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 afghanistan: can we fix it?

 By Raphael Veit

 The dust hasn'tyet settled from Americas
 first foray into their "War on Terrorism]
 and already the newly established interim
 government in Afghanistan is struggling.
 The ousting of Mullah Omar's Taliban
 regime hardly guarantees peace, security
 or stability for the country. The obstacles
 to rebuilding Afghanistan are
 considerable, with a lack of basic
 infrastructure such as schools and roads

 further complicated by constant
 infighting between feudingfactions and
 the related problems of banditry and
 looting. The estimated cost of rebuilding
 has been put at US$15 billion over ten
 years and, while pledges are being made,
 the UN struggled to raise even an initial
 US$20 million, let alone the $100 m illion
 the government requires to meet its initial
 running costs.1 A legion of international
 diplomats and bureaucrats are

 ego tia ting between com petingfactio ns
 to establish a new and stable government
 that they conceive to be broadly
 acceptable to the majority of Afghanis.
 One migh t be cau tiously positive about
 these efforts, but this would not be the first
 time the United Nations has failed to
 broker a transition to peaceful
 government in a feuding country, and the
 collapse of Rabbani's interim government
 in the early 1990's serves as a timely
 reminder that history could easily repeat
 itself.

 Raphael Veit teaches international relations and middle
 east politics at Macquarie University, Sydney.
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 There is no singular source of Afghanistan's
 turmoil, but the divisions within the country
 are central to understanding why
 Afghanistan has been unstable for more than

 two decades, and why this anarchic state is likely to
 continue. These internal rifts occur on tribal, ethnic,

 religious and political lines, but they are unstable and
 changing alliances are not uncommon. Ethnic
 divisions are primarily between the dominant Pushtun
 (or Pathans), which account for roughly 38% of

 Afghanistan's twenty six million people and are con
 centrated in the east and south of the country, and the
 Tajiks (about 28%) who are located mainly in the north
 and west. Other minority groups include the Hazaras,
 Uzbeks and Turkmen. Religious and political divisions
 extend from basic differences between the majority
 Sunni and the minority Shi'ite Muslims to differences
 in ideology from modernism to Islamic totalism.

 These divisions also create vulnerability, leaving
 different groups open to external manipulation for
 geopolitical, economic and ideological interests, not
 only by neighbouring states such as Pakistan, Iran and
 India, but others such as Saudi Arabia, the US and
 Russia. Much of this exploitation takes place along
 ethnic or political connections and accentuates
 existing divisions. Examples of this include Pakistan's
 support of various Pushtun factions because of ethnic
 links, India aiding the Northern Alliance for geopoliti
 cal motives and Saudi Arabia and Pakistan supporting
 conservative Sunni religious groups to promote their
 ideological position. The penetration of external
 political agendas is, of course, not limited to states but
 also includes fundamentalist movements such as the

 Taliban and al-Qaeda. The effects of these relations are
 also reciprocal, particularly with the export of Islamic
 militants trained and battle-hardened in Afghanistan
 appearing in conflicts such as Kashmir and Chechnya.

 These dynamics manifest themselves historically,
 illustrated over the last twenty years by both the
 crippling effects of factionalism and the impact that
 outsiders have had on the balance of power within the
 country. A historical overview also serves to introduce
 the major groups and individuals, many of which are
 competing for influence today. This can be simplified
 into four broad phases, which are Soviet occupation
 and rule by proxy, Rabbani's interim government,
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 Taliban religious rule and the current, interim govern
 ment of Hamid Karzai.

 The Soviet invasion and occupation of Afghanistan
 (1979-1989) was an external attempt to dominate

 Afghanistan's affairs directly. The US, through its policy
 of "rollback" worked with Saudi Arabia and Pakistan's

 Inter Services Intelligence (ISI) to provide arms, money
 and logistical support to the mujahideen resistance.
 This involvement helped to set several persistent
 trends in place for future Afghani politics. Firstly, it
 revived the concept of jihad as Muslims fought against
 an outside invader, armed and trained under the
 patronage of the CIA - skills which would later be
 turned against the West. Secondly, it tacitly encouraged
 and legitimated Pakistan's involvement in
 Afghanistan's affairs and with it, Saudi ideological
 influence. Although it succeeded in forcing a Soviet

 withdrawal, in combination with a number of domestic

 factors in the USSR, these policies helped encourage
 religious extremism and fuelled tensions by encourag
 ing various mujahideen groups to adopt external
 patrons. This situation established "an open university
 for guerrilla warfare and the politics of the jihad"2, an
 environment which later encouraged the export of
 Islamic militancy, and militants, to other regions such
 as Kashmir, Somalia, Algeria and Bosnia.

 The subsequent Najibullah government, an attempt
 by the USSR to rule by proxy, was sustained by Soviet aid
 for three years after their withdrawal in February 1989.
 As former head of the secret police, Najibullah's creden
 tials further harmed his credibility and limited his
 ability to attract support from other Afghan factions.
 The regime's surprising longevity can also be attributed
 to the inability of the rival mujahideen opposition to

 mobilise collectively against the government. Notable
 in this period is a predominant dynamic of mujahideen
 infighting compounded by the large quantity of

 weapons present within Afghanistan.
 With the final collapse of Soviet control came the dis

 integration of the Afghan Armed Forces, scattering
 military equipment amongst the different factions and
 thus reinforcing local tribalism. Differences between
 the north and south of Afghanistan were magnified as
 conscripts were demobilized and the officers corps
 disbanded in the south, leading to a "victory and dis
 mantling of the state apparatus for the mujahideen"
 and diffusing power among the tribes.3 Conversely, the
 forces in the north remained largely in the control of
 generals, entering into alliances with mujahideen
 leaders such as Ahmed Shah Massoud, the Tajik

 mujahideen commander known as "Lion of the
 Panjshir" for his fierce resistance against the Soviets,

 AQ Jan-Feb 2002 17
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 and Abdul Rashid Dostum. Many officers chose to
 serve along ethno-political ties, such as Dostum's
 clique of Uzbek generals, or for those who could afford
 to pay them.4 What emerges then, are the themes of
 ethnic rifts and a diverse range of mujahideen factions
 united in a common Islamic faith, many of which were
 beholden to outside financiers.5 These themes replay
 themselves in different ways in the further disintegra
 tion into civil war and the rise of the Taliban.

 The feuding between different ethnic groups that
 plagued the Najibullah regime continued to cripple any
 attempts to form a central government. Infighting
 dismayed locals and outsiders alike, as one observer
 commented at the time, "who can help a country deter

 mined to wipe itself out?"6. Three years, after coming to
 power at the beginning of 1992 for a one-year term,
 President Burhanuddin Rabbani refused to step down
 despite efforts by the UN to negotiate transition to a
 new, representative government.

 The failure to establish a working government by
 Rabbani and his defence minister (and fellow Tajik)
 Massoud is attributable not only to the aforementioned
 ethnic divide between Tajiks and Pushtuns, but also to
 ideological differences within and outside of
 Afghanistan. Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, whose Hezb-i
 Islami party was in turn supported by Pakistan,
 opposed Rabbani's leadership. Rabbani and Massoud
 both espoused an Islamic ideology but Hekmatyar can
 be described as more fundamentalist in his outlook.
 Rabbani was further frustrated as Dostum, dissatisfied

 with the lack of any formal role in Rabbani's govern
 ment, switched his allegiance to Hekmatyar. Both
 Dostum and Hekmatyar attracted external sponsors,
 respectively Uzbekistan and Pakistan, one country
 seeking to contain the spread of militant Islam, the
 latter suspicious of Rabbani's anti-Pakistan feelings
 and preferring a Pushtun representative in power.
 Their campaign to seize power failed and Hekmatyar,
 his popular credibility undermined by savage rocket
 attacks on Kabul that resulted in heavy civilian casual
 ties, was sidelined as a new Pakistan-backed force, the

 Taliban, emerged7.
 The Taliban largely sidestepped ethnic divisions and

 didn't play on Pushtun chauvinism to elevate their
 movement to power,8 although they were advantaged
 by the lack of unified resistance they faced. The
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 Islamic totalism, integral to the Taliban's
 religious state undermined its ability to
 gain popular support as well as fostering
 opposition from neighbouring states,
 particularly Iran and the Central Asian
 republics

 movement, led by Mullah Mohammed Omar, was
 founded by thirty former students from a provincial
 network of madrassahs (Muslim religious colleges),
 many of which had fought in the jihad against the USSR
 but had returned to religious studies in disgust over
 mujahideen misrule.9 Essentially, Mullah Omar and his
 men took advantage of widespread dissatisfaction with
 ethnic rivalries and other infighting, as well as banditry
 and other crime that plagued Afghanistan. Their ability
 to restore order and stability coupled with their simple
 goals facilitated their rapid take-over of Afghanistan,
 leading to the seizure of Kabul in September 1996. The
 crusading force was welcomed, particularly in the con
 servative Pushtun south, and major armed resistance
 was uncommon. Even the US State Department
 initially expressed "hope that the new authorities in
 Kabul will move quickly to restore order".10

 Although it was an indigenous movement, the
 Taliban did have external support, most notably from
 Pakistan's ISI. Pakistan was clearly seeking to expand its
 political influence into Afghanistan and supplied
 logistics and arms, including a shipment of 150-200 T
 55 andT-62 tanks from the Ukraine in 1995 despite aUN
 arms embargo11. Similar to the resistance against
 Soviet occupation, the Taliban was joined by numerous
 foreign fighters seeking to join the jihad, who streamed
 across the Pakistani border with the approval of the ISI.

 Islamic totalism, integral to the Taliban's religious
 state undermined its ability to gain popular support as

 well as fostering opposition from neighbouring states,
 particularly Iran and the Central Asian republics.
 Doubts about the Taliban's ability to govern effectively
 beyond a local level began to manifest as they enforced
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 strict fundamentalist Islamic
 punishments and banned televi
 sion and alcohol. The presence of
 foreign units among Taliban
 forces, seemingly operating under
 their own auspices, also fuelled
 local resentment and suspicion
 about the movement's aims.
 Afghanistan's neighbours were
 more concerned about the flood

 of arms, refugees and militants
 over their borders, particularly
 Iran, which did not want to see a
 fundamentalist Sunni state on its
 borders. Iran's relations with the
 Taliban were further soured when
 the Taliban took Mazar-i-Sharif in

 August 1998 and massacred Shia
 civilians, including seven
 Iranians, six of whom were
 diplomats.12

 Resistance to the Taliban
 within Afghanistan centred on the
 Northern Alliance, comprised
 primarily of the forces of
 Massoud, Rabbani and Dostum.
 The Uzbek warlord's allegiance to
 the Alliance was tenuous, and

 Massoud meanwhile worked to
 strengthen his own lines of

 feature article

 command by placing Tajik com
 manders in key positions.13 Despite some initial
 successes, the Northern Alliance was gradually driven
 back by Taliban forces. Massoud's assassination by two
 suicide bombers disguised as Algerian journalists14
 probably would have had more serious repercussions
 for the movement if not for the US aerial bombardment
 of Taliban forces.

 Despite hastily renaming their operation from
 Infinite Justice to Enduring Freedom (given the current
 dilemma of detaining unlawful combatants perhaps
 Infinite Incarceration would be more appropriate),
 America's interest in Afghanistan has not really
 extended to ensuring peace and stability since routing
 the Taliban. The complications for Afghanistan stem
 from America's mission creep where victory over the

 Taliban equalled the defeat of Osama Binladen,
 encouraging a hasty, ad-hoc campaign in Afghanistan
 which lacked clear goals and planning and ultimately
 failed in its objective to capture or kill Binladen (and

 Mullah Omar continues to elude them). Coupled with a
 reluctance to commit their best ground forces in the
 absence of good intelligence about Binladen's where
 abouts15, the US made use of Northern Alliance troops,

 aided by American air power, in their attacks on Taliban
 forces. America's involvement emboldened the
 Northern Alliance, which took Kabul despite numerous
 assurances that it would stop short of advancing on the
 capital. There simply weren't any US ground forces
 present to tell them to do otherwise which gave the
 Northern Alliance an advantage in negotiating for

 AQ Jan-Feb 2002 19
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 positions in the new government. Fifteen key positions
 in the interim government are held by the Northern
 Alliance, including the defence ministry by Massoud's
 successor, General Mohammed Fahim, the foreign
 ministry by Abdullah Abdullah and the interior
 ministry by Yunus Qanooni.

 In the aftermath of this conflict, the US has shown

 little interest in nation building. Although it was more
 than happy to come to the party, it expects other
 countries to clean up while the Bush Administration
 turns its attention to Iran, Iraq and North Korea, the so
 called "axis of evil". America's other major interest,
 carried-on from before September 11, is negotiating a
 pipeline to carry gas from Turkmenistan to Pakistan.
 This is obviously also of interest to Pakistan but
 concerns the Iranians.16

 Other states have also scrambled to be involved in

 Afghanistan, but their participation is qualified and
 complex. Neighbouring states like Pakistan, India and
 Iran aim to continue proxy conflicts by manipulating

 warlords as they have done in the past. Many nations
 are donating money toward rebuilding the country, but
 it remains to be seen whether the promised aid will be
 delivered, what ties will be attached and how many
 funds will flow if skirmishes begin again. Russia is also
 rapidly building its influence, becoming the second
 country (after the UK) to reopen an embassy in Kabul.
 Challenged by the deployment of American troops in
 Central Asia, traditionally regarded as Russia's sphere of
 influence, Moscow has expanded its relations with the

 Northern Alliance as a counter-weight to American and
 Pakistan influence in the region. Fahim, a Soviet
 trained intelligence officer who served as a deputy in
 Najibullah's regime and is known for his "deep hatred of
 Pakistan"17 facilitates cooperation along with the
 interim government's foreign minister, Abdullah
 Abdullah, who also reportedly has close links with
 Russia. Russian engineers, meanwhile, have been busy
 assisting the Northern Alliance rebuild road networks
 between its bases in the Panjshir Valley and Kabul.

 Australia has followed America's lead, displaying
 little genuine interest in any substantial state-building
 ventures and preferring to focus on America's
 undefined War on Terrorism. The Australian govern
 ment's involvement with Afghanistan has largely been
 related to the issue of refugees seeking asylum in

 20 AQJan-F?b2002

 Challenged by the deployment of
 American troops in Central Asia,
 traditionally regarded as Russia's sphere
 of influence, Moscow has expanded its
 relations with the Northern Alliance as a

 counter-weight to American and Pakistan
 influence in the region

 Australia. The government has expressed no interest in
 encouraging temporary (if not permanent) settlement
 of these refugees, a move which would establish
 positive links between the two countries and, over the
 long-term, contribute to understanding and greater
 security for both. Prime Minister Howard's tough
 stance was recently punctuated by a plan to pay
 detainees a "resettlement fee" to return to Afghanistan,
 an issue he raised with Prime Minister Karzai in New

 York. Somewhere between 1100 and 4500 Afghanis
 would be eligible for what is effectively a bribe to return
 home,18 but the policy could be counter-productive
 unless handled carefully. Iran experimented with a
 similar incentive and decided to hand out $40 (then
 $20) to returning Afghanis, only to encourage increas
 ing queues as many "refugees" volunteered for
 repatriation and then recrossed the border to be repa
 triated again.19 Although Australia is unlikely to face
 this exact problem, reports of Australia paying asylum
 seekers resettlement money may encourage greater
 refugee flows and counteract the government's policy
 of deterring asylum seekers through mandatory
 detention.

 For Karzai's government, the real challenge lies not
 in rebuilding roads but in gaining and maintaining the
 support of a coalition of groups within the country that

 will make a government viable in the long run. Control
 over funds from international donors will give the gov
 ernment considerable influence over different factions,

 as long as that money materialises. Zahir Shah, the
 exiled king sidelined from any official position, will
 open the loya Jirga (tribal assembly) in June 2002, which
 will appoint a new transitional government, pending
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 elections two years from now. One task the interim gov
 ernment should undertake is to conduct an accurate

 census to address the grievances of various ethnic
 groups, which lack proper representation.20 The
 appointment of Karzai, a Pushtun and leader of the
 Popalzai tribe, is designed to appease Pakistan, which is
 unhappy about the large numbers of Northern Alliance
 members represented in the government.21 Despite the
 appointment of Sima Samar, a Haz?ra and the only
 woman among five deputy leaders, the interim govern
 ment has also been criticised by other minority leaders,
 as being unrepresentative. Some warlords are success
 fully competing for representation, such as Ismail
 Khan, former governor of Herat, whose son, Mohamed
 MirWais Sadeq, has acquired the position of labour
 minister.22 However, others are clearly unhappy with
 the new arrangements, including Dostum, whose
 forces have recently clashed with Tajik rivals in the
 north.23

 In the long run, the government and the interna
 tional community have an interest in promoting
 stability for a number of reasons. Foremost is the desta
 bilising effect of civil war in Afghanistan. Pakistan's
 involvement of Islamic militants coupled with finance
 from Saudi Arabia encouraged a culture of jihad and
 attracted an influx not only of Pakistanis, but many
 Arabs and other foreigners including Americans and
 Australians. This atmosphere also provided shelter for
 radicalised elements such as al-Qaeda and revived the
 concept of jihad and saw it enlarged, not so much by the
 Afghanis than by their politicised guests, to a larger,
 anti-imperialist and anti-Western struggle. Tensions in
 Kashmir have increased noticeably as politicised
 veterans from Afghanistan cross in to Pakistan, and as
 the ability of Pakistan and India to conduct proxy wars
 in Afghanistan is reduced. Continued civil war will
 compound the existing refugee problem. Apart from
 the challenge of sheltering and processing large
 numbers of refugees, neighbouring countries fear
 related problems such as smuggling, and the insertion
 of militant movements across borders.

 In the short- and long-term Afghanistan will also
 have to address the export of drugs. Instability and
 poverty are prime factors that encourage locals to
 produce a profitable crop of poppies. The adverse
 effects of this are obvious. Iran alone has spent $115

 million per year on programmes and propaganda for
 over 500,000 addicts. In 1997 the government seized
 200 tonnes of narcotics and over 2,500 members of
 Iranian security forces "achieved martyrdom" through
 shoot-outs with smugglers.24

 The lesson to be learnt from this country's history is
 that any involvement with Afghanistan is precarious.
 The inter-related elements that contribute to its insta

 bility are such that an attempt to manipulate one part
 will influence other events in a manner that is difficult

 to predict. Any solution to "the Afghanistan problem"
 thus revolves around coming to terms with the various
 factions that vie for power within Afghanistan and the
 dynamics between them. It is impossible for any
 outsider to "fix" Afghanistan, since that concept
 involves people who must come to their own agree

 ments and resolutions. What we can do, however, is to

 assist the interim government in rebuilding
 Afghanistan without strangling it through tied-aid and
 red tape, and to encourage dialogue between different
 factions while preventing Afghanistan's neighbours
 from using these groups to further their own interests.

 Unfortunately, judged by its history, Afghanistan's
 outlook is bleak and a conservative forecast would be

 for further skirmishes and infighting, which will com
 promise the interim government's ability to impose
 order and jeopardise any sustained progress toward
 peace and stability. For many factions, making peace
 may prove more troublesome than to continue what
 they have long done to maintain their fiefdoms. Ethnic
 and other differences are not insurmountable, but it
 may be that more than 23 years of civil war has
 ingrained these habits and produced too many groups
 both inside and outside Afghanistan with a vested
 interest in prolonging anarchy, acl
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