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Introduction

On a hot August night in the remote town of Makin in Pakistan’s South Waziristan tribal region, a short and stocky bearded man, hooked up to an intravenous drip, lay on a cot on the rooftop of a vast house. A young woman in her late teens massaged his legs. Nearby a Predator drone hovered in the clear sky, then zoomed in on the couple. Thousands of miles away, at CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia, an operator sitting in front of a monitoring screen fired a Hellfire missile from the drone, killing the couple instantly. Only the man’s torso was later found, the lower half of his body having been eviscerated. The young woman’s body was shredded entirely.

The precision strike, carried out on August 5, 2009, killed Baitullah Mehsud, the leader of the Pakistani Taliban movement, and his young wife of less than a year. He was being treated that night for a kidney ailment. Baitullah was one of the most powerful of the radical Islamic militant commanders operating out of the remote tribal regions of Pakistan, on the border of Afghanistan. They had been launching a steady stream of attacks on the U.S. forces fighting in Afghanistan and had unleashed a wave of terror within Pakistan. Baitullah was blamed for the assassination of Benazir Bhutto in December 2007 and had claimed responsibility for a series of suicide attacks on Pakistani security forces and defense installations. His successor had also reportedly been involved in the planning of the suicide bombing of a remote CIA installation, Forward Operating Base Chapman, in Khost, Afghanistan, on December 30, 2009, that killed seven CIA officers. It was one of the worst attacks in history against U.S. intelligence officials.

Baitullah had declared that his ultimate aim was to attack New York and Washington. “It is a duty of every Muslim to wage jihad against the infidel forces of America and Britain,” he said in 2007, in his first television interview, in which he appeared with his face covered. The failed Times Square bomber Faisal Shahzad said that he attempted the bombing in part as revenge for the killing of Baitullah as well as that of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the leader of al Qaeda in Iraq.1

The CIA was authorized by President Barack Obama to strike Baitullah immediately if it got a clear shot,2 and as part of a dramatic escalation of drone surveillance in the tribal region, nine drones had been assigned to target him. The unmanned aerial vehicles known as Predator drones are able to track moving targets in real time, and their striking ability is extremely precise.

The Americans have been fighting Islamic militant groups waging an insurgency in Afghanistan and Pakistan since the beginning of the war in Afghanistan in October 2001. During most of that time the United States considered Baitullah a lesser threat than a number of other militant leaders. Most of his attacks were carried out inside Pakistan rather than against U.S. and NATO troops in Afghanistan, which was the focus of U.S. concern, and Washington had turned down repeated Pakistani requests to target him.3 But the American position on him had changed as his power steadily grew and concerns mounted that escalating militant violence within Pakistan might destabilize the Pakistani government, throwing the region into even worse turmoil. Some suspected Baitullah’s men of attacking the supply convoys for U.S. and NATO forces that traveled through Pakistan on the way to Afghanistan.

Two months before his death, in June 2009, Baitullah had narrowly escaped a strike when Hellfire missiles hit the funeral of an important Taliban leader who had been killed in an earlier strike. It turned out that Baitullah had left the funeral site only moments earlier.

The killing of Baitullah was perhaps the most successful strike in the eight-year history of drone operations in Pakistan. It was seen as a victory particularly for President Obama, who had ordered the escalation of the strikes in January 2009, shortly after his inauguration, as part of his overall review of the Afghan war strategy. Many other Taliban commanders and al Qaeda leaders have been killed by the strikes, most prominent among them three al Qaeda leaders—Abu Laith al-Libbi, Usama al-Kini, and Mustafa Abu al-Yazid—who were the masterminds of al Qaeda’s terrorist attacks in Pakistan and Afghanistan.

The drone campaign has been hailed as a resounding success by some counterterrorism officials. On March 17, 2010, CIA director Leon Panetta described the raids as “the most aggressive operation that the CIA has been involved in in our history.” He claimed that the campaign had thrown al Qaeda into complete disarray.4 But others view the success of the campaign, and the larger success and wisdom of the current U.S. Af-Pak strategy, very differently.

The decision to step up the drone strikes was part of a growing recognition by the United States that the tribal territories in Pakistan have become, as Obama put it in his announcement of the new surge strategy in December 2009, the epicenter of the militant operations that have wreaked havoc both in Afghanistan and in Pakistan. Since the start of the war in Afghanistan, the remote tribal areas on Pakistan’s border have become home to an ever more lethal stew of al Qaeda operatives, Uzbek militants, both Afghani and Pakistani Taliban, and local tribal militants. More than a dozen militant groups now operate from the territories, and the remote mountainous regions have become the main bases for the training of jihadists fighting on both sides of the Pakistan-Afghan border.

The number of militants now based in the region is believed to be between ten thousand and fifteen thousand. The largest group of fighters are associated with the Haqqani network, led by a legendary former Afghan Mujahideen commander, Jalaluddin Haqqani. With powerful influence on both sides of the border, the Haqqani network has reportedly been responsible for many spectacular attacks, including an assassination attempt against Afghan president Hamid Karzai in 2008, the kidnapping of New York Times reporter David Rhode, and the May 10, 2010, bombing of a NATO convoy in Kabul in which fifty-two people were injured and one Canadian and five American soldiers were killed.

In the first several years after the start of the Afghan war the militants based in Pakistan conducted attacks almost exclusively in Afghanistan, seeking to drive the U.S.-led coalition forces from the country and overthrow the Karzai government. Since 2007 they have also directed their wrath against the Pakistani military and security agencies, launching attacks of increasing sophistication and intensity, as well as perpetrating an escalating and more violent wave of suicide bombings against civilians in the major urban centers across Pakistan. A distinctive Pakistani Taliban movement has evolved, enforcing draconian Islamic rule not only in tribal areas but also in the neighboring North West Frontier Province. In April 2009 the Taliban forces extended their control still farther, taking over the Swat Valley, a popular tourist destination of green alpine meadows and snow-topped mountains, dubbed the Switzerland of Pakistan. The militants blew up scores of girls’ schools, declaring female education un-Islamic, and executed hundreds of security and government officials. By late April they had advanced to within sixty miles of the Pakistani capital of Islamabad.

The Pakistani government and military, then both under the leadership of Pervez Musharraf, had been reluctant to launch major military operations against the militant groups, even in the face of heated pressure from Washington. In May 2009, however, confronting the harrowing prospect of the Taliban moving on Islamabad, Pakistani military finally launched a series of major offensives against the militant strongholds. Those operations have pushed the groups out of large portions of the territory they had claimed, but are still inconclusive. In some territories thought to have been cleared, militants have recently launched new attacks.

The militants have also infiltrated new terrain, far from the mountainous territories. They have turned the country’s largest province, Punjab, into their new battlefield, launching a series of bloody suicide bombings and attacks on the urban centers of Lahore, Islamabad, and Rawalpindi, the headquarters of the army. Infiltrating deep into the major cities, the groups have divided into small terrorist cells, making them more difficult to track down. The port city of Karachi, a teeming metropolis of 18 million people in the far south on the Arabian Sea, has become a main hub of radicalism, offering the militants sanctuary as well as funding and a steady flood of new recruits from the thousands of madrassas spread across the city. It was in Karachi that Faisal Shahzad made contact with those who helped him make his way to the tribal territory of Waziristan for training in bomb making.

In the large southwestern province of Balochistan, the Afghani Taliban has gathered in and around the city of Quetta, near the Afghan border and the city of Kandahar, the spiritual capital of the Taliban regime when it ruled Afghanistan. U.S. officials believe that most of the Taliban leadership, including the spiritual leader of the movement, Mullah Mohammed Omar, are based in Quetta, though Pakistani officials continue to deny this. Scores of Afghan refugee camps were set up in Balochistan almost three decades ago, after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, and they have become centers of recruitment for the Taliban. The Quetta neighborhood of Pashtunabad looks like Kandahar did during the Taliban rule, with men in the Taliban’s signature black turban openly roaming the congested bazaars and alleys. Local government officials estimate that Afghans now constitute almost 30 percent of Quetta’s population of 1.7 million.

As the insurgency in Pakistan has escalated, it has grown not only in numbers but in sophistication, and the host of local tribal militant groups, which were once only loosely associated or even feuding, have formed an increasingly interconnected and coordinated web, with close collaboration between the al Qaeda and Taliban foreigners and the local militant leaders and Pakistani Taliban. Whether or not even the combined ground operations by Pakistani troops and the U.S. drone campaign can ultimately dislodge them from their strongholds in the remote regions and urban centers and defeat the insurgency is very much an open question. The operations against the militant groups have not only failed to stop the attacks, but have led to their dramatic escalation.

The drone strikes have been unquestionably effective in assassinating leading al Qaeda and other militant commanders and have greatly aided the Pakistani ground forces in their operations by helping to identify targets and militant positions. But they have also had serious blowback effects. The drone killings have stirred up a great deal of controversy in Pakistan, provoking intense anger among the Pakistani public and stoking heated anti-Americanism. This so-called secret war has become a focus of both militant rage and public protest. The United States has never officially acknowledged that it is launching the strikes, but they became public knowledge on January 1, 2003, when a drone crashed soon after taking off. For years Islamabad denied any knowledge of the strikes, fearful of public backlash, but the fact that the drone operations were carried out with the full knowledge and cooperation of the Pakistani government was widely understood by the Pakistani public. As the strikes have caused an increasing number of civilian deaths, including those of many women and children, public anger has surged.

The strikes have also spurred a significant rise in the number of recruits joining the militant groups, in part because according to tribal code, the families of the drones’ victims are required to seek revenge. But recruitment has also risen among the youth of the well-educated middle class, who have flocked to the tribal regions from Pakistan’s major urban centers. Baitullah Mehsud often boasted that each drone attack brought him three or four more suicide bombers.

Some counterinsurgency experts have wondered aloud whether the drones are doing more harm than good. “If we wind up killing a whole bunch of al Qaeda leaders and, at the same time, Pakistan implodes, that’s not a victory for us,” said David Kilcullen, a counterterrorism expert who played a key role in developing the surge strategy in Iraq. “It’s possible the political cost of these attacks exceeds the tactical gains.”5

For the first time in history an intelligence agency of one country has been using robots to target individuals for killing in another country with which it is not officially at war. No mention has ever been made publicly by either U.S. or Pakistani authorities of the collateral damage and its political cost. The leadership in Washington supports the drone program, and the Pakistani military and political leadership calculate that its effectiveness against the militants outweighs the danger of the rising public outrage. Off the record Pakistani military and government officials rave about its effectiveness.6 Yet whether the drones can tip the balance in the fight against the insurgency is highly questionable.

The prime targets of the campaign, Osama bin Laden and the al Qaeda number two, Ayman al-Zawahiri, are still at large, and despite the loss of so many top leaders in the strikes, al Qaeda has grown in strength due to the new alliances it has made with Pakistani militants. Though recent assessments have asserted that al Qaeda has been crippled, and the number of al Qaeda forces operating out of Pakistan’s tribal territories recently estimated at only one hundred, the truth is that there is a new generation of al Qaeda in Pakistan.7 Comprised primarily of Pakistanis, it includes a flood of new recruits from the well-educated middle class, youth and professionals who have brought an increasing sophistication to al Qaeda’s operations.

This new generation of al Qaeda is strongly committed to the cause of global jihad and has acted as a magnet for radicalized Muslims, including a number of Muslim American citizens who have traveled to Pakistan to receive training in al Qaeda camps for carrying out attacks within the United States. In addition to Faisal Shahzad, the Afghan-born Najibullah Zazi, who pled guilty in February 2010 to charges of planning to bomb the New York City subway system, traveled from the United States to camps run by al Qaeda in Pakistan for training. It is to be expected that additional such attempts will be made, and it may be only a matter of time before a serious attack is successfully carried out.

Militant leaders who are killed are quickly replaced; indeed Baitullah Mehsud’s killing, hailed as such a pivotal victory, resulted in only a brief lull in attacks by the Pakistani Taliban. He was quickly succeeded by a fierce commander, Hakimullah Mehsud. Just months after Baitullah’s death, the Pakistani Taliban took its wave of violence to a new level, launching a shocking series of highly coordinated suicide bombings and attacks in the major Pakistani cities of Lahore, Peshawar, and Kohat, targeting even high-security military installations. Clearly Baitullah’s death had not hobbled Taliban operations in the least. The closely synchronized attacks exposed major weaknesses in Pakistan’s security apparatus and demonstrated that the militants have become increasingly sophisticated in their planning and tactics.

The U.S. strategy for fighting the insurgencies in both Afghanistan and Pakistan is premised on rooting out the militants from territory after territory, steadily taking decisive control, while also weakening the groups’ operations by assassinating their leadership. The United States now also seeks to train the Afghani armed forces and police to take over the fight in Afghanistan, and is working to gain the support of tribal leaders to renounce support for the militants. But the policy has thus far failed to make significant headway against the insurgency. Many experts argue that the war is now unwinnable.

In Pakistan even the major military offensives have resulted in only questionable gains, while stoking the fire of new recruitment to the groups and driving them into new strongholds in more formidable tribal territory—the most remote of the border regions, North Waziristan—and into the country’s heartland.

A key flaw in the strategy for the fight against the insurgency is that it has failed to account for the ability of the groups to regenerate. As with the legend of the scorpion’s venomous tail, which when cut off, grows back again, the militants have shown themselves capable of regrouping and striking back. The killing of their senior leaders has little effect on their operations.

The Pakistani military has now deployed 100,000 troops in the effort to root out the militants. Yet despite the increased deployment and ongoing drone strikes, militant attacks have resumed in some of the areas that were thought to be cleared. The threat represented by the insurgency has grown so severe that the stability of the Pakistani state is now seriously in question.

Relations between Pakistan and the United States are also strained. Mired in mutual mistrust, the two sides have substantial differences of opinion about the appropriate strategy in Afghanistan and how to deal with the wider insurgency. While Islamabad credits faulty U.S. policy with having pushed the war into Pakistan, with devastating fallout for the security of the state, American officials have often blamed Pakistan’s ambivalence about cracking down on the militants in the tribal territories for the reversal in the war in Afghanistan. They have also accused elements within Pakistan’s intelligence service and the Pakistani military of supporting some insurgent groups fighting in Afghanistan, including the powerful Haqqani network, to gain influence in Afghanistan, as well as supporting groups focused on fighting India. Pakistan denies all these accusations. The tensions have escalated as Pakistan has refused to launch a major offensive into North Waziristan to clamp down on the Haqqani network, which the United States sees as pivotal to its war strategy. The widespread perception among Pakistani officials and the military leadership is that the United States has no effective strategy for winning the war in Afghanistan. The Pakistani military has in fact begun pursuing avenues to a separate peace deal to be made directly with Afghanistan.

In June 2010 the war in Afghanistan became the longest war in U.S. history, and there is no clear end in sight. More than a thousand Americans have been killed and almost six thousand injured. When in December 2009 Barack Obama announced his strategy for the surge, he committed an additional thirty thousand troops to the war, almost doubling the number of U.S. soldiers deployed. The central premise of the surge was to seize the initiative from the Taliban, particularly in its stronghold in southern Afghanistan, and to turn over security responsibilities to the Afghan government, beginning withdrawal of U.S. forces by the summer of 2011. But the strategy has already badly floundered, and many Pakistani and American counterterrorism experts doubt that the military escalation can be a game changer by that time, or ever.

Marjah, a farming district in Helmand province, was supposed to be a showpiece of the counterinsurgency plan to clear areas of the Taliban and hand over control to the local governments. But many months after the February launch of the operation, involving some fifteen thousand NATO and Afghan national forces, the hold on the area is still tentative. The Taliban have melted back into the population and have been assassinating tribal leaders who have collaborated with the coalition forces. In May 2010 Gen. Stanley McChrystal, who was then the commander of the NATO forces in Afghanistan, called Marjah a “bleeding ulcer.”8 The remark was a pointed update of Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev’s characterization of the Soviet war in Afghanistan as a “bleeding wound.” “Contrary to President Obama’s promise that the deployment would disrupt, dismantle and defeat the Taliban insurgents and their al Qaeda allies, the insurgency has become more resilient, multi-structured and deadly,” says a report by the Afghanistan Rights Monitor. The Obama administration now faces a situation as difficult as that confronted by the former Soviet Union at the end of its occupation of Afghanistan.

The implications for Pakistan of further military escalation in Afghanistan could be severe. Intensified fighting in Afghanistan and expansion of drone strikes in the Pakistani tribal areas and beyond are likely to further escalate the insurgency in the country. What is widely perceived as a rapidly diminishing U.S. commitment to the war has also intensified the country’s long-standing struggle with India for supremacy of influence in Afghanistan. India has been aggressively establishing political and economic influence in Afghanistan, providing reconstruction assistance amounting to an estimated $1 billion, and the Pakistani military establishment views the expanding Indian presence as a serious threat to their own country’s security. It is for this reason that the Pakistani military and the Inter-Services Intelligence Agency continue patronizing Afghan Taliban insurgent groups such as the Haqqani network, considering them vital tools for countering Indian influence, even at the risk of Islamabad’s strategic relationship with Washington.

What has not been well enough understood is that the fundamental flaw in the U.S. approach to the war has been a failure to appreciate the extent to which this is not only an Afghan war, or only a war against Islamic extremists, but also a Pashtun war. It is ethnic Pashtuns on both sides of the Af-Pak border who have taken the lead in the insurgency. Both the Afghani and the Pakistani Taliban movements are predominantly Pashtun movements. They have been joined by several other militant groups and have formed a close alliance with al Qaeda, but they draw their fighters primarily from Pashtun tribesmen, who inhabit both sides of the border. These are the same tribal people who fought the Soviet Army two decades ago, and they will not give up this fight any more readily.

Establishing any kind of lasting peace in the region, and turning the tide of anti-Americanism and stanching the flow of jihadist attackers to the United States, will require not only military operations, but a political accommodation that takes into account the longer-term political and economic struggles in Afghanistan and Pakistan and the tortured history by which the insurgency has become so deeply rooted. That is a story that begins with the welcoming into Pakistan’s remote tribal regions of a flood of Islamic radicals to fight the “Godless communists” after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.





CHAPTER 1

Witches’ Brew

The densely forested, snow-covered ridge at 9,000 feet was home to the last Pakistani border post on the Pakistan-Afghan border, called Manrota. This remote corner of the Shawal Valley was thought to have once been Osama bin Laden’s lair. When I visited there in February 2007 a faded green Pakistani flag fluttered on top of a mud compound that marked the Durand Line, separating the two countries.

“It is very difficult to keep a watch on cross-border movements when the visibility is less than fifty meters,” said Major Faisal, a young battalion commander. We walked in single file to avoid land mines. There was no habitation for miles. “Down there is an American post,” he said, pointing his baton toward a hazy structure hidden among thick pine trees on the Afghan side.

The Shawal Valley boasts some of Pakistan’s most forbidding terrain. It is so remote that the Pakistani Army had never set foot there until U.S. forces arrived on the Afghan side of the border at the end of 2001. Tribal groups had ruled the area without interference for generations, and fugitives of many types had long found sanctuary there. The thick forests and natural hideouts in the many caves that dot the mountains made tracking down insurgents nearly impossible for Pakistani troops. Across the border the Afghan Shawal, with its narrow valleys and high mountains, also presented a massive military problem for the United States. There was no way either U.S. or Pakistani troops could enter the valley in any numbers, as they would be easily trapped.

The Shawal Valley, which runs through the territory known as Waziristan, on Pakistan’s northwest border, is inhabited by the Pashtuns, who have a long history of defiance against the government and have never capitulated to intruders. Divided into numerous tribes and subtribes, they are a strongly traditional people and fiercely protective of their independence. The Taliban movement that seized power in Afghanistan in 1996 was a predominantly Pashtun movement, with roots on both sides of the Durand Line. The remoteness of the territory, its history of relative autonomy from the Pakistani government, and its dominance by Pashtuns all made it fertile ground for the nexus of militant groups that has taken such deep root there.

Waziristan, which is divided into South and North, is among the seven semi-autonomous tribal areas of Pakistan known as the Federally Administered Tribal Agencies (FATA) that border Afghanistan. Under British colonial rule the policy for governing the tribal region was based on a mix of persuasion, pressure, and regular armed intervention. Britain stationed troops in FATA, but it also largely granted autonomy to the territories. That special status for FATA was regulated by a number of treaties that required tribal elders, known as maliks, to guarantee peace and keep open the routes for trade and troop movements between Afghanistan and Pakistan, in return for financial payments. After Pakistan achieved independence it withdrew its forces from FATA, but it retained the colonial administrative and legal structure. FATA formally became a part of Pakistan, but it more closely resembled a colony, its tribespeople deprived of many civil and political rights. Until 1997 the tribal areas did not have the adult franchise, only a small number of maliks were granted voting rights, and political parties were banned from operating in the area. That ambiguous status has largely been responsible for its economic backwardness and lawlessness.

Islamic radicalism first took root in the territories during the Afghan war against the Soviets in the 1980s, when the Pakistani government, in collaboration with the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency, pursued a deliberate policy of sponsoring Islamic militancy in the region as a tool of influence in the war.

The Afghan resistance war started after the USSR sent its troops to Afghanistan to install a puppet government led by the Afghan communist leader Babrak Karmal. At midnight on December 24, 1979, Moscow mounted a massive airlift into Kabul of more than thirty thousand troops. The pro-Soviet People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan had seized power in April 1978 in a bloody coup, but factional fighting delayed its hold on power. Moscow justified the military intervention with the Brezhnev Doctrine, which stipulated that the Soviet Union had a “zone of responsibility” that obligated it to come to the assistance of any endangered fellow socialist country within that sphere.

The international response to the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan was sharp and swift. U.S. president Jimmy Carter, reassessing the strategic situation in the region in his State of the Union Address in January 1980, identified Pakistan as a “frontline State in the global struggle against communism.” Setting aside the sanctions imposed on Islamabad for its nuclear program, the United States offered massive military and economic aid to Pakistan as the country became the conduit for U.S. assistance to the Mujahideen fighters in Afghanistan opposing the Soviets. China, Britain, Saudi Arabia, and other Middle Eastern countries also joined in aiding the Afghan resistance.

The CIA and Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence Agency (ISI) then joined hands in conducting the largest covert operation in history, with Pakistan inviting fighters from across the Arab world to gather in its mountainous territories, which became the main training base for their operations across the border. They were drawn to the fight by anger over radical reforms that were introduced by the socialist government in Afghanistan, such as compulsory education for girls and the prohibition of many traditional practices, including forced marriages and the paying of a bride price. Islamists viewed those reforms as a blatant imposition of secular Western values and they were deeply resented, especially by the Pashtun tribespeople on both sides of the Af-Pak border, who joined the cause in droves. An estimated twenty thousand to thirty thousand fighters from roughly twenty Muslim countries joined the battle, famously including Osama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri, who together later founded al Qaeda.1 For the United States, supporting the Mujahideen was a cost-effective strategy of opposing the Soviets and scoring an important victory in the cold war. For Pakistan, supporting the jihad served its geopolitical purposes well. The country had long vied with India for influence in Afghanistan, and the Pakistani military perceived an opportunity to install a pro-Pakistan Islamic government, tipping that balance.

The recruitment of fighters was controlled by Pakistan’s intelligence agency, the ISI, and was funded by both the CIA and the Saudi intelligence agency, whose conservative Islamic regime had an interest in bringing another Islamic regime to power. The Saudi influence played an important role in deepening Islamic radicalism in the territories and undermining the power of the traditional tribal leaders. The Saudis funded the building of hundreds of madrassas in the region, run by the extremist Deobandi sect of Islam, which had its roots in opposing British colonial rule in India. The Deobandi clerics quickly usurped much of the power of the tribal elders, and an indigenous militancy began to take root.

The peak of the fighting took place from 1985 to 1986, when the Soviet forces launched their largest and most effective assaults on the Mujahideen supply lines, forcing them onto the defensive. But a sharp increase in military support from the United States and Saudi Arabia allowed the Mujahideen to regain the initiative. In 1986 the United States supplied the Mujahideen with FIM-92 Stinger ground-to-air missiles, which proved highly successful against the Soviet’s helicopter gunships, and the tide of the war turned. This shift in the balance of power forced the new Soviet government of Mikhail Gorbachev to acknowledge that any further escalation of the war would be a misuse of Soviet political and military capital. Gorbachev ordered the troops’ withdrawal. The war had claimed the lives of more than fifteen thousand Soviet soldiers and was a catalyst of the disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1990.

The Soviet troops began withdrawing on May 15, 1988, after Pakistan and Afghanistan signed a peace agreement known as the Geneva Accord, which was brokered by the United States and the USSR. But though the last Soviet soldier left Afghanistan on February 15, 1989, the war was far from over. The communist Afghan regime put up a tenacious fight to stay in power, and a massive operation by the rebel Mujahideen forces in the spring of 1989 to capture the eastern Afghan city of Jalalabad ended in a humiliating defeat, even though backed by U.S. and Pakistani money and munitions. The communist Afghan government resisted the Mujahideen onslaught for another three years, during which the only significant success for the Mujahideen was the capture of the eastern province of Khost, and that was after eleven years of siege.

It was not until the new Russian leader Boris Yelstin ended economic and military support for the communist government in April 1992 that the Afghan government finally collapsed. This ushered in the bloodiest phase of the civil war, as Mujahideen fighters from rival tribal groups fought for power. Ahmed Shah Massoud, a charismatic commander from the Tajik tribe, centered in northern Afghanistan, seized control of Kabul on April 30, 1992, having repulsed an attack by the forces loyal to a powerful Pashtun Mujahideen leader, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, who had the backing of Pakistan. But the situation was far from stabilized. Hekmatyar’s men stayed within artillery range and continuously fired barrages of rockets into the city, and Massoud was never able to establish firm control over the country.

Afghanistan’s resistance movement had been born in chaos, it spread and triumphed chaotically, and it was not able to find a way to govern any differently. The country fragmented along ethnic and sectarian lines, and local warlords became all-powerful, unleashing a reign of terror. Thousands of people were killed and Kabul was largely destroyed by the internecine conflict. One of the most notorious incidents occurred in February 1993, when the forces loyal to Massoud and another Mujahideen commander, Abdul Raaul Sayyaf, both Sunni Muslim, massacred some seven hundred members of the Hazara Shia community.2 The raping of women was also widespread. This mayhem was the inspiration for the Taliban movement.

In mid-1993 some three dozen former Mujahideen fighters met in the village of Kashke Nakud, near Kandahar, to voice their concern over the lawlessness and factional fighting. That meeting led to the birth of the Taliban Islamic movement. Taliban is a Pashto word, referring to students of a religious school, or madrassa, and those who had received madrassa education comprised the majority of the group in the initial period. But thousands of fighters of other Afghan Mujahideen groups joined the movement in a short time, making it the most formidable force in the war-ravaged country.

The movement was led by Mullah Mohammed Omar, a former Mujahideen commander and a Pashtun, and he and his largely Pashtun followers took it upon themselves to clean the country of corrupt warlords. A village mullah, Omar was relatively unknown in Afghanistan until then, though he was known to the Mujahideen as a crack marksman who had destroyed many Soviet tanks. He attributed his decision to organize the group to a dream in which Allah came to him in the shape of a man, asking him to lead the faithful. Reportedly he had also been infuriated when he heard about a Mujahideen commander killing a young boy after raping him, the kind of brutality that had become widespread as the factional fighting raged on.

Within two years of its inception, the movement had succeeded beyond anyone’s imagination, taking control over most of the country. In 1996 the Taliban swept into Kabul, and Omar assumed the title of Amirul Momineen, or Commander of the Faithful. In an emotional ceremony in Kandahar, he appeared on a balcony above thousands of cheering Taliban, wrapped in a cloak said to belong to the Prophet Mohammad, which had not been removed from its Kandahar shrine in sixty years and had never been worn before. His title, Commander of the Faithful, was an ancient Islamic title that had not been adopted by any Muslim anywhere for nearly a thousand years. Mullah Omar had rarely met with non-Muslims, and there is only one known photo of him, taken when he was a young man. A Pakistani diplomat who met him several times described him as an extremely shy person who hardly ever talked to outsiders. His regime, though, was anything but retiring.

The Taliban imposed its own interpretation of Islamic Sharia rule. It banned female education and forbade women from stepping out of their home without being fully covered in an all-enveloping burka; men were required to wear long beards. Public execution of those who violated these laws became commonplace, and the regime became an international pariah. Though it had seized control of most of the country, many of the non-Pashtun former Mujahideen groups joined together in opposition under the banner of the Northern Alliance, led by Ahmed Shah Massoud, which maintained a hold on part of northern Afghanistan.

The rise of the Taliban movement owed much to the backing of the Pakistani government and Pakistani Islamic parties. Madrassas in the northern territories were closed down for months to allow students to fight alongside the Taliban. Dozens of ISI and Pakistani Army personnel were attached to the Taliban forces, providing them with tactical and professional support. Most of them had operated in Afghanistan during the anti-Soviet resistance and had close connections to various Afghan Mujahideen factions. The ISI operative posted in Kandahar also worked covertly to buy the loyalty of commanders opposing the Taliban. The role of the ISI increased tremendously after the Taliban seized Kabul in September 1996 and took control over the rest of the country.3

The rise of the Taliban in Afghanistan gave great impetus to the growing strength of the Pakistani militant groups, and they intensified their recruitment in both the Pashtun territories and in Punjab, Pakistan’s largest and most populous province, particularly in its southern region, which was a stronghold of Islamic extremism. The rising power of armed, battle-hardened zealots in the territories was alarming to many of the locals, as some of the groups pressed for the establishment of Taliban-inspired Sharia rule, and fear spread of the Talibanization of Pakistan. But despite those fears, the militants continued to enjoy the support of the ISI, which now used the extensive intelligence and militant network it had built up to support a new jihad in Kashmir.

In 1989 long-simmering political discontent among Muslims in the Indian-controlled and disputed Himalayan state exploded into a popular uprising, which soon turned into an armed struggle. Thousands of Pakistanis and Kashmiris, many of them hardened by the war in Afghanistan, joined the guerrilla war against the Indian forces. Many militant groups, such as Harkat-ul-Mujahideen, Lashkar-e-Taiba, Harkat ul Jihad Islami, and Jaish-e-Mohammed, were deeply involved in the fighting in Kashmir; most of these fighters came from Punjab, which borders India, and the North West Frontier Province. This policy of using the Islamic militias as proxy fighters to represent Pakistan’s regional interests was playing with fire.

Not only was the devotion to Islamic militancy in Pakistan’s tribal regions greatly strengthened during the Taliban’s rule, but so were relations between the Pakistani groups and al Qaeda. All the major Pakistani militant groups set up training camps in Afghanistan, in many cases with the cooperation of al Qaeda, which had by then developed strong relations with the Taliban.

When bin Laden first settled in Afghanistan, after being expelled from Sudan in 1996, the relations between him and Mullah Omar were far from cordial, as the Taliban and al Qaeda had very different aims and political and religious philosophies. Mullah Omar openly ridiculed bin Laden among his followers, often referring to him as “the donkey.” The Taliban leader would often lament that he had inherited the Saudi militant and had to treat him as a guest and protect him according to Pashtun traditions. “He is like a chicken bone stuck in our throat,” Mullah Omar told a senior Pakistani diplomat.4

Over the years, however, relations warmed as bin Laden provided the Taliban with financial support, on which it became increasingly reliant, as well as al Qaeda fighters, who were instrumental in extending control over the rest of Afghanistan. The association with bin Laden also resulted in a hardening of Mullah Omar’s already conservative views. Some Taliban sources credited Omar’s decision to blow up Afghanistan’s ancient Buddhist statues in 2001 to the growing influence of bin Laden.

During Taliban rule more than ten thousand Pakistani militants were believed to have received military training in camps in Afghanistan, which were run jointly by Pakistani jihadi groups and al Qaeda.5 The evidence of their close connection with al Qaeda emerged when several Pakistani militants were among those killed in a U.S. cruise missile attack in 1998 on an al Qaeda training camp in the Afghan province of Khost, which borders North Waziristan.

Relations between the United States and Pakistan became very strained during this time, as the Clinton administration grew increasingly concerned about Pakistan’s nuclear program. Tension also mounted over the regime’s support for the jihadis in Kashmir. President Bill Clinton threatened to put Pakistan on the list of nations supporting terrorism, and in early 2000 U.S. Assistant Secretary of State Karl Inderfurth told Pakistani leaders that the administration was particularly concerned about reputed links between the ISI and the militant group known as Harkat-ul-Mujahideen, which Washington believed was involved in the hijacking of an Indian Airlines plane in December 1999.6 U.S. officials suspected that the hijacking was sponsored by the ISI, but President Musharraf rejected that allegation, and he denied that the Islamic militant groups fighting in Kashmir were working under the patronage of the ISI. He also said that he did not deem them to be terrorists.7 During a short stopover in Islamabad in 2000, President Clinton refused to be photographed with Musharraf.

But the September 11 attacks on the United States the next year resulted in an abrupt turnaround in relations. President Musharraf perceived an opportunity to end Pakistan’s isolation from the world community, and within hours of the terrorist attacks he threw his support behind the U.S. fight in Afghanistan. He also abandoned Pakistan’s support for the Taliban government in Kabul and agreed to provide logistical support to the United States for its planned invasion of the country. The new alliance was to have immediate and profound effects on the relationship of the militant groups to the Pakistani state, as well as on growing dissent within the ranks of the military and on rising anti-Americanism across the country.
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he war in Afghanistan has raged on longer

than any war in U.S. history, and far from

suppressing the insurgency being waged by
radical Islamic militants, it has led to stronger alli-
ances among al Qaeda, the Taliban, and a host of
once-autonomous militant groups and has inspired a
flood of new recruits. In addition to reclaiming con-
trol of substantial territory in Afghanistan, the
militants have now taken the fight deep within
Pakistan—threatening to totally destabilize that
nuclear-armed state—and are launching attacks on
the U.S. homeland. Why has the insurgency been so
irrepressible? Is this a war that can be won? Can we
expect a wave of attacks within the United States
more sophisticated than the atctempted bombing in
Times Square?

Nothing can be understood about the prospects
for the war and the threat to the U.S. homeland
without understanding how Pakistan has become
the epicenter of the insurgency and why the rise of
militant groups there has escalated out of control
despite major offensives by the Pakistani military
and an intensive secret U.S. Predator drone war
against them. Based on extensive reporting inside
Pakistan’s dangerous lawless regions and exclusive

interviews with militant leaders as well as high-level

military and intelligence sources, Zahid Hussain,
one of the most respected reporters working out of
Pakistan, chronicles how and why the Islamic
extremist groups based in Pakistan’s remote tribal
territories have greatly increased their power since
the start of the war and unleashed a reign of terror on
U.S. forces in Afghanistan and on both the military
and civilian population within Pakistan.

He is the first to reveal how a loose constellation
of tribal groups has now come together to form a
distinctive Pakistani Taliban, working closely with
al Qaeda and the Afghani Taliban to launch increas-
ingly sophisticated and deadly attacks on both sides

(continued on back flap)
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