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Introduction

My remarks today will try to address a number of questions, the answers to which many of you perhaps already know but it may remain useful to review part of their logic and test whether our answers are good ones.  

The questions: First, what is US policy towards Afghanistan and what are the principle reasons for that policy?  How does the instrument of war and the use of the military fit in that policy? 

Second, given present policy, what can we anticipate for the near term future of policy, i.e., can we have any confident prediction of what may happen in the next couple of years, at least until the next presidential election, where Obama’s War may have serious consequences affecting his chances for reelection?


A third question: What is the role of the United Nations in all of this, relevant to US policy and NATO?  What is its future?


Finally, a fourth question that is always on our agenda:  In the light of all of this analysis, or perhaps in spite of it, what should US policy be; what should the UN be doing, if anything, in Afghanistan?
The Contours of US Policy

In an important sense, US policy towards Afghanistan fits well within the overall pattern of the history of US foreign policy.  A history largely of imperial policy with the US a dominant powerful state shaping relationships with other client states across the globe, much in the same fashion as the age of European Empire of the 19th century. Once our government has determined that a particular region and set of nation states are important to the national interest then the resources of the state are directed at creating the political and economic conditions in the client state and region that will accommodate and advance the self-identified interests of the United States.  The “resources” used to pursue that policy cover the spectrum from the manipulation of political and diplomatic tools through foreign economic aid and including foreign military aid and outright use of force.

In the colonial-client state relationship, among other decisions to be made, is of course the decision as to whether the existing regime in the client state should be supported or opposed: regime maintenance or “regime change?”  Once that decision is made in some fundamental fashion, a policy of support or opposition is developed and strategies and tactics laid out to achieve one of those ends. 


Clearly, the Middle East has been and remains a critical area of interest for US foreign policy and our interest has moved eastward as well towards Central Asia, including Afghanistan and Pakistan.  In brief, regarding Afghanistan, as an historical matter, US policy has shifted radically over the course of time: Beginning in the 1980s, we were in opposition to the Afghan Government, so much so that we militarily supported the Mujahedeen aiming for the overthrow of that Soviet-backed government.  
With the successful overthrow of that government, and the rise of the Taliban in control of Afghanistan in the 1990s, the Clinton Administration pursued a policy of accommodation with the Taliban, falling short of full support but offering a willingness to deal with the existing regime.  To be sure, both “carrot and stick” tactics were directed at that regime, but, still, overtures for accommodation were clear and forthcoming.

Indeed, a policy of accommodation continued under the Bush Administration into the summer of 2001.  Of course, this accommodation was abruptly ended with the attacks of September 2001.  As a consequence of the Al Qaeda attacks, the US shifted policy once again, radically, this time using the military weapon of an invasion that helped to produce “regime change”, i.e., the toppling of the Taliban government and the insertion of a regime to our liking, highly dependent of course on our military, economic and political support.
Today, eight years after the beginning of the war that led to the overthrow of the Taliban, the US government remains, apparently, committed to retaining some kind of Afghan Government that will be friendly to our desires and can be stable enough to ensure that our desires, our “interests” are protected and advanced.  As Secretary of Defense, Robert Gates told reporters at a NATO meeting just yesterday,  “…I assured the allies this morning and will state again this afternoon that the United States has no intention of pulling out of Afghanistan or abandoning our core mission there, a mission we deem critical to our national security and vital national interests. “ 
 

In this respect, a continuation of the war against the Taliban and Al Qaeda may be unnecessary for this purpose.  “Partners” in policy may be multiple rather than singular, i.e., Hamad Kharzai may fall from favor as the favorite son of US policy makers and a rapprochement with other tribal leaders and even the dreaded Taliban may come into the offing.

Indeed, the present spectacle of US soldiers fighting and dying for a government that has likely been elected through fraud, raises serious doubts regarding the legitimacy and viability of the Kharzai government.  Should Obama try to shore up this government financially and militarily and agree to 40,000 or more combat troops, in effect, pursuing a Bush policy of a “surge” and in effect ramping up the war?  Or, does the US cut its losses and seek a negotiated settlement wherein the Government settles for somewhat less control over the “client” government but have sufficient leverage to obtain strategic goals in the region?

Desires and Interests

The answer or perhaps the prediction on the question “Whither US policy” depends largely on our analysis of the motivations for our policy:  Why are we there in the first place and what, if anything, will keep us there?  Two factors, perhaps, best explain both the invasion and the continuing presence of US forces in the country, though, falling short of guaranteeing a war policy. 
The first factor, though with less historical standing than the second, is of course the pursuit and desired destruction of Al Qaeda and associated Islamic fundamentalist groups, such as the Taliban, that have either been allied with Al Qaeda or ideologically sympathetic to their version of a  Pan Islamic vision.  

The Bush Administration’s invasion of the country which historically followed the cruise missile attacks on Al Qaeda training campus during the Clinton years, was in part motivated by the 2001 attacks and the attempt to establish a regime that would cut those ties and prevent any safe haven for Al Qaeda and related groups.  
This, I believe, remains a continuing factor in shaping Obama’s policy as well.  Can we destroy Al Qaeda?  If so, let’s do it; if not, let’s create and support a government that can effectively keep such organizations out of the country and chronically weakened so that the US homeland and its assorted interests around the world will face little danger of effective attack and sabotage from such groups.
Factor Two: The Strategic Interest in Energy Resources

A second factor and perhaps the most important factor in keeping US political and military forces in the area, long after Al Qaeda has spent its energy, is Afghanistan’s strategic geographical position and relationship to the rich oil and gas resources of the region, particularly those associated with the Caspian Sea, which are critical to the well-being and prosperity of the West, including both the US and the Western European countries.  The Caspian Sea basin is believed to be the second or third largest location for oil and gas reserves.  Holding an estimated 200 billion barrels of oil, it ranks high among valued regions of energy resources. 
 
This reality by itself would be reason enough to explain US policy but the additional reality of the emerging “peak oil” moment raises the stakes even higher.  As most of you know, “peak oil” generally refers to the rapidly approaching moment when production of that precious energy resource reaches its highest production possible, with future years witnessing declines from that peak.  
This means an inevitable serious clash between increasing demand the world over and declining oil resources in production.   The strategic interests of nation states are of course related to access to sufficient supplies of energy for their economies.  Hence, states which either have rich supplies of energy resources or are adjacent to or situated in between other such states, become prized clients of more powerful states such as the US, Britain, Russia and China that have huge and growing thirsts for oil and gas.

Afghanistan has no significant oil reserves in its territory.  However, the country is geographically important for the transportation of oil and gas from the growing Caspian Sea oil deposits to ports south and west. As one Canadian analyst recently wrote, “Afghanistan is adjacent to Middle Eastern countries that are rich in oil and natural gas. And though Afghanistan may have little petroleum itself, it borders both Iran and Turkmenistan, countries with the second and third largest natural gas reserves in the world. (Russia is first.)
”

Looking at the map, we can see the potential of Afghanistan’s value to western economies if it can develop an efficient pipeline across the country particularly from Turkmenistan to the south.  Presently, both China and Russia have pipelines going both east and north, respectively.  Joining the “pipeline competition”, the US and western countries wish to construct a pipeline through Afghanistan, thus, getting in on the energy resources of this region.  

The particular project has taken shape recently, apparently, involving four countries: Turkmenistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan and India in the building of the so called TAPI pipeline.  

US and western corporate interests, energy interests and US government officials have long expressed interest in this region of the world and pipeline prospects for the efficient flow of energy resources westward. As Michael Klare notes, the importance of this region gets elevated in a State Department report of 1997 to the US Congress.  Regarding policy, in brief, the report urges that policy aim “to promote rapid development of Caspian energy resources” so as to “reinforce Western energy security.” 

In an echo of this linkage between this source of energy and “national security interests” Strobe Talbott, Deputy Secretary of State under Bill Clinton’s presidency, indicated that any impediment blocking US energy company access to “ an area that sits on as much as 200 billion barrels of oil”  “would matter profoundly to the United States.”

Shortly after that statement, Bill Clinton himself expressed the same logic when he commented on positive negotiations with the government of Azerbaijian for tapping its oil resrouces.  Clinton stated the following: 

 “In a world of growing energy demand, our nation cannot afford to rely on any single region for our energy supplies.  [Through our agreements with Azerbaijan] we not only help Azerbaijan to prosper, we also help diversity our energy supply and strengthen our nation’s security.” 

Indeed, the very next year, exhibiting a note of consensus among political elites that would be acted upon three years later, none other than Dick Cheney said that "I cannot think of a time when we have had a region emerge as suddenly to become as strategically significant as the Caspian." 

However a critical condition necessary for construction to go forward and, crucially, for oil and gas flow to be maintained into the future is a politically stable nation-state of Afghanistan with a stable and cooperative government.  

In a statement given to the US Congress back in 1998, Mr. John J. Maresca, vice president of international relations, Unocal Corporation, a major player in these developments, gave the following summary of the standard corporate perspective:

“I would like to focus today on three issues. First, the need for multiple pipeline routes for Central Asian oil and gas resources. Second, the need for U.S. support for international and regional efforts to achieve balanced and lasting political settlements to the conflicts in the region, including Afghanistan. Third, the need for structured assistance to encourage economic reforms and the development of appropriate investment climates in the region.  [Regarding Afghanistan specifically] From the outset, we have made it clear that construction of the pipeline we have proposed across Afghanistan could not begin until a recognized government is in place that has the confidence of governments, lenders, and our company.”


I underscore the statement: “…construction of the pipeline we have proposed across Afghanistan could not begin until a recognized government is in place that has the confidence of governments, lenders, and our company.”  This is the work of governments and in this case the US government, beginning with Clinton, continuing through Bush and now on the agenda for the Obama Administration. 

Regarding our long term prospects and goals in Afghanistan, another high ranking State Department official stationed in Kazakhstan made this statement in 2001:  “Happiness is in multiple pipelines.  When the Afghan conflict is over, we will not leave Central Asia.  We have long term plans and interests in this region.”  And to confirm this view from a military point of view, former general Tommy Franks made a similar comment in August of 2002 when he observed that US soldiers would be in Afghanistan for a “long, long time”, paralleling perhaps the US experience in South Korea.


And finally just this morning, Senator John Kerry echoes these observations in this morning’s The Washington Post, highlighting the twin purposes I have just identified:  “…We are here in Afghanistan because people attacked us here, in the most significant attack against the United States since Pearl Harbor .  We are here because there are still people at large who are plotting against the United States of America.  And we are here because the stability of this region is of critical strategic interest to the United States.  I think most people agree on that…” 

The Role of the United Nations

At one and the same time, the United Nations remains both important but marginal to the trajectory of the politics of Afghanistan, as is the case with Iraq as well.  As was just demonstrated this past week, the UN and its offices function to facilitate important political and social dynamics within the society between tribal groups.  Its commission was critical for declaring that significant fraud had taken place in the recent elections in the country and thus dealing a damaging blow to the legitimacy of the Kharzai government and its claim to power.  In effect, it created a condition under which the US government felt compelled to pressure Kharzai to agree to a runoff election, in the hopes of salvaging the possibility of a legitimately elected government, with or without Hamid Kharzai.


The UN’s offices could become much more important if US policy moves away from a military strategy, which would require the US to seek institutions that have some credibility of securing and bringing about more peaceful reconciliation among the tribes and the coordination of economic and development resources in the country.   In a sense, UN importance is inversely related to the American use of military power:  As military power becomes more prominent, the UN becomes less important and more marginal; the less military power is used, the more important the UN becomes. 


Thus, under the present circumstances and in the future if we see a surge in troop strength, the UN will become more marginal to the dynamics of the politics of the country.  If Obama embraces McCrystal’s recommendations, many more “boots on the ground” will appear and their direction will come from the US government, not the UN. (And, by the way, neither from NATO, whatever that is these days.) 
Moreover, it is clear that McCrystal, if he has his way, wishes to use these troops not only for the application of blunt force but also to win “hearts and minds”, i.e., engage in a variety of development projects that would improve the economic conditions of villagers.

For example, as one Washington Post journalist describes emerging operations in Helmand province, 

“Nonmilitary reconstruction efforts have also begun to gather momentum.  The battalion’s two civilian advisors are working a team of US funded contractors to provide agricultural assistance to farmers…The contractors plan to hand out shovels, gloves and even tractors over the next few months.  They hope the goods will increase prosperity and jobs and reduce the number of disaffected young men who want to fight the Taliban.” 

Prospects for Peace, Prospects for War?

In the light of this analysis, what then are the prospects for peace or for war in the near term?  Almost a decade out from 9-11, the public’s sense of threat from the Middle East and Afghanistan in particular has faded considerably and the loss of US soldiers and treasure and the gloomy forecast for no quick resolution of the conflict all combine to lead public opinion to have turned decisively against sending more troops to this war.  One CNN poll recently posted 6 in 10 in opposition.  Higher numbers of course appear among Democrats and Democratic voters.  And, history tells us that once public opinion has turned against a war, it rarely turns around to support that war.


Similarly, opposition is growing in Congress, particularly in the House of Representatives, though, leaders and rank and file Democrats are reluctant to be out ahead of President Obama on a foreign policy matter.  Still, the White House and Obama must consider the dynamics of the Congress in its decision making.  Yet, even in the White House, skeptics of throwing more troops into the fray are present, including, apparently, Vice-President Joe Biden, chief of staff Rahm Emmanuel and other lower ranking foreign policy advisors.


However, other elites within the government appear to support McCrystal’s call for additional troops and a continuation of the war policy.  These include others within the Pentagon, Obama’s national security advisor and, interestingly, the State Department, led by Hillary Clinton.


The other hidden elites certainly weighing in must include economic and energy corporation elites.  What exactly they are saying remains unclear. 


Note however that this debate falls short of inclusion of a full withdrawal option.  The debate really is over a more narrow consideration of whether the policy of war should be continued or whether a negotiated settlement should be pursued, which would likely entail a continuation of US armed forces in country, much like the scenario that appears to be unfolding in Iraq.


Again, we should remind ourselves that the key goal in US policy is to have a pliable client state, with a government that will cooperate with the US and western interests primarily concerning both keeping Al Qaeda at bay and allowing for the safe and efficient transportation of oil and gas resources to find their way westward to benefit both corporate and nation state interests more broadly.

Indeed, Michael Klare observes that the role of the US military may be changing or at least be taking on an additional national security mission of “energy security.”  The twin practical goals of “oil field” protection and protection of routes of transportation, whether by sea or by pipeline, have taken on much greater importance than in the past.  As Klare writes, 


“…While diplomacy and economic sanctions can be effective in promoting other economic goals, only military power can ensure the continued flow of oil and other critical materials from (or through) distant areas in times of war and crisis.  As their unique contribution to the nation’s economic security, there, the armed forces have systematically bolstered their capacity to protect the international flow of essential materials.”


Hence, even if the “owls” win this debate (those taking a position somewhere between “doves” of withdrawal and “hawks” of fully ramped up war) a policy of remaining on the ground in Afghanistan is likely to remain in place.  Indeed, my own sense of the dynamics of this process leads me to believe that the “owls” are likely to prevail in this particular round of decision making, giving the parties in the Afghan political scene some greater room for maneuvering to reach some reconciliation between Pashtun and Tajiks along with other minorities within the country.  
By necessity, this will have to involve negotiations with the Taliban which have shown themselves to be far more resourceful and enduring than was originally believed.  No one in the Obama Administration is echoing Rumsfeld’s infamous descriptor of Iraqi insurgents as “dead enders” to describe Taliban fighters.  As was the case, and may again be the case in Iraq, nationalist sentiment dies hard and remains a potent motivating value for Taliban recruitment to oppose foreign occupiers.

A Normative Position:  What Should the US Do?

Finally, I end this analysis with a few words regarding what should be done as opposed to what is and may likely be done with US policy in Afghanistan.  Great distance between the “is,” the “will be” and the “ought” will be apparent and one is tempted to suggest that realism trumps morality every time.  Still, my view is that articulation of simple moral standards and ideals remains critical no matter what the reality poses if we are to retain a realistic perspective on our underlying condition.

I remain persuaded by Noam Chomsky’s logic when he argues that policy should be guided by at least two principle moral standards: First “…actions [must be] evaluated in terms of the range of likely consequences…” This principle is accompanied by another common sense principle of “first, do no harm.”  Action and, in this case, foreign policy action, can reasonably be assessed in this fashion:  We should pursue actions where both the intent and the likely, predictable consequences will avoid harm to others. If, predictably, policy actions will most likely do harm, then we should avoid those actions and can be justly criticized if we pursue those actions anyway.


A second principle is the principle of “universality; “we apply to ourselves the same standards we apply to others, if not more stringent ones.” 
  In political rhetoric, at least, we Americans often pride ourselves in applying higher standards to our choice of actions than is applied to others.  We go “the extra mile”.  


In brief, where do these standards lead us in terms of where US policy ought to be in Afghanistan?  Both policies of increasing troop strength on the one hand and retention of military bases in country, on the other, will, in both the short and long terms, more likely produce further violence and loss of life, particularly innocent civilian life, than a policy of withdrawal.   
A clearly stated policy of withdrawal of military forces from the country, wherein the native parties and other regional actors can believe with confidence that US forces, and the political leverage that is associated with those forces, are leaving the area, has the potential consequence of triggering the necessary political reconciliation processes that can lead to both stability and a measure of national sovereignty for Afghans.  
Neither the goal of defanging Al Qaeda nor securing energy resources for corporate and other interests justifies the loss of life associated with an army of occupation.  In short, imperial goals fail to justify the present employment of means towards those ends.

Similarly, only a policy of withdrawal can satisfy the principle of “universality.”  In effect and in rhetoric, US policy makers have justified the invasion and continued occupation of Afghanistan as a just response to hostile acts from that state.  As one set of just war defenders put it:  “Afghanistan constitutes a state that sided with the aggressor (Al Qaida…(Therefore) the US and its allies…could justifiably and morally resort to force against the Taliban government…” 
  


In response, as Chomsky writes:  

“If the moral orthodoxy of the West accommodates the principle of universality, it follows that Cuba and Nicaragua (in fact, many others) can “justifiably and morally resort to” far greater force against the US government.  Uncontroversially, the US terrorist attacks and other illegal actions against Cuba and Nicaragua “interfered with key values in the society attacked,” far more dramatically than in the case of 9-11…Furthermore, since Britain “sided with the aggressor,” Oxford too should be subject to attack at least by Nicaragua.” 


Additionally, if we apply this principle to a nation’s claim of sovereignty or some measure of self-determination, we see US policy faces a similarly hypocritical, and therefore morally unsustainable, policy position.  As the PALS statement on Iraq policy suggests: 



“… so long as American troops and private contractors remain in large numbers in the country, largely in a number of US controlled bases, complete sovereignty remains an illusion.  If Russian or Chinese troops were bivouacked in bases on American soil, we Americans would rightfully claim that this would be an infringement on our sovereignty as a free people.   Foreign forces - controlled by a foreign government - stationed on any one’s native country constitutes an alien presence and an interference in the sovereign power of a government and a people.”

Conclusion

In conclusion, if this analysis is correct, we are very far away from desirable policy.  Public opinion or no, strategic interests, defined by key institutional forces within the government and the economic system, remain of prominent importance and until and unless energy needs are dramatically addressed through non-oil and gas resources, US state policy will continue to be aimed at both retention and expansion of influence over the nation-states in that region of the world including Afghanistan.

We can hope for and work towards the “best” policy but should expect that in the present circumstances we can get somewhat less bad policy than would have been the case if we had a president McCain and a Republican controlled US Congress.  Small blessings indeed.
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