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Praise for Afghanistan: The Next Phase
 

‘Afghanistan has loomed large in the foreign policies of the major democracies for more than three decades. In this insightful and important book, three scholars from different disciplines trace the background to the conflict and explain why Afghanistan is important to the region and to the wider international community. Their conclusions are novel and provocative, and point towards a way forward. Afghanistan: The Next Phase is essential reading for policy-makers, students and the interested public.’


Ian McAllister, Professor of Political Science,
Australian National University


‘This provocative book challenges much conventional thinking about how a post-US Afghanistan can hope to become a stable, prospering country. Its authors posit compelling reasons why past and current shortcomings of the political order, most notably its lack of inclusivity, must be overcome for Afghanistan to succeed. Offering practical advice to policy makers, the book highlights the importance of concerted, cooperative international involvement in guiding the country towards a better future.’


Emeritus Professor Marvin Weinbaum, Scholar in Residence,
The Middle East Institute, Washington, DC


‘This impressive new volume draws on the economics, sociology and international relations expertise of its authors to provide a fresh interdisciplinary template for making sense of a famously complicated and confounding country. At a time of great uncertainty for Afghanistan, this informative and highly accessible book is a must-read for the specialist and general reader alike.’


Michael Kugelman, Senior Program Associate,
Woodrow Wilson Center for International Scholars, Washington, DC


‘A succinct and thoughtful analysis, especially covering the wide range of issues and challenges facing contemporary and post-2014 Afghanistan, which makes a powerful case for continuing and better-focused international engagement. In examining the correlation between the Bonn-sponsored efforts for political restructuring, stabilisation and economic reconstruction, the authors also look at as diverse undercurrents as the tenacity of a tribal culture, ethnic divisions, intractable extremist militancy and regional rivalries. The book offers important insights and conclusions and is essential reading for all those interested in and responsible for sustaining the current upturn in Afghanistan’s political and socio-economic environment.’


Riaz Mohammad Khan, Former Foreign Secretary of Pakistan and author of Pakistan and
Afghanistan: Conflict, Extremism and Resistance to Modernity


‘This is a timely volume by three South Asia experts who have intimate knowledge of the situation in Afghanistan. The book not only enhances our understanding of the complex and daunting problems of Afghanistan, it seeks also to show the way out of an extremely complicated situation. Students of politics and international relations will find this a useful read.’


Professor Tan Tai Yong, Director, Institute of South Asian Studies and
Vice Provost, National University of Singapore


‘This is a timely book. With the withdrawal of American troops from Afghanistan, the country faces many challenges. The new elected leadership of Afghanistan has already shown its determination to meet these security, political and economic challenges. After the successful military operation in North Waziristan, Pakistan has also offered full cooperation for achieving durable peace and stability in Afghanistan, critical for both countries.’


Mr Sartaj Aziz, National Security and Foreign Affairs advisor to the
Prime Minister of Pakistan, Islamabad
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Foreword


I was delighted to accept the authors’ invitation to write this preface for good reasons. First and foremost is my abiding interest in the region having been Singapore’s Ambassador to Iran and High Commissioner to Pakistan, two of Afghanistan’s immediate neighbours. The two countries did not exactly share a common view on Afghanistan. In the case of Iran, where I served for a longer period, I was able to understand their main preoccupations as regards Afghanistan. The continuous influx of refugees imposed a major strain on the country’s economy. There may have been some expectation that their cooperation with Western powers to dislodge the Taliban from Afghanistan would help in some measure to improve relations with the West. This was not to be. On the ending of hostilities they were lumped into the infamous category of ‘Axis of Evil’. Their disbelief of the turn of events was obvious, and it turned slowly to anger and recrimination against those who initiated the cooperation. Iranian politics took a drastic turn towards conservatism after this. The ‘Dialogue Among Civilizations’ espoused by the moderate Iranian President became a lost cause. This is one illustration of what impact Afghanistan has had on the domestic politics of its neighbours, which is one of the major issues discussed in this book.


This book has three important features that make it compelling reading. First is its timing. At a time when the entire world is watching with great concern the rapid rise of the Islamic State with all its barbarity and the real possibility of its seeing Afghanistan as a soft target or a low-hanging fruit that can be brought to its side make it essential for all to understand Afghanistan. The important point to remember is that those who lead the Islamic State do not see themselves as terrorists but as a people who have banded together to achieve what they believe is the will of God. They do not have a specific time frame in mind. They are in it for the long haul. The three scholars who have authored this book have effectively placed current events in Afghanistan, a country that has experienced violent convulsions for more than fifty years, in their historic and social context. This book traces the rise of the Taliban, their defeat by NATO forces and their current resurgence. If the country once again falls into the hands of radical elements, no doubt they would with alacrity establish links with the Islamic State, and the impact on Aghanistan would be catastropic.


The second commendable feature of this book is the deep research on which it is based and the penetrating analysis it provides. Although there is a substantial literature on Afghanistan produced by extremely brave journalists who risk their lives to keep the world informed, I have not seen many books with such comprehensive information presented in a readable style. It would appeal both to thought leaders and to casual readers.


The third feature of this book is that it offers a solution to the problem of ‘ungovernability’ of Afghanistan. The authors have suggested the involvement of all immediate neighbours and other regional and global powers under a formal international arrangement to oversee governance in Afghanistan under the auspices of the United Nations. Many will be sceptical about this solution, but is there anything better on the table?


There is also a fourth aspect, which is rather a personal one. All the three authors are, apart from their other commitments, scholars attached to the Institute of South Asian Studies (ISAS), which is part of the National University of Singapore. My involvement with ISAS has given me an opportunity to benefit from their wisdom and their friendship.


Gopinath Pillai
Chairman, Institute of South Asian Studies
National University of Singapore
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Introduction


Why write a book about Afghanistan during a period of such uncertainty that surrounds its future? And why should three scholars from such diverse disciplines as economics, sociology and international relations collaborate in such an enterprise? In fact the two questions more or less answer themselves. The period of extreme uncertainty within a geographical area of great instability calls for a well-thought-out approach to restore calm. That approach must cover a wide front and must have a large number of actors on the stage playing their assigned parts. Those who need to perform should come from within the country as well as from the outside. And, to stay with the metaphor, the play must be carefully and imaginatively choreographed. We will assume the choreographer’s role.


Stability will come to Afghanistan only if the many circumstances that have brought it to the present situation are simultaneously dealt with. An inclusive and representative political system that has the confidence of a diverse citizenry must be put in place. The political system under which the current government is working has not brought stability. It was fashioned at a meeting held in Bonn in the spring of 2002 after a combined US–Afghan force had pushed the Taliban regime out of Kabul. Several segments of society were excluded from the structure that was erected. They have, as Afghans do in such moments, taken up arms and are vigorously challenging the state. Bringing these people into the system means that whatever political structure is created after US secretary John Kerry’s intervention (discussed later), it must accommodate the diverse cultural, social and religious needs of a country. This will not be a simple exercise. What complicates the Afghan situation is that tribal ways still guide the thinking of many. We believe that Afghanistan left to its own devices will not find a way out of the maze in which it finds itself at this time. Serious outside help will be needed to help, cajole and chaperone Afghanistan towards a calmer future.


There was also a belief long held by most economists that economic growth has a calming effect on the population. It was this approach that led many in what was once called the developing world to focus their attention on increasing the rate of economic expansion without paying much attention to political and social developments. Since a high rate of GDP growth would increase the share of the national economic pie, this could be distributed among different segments of the population. But this way of managing the state was questioned by political scientists such as Samuel Huntington. In his seminal work, Political Order in Changing Societies (1968), the American political scientist postulated that rapid economic change can, and often does, stabilize societies. Participatory political processes are needed to bring about a relatively equitable distribution of income. How this could be done engaged political scientists and economists, but even philosophers joined the debate. In The Theory of Justice, Harvard University’s John Rawls developed an approach that could lead to building of just societies. About the time Huntington published his treatise about development and distribution, Albert O. Hirschman, an economist, wrote Exit, Voice, and Loyalty. In this work he reflected on the options available to those who were not happy with the established system. ‘Exit’ was the most drastic option, and that is what a number of Afghan groups and several of those in neighbouring Pakistan ended up doing.


Development economists have also come round to the view that economic progress cannot be achieved without political and social development. This is the conclusion reached by Daron Acemoglu, an economist, and James Robinson, a political scientist in their powerful recent book Why Nations Fail. However, even after having discovered the relationship between different types of development, economists have yet to fix the direction of casualty. We adopt the approach that political development comes before economic progress, in fact it causes it. This is the reason why billions of dollars of economic assistance provided by the United States have not markedly improved Afghanistan’s economic situation. The country must first politically and socially stabilize before the economy can move forward. These then, in very broad terms, are the reasons why this book was written at this time and why we believe our work should attract the attention of policy-makers.


Possible fallout from Afghanistan


We will argue that what happens to Afghanistan after the United States has fully withdrawn its combat troops from the country will have world-wide consequences. Washington has set the end of 2014 as the date for withdrawal, and the process of pullout has already begun. What will happen to the country once the Americans are gone? Who will fill the vacuum created by America’s departure? Could the developing Sunni/Shiite conflict in the Middle East create a precedent of some sort that extremist elements in Afghanistan could follow? Several unexpected developments in the Middle East in the northern summer of 2014 alerted the world to the possibility that a new political entity may take shape in that long and highly troubled region. The way that has occurred has considerable relevance for Afghanistan.


The rapid advance of an extremist Sunni group caught most of the world by surprise. The group kept changing its name as it acquired more territory. It started out as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)—sometimes it also called itself the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL)—but then changed its identity to the ‘Islamic Caliphate’. Its leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, after proclaiming himself the caliph asked the entire Muslim world to pay homage to him. What is troubling about this development is that it is not the first time it has occurred. Once before a group calling itself the Taliban (the Arabic word for ‘students’) took control of Afghanistan and established an Islamic state. That was in 1996 after the country had plunged into chaos following the withdrawal of the then superpower, the Soviet Union. The Taliban, after installing themselves in Kabul gave the state the name of Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan and provided sanctuary to a group founded by Osama bin Laden, a Saudi Arabian businessman. The group called al Qaeda had great ambitions. Like al-Baghdadi, bin Laden also wanted to create an Islamic caliphate encompassing the entire Muslim world. The al Qaeda leadership believed that the United States stood in the way and would prevent it from the fulfilment of its goal. One way of overcoming this hurdle was to hurt America so that it pulled out of the Muslim world. An elaborate program was formulated that began with attacks on America’s assets in the Middle East and ultimately led to 9/11.1


To draw conclusions for Afghanistan from what is occurring in the Mediterranean is not to exaggerate what might lie in store for a country that has been violently convulsed for the last half century. The country has been at war with itself and, successively, with two occupying superpowers. Several telling parallels can be drawn between the two situations, the one developing in Syria–Iraq and the other that could take shape in Afghanistan. For instance, in an article that looks at the founding of the Islamic caliphate in the plains extending from eastern Syria to western Iraq, the author Athar Osman argues that the world needs to understand the circumstances that have allowed—and continue to allow—the Salafist jihadi group to build serious capabilities. It has brought under its sway a large tract of land, captured strategic oil infrastructure, secured financial resources and is posing serious threat to Baghdad. What has made this success possible goes beyond what many in the West have simplified as the Sunni jihadists fighting oppressive Shiite regimes. Osman believes that other components have played decisive roles in bringing about this situation. Some of these are to be found in Afghanistan as well.


The first is that the borders in this region were designed by colonial powers. This is also the case with Afghanistan’s southern border, the ‘Durand line’ drawn by Great Britain in 1893 to serve as the northwestern border for its Indian domain. That border, to Afghanistan’s great consternation, was inherited by Pakistan. That might not have been a problem if the states that were founded or gained greater independence had developed political legitimacy and effected major developmental leaps. Instead they degenerated into oppression, corruption, coercion and familial fiefdoms. This resembles what has happened in Afghanistan with the difference that instead of familial fiefdoms, many parts of this country have suffered under ‘warlordism’. The second circumstance behind the emergence of Islamic caliphate in the Middle East is history. Most of the time these countries were home to very distinct religious and ethnic communities whose social norms and cultures were very different. In the midst of these conflicts, religious identity was one of the few certainties that remained. It does not take much imagination to equate this situation with the one in Afghanistan. Using religion as a crutch is another area of similarity. Realizing the deep religiosity of the people and the central role religion has played, the governments in the Middle East as well as those in Afghanistan did not attempt to quell the religious identity. The weakening of the state left religion as the strongest and the only thread for uniting different groups.2


Could a failed Afghan state revert to that earlier situation? Would the Taliban re-emerge from the chaos that might result from the American pullout of its troops? If the revived Taliban or some other extremist group were to assume power in Afghanistan would it draw inspiration from the ISIS and the Islamic caliphate in Iraq–Syria? Should the world worry about what might occur in Afghanistan in the next couple of years? Is there a role the international community could play in preventing the development of extremist states in these two places: the Middle East and Afghanistan–Pakistan? Much of this work is designed to answer the first five questions. Very briefly we will here address two of these questions, beginning with the last.


The need for worry and outside intervention


According to the columnist Jonathan Eyal, more than a decade after the world’s top intelligence agencies first waged battle against international terrorism, some of those involved in that epic struggle believe the time has come to move on. For instance, in a speech in London Sir Richard Dearlove, who headed Great Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service, said that many in the West had seriously overblown the Islamic terrorist threat and that there was no longer the need to be obsessed with apprehending those ‘rather pathetic individuals’.3 But many other knowledgeable observers are less dismissive.


The dream of reviving the Islamic caliphate may become a new driving political ideology even if it does not materialize in the form of a state with a territory. If a country as large as Afghanistan once again gets a regime, as it did two decades ago, and adopts as its goal the spread of extremist Islam, it will have consequences for the rest of the world. The debate between the optimists and the pessimists about the nature of the threat, which few really understand, is more about risks that people and their governments are willing to take. There is reason to worry since the governments ‘got the terrorism phenomenon so wrong before’.4


Several policy analysts believe that the internal military conflicts that have brought religious extremism to the surface need the involvement of outside powers. They do not advocate a rush into these areas using force as a way of stopping this development. Past use of force in such places as Afghanistan and the countries of the Middle East produced unhappy results. This is the lesson the American president has learnt. In what we describe as the ‘Obama doctrine’, America will send in its military if its security is seriously threatened. Although the Soviet Union and the United States went into Afghanistan for different reasons, their interventions ended in the same way: withdrawal. These interventions created even more chaos than was the case when they were mounted. Instead, policy gurus such as Vali Nasr, dean of Johns Hopkins School for Advanced International Studies, believe that the Shiite/Sunni divide has grown too wide for Iraqis to settle their differences by themselves.5 Their neighbours are also not in any position to act as honest brokers. He argues that Americans alone have the ability to bring together all the stakeholders to end the fighting. Once Washington assumes the suggested role, the cooperation of the three regional powers who are involved in one or the other would be not only useful but also essential. The three powers Nasr has in mind are Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Iran. The first two are giving support to the Sunnis in the area while Iran is predisposed to help the Shiites. Without such involvement the al-Baghdadi caliphate could expand the realm over which it currently presides. It ‘could include parts of Jordan and Saudi Arabia and then project influence across the Sunni world from Africa to South-east Asia’. Nasr calls this world Sunnistan.6 This line of thinking links the Mediterranean development with those that have been taking place in Afghanistan and may pick up pace in 2014 or in the next couple of years. In this work we go beyond the type of arrangement proposed by Nasr and recommend a more formal international involvement.


Dismantling the current political order


The run-off elections did not produce the neat result that was expected. Had the plans laid out for Afghanistan’s transformation worked, the presidential elections held in mid-2014 perhaps would have taken the country towards the establishment of a durable and inclusive political order. But that was not to be the case. As we detail in this book, change will not come easily to the country. Traditions, social structures, history, economic deprivation, conflicting interests in it of its neighbours and a number of other factors will continue to prevent progress. The elections held in two rounds, one in April and the other in June, resulted in a stalemate between the two final contenders for the powerful presidency. The run-off as required by the Constitution adopted in 1972 ultimately left two candidates in the field. They had different ethnic backgrounds. According to the Independent Election Commission (IEC), eight million votes were cast in the second round, a million more than those cast in the first round with the Pashtun Ashraf Ghani receiving a million more than Abdullah Abdullah, his Tajik rival. That the election has swung decisively in Ghani’s favour was announced by the IEC.


However, Abdullah refused to accept any result in which he did not come out as the winner. He threatened to set up a parallel government if his demand for a total review of all eight million votes was not accepted. This review, he insisted, should not be entrusted to IEC, which had seriously compromised its position. It should be carried out instead by an outside agency such as the United Nations. In other words, the government set-up created by the constitution that was in place for more than a decade did not have the confidence of the Tajik leader. The elections, instead of advancing by one more step the country’s difficult political journey, created instead an existential crisis. This brought the United States back into the picture.


Secretary of State John Kerry travelled to Kabul on 13 July and brokered a deal aimed at eventually ushering in a new political order. Appearing with Kerry at a news conference, the two candidates said that they had agreed to a total recount in all the constituencies and a review by the United Nations of all the votes cast in the second round. But it was revealed a couple of days later that the agreement was much more far-reaching. According to Matthew Rosenberg of the New York Times, the deal was built on a profound reshaping of the entire government system. The two sides had agreed gradually to create an empowered prime minister post after thirteen years of an all-encompassing presidency. Ever since the adoption of the constitution under which President Hamid Karzai was in office, the country had been ruled by a powerful president. Changing to a parliamentary form of government was seen as crucial to holding the country together after years of mounting political crises and ethnic and factional hostilities. These were precisely the considerations that created a powerful presidency in the first place. The American-brokered deal sent the Afghans back to the drawing board and sowed the seeds for greater trouble in the future.


There was expectation that a new political order will be put in place in a couple of years when a new constitutional council will be convened. In the meantime power will be shared between the president and the person who will occupy a new position. The assumption was that this formula will accommodate both Ghani and Abdullah. For such an arrangement to work, there will be need to be stability in the country, which might not come about readily. Less than a week after John Kerry brokered the deal between the two contestants, there was a bombing in Paktika province on the border with Pakistan. This one was the deadliest attack since 2001 when the Americans moved into the country. Initial count was eighty-nine dead when a utility vehicle packed with explosives detonated in a busy market. The bombing was carried out to give a strong signal to the Americans as well as the two men who were fighting over the results of the April–June elections. The Taliban and associated extremists were letting it be known that there were other participants in the Afghan game who should not be—in fact cannot be—ignored. Any deal about the future must include them. The other reason for attaching some importance to this particular incidence is that the explosives it carried were probably manufactured in Pakistan’s North Waziristan Tribal Agency (NTWA). The strong links between Afghanistan and Pakistan are an important part of the Afghan puzzle. This is one reason the United States policy-makers coupled the two together and called the region AfPak. We will get to the Pakistan factor later, but first we need to take a detour.


Afghanistan and the superpowers


The past, of course, can often be a guide for reading the future. This applies to Afghanistan where two superpowers have fought wars, faced a great deal of resistance and eventually pulled out their troops. The Soviet Union’s withdrawal from Afghanistan in 1989 was followed by a period of bloody and destructive civil war, which ultimately led to the rise of the Taliban in 1996. This group of Islamic extremists was to govern the country for five years, until their overthrow in December 2001. When the Taliban were gone from Kabul, very few analysts and policy-makers anticipated their return. But the group showed remarkable resilience in part because of the sanctuaries they were allowed to create in Pakistan. What role are the Taliban likely to play in the country’s future if the Americans comply with their current plans to pull out their combat troops by the end of 2014 and all troops by the end of 2016? This is one of many questions to which we are seeking answers in this book.


The Americans went to Afghanistan with grand ambitions. In that sense their interest was very different from that of the Soviet Union when it sent its troops into the country. Moscow wanted to pull Kabul into its orbit. Washington, on the other hand, wished to change Afghanistan by bringing political and social modernity to an essentially backward society. The Soviet Union faced opposition to its Afghan enterprise not only from the locals. Its invasion of Afghanistan was fiercely opposed by the United States. Washington recruited Pakistan to fight the Soviet Union in Afghanistan. Pakistan, not wishing to be directly involved against what was then a superpower, chose to use proxies to resist the Soviet intervention. Its premier spy agency, the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), aided, trained and equipped seven groups of mujahedin to take on the Soviet Union by waging a jihad against its presence in a Muslim country. The jihadi groups eventually won and the Soviet Union withdrew. By contrast there was no international resistance to America’s military intervention in Afghanistan. In fact, Washington’s mission was joined by NATO nations, who also contributed manpower to the American enterprise. But there was resistance from many forces within the country. In a way both the Soviets and the Americans were working on changing the centuries-old structures that guided human and group behaviour in the country. The Soviet attempt was more explicit, the American less obvious. Moscow was working on converting the Afghan population to socialism, which most Afghans viewed as godless. The Americans wanted to replace the tribal codes—Pakhtunwali in the case of the Pashtuns—with modern and liberal ways of transacting political business. Neither of the two approaches had any appeal for the native population.


In retrospect there were several significant flaws in the military strategy that was followed by the Americans and Pakistan’s ISI in their effort to force the Soviet Union to leave Afghanistan. They focused on the short term—the expulsion of the Soviet Union—rather than on the long run: the creation of a politically viable state that was also inclusive. The word ‘inclusive’ has entered policy and academic discourse to signify the importance of incorporating all groups in economic and political systems in society. A reference has already been made to the book, Why Nations Fail. The main conclusions reached by the book’s two authors are that only inclusive systems are durable. Inclusiveness in Afghanistan’s context means at least one important thing: the accommodation of the ethnically and religiously diverse population, which has found it difficult to live in peace within the boundaries of one state. Stability will not come to the country until the people find a way of working together to advance national rather than personal interests.


As already discussed, the inability to create an inclusive system is the reason for sending Iraq back into crisis in June 2014. The developing Iraqi situation has relevance for the developing situation in Afghanistan. When asked by a BBC interviewer on 18 June whether he saw similarities between Iraq and Afghanistan, President Hamid Karzai rejected the notion with some vehemence. ‘Iraq was never a country,’ he said. ‘Afghanistan has been a country and a nation for thousands of years.’ But US President Barack Obama saw it differently. In a statement he issued with reference to the rapidly developing crisis in Iraq, the American leader seemed to be drawing parallels between the two countries in which Washington had been involved. How should the West—in particular the United States—respond to this building crisis? The answer that will finally be found is greatly relevant for our study since Afghanistan may also face the same situation once the Americans are gone. President Obama’s initial response was in line with the thinking offered in Why Nations Fail. ‘The United States is not simply going to involve itself in a military action in the absence of a political plan by the Iraqis that gives some assurance that they’re prepared to work together,’ he said. ‘We’re not going to allow ourselves to be dragged back into a situation in which, while we’re there, we’re keeping a lid on things’ while the political leaders fail to address the underlying fissures dividing the Iraqi society.7


The Afghan problem has two dimensions: how the country is functioning at this time, and how it could function once the Americans have withdrawn their combat troops. This they are set to do starting the end of 2014. President Karzai gave mixed signals about what he wished from the Americans. He wanted them to stay behind but operate within a highly constrained environment. His effort to have offences committed by the American troops while working in Afghanistan tried by the courts in his country was not acceptable to the Americans. He agreed to drop the idea. He also wanted US troops to pursue Afghan dissidents fighting the government into Pakistan if they crossed the border. This too the Americans were not prepared to accept, fearing that it could result in open military conflict with Pakistan, a long-term but difficult ally of Washington.8 Kabul did not want the American forces to act in self-defence, including the right to retaliate. This matter was settled when Washington agreed that such raids would be committed in the company of Afghan troops. Even then the Afghan President was not satisfied. He left the signing of the agreement to his successor who signed it after being sworn in as president on 29 September.


When the history of this period is written years from now and such questions as ‘who lost Iraq?’ and possibly also ‘who lost Afghanistan?’ are asked, the answers will identify local leadership and local sociopolitical systems as being primarily responsible. This notion was forcefully presented by the political commentator Fareed Zakaria in a series of articles written on the crisis in the Muslim world. According to him, whenever the United States has asked this question—as it did with China in the 1950s or Vietnam in the 1970s—the most important point to remember is that the local rulers lost whatever opportunity was being given to them to bring about change. There was always the temptation to blame the loss on a foreign power, especially if that power was militarily involved. This was the case in Vietnam, Iraq and Afghanistan. In fact, however, it was local leaders who were primarily responsible.


The Pakistan factor: the AfPak area


If the occasion arises to ask the question: who lost Afghanistan?—as it might—the answer will have to include the failure of many leaders.9 Not only will the leaders of Afghanistan be culpable but also those from several countries—especially from the United States and Pakistan—who became deeply involved in Afghan affairs. Going back to the late 1980s and all of the 1990s, for instance, we should note that no effort was made to coalesce the mujahedin groups into one force fighting not only to push the Soviet Union out of the country but also to establish as well a functioning state once the invading troops were gone. The loosely aligned groups termed as Tanzeemat by Pakistan’s ISI were unable to work together. Riaz Muhammad Khan, who retired from Pakistan’s Foreign Service after serving in a number of senior positions including Foreign Secretary, details in his most recent work the efforts that were made to have these groups of mujahedin coalesce. He believes that none of the mujahedin leaders was capable of inspiring confidence among his peers and building reliable alliances that could steer the country towards calm and normalcy. In the post-Soviet era, Riaz Khan was deeply involved in helping to shape and implement Pakistan’s Afghan policy. According to him, there was an assumption—faulty and naïve, as it turned out—that with the Soviet Union gone, Afghanistan would revert to the status quo ante.10 That of course did not happen, and once the Soviet Union was defeated the mujahedin groups turned on one another. What followed was a civil war that was more destructive than the war against the occupation by the Soviet Union.


Among the several senior policy-makers who were involved in the Afghan enterprise, General Zia ul Haq, Pakistan’s President at that time, was the only one who seriously worried about the nature of post-Soviet Afghanistan. In a conversation with one of the authors (Burki) in late July 1988, he said that he had removed Prime Minister Mohammad Khan Junejo from office because of the latter’s Afghan policy. In his anxiety to rid Afghanistan of the Soviet Union, the prime minster, according to President Haq, had given little thought to what would happen once the invading troops were gone. Zia was in favour of letting the Soviet Union stay for as long as the various mujahedin groups had not agreed on what kind of political order should replace the one Moscow had forced upon Afghanistan. This reading was prescient. What followed were years of disagreement among the Tanzeemat, which, in spite of the efforts of Pakistan and the United Nations and after several formally negotiated agreements, did not lead to the creation of a durable political order in the highly troubled country. The result was an exceptionally bitter and destructive civil war.


The Americans came into the country with the help of the non-Pashtun Afghans operating under the banner of the Northern Alliance. Abdullah Abdullah was one of the prominent leaders of the alliance. By relying on it Americans marginalized the largest ethnic group, the Pashtuns. Unhappy with this development, a significant number of this group turned to the defeated Taliban to protect their interests. The Taliban were entirely Pashtuns, and they took advantage of the ethnic divide that followed the American invasion of Afghanistan. The Taliban insurgency therefore was fuelled by the conflict between the Pashtuns and the non-Pashtuns. It did not matter that Hamid Karzai, the country’s President, was a Pashtun. In fact, his control of Afghanistan for thirteen years thoroughly alienated the Pashtun population and its leadership since he had to work closely with other ethnic groups, such as the Tajiks, the Uzbeks and the Hazaras, to keep himself in power.


The book’s design


Pakistan and Afghanistan are like the two blades of a pair of scissors. By reaching an understanding between the two of them, they can cut through the tribal, ethnic and sectarian politics that have bedevilled both of them for decades. Both have been hit by Islamic extremism. Islamic extremists in both sides of the border interact and influence each other. Two days after the run-off round in Afghanistan’s presidential elections, the Pakistanis launched a full-scale assault on North Waziristan. By naming the operation Zarb-i-Azb, the name of the sword used by the Prophet Muhammad in the many wars he fought in the early period of the spread of Islam, Pakistan gave an Islamic tinge to the operation. North Waziristan was used for more than ten years by insurgent groups to launch attacks on the Afghan and NATO forces fighting against the resurgent Taliban. How the operation in Pakistan proceeds will have enormous implications for Afghanistan’s future. A book about Afghanistan’s next phase must therefore look carefully at the developments taking place in Afghanistan.


The material in this book is presented in nine chapters including the Introduction and the Conclusion. The chapter that follows—chapter 2—analyses some of the more important reasons why the Taliban continue to be a force, albeit a disruptive one, even after having been defeated in the American invasion of the country in December 2001. Why has the group managed to retain influence in some parts of the country, and how has its ideology and world view changed with time? This question is asked and answered with reference not only to Afghanistan but also to Pakistan. Chapter 3 continues this discussion by bringing into the analysis the Pashtun culture and its identity. This is one of the several areas where Afghanistan and Pakistan connect. The main conclusion reached here is that a phenomenon labelled the neo-Taliban would not have taken hold had a more inclusive system been put in place. This could have happened when a new political structure was designed at Bonn under the leadership of Washington. The same can be said about Pakistan, which too has continued to use archaic administrative systems for managing tribal affairs. In retrospect the ‘inclusiveness’ approach, which is repeatedly argued for in this book, should have been applied also to the Pakistan tribal areas, the FATA. Had these areas been more fully integrated with the rest of the country some of the problems that emerged in the 1990s and 2000s might have been easier to handle.


Chapter 4 examines the circumstances of the American failure in Afghanistan and suggests that with the United States withdrawal from the country, the war in Afghanistan will not end. We use the word ‘war’ in a broad sense to include political turbulence, which we expect will continue after 2014. In fact, the politics surrounding the 2014 presidential elections lend credibility to this conclusion. Chapter 5 analyses the substance of the United States’ engagement in Afghanistan and the manner in which Washington attempted to disengage itself. We suggest that, as the world around Afghanistan changes rapidly, more and more countries are becoming involved in some way or the other in shaping Afghanistan’s future. We return to this theme in the book’s penultimate chapter. We cast the discussion of America’s disengagement in a wider context by bringing in a discussion of what we call the Obama doctrine. This puts the use of force at the end of a long list of options available to Washington for influencing world affairs and for protecting its interests. This ‘exit’ chapter also has a long discussion of the Afghan elections held in 2014 since it was expected that an orderly poll will provide the Americans a ‘mission accomplished’ feel about their Afghan operation. The eleventh hour involvement of Secretary of State John Kerry in attempting to keep a post-election Afghanistan from exploding is one example of the ways the Obama doctrine is likely to be applied.


Chapters 6 and 7 are concerned with the likely consequences of the American exit from Afghanistan. We will not confine ourselves to a discussion of political and social consequences for Afghanistan emanating from the American departure but extend it into the field of economics. This discussion will also bring in the consequences for Pakistan of the American withdrawal from Afghanistan. There are strong and growing economic links between Afghanistan and Pakistan. If the economic development of the tribal areas succeeds in providing jobs, incomes and opportunities to youth on both sides, it will contribute to achieving political and social stability. If not, the already restive youth in both tribal areas will become willing recruits for Islamic extremism. The displacement of a million people from the tribal areas has introduced another complicating factor for the next phase of Afghanistan’s development.


These two ‘consequences’ chapters are followed by a full discussion of some of the developments taking place in Pakistan. These have great relevance for what might happen in Afghanistan. This chapter has a discussion of the anatomy of extremism in Pakistan, which is both an import from and a possible export to Afghanistan. This is one of the many reasons why Afghanistan’s neighbourhood has to be fully involved in defining Afghanistan’s future.


The book’s final chapter proposes a way for handling Afghanistan’s future after the United States has concluded its mission in that country. Our main conclusion is that the country cannot be left to its own devices. There are too many conflicts in the country and, at the same time, many foreign interests in its future for Afghanistan to manage by itself its transition post-America. We propose a formal international arrangement involving all the countries in its immediate neighbourhood along with the four (India, Russia, Saudi Arabia and the United States) at some distance from it. Working together within an internationally sanctioned mandate, this group of countries could chaperone Afghanistan into the future.
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The Afghanistan conflict in its historical context


In April 2013 the Defence Select Committee of the British parliament published a report, Securing the Future of Afghanistan, which concluded that civil war in Afghanistan is likely when the International Security Force (ISAF) leaves in 2014. One wonders what the committee thought had been going on in Afghanistan over the past thirty-five years. The war between the Western forces and the Taliban is part and parcel of the Afghan civil war that began in 1979 between the communists and their enemies and, after the collapse of the communist regime in 1992, developed into a conflict between different factions of Afghan mujahedin (‘warriors of faith’) sometimes referred to as tanseemet. Since 2001 the war has expanded to include conflict with the Western forces. What happened in 1979 and again 2001 was that foreign superpowers intervened on one side of a civil war, violently tipping the balance in favour of that side—for a while. The question therefore is: will this protracted civil war continue after the planned departure of all American and NATO combat forces in 2014, or are alternative scenarios possible or likely to arise?


According to an assessment of the transition towards a post-2014 Afghanistan by the International Crises Group (ICG), Afghanistan is hurtling towards a devastating political crisis as its government prepares to take full control of security by the end of 2014. As discussed in chapter 5, the Americans have departed from what was once called the ‘zero option’ and have decided to deploy a small contingent of American forces to train and assist the Afghan National Army until the end of 2016.


The ICG assessment concluded that there is a real risk that the regime in Kabul could collapse upon withdrawal of American and NATO forces. This may lead to a weakened state breaking up into mini ethnic and tribal fiefdoms controlled by warlords and supported by armed militias who would exercise political sway over their respective areas and jostle for greater power and influence, leading in turn to a series of mini civil wars. Many of these militias have in fact been set up in the countryside by American and NATO forces in a desperate attempt to shore up the weak Karzai regime in Kabul. Hence the civil war that started more than thirty years ago will continue. But in order to know and predict the future shape of Afghanistan, it is imperative to understand the history of the Afghan conflict and the protagonists who are driving it.
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