
Afghanistan/Pakistan

Central to an understanding of the cur-
rent conflict is an appreciation of the 
cross-border nature of ethnic politics 
in the region. Pashtuns, who form the 
largest single ethnic group in Afghani-
stan and comprise the majority in the 
Pakistani border areas, have provided 
the ethnic bedrock of Taliban support, 
despite the movement’s claims regard-
ing the universality of its creed. 

A strict Sunni Muslim movement, the 
Taliban was formed in 1993 at the in-
stigation of the Pakistani military and 
intelligence services, probably with 
covert support from the Americans, 
as a vehicle for exerting pressure on 
the then Afghan government. Many 
of its early recruits were Afghan Pa-
shtun refugees then living in Pakistan 
who were radicalized in madrassa, or 
Islamic schools – hence the name ‘Tal-
iban’, which means ‘students’. From 
the US point of view at least, this 
programme backfired disastrously. 
By 1996 the Taliban, which drew its 

support overwhelmingly from the 
Pashtun population both in Afghani-
stan and Pakistan, was in control of 
80% of Afghanistan and out of con-
trol as far as its original mentors were 
concerned. In 1997, the Taliban pro-
claimed the establishment of the Is-
lamic Emirate of Afghanistan, under 
its leader Mullah Mohammed Omar. 
This state achieved recognition only 
from the UAE, Saudi Arabia, and 
– significantly – Pakistan. The Tali-
ban instigated a draconian rule in 
those parts of Afghanistan under 
its control. Dancing and music were 
banned, women were forced out of 
paid employment and girls were 
banned from schools and universi-
ties. Minor infringements of Islamic 
dress codes by women were summar-
ily punished by public flogging. The 
Taliban further gained international 
opprobrium by the destruction in 
March 2001 of the historic Bamiyan 
Buddha statues on the grounds that 
they were graven images.

Afghanistan has long been a country that is notoriously difficult to rule – ei-
ther by foreigners or by the Afghans themselves. Since 1979 the country has 
experienced virtually continual civil strife and foreign intervention. Following 
the implication of the ruling Taliban of involvement in the 11 September 2001 
terrorist attacks on the United States, Afghanistan’s troubled history entered 
a new phase, with the overthrow of the Taliban government by US-led forces. 
Efforts at creating a genuinely national government continue to flounder on the 
rocks of corruption and tribal and ideological animosities.

Principal protagonists

 
Government of Afghanistan; NATO 
forces actively engaged.

Pakistan Government.

  
Taliban, Al Qaeda, and other Islamist 
militants. (Red flag shown is that used by 
the Mehsuds and other tribesmen during 
the Waziristan Revolt in the 1930s.)

Nature of conflict
Full-scale war between Islamists and 
Afghan government/NATO forces; 
Cross-border insurgency between Afghan 
and Pakistani borders; Conflict between 
Pakistan government and Islamists.
  
N	Uncertain. 8,000 civilian casualties 

estimated.
~	 2.4m Afghan refugees in Pakistan. 
	    2m Pakistani IDPs (2008).
	 Afghanistan: Significant narcotics (opium 

poppy) production.
 
Population/ethnic composition
Afghanistan: 31m. Pashtun 42%, Tajik 
27%, Hazara 9%, Uzbek 9%. Religious 
mix: Sunni Muslim 80%, Shia Muslim 
19%.
Pakistan: 165.8m (of which 3.3m in 
Federally Administered Tribal Areas). 
Punjabi 52.6%, Pashtun (Pathan) 13.2%, 
Sindhi 11.7%, Muhajir  7.5%, Balochi 
4.3%. 

Territorial extent
Afghanistan: 652,090 km2.
Pakistan: Federally Administered Tribal 
Areas (including the ‘Islamic Emirate of 
Waziristan’): 27,220 km2; North West 
Frontier Province: 74,521 km2; Pakistan 
total: 796,095 km2.

Timeline
See opposite.
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Osama Bin Laden moved to Afghanistan following his ex-
pulsion from Sudan in 1996, and rapidly forged a close 
alliance between his own Al Qaeda organization and the 
Taliban. Following the 11 September 2001 attacks on the 
World Trade Center and other targets in the US, the Tali-
ban continued to shelter Bin Laden. On 7 October 2001, 
the United States, supported by NATO allies, launched air 
attacks against Taliban/Al Qaeda targets in Afghanistan 
and commenced direct land support to the Northern Al-
liance, the coalition of anti-Taliban forces that had contin-
ued to resist Taliban rule. Although both Bin Laden and 
Mullah Omar escaped capture, the Taliban regime was ef-
fectively overthrown by December 2001. 

Following the defeat of the Taliban, attention turned to the 
creation of effective central government institutions for 
Afghanistan. A national Loya Jirga (council of elders) was 
convened in 2002 and a new constitution ratified in 2003. 
In October 2004 Hamid Karzai was elected President in 
a nationwide election. Karzai was re-elected in the 2009 
elections in a process marred by claims of corruption and 
electoral fraud. This failure to establish democratic legiti-
macy is a key concern to the US and to other Western lead-
ers, facing domestic discontent at an increasingly unpopu-
lar war.

This problem is compounded by the fact that the situation 
on the ground remains discouraging, with ongoing Tali-
ban operations throughout much of Afghanistan. In De-
cember 2009, President Obama annouced the deployment 
of a further 30,000 US troops. With up to 5,000 additional 
NATO troops, this will bring the total NATO presence in 
Afghanistan to nearly 140,000. The US strategy appears to 
be a repeat of the ‘surge’ in Iraq (See 4.12) that achieved 
relative stability in that country prior to a transfer of secu-
rity to local forces. Obama also announced the intention to 
begin US withdrawal in mid-2011.

Critical to gaining control in Afghanistan is suppressing 
the closely related Islamist insurgency in Pakistan. But, for 
any government, effective control of the frontier district 
between Pakistan and Afghanistan has historically proven 
all but impossible. The Durant Line – the border arbitrar-
ily demarcated by the British in 1893 – has been a bone 
of contention between the two countries since its creation 
and one that has, moreover, been largely ignored by the 
semi-nomadic Pashtun and other communities on both 
sides of the line. For many years, Afghanistan pressed an 
irredentist claim over the Pakistani North West Frontier 
Province. Pakistan, in turn, has supported Islamist Pash-
tun movements in Afghanistan both to counterweight Pa-
shtun agitation within its own borders and to exert influ-
ence over its neighbour. The creation of the Taliban was 
thus part of long-standing political tradition on the part 
of Islamabad.

Until 2006, authority in the borderland Federally Admin-
istered Tribal Areas derived from the colonial era Frontier 
Crimes Regulation (FCR) introduced in 1901 and carried 

over into independence, with Islamabad agreeing not to 
station troops in the tribal border areas. The FCR com-
bined traditional patterns of governance and crime pre-
vention, with the central state reserving interventionist 
powers that bypassed the legislative processes applicable 
in other parts of the country. The FCR vested practical 
authority in the hands of a Political Agent who headed 
the local administration of each FATA agency. The Politi-
cal Agent in turn worked through local proxies, granting 
tribal elders the status of malik and a financial stipend in 
return for suppressing crime and generally supporting the 
government. While this structure was suitable for a colo-
nial system of indirect government, it was open to wide-
spread corruption and poor governance and proved inad-
equate for dealing with modern security needs. 

Timeline 
1893: British demarcation of Afghan/Pakistani border – the ‘Durant 

Line.’
1901: British establish Frontier Crimes Regulation as mechanism for 

indirect governance of the then North West Frontier Province.
8 Aug 1919: Modern Afghan state proclaimed. (Recognized by 

Britain 22 Nov 1921.)
14 Aug 1947: Pakistan achieves independence from Britain.
25 Dec 1979-15 Feb 1989: Afghanistan occupied by USSR.
c1993: Taliban created at instigation of Pakistani security forces.
26 Oct 1997: Taliban-led Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan 

proclaimed. Resistance by Northern Alliance continues.
11 Sep 2001: Terrorist attack on World Trade Center, New York, 

claims over 3,000 casualties. Taliban implicated.
7 Oct 2001-Dec 2001: US-led forces in conjunction with the 

Northern Alliance overthrow Taliban rule.
2004: Pakistani troops occupy FATA. Local fighting ensues.
5 Sep 2006: Pakistan signs truce with ‘Islamic Emirate of 

Waziristan’.
18 Feb 2008: Pakistan Peoples’ Party forms new government in 

Pakistan.

Current status	
Widespread fighting continues.
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In 2004 Pakistani troops, for the first time, moved into the 
FATA region but failed to gain control. In September 2006, 
following two years of losses, the Pakistani government 
agreed a truce with militants of the self-styled ‘Islamic 
Emirate of Waziristan’ in the Waziristani districts of the 
Federally Administered Tribal Areas. A key element of the 
agreement was a prohibition on the use of the territory 
for cross-border operations into Afghanistan, apparently 
in the hope that this would facilitate the interception of 
Taliban insurgents crossing the border from Pakistan. In 
actuality the agreement had no discernable effect on cross-
border activity.

However, one unintended consequence of Pakistani in-
tervention was that various Islamist and tribal factions 
gradually crystalized into the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan or-
ganization, under the leadership of the Mehsud clan, the 
largest tribal group in South Waziristan. In addition to op-
position to the Pakistani authorities, the Pakistan Taliban 
declared its common purpose with the Afghan Taliban in 
opposing NATO, and domestically called for the imposi-
tion of sharia law. Responsible for attacks throughout Paki-
stan, the Pakistan Taliban is generally held responsible for 
the 2007 assassination of former prime minister Benazir 
Bhutto. The initial Pakistan Taliban leader Baitullah Meh-
sud was killed, probably in a US drone strike, in August 
2009. He was succeeded by Hakimullah Mehsud in a suc-
cession process allegedly marked by factional fighting 
between various Islamist elements, presumably over the 
dominance in the movement of the Mehsud clan.

Part of the problem confronting the Pakistanis has long 
been been a legacy of close co-operation between the Pa-
kistani security forces and the Taliban. Despite denials by 
Islamabad, there remained ample evidence that elements 
within the Pakistani security apparatus were continuing 
to provide intelligence and other assistance to the Tali-
ban, the movement they were instrumental in creating in 
the 1990s. This ambivalence also stems from the need to 
balance, on the one hand, Islamabad’s important alliance 
with the United States and, on the other, pro-Islamist do-
mestic sentiment. Domestic sensitivity can be gauged by 
the widespread rioting which followed the storming by 
government forces of the Lal Masjid mosque in Islamabad 
in July 2007, an action that was seen as representing a sig-
nificant clampdown on Islamic extremists.

Strong US pressure for domestic reform arose as a con-
sequence of the inability of the Pakistani state to reign 
in Islamist extremists. Under US and domestic pressure, 
President Musharraf officially stood down as an army 
General and was sworn in as a civilian president in late 
2007. A year later, in September 2008, he was superseded 
as president by Asif Ali Zardari, marking a final transition 
to civilian rule. The new Pakistani government adopted 
a more aggressive approach to militants in the FATA re-
gion, moving some 30,000 troops into South Waziristan, 
whilst simultaneously encouraging dialogue with tribal 
leaders. This policy of co-opting tribal leaders was built 

upon indications that Pashtun groups were tiring of the 
association between their communities and the Islam-
ist cause. In November 2006, a unique jirga of Pashtun 
groups in Peshawar complained that authentic Pashtun 
voices were in danger of being drowned out by the vio-
lence of the insurgency. The legitimacy of Taliban claims 
to speak for the Pashtun people was called into question, 
with leaders arguing that the Taliban is the creation not 
of the Pashtun people but of the Pakistani military. Fears 
were also expressed about the creeping ‘Talibanization’ of 
Pashtun governmental and civil society. This trend is also 
manifest in Taliban attacks against tribal leaders, such as 
the kidnap and murder of 22 members of the Bhittani tribe 
in the South Waziristan town of Jandola in June 2008 by 
Mehsud tribesmen. Traditional Pashtun society revolves 
around the masjid (mosque) and the bujra (the seat of the 
tribal chief) and this separation of powers between the re-
ligious and political spheres is anathema to the Taliban. 
Accordingly, the notoriously independently minded Pash-
tun may reassert their resentment of any kind of central 
authority, whether imposed by the Taliban or Islamabad.

Fighting in the crucial NWFP region continues to be 
characterized by military action interspersed with truces 
and government concessions. In the Swat Valley district, 
for example, the Tehreek-e-Nafaz-e-Shariat-e-Mohammadi 
(TNSM) movement was banned in 2002, but in February 
2009 the Pakistani government conceded the use of sharia 
law (the key TNSM demand) in the region. A few months 
later, however, Pakistani forces bombed and destroyed the 
main TNSM base in a campaign that largely succeeded in 
removing Islamist insurgents from Swat. Similarly, the 
failure of the April 2004 assault on the Mehsud Islamists 
resulted in a ceasefire and the withdrawal of Pakistani 
army forces. A December 2007 army attack was more suc-
cessful, but again ended in a peace deal. In October 2009, 
the army launched a third attack against the Mehsuds, in-
volving extensive air and artillery support, and in Novem-
ber 2009 the Pakistan army occupied the South Waziristan 
town of Kaniguram, a key Taliban stronghold.

The security situation in Pakistan remains poor, however, 
and in October 2009 militants even temporarily stormed 
Pakistan’s main military headquarters, in Islamabad. Tali-
ban and other Islamist attacks regularly continue through-
out the country, particularly in the north-western town of 
Peshawar, scene of numerous suicide bombings and other 
incidents. The degree to which the Pakistani government 
succeeds in limiting Taliban influence has critical implica-
tions for Pakistan’s future, the conflict in Afghanistan, and 
indeed for international stability. 
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