Chief of Staff of the 40th Army in Afghanistan 
the following year) told Defence Minister Ustinov that it was impossible 
to ‘resolve the Afghan problem by military means’ alone.19 

From 1981–85 there was growing acceptance that a renewed 
diplomatic effort was needed, but primarily to improve the chances 
of military success by reducing support for the mujahedeen. Rather 
than attempt to reach out to those within the insurgency, Soviet 
policymakers focused on ending the logistical support provided by 
other actors – chiefly Pakistan – to the insurgents. 

The period also saw the emergence of a Soviet willingness to accept 
an active role for the United Nations in such a process. However, there 
was an unresolved debate between those who wanted a broader 
process of negotiations with the international community (including the 
United States) and those who preferred to invest in direct negotiations 
with Pakistan, as the main facilitator of the insurgency. 

In response to these growing concerns, Soviet Foreign Minister 
Gromyko gave his ‘blessing’ to the pursuit of a diplomatic solution 
involving the international community.20 In May 1981, UN Secretary-
General Kurt Waldheim visited Moscow to meet with Brezhnev and 
Gromyko, and the Soviet leaders confirmed their receptiveness to a 
process that might settle the ‘international aspects’ of the conflict.21 

16	 Central Committee of the CPSU, ‘On Foreign Interference in the Internal Affairs of the Democratic Republic 
of Afghanistan (DRA)’, 2 October 1980, Documents on the Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan, E-Dossier No. 4 
(Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson Center for International Scholars, 2001); ‘Plenum of the Central Committee of 
the CPSU’, 23 June 1980, Documents on the Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan, E-Dossier No. 4 (Washington, DC: 
Woodrow Wilson Center for International Scholars, 2001).

17	 Ibid.
18	 A. Kalinovsky, A Long Goodbye: The Soviet Withdrawal from Afghanistan (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 2011), p. 60. 
19	 Ibid., p. 61.
20	 Ibid., p. 61-62, 68. 
21	 D. Cordovez, ‘My Mission Begins’, in D. Cordovez and S. Harrison, Out of Afghanistan: The Inside Story of the 
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Later that year, in the autumn of 1981, the Soviets expressed their 
desire for bilateral negotiations between Afghanistan and Pakistan. A 
memorandum issued by the Soviet Ministry of Foreign Affairs explained, 
‘The hope was that the resulting agreement would lead Pakistan to 
withdraw its support of the opposition in Pakistan’.22 In April 1982, 
the newly appointed UN special representative for Afghanistan, Diego 
Cordovez, began to pursue a negotiations process in earnest, seeking 
first to get the parties to agree on an agenda and format for proximity 
negotiations.23 

At this stage, Pakistani officials sought to ensure that no agreement 
would involve ‘an admission of guilt’ on their part.24 More important, 
Pakistan’s government announced that it would only participate in 
trilateral negotiations with Iran and the Afghan government. This was 
a step backward, not least because Iran refused to participate in any 
trilateral talks.25 Cordovez was, however, able to get all parties to agree 
in principle to negotiations toward a set of reciprocal obligations of non-
interference concomitant with a Soviet withdrawal.26 The Soviets would 
not agree to a withdrawal timeline until Pakistan officially promised to 
halt support to the mujahedeen, and Pakistan would not agree to halt 
this support until Moscow set a timeline for withdrawal.27

 
Throughout the conflict, the Soviets failed to find a political formula 
to deal with Pakistan’s interference. President Zia was intensely anti-
Soviet, due to personal religious convictions as well as the close 
relationship between India and the Soviet Union. Pakistan had been 
supporting Islamist militants since the 1970s to exert leverage against 
the Afghan government and thwart Indian influence on Pakistan’s 
northwestern border. Thus, Pakistani aid to the Islamist mujahedeen  
of the ‘Peshawar Seven’ was in line with the country’s perceived 
strategic interests. 

As a third strand of diplomacy, Soviet officials became willing to open 
up direct discussions with the United States – but they were rebuffed 
by the Americans, who instead increased levels of funding to the 
insurgency.28 While Pakistan had a direct interest in controlling political 
outcomes within Afghanistan, the United States had little incentive to 
reduce the pressure on its greatest rival when it was embroiled in a 
costly and bloody war. 

Having secured buy-in from the DRA, the USSR and Pakistan, 
Cordovez announced that negotiations between the DRA and 
Pakistan would begin in June 1982.29 In the event, the Afghan and 
Pakistani delegates sat in different rooms and communicated with 
each other through Cordovez.30 No substantive outcomes emerged 
from the dialogue. The Pakistanis denied they were responsible for 
any interference and the Afghan government refused to recognise 
the Durand Line as the border between the two countries. Cordovez 
stated, ‘The main significance of the first round of negotiations was  
that it was held at all’.31 

22	 Ibid., p. 65.
23	 Ibid., pp. 81-82.
24	 Yaqub Khan in: Ibid, p. 83
25	 Ibid., p. 83.
26	 Ibid.
27	 Kalinovsky (2011), p. 69.
28	 Cordovez (1995), p. 84.
29	 Ibid., p. 77.
30	 Kalinovsky (2011), p. 66.
31	 Ibid., pp. 66-67.
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In November 1982, Brezhnev died and Yuri Andropov succeeded 
him as General Secretary. Many hoped that the change in leadership 
might allow for more flexibility in Soviet thinking. By the end of 1982, 
there did appear to be a more profound realisation within the Politburo 
Central Committee that the war was going badly. Indeed, one meeting 
held in November ended with Gromyko asking everyone to ‘draw up a 
plan for the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan’.32 In March 
1983, Andropov told UN officials that the Soviets did not intend to keep 
troops in Afghanistan due to the negative effect the campaign had on 
relations with the United States, the Third World and Muslim states, as 
well as the costs in Soviet blood and treasure.33 

Yet various factors combined to make negotiations stall. These 
included Karmal’s hostility toward the idea of talks, as well as American 
hostility toward the UN process and the Soviet Union, which in turn 
reinforced hardline instincts and positions in Pakistan.34 Indeed, US 
support for the mujahedeen accelerated during this period. Andropov 
had sincerely wanted to explore talks but his illness and death in 1984 
thwarted the negotiations.35

By 1984, it was clear that this stop-start and selective attitude toward 
negotiations – by which the Soviets had hoped to isolate the insurgents 
– failed to appreciate that the other external actors on the Afghanistan 
question had little interest in facilitating a political solution within the 
country which was conducive to Soviet interests. External diplomacy 
was not going to provide cover for an internal military victory within 
Afghanistan. This provided the context for a reappraisal of the political 
strategy within Afghanistan itself. 

The Gorbachev effect: toward an internal 
political strategy

Mikhail Gorbachev became General Secretary of the Communist 
Party in March 1985, prompting a broader reorientation of Soviet 
foreign policy known as ‘New Thinking’.36 Already a growing number 
of officials within the Soviet state believed that the war in Afghanistan 
was unwinnable on conventional terms and had begun to argue that 
withdrawal was the only serious option available. 

In 1985, Gorbachev personally told President Reagan he would 
withdraw Soviet troops within four years.37 This prompted a renewed 
focus on, and reassessment of, the internal political situation within 
the country. To this end, the Soviets began to lean toward a process 
of ‘national reconciliation’ within Afghanistan, thereby reducing some 
of the grievances on which the insurgency fed. As KGB chief Viktor 
Chebrikov put it at this time: ‘It is necessary to look for the means to  
a political solution of the problem. The military path for the past six 
years has not given us a solution’.38

At the Communist Party Congress in February 1986, Gorbachev 
famously called the war in Afghanistan a ‘bleeding wound’; the 
32	 Ibid., p. 67.
33	 Ibid., p. 68.
34	 S. Harrison, ‘Making the Russians Bleed’, in Cordovez and Harrison (1995), pp. 100-102.
35	 Braithwaite (2011), pp. 271-72.
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preceding year had been the bloodiest yet.39 At the same time, 
however, he did not believe that withdrawal could be successfully 
executed unless the Soviets and their allies reclaimed some of the 
momentum. For this reason, he surged 26,000 more soldiers into 
Afghanistan.40 This fed into one of the first problems with the shift 
toward a national reconciliation strategy. Despite policies aimed at 
winning over the population, Soviet forces conducted regimental- 
sized operations that employed aerial bombing indiscriminately.41 

Another problem was that the Soviets’ Afghan partners, including 
President Karmal and his government, did not have the legitimacy  
or will to implement the national reconciliation they hoped for. In 
October 1985, Gorbachev told Karmal that he must moderate his 
policies and seek compromise with the opponents of his regime.42 
Already, however, Karmal was seen as a hindrance rather than a help  
to the new approach. Gorbachev reported to the Politburo that ‘with 
or without Karmal, we will firmly carry out policies that must lead 
to withdrawal from Afghanistan in the shortest possible time’.43 By 
November, Karmal announced a series of new policies aimed at 
broadening the base of the government, but Gorbachev had already 
lost faith in him.44

In November 1986, Karmal was replaced by Mohammad Najibullah, 
a Pashtun from Karmal’s Parcham faction of the PDPA who had 
previously led Afghanistan’s intelligence service. It was hoped that 
Najibullah would be a more effective partner in attempting national 
reconciliation. However, he took the reins of a country and a party 
which were both deeply divided.45 The Khalq-Parcham split within the 
PDPA had long handicapped Soviet efforts to consolidate communist 
rule within Afghanistan. Karmal’s sacking – and the elevation of 
Najibullah – now divided the Parcham faction itself in two, between 
Pashtun and non-Pashtun Parchamis.46 

At the time of Najibullah’s appointment, Gromyko made it clear that it 
was now ‘necessary to more actively pursue a political settlement’.47 
The three difficulties he identified in doing so were the ‘social 
conditions’ which fuelled opposition to the Afghan government, the lack 
of ‘domestic support’ for the Soviet strategy from that government, and 
the inadequacy of the Afghan army, in which ‘the number of conscripts 
equals the number of deserters’.48 Soviet troops were propping up a 
regime which was both politically and militarily weak when asked to 
stand on its own. Najibullah was therefore encouraged to engage in 
‘negotiations with Islamic parties and organisations inside Afghanistan 
and beyond its borders, which are ready to compromise’.49 Najibullah 
also sought to establish relations with King Zahir Shah, who had 
been deposed in 1974.50 This was part of a broader attempt to reach 
out to biddable elements in the armed opposition, as well as non-
communist political and religious leaders not involved in the rebellion.51 
As Kalinovsky has written, ‘Moscow began changing its approach 
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40	 D.G. Fivecoat, ‘Leaving the Graveyard: The Soviet Union’s Withdrawal from Afghanistan’, Parameters, Summer 

2012, p. 2.
41	 Ibid.
42	 S. Harrison, ‘”Bleeders,” “Dealers,” and Perestroika’, in Cordovez and Harrison (1995), pp. 202-3. 
43	 Ibid.
44	 Ibid.
45	 ‘CPSU CC Politburo transcript (excerpt)’, 13 November 1986.
46	 Rubin (2002), p. 146. 
47	 ‘CPSU CC Politburo transcript (excerpt)’, 13 November 1986.
48	 Ibid. 
49	 Ibid. 
50	 Ibid. 
51	 Braithwaite (2011), p. 143. 



Talking to the Taliban Hope over History?

16

to counterinsurgency in Afghanistan. Previously, the emphasis had 
been on winning over the population through economic incentives 
and establishing party and governance influence in the cities and 
countryside. The new initiative continued that policy but placed a 
much greater emphasis on pacification through winning over rebel 
commanders’.52 

The failure of national reconciliation 

The Policy of National Reconciliation was written by the Soviets in 
1986.53 With a new aid package, more emphasis on outreach to 
tribes, efforts to make Afghan officials more independent, and dialogue 
with insurgent commanders, the Soviets hoped to set the basis for a 
durable state as they planned to withdraw. 

In January 1987, Najibullah offered a unilateral ceasefire and convened 
a Loya Jirga in the hope of talking peace with mujahedeen leaders. 
Independent reconciliation committees were formed and amnesties 
granted to mujahedeen leaders and fighters; thousands were released 
from prison between 1987 and 1990. The most prominent mujahedeen 
were offered government power-sharing deals, to include control 
over key ministries.54 However, given the context of expected Soviet 
withdrawal, the vast majority of insurgents remained aloof from these 
enticements and preferred to hold their position. 

The national reconciliation initiative also met with resistance and 
criticism from within the DRA and Soviet camps.55 Some Soviet 
military officers dismissed the need for a softer approach, preferring to 
continue robust combat operations. Steps toward negotiations, and 
indeed the conduct of the entire war, were periodically undermined by 
divisions within the Soviet camp – namely, between the KGB and the 
military. Efforts to engage with prominent mujahedeen commanders, 
such as Ahmed Shah Massoud of Jamiat-e-Islami, were sabotaged by 
the KGB and Najibullah.

In the same period, Najibullah initiated a reform package in the hope of 
drawing the sting from the insurgency. A new constitution established 
‘an Islamic legal system run by an independent judiciary, greater 
freedom of speech, and the election of a president by a loya jirga 
assembly consisting of parliament and tribal and religious leaders’.56 
The new constitution, written by Soviet advisers, disbanded the 
PDPA council that had hitherto ruled Afghanistan.57 Najibullah also 
encouraged a role for religion in government and made space for 
capitalism and trade – a key reversal from the early years of PDPA  
rule and a notable shift for a Soviet client state.58 

With such initiatives having registered little impact, Najibullah 
extended the ceasefire later in 1987 at another Loya Jirga and offered 
confidence-building measures such as the ‘inclusion of all political 
forces who…were willing to cooperate with the government’, free and 
fair parliamentary elections, assistance for returning refugees, and 
52	 Kalinovsky (2011), p 100. 
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devolution of power to the local level. In this Loya Jirga speech, he 
said, ‘The scope of these guarantees can be expanded. We are ready 
to consider the proposals of the opposite side’.59 

Yet by late 1987, the Soviets were losing faith in national reconciliation. 
A letter from Colonel Dmitry Tsagolov to the Soviet defence minister 
in August 1987 highlighted its shortcomings. The Afghan people did 
not see any legitimacy in the PDPA-led regime, not least because 
the mujahedeen controlled such large swathes of the country and 
the prospect of imminent Soviet withdrawal provided little incentive 
for them to compromise in the short term.60 According to Colonel 
Tsagalov:

[T]he counter-revolution [the insurgency] is not planning for the 
search of ways to resolve the problems peacefully, but continues its 
course for putting an end to the regime by military means ... At the 
same time, one has to keep in mind that the counter-revolution is 
aware of the strategic decision of the Soviet leadership to withdraw 
the Soviet troops from the DRA ... The counter-revolution will not 
be satisfied with partial power today, knowing that tomorrow it can 
have it all.61

Meanwhile, the Soviet suspension of offensive operations allowed 
Massoud to consolidate his hold on the Panjshir Valley, from which  
he launched a series of deadly attacks on the Red Army and the 
Afghan Army.62 

Withdrawal and the attempt to find a  
last-minute deal

The announcement of a timetable for Soviet withdrawal weakened  
the Soviet position further in their attempts to draw in international 
support for Najibullah’s regime. In February 1988, against the advice 
of the Soviet team negotiating with the United States, Gorbachev 
announced that a full withdrawal would begin on 15 May, assuming 
an agreement could be reached at the negotiations in Geneva.63 
Gorbachev hoped that his unilateral announcement and the signing 
of the accords would induce the United States and Pakistan to cease 
arming the mujahedeen. However, one of the Soviet negotiators,  
Nikolai Kozyrev, stated that Gorbachev’s announcement ‘devalued the 
position of our delegation at the talks, put it in an awkward spot, and 
gave the opposite side extra motivation to pressure Moscow in the 
hope that the Soviet leadership would agree to further concessions’.64

In 1983, US Secretary of State George P. Shultz had expressed 
a rather hardline view of negotiations on Afghanistan, stating, 
‘Negotiations are a euphemism for capitulation if the shadow of power 
is not cast across the bargaining table’. In response to Gorbachev’s 
announcement of withdrawal, Shultz saw an opportunity to adopt an 
even more uncompromising position on negotiations. Early drafts of 
the Geneva Accords had envisaged an ending of American support 
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for the mujahedeen before Soviet withdrawal. Shultz now demanded 
that American aid to the mujahedeen and Soviet aid to the Afghan 
government could be withdrawn simultaneously. 

The Geneva Accords were signed on 14 April 1988 by Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, the United States and the Soviet Union. They committed the 
Soviets to executing a ‘front-loaded’ withdrawal within nine months. 
The United States and the Soviet Union agreed to ‘positive symmetry’, 
meaning that their respective aid efforts to the mujahedeen and the 
Afghan government continued, rather than ‘negative symmetry’, which 
would have withdrawn aid to both. The Soviet leadership hoped that 
the Accords, which prohibited Pakistani interference and intervention in 
Afghan affairs, would mitigate the problem of aid to the mujahedeen.65 

Although they had agreed on a timetable for withdrawal at Geneva,  
the Soviets were left with two problems that required direct negotiations 
with the mujahedeen leadership. The first was how to manage 
withdrawal with so much of the countryside in control of the insurgents. 
To that end, ‘the Soviets began negotiating truces with elders and 
mujahedeen commanders to establish “peace zones” through which 
soldiers and rebels would usually pass without reacting to each 
other’.66 In exchange for abstaining from any offensive operations 
and turning a blind eye to mujahedeen activities, the Red Army was 
promised safe passage out of the country. Military commanders also 
again sought to reach a deal with Ahmed Shah Massoud, primarily to 
ensure a tidy and safe withdrawal. 

The KGB, Soviet Foreign Minister Shevardnadze, and Najibullah 
were all opposed to such local and regional deals. Indeed, Najibullah 
relentlessly pushed for renewed Soviet combat operations against 
Massoud’s strongholds. Gorbachev vacillated during this period, going 
from full opposition to offensive operations, to supporting them, and 
back again. Efforts by Soviet military leaders to reach out to Massoud 
were hampered by these vacillations and spoiler behaviour from 
Najibullah. 

The second reason to negotiate with the mujahedeen was – in a 
revisit of previous policies – to attempt to provide a broader base for 
the Najibullah government, which looked increasingly flimsy in the 
context of Soviet military withdrawal. These efforts were encouraged 
by the fact that President Zia, shortly before his death, stated that he 
would support a coalition that was divided in three between the former 
PDPA, ‘moderates’, and the mujahedeen; in response, Soviet Deputy 
Foreign Minister Vorontsov was dispatched to Islamabad to negotiate 
directly with the mujahedeen leaders, encouraging them to join a 
coalition government. However, attempts to make a final deal with the 
mujahedeen and thereby stabilise Afghanistan proved unsuccessful. 
The mujahedeen leaders maintained their refusal to accept any form  
of government under Najibullah. Indeed, one Pakistani diplomat 
described these last-ditch efforts at negotiation in disparaging terms: 
‘This is mainly a face-saving provision. Such representation will let the 
Soviets feel they have not pulled out of Afghanistan in humiliation or ... 
dumped Najibullah’.67
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In fact, as the Soviets moved toward the exit, the coalition of 
mujahedeen forces which had fought the war – the ‘Peshawar Seven’ 
– were already beginning to turn on each other in their attempts to 
seize the initiative themselves. For example, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar of 
Hizb-i-Islami mounted a ferocious power grab, assassinating other 
commanders and potential rivals across Afghanistan. Furthermore, 
despite the Geneva Accords, Pakistan continued to pursue its own 
interests, and the ISI offered support to Hekmatyar in an attempt to 
anoint him as the future Afghan head of state.68 Afghanistan was  
sliding toward civil war. 

Ultimately, Soviet withdrawal failed to stabilise Najibullah’s regime, 
which was barely sustained by assistance from Moscow.69 In 1990, 
in a new effort to broaden the legitimacy of the state, the Afghan 
constitution was again revised, giving the country an Islamic identity 
and allowing for the participation of any political party that had at least 
300 members and stated its objectives.70 But it was clear that the 
authority of Najibullah’s regime was fragmenting. As Rubin explained, 
‘Unable to create an effective, modern military, the government moved 
away from a bureaucratic chain of command toward a system based 
on brokerage, in which the state pays powerful leaders to supply troops 
from among their followings’.71 The unintended consequence of this 
shift, however, was that the Afghan army became merely one faction 
within the larger number of armed forces under state control.72 While 
Najibullah’s sponsorship of a loose patchwork of militias forestalled 
defeat for a short period, one legacy was to ensure that the civil war of 
the 1990s was even more ferocious than it would have been otherwise.

Ultimately then, as much as Western policymakers may resist the 
idea that their experience could follow that of the Soviet Union, the 
similarities are striking in some respects. The strategic rationale for 
talks was unclear and inconsistent, the commitment to talks increased 
in inverse proportion to military strength, and no successful formula 
was found for dealing with external ‘spoilers’. The echoes of this 
experience in the post-2001 period are illustrated in the next part of  
this report.
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3 The Evolution of ‘Talking  
to the Taliban’ since 2001

The idea that it might be necessary to harness the Taliban, 
or sections of that movement, to a political settlement in 
Afghanistan is not new. On the contrary, as this chapter will 

demonstrate, the idea that the United States and its allies might be 
required to engage in dialogue or some kind of ‘peace process’ with 
its main military opponents is one that has been present from the 
early stages of the conflict, but has evolved and gathered pace in 
recent years. 

In the immediate aftermath of Operation Enduring Freedom in 2001, 
the Taliban was ‘locked out’ of discussions on Afghanistan’s future. 
Thereafter, against the backdrop of an escalating insurgency, tentative 
efforts were made to reintegrate individual Taliban members into the 
governance of Afghanistan, provided they renounced the movement 
and the use of violence. From 2008, a growing number of voices 
argued for some form of national reconciliation process with the 
‘mainstream’ Taliban and even the ‘leadership’ of the movement under 
Mullah Omar.

At the time of the American ‘surge’ of troops in late 2009, it was 
hoped that a renewed counter-insurgency effort would form part of a 
‘talk-fight’ strategy, which would force the Taliban to accept certain 
conditions in return for political participation. This moment soon 
passed, however, without any decisive shift in the military momentum 
of the campaign. From this point, what were once ‘prerequisites’ for 
dialogue with the Taliban were relegated to the position of hoped-for 
‘outcomes’ of talks. Thus far, these talks have proved abortive. With 
a major drawdown of ISAF forces now looming, however, it seems 
possible that US Secretary of State John Kerry will make one more 
attempt to kick-start a dialogue process (nominally led by the Afghan 
government of Hamid Karzai). 

Despite the many incarnations of the ‘talking cure’, and partly because 
of the variety of meanings attached to ‘talking to the Taliban’, a viable 
peace process involving the Taliban has yet to emerge, or even be 
close to emerging. The aim of this chapter is to recount the evolution 
of the idea of ‘talking to the Taliban’ and to explain why it has not 
yet yielded much in the way of tangible political success. The central 
theme is that the idea of ‘talking to the Taliban’ has been shaped by the 
fortunes of the military campaign, and that the strategic rationale for 
talks has never been sufficiently clear. 

From exclusion to reintegration

The idea that there might exist a ‘moderate Taliban’ was one that the 
Pakistani Inter-Services Intelligence Agency (ISI) had encouraged the 
United States to embrace even prior to 11 September 2001. After the 
attacks of 9/11, President Pervez Musharraf talked about the potential 
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for working with ‘moderate elements’ inside the Taliban.73 Indeed, 
even as Operation Enduring Freedom began in October 2001, 
Pakistani Foreign Minister Abdul Sattar insisted that ‘Taliban moderates’ 
should have a ‘part to play’ in any emerging political settlement for 
Afghanistan.74 Pakistan’s insistence on the relevance and malleability 
of the Taliban was, of course, a reflection of its own strategic interests 
rather than a disinterested assessment of the Afghan political scene. 
With the benefit of hindsight, however, we can see that it foreshadowed 
later shifts in the policy of the United States and its allies. 

Having been toppled from power relatively swiftly, the Taliban were 
excluded from the Bonn Conference held in December 2001, which 
aimed to build a UN-mandated democratic state for Afghanistan.75 For 
a period in early 2002, it was possible to believe that the Taliban, as an 
organised movement, had been consigned to the past. Yet by the end 
of that year came the first signs that it might be regrouping in the south 
of the country (a fact signalled by the attempted assassination of Karzai 
in September).76 

Drawing on the assistance of the ISI, Mullah Omar (allegedly based 
in Pakistan) was able to rebuild a Taliban organisation in four key 
southern Afghan provinces: Uruzgan, Helmand, Kandahar and Zabul. 
In the eastern provinces, the reorganisation project was effectively sub-
contracted to Jalaluddin Haqqani and his son, Sirajuddin (under the title 
of the ‘Haqqani network’).77 An alliance was also formed with another 
veteran militant opponent of the new Afghan government, Gulbuddin 
Hekmatyar, who headed the group Hizb-i-Islami (HiG).78

From the spring of 2003, just when the United States was preoccupied 
with invading Iraq, the security situation in Afghanistan deteriorated, 
with the small and constrained ISAF force in Kabul unable to make any 
significant impact. By the end of the year, foreign troops and the newly 
constituted Afghan security forces were subject to almost daily attacks 
from elements operating under the Taliban umbrella. The insurgents 
were able to exploit a number of grievances against the government of 
the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan.

It was against this backdrop that the idea of reaching out to former 
senior members of the Taliban was first revisited, in the hope that 
they could be co-opted to support the Karzai administration. In effect, 
this policy allowed for the rehabilitation and reintegration of former 
Taliban members who had definitively renounced the movement. In 
October 2003, for example, Karzai’s then chief-of-staff, Mohammed 
Umer Daudzai, confirmed that talks had been held with prominent 
‘moderates’ from the former Taliban regime.79 The move was 
subsequently endorsed by the leading US commander in Afghanistan, 
General David Barno, who stated: ‘If you’re a rank and file Taliban 
member and you reject your past ... then you can become part of the 
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future of Afghanistan’.80 As the Taliban insurgency grew during 2004, 
this message was reinforced by US Ambassador to Afghanistan Zalmay 
Khalilzad, who asserted that ‘non-criminal’ elements of the Taliban 
would not be subject to arrest if they renounced violence.81

This policy also had some level of international underpinning in the 
form of the UN’s Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (DDR) 
programme, which was launched in 2003. Again, rather than dealing 
with the Taliban as a collective organisation, it sought to weaken it by 
inducing individual Taliban combatants to switch allegiances.82 

From reintegration to reconciliation

In October 2004, Hamid Karzai became Afghanistan’s first 
democratically elected president, leading some to hope that this might 
strengthen the government. However, 2005 was marred by both the 
worsening of the insurgency and concerns that the United States was 
seeking to reduce its presence in Afghanistan because of growing 
commitments in Iraq. In the last few months of 2005, the United 
States withdrew 3,000 of the approximately 20,000 troops it had in the 
country. By early 2006, US Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and 
General John Abizaid, Commander of CENTCOM, said that further 
withdrawals of as many as 4,000 US troops would follow.83 

Partly because of the anticipated security vacuum – and the inadequacy 
of the Afghan police and army – Karzai created the Independent 
Peace and Reconciliation Commission (known in Dari as Programme 
Tahkim Sulh, or PTS), under the leadership of former Afghan President 
Sibghatullah Mujaddedi. It was charged with leading a new effort to 
persuade Taliban members to forgo the insurgency in exchange for 
amnesty. However, despite encouragement from the United States 
as an alternative to a heavy military footprint in Afghanistan, its efforts 
were not deemed to be a success.84 

From 2005, as the insurgency intensified further, the strategy of ‘peeling 
off’ individual insurgents looked increasingly inadequate for keeping 
pace with the momentum being generated by the Taliban. More 
consideration was therefore given to engaging with the Taliban as a 
whole, perhaps as part of a broader process of ‘national reconciliation’. 
Where once people had spoken of the prospect that individual Taliban 
fighters could be reintegrated as individuals, there was an increasing 
willingness to consider reaching out to the movement as a collective. 
From these early stages, however, it became clear that the Taliban 
movement had little interest in engaging directly with President Karzai, 
meaning that an ‘Afghan-led’ negotiation process was extremely 
difficult to instigate. It was within the context of this vacuum that other 
intermediaries stepped in. 

Not for the last time, it was one of the NATO/ISAF coalition partners 
who took the initiative to pioneer a different approach to ‘talking to the 
Taliban’. In July 2005, German officials met with Taliban delegates in 
the Swiss city of Zurich for three days of talks, in an effort to secure a
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deal to end the insurgency. Specifically, as a reflection of macro-level 
international priorities, the Taliban were offered political recognition 
if they emphatically rescinded any connection with Al Qaeda.85 
Separately, there were also reports that the CIA and the British Secret 
Intelligence Service (MI6) were themselves engaged in contacts with 
the Taliban in an effort to explore a potential political solution. Each 
of these initiatives failed due to the fact that the gap between the two 
sides was wide and appeared unbridgeable. 

The difficulties faced in finding any sort of common political ground 
with the Taliban increased after their 2006 spring offensive in southern 
Afghanistan. A recently deployed and under-strength British brigade 
faced an escalating campaign of violence driven by known lieutenants 
of Mullah Omar, including Mullah Dadullah, who commanded 
thousands of fighters from across the border in Pakistan. Dadullah had 
played an important role in reconstituting the Taliban and in cementing 
its alliance with Al Qaeda.86 As an indication of the Taliban’s growing 
ambitions, Dadullah’s men now deployed IEDs and suicide bombers in 
large numbers – the first time Afghanistan had seen such methods.87

Faced with this intensifying conflict – and with less than 4,000 troops 
to call upon – British commanders engaged in localised dialogue 
and agreements in an effort to attenuate the insurgency. Thus, in 
September 2006, in the town of Musa Qala, a deal was reached (under 
the aegis of Lt Gen David Richards) by which all armed groups, both 
British and Taliban, would withdraw from the area and leave security 
in the hands of local elders, in return for an end to the fighting. At the 
time, some within the US military were very critical of the move, which 
was seen as a partial surrender.88 The Musa Qala deal also raised 
concerns about whether any deal struck with the Taliban would ever be 
genuinely adhered to, as the town effectively fell under Taliban control 
in February 2007. Musa Qala was not retaken until the end of that year, 
when Mullah Salam, a senior Taliban commander (and their former 
governor of Uruzgan province), was persuaded to change sides under 
military pressure from NATO/Afghan forces.89

Salam’s switch in allegiance was hailed by some as a triumph for the 
reintegration policy – the attempt to encourage ‘moderate Taliban’ 
individuals and cells to abandon violence and accept the Afghan 
constitution.90 In reality, however, this highly localised deal was unique 
to the circumstances in Helmand. It did not provide a successful 
template for a broader nationwide policy, and the Musa Qala saga 
raised more questions than it answered about the usefulness of  
‘talking to the Taliban’.

Before these lessons could be fully digested, a crisis occurred in 
December 2007 which underlined the growing confusion over a number 
of aspects of talking to the Taliban, such as who was responsible for 
orchestrating such talks, and to what extent localised dialogue with 
insurgents should be fed into a broader national strategy toward talks. 
Indeed, the whole notion of talking to the Taliban rose to the forefront  
of the political agenda with the expulsion from Afghanistan of two
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men, Michael Semple (a former EU aid worker) and Mervyn Patterson 
(who worked for the UN aid programme), after the Afghan government 
accused them of talking to the Taliban.91 Semple and Patterson were 
reported to have held meetings in Musa Qala with Mansour Dadullah 
(a key commander in Helmand and the brother of Mullah Dadullah) 
without the permission of the Afghan government. Semple, now a 
respected commentator on Afghanistan, later stated that their actions 
had been ‘totally in line with official policy’. He also became a strong 
advocate of talks on the grounds that most Taliban insurgents (‘two-
thirds’) could be drawn into the political process via a ‘network of 
patronage’.92 

The circumstances surrounding this affair highlighted the ambiguities 
still surrounding ISAF policy in Afghanistan – above all, the organising 
assumption that all talks should be Afghan-led. Semple blamed his 
expulsion on the Helmand provincial governor, Asadullah Wafa, who 
had felt undercut and undermined by the meetings and had appealed 
directly to Karzai. Other sources suggested that the US government 
had in fact alerted the Afghan authorities to the meetings, because of 
their unhappiness at the existence of a communication channel outside 
their control.93 Moreover, it also became apparent that the Afghan 
government was not the only actor unprepared for the implications 
of such talks. Having engaged with Semple and Patterson, Mansour 
Dadullah himself was dismissed by the Taliban for having participated  
in talks.94 

This confusion, mixed messaging and general sense of incoherence 
was a symptom of a broader degeneration in ISAF’s campaign. By 
late 2007, insurgents in southern Afghanistan effectively controlled 
large swathes of Kandahar, Uruzgan, Zabul and Helmand – with 
neighbouring provinces also increasingly slipping from the authority of 
the central government.95 In June 2008, American military casualties  
in Afghanistan exceeded those in Iraq for the first time since the two 
wars began.96 

While it is sometimes tempting to see exploratory talks as ameliorative 
and constructive in their own right, the recognition that ‘talking to the 
Taliban’ was now on the political agenda led to a battle for ownership 
of that process. From the outset, President Karzai was highly sensitive 
to concerns that he might be somehow excluded or marginalised from 
that process. Equally, for the Taliban, one of the major incentives in 
considering such talks was that it would undermine Karzai further by 
demonstrating his redundancy. 

Karzai therefore tried to seize back the initiative by becoming a public 
advocate for talks. In September 2008, in a speech to mark the end 
of Ramadan, he appealed to Taliban leaders to ‘come back to your 
country and work for your people’s happiness and stop killing and 
harming people’. Having expelled Semple and Patterson at the end of 
2007, Karzai now announced that he had been seeking the assistance 
of Saudi Arabia and Pakistan for the previous two years in order to try 
to bring the Taliban to the negotiating table.97 
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It later emerged that talks were being held in Mecca, during an Iftar 
dinner hosted by the Saudi king, between Afghan government officials 
(including Karzai’s brother Qayum) and former Taliban officials (including 
former Foreign Minister Wakil Ahmad Muttawakkil and Mullah Abdul 
Salaam Zaeef, the former Taliban Ambassador to Pakistan). Active 
Taliban members were also believed to have been present.98 Saudi 
Arabia had been one of the few countries to recognise the Taliban 
regime in the mid-1990s. This, combined with their status as the 
Guardian of the Holy Places in Mecca and Medina, led some to view 
the Saudis as credible interlocutors. Meanwhile, separate contacts 
were also alleged to have been made with Hekmatyar’s HiG through  
his son-in-law, Ghairat Baheer, who had been released after several 
years in the US-run Bagram detention facility in what some saw as  
a concession to ‘create an atmosphere of trust’.99 

None of these various initiatives provided a substantive breakthrough 
in themselves, but they did herald a new direction.100 However, it 
seemed that both the Afghan and US governments were orienting 
themselves to the view that negotiations with the Taliban might 
provide one way of achieving their interests, against the backdrop of 
declining military fortunes. In October 2008, draft recommendations 
within a White House assessment of Afghan strategy called for talks 
between the Afghan government and the Taliban, with US participation. 
General David Petraeus, who was about to take overall command in 
Afghanistan as the incoming head of CENTCOM, publicly endorsed 
the concept of holding talks with ‘enemies’ and stressed the need to 
‘reconcile’ those who were not irreconcilable.101 Later events raised 
doubts as to whether Petraeus’ words reflected a genuine conversion 
to such a policy. Herein lay another portent of future problems: the 
difference between being willing to engage in dialogue with low-level 
insurgents as part of a counter-insurgency strategy, and being prepared 
to speak to the insurgent leadership as part of a new political strategy. 

In October 2008, Pashtun tribal leaders from Afghanistan and 
Pakistan met in Islamabad, at the instigation of President Karzai, for a 
‘jirgagai’ (or mini-jirga) to discuss ways of tackling militant violence. No 
representatives from the Taliban were present, but various reports at 
this time confirmed that the Afghan government was actively seeking 
peace talks with Taliban and other insurgent groups.102 In November 
2008, Karzai offered Mullah Omar safe passage for negotiations 
and said he would resist demands to hand the Taliban leader over 
to American authorities.103 In response to Karzai’s offer, Taliban 
spokesman Zabiullah Mujahid declared that they would ‘not take part  
in any peace talks with Karzai... until such a day when foreign forces 
leave Afghanistan’.104 

In effect, there was a self-defeating dynamic at the heart of the process 
of ‘talking to the Taliban’ from the outset. Indeed, it is one which has 
still yet to be satisfactorily resolved. The United States was happy for 
talks with the Taliban to occur, provided they were Afghan-led, as this 
would allow the Americans to focus instead on the military aspects 
of the campaign; the Afghan government was keen to be seen to act 
independently of the United States and wanted to control all talks with 
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the Taliban; but the Taliban had little interest in talks precisely because 
talks might give the Afghan government more legitimacy.

‘Talk-fight’ to ‘peace process’

After a three-month policy review following his inauguration, President 
Obama opted to increase substantially the number of US troops 
committed to the war in Afghanistan. An initial investment saw the 
dispatch of some 17,000 extra US soldiers, alongside additional NATO 
forces.105 This was heralded as a greater emphasis on ‘hearts and 
minds’ through the fighting of a ‘comprehensive, counter-insurgency 
campaign’ that would deliver security as the Afghan army and police 
continued to be trained to take responsibility for security themselves.106 
In August 2009, President Obama ordered a ‘surge’ of a further 30,000 
troops into Afghanistan from December; he made it clear, however, 
that the surge forces would be withdrawn beginning in July 2011.107 
When Obama made this announcement, some observers criticised 
the president ‘for giving the Taliban a reason to lie low and wait out the 
Americans’ and for doing ‘little to discourage US allies from hedging 
their bets – Pakistan’s continued coddling of the Afghan Taliban and 
President Hamid Karzai’s reliance on self-serving warlords’.108

While the military dimension of the campaign was re-energised, the 
idea that ‘talking to the Taliban’ would be an important part of a 
broader strategy going forward still remained. In March 2009, before 
announcing the surge, President Obama declared that there could be 
no peace in Afghanistan ‘without reconciliation among former enemies’ 
and expressed support for a ‘contact group’ of regional partners to 
discuss how this might be achieved. However, subsequent accounts 
of insider politics from within the administration suggest that there 
were tensions between those who wanted to invest primarily in the 
successful outcome of a COIN campaign in Afghanistan and those who 
preferred to focus on a larger diplomatic effort which included talks with 
the Taliban and their regional sponsors. It is clear that at least some key 
policy stakeholders were not yet persuaded of the need for a Taliban-
inclusive political process – and views within the administration were 
divided.109 

During the 2009 Afghanistan strategy reviews overseen by Obama, 
those in favour of talking to the Taliban in some capacity included 
Ambassador Richard Holbrooke and Ambassador Karl Eikenberry, 
who according to one account ‘believed a settlement [with the Taliban] 
was the only way the conflict would end, especially considering the 
corruption of the Karzai government, the incompetence of the Afghan 
security forces, and the safe havens in Pakistan’.110 For the moment, 
though, such voices remained in the minority. Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton, for example, was said to be sceptical of the likelihood of such 
a settlement being achieved. The CIA was opposed to any deal without 
a clear Taliban renunciation of Al Qaeda.111 Meanwhile, senior military 
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leaders such as General Petraeus, along with Admiral Mike Mullen (then 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff) and General Stanley McChrystal 
(then Commander of ISAF), thought it was premature to explore talks 
with the Taliban before the COIN strategy was given a chance to work, 
and were said to have been alarmed by the president’s remarks in 
favour of a talks process.112 

If there was some agreement, it was on the broad assumption that 
some combination of talking and fighting (‘talk-fight’) was necessary. 
Within this, however, there were important gradations of opinion. Senior 
military commanders continued to believe that it was better to use the 
‘surge’ to coerce Taliban senior leaders to surrender or, at the very 
least, to force them to talk from a position of weakness.113 Meanwhile, 
Ambassador Holbrooke believed a negotiations process was ‘the only 
viable American strategy’, though this was contingent on the United 
States demonstrating a commitment to staying in Afghanistan and not 
withdrawing in the near future. 

Those who wanted to foreground the search for a political solution 
were bolstered by the junior partners within the NATO/ISAF coalition. In 
particular, the UK, as the second largest contributor to the war, became 
an increasingly loud advocate for direct negotiations with the Taliban. 
In part, this might be interpreted as Britain’s attempt to compensate for 
its role as a junior military partner by stressing its expertise in conflict 
resolution. A familiar refrain from British officials and ministers is that 
the experience of talking to the IRA in Northern Ireland provided a 
unique insight into similar negotiations with the Taliban.114

In a July 2009 speech at NATO headquarters, British Foreign Secretary 
David Miliband emphasised the need for a ‘political strategy’ which 
included ‘reintegration and reconciliation’ [emphasis added], with 
the goal of achieving a broad-based ‘inclusive political settlement in 
Afghanistan’. As for who might participate in this settlement, Miliband’s 
remarks referenced those who might be classed as ‘accidental 
guerillas’ who had joined the insurgency because of local grievances 
(‘conservative pashtun nationalists’) and those Taliban who were 
prepared to renounce any association with international jihadism (‘those 
who want Islamic rule locally from those committed to violent jihad 
globally’.)115 

Other senior British officials, such as Sherard Cowper-Cowles (the UK’s 
special representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan) and Lieutenant-
General Graeme Lamb (the former head of the SAS and Britain’s senior 
military officer in Kabul), also emerged as firm advocates for a dialogue 
with the Taliban leadership.116 Cowper-Cowles in particular has been a 
frequent critic of the US approach on the grounds that it has placed too 
much emphasis on military aspects of the campaign and failed to seek 
a broader political settlement.117 

In August 2009, Secretary of State Clinton publicly stated the 
willingness of the United States to negotiate with some elements of the 
Taliban. While it was unusual to have such a public confirmation 
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of this willingness from the highest levels of the US administration, in 
reality it did not signal a huge departure from existing policy. The bar 
for participation in talks was still set high, with the United States ‘ready 
to welcome anyone supporting the Taliban who renounces Al Qaeda, 
lays down their arms, and is willing to participate in the free and open 
society that is enshrined in the Afghan Constitution’.118 

Behind the scenes, rather than moving toward a nationwide 
reconciliation process including the Taliban, the US administration 
remained divided over what this might mean in practice.119 In July 
2009, for example, President Obama was contacted by Saudi King 
Abdullah, who offered to facilitate contact with a group of Taliban 
representatives who had been communicating with Saudi intelligence 
officials, but this line of contact was not pursued.120 

While the US administration was divided over the timing and nature of 
talks, a growing number of analysts suggested that the Taliban were 
suffering similar dilemmas and therefore might be ripe for enticing into 
negotiations. Some advocates suggested that it might still be possible 
to ‘flip’ certain factions under the Taliban umbrella in favour of a 
political settlement.121 Others claimed that it was increasingly possible 
to identify a divergence between Taliban ‘doves’ (such as the alleged 
deputy leader, Mullah Baradar) and ‘hawks’ (often said to be Mullah 
Omar or Siraj Haqqani).122 A common feature in such analysis was 
a belief in the divisibility of Taliban ranks, separating those who were 
‘reasonable’ (and wanted talks) from those who were not (and did not).

The changing attitude toward talks with the Taliban was followed 
closely within Afghanistan during the disputed 2009 presidential 
elections. During the campaign, Karzai once again put himself forward 
as the only viable peacemaker within the political establishment, and 
promised that he would convene a tribal gathering including the Taliban 
and Hekmatyar and his followers if re-elected. By contrast, his main 
opponents, Abdullah Abdullah and Ashraf Ghani, called for a grass-
roots approach to ‘reconciliation’, centred on community and tribal 
councils; Ghani also insisted that a Taliban ceasefire should precede 
any peace negotiations.123

While it did little to answer questions about his legitimacy, Karzai’s 
victory opened up the prospect of renewed efforts on negotiations. In 
late January 2010, at the London Conference on Afghanistan, Karzai 
publicly called on the Taliban to engage in talks with the government 
and join a nationwide peace conference.124 This appeal was endorsed 
by Mark Sedwill, NATO’s new senior civilian representative in 
Afghanistan, who called for negotiations with the Taliban and other 
‘pretty unsavoury characters’.125 

As on previous occasions, the Taliban was quick to refuse the idea of 
talks with ‘national traitors’ in the Afghan government and reiterated 
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their calls for complete withdrawal of foreign forces.126 However, this 
was dismissed by Karzai aides who insisted that behind-the-scenes 
talks were already underway.127 Furthermore, the idea that Karzai 
would reach out directly to Mullah Omar was also revived.128 Indeed, 
it was to explore this avenue that Karzai travelled to Saudi Arabia in 
February 2010.129 

As the prospect of negotiations increased, Pakistan – which had not 
been central to the Saudi-mediated process – reimposed itself. The 
same month that Karzai travelled to Saudi Arabia, the Pakistan security 
services captured Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar, widely regarded as the 
head of the Taliban’s political arm and a senior military strategist.130 
Initially, some saw the arrest as a positive sign of increased security 
cooperation. As further details emerged, however, it seemed more likely 
that it was part of the Pakistani state’s effort to interpose itself into any 
peace process. Baradar was believed to be the main interlocutor in 
behind-the-scenes dialogue and was said to have met the UN’s most 
senior official in Afghanistan, Kai Eide, in Dubai the previous month.131 
His swift removal from the political scene at such a critical moment was 
thus interpreted as a clear signal from the Pakistani authorities of their 
determination not to be sidelined in any emergent process.

Despite the disruption caused by the Baradar arrest, it was clear that 
support for a negotiations process was gathering momentum in the 
first half of 2010. First, other actors within Afghanistan recognised that 
their interests were better served by participation in these talks. For 
example, in March 2010, a delegation from Hekmatyar’s HiG arrived in 
Kabul with a fifteen-point plan for peace and held informal talks with  
the Afghan government. 

Second, the US administration gave the clearest indication yet of its 
willingness to pursue this avenue, as the National Security Council 
came out in support of negotiations. It was also believed that General 
McChrystal had grown more amenable to the idea of negotiating 
with the Taliban and was ‘on board’ for these efforts. However, his 
command of ISAF would soon be ended due to his now-infamous 
Rolling Stone magazine interview. When General Petraeus replaced 
McChrystal, he reportedly called a halt to ISAF initiatives aimed at 
facilitating reconciliation.132

Shortly before McChrystal’s departure in June 2010, President Karzai 
launched the Afghan National Peace Conference (or peace jirga) that he 
had spoken of in London. It was accompanied by a new plea from the 
president for dialogue, without preconditions, with his ‘dear brothers’ 
in the Taliban. By explicitly offering to set aside the preconditions 
previously established by the US government (that militants reject Al 
Qaeda, lay down their arms and accept the Afghan constitution), Karzai 
lowered the bar further than the United States was prepared to publicly 
endorse.133 
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At the June conference, a formal negotiating team committee was 
established to deal directly with the Taliban leadership. Notably, 
Karzai also dismissed Interior Minister Amrullah Saleh, an ethnic Tajik 
known to strongly oppose talks with the Taliban, raising the concerns 
of minority non-Pashtun groups within the country.134 Likewise, the 
government passed a resolution calling for greater enforcement 
of Sharia law in the country, also seen as a concession to Taliban 
demands.135 Despite Karzai’s desire to demonstrate his willingness to 
engage in negotiations, however, the potency of the insurgency meant 
that the momentum was with the Taliban. Once again, they rejected  
the whole premise of the peace jirga, attacking the gathering on its  
first day.136

Thus, rather than any progress in negotiations, the second half of  
2010 was marked by a hardening of the insurgency and an escalation 
of ‘hard power’ tactics from ISAF forces. Abandoning any attempt  
to ‘peel’ key Taliban members from the insurgency for the moment,  
the US and UK engaged in a sustained attempt to target senior and 
mid-level Taliban leadership figures, who were said to be taken off  
the battlefield ‘in industrial numbers’.137 

From ‘preconditions’ to ‘outcomes’

This deployment of hard power methods had some success but not 
to an extent that transformed the political landscape in Afghanistan. 
The failure of ISAF forces to achieve a decisive breakthrough against 
the insurgency – coupled with the absence of a plausible negotiation 
process – encouraged the Obama administration to further adjust 
its stance, in an effort to draw the Taliban into talks. From late 2010 
onwards, the emphasis was less on ‘talking from a position of 
strength’. In July 2011, the slow withdrawal of the surge troops began. 
Given the fact that the surge of troops was only a temporary measure, 
the need for talks to commence soon was also stressed. As a result, 
what had once been US ‘preconditions’ for talks were now repositioned 
as hoped-for ‘outcomes’. 

The issue of timing of talks with the Taliban was a cause of tension 
within the mission. In an October 2010 visit to Afghanistan, 
Ambassador Holbrooke is reported to have told General Petraeus 
that they needed ‘to talk about reconciliation’. Petraeus’ response is 
said to have been: ‘Richard, that’s a fifteen-second conversation. Yes, 
eventually. But no. Not now’.138 

Notwithstanding these differences over the timing of talks, any Afghan-
led efforts to reach out to the Taliban were facilitated and encouraged. 
It was hoped that some progress might be made in the wake of Karzai’s 
decision to appoint a seventy-person High Peace Council in September 
2010, under the chairmanship of Burhanuddin Rabbani, a longstanding 
Taliban foe and the Tajik head of Jamiat-e-Islami.139 At the end of 
October, US forces were reported to have facilitated the passage of 
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senior Taliban leaders linked to the Quetta Shura (and Mullah Omar) to 
Kabul for discussions with the Afghan government.140 

To great embarrassment, just a month later, it transpired that one of the 
Taliban interlocutors said to be facilitating this process actually turned 
out to be an imposter posing as a Taliban official called Mullah Akhtar 
Muhammad Mansour. The readiness of Western intelligence agencies 
to pay him large sums of cash – and be encouraged by his surprisingly 
moderate demands – was deeply damaging. It seemed to indicate 
desperation to find a ‘deal-maker’ within the Taliban, naive credulity and 
a lack of concrete knowledge about their insurgent enemy. The Taliban 
response to the episode was stinging: ‘The Americans and their allies 
are very stupid and anyone could fool them’.141

Despite this setback, and the death of Holbrooke (the leading US 
advocate for talks), negotiations with the Taliban remained at the top 
of the political agenda into 2011.142 On 18 February 2011, Secretary of 
State Clinton again emphasised American willingness to ‘reconcile with 
an adversary’ as part of a ‘political surge’ in Afghanistan. At this point, 
she reaffirmed the US government’s ‘red lines for reconciliation’ with 
the Taliban: namely, that ‘they must renounce violence… abandon their 
alliance with Al Qaeda and abide by the constitution’. 

However, a modification of the official position was already underway. 
First, the Afghan government had already indicated its willingness to be 
flexible on the issue of the constitution and the immediate renunciation 
of violence. Second, crucially, Clinton also now described these red 
lines as ‘necessary outcomes of any negotiation’ [emphasis added] 
and affirmed that Pakistan would necessarily play a central part in any 
settlement.143 In effect, what were previously preconditions for dialogue 
now became desired ‘end-points’ of the process. It was this subtle 
but significant adjustment in the negotiation position which formed the 
basis of the political ‘surge’. 

Ostensibly, the talks remained Afghan-led. In reality, however, the 
United States began to become much more directly involved in 
discussions. In April 2011, Mohammad Masoom Stanekzai, an adviser 
to Karzai and secretary to the Afghan High Peace Council, confirmed 
that his government had been engaging in reconciliation talks with the 
Taliban for some time, with US support. At that stage, efforts were said 
to be continuing to try to find a location that could be used for further 
discussions.144

From May 2011, with the Afghan-led process stalling, the United States 
began to take the initiative itself. In the wake of the killing of Osama 
bin Laden, it was reported that American officials had participated in 
meetings in Germany and Qatar with a high-level Taliban official, named 
as Tayeb al-Agha (who had been arrested by Pakistani authorities the 
previous year, but then released), in an attempt to accelerate peace 

140	 J. Barnes, ‘US Backs Taliban Talks’, The Wall Street Journal, 14 October 2010; K. DeYoung and C. Whitlock, 
‘NATO forces facilitating Afghan-Taliban talks’, The Washington Post, 14 October 2010; M. Mazzetti, ‘Taliban Elite, 
Aided by NATO, Join Talks for Afghan Peace’, The New York Times, 19 October 2010; ‘Lunch with the Taliban’,  
The Economist, 28 October 2010.

141	 D. Filkins and C. Gall, ‘Taliban leader in secret talks was imposter’, The New York Times, 22 November 2010;  
M. Rosenberg and A. Entous, ‘Sign of War Gains Proves False’, The Wall Street Journal, 24 November 2010. 

142	 R. Nordland, ‘Karzai calls on the US to free a Taliban official’, The New York Times, 8 February 2011. On Holbrooke, 
see Chandrasekaran (2012), p. 298.

143	 Hillary Clinton, ‘Remarks at the Launch of the Asia Society’s Series of Richard C. Holbrooke Memorial Addresses’, 
New York City, 18 February 2011, http://www.state.gov/secretary/rm/2011/02/156815.htm. 

144	 R. Nordland, ‘Top Afghan official confirms talks with the Taliban’, The New York Times, 6 April 2011. 



33

Talking to the Taliban Hope over History?

talks.145 The following month, President Karzai publicly claimed that 
the United States was indeed involved in contacts with the Taliban.146 
US Defense Secretary Robert Gates subsequently admitted that early-
stage talks were underway, while emphasising that the US military was 
continuing to apply pressure to the Taliban at the same time. Secretary 
Clinton also admitted that ‘very preliminary’ but ‘necessary’ dialogue 
had taken place.147

The US delegation for these initial exchanges is reported to have 
comprised Frank Ruggiero, deputy to Marc Grossman (who had 
replaced Holbrooke as Obama’s Special Representative for Afghanistan 
and Pakistan), and Jeff Hayes, a Defense Intelligence Agency official. 
As 2011 progressed, Grossman himself participated in further sessions 
with al-Agha. 

To avoid a repeat of the previous year’s embarrassing fiasco – and to 
confirm the bona fides of their interlocutors – American negotiators 
asked their Taliban contacts to post a text on an official Taliban  
website. Having established their authenticity, they addressed the 
concerns of trying to get the Taliban to reject international terrorism  
and to support the political process.148 Significantly, the Taliban’s  
main concerns were to have its senior officials removed from 
international and Afghan target lists. As an early confidence-building 
measure, the United States subsequently won approval at the UN 
Security Council for the separation of Taliban from Al Qaeda figures  
on the international sanctions list.149

As a sign of the broadening of the American approach to negotiations, 
a meeting was also reported to have been held in August with a 
representative of the Haqqani network (identified as Ibrahim Haqqani)  
in Dubai, brokered by Pakistan. However, this avenue immediately 
proved problematic as it was followed by a spike in violence from the 
Haqqani network, including an assault on the US embassy in Kabul. 
Once again, the issue of Pakistan’s use of militant groups to increase 
its brokerage power came under the spotlight. Admiral Mullen publicly 
condemned the support given to the Haqqani network by Pakistan’s 
ISI and expressed doubts that the Haqqanis would ever be serious 
partners in negotiations.150 

Elsewhere, a delegation from Hekmatyar’s HiG held meetings with 
senior US officials, including US Ambassador to Kabul Ryan Crocker, 
General David Petraeus and General John Allen of the US Marine 
Corps (who had taken command of US forces in Afghanistan). HiG 
also met with French officials in Paris toward the end of 2011. At these 
sessions, HiG was said to have continued to demand the complete 
withdrawal of foreign troops but – more encouragingly – put forward 
concrete proposals for the creation of a new multi-party, power-sharing 
government in Kabul, alongside a revision of the Afghan constitution.151 
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These tentative negotiations underlined the growing centrality of  
talks with the Taliban within US strategy. Moreover, rather than simply 
dividing the various insurgent groups operating under the Taliban 
umbrella, Secretary Clinton emphasised in October 2011 the need 
to harness the core of the Taliban movement and leadership to any 
negotiation process, stating: ‘The negotiations that would be part  
of any Afghan-led peace process would have to include the Quetta 
Shura and would have to include some recognition by the Quetta 
Shura which, based on everything we know, is still led by Mullah  
Omar, that they wish to participate in such a process’.152 

The Qatar process as a ‘turning point’

By the time of the second Bonn Conference on Afghanistan in early 
December 2011, it was clear that the political strategy of the United 
States and its allies was to construct a peace process which the 
Taliban would be encouraged to join. The conference produced a 
declaration in favour of a ‘peace and reconciliation process’ that would 
be ‘truly Afghan-led and Afghan-owned’ and ‘inclusive … of all the 
people of Afghanistan’.153 In an interview in Newsweek in the same 
month, US Vice President Joe Biden stated that ‘the Taliban per se is 
not our enemy’ and spoke explicitly of the administration’s desire to 
bring about a process of ‘reconciliation’ that would include them.154

This strategy had been arrived at in an evolutionary fashion, shaped 
by the continued potency of the insurgency, the need to find an exit 
strategy, and the failure of the Afghan government to initiate a peace 
process which included the Taliban. What became clear over the 
course of 2012 was that the reorientation of strategy on behalf of 
the United States did not in itself create the conditions for a positive 
political breakthrough. Certain core realities about the conflict in 
Afghanistan remained, leaving serious obstacles to the construction 
of any peace process: the Taliban believed that they had time and 
momentum on their side and had every reason to think in terms of 
victory and supremacy rather than ‘reconciliation’ and ‘power sharing’; 
the prospect of huge withdrawals in the immediate future reduced the 
negotiating leverage of the United States; Pakistan continued to play 
its own hand and preserve its own interests; and many other important 
players in the Afghan balance of power (including minority groups, 
ethnic blocs, warlords and even the government of President Karzai) 
felt undermined and threatened by a US-led negotiation process with 
the Taliban. 

Meanwhile, the behaviour of the Taliban during the course of these early 
and tentative negotiations did not seem to suggest that there was a 
moderating or softening of their aims or tactics. In fact, they frequently 
acted in a way which suggested that they wanted to prevent any peace 
talks from taking place. As an early example of this, in September 2010 
the Taliban claimed the killing of Burnahuddin Rabbani, the Jamiat-e-
Islami leader and head of the High Peace Council, in a suicide attack 
– prompting the Afghan government to suspend peace talks at that 
time.155 This was the first of a number of serious attacks. 
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Another emerging problem was evidence of a growing rift between 
Washington and Kabul over the management of the negotiation 
process. In public, the US and the UK reiterated the need for an 
‘Afghan-led and Afghan-owned’ peace process. However, it was  
clear that Karzai became increasingly concerned that he was  
being undercut and that a deal might be made without him. In the  
lead-up to the second Bonn Conference, secret talks had been held  
in Germany and Qatar between US and Taliban representatives – but 
with no representatives from the Afghan government. In late January, 
Karzai’s chief of staff expressed renewed concern that the United 
States was failing to keep the Afghan government properly informed 
about talks.156 In response, President Karzai recalled Afghanistan’s 
ambassador to Qatar.157 He also attempted to initiate a separate  
strand of dialogue with the Taliban, separate from the American one, 
by meeting Taliban leaders in Saudi Arabia.158 

Despite these tensions, the emergence of the Qatar strand of  
dialogue was heralded in some quarters as a ‘turning point’, in which 
early ‘confidence-building measures’ were agreed upon which would 
provide a platform for negotiations to begin. These measures included 
the transfer of Taliban prisoners from Guantanamo Bay to Qatar, and 
the opening of an official Taliban office in Qatar – giving the movement, 
for the first time in years, a clear ‘return address’.159 The office was 
not to be used for fundraising, propaganda or forming a shadow 
government, but it was to be staffed by senior personnel close to 
Mullah Omar, such as Tayeb Agha and Obaidullah Akhund (who had 
served as defence minister in the Taliban regime).160 

In January 2012, Taliban spokesman Zabiullah Mujahid publicly 
endorsed this new initiative and confirmed the Taliban’s interest 
in negotiations.161 Advocates for talks, such as Michael Semple, 
described the development as ‘a game-changer’, signalling that 
the Taliban were ready to take ‘real steps towards serious political 
engagement and reconciliation’.162 

At this point, President Karzai also signalled his willingness to 
acquiesce in this process. However, his lack of comfort with it was 
demonstrated by his preference for the office to be in Turkey or Saudi 
Arabia, and his drawing up of eleven ‘ground rules’ before negotiations 
could begin. These included demands that the Taliban should end 
attacks on civilians, cut ties to Al Qaeda, and accept the Afghan 
constitution. Ironically, for the first time, Karzai’s insistence on these 
preconditions meant that he was adopting a firmer line on talks with  
the Taliban than the United States.163
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While they were prepared to deal directly with the United States, 
the Taliban also made it clear that they had no interest in reinitiating 
contact with the Afghan government. In mid-February 2012, Zabiullah 
Mujahid told CNN that the Taliban would not engage in dialogue with 
the ‘puppet’ regime in Kabul, as America is the ‘real power holder’.164 
They were swift to dismiss Karzai’s offer of Saudi talks.165 Moreover, 
they emphasised that a willingness to negotiate with the United States 
was ‘not connected to an acceptance of the constitution of the stooge 
Kabul administration’.166

Despite the much heralded breakthrough in January 2012, the Qatar 
process stalled within weeks. The confidence-building measures 
discussed during preliminary talks were not implemented. The Qatar 
office remained unopened (despite reports that leading Taliban figures 
had relocated to the country).167 Moreover, in what appeared to be a 
retreat to a tougher line on preconditions, Ambassador Crocker publicly 
emphasised that the opening of the office in Qatar was dependent on 
a Taliban renunciation of international terrorism and a declaration in 
favour of a peace process.168

 
The issue of prisoner releases was a familiar stumbling block. 
Responsibility for detainees has now been handed to President Karzai, 
thereby ceding leverage to the Afghan government on a key issue of 
concern to the Taliban.169 

A serious worsening of US-Pakistani relations in early 2012 – following 
an American strike on Pakistani territory which killed 24 soldiers – also 
threw up a significant stumbling block to talks. Marc Grossman, a key 
figure in the putative peace process, found himself denied a visa to 
visit Pakistan during January 2012. Pakistan began to express growing 
concerns that the United States was withholding important information 
about talks with the Taliban.170 Unsure of the US position, the Pakistani 
line has vacillated considerably between facilitator and spoiler.171 
In mid-February 2012, Pakistan’s foreign minister went as far as to 
state that the very idea of Pakistan encouraging the Taliban’s Quetta 
Shura to the negotiating table was ‘preposterous’.172 A week later, in 
an apparent reversal, Pakistani Prime Minister Yousaf Gilani called on 
‘the Taliban leadership as well as to all other Afghan groups, including 
Hizb-e-Islami, to participate in an intra-Afghan process for national 
reconciliation and peace’.173 
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In combining continued military operations with a willingness to 
negotiate, the US/ISAF strategy in Afghanistan since 2009 has 
sometimes been given the label ‘fight, talk, build’.174 During that time, 
it has also become apparent that the Taliban have proved adept at 
pursuing a ‘talk and fight’ strategy of their own. This has included a 
deadly assassination campaign against Afghan government officials 
(such as the district governor of Khaneshin in Helmand, who was 
killed in December 2011, and Mutalib Beg, MP for Takhar province) 
and anti-Taliban tribal leaders.175 As 2012 progressed, the violence 
showed no sign of abating, with the Taliban exploiting both the unrest 
over the February ‘Qur’an burning’ incident and the March killing of 
sixteen civilians in Kandahar province by a US soldier, before signalling 
the onset of their 2012 spring offensive with a high-profile attack on 
Kabul.176 What has been particularly problematic – and occasionally 
confusing – for advocates of talks has been the fact that acts of Taliban 
violence seem to have focused on disrupting and damaging attempts 
at reconciliation within Afghanistan. On 12 January 2012, for example, 
a suicide bomber killed the governor of Kandahar’s Panjwai district, 
Sayed Fazuldin Agha – a man credited with driving efforts to reintegrate 
former combatants into the local community.177

The fact that the United States has shifted its position so markedly 
over the past ten years has been interpreted, not unreasonably, as a 
vindication of Taliban methods to this point. On 15 January 2012, as 
the Qatar process was in its infancy, a statement was issued by the 
‘Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan’ (the title used by the Taliban) making 
a ‘formal proclamation’ of ‘victory’, following their ‘militarily successful 
resistance’ against ISAF forces.178 At the same time, Hekmatyar stated 
that the United States had failed to achieve its goals and the Karzai 
government was on the verge of collapse.179

Rather than moderating their aims or softening their tactics, then,  
the Taliban’s flirtations with the negotiating process reflected their 
belief that time and momentum were on their side. According to 
media reports, in February 2012 a leaked NATO report into insurgent 
attitudes, based on interviews with Taliban detainees, confirmed a 
widespread belief within the movement that they would soon retake 
full control of Afghanistan.180 The same month, senior US intelligence 
officials reported to the US Congress that the Taliban remained 
confident of ‘eventual victory’.181 Simultaneously, this confidence 
was given a further boost by Defense Secretary Leon Panetta’s 
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announcement that the United States hoped to complete its main 
combat operations in Afghanistan by mid-to-late 2013.182 

Suspension of talks

In March 2012, the Taliban formally announced the ‘suspension’  
of ‘dialogue with the Americans’.183 An important obstacle was the 
prisoner releases, which had been discussed in preliminary talks 
but had been held up by congressional procedures.184 However, 
the suspension of talks also took place against the backdrop of the 
accidental ‘Qur’an burnings’ at Bagram Air Field and the massacre  
of 16 Afghan civilians in Kandahar by an American soldier. Some 
analysts believe that these events emboldened those hardliners  
within the Taliban who were opposed to talks.185

That said, the Taliban did not rule out talks in the future and called on 
the US government to ‘clarify their stance on the issues concerned’. 
While blame was apportioned to the United States, the Taliban did 
not reject the prospect of negotiations in any form: ‘[T]he real source 
of obstacle in the talks was the shaky, erratic, and vague standpoint 
of the Americans’.186 US officials also indicated that there was some 
reason for optimism that the talks could be revived, pointing out that 
they had broken down over a very precise issue – American insistence 
that any prisoners released remained in Qatar rather than returning to 
Afghanistan.187 One senior administration official was quoted as saying 
that the Qatar process was ‘not over as an option’, although ‘the 
chances are considerably less than 50 percent’.188

In May 2012, with little sign of progress in negotiations with the Taliban, 
President Obama announced an Enduring Strategic Partnership 
Agreement (SPA) with President Karzai. Although not an official treaty, 
the SPA committed the United States to enduring financial, economic 
and military support for the country. In stressing that it would not 
abandon the Afghan government after the end of major combat 
operations, one intention was to provide a counterbalance to Taliban 
projections of victory within Afghanistan. The same anonymous senior 
administration official that had said the Qatar process was ‘not over 
as an option’ also argued that the SPA underlined the US commitment 
not to let the Taliban win, stating that the insurgents had been ‘living 
in a fantasy that after Dec. 31 [2014], we’d be gone’.189 ‘We are not 
abandoning Afghanistan…and the Taliban has taken notice’, reaffirmed 
James Cunningham, the US Ambassador to Afghanistan.190 

In his speech announcing the SPA, President Obama once again 
signalled a willingness to explore ‘a negotiated peace’ with the Taliban. 
With the Taliban process still suspended, other tentative lines of 
dialogue appeared to open up. It was reported that Afghan government 
officials had met both with HiG representatives and a former Taliban 
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official in Paris, and then with Din Mohammad, a member of the 
Taliban’s political office, at an academic conference in Japan. These 
were rather tentative discussions, however. According to Salahuddin 
Rabbani of the Afghan High Peace Council, the Paris meeting 
amounted to nothing more than ‘a brainstorming session’. As for the 
Japanese encounter, the Taliban claimed to have sent Din Mohammad 
solely to restate their position that negotiations would not take place 
until all foreign troops had been withdrawn from Afghan territory.191 

A more promising line of communication did appear to open up in 
August 2012, following the decision of the Pakistani government to 
allow Afghan government officials to meet with the Taliban ‘dove’ 
Mullah Baradar, who had been in detention since 2010.192 This was 
interpreted as a small, yet important sign that Pakistan was willing to 
accept – and cooperate with – a negotiation process. 

At the end of August, members of the Taliban negotiating team (said 
to include two former Taliban diplomats to Pakistan) returned to Qatar 
following discussions over the Taliban negotiating position among the 
Quetta Shura.193 In early September 2012, it was also reported that 
US officials were holding talks with Afghan and Pakistani officials in 
Islamabad, in order to arrange travel for Taliban leaders to join peace 
talks. This was the inaugural meeting of what was to be known as the 
‘Safe Passage Working Group’.194 

Interestingly, the willingness to explore potential contacts with the 
core of the Taliban leadership has coincided with a hardening of 
attitude toward the Haqqani network. In September 2012, the Obama 
administration decided to blacklist the group as a foreign terrorist 
organisation, despite some objections from those who thought such a 
move would ‘undercut’ prospects for negotiations. Notably, the main 
body of the Taliban movement did not receive the same designation.195 
Also by September 2012, the last of the US forces associated with the 
‘surge’ had departed Afghanistan. 

The biggest obstacle to talks remained – and still remains – the fact 
that the Taliban refuse to engage with the Afghan government. Reports 
suggested that the Taliban delegation in Qatar refused the offer of 
positions in a coalition government, for example.196 This consistency 
in the Taliban approach has run up against a renewed insistence 
from the US government that talks must be Afghan-led. Ambassador 
Cunningham has repeatedly stated that the United States would not 
participate in any talks with the Taliban without a representative of the 
Afghan government being present.197 
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Prospects for a resumption of talks

Despite the promising start to 2012, hopes for any deal with the Taliban 
receded significantly toward the end of the year.198 This is not to say 
that the idea of talking to the Taliban has been abandoned entirely. 
Reports as recent as February 2013 suggest that the United States is 
prepared to restart negotiations.199 That same month, General Martin 
Dempsey, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, revisited the idea 
that some elements of the Taliban may be amenable to the idea of 
forming a political party.200 He said there was not yet a ‘shift’ but that 
there was ‘an encouraging debate inside the movement’.201

For the moment, however, any negotiations with the Taliban seem to 
have been parked with the Afghan government’s High Peace Council, 
under the leadership of Salahuddin Rabbani. In October 2012, Shamila 
Chaudhary, formerly the director for Pakistan and Afghanistan on the 
US National Security Council, noted that thus ‘the tone of the whole 
discussion has shifted to a less US-led approach and toward a more 
Afghan-led approach’.202 In November, the High Peace Council sent 
a delegation to Pakistan to negotiate the release of several high-
profile Taliban prisoners as a potential prelude to negotiations (though, 
significantly, Mullah Baradar was not among them).203 

The High Peace Council has drawn up an ambitious roadmap for 
peace which envisions the demobilisation of the Taliban, HiG and other 
armed groups by 2015 and their replacement by ‘political groups… 
actively participating in the country’s political and constitutional 
processes, including national elections’.204 The roadmap lays out 
five steps in which talks with the Taliban are to feature. The first is 
to secure Pakistan’s cooperation. An important step toward this 
was achieved in February 2013 following a meeting of the Afghan, 
Pakistani and British heads of government in London (though questions 
remain as to the ultimate intentions of other branches of the Pakistani 
state).205 The second, to also take place in the first half of 2013, is 
the implementation of confidence-building measures, followed by 
the initiation of contact between the government of Afghanistan ‘and 
identified leaders of the Taliban and other armed opposition groups’.206 
The third step, to take place in the second half of 2013, would be direct 
negotiations between the Afghan government and representatives of 
the Taliban, ‘preferably through one consistent and coherent channel’. 
These negotiations would be preceded by both ceasefires and prisoner 
releases. Discussions would focus on development, education, the 
withdrawal of international forces, elections, demobilisation, inclusion 
of Taliban officials in the structure of the state, reintegration of Taliban 
members back into society, and the composition of the security 
forces.207 The fourth step is to implement and consolidate these 
agreements over the course of the first half of 2014. In the fifth and final 
step, Afghanistan and Pakistan will aim to ensure the ‘voluntary and 
orderly return of Afghan refugees from Pakistan’ and continue the fight 
against Al Qaeda.208
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At the time of writing, the roadmap has been given strong international 
backing. In February 2013, President Asif Ali Zardari of Pakistan and 
President Karzai committed to a six-month timeline to achieve a peace 
settlement, at a trilateral summit in London with Prime Minister David 
Cameron. The three leaders issued a joint statement that insisted, ‘All 
sides agreed on the urgency of this work and committed themselves to 
take all necessary measures to achieve the goal of a peace settlement 
over the next six months’.209 

Chances of a deal with the Taliban are slim, therefore, but not entirely 
dead. Even if this round of talks is successful in cobbling together some 
kind of deal, this will not, however, be a vindication of the confusing, 
seemingly aimless and often desperate approach that preceded it. 
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4 Conclusions: Between 
Hope and Expectation

Building on the previous section of this report, the following 
observations identify some of the flaws in the attempt to 
initiate a peace process involving negotiations with the Taliban. 

They are not intended as a critique of specific efforts or actors, but 
are features of the overall approach which has evolved since the idea 
of talks first began to seep into the political agenda.

Talks have been characterised by the anarchy  
of good intentions

A willingness to talk to the Taliban has arisen from a number of entirely 
rational calculations, including: a recognition that a purely military 
solution in Afghanistan is unachievable; an acceptance that the Taliban 
are a significant power broker in the politics of Afghanistan; and a 
desire to stabilise the country in the run-up to major troop withdrawals. 

However, there have been too many actors involved in this process 
and so many different lines of communication with the Taliban that 
the cumulative effect has been chaos. Multiple channels have been 
operating in parallel, creating confusion, disjointed expectations from  
all parties, and contradictory messages. 

Moreover, the line between officially sanctioned dialogue and unofficial 
contact has never been clear. Official policy seems to have been a  
few steps behind those engaging in secret or undercover talks with  
the Taliban. While this is not in itself unusual, some of those engaged  
in secret talks appear to have been accused of over-reaching their  
brief and putting themselves forward as self-appointed mediators.  
The problem here is that this ‘official policy’ has never been defined. 

There have also been subtle but important differences between the 
positions on talks adopted by the United States and its allies within 
the ISAF coalition, leading to further confusion. Recriminations and 
mixed messaging have created a political atmosphere that has not 
been conducive to talks. Within the US administration alone, there 
have been many different views as to the necessity for such talks and, 
more importantly, their timing. Despite being the United States’ closest 
partner, the UK has also taken a more proactive role in trying to initiate 
talks. Meanwhile, there have been numerous other actors involving 
themselves as third-party facilitators, including Germany, Qatar, Turkey, 
Norway, France and Saudi Arabia. This has allowed participants in talks 
to play the channel of communication which suits them best (such as 
President Karzai’s adoption of a Saudi-led talks process, following fears 
that he was being excluded by the Qatari process).210 It has arguably 
encouraged a ‘market-bazaar approach to negotiations’ in which ‘[b]
argains are being cut with any and all comers, regardless of their 
political influence or ability to influence outcomes’.211 Perhaps
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more important, it has also meant that no single line of verifiable 
communication was established until January 2012, in the form of the 
Taliban office in Doha (which never became operational). 

Much of this activity has been well-meaning and based on a recognition 
that some form of dialogue is necessary. However, the talking process 
has had too many owners and too many participants. Rather than 
create a strategy for negotiations, tentative early talks have been 
allowed to proceed in the hope that they might provide a glimpse of 
a breakthrough. Thus, without any central direction and ownership 
of talks, these numerous different strands have led to contradiction, 
confusion and chaos. 

Talks have never had a clear strategic rationale

Advocates of talks largely share the view that the Taliban cannot be 
defeated militarily and therefore need to be engaged and incorporated 
into the political scene in Afghanistan. The earliest advocates of talks 
will point out that they were among the first to recognise this and that 
others have been slow to come to the same conclusion.

Beyond this, however, the rationale for talking to the Taliban has never 
been clear. Talking has meant different things to different actors. 
Moreover, official US/ISAF policy on talks has gone through so many 
different stages of evolution that a clear strategy for talks has never 
been articulated. 

Initially, some advocates of talks proceeded on the belief that a 
significant portion of the Taliban movement comprised non-ideological 
fighters who might be ‘biddable’ by concessions and dialogue 
addressing local and/or regional concerns (referred to as so-called 
‘mid- and low-level’ Taliban). This policy existed under the broad 
banner of ‘reintegration’ and was also thought to be reconcilable with  
a counter-insurgency campaign. 

Some have hoped to divide the Taliban through a negotiation process 
which empowers ‘doves’ in the movement (those prepared to abandon 
Al Qaeda and enter a power-sharing government) at the expense 
of the ‘hawks’ and their maximalist aims. However, the Taliban has 
proved hyper-sensitive and deadly in its response to any putative 
attempts to divide it through negotiators. For example, Sayed Fazuldin 
Agha, the governor of Kandahar’s Panjwai district and a key player 
in the reconciliation and reintegration of insurgents across Kandahar, 
was killed by a Taliban vehicle-borne suicide IED in January 2012. In 
previous months Agha had reconciled the Taliban’s former shadow 
governor of Kunduz and fifty of his men with the government. The 
Taliban immediately took credit for his death, with a clear message: ‘He 
was also considered a very close partner of US invaders who always 
tried to create rifts amongst Mujahideen and now faced his punishment 
after a long period of surveillance’.212

More recently, other advocates of talks have suggested that – rather 
than divide and rule – it was preferable to encourage the Taliban 
movement as a whole to become a more identifiable political movement 
with a clear leadership. For that reason, they felt that it was better to 
deal directly with the Taliban leadership rather than ‘peel off’ individual 

212	 Bill Roggio, ‘Taliban assassinate key district governor in Afghan south’, Long War Journal, 12 January 2012, http://
www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2012/01/taliban_assassinate_4.php



45

Talking to the Taliban Hope over History?

members, and that only a unified leadership could deliver a  
sustainable deal.

The lack of clarity about the rationale for talking has fed into 
confusion about who to talk to within the movement, which has yet 
to be resolved. As part of a process of ‘reintegration’, most early 
emphasis was on reaching out to those who could be ‘weaned’ off 
the insurgency. As ‘reconciliation’ began to dominate policy, western 
security agencies appeared desperate to find a Taliban ‘dove’ with 
whom to do business, such as Mullah Baradar or the surprisingly 
plausible ‘Mullah Akhtar Muhammad Mansour’, who turned out to  
be an imposter posing as a key Taliban negotiator. 

As this avenue failed to deliver any progress, the prospect of 
dealing directly with the ‘hawks’ (including Mullah Omar) began to be 
considered more seriously, as official policy made a 180-degree turn. 
However, because these changes in policy were faltering and tentative, 
they have rarely had full support from within the United States and the 
NATO coalition. 

In other words, just as a growing number of officials accepted the need 
for talks, there was no agreed vision on what successful talks might 
look like. Ryan Crocker, the former US Ambassador to Kabul, has been 
quoted as saying: ‘There will be no negotiated deal with Mullah Omar. 
It wouldn’t work here in Afghanistan. You have a fractured, divided 
Taliban. I’m not sure we need a Qatar office. We can get it by onesies 
and twosies, not some sort of grand bargain with Mullah Omar’.

Taliban ‘pragmatism’ certainly exists, but  
Taliban ‘moderation’ has been over-hyped  
and overestimated

The claim that the Taliban movement is showing more moderation and 
a willingness to move into politics should be treated with scepticism. 
There are many examples of pragmatism on behalf of the Taliban, and 
a willingness to negotiate. But it would be foolish to predicate policy 
on an expectation that the Taliban are becoming a more moderate 
movement. Likewise, an approach which seeks to ‘groom’ the Taliban 
into a more amenable and pliable movement is highly implausible. 

There have been a number of reports which point to the complexity and 
diversity of views within the Taliban movement. These offer important 
insight into the movement and provide a reminder that the Taliban has 
a capacity for ‘pragmatic’ as well as ‘maximalist’ actions. Others have 
also indicated that the Taliban are softening their stance on a number 
of issues important for negotiations between the United States and the 
Taliban, such as the presence of US military bases after 2014 and their 
willingness to accept the ANA in some form.213 

The real ‘game-changer’ in Afghanistan, however, is the departure of 
ISAF troops, not a moderate awakening inside the Taliban movement. 
There is scant evidence that the Taliban movement is moderating its 
overall aims, or its methods. Instead, it seems that they are adopting a 
form of ‘talk-fight’ of their own. If anything, as the prospect of talks has 
increased, so have their violent activities. For example, the number of 
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‘enemy initiated attacks’ during 2012 was greater than the same  
figure for 2009, the year prior to the US-led surge.214 Rather than 
simply focusing their efforts on ‘foreign soldiers’, moreover, they 
have done nothing to allay the fears of those within Afghanistan who 
are alarmed by the prospect of a return to Taliban rule. For example, 
insurgents killed more civilians in August 2012 than in any month  
since September 2009.215 

There may indeed be pragmatic Taliban who favour negotiations toward 
some sort of power-sharing deal, but there are also those who view 
negotiations as a means to an end or as ‘a way to reduce military 
pressure, enabling them to conserve their strength and consolidate 
their authority in the areas of Afghanistan they currently control’.216 

Notably, where ‘moderates’ within the movement have been identified, 
more hardline factions have moved swiftly to shut them down. Zabiullah 
Mujahid, the official spokesman, has described some of those offering 
more conciliatory messages as ‘opportunist individuals and parties’ 
who ‘have committed and are committing such deceitful actions for 
some gains’.217 Reports of a softening of negotiation positions have 
been dismissed as Western propaganda or ‘fatuous jibber-jabber’.218

These difficulties are illustrated by the fate of former Taliban leader 
and member of the Quetta Shura, Agha Jan Motasim, who claimed 
in May 2012 that a majority of Taliban want a peace settlement 
and only ‘a few’ hardliners opposed it. In fact, he went further and 
suggested that ‘a majority of the Taliban and the Taliban leadership 
want a broad-based government for all Afghan people and an Islamic 
system like other countries’. He also criticised the West for failing to 
back the moderates in the movement with incentives.219 Motasim was 
shot in August 2010 in Karachi and is now living in Turkey. He has 
blamed hardliners in the movement for the attempt against his life.220 
In May 2012, another former Taliban leader, Arsalan Rahmani Daulat, 
who was prominent in President’s Karzai’s reconciliation efforts, was 
assassinated in Kabul.221

The reality is that the Taliban leadership appears to believe that in any 
negotiations in which they might engage, they will be operating from a 
position of strength and momentum. The most important factor in the 
negotiation process is the fact that the ISAF military presence is being 
drawn down dramatically. All parties are positioning themselves for this 
new dispensation: this is the game changer, rather than some moment 
of moderate ‘awakening’ within the insurgency. 
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A deal with the Taliban will not solve the root 
causes of violent conflict in Afghanistan, and 
important questions remain unanswered about 
the structure of the Taliban movement and the 
nature of rebellion in Afghanistan

All these proposed solutions face the same obstacle: that it is very 
hard to get a clear picture of the structure and trajectory of the Taliban 
movement – or of the precise relationship between it and other 
insurgent groups such as the Haqqani network.

At the time of writing, there is still some hope that talks might be 
re-instituted, through the Qatar process, with Mullah Omar and those 
who might be said to constitute the Taliban’s political leadership. 
Ironically, however, just as it has finally become official policy to 
deal with the higher echelons of the Taliban hierarchy, concerns 
have re-emerged about the fluid and changing dynamics within the 
movement.
 
Following on from this, there is also the question of the ability of the 
Taliban leadership to secure any agreement, even if one is reached. 
Some believe that the trajectory of the Taliban movement might be 
an obstacle to this. According to Strick van Linschoten and Kuehn, 
‘if current trends are not fundamentally altered, the movement will 
be increasingly less subject to hierarchies and restraints on the part 
of its senior leadership’.222 In this interpretation, the most significant 
challenge to the leadership of Mullah Omar can currently be found 
in the ‘younger generation of commanders who are more and more 
independent, both financially and ideologically, from the old-school 
Kandahari Taliban leadership based in Quetta’. 

While Mullah Omar might still guarantee a certain level of cohesiveness 
to the movement for the moment, this younger generation is potentially 
more radical; they do not share the irritation with Al Qaeda expressed 
by some of the older commanders, and are more sympathetic to 
an international jihadist agenda.223 Yet, the Qatar process was, to a 
significant degree, predicated on the idea that Mullah Omar might 
emerge to take on a more defined leadership role and lead the Taliban 
movement toward a negotiated settlement. What is not so clear is 
whether Mullah Omar will necessarily have the capacity to play such  
a role. 

Meanwhile, the overwhelming localism of this war is dizzyingly complex 
yet unavoidable. It stands in contrast to the conventional binary 
narrative of the war in Afghanistan as a conflict between the ‘Taliban’ 
on one side and the Government of Afghanistan with its ISAF allies on 
the other.224 As such, even should a negotiated settlement somehow 
emerge between Kabul and the Quetta Shura, it is far from certain that 
the insurgency would cease. Local drivers of conflict must be taken 
into account in any negotiated framework for the future of Afghanistan. 
Afghans are engaging in both violent and non-violent politics at the 
local level on each and every side for predominantly local reasons that 
often have little to do with any national or transnational cause, whether 
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that cause be the violent Islamism of the Taliban, or the democratic 
nationalism officially espoused by the Afghan government. 

As is often the case in civil wars and protracted insurgencies, conflict  
in Afghanistan is driven by a confusing aggregation of ‘micro-
conflicts’.225 More often than not, these ‘micro-conflicts’ are decades 
old, each with unique histories at the provincial, district and village 
levels. The constant recurrence of conflict in Afghanistan over the last 
thirty years can be traced to these ‘micro-conflicts’. People choose 
sides (factions within the government, factions within the insurgency, 
narcotics cartels, or a mixture of all three) based on where their 
enemies sit, their own family loyalties, and where they believe they 
can best access resources to prevail against their opponents or rivals. 
To make matters even more complex, a great deal of Afghanistan’s 
instability, corruption, and violence is driven by criminal elements 
without strong political agendas outside of the survival of their illicit 
enterprises. Any peace process must take these considerations  
into account. 

Talks with the Taliban have never been truly 
‘Afghan-owned’ and it might be too late in the 
day to insist they are
Direct dialogue between the United States and the Taliban was 
unthinkable in 2002 but entirely plausible ten years later. Both sides 
have an incentive to talk. The biggest obstacle to initiating a negotiating 
process in Afghanistan, however, is that the Taliban see it as a way of 
marginalising their domestic political rivalries – above all, the Afghan 
government. This leads to a situation in which the United States insists 
all talks must be led by the Afghan government, whereas the Taliban 
are only seriously interested in talks which do not include the Afghan 
government. 

The weakness of the Afghan government in negotiations is largely 
due to flaws of its own making. However, its position has also been 
severely undermined by the fact that it has been sidelined in talks with 
the Taliban almost since the idea was first mooted. Rather than seeing 
the talks process as something which could be built up piece by piece, 
the temptation to reach out immediately to the Taliban and ignore the 
Afghan government contributed to what might be called a self-fulfilling 
prophecy, in which the Taliban have become the most important 
brokers in any deal. 

In their official statements, US and NATO representatives maintain 
that the Afghan government’s involvement is critical to the negotiation 
process. As all parties stressed during the June 2010 London 
Conference, the international community is unconditionally committed 
to ‘Afghan-led peace, reintegration and reconciliation efforts’. But the 
‘Afghan-led’ principle has not always been adhered to in practice. 

Rather, the Afghan government has frequently found itself playing 
‘catch-up’. To counter this, it has on occasion attempted to set up 
alternative channels to keep itself ‘in the game’. This has created a 
counterproductive scenario in which talks are proceeding along at least 
three simultaneous tracks – each of which can contradict the other. The 
Afghan government have claimed that they have been talking, and 

225	 S. Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).
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continue to talk, to the Taliban. The Taliban leadership has rejected 
this and claimed that they have no interest in talking to Karzai and only 
want to talk to the United States. Representatives of the United States 
have claimed that all talks are Afghan-led while continuing their own 
tentative contacts directly with the Taliban.
 
The only ‘winners’ from this confusion are the Taliban. The failure to 
make talks genuinely Afghan-led has been corrected in recent policy 
pronouncements. However, it is arguable that the damage might 
already have been done. The Afghan roadmap, presented in late 
2012, heralds the beginning of a truly Afghan-owned process via the 
High Peace Council. With the legally required end of Hamid Karzai’s 
presidency next year, there are some hopes that the Taliban may be 
willing to negotiate directly with a post-Karzai Afghan government. 
However, the idea that talks need to be genuinely Afghan-led has only 
been matched by official policy at the last possible moment. 

Fear of a secret deal with the Taliban has caused 
fear among many other religious, political, tribal 
and ethnic interest groups in Afghanistan and has 
been a further source of destabilisation

The mystery that has surrounded early talks with the Taliban, and 
the way they have crept onto the political agenda, has heightened 
fears within Afghanistan about the future of the country. Many interest 
groups in Afghanistan, including Karzai and his allies, the legal political 
opposition, civil society groups (including women’s rights and human 
rights organisations), non-Pashtun tribes and ethnic minorities, former 
communists, and former mujahedeen commanders have expressed 
growing concerns that a political deal with the Taliban might come at 
their expense and without their consent. 

Many within Afghan society are concerned that American interest in 
a talks process is focused solely on attaining a ‘decent interval’ in 
the Taliban insurgency that might allow for an orderly ISAF military 
withdrawal. As a report by the International Crisis Group has 
concluded, every faction in Afghanistan has recognised ‘that the 
international community’s most urgent priority is to exit Afghanistan 
with or without a settlement’.226 Indeed, this has increased the number 
of potential spoilers who see no interest in acquiescing to or facilitating 
an atmosphere in which talks might prosper. Factionalism within the 
security forces – the Afghan National Army and the National Directorate 
of Security (NDS) in particular – has also been a natural result of this 
chaotic approach. Elements which traditionally formed part of the 
Northern Alliance have been preparing in anticipation of civil war after 
US and ISAF security forces withdraw. These and other factions may 
not be willing to accept Taliban participation in national government.227 

Even if some sort of deal with the Taliban was still attainable, the 
prospect of a major backlash from Tajiks, Uzbeks and Hazaras of 
the National Front for Afghanistan, and even Hizb-e Islami and other 
Pashtun groups, is high.228 

226	 International Crisis Group (26 March 2012).
227	 R. Evans, ‘The Once and Future Civil War in Afghanistan’, Foreign Policy, 26 July 2012, http://afpak.foreignpolicy.

com/posts/2012/07/26/the_once_and_future_civil_war_in_afghanistan. 
228	 A. Rafiq, ‘The Coming Civil War in Afghanistan’, Foreign Policy, 3 February 2012. 
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The Pakistan problem remains

Pakistan remains as critical to the future of Afghanistan as ever, and 
its role is just as complex as it was during the period of the Soviet 
invasion. There is no simple answer to its playing of multiple games 
within the country and its manipulation of proxies. One thing is clear, 
however: Pakistan is intrinsic to any negotiation process and needs 
to be included. A durable negotiated peace in Afghanistan cannot be 
achieved without addressing Pakistani interests (irrespective of whether 
those interests are legitimate or otherwise). 

Before and since, Pakistan has demonstrated its willingness to use 
armed insurgent groups such as the Afghan Taliban and the Haqqani 
network in pursuit of what it perceives as its immutable interests: first, 
avoiding strategic encirclement by India; second, maintaining strategic 
depth against India; and third, blunting Pashtun nationalism. In 1992, 
for example, as the Najibullah regime crumbled following the withdrawal 
of Soviet forces, Pakistan’s ISI gave support to insurgents under 
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, which helped plunge Afghanistan into renewed 
civil war. This was partly to undermine a UN peace plan they feared 
would bring moderate Pashtun nationalists into power and cultivate 
strong bilateral ties with India.229 

To date, US development and military aid packages have certainly not 
succeeded in changing the way Pakistan views its interests. Its sense 
of strategic insecurity cannot be wished away; nor can the country’s 
numerous internal problems. Any ‘deal’ or ‘process’ that ignores any of 
these interests will result in a continuation of Pakistan’s destabilisation 
in Afghanistan. 

Efforts by the US and Afghan governments to increase Indian 
involvement in security force assistance and security agreements have 
only served to validate Pakistan’s worst fears and harden the ISI’s 
commitment to supporting non-state armed actors. In the short term, 
they do not encourage Pakistan’s willingness to allow a peace process 
to develop within Afghanistan. Guarantees from Kabul and Washington 
to limit Indian involvement in Afghanistan might be considered in 
exchange for full-throated Pakistani support – both overt and covert – 
for a negotiation process. 

229	 P. Tomsen, The Wars of Afghanistan (New York: Public Affairs, 2011), p. 9. 
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Epilogue Lessons Learned

Regardless of the outcome of the current, last-ditch efforts to 
facilitate some kind of deal with the Taliban, there are valuable 
lessons to be learned from the near-decade in which the idea 

of ‘talking to the Taliban’ evolved. Afghanistan will not be the last 
conflict in which Western forces confront a complex insurgency, nor 
will the Taliban be the last insurgent movement with which Western 
governments engage in negotiations. Indeed, there is a wealth of 
experiences from previous conflicts which echo the four lessons that 
we have identified based on the decade of failed engagement with  
the Taliban.230

Speak with one voice

For much of the decade, talks with the Taliban were pursued by 
different governments at different times and with varying objectives. 
This ‘chaos of good intentions’ has produced a ‘market bazaar’ 
approach in which Western governments could be played against 
each other, and deals were cut by different governments with different 
factions or individuals within the Taliban movement. While the use 
of third-party mediators may – at times – be useful, it is of critical 
importance that everyone involved in talks is on the same page, and 
that all the actors involved in reaching out to an insurgent movement 
on behalf of a government – or coalition of governments – are working 
from the same script. Rather than contributing to a peaceful, negotiated 
outcome, the Afghanistan experience shows that ‘freelancing’ – even 
when based on the best of intentions – has a destabilising effect: it 
allowed the Taliban to gain tactical advantages while undermining their 
confidence in the credentials of Western negotiators and their ability to 
deliver real and tangible outcomes on behalf of their governments.

Make sure you have a clear strategic rationale

Related to the first lesson, negotiations with insurgents need to have 
a clear strategic rationale. The absence of clarity and unity about 
what talks with the Taliban were meant to achieve, how they were 
going to be conducted, and who was to negotiate with whom, led to 
widespread confusion and the perception of weakness, which – inter 
alia – undermined the willingness of the Taliban to take any such 
process seriously. Paradoxically, therefore, the ‘mad dash’ aimed at 
talking to the Taliban – any Taliban, with any possible outcome – fuelled 
conspiracy theories while making meaningful negotiations less likely. 
By contrast, the talks process in Northern Ireland, which supporters of 
negotiations with the Taliban frequently reference, was a masterpiece 
in clarity and purpose: despite numerous ups and downs, it stuck to 
the framework and format that were announced in the 1993 Downing 
Street Declaration, and it never lost sight of delivering on the objectives 
that had been formulated in that document.231

230	 See J. Bew, M. Frampton and I. Gurruchaga, Talking to Terrorists: Making Peace in Northern Ireland and the 
Basque Country (London: Hurst, 2009); P. Neumann, ‘Negotiating with Terrorists’, Foreign Affairs, January 2007.

231	 P. Neumann, Britain’s Long War: British Strategy in the Northern Ireland Conflict, 1969-98 (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2003), pp. 148-78.
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Potential spoilers need to be ‘inside the tent’

A key issue which policymakers in Afghanistan have failed to heed is 
the notion of having all the key stakeholders involved in the process.  
In Afghanistan, the US and other Western governments naively 
assumed that a bilateral deal with the Taliban was feasible, and that  
the interests of other players – especially those of the Afghan and 
Pakistani governments – could safely be ignored. As it turned out, 
every attempt by Western negotiators to find a bilateral deal with the 
Taliban caused the two governments to play the role of ‘spoilers’,  
doing their utmost to sabotage those negotiations and, thereby,  
making a successful conclusion virtually impossible. As much as 
Western governments would have liked to reduce the conflict to 
a simple confrontation between ISAF and the Taliban, the Afghan 
and Pakistani governments are key players whose influence has 
consistently been underestimated. As much as Western policymakers 
have become irritated with those governments for what they perceive 
as duplicity and dishonesty, no peace deal in Afghanistan will ever 
be possible without their involvement. Indeed, the currently unfolding 
round of negotiations is a belated recognition of the maxim that 
successful peace negotiations need to bring all the players to the table.  

Recognise the needs of the ‘silent majority’

No peace deal will ever be sustainable if it ignores the needs and 
interests of the majority of the population. Stakeholders within Afghan 
society – including minority groups – are part of the process. While 
ordinary people cannot play the role of ‘spoilers’ as easily as armed 
groups or governments, their fears, concerns and objections can 
nevertheless make the implementation of a peace deal impossible. 
In the Afghan case, rather than alleviating those fears and possible 
objections, the way the talks process has been conducted has 
increased the concerns of religious, tribal, ethnic and political interest 
groups, as well as minorities and women, who fear that their futures  
are being negotiated behind their backs and – crucially – at their 
expense. This has created ‘security dilemmas’ in which anti-Taliban 
factions have started to re-arm as a way of ‘hedging’ against any 
deal that will see the return of the Taliban to a position of power and 
influence. The lesson is clear: if civil war is to be avoided, negotiations 
with insurgents need to be as transparent as possible, and the desire 
to secure a deal with armed groups has to be balanced by making  
sure it does not come at the expense of the fundamental interests  
and needs of the ‘silent majority’. Ignoring those fundamental  
needs and interests not only increases the risk of civil war, it also 
destabilises the negotiation process itself.
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