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One or many? The issue of the Taliban’s unity and disunity 

 

Dr. Antonio Giustozzi
1
 

 

One of the most debated issues concerning the ongoing insurgency in Afghanistan and 

Pakistan is the degree of unity or disunity of the Taliban as a movement. Apart from 

its operational relevance as far as the military counter-insurgency effort is concerned, 

the issue acquires major importance when the attention turns to the possibility of 

negotiations (or ‘reconciliation’) of some kind. One key argument against the 

possibility of a political deal and in favour of separate ‘reconciliation’ agreements 

with individual leaders is the assumption that the Taliban are a fragmented movement. 

It would therefore be problematic to identify a suitable partner for a political deal, 

somebody who could guarantee its implementation on the ground by the large 

majority of insurgents. Instead, it would appear much easier to buy off individual 

commanders, ignoring a largely irrelevant political leadership. However, these 

assumptions might be based on a flawed understanding of the internal structure and 

organisation of the Taliban. This paper will show that the Taliban are nowhere as 

fragmented as they are often assumed to be and will outline the policy consequences 

of this.  

 

There is no question that the Taliban do not follow anything close to a ‘Leninist’ or 

‘Maoist’ organisational model, as adopted by many insurgent movements from the 

1930s onwards. Until very recently, their organisation was almost entirely based on 

personal networks, kept together by links of personal loyalty to the Amir al 

Momineen, Mullah Omar. Since the beginning of their insurgency in 2002, the 

Taliban have been operating along a front of around 2,000 km, stretching from 

Baluchistan to the extreme north of Pakistan (or east of Afghanistan). Their ability to 

use modern communication technologies as a means of command and control has 

been limited by American and NATO eavesdropping and by the risk of command 

posts being located and attacked. The need to resort to messengers and couriers for 

any communication of importance has meant that the command and control structure 

had to be decentralised in any case. There are three ‘regional commands’ of the 

Taliban (southern Afghanistan, south-eastern Afghanistan, eastern Afghanistan, South 

Waziristan), which have a great degree of autonomy in planning and implementation. 

Hence it is possible to observe different tactics and strategies being adopted in 

different regions. At the same time, the different networks which compose the Taliban 

have somewhat different ideological leanings, with some groups being more radical 

than others, or closer to the Pakistani armed forces and intelligence services, or again 

closer to transnational jihadist networks such as Al-Qaida. This means that some 

regional commands, dominated by a particular network, might have a different 

leaning than another. For example, the south-eastern command is largely dominated 

by the Haqqani network, which has very close relations with Pakistani Army and ISI. 

This closeness is not appreciated by other Taliban networks, who are either hostile to 

the Pakistani authorities tout court (the Baitullah Mehsud network) or unwilling to be 

controlled by the Pakistanis, while ready to accept their help (most other networks and 

                                                 
1
 Dr. Antonio Giustozzi is a Research fellow at the Crisis States Research Centre of the London School 

of Economics. The views expressed are entirely those of Antonio Giustozzi 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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Mullah Omar himself). In turn, the Haqqani network in particular has been opposed to 

Baitullah Mehsud’s antagonistic attitude towards the Pakistani armed forces, while 

Mullah Omar himself has often tried to restrain Baitullah and others aligned with him. 

 

These different strategies and attitudes had led many observers to describe the Taliban 

as a very fragmented movement, with no overall strategy, aims and command and 

control structure. In particular the Haqqani network is often described as a separate 

insurgent movement from the Taliban, in the same league as the Hekmatyar faction of 

Hizb-i Islami, which sometimes cooperates with the Taliban and sometimes does not, 

but is organisationally distinguished from them. Undoubtedly, since Serajuddin 

Haqqani, the son of the elderly Jalaluddin from whom the network has originated, has 

de facto taken over from is father, there has been tension with Mullah Omar. Last year 

a letter from Serajuddin, attacking Mullah Omar’s leadership, added to the tension, 

even if it eventually turned out to be a good quality fake from the Afghan National 

Security Directorate. Still, this tension has not led to anything like a formal split in the 

movement. There are several indications of that, from intercepted communications to 

the behaviour on the ground. Over the last two years the Haqqani network has been 

greatly expanding its area of operations, from its usual Loya Paktya theatre towards 

Kabul first (Wardak, Logar provinces), the in the east (Nangarhar, Kunar) and 

southwards (Ghazni). Such expansion occurred largely through the cooptation of local 

commanders previously associated with other networks and it is interesting to point 

out that it does not seem to have given origin to any opposition from or friction with 

other networks, including those closer to Mullah Omar which were operating in all of 

these regions. This is clearly not the reaction one would expect if the Haqqani 

network was seen by the Taliban leadership in Quetta as a separate, competing 

organisation. Another indication of the fact that the Haqqani network remains 

integrated in the same movement led by Mullah Omar and indeed that the relationship 

between the Haqqanis and Mullah Omar might in fact be improving is the agreement 

reached between over the appointment of a new Taliban governor in Logar province. 

Until a few months ago, the Haqqani network and the Taliban leadership had not been 

able to agree on the name of a governor for Logar and had each appointed a trusted 

man to the position. The deadlock seems to have been resolved through the 

establishment of a commission, representative of the different ‘souls’ of the 

movement, to appoint governors in the provinces. 

 

Similarly, the ‘Pakistani Taliban’ have often been seen as something separate from 

the movement led by Mullah Omar and in turn fragmented internally. To some extent, 

the distinction between Afghan and Pakistani Taliban is arbitrary. As explained 

earlier, there are different trends and tendencies within the movement (as in many 

insurgencies and political organisations anyway), but none of these coincide exactly 

with the Durand Line. The Haqqani network, for example, has for years beenvery 

influential in parts of the FATA, particularly Waziristan, even if it never fully 

controlled it and its position within the Miramshah shura (North Waziristan) seems to 

be weakening now. Many Taliban commanders in Waziristan offered their allegiance 

to Haqqani in the past. The Baitullah Mehsud network, by contrast, could be 

described as entirely based in Pakistan, but it entertained close relations with Mullah 

Dadullah and his network in the past and might still, although Dadullah’s network has 

been greatly weakened by the death of its leader and the imprisonment of his brother 

and successor, Mansur Dadullah. Moreover, there is strong evidence, based on 

intercepted communications, that Baitullah remains fully loyal to Mullah Omar and 
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his network is integral part of the Taliban movement. Although Mullah Omar seems 

to be personally more inclined towards the (‘moderate’) positions of Mullah Baradar, 

the leader of the main network in southern Afghanistan whom he appointed as second 

in command and successor, in practice as the leader of the movement as a whole he 

avoids siding too closely with any particular network. In a sense Mullah Omar acts 

like the leader of a composite political party (think of Labour or the Tories), where the 

leader of the largest component becomes leader of the party; from that point onwards 

he has to take into account the views of the other components too, as long as he wants 

to keep the organisation together. So although Mullah Omar is against confronting the 

Pakistani armed forces in the FATA and in the rest of Pakistan (Baitullah’s line) and 

at the same time against surrendering to Pakistani interference and control over the 

movement (Haqqani’s line), he will only try to push his position within certain limits. 

He does not want to alienate important components of the movement; indeed he often 

tries to use the more radical wing, led by Baitullah Mehsud, to increase his leverage 

vis-à-vis the Pakistani security establishment. Mullah Omar presents himself to the 

Pakistanis as the only figure who can restrain Baitullah’s network from getting even 

more violent and confrontational and tries to win over a greater level of support. This 

tactic is similar to those used for example by leaders of socialist or social-democratic 

parties in Europe after the Second World War, who tolerated the existence of a hard-

left wing within their own parties in part because it allowed them to portray 

themselves as the ones who could restrain social unrest in exchange for being given 

some leverage in carrying out social reforms. What Mullah Omar obtains is greater 

tolerance for the Taliban’s presence in Baluchistan (Quetta) and for their logistical, 

recruitment and training activities, as well as possibly for some direct help. 

 

Another factor to be considered is that there seems to be a tendency within the 

Taliban towards some form of institutionalisation within the movement. A first sign 

of that was the decision, years ago, to create a civilian governance structure 

throughout the regions where the Taliban operated. Provincial and district governors 

were appointed more or less everywhere. The structure was rarely fully operational, a 

fact which led many observers to dismiss it as a mere public relations exercise. 

However, the repeated reshuffles, the competition over the position of governor, 

which occurred in a number of cases, and the decision to reform the system, taken in 

early 2009, all point towards the conclusion that the Taliban leadership was taking 

this structure rather seriously. Although that initial effort was far from successful, 

from early 2009 there seems again to be an attempt to inject a new lease of life in the 

institution building process within the Taliban, with various commissions being 

created or old commission being re-staffed. The appointments seem to have been 

made with a more meritocratic approach, as opposed to the previous tendency to rely 

largely on personal relations. Some younger, better educated members of the 

movement are beginning to climb up the career ladder and now play a role in 

managing the organisation. The effort to create institutions within the Taliban seems 

to have among its objectives to facilitate interaction among different networks, 

smoothing up otherwise difficult relationships by enabling consensual decision 

making. 

 

In sum, the Taliban are not a fragmented organisation, but rather a decentralised one, 

a very important distinction. Moreover, they are making efforts to consolidate their 

organisation and improve their internal management of groups, networks and factions. 

Although it is too early to say how successful these efforts are going to be, they at 
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least reflect an awareness of the risk represented for organisational unity by the 

existing internal differentiation. An aspect of the Taliban’s internal organisation 

which is particularly difficult for Western observers to understand, used as they are to 

working within strongly institutionalised environments, is that so far the unity of the 

movement has been ensured by strong personal links between leaders of individual 

networks. Such links were forged through long years of war and through some very 

difficult passages in the lives of these men. As a result, they tend to be quite strong. 

The fact that the movement lacks a strong institutional framework should not 

therefore be construed as implying that external manipulation would be easy, or that 

playing divide and rule with different components of the movement is going to be a 

viable option. Indeed the Pakistani authorities have been using divide and rule tactics 

with the Taliban since these became militarily active on Pakistani soil, but clearly the 

results have been disappointing. Indeed, it is not always clear who was manipulating 

whom. To the extent that the Pakistani authorities sometimes succeeded in obtaining 

ceasefires in parts of the FATA, in order to concentrate their military assets in other 

parts of it, in the long run the main result has been to stimulate greater organisational 

coherence and unity within the ranks of the Taliban. The assumption that the Taliban 

are a bunch of naïve tribals, who can easily be manipulated and turned against each 

other in the way the British Empire managed to keep the frontier region under some 

kind of control, is also somewhat optimistic. Although there is a tribal dimension to 

the Taliban, particularly as far as the FATA is concerned, there is also a strong 

ideological and religious component to the movement, which gives it a degree of 

unity and makes old fashioned manipulative approaches much more difficult to 

implement.  
 


