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Cul de-Sac, a French expression meaning ‘dead end’, is unfortunately an
appropriate term to describe the current process of negotiations between the Taliban
and the Afghan government of President Ashraf Ghani. The subject of the talks is
on a prisoner exchange between the two warring parties in the Afghan war scenario.
The latter is gaining significance as it is an essential part of the U.S.-Taliban deal
signed some weeks ago! (U.S. Department of State, 2020; Wolf, 2020, March 6).
The deal is supposed not only to pave the way for the withdrawal of foreign troops
from the country, but also to initiate an intra-Afghan dialogue aiming at the
achievement of peace in Afghanistan. However, the launch of the so-called Afghan-
led and owned process was prolongated with the prisoner swap as major obstacle
(Al Jazeera, 2010, March 31).

With a blame game full in swing, the Taliban dropped out on April 7 (after they
arrived a week earlier in Kabul to discuss the ‘technical details’? of a prisoner
exchange) describing the talks as ‘fruitless’ and accusing the government of
‘deliberately delaying the swap’ (Amiri & Donati, 2020, April 7). Contrarily, the
Afghan authorities reproached the Taliban of ‘negotiating in poor faith® and

showing a ‘lack of seriousness’ regarding peace in Afghanistan (Mashal, 2020,

! The U.S.-Taliban deal requires that the Afghan government - which was not a signatory to the
accord but agreed to it afterwards- to free 5,000 Taliban prisoners, and for the Jihadist group to
release 1,000 pro-government captives in return (Al Jazeera, 2010, April 7).

2 Regarding Taliban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid, the three-member technical team of the
Taliban were sent to Kabul to arrange the identification, verification and transportation in order to
support the process of prisoners release (Al Jazeera, 2010, March 31).
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April 7). Where previous discussions about implementation and timing failed, now
the choice of prisoners was the main hurdle. Concretely, the Taliban demanded that
15 arrested top commanders should be within the first batch of prisoners to be
released (Mashal, 2020, April 7). A demand which was rejected by the negotiating
team of the Afghan government stating that ‘their hands are stained with the blood
of people’ (Amiri & Donati, 2020, April 7) and ‘helped orchestrate large-scale
attacks’ (Hassan & Georg, 2020, April 7). Furthermore, considering that at the
moment the Taliban are conducting attacks against the Afghan forces on a daily
basis, there is a visible concrete threat that they will send the released field
commanders immediately into combat again. Here, Matin Bek, a member of the
government's negotiating team, states: ‘We don't want them to go back to the
battlefield and capture a whole province’. However, instead of the release of
members of the top echelon, the Afghan government offered the release of up to
‘400 low-threat Taliban prisoners as a goodwill gesture in return for a considerable
reduction in violence’ (BBC, 2020, April 7). An offer the Taliban apparently
identified as even more time wasting and rejected it. Doubtless the Taliban’s exit
from the landmark talks is threatening the fragile US-Taliban deal (Hassan &
Georg, 2020, April 7). Furthermore, it is severe backlash for the envisaged formal

start of peace negotiations between both sides (Hassan & Georg, 2020, April 7).

However, the drop-out of the Taliban comes by no surprise at all. Instead, expecting
an inherent anti-systemic organisation being engaged with the representatives of a
political-administrative system they want to overthrow as their top priority and
leitmotif is a naive, ominous fallacy. One needs to understand that any concession
of the Taliban towards Washington in the context of their common deal is clearly a
political faint. Here, it is argued that the current disunity among the Afghan
leadership is undoubtedly a challenge for a sustainable peace process in the country.
But to solely blame the setbacks in the talks with the Taliban over a personal rivalry

between Ghani and Abdullah, is a narrow approach to reading the situation.

The core issue is that the Taliban are simply not interested in severe negotiations

with any Afghan authorities, at least not on an equal footing. As such, one need to

3 Matin Bek quoted in Al Jazeera (2010, April 7).
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ask the question, how far the Taliban are willing and are also able to take part within
a severe intra-Afghan dialogue.

After monitoring over the last weeks, it should be obvious to observers that the
Taliban are neither driven by the desire to reduce the level of violence, nor to talk
with President Ghani or any other non-Taliban politician in Kabul. Instead the
rationale of the Taliban leadership is to strengthen their legitimacy vis-a-vis their
own rank-and files as well as to keep the highly heterogenous, factionalised Taliban
movement together. It is reported that the Taliban are not only extraordinarily
strong, but also remarkably cohesive at the moment (Giustozzi, 2019; Bloomberg,
2019, November 15). However, the Taliban is a military organisation and the notion
of a common enemy and the subsequent process of fighting determines their
cohesiveness. A complete ceasefire, even a substantial reduction of violence for a
longer period,* will lead a priori to cracks within the movement’s basic foundation,
especially in their military structure. There is anxiety among the leadership that
long-lasting negotiations over the future of Afghanistan in general and regarding
power-sharing in particular, would initiate a process of dissolution of the manpower
and consequently of the Taliban’s military clout. Despite the fact that the Taliban
are extreme religious fanatics and ideologically indoctrinated, the bulk of them are
ordinary, seasonal mercenaries. The achievement of a sustainable peace agreement
would deprive them from a crucial source of income. As such, not all factions are
pleased with the U.S.-Taliban deal and the idea of negotiating with the politicians
in Kabul. Furthermore, feelings of being in an outstanding position of strength,
some Taliban commanders don’t see the necessity to negotiate with the Afghan
authorities and rather prefer to continue their military campaigns in gaining more

territory and economic resources under their control.

Another important factor for the Taliban to enter negotiations with the US was
aimed at gaining a diplomatic standing and to increase their international image.
The greater importance directed by the Taliban towards the above-mentioned goal,

is evident through the fact that they chose a politician for the first time, Mullah

4 A period which is at least longer than a week, such as the one which was a precondition of the US-
Taliban deal.
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Abdul Ghani Baradar, rather than a field commander as chief negotiator. Being
officially invited by several governments including China, Russia, Iran, Germany
(functioning as a facilitator) and conversing directly with high ranking
representatives of the U.S. was a major political and diplomatic success in helping
the Taliban to position themselves on the international stage. Consequently, western
media began describing the Taliban not as a Jihadist terror organisation anymore
(as they still did one year ago), instead referring to them as a “political movement’®

which can be seen as evidence that their public diplomatic efforts succeeded.

To sum up, the current trend within international reports on Afghanistan solely
focusing on criticising the Afghan political leadership (Wolf, 2020, March 27) and
appeasing the Taliban® at the same time is misleading. It is a distraction from who
is mainly responsible for the collapsing or lack of progress of the intra-Afghan-
dialogue. As outlined, negotiations with ideological-political adversaries are not in
the nature of the Taliban, but are perceived as an additional instrument to achieve
their goals. The latter is not based on the balancing of interests with the participating
partners, but as a mean to harm them as part of a dual approach: fighting the political
system and its government on all fronts - from within - by political means, through
assertive (one-sided) negotiations and from outside - by military means. Therefore,
the strategic worldview of the current Taliban leadership is simple and clear: either
you attempt to re-establish the fundamentalist Islamic Emirate through words or by
guns —or both. The raison d'étre of the Taliban is nothing else other than eliminating
the post-2001 Republic and what it stands for.

° Some western media even started to give them space for their public influence activities.
5The debate over the causalities for the ongoing fighting and questioning the compliance of the
Taliban and US towards their deal marks an exception.
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