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AFGHANISTAN, a neighbour with close cultural, historical, ethnic and economic links with our country, has always occupied a very prominent position on the radar screens of Pakistan’s policymakers. The development of close friendly ties and mutually beneficial cooperation in various fields would be the most natural thing for these two countries to actively seek. Unfortunately, this has not always been the case in the past. The responsibility for the unhappy past lies with the leadership of both Afghanistan and Pakistan.

However, there is a promise of a happier relationship in the future if both the countries learn from their past mistakes and build up brotherly ties on the basis of recognized principles of inter-state conduct, the reservoir of goodwill that exists between the peoples of the two countries and the vast potential for cooperation between them at the bilateral and regional levels.

Despite the close brotherly ties between the peoples of Afghanistan and Pakistan going back to centuries in the past, their formal relationship started on a sour note as Afghanistan was the only country to object to Pakistan’s admission into the UN in September 1947. It wasn’t surprising, therefore, that even after the establishment of diplomatic relations in 1948, the relations between the two countries should have remained turbulent.

Historically speaking, Pakistan-Afghanistan relations can be divided into two main periods: the period between 1947 to 1979 which was dominated by the issues of the Durand Line and Pakhtoonistan, and the period after the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan in 1979 the defining features of which were the Afghan jihad against the Soviet occupation and, following the Soviet withdrawal, the internal armed conflict in Afghanistan.

Besides being an act of blatant aggression, the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan posed a direct threat to Pakistan’s security and drove millions of Afghan refugees into Pakistan where most of them still live. The struggle of the Afghan people to liberate their homeland, therefore, received Pakistan’s steadfast support. But, equally important, the Afghan jihad was also supported by other Muslim countries and several major powers of the non-communist world led by the US. The epic struggle of the Afghan people was crowned with success in 1989 when the Soviet forces withdrew from Afghanistan leaving behind the puppet Najibullah regime. Unfortunately, internal armed conflict in Afghanistan continued even after the fall of the Najibullah regime in 1992.

There is no doubt that the internal divisions — ethnic and linguistic — and the Mujahideen commanders’ lust for power were the primary factors responsible for the non-implementation of the Peshawar and Islamabad accords and the resultant mayhem in Afghanistan in the post-Najibullah era. But the situation was made worse as some of Afghanistan’s neighbours were sucked into this conflict through their support to opposing sides leading to disastrous consequences for Afghanistan, the region and the rest of the world.

Pakistan’s pro-Taliban policy in the second half of the 1990s reflected Pakistan’s foreign policy and security establishment’s penchant for short-term and short-sighted policies for the sake of short-term gains. This policy incurred the lasting hostility of non-Pakhtoon communities in Afghanistan, isolated us at the regional and international levels as even during its heyday the Taliban regime was recognized by only three countries in the world, delivered a serious blow to the cause of regional cooperation within the framework of the ECO, and promoted extremism, obscurantism and even sectarian terrorism in Pakistan.

To any dispassionate observer it was clear that our pro-Taliban policy was not sustainable because of the strong resistance to it from the non-Pakhtoon communities in Afghanistan and the overwhelming opposition to it at the regional and international levels.

Despite our best efforts, the Taliban regime could not take Afghanistan’s seat in the UN and even our best friend, China, did not extend recognition to it.

It goes to the credit of our policymakers of the time that in the face of all the negative factors afflicting our pro-Taliban policy, they pursued it steadfastly and in a single-minded fashion till the events of 9/11 brought us to the brink of a major national disaster. It was only then that the headlong pursuit of this disastrous policy was brought to an end but only under US pressure as is well known by now.

In the process, Pakistan’s social fabric was torn apart, our society was brutalized, we earned the opprobrium of the international community for having supported a group of obscurantists in Afghanistan, our relations with Iran and many of the Central Asian Republics were badly damaged, even China developed misgivings about our pro-Taliban policy. We were faced with isolation at the regional and international levels, and our image was badly tarnished in the eyes of the international community.

Undoubtedly the government took the correct decision, and I may add a courageous one, in executing the somersault in our pro-Taliban policy in the aftermath of 9/11. But the net result of our post-1992 Afghanistan policy has been that we have been left with few friends in Afghanistan. Our pro-Taliban policy alienated the non-Pakhtoons in Afghanistan from us. The reversal in this policy alienated the Pakhtoons from us. This background, more than anything else, explains the frequent anti-Pakistan demonstrations in Afghanistan.

This narration perhaps would have been pointless but for the fact that it is extremely important to analyse the reasons for the serious mistakes committed by our foreign policy and security establishment in the management of our Afghanistan policy during most of the 1990s and after until September 2001 so as to avoid such blunders in the future.

Further, an important lesson of the history of our Afghanistan policy is that we should encourage, without fear or favour, free debate and discussion on foreign and security policies both within the government and outside if we want to avoid such disasters in the coming years.

The downfall of the Taliban regime in the wake of 9/11 led to the Bonn agreement and a new political dispensation in Afghanistan enjoying the support of the vast majority of the international community, including also two of its most important neighbours, Iran and Pakistan, and the endorsement of the UN.

With the holding of the presidential and parliamentary elections in Afghanistan, the Bonn process has been completed. However, the Karzai government continues to face internal difficulties owing to the insurgency of the Taliban elements, especially in southeastern Afghanistan, despite the presence of the International Security Assistance Force and US troops.

US officials, from time to time, have expressed their appreciation of the steps taken by the government of Pakistan against the alleged presence of Al Qaeda and other terrorist elements in our tribal areas but have also emphasized the need for a more effective action on our part. The US air strike of January 13, 2006 in Bajaur which caused the death of several innocent Pakistanis besides reportedly killing a few prominent members of Al Qaeda was undoubtedly a consequence of our inability to come up to US expectations besides being a serious and indefensible violation of our territory.

The fact that President Karzai, on returning to Kabul after his recent visit to Pakistan, publicly expressed the hope on February 18 that Pakistan would take action on the list given to it of the Taliban leaders active in Quetta, Peshawar and Karachi shows that all is not well between the two governments on this issue. Needless to add that the two governments must settle this issue in a satisfactory manner bilaterally and through discussions within the trilateral commission.

The prospect, thus, is of continued instability in Afghanistan for quite some time till the Taliban insurgency is overcome and national reconciliation is achieved through an inclusive political dispensation which gives both Pakhtoons and non-Pakhtoons their due share in running the affairs of the country. This would be a difficult task even under the best of circumstances. But given Afghanistan’s history of armed conflict between different ethnic groups, a weak centre, warlordism, and easy and plentiful availability of weapons, the task has assumed more daunting proportions.

Afghanistan alone is in no position to accomplish the task of restoring internal peace and making progress in the gigantic task of reconstruction and development. It desperately needs the assistance and support of the international community, especially its neighbours, for success in this task. This the international community can do by encouraging the political process of integrating the various communities in Afghanistan into a cohesive whole, assisting in the re-establishment of internal security, and contributing to the country’s reconstruction and development.

Despite the economic assistance provided by Pakistan to Afghanistan since the Bonn agreement, the cooperation extended by it to the Karzai government in the implementation of the Bonn process and the fast growing economic and trade links between the two countries, there are underlying tensions in Pakistan-Afghanistan relations as a legacy of the past, particularly of the period from 1992 to September 2001.

In addition, while Afghanistan complains of the activities on its territory of the Taliban and Al Qaeda elements operating from our tribal areas, some circles in Pakistan have alleged that arms are flowing from Afghanistan to the troubled areas in Balochistan. (Afghanistan has officially denied any involvement in the insurgency in Balochistan). The prospects for Pakistan-Afghanistan relations will remain cloudy in the foreseeable future if the two governments are not able to remove mutual misgivings and misunderstandings on these issues which can have disastrous consequences for them and for the rest of the region.

The demands of our Afghan policy have obvious implications for Pakistan’s internal policies. The government’s ability to take effective action against extremist elements and terrorists within the country, especially in our tribal areas, will remain severely circumscribed if the moderate political forces and parties are marginalized and elements espousing extremist views are encouraged.

As for Afghanistan, the political process there would have to be broadened further to accommodate the various political groups and tendencies so as to give them their due share in running the affairs of the country. In this regard, the Afghan government’s peace programme, headed by former president Mujaddedi, is a step in the right direction. It may also be desirable at some stage along this process of national reconciliation to replace the ISAF and US forces by a UN peace keeping force consisting of troops from non-neighbouring Islamic countries enjoying wide acceptance in Afghanistan.

The writer is a former ambassador.
