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and Kabul cannot effective-
ly manage their relations,
Afghan territory could once
again become a stage for
regional and global compe-
tition of interests.”

“The free movement of
terrorist elements along
the border, the issue of
repatriating Afghan na-
tionals from Pakistan, and
differing security priori-
ties have severely impact-

ed the tense relations be-
tween the two countries,
and have, overall, created
an atmosphere of mistrust
between them.”

This Pakistani professor
warned that the current sit-
uation provides an oppor-
tunity for external powers
to justify increasing their
interference. “The continu-
ation of these tensions in-
creases the likelihood that
external actors will present
themselves as essential
for regional security while
subtly advancing their own
strategic objectives,” she
added.

Syed Faisal Ali Shah, a
retired Rear Admiral of
the Pakistani Navy, told
an IRNA reporter that Is-

lamabad has always been
suspicious of New Delhi’s
role in tensions with Ka-
bul, and the recent trip
by Amir Khan Muttaqi
points to Pakistan’s seri-
ous considerations that
Kabul’s maneuvers are
obvious.

The rear admiral called
for enhanced Pakistan-Af-
ghanistan engagement
and maintained, “Terror-
ism should have no place
in the relations between
the two countries. Instead
of fostering a competitive
environment outside the
shared borders with Paki-
stan, Afghanistan must take
a significant step, which is
to address the legitimate
concerns of neighboring

countries regarding crack-
ing down on terrorist ele-
ments.”

Given the lack of formal
recognition of the Afghan
Taliban government by
the international commu-
nity, especially some of
Afghanistan’s neighbors,
issues such as the fight
against terrorism, refugee
management, drug traf-
ficking, and other techni-
cal border-related matters
still need to be addressed
between Afghanistan and
other countries. However,
the use of force, military
movements, or disrespect
for mutual sovereignty has
never been the solution to
challenges, only serving to
worsen the situation and
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Reports coming in from
Afghanistan claim an aeri-
al attack Saturday night on
a few places in Kabul and
some other parts of East-
ern Afghanistan along the
border with Pakistan.
There is speculation about
possible United States (us)
involvement in the attacks.
If indeed the Americans
were involved, was it at the
technical level, or was it to
the extent of intelligence
sharing, or did it involve
Kinetic action remains in
the realm of speculation.
The target of the attacks
is believed to be the Tehr-
ik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP)
emir, Noor Wali Mehsud.
However, an audio clip
purportedly of Mehsud sur-
faced soon after the attack,
claiming that he is in the
tribal districts of Pakistan,
not Afghanistan.

This is not the first time
that Pakistanis have used
air power against alleged
terrorist targets in Afghan-
istan. However, past attacks
were generally limited to
border areas, which were
remote and inaccessible.
This is the first time that
Pakistan has decided to

strike at the heart of Af-
ghanistan. The repercus-
sions of such an audacious
attack will be far-reaching.
Earlier attacks were down-
played by the Taliban and
not made much of an is-
sue, at least not to a point
where it would have led
to a major break with Pa-
kistan. A strike on Kabul
will, however, be difficult,
if not impossible, to brush
under the carpet. Although
the initial reaction from
the official spokesman of
the Taliban, Zabiullah Mu-
jahid, and the Kabul police
chief has been measured,
the Taliban will have to
take a strong stand on the
Pakistani attack on the
capital city. To not do so
will seriously dent the le-
gitimacy of the Taliban re-
gime and raise questions
or even challenge their
authority.

While the Taliban are not
in a position to respond
to Pakistan in kind as they
lack an air force and an ef-
fective air defence system,
they do have other ways to
hit back. Broadly, there are
four options available to
the Taliban.

The first is to do nothing.
Make a bit of noise and
then move on. But such
restraint will raise seri-
ous questions about their
legitimacy as the Taliban
would appear fearful of

Pakistan or being compro-
mised by their long associ-
ation with Pakistan. Even
if the senior leadership
prefers not to escalate, the
foot soldiers will want to
take revenge.

The second option is to
speak softly but ramp up
the attacks. This will mean
lifting the restraints im-
posed on Taliban cadres
to not joining the ranks
of TTP and desisting from
participating in attacks in-
side Pakistan.

The third option is to de-
clare war on Pakistan and
unleash guerrilla forces to
exact retribution.

Finally, there is a remote
possibility that the Pa-
kistani attacks will have
a salutary impact on the
Taliban and force them to
either expel or curb the
activities of TTP inside Af-
ghanistan.

Regardless of the option
that is picked, as long as
the TTP continues to bleed
Pakistan, there is no solu-
tion to the problem. The
fact that the TTP attacks
have increased in intensity,
ferocity, and even geogra-
phy — with recent claims
by the anti-Pakistan jihad-
ist alliance Ittehadul Muja-
hideen Pakistan of carrying
out attacks even in Jammu
and Kashmir — means that
it will not be easy to elimi-
nate them.
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The TTP and other groups
claim that they are now
operating from inside Pa-
kistan. The Taliban author-
ities in Afghanistan also
insist that this is Pakistan’s
problem and that Afghani-
stan is being made a scape-
goat. But Pakistan insists
that not just the Islamist

eroding the situation in
the region.

Islamabad and Kabul must,
by avoiding the escalation
of tensions — especially
preventing any scenario
against regional peace and
security — take the path of
diplomacy and, notwith-
standing their respective
relations with any partic-
ular country or faction,
identify the root of the
problems and, with wis-
dom, take steps to repel
challenges and create new
opportunities for cooper-
ation.

On this path, an announce-
ment by Afghanistan’s
neighboring and surround-
ing countries of their readi-
ness to help remove hostil-
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have been criticised
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ities between Pakistan and
Afghanistan and to call on
them to exercise restraint
is considered highly signif-
icant.

The spokesperson for the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs
of the Islamic Republic of
Iran, reacting to the recent
developments between
Pakistan and Afghanistan,
announced, “Iran stands
ready to extend any assis-
tance conducive to reducing
tensions between the two
neighboring and Muslim
countries.”

Esmail Baqaei, expressing
concern over the develop-
ments of the past few days
related to Pakistan and
Afghanistan, highlighted
the necessity of mutual

jihadists but also Baloch
freedom fighters are op-
erating from bases inside
Afghanistan.

The issue for Pakistan is
that bombing targets in Af-
ghanistan won’t solve the
problem. All it will do is
satisfy public opinion, es-
pecially in Punjab, where
an anti-Pashtun sentiment
is simmering. But kinet-
ic military action has its
limitations. If anything,
attacks on Afghanistan
will only lead to Afghans,
even those who are against
the Taliban, closing ranks
against Pakistan. Recent
reports suggest that the
Interior Minister Sirajud-
din Haqqani was being
sidelined by the Kandahar
clique that calls the shots.
But the Hagqanis won’t be
caught dead siding with
Pakistan against the Tal-
iban Emir. Interestingly,
the Pakistani attacks have
been criticised by some se-
nior military officials of the
erstwhile Islamic Republic
of Afghanistan.

The other option for Paki-
stan is to unleash another
round of destabilisation
in Afghanistan. The in-
struments for this will be
sections of the erstwhile
republic who are carrying
out a low-level insurgency
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respect for the territorial
integrity and national sov-
ereignty of both countries
and called for restraint
and the immediate start of
dialogue between the par-
ties with the aim of reduc-
ing tensions and resolving
differences through diplo-
macy.

against the Taliban, and
using the Daesh-affiliated
terror outfit in Afghanistan
as a proxy to wage a dirty
war in Afghanistan as a tit-
for-tat. The Taliban have
already accused Pakistan
of giving bases to the outfit
in Balochistan, and there
are some reports that some
insurgent militants could
also be deployed against
the Taliban and TTP.

The timing of the bombing
runs on Kabul and other
parts of Afghanistan is also
interesting as it coincid-
ed with the Taliban For-
eign Minister Amir Khan
Mutaqqi’s visit to India.
Although the immediate
provocation is the ambush
in Orakzai, in which around
17 Pakistan army soldiers
were Kkilled, the visit of
Mutaqqi to India has been
something of a red rag for
the Pakistani military estab-
lishment, which has been
accusing India of backing
and funding not just the Ba-
loch freedom struggle (the Pa-
kistanis have started calling it “Fitna
al Hindustan”) but also the TTP
insurgency.

But the attack will only
drive the Taliban closer
to India, which is seen
as a counter to Pakistan.
“The enemy’s enemy is a
friend” logic could once
again come into play — a
dynamic that has histori-
cally defined Afghanistan’s
regional alignments.




