
The Taleban announced yesterday the
death of Jalaluddin Haqqani, a former CIA
asset whose eponymous militant group is

now considered one of the most dangerous fac-
tions fighting Afghan and US-led NATO forces
in Afghanistan. The Haqqani network was found-
ed by Jalaluddin, an Afghan mujahideen com-
mander fighting the Soviet occupation in the
1980s with the help of the United States and
Pakistan. 

Now a Taleban affiliate, it is blamed for
some of the most shocking and brutal attacks
across Afghanistan since the US invasion of
2001. Designated a terror group by
Washington, targeting it is one of the top US
priorities in the region. Long suspected of links
to Pakistan’s shadowy military establishment,
the network was described by US Admiral
Mike Mullen in 2011 as a “veritable arm” of
Pakistani intelligence.

Who are they?
Jalaluddin gained notoriety for his organisa-

tion and bravery during the Afghan conflict of
the 1980s, garnering attention from the CIA and
a personal visit from US congressman Charlie
Wilson. A fluent Arabic speaker, Jalaluddin also
fostered close ties with Arab jihadists, including
Osama bin Laden, who flocked to the region
during the war. Later, Jalaluddin became a minis-
ter in the Taleban regime. He is believed to have
been ill for several years. 

The network has been led by his son
Sirajuddin, who doubles as the Afghan Taleban’s
deputy leader, for some time now. The Haqqanis
are known for their heavy use of suicide
bombers. Analysts have long suspected them of
being behind some high-profile attacks in Kabul

that have been claimed by the Islamic State
group in recent years.

Among many spectacular assaults, they were
accused of killing around 150 people in the heart
of Kabul with a truck bomb in May 2017 -
though Sirajuddin later denied the accusation in
a rare audio message. The network has also
been accused of assassinating top Afghan offi-
cials and holding kidnapped Westerners for ran-
som. That includes Canadian Joshua Boyle, his
American wife Caitlan Coleman, and their three
children, who were released last year. They also
held US soldier Bowe Bergdahl, who was
released in 2014 in exchange for five Afghan
Guantanamo Bay detainees.

Where are they now?
Following the US invasion of Afghanistan,

Taleban fighters flooded across the border into
Pakistan, where they regrouped before launch-
ing an insurgency against the Americans. That
included the Haqqanis, who coordinated attacks
on NATO from across the border in their
stronghold of Miranshah, the biggest town in
North Waziristan, one of Pakistan’s loosely gov-
erned tribal areas along the border with
Afghanistan.

The US launched repeated drone attacks
against the group, while Pakistan’s military con-
ducted successive clearing operations, though
sceptical Afghan officials have noted they always
seemed to miss the Haqqanis. Islamabad intensi-
fied military operations in North Waziristan in
2014, however, and now insists that there are no
militant safe havens left on Pakistani soil. Some
militant sources say the pressure forced many of
the Haqqanis underground or over the border
into their Afghan strongholds, claims that AFP

could not confirm. Unverified reports have
placed Jalaluddin in Pakistan in recent years.
There is no confirmation yet of where he was
when he died.

Linked to Pakistan
Pakistan sees its arch-nemesis to the east,

India, as an existential threat, and has long
sought influence over Kabul as a bulwark
against New Delhi. The Haqqanis have frequent-
ly been accused of targeting Indian installations
in Afghanistan, spurring speculation they were
overseen by Pakistani intelligence. Analysts say
Pakistan appears to view the Haqqanis and more
broadly the Afghan Taleban as an asset holding
India at bay in Afghanistan. Politicians and
retired military officials in Islamabad acknowl-
edge privately that having open channels with
the Haqqanis is vital, with many insisting that
maintaining contact is not the same as offering
support.

What happens next? 
With Sirajuddin firmly in charge, Jalaluddin’s

death may not have much strategic impact on
the network’s operations. Washington, which
believes Pakistan is playing a double game, has
long pressured Islamabad to crack down on mil-
itant groups, with the Haqqanis a top priority.
Islamabad has repeatedly denied the claims.

On Saturday, the Pentagon announced it was
cancelling $300 million in aid to Pakistan over
its lack of “decisive” action against militant
groups. The cut, part of a broader freeze
announced by the Trump administration in
January, is seen as another attempt by
Washington to bend Pakistan to its will.
However, analysts have said the moves are too

little, too late, and that until the US addresses
Pakistan’s fears over India, Islamabad will not
shake its support for militant proxies. At any
rate, a crackdown on the Haqqanis might not be
easy on either side of the border because of
their strong local links in a society where tribal
ties matter more than what outside powers
want. —AFP

Wednesday, September 5, 2018

10
A n a l y s i s

Established 1961 

Turkey’s Saturday 
Mothers defy ban 
in search for sons

Hanife Yildiz, 66, says she last saw her
only son, Murat, in 1995 - when he was
19 and she handed him to Turkish police

for questioning. She had brought Murat to a
police station in the western city of Izmir,
where he was wanted for interrogation over a
cafe brawl. He never came back. The police
later told Yildiz that Murat, who had been six
months from starting his military service-fled
during the night, jumping from a ferry while
being transported to Istanbul. Doubtful of this
version of events, Yildiz joined a group of
Turkish women with similar questions about
the whereabouts of their loved ones. Calling
themselves Saturday Mothers, the organiza-
t ion moulded itself  on those Argentinean
women who protested for news of relatives
who disappeared under the dictatorship of the
1970s and 80s. 

Since May 1995, the Turkish group-made up
in large part of elderly women-has met in an
Istanbul square on Saturdays. Police prevented
the group from holding any protests for a
decade from 1999 to 2009, but they then
resumed without interference. Until last month,
that is. On what would have been the women’s
700th such protest, the police clamped down,
using rubber bullets and water cannon to
forcibly disperse them.

Almost 50 were briefly detained, including
82-year-old Emine Ocak, a Saturday Mothers
leader whose arrest shocked observers. The
group has not been allowed to gather ever
since, with the government accusing it of being
exploited by a “terror organization”. In the lat-
est confrontation, police deployed in large
numbers on Saturday and erected metal barri-
cades to stop the women from protesting.
Defiant, Yildiz insists she will not back down.
“We will not give up on our cause until the
authorities show us our sons’ gravestones.
That’s how I will prove my motherhood,” she
told AFP at the offices of the Human Rights
Association in Istanbul.

‘Never-ending mourning’
Yildiz’ fellow Saturday Mothers are equally

determined. “There is a never-ending mourning
over disappearances under detention. It will
never come to an end unless we have a grave,”
Ocak’s daughter Maside said. The 1980s and
1990s were among the most turbulent periods
in the history of modern Turkey, with the state
fighting Kurdish rebels in the southeast, and
left-wing extremists in urban centers. Activists
accuse the secular authorities of the time of
abuses in the arrest and treatment of hundreds
of detainees. 

Saturday Mothers fear the current govern-
ment under President Recep Tayyip Erdogan is
not enthusiastic about unearthing the truth. The
authorities have defended the clampdown on
the group, which they claimed was being used
by the outlawed Kurdistan Workers Party
(PKK). “Should we have turned a blind eye to
motherhood being abused by a terror organiza-
tion?” Interior Minister Suleyman Soylu asked
a conference last month. Istanbul’s authorities
have claimed that calls to attend Saturday
Mothers ral l ies were made through social
media channels linked to the PKK.

‘Continue the search’ 
Maside Ocak’s brother, Hasan, has not been

seen since March 21, 1995, when his family say
he was detained by police in Istanbul. Soylu
said Hasan had belonged to a far-left extremist
group, and that he was kil led in a dispute
between members. Even if this is true, “we
demand a fair trial and that the culprits be pun-
ished,” insisted his sister. “I saw pictures of
Hasan’s tortured body in forensic records. I was
19. (The image) has not left my eyes ever
since,” she said. 

“As long as this crime remains unpunished,
we will continue to be here.” Erdogan, when he
was prime minister, met representatives of
Saturday Mothers, including Yildiz, in 2011. His
government’s current crackdown on the group,
however, is seen as a sign that official attitudes
have hardened. Yildiz insisted she, too, would
not give up. “If a mother does not search for
her child then that motherhood has no mean-
ing,” she said. “He is my son.” —AFP
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Photo shows Afghan commander Jalaluddin
Haqqani at his Pakistani base in Miranshah.
The Afghan Taleban have announced the
death of Jalaluddin Haqqani ‘after a long
battle with illness’. —AFP

The far-right
Sweden Democrats’
rocky path to 
‘normalization’

The far-right Sweden Democrats
(SD) who originated from the
neo-Nazi movement, have sought

to clean up their image in recent years
with a sweeping revamp that has
widened their appeal. Narrowly trailing
in the opinion polls behind the Social
Democrats, which heads the current
coalition government, and neck-and-
neck with the conservative Moderates,
SD leaders are hoping to cause an
upset in Sunday’s legislative elections.

“We know that we are underesti-
mated (in the polls) as we have been
historically, I therefore don’t exclude
the possibil ity of us becoming the
largest party,” SD leader Jimmie
Akesson told AFP on the sidelines of a
rally in the southern city of Ystad in
late August. The party currently has 42
of the 349 seats in parliament after six
members left, including the leader’s
mother-in-law, while another lawmaker
was excluded over anti-Semitic
remarks at the end of 2016. 

The Sweden Democrats were formed
in 1988 in the southern city of Malmo
during a meeting attended by former
Nazi group members and an ex-volun-
teer in the SS, among others. The turn-
ing point came in the 2000s, when SD
leaders decided to turn the party “into
an ordinary one”, a goal that upset core
members by shifting its race ideology to
anti-multiculturalism, according to
Anders Sannerstedt, a political scientist.

“The initial links with white and Nazi
supremacist organizations have been
effectively abandoned,” he said.

‘Try to normalize’
In October 2012, Akesson was

forced to announce “zero tolerance
against racism and extremism” and sev-
eral members were kicked out. But his
orders have been regularly defied by
some local party representatives and
grassroot activists. Senior SD member
Bjorn Soder, the second deputy speak-
er in parliament, said last year that
Jews should not be considered Swedish
unless they assimilate. 

“For their leadership, the crucial
issue has been to try to normalize the
party, although a lot of statements indi-
cate there’s still a long way to go,” said
Jens Rydgren, a sociologist specializing
in radical groups in Europe. The anti-
racist magazine Expo and the daily
Expressen recently revealed that sever-
al SD local election candidates-whose
votes will be held one the same day as
the legislative polls - were former
members of the National Socialist Front
(NSF) and other small  neo-Nazi
groups. Some continue to pay their
party contributions. 

According the Sweden’s statistics
authority, a quarter of SD’s supporters
are men aged 18 to 24. Emil Pettersson.
18, is among them and admits that he
was attracted by the party’s tough
immigration policies. “They haven’t
really said anything racist,” he insisted
ahead of Akesson’s  appearance at the
Ystad rally. The SD were able to capi-
talize on the migration crisis of 2014
and 2015. Sweden at the time wel-
comed nearly 250,000 asylum seekers,
a bigger proportion of its (10 million)
population than any other European

country. The Sweden Democrats’ rise,
however, began before the migration
wave, making gains in the polls from
2010 to 2014.

Growing influence
Their influence in public debates

also continues to grow. In 1998, only
three percent of Swedish voters cited
migration as a reason for choosing who
to elect. Twenty years later, it’s one of
their main concerns along with health-
care and education. In early 2016, the
Scandinavian country reinstated border
controls and introduced several meas-
ures intended to dissuade asylum seek-
ers. Both turned into a symbolic victory
for the far-right. “The SD have been
able to say ‘we warned against this sit-
uation for many years, now the other

parties start to imitate our policy,’”
Anders Sannerstedt said. 

On this particular issue, the SD’s
views do not differ much from the cen-
tre-right Alliance including the conser-
vative Moderates, the Centre party, the
Liberals and the Christian Democrats,
Sannerstedt added.  At the local level,
some members of the Alliance have
already begun to crack under pressure
from voters. In Akesson’s southern
hometown of Solvesborg, the Christian
Democrats and the Sweden Democrats
announced the opening of negotiations
before the municipal elections. The
Moderates, with 40 percent of their
supporters spread across the nation,
say they are open to discussion with
the Sweden Democrats, to beat the
local left. —AFP

In this file photo Sweden Democrats party leader Jimmie Akesson gives a
speech as he campaigns in Landskrona, southern Sweden.  —AFP


