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After nearly nineteen years of bloodshed and instability in Afghanistan, there is 

now finally some concrete positive news. After months of uncertainty and waiting, 

the Afghan Government and the Afghan Taliban officially met for the first time in 

direct talks on September 12, 2020, in what has been described as “a truly 

momentous occasion,”1 initiating the highly anticipated intra-Afghan talks. 

The agreement signed between the US and the Taliban in February 2020 had earlier paved the way 

for the withdrawal of all foreign troops from Afghanistan by May 2021. Intra-Afghan talks were also 

a pivotal part of the agreement and were scheduled for March 10, 2020, before which both sides 

had to complete the exchange of 5,000 Taliban prisoners for 1,000 members of the Afghan forces in 

10 days. However, the Ghani-Abdullah feud created significant uncertainty and caused delays in the 

release of Taliban prisoners, while the Taliban’s refusal to end hostilities also led to the 

postponement of talks.  

The beginning of intra-Afghan dialogue is a positive step, since it was never an inevitability. Hosted 

by Qatar, the talks were preceded by an opening ceremony that was attended by 15 major 

stakeholders. Conspicuous in their absence were Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Iran, and Russia. The Taliban 

were represented by Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar and the Afghan government by Dr. Abdullah 

Abdullah, Chairman of the High Council for National Reconciliation (HCNR). 

                                                      
1
  "Truly momentous' talks open between Taliban, Afghan government," The News, September 12,2020, 

https://www.thenews.com.pk/latest/713805-taliban-afghan-govt-start-peace-talks-as-pompeo-terms-it-
truly-momentous-occasion 
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During the ceremony, several statements were made by the multiple stakeholders, including the 

Taliban, US, the Afghan government, and Pakistan. Mullah Baradar stated that his group envisaged 

an Afghanistan that was sovereign, independent, united, developed, and a free country with an 

Islamic system in which all sections of people can live in peace and harmony and no one feels any 

discrimination. Dr. Abdullah Abdullah called for a 'humanitarian ceasefire', while stressing on the 

need to adhere to democracy, the country’s constitution, freedom of speech, rights of women and 

minorities, rule of law, and civil and political rights.2 Both leaders thus gave attention to issues of 

human rights, and pointed to necessary areas of development that their country needed to address. 

For his part, US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo urged Kabul and the Taliban to seize the 

opportunity for peace further, stating that “the choice of Afghanistan’s future political system was 

for the Afghans to make”.3 This once again indicates that there is consensus that the responsibility 

and burden for determining the future political set-up was on both sides party to the intra-Afghan 

talks. Representatives from other countries also expressed their support for a peaceful solution. 

Pakistan’s Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi presented a four-point peace plan which 

stressed on: supporting the Afghan peace process while respecting the consensus that emerges from 

intra-Afghan talks, learn lessons from the bitter Afghan history and ensure that Afghanistan does not 

become a space for elements who would harm others beyond its borders, deepen economic 

engagement, reconstruction, and ensure a timeframe for the dignified return of refugees to 

Afghanistan. 

Following the initial ceremony contact groups were established from both sides representing the 

Taliban and Kabul who met for direct discussions. These primarily revolved around attaining a 

ceasefire as well as agreeing on a future political set up acceptable to both sides. So far, however, all 

interactions between the two groups, which have been limited to specific concerns of rules and 

regulations, and concerns about logistics, has led to limited progress, demonstrating the obstacles 

that they will have to overcome to reach substantive results.4 That neither side can overcome even 

the minor issues highlights that this will be a complex and long-drawn process, and deep cleavages 

and several long-standing issues of mistrust and suspicion will need to be overcome for the talks to 

be meaningful for the future of Afghanistan. 

                                                      
2
  "Speech by Dr Abdullah at the opening of the Afghan peace negotiations in Doha," Afghan Analysts 

Network, September 12, 2020, https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/resources/peace-
process/speech-by-dr-abdullah-at-the-opening-of-the-afghan-peace-negotiations-in-doha/ 

3
  "U.S. Secretary of State says up to Afghans to determine political system during peace talks," Reuters, 

September 12, 2020, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-afghanistan-taliban-talks-pompeo-
idUSKBN2630B5 

4
  Peace negotiating team of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, 

https://twitter.com/PeaceIRAfg/status/1307751520243519490?s=09, September 20, 2020,  
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That said, there has been no better opportunity to hope and plan for a peaceful and stable 

Afghanistan with a credible political setup, but this also requires participants and observers to keep 

their expectations in check. While there is no doubt that the ongoing intra-Afghan talks are a historic 

opportunity for the Taliban and the Afghan government to rewrite history, it must be understood 

that the interaction is an ice breaker at best. And the importance of this should also not be 

undermined – given how long it took for them to reach this stage. The fact that both sides, 

particularly the Taliban have agreed to sit face-to-face with the Afghan government whom they have 

often referred to as a puppet regime is a breakthrough in itself.  

The intra-Afghan talks then are the beginning of a long and arduous process. And they have also 

been planned in this way. The meeting in Doha was the first in a number of meetings that will be 

needed for both sides to come to terms with each other as well as each other’s stances on different 

areas of Afghan political, social, and cultural life. Their interaction is significant also because it is an 

opportunity for both erstwhile warring sides to begin to establish trust. Indeed, the first reasonable 

expectation of an outcome should be to establish a credible channel for communication as well as 

trust building. Once that has been achieved, other pivotal matters can be discussed more 

substantively. Unless and until mutual trust is established, talks will not be able to proceed, let alone 

be successful.  

As the process is now underway, there must also be further conversations in Afghanistan about 

what it lacks. After all, Afghanistan – and thus intra-Afghan talks – should reflect the multitude of 

voices and opinions that offer a healthy discourse to develop and enable different points of view to 

come to the fore. Since the very future of the country is being decided, it can only be successful if 

representatives from all sections of its population are also included. For instance, representatives 

from the civil society, political parties, as well as vulnerable segments of the Afghan society are 

important stakeholders whose voices would add significant value and necessary conversations to the 

talks. In the first round of talks, there were only three female members on the side of the Afghan 

government – this needs to be rectified in future sessions.  

Such real and valid issues however should not undermine the significance of the two sides meeting. 

In the past, Kabul has been divided on the issue of peace and meeting the Taliban, and the fact that 

Dr. Abdullah was there heading a team and that too with female members, is a sign that Kabul may 

finally be united, serious and ready to negotiate with the Taliban. The same can be said of the 

Taliban as well, as their willingness to engage with Kabul shows a desire to find solutions to end the 

war in Afghanistan. The time now is for cautious optimism, as the road ahead is fragile, complex, and 
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full of hurdles. If history has taught us anything in the last two decades, it is that progress will be 

achieved only if both sides exert flexibility and learn to adapt and compromise. 

While building trust is important as a start, an eye must also be toward even more sensitive issues 

such as bloodshed and violence, which will have to be addressed. The focus in all these needs to be 

on national healing and reconciliation in a country that has faced decades of trauma. Indeed, the 

trauma is the result of complex and multifaceted issues coming from various quarters, which have 

also prevented any national unity in a fractured Afghan polity. The willingness to even accept other 

stakeholders as legitimate has been missing for so long that the major threat to peace has been 

internal rather than external. With the intra-Afghan talks, that fundamental hurdle has been 

overcome, however tentatively.  

Given this history, it would not be wise to expect immediate results, since any concrete outcomes 

will only emerge much later. And while the plan should be to move towards attainable goals and 

thus take the necessary steps, the holding of the talks itself should be appreciated. After all, this is 

the first time that the Taliban and the Afghan government are meeting face to face since 2001. And 

without their consensus and arrival on the same page, important questions critical for the future of 

Afghanistan on sensitive and contentious issues cannot be answered.  

Agreeing to a ceasefire is the most important, but also an immensely difficult pre-condition for a 

sustained process of peace. This must be at the top of the agenda for the intra-Afghan talks since a 

prolonged ceasefire for the duration of the dialogue is essential. The Taliban have voiced support for 

peaceful solutions, and they now need to show their commitment on the ground by reducing and 

ultimately halting violence. According to the UN, Afghanistan has witnessed its highest levels of 

violence during the past five weeks in the last half-decade.5 Moreover, according to the Afghan 

government, more than 12,000 Afghans have been killed and 15,000 others also wounded since the 

US-Taliban agreement in early 2020.6 This is a serious concern, since the talks could well collapse if 

the violence does not end. Recently, President Ashraf Ghani also called on the Taliban to agree to a 

humanitarian and nationwide ceasefire.7 Since the Taliban are engaging in talks, they should find it 

prudent to agree to Ghani’s calls for a ceasefire and not see it as a sign of weakness or surrender. 

                                                      
5
  "Afghan Air Strikes Target Taliban Militants, But Civilians Also Reported Killed," RFE/RL, September 19, 

2020, https://www.rferl.org/a/afghan-air-strikes-target-taliban-militants-but-civilians-also-reported-
killed/30847558.html 

6
  "Afghan government, Taliban begin peace talks in Doha," TRT World, September 12, 2020, 

https://www.trtworld.com/asia/afghan-government-taliban-begin-peace-talks-in-doha-
39695#:~:text=Abdullah%20Abdullah%2C%20the%20former%20chief,signed%20a%20deal%20in%20Febr
uary. 

7
  "Negotiators in Doha Struggle to Agree on Disputed Points," Tolo News, September 19, 2020, 

https://tolonews.com/afghanistan-166445 



 

© ISSI 2020 • All Rights Reserved  5 | P a g e  

IB                                                                                     Intra-Afghan Dialogue: Breaking The Ice September 23, 2020 

Rather the narrative should be one of honouring the Afghan people who have suffered for so long 

and show the Taliban as stakeholders who desire peace in the country. This will create massive 

goodwill amongst the masses for the Taliban. The Taliban must be convinced that this will work in 

their own favor as well, and show to the people and to all naysayers and sceptics that they are 

responsible and legitimate, indeed essential elements in the peace process.  

While the Taliban claim that they are not aspiring for a monopoly of power, and that they envisage 

an inclusive Afghanistan, they will have to be clearer on issues of what kind of government they are 

willing to participate in. Similarly, the Taliban’s position on the constitution remains ambiguous. 

Different proposals must therefore be put forth, and the Taliban’s position ascertained. Possibilities 

could include the continuation of the current political system that could include the Taliban, or an 

interim setup of the sort that was supported by different political players from Afghanistan in 

Moscow. Gulbuddin Hikmatyar has also expressed willingness to form an alliance with the Taliban,8 

and such a set-up could mean that he could be accommodated as well. The contours and various 

elements of such potential political setups should be elaborated at this early stage, so that realistic 

options are sought. 

Beyond political setups, there are other issues that must also become part of the talks. For instance, 

while the Taliban talk about honoring women, human rights and Afghan nationalism, their 

interpretation of Sharia remains vague. Afghan women have continued to show concerns that the 

Taliban’s approach would be a strict and stringent view of the Sharia. The group thus needs to be 

more open on this front and discuss potentially controversial issues.  

On the other hand, Kabul for its part also needs to continue to honor its commitment to engage in 

talks no matter how cumbersome they become. Kabul also has to remain united and not allow 

personal differences (for instance the Ghani-Abdullah feud) to jeopardize talks in any way. Indeed, 

the onus is on the government to show openness, flexibility, and clarity to the process of 

engagement. This includes clarity over the nature and extent of accommodation that it is willing to 

offer to the Taliban in any future government.  

While the US has indicted repeatedly that it wants the Afghans to take ownership and chalk out a 

future for themselves, at this fragile state it would be naïve and irresponsible to stay completely 

away from engagement with multiple stakeholders in Afghanistan. The US remains a major party to 

whatever the future holds for the country, and in fact it is the signatory to the very deal that brought 

the two Afghan groups to the negotiating table. Both the Taliban and the government have 

                                                      
8
  "Hekmatyar offers to join hands with Taliban," The Nation, September 20, 2020, 

https://nation.com.pk/20-Sep-2020/hekmatyar-offers-to-join-hands-with-taliban 
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expressed that they would not like foreign control of the talks. And while this is indeed desirable, it 

is still prudent that Washington recognizes its own responsibility to ensure successful and effective 

talks by playing its role in pushing all sides to follow their respective roles as per the agreement. 

Indeed, the US owes it to Afghan people, after almost two decades of war and occupation, broken 

and unfulfilled promises, to play its own part in reaching a workable agreement that benefits the 

country that it now plans to leave. It must not leave it in dire straits. 

The intra-Afghan talks at the moment are an ice-breaker, but still a historic and unprecedented and 

necessary step for a stable Afghanistan. They offer an opportunity to erstwhile warring parties to 

come together, show willingness to compromise and work together, and do so for the benefit and 

stability of the country they all ostensibly want to protect from strife. Even at this early stage – 

which in itself is quite momentous – both the Taliban and the Afghan government have the 

responsibility to prove their commitment to this common goal. The future of Afghanistan depends 

on their ability, and willingness, to be able to work together. 

 


