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Pakistan, the Taliban and Dadullah 

 
Syed Saleem Shahzad1 

 
 

Introduction 
The association of Al-Qaeda and the Taliban is now eleven years old. The wealthy 
global radical Islamists in Al-Qaeda and the downtrodden, tunnel-visioned  sons of 
the Afghan soil forming the student militia have remained close throughout all the 
difficulties of that time.  Nevertheless, with the Taliban’s  spring 2007 uprising 
imminent the relationship of mutual respect between Shiekh Osama Bin Laden, Dr 
Ayman Al-Zawahiri and Mullah Omar is under strain and the  two parties have not 
been able to co-ordinate their strategic planning as they have done in the past. 
Al-Qaeda’s financial arteries were destroyed after 9/11 and its ability to challenge 
state actors was seriously compromised. However, recently Al-Qaeda has revived 
some of its financial resources, which have given a new lease of life to its global 
operations. With a reduced dependence on Omar the Al-Qaeda leadership is insistent 
on being an independent player in 2007, the sole architect and planner of the war 
against the western coalition in Afghanistan, subject to its own specified agenda. 
 
The Taliban take is now a little different. The Taliban fought on the dotted lines 
drawn by Al-Qaeda over the last five years and failed to achieve any successes against 
western forces. Then came the Taliban’s very well planned spring offensive of 2006. 
The year of 2006 was strategically the most conducive for the Taliban for a number of 
indigenous reasons. The whole of south western Afghanistan was made extremely 
angry by massive inefficiencies, bad governance, and the corruption of the Afghan 
administration, police and army, and by the failures of the western coalition to deliver 
the promised development projects in their areas. The brutal bombardment of the 
Taliban which was equally devastating for local populations caused further and deep 
resentment.  As a result, when the Taliban launched their spring offensive in  2006  all 
the south western Afghan tribes stood firmly behind the Taliban.   
 
However, the Taliban remain underdogs. Their spring 2006 offensive succeeded in 
inflicting more casualties on NATO troops, than in previous years, yet the Taliban 
failed to make any tactical breakthrough such as seizing control of an important city.  
The Taliban did establish their presence on the strategic arteries which connects Herat 
to Kandahar, and seized control of the strategic valley of Tagab to the northeast of 
Kabul, and of the Musayab valley to the south of Kabul.  Such tactical manoeuvres 
were, however, temporary and turned out to be stand-alone measures of hardly any 
benefit for the Taliban in terms of their efforts to strengthen their strategic position 
against NATO. 
 

                                                 
1 Mr Syed Saleem Shahzad is Pakistan Bureau Chief of the Asia Times Online (Hong Kong). Email 
contact: saleem_shahzad2002@yahoo.com The views expressed are entirely those of Syed Saleem 
Shahzad and should not be construed as reflecting the views of the PSRU, Department of Peace Studies 
or the University of Bradford 
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The successes of the spring 2006 offensive were unsustainable, the lesson of which 
for the Taliban was that no independent organization or militia could fight a sustained 
battle against those able to mobilize state resources. The latter could only be matched 
by state resources as well, and that logically therefore the Taliban needed access to 
state resources to successfully prosecute the war. That assessment by the Taliban 
would finally separate Al-Qaeda and the Taliban on strategic fronts. 
 
Earlier, in 2006, scattered Al-Qaeda once again began to piece itself back together. 
Jamiatul Muqatila, (Libyan) led by Sheikh Abu Lais Al-Libby, Jabhatul Birra of Ibn-
i-Malik,  Jaishul Mehdi (founded by slain Abdul Rahman Canady, now led by 
Abu Eza), Jamaatul Jehad, another unnamed Libyan group once led by Sheikh Abu 
Nasir Qahtani (Kuwaiti) who has now been arrested and the Takfiris (who calls all 
non-practicing Muslims infidels) under Shiekh Essa (Egyptian)  joined forces with 
Jamaat Al-Qaeda under the leadership of Osama Bin Laden.  During the same period  
Al-Qaeda has found new financial arteries for its operations, substituting modern 
banking and Hawala (a non-banking, old traditional money transfer system) as 
western financial experts puts immense checks on both money channels. It remains 
unclear, however, exactly how Al-Qaeda is renewing its funding base. 
 
Al-Qaeda wanted to sit with the Taliban leadership to agree new strategies for 2007 
operations but the Taliban’s response was lukewarm. They were waiting for the one-
legged Taliban commander Mullah Dadullah, who was in North Waziristan to once 
again broker a peace deal between Pakistani Taliban and the Pakistani armed forces. 
Dadullah would soon be invited in Pakistani city of Rawalpindi, the home of the 
Pakistan military’s General Headquarters. 

 
Why is Pakistan interested in the Taliban again? 
At the beginning of 2002 the Bonn conference installed an interim government under 
President Hamid Karzi in Kabul. Hamid Karzai was ethnically a Pashtun from 
Kandahar’s Popalzai tribe. Authority in Afghanistan is defined with militias and 
money, but Karzai was neither a warlord of any fame nor head of any band of armed 
militia men,  nor were tribesmen supportive of him. He drew his support from 
Washington and only American guards could ensure the security of his life. 
 
The rest of the ministerial portfolios were in the hands of power warlords of non-
Pashtun stock like Younus Qanooni, Abdullah Abdullah, Marshal Fahim and 
others who were well known military commanders of the Northern Alliance. The 
Northern Alliance was renowned for its friendly ties with New Delhi and India was 
the second home for many of its leaders, where many kept their families. A power 
connection to Delhi in the Afghan cabinet was a serious concern for Islamabad. 
Pakistan had anticipated serious problems in a post-Taliban Afghanistan. 
 
Soon a very sensitive issue for Pakistan, the Durand Line was taken up, though only 
in-directly by Kabul.  The Durand Line is an imaginary line which marks 
border between Afghanistan and Pakistan. The line was drawn on the map by a 
British officer in 1893 after an agreement on behalf of the British Indian government 
and Afghanistan. The agreement was for 100 years and it expired in 1993.  Even the 
very pro-Pakistan Taliban government refused to extend the agreement, knowing it 
would be very unpopular among Afghans, given it divided the Pashtun community.  
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On Afghan side of the divide the masses still consider Pakistani Pashtun areas of 
North West Frontier Province and south western Balochistan province as 
part of Afghanistan. On the Pakistani side of Pashtun regions there has been a strong 
Pashtun nationalist movement which advocates a greater Pashtunistan 
comprising both sides of ethnically Pashtun areas. Even Pakistan support’s for Afghan 
resistance against the Soviets was primarily to save its Pashtun regions 
because the Soviet influence in Afghanistan was a real boost for Pakistani Pashtun 
nationalists who were then part of the pro-Moscow socialist camp. 
 
Pakistan had an advantage during the Taliban rule in Afghanistan. The Taliban 
maintained the status quo on the question of the Durand Line and tightened the noose 
around Pashtun nationalists. During the post Taliban period, Islamabad could sense 
that the ghost of Pashtunistan was once again alive. 
 
By mid 2002, orchestrated by the Afghan government, flags of Pashtunistan were 
hoisted in the Afghan cities of  Jalalabad and Kandahar and Indian consulates were 
opened up in five major Afghan cities. Many Pakistani Pashtun organizations once 
again talked about greater Pashtun land and maps were published in which the 
Pakistani cities of Quetta and Peshawar were shown as part of greater Pashtun. 
Islamabad was evaluating all such post Taliban developments very closely but there 
was no instant solution. The single track policy of the past to solely depend on the 
majority Pashtun segment of Afghan society was, in the absence of the Taliban, a 
major problem for Pakistan. 
 
The Afghan resistance against the Soviets was a major proxy operation of the 
Pakistani secret service, the ISI, but it mainly made its inroads in ethically Pashtun 
Islamist elements, namely Ittahad-i-Islami Afghanistan led by Professor Sayyaf, Hizb-
e-Islami Afghanistan led by Gulbadin Hekmatyar, Hezb-e-Islami Afghanistan led by 
Moulvi Younus Khalis, and Harkat-i-Inqalab-i-Islami led by  Moulvi Nabi 
Mohammadi. After the fall of the Communist government in Kabul, the Mujahadeen 
fought against each other. The Taliban movement was the reaction to the civil war 
which emerged in mid 1990s and the ISI used that chance to reunite all scattered 
Afghan factions under the flag of Taliban. All Pashtun Islamist organization’s cadres 
were systemically reorganised under the flag of Taliban.  
 
The deals, facilitated by Pakistan, were intended to bring peace in Afghanistan and for 
Pakistan the hope was that the peace would finally stabilize Afghanistan for trade and 
pipeline projects. Nevertheless, the deals were fragile and led to great complexities in 
post Taliban Afghanistan. Pakistan was convinced that the sudden departure of 
Taliban would create a massive political vacuum in Afghan society and argued that 
the invading foreign armies should engage `moderate’ Taliban in the political process. 
Pakistan presented the solution that instead of displacing the Taliban, the West should 
support “in-house” change within the Taliban.  However, the US rejected this and 
overthrew and displaced all the Taliban militia, replacing the representative of the 
majority Pashtun population with representatives of the minority Tajik-Uzbek 
dominated Northern Alliance. 
 
That was the blunder which isolated the majority Pashtun population and which now 
overshadows the country. The isolation of the Pashtuns paved the way for the strong 

 5



upsurge in Pashtun support behind the Taliban’s spring offensive of 2006, which now 
looks as though it will turn into a mass uprising in 2007.  
 
Pakistan has become deeply frustrated by the US mishandling, as Pakistan sees it, of 
security in Afghanistan. The post-Taliban political setup in Kabul is favourable to 
Delhi and a serious threat to Pakistan’s geo-political interests.  Major reconstruction 
contracts have been awarded to Indian firms and these are being manipulated to 
Pakistan’s disadvantage. The construction of strategic 217-kilometer Zaranj-Delaram 
highway in the southwest of the country is an example.  
 
The contract to build the highway was awarded to India's Border Roads Organization. 
It will link Zaranj, which lies on Afghanistan's border with Iran, to Delaram, situated 
on the "garland highway". The garland highway links Kabul, Kandahar, Herat, 
Mazar-e-Sharif and Kunduz. Once the highway is completed, Zaranj will be linked to 
several Afghan cities. This highway will connect Iran with the garland highway, too. 
Iran has been working on improving road links from its ports to towns that lie on its 
border with Afghanistan. It has completed construction of a vital bridge on the 
Helmand River marking the frontier between itself and Afghanistan, and is busy 
upgrading the road from Chabahar, where its new port on the Makran coast is coming 
up, to Zaranj. So once the Zaranj-Delaram highway is completed, goods from 
Afghanistan's main cities can be brought overland to the border with Iran from where 
they will be transported to Chabahar, and vice versa. The Zaranj-Delaram highway 
will provide landlocked Afghanistan with a valuable lifeline. Currently, Afghanistan's 
access to the sea is through Pakistan - via Peshawar and onward to the port of 
Karachi. The Delaram-Zaranj highway opens up another option for Afghanistan via 
Iran. What is more, the overland option through Iran to the port of Chabahar is shorter 
than the one currently available through Pakistan. This route will facilitate Indian-
Afghan trade. At present, Afghan-Indian trade is transited through Pakistan. With 
Zaranj-Delaram Highway it would be independent and free of Pakistan’s influence.  
Since 2003, India and Iran have been cooperating in developing the Chabahar port 
complex. Chabahar is closer to India than the existing port at Bandar Abbas. Iran has 
extended huge concessions to Afghanistan to attract it to use Chabahar port rather 
than the port that Pakistan is developing with Chinese help at Gwadar in Balochistan 
province. 
 
This is the background against which Pakistan’s foreign and strategic policy towards 
Afghanistan in the post Taliban era has to be formulated. Past policy decisions have 
left Pakistan with a single Pashtun-centric option which now centres on the Taliban 
again. Whatever solution Pakistan sought would therefore have to revolve around the 
Taliban. 
 

Pakistan’s New Deal with Taliban 
Through out the post Taliban period, Pakistan has tried to invent a moderate Taliban 
which would be acceptable for Americans as a key player in Afghanistan. An 
organization called Jamiat-i-Khudamul Quran (or Furqan) comprising middle ranking 
former Taliban was established in Peshawar in early 2002 which condemned Osama 
Bin Laden and Al-Qaeda and also condemned Mullah Omar’s decision to support Al-
Qaeda. The organization was a proxy of the ISI and was raised to present a moderate 
face of the Taliban and encourage the Americans to engage them in a political 
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process. The ideas of a moderate Taliban was not be popular with the Americans and 
therefore, Washington did not agree to provide support to Pakistan’s proposals. The 
ISI could not therefore hold the organization together any longer so its members 
melted again into the Taliban led by Mullah Omar. 
 
Pakistan supported Hezb-e-Islami Afghanistan (HIA) led by Gulbadin Hekmatyar and 
reopened its offices in Pakistan and prompted them to be part of Afghan political 
mainstream. Many of the HIA members went to Afghanistan and became part of the 
Karzai administration as advisors and ministers but it failed to change the basic 
dynamics. 
 
Pakistan talked to many of the former Taliban in Quetta and Peshawar and got them 
to agree to support President Hamid Karzai during presidential elections so that it 
would pave the way for the Taliban to infiltrate the Kabul administration and would 
change the dynamics of Afghan policies away from Delhi centrism. Hamid Karzai 
won the elections but the Taliban influence was marginalised, despite the success of 
former Taliban and members of HIA in parliamentary elections. 
 
In the mean time, the Taliban launched their spring offensive 2006. Though they 
could secure no tactical victory in 2006, the way mass support shifted behind them 
made clear to NATO, the Afghan administration and Islamabad that the Taliban are 
now the only representatives of country’s majority Pashtun population. 
 
During an interview in Helmand Province during the third week of January 2007 with 
this correspondent Regional Coordinator Southern Afghanistan Mr Nick Kay 
admitted that the majority of the population of south western Afghanistan is pro-
Taliban but considered eighty percent of them as “reconcilable” Taliban and only 
twenty percent are “irreconcilable” to NATO. Eighty percent are those pro-Taliban 
who were basically disgruntled of Afghan government’s inefficiencies and corruption 
and in reaction became the supporters of Taliban while only twenty percent are those 
Taliban who are ideologically committed and loyal to their command. 
 
The way the masses mustered their support behind the Taliban during 2006, Taliban 
altered their 2007 plan and instead of another low-level spring offensive, are planning 
for mass uprising during the spring season 2007. Pakistan is intending to take all steps 
to ensure that it materializes for its own national interest. 
 

Pakistan’s Plan to Support Taliban 
The Taliban command rotates around Mullah Omar alone. The Taliban does not have 
any significant commanders who would sway his following in their favour. Maulana 
Jalaluddin Haqqani was the biggest name among Taliban. Haqqani was the legendary 
commander of the Afghan resistance against Soviet army. When the Taliban emerged 
he unconditionally surrendered to Taliban. Taliban always kept him in low profile 
positions during their rule but he always remained loyal to Mullah Omar. After 09/11 
Pakistan invited Haqqani to Islamabad and offered him the position of prime minister 
of Afghanistan if he could engineer a coup against Mullah Omar. Haqqani refused on 
very pragmatic grounds. His area of influence was just few provinces of South eastern 
Afghanistan and once he broke away Mullah Omar he would lost his credibility and 
could not command widespread Pashtun support. 
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In the mean time a new face emerged in the Taliban rank and file and very rapidly 
became popular among all Taliban whether they are Pakistani Taliban in South 
Waziristan and North Waziristan or Afghan Taliban in the Taliban’s spiritual 
heartland of south western Afghan provinces of Zabul, Helmand, Urzgan and 
Kandahar. He is the one-legged Taliban commander Mullah Dadullah. 
 
Dadullah, 40, rose to prominence in last few years almost unobserved. He has a long 
bushy beard and sharp Kandahari features and is among the most feared 
military chieftains in the region. His ability to mediate successfully among the 
warring factions ahead of the spring offensive was an additional feather in his military 
cap. 
 
Dadullah, who comes from Helmand province near Kandahar, had a rigorous 
education in 1994 in Quetta, the capital of Pakistan’s large western province of 
Baluchistan. He joined the Taliban at its inception. He was wounded at the Maidan 
Shehr front near Kabul and lost his left leg. In recognition of services rendered, he 
was chosen as a key commander of the northern front, with 12,000 troops under his 
control. 
 
In the late 1990s Dadullah inflicted a decisive defeat at Kunduz on the battle-
hardened veterans of the Hizb-i-Islami Afghanistan (HIA) led by the former 
prime minister and strongman, Gulbaddin Hekmatyar. The results justified the 
confidence that Mullah Omar had in his protégé’s diplomatic skills. It was natural 
that Dadullah would rise to the top echelons of the Taliban hierarchy and play a 
decisive role in preparing the 2006 spring offensive. During the spring offensive 
2006, he remained the most successful Taliban commander who occupied over 20 
districts in south western Afghanistan. 
 
Earlier Dadullah was the one who played a significant role in 2005 and then in 2006 
to help establish the truce between the Pakistani Taliban of South Waziristan and 
North Waziristan and Pakistani armed forces. Those were enough qualifications for 
Dadullah to be considered by General Headquarters Rawalpindi as the main military 
commander of the Taliban for spring 2007 campaign. 
 

Dadullah and Pakistan’s Plan 
Well placed sources maintain that Pakistan’s support is more for Dadullah than for the 
Taliban. The forward section of the Pakistani military establishment is only focused 
on south western Afghanistan which borders Pakistan’s south western Balochistan 
province and this is the point where Pakistan’s entire logistic and weaponry supports 
is funnelled. The support came after secret meetings between Pakistani military 
officials and Mullah Dadullah in Rawalpindi.  
 
There is widespread speculation, confirmed by some Al-Qaeda and Taliban sources to 
this writer that on the basis of a scepticism within the Taliban, that Mullah Dadullah 
shall be the new commander of the spring 2007 uprising and would be helped and 
facilitated by Pakistan in the mobilization of Taliban cadre up to Kabul and once he 
secures the military successes, Mullah Omar would be sidelined and so would be Al-
Qaeda. Dadullah would then be Pakistan’s final presentation of ‘moderate’ Taliban 
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and in the wake of furious spring uprising 2007, the western coalition would have no 
choice but to accept that and approve the deal. 
 
There are many other elements in the Pakistani establishment’s stores, not least 
Gulbadin Hekmatyar, but these are peripheral to the main strategy. Pakistan hopes 
that the Taliban uprising through 2007 from South Western Afghanistan under the 
command of one legged Mullah Dadullah will blow like a dust storm and beset Kabul 
by the summer. A deal along the lines Pakistan envisages is intended to guarantee 
peace, security of Pakistan’s national interests and ultimately provide a face saving 
exit solution for the West in Afghanistan. 
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