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 Michael Daxner is professor of sociology and president emeritus of the University of Oldenburg, Germany, and has served
 as special counselor to United Nations missions in Kosovo and Afghanistan.

 Afghanistan: Graveyard of Good Intent
 Michael Daxner

 Not long ago, in a remote Afghan village, a
 well was drilled by a civilian aid group in
 the heart of the marketplace in the center of
 town. The team leader had observed that

 there was no easy access to clean, potable
 water and undertook the project,
 assuming it would be welcomed by the
 residents, not to mention the village elders.
 It would, he reasoned, shorten the trip
 women and children would need to make as

 the old wells were far outside the village.
 This largesse was not well received.

 Women complained that this goodwill ges-
 ture had deprived them of their traditional
 meeting place, where they could talk with-
 out being overheard by their husbands. It
 was not the only tale involving water - that
 most precious of Afghan commodities. In a
 brand new female student dormitory built
 by a European aid organization, I visited in
 Parwan province, not far from Kabul, the
 faucets were fixed so high up in the wall
 that the short Afghan women could not
 reach them at all.

 Afghanistan today is a series of unan-
 swered prayers - a succession of failures to
 listen to the people, while their traditional
 leaders speak of unsatisfied hopes and failed
 aspirations.

 Today, eight years after allied forces
 "liberated" the nation from the vicious,

 tyrannical rule of the Taliban, this is the
 land of failed dreams.

 The golden hour after the U.S. -led
 invasion of 2001 was remarkable. I walked

 through the remnants of what had been
 downtown Kabul before the war. Parts of

 the city looked like the last remnants of
 Stalingrad, just a few chimneys left in a sea
 of debris. But it didn't feel like a war zone.
 I could inhale the sweet air of relief. I could

 flag down a taxi, or buy what I liked in the
 shops on Chicken Street and Flower Street.
 Most people were beaming. Ostentatious
 signs of liberation were seen not only in the
 offices of government and in the classrooms
 of the reopened universities, but also on the
 dusty, rubble-strewn streets. The many en-
 counters I had with ordinary people were in-
 spiring, and the mood was spreading across
 the country.

 But as a United Nations officer in the

 Kosovo intervention after 2000 and a long-
 term observer of peacekeeping operations, I
 knew too well that it would only take a few
 months for liberation without liberty to de-
 scend slowly into a disgruntled impatience.
 There would be calls for foreign troops to
 leave the country, opposition from both tra-
 ditionalists and fundamentalists, and the
 spirit of liberation would be replaced by the
 perception of occupation and humiliation.
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 Sadly, I could see the storm clouds coming.
 In the haste to make war, Washington (and
 NATO) had obviously not thoroughly learned
 its lessons from previous interventions such
 as those in Kosovo and the rest of the
 Balkans.

 The war in Afghanistan and the over-
 flow into the wider Central Asian region
 will become the toughest test for the new
 foreign policy of President Barack Obama.
 After barely a half year in office, the presi-
 dent cannot be expected to provide any
 comprehensive and coherent strategy -
 nor can we expect an immediate shift in
 the fortunes of a war that has gone from
 bad to worse. But what we can see al-

 ready from the Obama administration
 is disquieting. The focus on the security
 of America and its allies is too narrow, as
 it excludes Afghans and other people in
 the region from playing an active part
 in building a peaceful, functioning civic
 society.

 Afghanistan has been the West's "good
 war," until now. In recent history, there has
 rarely been another intervention with so
 much institutional legitimacy and so little
 questioning of strategy and perspective as
 there has been with Operation Enduring
 Freedom and the International Security As-
 sistance Force (isaf). The immediate numb-
 ness and anger after 9/11 created its own
 logic. The "war on terror" overshadowed all
 rhetoric and good intentions. In the imme-
 diate aftermath of the invasion and rousting
 of the Taliban, the George W. Bush admin-
 istration abused the trust of the Afghan
 people by using the first, halting steps of
 the new society for its own purposes, mainly
 to bolster the legitimacy of his 2004 re-
 election campaign.

 The coordination of our strategies with
 the needs of the people in the region has
 been incomplete, false or, at best, superfi-
 cial. Some strategies serve the people and
 the Afghan government, but many ongoing

 operations bypass both. Even our under-
 standing of our enemies has been flawed.
 Only now can we see that the Taliban have
 been lumped together with AI Qaeda, and
 insurgents and terrorists have become syn-
 onymous. However, some Taliban depend on
 the masterminds of AI Qaeda for survival;
 many do not. Likewise, some insurgents
 are terrorists; many are not. These funda-
 mental misunderstandings have, perhaps
 irrevocably, damaged the halting process
 of reconstruction.

 Indeed, for allies of the United States,
 such as Canada or Germany, the reconstruc-
 tion of the country has become "the unex-
 pected war," a phrase coined by Janice Stein
 of Toronto's Munk Center. Washington's al-
 lies had constituencies quite willing to com-
 mit military forces to protect reconstruction
 efforts, but not to fight a war that has had
 little if any relation to rebuilding
 Afghanistan.

 Security Pretexts
 Though I understand the broad range of
 domestic and international priorities of
 the new Obama administration, I am con-
 cerned that there has been only a half-
 hearted gesture toward a new strategy for
 Afghanistan, and that Washington seems
 to be at risk of sinking into a new quag-
 mire, as potentially devastating as Vietnam.
 President Obama has promised to change
 the entire approach towards stabilizing this
 region. In his first accounts before Congress
 and the public, he pledged a political rather
 than a military outcome for Afghanistan
 and the region. He then stressed very clearly
 that security will still be his absolute pri-
 ority. "We are not in Afghanistan to control
 that country and to dictate its future,"
 Obama said on March 27, "but to disrupt
 and defeat AI Qaeda in Pakistan and
 Afghanistan."

 Yet only the day before, Obama once
 again mentioned "our security" in dis-
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 ' Hey, down there. We re here to help!

 closing his plans for conducting the war-
 fare and civil reconstruction of Afghanistan,
 noting that it shall never again serve as a
 "safe haven for terrorists." The implication
 is clear. If we take as valid the pretext
 that "our security" (meaning that of the
 United States and the West) is at stake,
 then we can assume that the safety and
 security of the Afghans is not the core
 strategy in the Central Asian theater - and
 never was.

 My years of travel through the region
 and through a score of other post-conflict
 locales, from Bosnia to Kosovo to Guate-
 mala, suggest to me that this self-serving
 focus may lead us down a troubled and dan-
 gerous path. We, the interveners, frankly
 care less about how renewed insurgent at-
 tacks may run rough-shod over the human
 rights of Afghans and the remarkable
 achievements of civil society since the inter-
 vention brought an end to the last Taliban
 regime than we do about the continued
 threat to our societies.

 It is true that President Obama's new

 policy towards American engagement in the
 region is likely to lead to some constructive
 changes. Human rights, co-ordination be-
 tween civil reconstruction and military pro-
 tection, and a stronger voice for the Afghan
 civil society are among the new American
 goals. Early hints from the State Depart-
 ment's Policy Planning Staff and United
 States Agency for International Develop-
 ment (usaid) are promising.

 But what we have seen during the last
 three months also indicates that the new

 strategy does not yet affect day-to-day tacti-
 cal ground operations. At best, the broad
 strategy is incomplete, at worst, already be-
 ginning to show signs of failing. The num-
 ber of civilian casualties attributable to air

 raids has not been reduced. Diplomatic
 efforts - largely stalemated - still focus on
 corruption and drugs instead of reconstruc-
 tion and delivery of public assistance. And
 the policy of punishing those accused of
 collaborating with the Taliban continues,
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 rather than rewarding those who resist them
 peacefully.

 A Mosaic of Inconsistencies
 Numerous visits as a member of human

 rights groups, mainly for the Observatory of
 the Magna Charta, an academic freedom ad-
 vocacy group, and as an investigator into
 the effectiveness of measures in the educa-

 tion sector and in refugee projects, have
 taught me some important lessons. Much of
 what I learned was confirmed by members
 of United Nations Assistance Mission in

 Afghanistan (unama) and United Nations
 Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organ-
 ization (UNESCO) teams. Many mistakes are
 made under the pressure of time and securi-
 ty considerations and because, in the end,
 the Afghan people are all too often not our
 fundamental concern. Quite simply, we do
 not take the time to come to a deep under-
 standing of their needs and hopes, despite
 the best intentions of America's hearts-and-

 minds-campaign. All this may change under
 President Obama s new doctrine, which in-
 cludes broader measures for civil reconstruc-

 tion, institution building, and humanitarian
 aid. Change may also develop as American
 forces close ranks with European allies.

 In the beginning of the military engage-
 ment, German leaders claimed that Western
 values of security and freedom were being
 defended in Afghanistan. Now, however, the
 rhetoric has changed. After the Taliban's
 bloody attacks on German units in northern
 Afghanistan on April 2, Foreign Minister
 Frank-Walter Steinmeier said that German

 engagement will "continue to serve the tor-
 mented people of Afghanistan." The small
 shift in rhetoric - from defending Western
 values to defending the people of
 Afghanistan - is important.

 There have been many differences over
 the binary question of whether their interest
 equals our security. But I insist on the basic
 assumption that we can protect ourselves

 better against terrorist attacks in ways other
 than fighting the Afghan Taliban. Quite
 simply, and underlying the entire problem,
 we have been neither able nor willing to
 recognize the demand of the Afghan citi-
 zenry to be taken seriously. As a whole,
 Afghans want their collective integrity and
 dignity restored; they want and need the
 traumas from 30 years of terrible violence to
 be eased with food, justice, and employ-
 ment. They want their long efforts toward
 modernity revived. Indeed, though it may
 be difficult for Westerners to imagine that
 Afghanistan even remotely resembles a
 modern nation, there have been significant
 attempts to modernize the state and society,
 stretching back nearly a century from King
 Amanullah Khan, who assumed the throne
 in I9I9, through President Daoud Khan,
 who initiated progressive rule from 1973 to
 1978, and on through the Soviet occupa-
 tion. Even the last 30 years of war effective-
 ly continued the process of modernizing the
 country - in its own rather cynical, but ap-
 parently irreversible, way. Stinger missiles,
 satellite phones, guerrilla warfare tactics,
 and the ever-present Toyota HiLux (a 4x4
 vehicle favored by the Taliban) are all ves-
 tiges of this modern era. We must under-
 stand that decades of conflict have created
 enormous tensions between traditional

 lifestyles and modern attitudes. Now, all
 these elements must be disentangled -
 beginning with a consensus as to how the
 people in this country want to create a new
 relationship among tribes, local powers, and
 statehood.

 When the majority of Afghans say
 openly that "we should not let them down
 again," as we did in 1988-89 following the
 withdrawal of Soviet occupation forces, they
 also implicitly complain that the West has
 acted out of solidarity with the United
 States - not out of any solidarity with the
 Afghan people. Instead, Afghans were left
 alone to pursue an atrocious series of fac-
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 tional, often tribal, fights - in many cases
 with open support from Western players in
 a succession of dirty games.

 Afghans recall clearly all of the es-
 capades that took place before the Ameri-
 can-led invasion in 2001. American support
 for the Taliban first began in the mid-
 1990s, when Washington became impatient
 with the corrupt and agonizing rule of the
 mujaheddin. The latter comprised a con-
 glomerate of victorious warlords left over
 from the war against the Soviets. The Tal-

 they idealize the time before the Soviet oc-
 cupation. So must we in the West. Some
 lessons - like the moment in 1988-89 when

 strong foreign aid directed toward nation
 building could have been helpful in per-
 suading the nation to turn its back on the
 Taliban - are unfailingly bitter.

 Shortcomings
 From the outset of the war, there were many
 shortcomings in Western perceptions of the
 social and cultural circumstances peculiar to

 iban, by contrast,
 were a complex net-
 work of traditionalist
 and extreme Islamists

 who vowed to purge
 the society of West-
 ern and secular influ-

 ence and are still try-
 ing to establish a

 * Afghans want their collective
 integrity and dignity restored; they
 want and need the traumas from 30
 years of terrible violence eased. *'

 strict regime based on sharia law. There was
 also well-organized support of Pashtun
 tribes against the Northern Alliance by the
 Directorate for Inter-Services Intelligence
 (isi), Pakistan's secret service; Iranian sup-
 port of some western Afghan tribes; and as-
 sistance from Uzbekistan for their ethnic

 counterparts in northern Afghanistan. Addi-
 tionally, but by no means finally, there were
 intricate dealings by commercial and state
 agencies with Afghan tribes that lived along
 the route of a planned strategic oil pipeline
 from Turkmenistan to Pakistan.

 My observation on several missions since
 2003 has been that most Western officials

 have been blind to the obvious grievances of
 many of these parties. No one likes to be
 meddled with, and Afghanistan's history is
 one of almost constant foreign interference.
 The educated Afghan elites who returned
 from abroad with the ouster of the Taliban,
 and the more politically aware new genera-
 tion who have grown up amid the now
 seven-plus-year American war on their soil,
 must learn about their nation's history, lest

 this artificial, patchwork nation comprised
 of a host of tribes and nationalities. One

 critical error made by Western experts has
 been our desire to lump AI Qaeda with the
 Taliban and other insurgents who want to
 hamper the state-building process. But
 fighting the Taliban does not mean fighting
 AI Qaeda. They share links and idiosyn-
 crasies, but the two organizations are only
 very loosely coupled.

 During the war against the Soviets, Pak-
 istan's ISI encouraged the expansion of Al
 Qaeda in order to internationalize the war
 against the Soviets while destabilizing
 Afghanistan. The geographic and logistic
 circumstances were certainly inviting at that
 moment, and in the years that followed,
 when the Taliban allowed Osama bin Laden

 to plan for the 9/1 1 attacks under the um-
 brella of hospitality. But cozy relations do
 not necessarily suggest twins. Thus it is
 troubling that military leaders of Operation
 Enduring Freedom, NATO forces and, most
 recently, President Obama have all too fre-
 quently equated AI Qaeda with the Taliban.
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 While the two organizations may occasion-
 ally share a common cause, they do not
 share a religious doctrine. The extreme
 Saudi form of Sunni Wahhabism is tradi-

 tionally not attractive to most Afghan
 tribes. In fact, from the tenth century on,
 the Afghan interpretation of the Koran dif-
 fered from the Arabic. And Afghans, espe-
 cially from the northern parts of the coun-
 try, have long considered Arabs inferior to
 their own Iranian/ Aryan ancestry.

 Moreover, by contrast with Al Qaeda's
 terrorist cells, the Taliban are especially het-
 erogeneous, comprising networks ranging
 from highly trained military forces to "after-
 noon volunteers," as one Kabul friend who
 had served with the Taliban called them.

 Thus the Taliban, with their ability to blend
 in with the larger Afghan populace, are an
 insurgency that can and will only be defeat-
 ed by the Afghans themselves - not by any
 external force. As for AI Qaeda, we can di-
 minish its ability to recruit in Afghanistan
 if we support the building of an effective
 national security structure instead of im-
 porting such forces.

 Certainly, we must continue to fight the
 Taliban and strengthen the capabilities of
 the Afghan National Police (anp) and
 Afghan National Army (ANA). If the inter-
 national military forces, led by the United
 States - but not under its exclusive com-
 mand - were able to coordinate more effec-

 tively with their Afghan counterparts, local
 indigenous forces would be in a position to
 take up the security roles more quickly and
 effectively. But, as Tom Koenigs, the former
 United Nations Special Representative for
 Afghanistan, has repeatedly explained, se-
 curing stable and adequate pay, and ensur-
 ing that indigenous forces are given respect
 and responsibility, are critical elements to
 success. While an Afghan police officer may
 earn $50 a month as a representative of the
 state, the Taliban now are offering $200,
 plus what they describe as "social protec-

 tion" for one's family - a form of extortion
 that has often proved remarkably effective.
 Beyond the issue of salary, the training of
 army and police officers must also encom-
 pass human rights and rule of law. Without
 such training it will be more difficult to re-
 store the reputation of the police as an in-
 corruptible and effective force of the state,
 or to displace the challenge from local and
 irregular security providers - warlords,
 drug-barons, militias, and the Taliban.

 At the same time, we must avoid
 weakening the central government, notably
 the president, Hamid Karzai, and his demo-
 cratically elected government. Karzai may
 not be a perfect leader, but other contenders
 for the presidency in the August elections
 are worse - either weak and disconnected

 from local elites or lacking a sufficient con-
 stituency to challenge the incumbent.
 Karzai supporters also point out that the
 president is quite a charismatic leader
 among the Pashtun majority. I am per-
 suaded that it is too early to present a non-
 Pashtun leader at a time when most Pash-

 tuns are rather discontented with the pres-
 ent leadership of the tribal groups. It ap-
 pears that Barack Obama, in the wake of
 Karzai's visit to Washington in May, is tak-
 ing a similar position - reversing the view
 of the Bush administration and the early
 days of Obama's own tenure in office, when
 it was the vogue in Washington to criticize
 Karzai for incompetence and corruption.
 There is no real alternative option for the
 position, which seems to account for the re-
 cent improvement of relations between him
 and Washington.

 A Desire for Respect
 The fundamental problem is that the West
 seems to be unable to understand Afghans,
 above all their deep need for respect. Indeed,
 there are tens of thousands of citizens in

 Afghanistan who have studied or worked in
 Western countries - and who know us bet-
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 ter than we know them. We in the West

 think we know much about the Afghans
 and pride ourselves on a new, non-colonial-
 ist attitude, but we do not know enough
 even about ourselves to understand the peo-
 ple in Afghanistan. By this I mean that we
 are still rather unclear - after seven years of
 war - whether we are liberators, friends,
 protectors, or simply concerned with our

 more effective elsewhere. None of the vil-

 lage elders had ever been consulted.
 In Herat Province, a highly sophisticat-

 ed yet traditional irrigation system had been
 developed over centuries, only to be de-
 stroyed during the recent wars. Today, U.S.
 forces are at work developing a new water
 distribution system (with the assistance of
 expensive foreign consultants) when a

 own homeland security
 and role on the interna-
 tional scene.

 My own experience on
 four continents suggests
 that cultures of interven-

 tion are the result of in-

 complete attempts to re-
 build society after war.

 * * The fundamental problem is that
 the West seems to be unable to

 understand Afghans, above all
 their deep need for respect. * '

 There is no way to rebuild a state in a sin-
 gle, coherent approach. The post-war cul-
 ture will dominate many stages of state-
 building and the cultural account of each
 political step should be considered.
 Afghanistan is a country with many tribal,
 ethnic, religious, and local points of frag-
 mentation. It is by no means a homogenous
 and coherent nation with a unified govern-
 ment and citizenry. If the West is truly to
 commit its energies to rebuilding this frac-
 tured nation, we must endeavor to under-
 stand the rich complexities of the Afghan
 life and its deep traditions.

 Simply tasking an American official to
 distribute Viagra to husbands in scores of
 villages will not win hearts and minds. In a
 similar vein, I recall a conversation with a
 young army captain who proudly recalled to
 me in 2007 how his Provincial Reconstruc-

 tion Team (prt) built a bridge for villagers
 in a central Afghan town, because "he just
 had the heavy gear" lying unused at his
 camp. It seemed a generous act, but when I
 spoke to a local village elder later that day, I
 was told that while a bridge might certainly
 have been welcome, it was all but useless
 where it was built, and would have been far

 cheaper and indigenous alternative merely
 needs rebuilding. Ismail Khan, former gov-
 ernor of Herat and current Minister of Wa-

 ter and Energy, expressed the same frustra-
 tions. "Why do we allow private and public
 development agencies to build public toilets
 at $20,000 apiece," he asked me, when his
 constituents would be happy for the work
 and could do it almost for free. Such exam-

 ples speak not of friendship but of misun-
 derstanding.

 But the desire for respect is not unique
 to Afghanistan. In all the post-conflict land-
 scapes I have visited in my career, there is a
 constant: enormous damage can be done by
 seemingly minimal acts of negligence or
 condescension. Take, for instance, the dan-
 gers that are shouldered by local employees
 of foreign civilian or military personnel in
 Afghanistan - all too often ignored or dis-
 missed out of hand. Do we, as a society, con-
 cern ourselves with how our interlocutors,

 our interpreters, will get home tonight? Or
 what the neighbors might do to a woman
 who continues working for an international
 organization despite warnings from a tradi-
 tionalist local clergy? There are ways to
 protect or to support these persons, but it is
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 important to appreciate the concepts of hon-
 or and dignity in each case. Armed guards
 won't work indefinitely.

 Adapting Reality
 If we in the West have chosen for ourselves

 the task of nation building, we must do it
 properly. A primary responsibility must
 be to adapt the structures of the Afghan
 government to realities on the ground.
 Indeed, the Afghan nation cannot be
 (and perhaps never has been) centrally con-
 trolled. Yet some form of federal organiza-
 tion is required. Moreover, legitimacy -
 that most elusive currency - is critical to the
 long-term success of the federal system. In
 Afghanistan, in particular, given the massive
 decentralization and heterogeneity of the
 populace, this is not an easy task. That said,
 a weaker president or government in Kabul
 is not necessarily a good thing. But it is dif-
 ficult to imagine how a central government
 with appointed governors can effectively pay
 tribute to the multitude of differences be-

 tween the disparate provinces and regions in
 Afghanistan. Without a stronger and more
 convincing constitution, it will be difficult,
 if not impossible, to tune the dissonance of
 differing religious streams, traditions, local
 circumstances, and customary laws into
 harmony.

 Yet, though I do not fear a break-up of
 the state along ethnic lines, civil society
 needs to reinforce the central government
 with robust, local, legal pluralism and con-
 flict resolution in order to satisfy Afghans'
 need for more security and certainty. Such
 decentralization would inevitably require
 that similar structures are built into a two-

 or three-layer federal system - where district
 councils and development agencies have a
 serious role. As of now, a coherent vision of
 this is but a mirage.

 As Sayed Hussain Anwari, the succes-
 sor to Ismail Khan as governor of Herat
 province, told a UN-sponsored conference in

 Kabul, we also must deal with the com-
 pound problem of "second victimization"
 - our reflexive urge to blame Afghans for
 their failure to put to good use the aid
 Western nations have offered. Not only had
 his countrymen been the victims of a long
 and terrible war, said the governor, but now
 they have again become victims - of our
 prejudice that their corruption and inepti-
 tude will hamper the West's best efforts to
 deliver peace, security, and prosperity to
 their country. Afghan leaders know well
 their own flaws and are certainly aware of
 the corruption, but they also are aware
 of ours. Indeed, we risk humiliating the
 Afghans even further by importing Western
 consultants and experts, Anwari explained,
 without first asking the locals for advice.
 Eventually, the West will leave Afghanistan,
 and if we do so without developing the ca-
 pacity of the local populace to govern its
 own affairs, we risk total failure in the re-

 gion. All in all, we do not pay enough re-
 spect to the rights of Afghans to discuss
 their vision of the future.

 Incidentally, a few hours after the gover-
 nor's speech, the civilian NATO representa-
 tive, Daan Everts, gave an address at the
 same conference. He had not been present
 for the governor's earlier remarks, and to
 my ears, his speech reflected the same tired,
 old, Western prejudices - a litany of accusa-
 tions and warnings, a disregard for respect
 and understanding toward Afghans - that
 the governor had so eloquently denounced.
 The atmosphere was polite, but icy.

 We have now come full circle. The West

 has replaced the reality of liberation with
 the ephemera of a move toward Afghan
 ownership. Ownership means shifting re-
 sponsibilities to the society where we have
 intervened, while preparing an exit for the
 interveners. If the Afghans "own" their own
 governance, it is they who are responsible,
 not us, who only have provided the means
 and will continue to steer the process.
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 I know this risks sounding sarcastic, but it
 is more a question of helplessness now -
 observing how well-intended actions be-
 come the unintentional opposite.

 But since we have never established a

 trusteeship, or a formal protectorate, it is
 not really fair to claim now that we advocate
 Afghan ownership - a full transfer of politi-
 cal, economic, and military responsibility.
 President Karzai has demanded a stronger
 say in American operations in his country.

 basis of our arguments have focused on
 state-building, not the equivalent on the
 social level. Without a doubt, the goal is an
 enduring and sustainable formal Afghan
 statehood - but only on the rarest of occa-
 sions have the Afghan people been given the
 opportunity to ask themselves how they
 want to live. Society-building must be
 given priority over state-building.

 Society building starts with soft sectors,
 such as education, public health, and clean

 Of course, this should be

 taken with a grain of salt.
 Karzai is not immune to

 the temptations of political
 rhetoric, but ownership is
 critical to the success of

 any post-conflict society. In
 the end, we have no desire
 to own and occupy a coun-
 try we had helped to "lib-
 erate," and thus we must

 * * Though I do not fear a break-up
 of the state along ethnic lines,
 civil society needs to reinforce
 the central government with
 robust, local, legal pluralism. **

 openly explain to Afghans our stakes in co-
 governance. Here lies a big chance for
 American diplomacy. It is clear that the in-
 terests of the United States, NATO, and other
 regional players go beyond supporting a na-
 tional government in Afghanistan.

 We may want to include Afghanistan -
 and the region - in a partnership of peaceful
 development that includes a stable relation-
 ship with all its neighbors. If this is accept-
 ed and will not merely lead to extending
 our military operations there, then our in-
 tent must be communicated to the Afghans
 in a way that allows a more realistic under-
 standing of what our role will continue to
 be. Only then can we allow Afghans them-
 selves to deliberate the terms of our respon-
 sibility and set in place a fair, honest, and
 shared trusteeship.

 Who's In Charge?
 Certainly there is the expectation that the
 Afghans should soon handle their own af-
 fairs without Western supervision. But the

 water. It also requires rule of law to provide
 basic and uncompromised human rights,
 leaning heavily on a system of legal plural-
 ism. By this, I mean a system under which
 conflict resolution, penal and civil actions,
 and court decisions respect fundamental
 principles of law, but with different meth-
 ods and while respecting a range of custom-
 ary traditions and procedures. Not surpris-
 ingly, in a society as pluralistic as Afghan-
 istan (and with centuries-old customs and
 traditions), this is already proving a very
 complicated task.

 You may ask whether the efforts thus
 far should have shown some progress in
 this direction. Indeed, there are hundreds
 of governmental and non-governmental
 organizations operating in the theater, and
 many programs are already quite well estab-
 lished - particularly in the refugee and repa-
 triation sectors. Some have proved quite
 successful, others are clearly failing, but
 most have in common an almost total lack

 of local institutional backing - legal or
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 bureaucratic. The reorganization of Afghan
 ministries and the civil administration can-

 not be imposed from the outside. While soft
 sectors function better if the personal rela-
 tions between foreign actors and their local
 counterparts are good, they can sour if
 maintained over too long a period.

 Foreign "experts" are prone to develop a
 sense of unintended ownership and even the
 most benign efforts to befriend local aid re-
 cipients are a poor substitute for effective
 disinterested institutions. Only the latter
 can create lasting trust and confidence in
 the renewal of Afghan statehood and social
 structures. The liberation from our owner-

 ship over the Afghan lifestyle and future
 takes time, however, and we must help
 them through the transition, while also
 protecting them from the Taliban and other
 dangers to free civil society in Afghanistan.

 First and foremost, the mistakes of our
 security-first approach cannot be corrected
 by a simple shift of strategy. The integrated
 approach of President Obama's new strategy
 appears to be a step in the right direction,
 but the integration should quickly shift to
 an Afghans-first policy. In short, we cannot
 continue to fight AI Qaeda in Afghanistan
 and blithely accept that the reconstruction
 of Afghan society will be a welcome spin-
 off. Instead, the reverse is far more realistic.

 Building a peaceful Afghan society will
 better serve our interests and reduce the

 chances that AI Qaeda will be able to ma-
 nipulate the Taliban for their destructive
 aims. When the majority of Afghans feel
 confident that their lives will not improve
 with a Taliban return to power, the militant
 cause will wither.

 Some Humble Recommendations
 To make this more concrete, I recommend a
 few substantial changes in today's strategy:

 •Allow the Afghans to build their own
 institutions and an effective governance. By
 building their infrastructure with our con-

 tractors, we ignore the substantial man-
 power and expertise already in the country.

 •Support the Afghan military in its
 fight against the Taliban, though it will
 take some time until the ANA will be able

 to assume these responsibilities alone. The
 United States and other allied forces must

 deploy protective detachments wherever a
 village or a region has been cleared of Tal-
 iban. This implies, of course, a long-stand-
 ing visible presence of foreign troops, but it
 will narrow the Taliban's ability to attack
 with impunity at a time or place of their
 choosing.

 •Use Provincial Reconstruction Teams

 and other civil-military coordination to pro-
 tect the Afghan security forces, mainly po-
 lice. Prts should not act as a stand-alone

 and often alienating development agency. In
 concert, they can effectively replace illegiti-
 mate forces such as warlords and local com-

 mando units with secure, honest govern-
 ment enforcement.

 •Allow no compromise in the education
 of girls and proactively protect schools. This
 is a field where our responsibility must be
 shared. It must be demonstrated clearly that
 this particular aspect of human rights can-
 not depend on imagined cultural traditions
 or a Taliban interpretation of sharia law.

 •Stop arming local tribes. Build citizen
 militias instead, or we will continued the
 failure to build trust in the only legitimate
 institutions for security - the police and
 army.

 •Understand that building institutions
 to enforce the rule of law is a difficult and

 long-term process. The routines and proce-
 dures of effective and efficient courts re-

 quires years of training, which has not yet
 begun to take practical root in Afghanistan,
 and exist only on the theoretical level.

 •Stop using international forces for
 counter-narcotics policy, especially eradicat-
 ing poppy-seed agriculture. Afghans argue
 quite convincingly that the harsh measures
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 produce more insurgents among farmers.
 Meanwhile, we are losing the war on drug
 users in our own countries. Massive develop-
 ment aid, alternative food production, and
 non-agrarian employment options in the
 countryside will be more promising - and
 less costly.

 The Culture of Intervention
 These recommendations may seem obvious,
 but the main - and sorely misunderstood -
 issue is the culture of intervention. One

 hopes that the Obama administration and
 its allies will agree that their intervention
 should neither produce a protectorate nor
 keep the Afghans in the subordinate role
 they were obliged to accept immediately
 after their liberation from the Taliban. At

 that time, however, there was hope for a
 quick recovery. It has been a long eight
 years since.

 However, we are not intending to rule
 as colonial powers and we do not need to
 win the "hearts and minds" of the Afghan
 people. If we are serious in attaining the
 goal of a free, unified, self-reliant Afghan-
 istan, corrections are needed in our ap-
 proach. A new integrated strategy must
 have room for improving both development
 aid and institutional support.

 It is also essential that obvious wrong-
 doing - collateral damage and civilian casu-
 alties, the unnecessary humiliation of local
 populations by military and international
 forces, the abusive interrogation techniques
 in Bagram and other prisons - are publicly
 renounced and come to an immediate end.

 Sadly, our perception of how deeply these
 injustices affect public opinion in Afghan-
 istan is widely underestimated.

 The Sociologist in Me
 You may have noticed that, in this essay,
 I have frequently used the first-person
 plural - the "we" - instead of enumerating

 the concrete actors. But a sociologist cannot
 be an observer without being an accomplice
 to the events and the reality behind them.
 As an active intervener and reseacher in

 Afghanistan, I am inherently an actor,
 caught in the the dual role of observer and
 co-conspirator. Yet the "we" is neither good
 nor bad: it comprises not only actors like
 the alliance forces of Operation Enduring
 Freedom and NATO, but also a community
 of individuals who care deeply for the
 Afghan people, and feel responsible for
 what happens there.

 However, the situation in Afghanistan is
 deteriorating, and will deteriorate further, if
 we continue to only consider the hard secu-
 rity side of the equation. Today, attacks on
 intervention forces are occuring more fre-
 quently in all parts of the country and
 progress that had been celebrated not long
 ago is now at risk. Too many deficiencies
 and errors have occurred to allow us to con-

 tinue to plod along in the same manner.
 Yet I am optimistic for three reasons.

 First, President Obama's new strategy will
 add substantial support to the civil sectors,
 thus strengthening and eventual expanding
 the existing islands of peace in a landscape
 of war. Second, we seem increasingly aware
 that the conflict is regional. While that
 risks creating a much larger field of opera-
 tions, it clearly shows that the United States
 and its allies understand that more is at

 stake than nation building in Afghanistan
 alone. Third, and most singularly impor-
 tant, the shortcomings and obvious faults
 of our efforts can still be remedied.

 We have erred terribly in strategic and
 tactical approaches, but we can still correct
 our mistakes. When Afghans tell me that
 we should not let them down, it is clear
 that they, too, are desperate for change. It
 would be a tragedy if we lost the peace in
 an intervention where we are still wanted

 and needed. •
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