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The 2019 Intra-Afghan Peace Conference:
Another political feint by the Taliban

Sieafried O. Wolf

On 7 and 8 July 2019, the Intra-Afghan Peace Conference took place
in Doha, jointly organised by Qatar and Germany (FP, 2019, July
10). To begin with, the conference marked another attempt at
initiating talks with the Taliban which turned out until now to be a
fruitless exercise. One can state that the Afghan Taliban’s
willingness to enter into a conversation with members of the Afghan
administration was the only really new thing at the staged spectacle.
However, this willingness had a clear limitation. In order to
circumvent the unease of the Taliban to talk ‘officially’ with the
Government of Afghanistan, the decision was made that all
participants were invited ‘in their personal capacities’ (Ruttig, 2019,
July 11) and top acting (including former) government officials.
Furthermore, the fact that the actual discussions were again held
behind closed doors is queueing them into a series of clandestine
endeavours, not only adding to the lack of transparency of the overall
process of negotiating with the Taliban, but also further rising the
suspicions and fears among the majority of the Afghan people
regarding the potential concrete impacts for them. It is however
interesting to note that selected representatives - including women -
from political parties, media and civil society got the opportunity to
take part in the event. This seems to be an attempt, especially by
Berlin, to revive the ‘spirit’ of the 2nd International Conference on
Afghanistan on 5 December 2011. The latter, also known as Bonn
I, was flanked by a °Civil Society Conference for Peace and

Reconstruction in Afghanistan’.

Being held parallel to Bonn Il, it became obvious that this ‘side-show’ for ‘hand-picked’ members

of Afghanistan’s civil society was solely aimed at giving the impression that an ‘all-inclusive’
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political solution for the war-torn country is the only way forward, which of course must and will
be an ‘Afghan-led process’. In other words, despite that the Taliban were not yet invited at that
time, nor even mentioned - Berlin with its international partners were obviously already preparing
the avenue for the following several rounds of Doha peace talks as well as the potential return of
the Taliban to power in Afghanistan.

By assessing the trajectories, especially the results (as modest as they were), of the former
initiatives to solve the Afghan imbroglio, one has to state that also the latest ‘peace conference’
produced hardly any remarkable outcome besides a two pages statement (‘joint final resolution’),
which is rather pointing at the number of issues which are left out instead of offering substantial
and trustworthy joint positions and mutual commitments. The few which were made, do appear
predominantly as expressions of ‘intents of good will’*. However, it is crucial to point out that the
common statement of the participants is stressing that the peace process must be based on ‘Afghan
all-inclusive negotiations’ (Ruttig, 2019, July 11). The latter stands clearly in line with a process
initiated at Bonn Il in order to prepare a ‘power sharing” agreement with the Taliban. Furthermore,
the effort to describe the conference as an ‘Afghan all-inclusive negotiation’ remains a misnomer
since neither the Afghanistan administration ‘as government’ nor the Afghan people feel

represented.

Additionally, these so-called ‘peace talks’ must be described as ‘negotiating the non-negotiable’.
It is argued here that peace in Afghanistan which includes the Taliban is impossible, for several
reasons:

The major problem for the sustainable political solution in Afghanistan is that the Taliban
categorically reject democracy and consensus-based political decision-making. Deliberate
political processes which require finding compromises and making exceptions are out of the scope
of the fundamentalist Taliban mind-set (Haggani, 2013, June 27). Thinking and acting based on
extremist ideologies do not allow any room for dissensions because disagreements and disputes,
which are inherent to the democratic process, are seen as a threat that can weaken the power and

efficiency of the ideology and collective identity that holds the Taliban movement together.

! For example, the joint statement makes the appeal ‘to all parties to reduce violence, not to attack public institutions
and to bring civilian casualties “to zero.”” Furthermore, it urges the combatants to ‘ensure the security (...) of schools,
madrassas, hospitals, markets, dams and other workplaces.” Moreover, it contains the commitment to respect
residential areas and all kind of educational institutions (Ruttig, 2019, July 11). However, considering the unreliability
of the Taliban in sticking to agreements, it has to be seen if these joint statements will be reflected on the ground.
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Therefore, democratic contestation would deteriorate the movement’s coherence and give room
for fragmentation. Hence, it is in the nature and a matter of survival for the Taliban to fight
democracy. Therefore, the movement’s operational aim is to end any democratic system in
Afghanistan by all means. This is due to the fact that the Taliban perceive themselves primarily as
an armed movement and its methods rely on physical force, not on peaceful negotiation (Semple,
2014). Having this in mind, they can’t share power with ‘infidels’ (meaning everybody who does
not adhere to their narrow reading of the Koran and oppose strict implementation of the Sharia
law) or seriously participate in democracy (the ‘system of infidels”) without undermining their
own collective identity (Semple, 2014). Due to their relatively loose network of individual
factions, it is most important to keep their basic codes (building blocks) of identity construction
functioning. Otherwise they would deconstruct their own ideological base and collective identity;
consequently, they would lose the glue of their whole movement and fall apart in a bunch of
unorganised (extremists) elements. Therefore, not only do they oppose democracy but also identify
it as an existential threat because the system’s norms which are providing for diverging opinions
which would allow the opportunity to question Taliban ideology. This undoubtedly marks an
existential problem for the Taliban since their ideological foundation requires absolute adherence
from the whole Muslim community (Semple, 2014). In sum, in order to maintain its own identity
and to hold the movement together, and as such to survive, and not being absorbed by other
extremist groups, the Taliban have to erase all structures and agents of democracy in their area of

influence and beyond.

In this context, one has to state that regarding the socio-political worldview of the Taliban, a
system to organise human co-existence must not only be based on Sharia law but also structured
by a strictly entrenched ‘leader’s principle’ as it was during the Taliban regime of the Islamic
Emirate of Afghanistan (1996-2001). In this form of governance all significant decision-making
is centralised in the position of the Amir ul-Momineen or commander/leader of the faithful
(Giustozzi, 2010). Needless to say, the concept of a religiously legitimated Amir ul-Momineen as
the country’s highest authority recognises neither elections nor an elected government with a
(secular) head of state.

Here one should add, that the ongoing terrorist attacks and human rights violations, like the
executions of women, members of civil society organisations, and other cruelties in areas under

control of the Taliban must be interpreted as a sign that the Taliban continue to reject the Afghan
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constitution and do not accept basic principles of freedom and human rights, especially the rights
of women and religious minorities.

Moreover, since the beginning of the peace talks it became obvious that serious and constructive
political negotiation and accommodation are an alien concept to the Taliban. But a multi-ethnic
state like Afghanistan - with its strong decentralised power structures - can only function when the
respective national and regional leadership circles have the political skills and capacities to work
out a ‘balance of power’ that is satisfying to all major actors involved (ICG, 2012, March 26).
However, there are no indications that the Taliban are interested to take on this task and will follow

any deal they agreed to (Haggani, 2013, June 27).

Final thoughts - Preparing the war from within the system

The latest German and Qatari sponsored ‘peace conference’ was able to produce a joint statement
which got praised by many observers as a crucial step towards a potential political solution. But
drawing such an enthusiastic conclusion will remain as another expression of hopeless ‘expedient
optimism’. The crux of the matter is that the Taliban interpret all kind of ‘talks’ as a broadening
of the armed struggle rather than a ‘peace negotiation’ (Majidyar, 2014, May 1). Talks in general
are seen by the Taliban as an extension of their militant activities into the political arena
(Shahamat, 2015, July 15). In other words, through the current round of peace talks, the Taliban
will get an additional opportunity to undermine Afghanistan’s democracy from within (Majidyar,
2014, May 1) and to push their Islamic fundamentalist agenda in the political-administrative
structure. The tremendous rise of highly radicalised Islamist clerics in state and society during the
last years prepared the ground for the Taliban to regain political leverage (Jalal, 2015, April 25)2,
Furthermore, looking at the development of all the previous talk initiatives and subsequent
agreements and their ‘implementation’, it is legitimate to question the credibility of Taliban
commitments (Majidyar, 2014, May 1). Considering that the Taliban has once again continued
their attacks - like the car bomb attack in Kabul on 1 July (BBC, 2019, July 1) - despite their
involvement in ‘peace talks’ indicates that the current negotiation partners of the Taliban will have
a similar negative experience like former ones.

To sum up, one has clearly to understand that there are no ‘moderate’ or ‘good Taliban’ (Jalal,

2015, April 25) since they are an anti-systemic and anti-democratic force which is trapped in its

2 Dr. Massouda Jalal, former Minister of Women's Affairs (2004-2006) and only woman candidate in the 2004
Afghan presidential election in an interview with the author on 25. April 2015 in Bonn, Germany.
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own fundamentalist ideology and, in order to keep the movement going, it has to reject
Afghanistan’s current democratic system of governance, its constitution and any consensus based
negotiated power-sharing (Baqi, 2013, May 8; Haqgani, 2013, June 27). In consequence, any kind
of future deal coming out of the ‘joint statement’ will not lead to sustainable peace. Instead it will
push Afghanistan towards Islamisation and force the eradication of all achievements made in the
first years after the fall of the Taliban regime in 2001. All the improvements in terms of women
and girls’ rights, human and fundamental political rights as well as the general situation of the civil
society will be relinquished to Jihadist ideology. Therefore, armed confrontation will remain the

norm rather than an exception.
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