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Part of the Problem or the Solution? Regional Perspective on Afghanistan’s road to peace-  

A webinar report.  

By Ishita Dutta.  

  

The Doha Agreement inked between The United States of America and the Taliban in February 

2020 was touted by the Trump administration is a potential harbinger of an end to the prolonged 

armed conflict in Afghanistan. However, the agreement was besieged by challenges from the 

outset, and negotiations between the Taliban and the Afghan government have stuttered and 

appear to have reached a deadlock. The two sides appear to differ significantly on the nature 

of the country's socio-political architecture. Afghan civilians meanwhile continue to bear the 

brunt of the rising tide of violence orchestrated by the Taliban. Developments in Afghanistan 

are arguably going to have reverberations beyond the country's borders which will be most 

profoundly felt in its immediate neighbourhood.  

The Centre for Afghanistan Studies (CAS) organized a virtual panel discussion on the 24th of 

April 2021 with eminent panellists from Pakistan, Afghanistan and India to engage in the 

ongoing Afghan peace process and its potential implications on regional security. This report 

encapsulates some of the key points put forth by the speakers. 

 

Professor Raghav Sharma, Associate professor and Director, Centre for Afghanistan Studies,  

introduced the panellists from Pakistan, Afghanistan, and India to reflect on the regional 

perspectives of the peace in Afghanistan, as the US hurtles towards the revised 9/11 deadline 

to withdraw all combat troops from Afghanistan, bringing curtains down on its two-decade 
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long intervention, setting the stage for an uncertain future. The stuttering peace process, 

punctuated by high levels of violence1 and targeted killings of journalists, civil society activists 

and media personnel; political fragmentation among the political elite in Kabul which stands 

in jarring contrast to cohesion displayed by the Taliban and regional re–alignments have all 

fueled speculation concerning how the contours of the country’s political landscape are likely 

to be molded. As the country seeks to negotiate an arduous path to peace, many have advocated 

for the involvement of important regional players in finding a negotiated end to the long 

running conflict in Afghanistan. But past history of regional involvement in the Afghan theatre 

has been unsavory. Further it was pointed out that some analysts have sought to draw parallels 

with the tumultuous years of the 1990’s that followed the withdrawal of the USSR and the 

eventual collapse of Najibullah’s government in April 1992 when the country experienced 

wonton violence, socio–political fragmentation, growth of poppy cultivation; a proliferation of 

reactionary Islamist groups and meddling by Afghanistan’s neighbors.  

“political fragmentation among the political elite in Kabul which 

stands in jarring contrast to cohesion displayed by the Taliban and 

regional re–alignments have all fueled speculation concerning how 

the contours of the country’s political landscape are likely to be 

molded” 

However much has changed both within Afghanistan and the region since the Taliban’s fall 

from power in late 2001. Afghanistan has witnessed a dramatic re–negotiation of long-

established socio–political hierarchies, manifested in the enlargement of the sphere of political 

and military participation for hitherto excluded groups; proliferation of education; social and 

electronic media and exposure to the outside world like never before– all of which will make 

a Taliban takeover of 1996 style challenging and are likely to trigger political re–alignments 

domestically. On the regional front too, there has been a dramatic reconfiguration as countries 

like India which had supported the Harkat–i–Shamaal (movement of the North) find 

themselves hard pressed for options. The Harkat–-Shamaal in its 90’s avatar doesn’t exist as 

of now, while Tehran and Moscow who were important lynchpin’s on whom New Delhi’s 

Afghan strategy was predicated have significantly recalibrated their position through an active 

engagement with the Taliban; a subtle re–set in relations with Rawalpindi and a growing 

proximity to Beijing. Where does this leave New Delhi? What are its options in Afghanistan 

and what are the likely implications of a political developments in Afghanistan for India? 

How are these developments perceived in neighbouring Pakistan which shares geographical 

contiguity, religious, ethnic and economic ties to Afghanistan and is most intensely impacted 

by developments across the border? Pakistan and its long running rivalry with India, has long 

been perceived as part of the problem in Afghanistan, driving it to support a plethora of groups 

from Hekmatyar to the Taliban. How will a political and military re-ascendance of the Taliban 

pan out for Pakistan? Would it imply a revert to the 1990’s when Afghanistan served as a fertile 

 
1 According to UNAMA violence against civilians increased by 45 per cent for the fourth quarter of 2020, which 
coincided with the commencement of negotiations b/w the Taliban and the IRA in September 2020 in Doha, 
Qatar.  
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sanctuary for non-state actors patronized by the deep state in Pakistan who over a period of 

time acquired reverse ‘strategic depth’? Or would political change in Kabul and potential 

resistance to it domestically create new challenges for Rawalpindi? What are the leverages that 

Rawalpindi holds over the Taliban and why has the US been unsuccessful thus far of dealing 

with the Pakistan question to resolve the imbroglio in Afghanistan? How can Rawalpindi’s 

leverages be used, if at all to tailor a negotiated end to the conflict? Finally, what are the likely 

implications for the evolving scenario for Kabul? What are the challenges and opportunities 

that this throws up before Kabul as it seeks to forge a path to peace while balancing this with 

forging legitimacy for a revised socio–political contract and preserving some of the core gains 

made over the last two decades. 

These were some of the questions posed to the panelists by Professor Raghav Sharma, by the 

end of his introductory remarks. 

 

 

“How will a political and military re-ascendance of the Taliban pan 

out for Pakistan? Would it imply a revert to the 1990’s when 

Afghanistan served as a fertile sanctuary for non-state actors 

patronized by the deep state in Pakistan who over a period of time 

acquired reverse ‘strategic depth’? Or would political change in 

Kabul and potential resistance to it domestically create new 

challenges for Rawalpindi?” 
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Panellist Ambassador Vivek Katju, Former Secretary, Ministry of External Affairs and 

Former Indian Ambassador to Afghanistan,  presented his views in his personal capacity. He 

explained the role of Afghanistan’s neighbours in the current situation in Kabul. He focused 

on the current situation and then analysed the future aspects. According to him, the current 

situation can be categorized by three factors. The first factor is the prospect of the exit of US 

forces from Afghanistan in September 2021 which has fuelled uncertainty in the country. He 

said, “It is almost certain that American naval forces will leave by September”. The second 

factor is that the Taliban has become a significant force in Afghanistan, they have established 

themselves and they have a primary role against the US. The Taliban has gained power since 

2003 for the last 18 years and gradually established themselves in Afghanistan, they have 

expanded the room and today quite clearly they have a powerful position in peace deals. Lastly, 

the third factor is the Kabul elite, which represents the Afghan Republic. According to the 

speaker, the Kabul elite is not good. He said, “Kabul is not being able to develop the kind of 

coalition or the kind of unity that it should have.” 

The US peace plan had three main factors- renewed negotiations, limiting violence through 

a ceasefire, and then reconciling the Islamic republic. The power-sharing agreement 

between the Taliban and the Afghan Government is pushed by Pakistan but there are many 

complex aspects. Mr. Katju pondered over what was likely to happen in the future.  

“The Taliban has gained power since 2003 for the last 18 years 

and gradually established themselves in Afghanistan, they have 

expanded the room and today quite clearly they have a powerful 

position in peace deals.” 

He also discussed Pakistan’s pivotal role, since it sustained the Taliban, and Pakistan’s 

crucial approach over the next few months. Pakistan has asked the Taliban to join the 

negotiations. The role of India is positively taken by Pakistan in Afghanistan, the 

backchannel diplomacy between the Pakistan and India indicates keen interest in a 

peaceful region in relation to Afghanistan. But there are many complex aspects. He 

explained that the US Draft peace plan contemplated three separate doubt, “the first was 

the formation of an interim , the second was a reduction in violence a ceasefire, and the 

third was of course the very naughty problem of reconciling the principles of the Islamic 

Republic with that of the Islamic Empire.” According to him the Taliban will extract the 

concessions they want from the Americans, who in turn will put the pressure on Kabul 

and go on to engage with the interlocutors. Mr. Katju stated that he believes that India 
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should reach out to Taliban as India wants to have a good relationship with the government 

in Kabul.  

Our second panellist of the event, Mr. Afrasiab Khattak, Former Senator, Pakistan,  has 

served as the chair of the Pakistan chapter of the Pakistan India Peoples Forum for Peace and 

Democracy. He comments regularly on affairs in Pakistan and Afghanistan, and his articles are 

published by well-known media outlets in Pakistan and Afghanistan. He is currently the 

President of the Russian Democratic Institute.  

Mr. Khattak asserted that peace in Afghanistan for Pakistan is about the withdrawal of US 

troops. Initially, it was thought of as Trump’s move but now Joe Biden’s policy towards troops 

withdrawal has clearly explained the policy of the US government as a unit. The US has clearly 

explained its intentions, but the role of its actions needs to be understood. He stressed on his 

belief that the US wants to establish the Taliban as a government and Pakistan from the very 

beginning is clear in its support to the Taliban. The Taliban have gained a lot in Doha talks 

without giving anything in return, they have garnered a significant degree of international 

legitimacy on the world stage. Afghanistan's government in contrast has lost support from the 

US and the world. The Taliban is not ready to negotiate with the Afghan government. 

The superpowers have misinterpreted the situation as a religious war. The US lifted the ban on 

armed groups linked to the Taliban and it is trying to have better relations with the Taliban. 

“As a consequence of these developments, the region may witness Talibanization” Mr. Khattak 

expressed his fears.  

Russia too is reaching out to the Taliban and Pakistan and the actions of the US seem to be 

directed against China. There is a new game that is in process. The questions put forward by 

the panellist was about the role of India.  

Will India involve itself in the war? The Taliban’s link with Pakistan is very close and evident. 

The game is quite clear in the region, there is the possibility for a new cold war in the region. 
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According to Mr. Khattak, the Taliban cannot rule Afghanistan because of the new 

developments in Afghan society. There can be a civil war in Afghanistan, Mr. Khattak added. 

The role of the Afghan state is insignificant due to international support towards the Taliban. 

The Taliban do not feel any compulsion to negotiate as they are already getting what they 

wanted. The people in Pakistan and the region as a whole are worried about the peace process. 

The Taliban is building its legion and the security in the region is unreliable. ordinary people, 

activists, and Pashtuns, in particular, are working to stop the militant penetration of Pakistan in 

the frontier regions. The Pakistani military and Taliban in both Pakistan and Afghanistan is in 

a very powerful situation. Mr. Khattak stressed on the need for regional powers like India, 

China, and Russia to cooperate to stabilize the region. “There is international solidarity for the 

Afghan government, but it is not enough to stabilize the region.”, he said.  

“The Taliban have gained a lot in Doha talks without giving 

anything in return, they have garnered a significant degree of 

international legitimacy on the world stage. Afghanistan's 

government in contrast has lost support from the US and the world. 

The Taliban is not ready to negotiate with the Afghan 

government.” 

 

Our third and final panellist, Ms. Zakia Wardak, is the Hon’ble Consul General of the Islamic 

Republic of Afghanistan, Mumbai, and the former President of the Society of Afghan Women 

in Engineering and Construction from 2012 to 2019. She contributes regularly to reputable 

outlets sharing her views on developments in Afghanistan. Ms. Wardak while discussing the 

question of intra–Afghan negotiations, spoke on the urgent need for peace in Afghanistan and 

the important role of women in the future of Afghanistan. She provided a brief overview of the 

contemporary history of peace efforts in Afghanistan and highlighted two key agreements, one 

signed between the Afghan Government and the Hezb–i–Islami and another signed between 

the United States and the Taliban, and welcomed the “responsible withdrawal of American 

troops from Afghanistan”.  

 Peace, she noted, “remained a fundamental and urgent demand of the Afghan people”, and she 

stated that the intra-Afghan talks were considered as an important opportunity by the Afghan 

people, to achieve this demand. When speaking on the lack of possible breakthroughs with the 

agreement, she primarily placed responsibility for the Taliban’s exercise of continued violence. 

She further called on the Taliban to cease violence. In contrast, she charted out some steps the 

Afghan government has taken to re-enforce its commitment to peace. For instance, she spoke 

about negotiating with the Taliban, the release of Taliban prisoners, and consensus-building 

with key actors including regional players and the Ulema that help facilitate the peace process. 

She called on the Taliban to work with the Afghan government and not cause further obstacles 

to the peace process. Stating that ultimately an “Islamic Emirate system in Afghanistan is 

unacceptable and not welcome” to the government and regional parties, she put forth President 

Ashraf Ghani’s plan for Afghanistan’s transition to peace. President Ghani, she expressed, has 
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a realistic roadmap for peace involving a ceasefire, fresh democratic elections, and the 

establishment of a government of peace. Referring to President Ghani’s words, she stressed 

that elections are an uncompromisable element for peace, and the security of the country from 

internal and external security threats remains a key objective of the state.    

Ms. Wardak, who stands as an example for aspiring Afghan women, also spoke on the desire 

for women to be part of the solution to Afghanistan’s war. Referring to her recent letter 

addressed to the group, she drew on Taliban statements claiming that they “did not choose this 

war and were forced to defend Afghanistan” to make parallel claims on the positioning of 

women in the Afghan war and their right to a position on the negotiating table. She highlighted 

that Afghan women did not choose to live in fear and instead emphasized that they “will be 

respected and be communicated [to] with respect”. She ended her presentation with a poignant 

remark that women need “to be treated as a partners in rebuilding Afghan society and our moral 

fabric” within a war-torn “shadow matriarchal society”. As a woman, she requested that the 

Taliban capitalize on this opportunity to work towards peace.   

“Ms. Wardak highlighted that Afghan women did not choose to 

live in fear and instead emphasized that they “will be respected and 

be communicated [to] with respect”. 

   

The Discussion 

The panel discussion was followed by a series of pointed and challenging discussions between 

the panellists and the guests. Students and scholars who attended the webinar on Saturday, 

posed questions regarding the ongoing peace process, the Taliban’s relationship with Pakistan, 

frail state capacity, ethnic dimensions of the war, and more.  

Professor Bilquees Daud, assistant director of CAS, posed the first question to Consul General, 

Ms. Wardak. Professor Daud requested the panellist to further deliberate on the role of Afghan 

women and the Taliban claims about how their views on women have “changed”. Ms. Wardak 

began by stating that women “paid the highest price” during the Afghan war and have “lost 

every opportunity in terms of having a decent life, to go to school, or work”, and continue to 

pay this price on account of their gender. Consequently, she emphasized ensuring female 

ownership of the peace process and their involvement in every sphere of Afghan society. A 

follow-up question by Prof. Raghav Sharma questioned the feasibility of the Afghan state’s 

grand plans to uphold the rights of women, manage the peace process and later peacebuilding 

in Afghanistan in light of the Taliban ascendance and cohesion in contrast to fissures amongst 

the political elite in Kabul as also the fact that the Doha agreement makes no mention of 

women’s rights, the Afghan constitution, human rights or the Islamic Republic. In response, 

the Consul General noted the presence of women role models in Islam must be referred back 

to when considering women’s role in an Islamic republic. She further commended the efforts 

of those representing women’s voices on behalf of the Afghan government throughout the 

peace process. 
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Another key theme of the discussion session was the relationship between the Taliban, 

Afghanistan, India, and Pakistan. Ambassador Katju, in response to questions on the 

Government of Pakistan’s view on Afghanistan’s current scenario and India’s role in it, stated 

that Pakistan holds a very negative view of India’s security involvement in Afghanistan. 

However, drawing attention to an interview given by the Pakistani Foreign Minister, Shah 

Mahmood Qureshi to The Khaleej Times, stating that ‘India wanted a peaceful Afghanistan’ 

was a significant departure from their stated position. The adoption of seemingly friendlier 

approaches to India in this matter, if true, would be a gamechanger, noted ambassador Katju.  

Answering a question on whether the Taliban could be considered a Pashtun force, Mr. Khattak 

responded by stating that the Taliban is an “anti-Pashtun, anti-Afghan project”. Calling the 

Taliban, a “demolition squad let loose on Afghanistan” and Pakistan pointed to the killing of 

1000 Pashtun nationalist cadres of the Awami National Party in Pakistan as an example of this 

stance. Further, he cited the banning of the Nowruz festival, the banning of the Jirga, and their 

killing of Najibullah as evidence that the idea of the Taliban as a Pashtun force is “a great 

deception”. Instead, he posits that the Taliban is an anti-state force directed towards the 

destruction of Afghanistan. While stating that allying with such a force to be “suicidal” for 

Pakistan as well, he doubted the ability of Pakistani patrons of the Taliban “who do not respect 

the Pakistani constitution” to in the future “respect the Afghani constitution”.  

“Ms. Wardak began by stating that women “paid the highest 

price” during the Afghan war and have “lost every opportunity in 

terms of having a decent life, to go to school, or work”, and 

continue to pay this price on account of their gender. 

Consequently, she emphasized ensuring female ownership of the 
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peace process and their involvement in every sphere of Afghan 

society.” 

Mr. Khattak next answered a question on the Taliban’s outlook to the Pashtunwali code as well 

as what the code means for women. Addressing the emergence of new, more radical, forms of 

Islam such as Wahabism, Salafism, Takfirism, etc., from the Middle East, Mr. Khattak 

identified that these ideologies have led to the corruption of traditional Islam in Afghanistan. 

Before the period of the Afghan Civil war, he recalled that Afghan society was much more 

tolerant, marked by the coexistence of Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, etc. Going back to 

Pashtunwali, he noted that significant changes have been made to the Pashtun tribal code by 

the likes of Bacha Khan and Amanullah Khan by inserting elements of elections, modern 

education, human rights, constitution, modern state, etc. He further remarked that Bacha Khan 

and Amanullah Khan “emphasized women’s education and women’s participation in social 

and political life”.   

“The banning of the Nowruz festival, the banning of the Jirga, and 

their killing of Najibullah as evidence that the idea of the Taliban 

as a Pashtun force is “a great deception”. Instead, Mr. Khattak 

posits that the Taliban is an anti-state force directed towards the 

destruction of Afghanistan.” 

Chinese involvement in the region and US President Joe Biden’s response to the changing 

contours of politics in Afghanistan was the next focus of the discussion. Speaking on the topic 

of Chinese involvement in Afghanistan, Mr. Khattak observed a shift in China’s approach to 

Afghan politics. Noting a recent report, he described an “anxiety for the possible chaos in the 

region” among Chinese officials due to Talibanization of the region and its risk to the Belt and 

Road Initiative. Given this, he foresees the Chinese to be more hands-on with their regional 

policy, rather than relying on Pakistan to carry out the brunt of their work. He posited that 

Beijing was previously “very confident about integrating Taliban from the war into economic 

activity”, yet this has gone by the way-side due to poor Pakistani support for this agenda. 

Nonetheless, he noted that China remains only a tertiary player in the US-dominated politics 

of peace in Afghanistan. In terms of President Biden’s Afghanistan plan, he judged it to be 

fairly in line with the previous administration's policies, noting that it is no longer “Biden’s 

policy” but an “American policy”. Ambassador Katju commented that China would not favor 

“a return to the 1990s”. He, however, questioned China’s intentions to send peacekeepers to 

Afghanistan, noting the strategy to be “a sure way of gaining unpopularity”. Thus, he placed 

the primary responsibility of Afghan stability on the Afghans. Locating the key issues as being 

that of convincing Pashtuns that the Taliban is indeed an anti-Pashtun force at the narrative 

level, he emphasized the failure of the Afghan government in accomplishing this.  

As a follow-up to the previous few questions, Mr. Khattak studied the role ethnic elite have 

played in the conflict. He pointed to the co-optation of personalities such as Road Khan and 



 10 

Omar Afridi by the Pakistani bureaucracy and highlighted the growing presence of Pashtun 

core commanders in the 1980’s. To Mr. Khattak, this was only the evidence of the prevention 

of support to Pashtuns across the Durand line by Pakistan. He also contended that Jihad held 

great economic benefits for Afghan elites and regional players, once again pointing to the 

influence of petro-dollars on the conflict. To this end, the Afghan Civil War was painted as 

Jihad and this narrative of righteous Jihad was instrumentalized for a requirement within 

Pakistani borders.  Pointing out a critical shift in public opinion, however, Mr. Khattak noted 

growing opposition to Pakistani interference. Nonetheless, he foresees little change coming 

from this shift as he stated that the Taliban are “not after the hearts and minds” noting their 

“addiction to violence as the only strategy for gaining and maintaining power”. Finally, he 

noted that Taliban violence, while it may not be useful to “Talibanize Afghanistan as a whole”, 

can help to create a “civil war-like situation”.  

 

Heading back to the crucial topic of the lack of gender-based representation in the Afghan 

peace process, Consul General Ms. Wardak commented on the efforts of the Afghan 

government to ensure a voice for women. She noted that the peace process requires all parties 

at the local, national, and international levels to “remain committed to the idea of the women 

peace and security agenda”. To exemplify this, she highlighted the work of the Afghan 

government’s women representatives at the Doha summit, further stating that they will remain 

committed to their work to “defend Afghan women and to raise their voices for the Afghan 

women’s rights”.  

Next, Amb. Katju was requested to comment on whether both India and Pakistan consider 

Afghanistan as a site for a proxy war and, by extension, if they even consider Afghanistan to 

be an independent state. In response, Amb. Katju challenged this notion by stating that India 

supports the authority of the internationally recognized, legitimate government of Afghanistan 

and that any “coincidence of interests” between the two governments did not equate to Indian 

interference in the politics of Afghanistan.  Providing a personal perspective, he also noted that 

it would be beneficial for India to have a connection with the Taliban so long as it does not 

jeopardize its relationship with the legitimate state authority. He stressed that engagement with 

the Taliban did not legitimate their ideological position or policies. He further argued that any 

fear of the Indian encirclement of Afghanistan was impractical for the Indian armed forces to 

carry out and undesirable for the Afghan government. Other than to maintain its security India 

has never “sought to interfere in Afghan-Pakistan relations”, Amb. Katju commented. In 
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contrast, he stated that greater backlash has emerged within Afghanistan from the Pakistani 

demands to curtail Indian influence in the country’s politics.  

“India supports the authority of the internationally recognized, 

legitimate government of Afghanistan and that any “coincidence of 

interests” between the two governments did not equate to Indian 

interference in the politics of Afghanistan.” 

Ending the question-and-answer session, the final query asked pointed questions on India 

potentially opening a direct link of communication with the Taliban, particularly in light of the 

Taliban’s connections with the ISI and the Pakistani government. In response, Amb. Katju, 

while not denying Taliban connections to the Pakistani establishment, insisted that there is 

space for India to open diplomatic contact with the Taliban and that “a state like India should 

have direct dealings with all political groups in a country”. He however cautioned against 

equating a call for dialogue with endorsement or acceptance of what the Taliban stand for. He 

further noted that Taliban support for open channels was also indicated by their repeated 

emphasis that they are not Pakistani puppets. Finally, he also noted that this is a crucial step 

towards “accepting the realities of Afghanistan as they obtain today”.           

Following this long and engaging round of questioning, Prof. Bilquees Daud ended the session 

with her closing remarks. Thanking all those present, she further noted the salience of this 

discussion within the current socio-political space of Afghanistan, including the US withdrawal 

and the ongoing peace process. Indeed, this panel discussion provided a rich trove of insights 

from experts who have great experience in the matter of regional politics, and thus it was truly 
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a pleasure for the Centre for Afghanistan Studies to host them in this mutually engaging session 

on the future of Afghanistan.  
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