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Afghanistan

Country Profile: The Islamic Republic of Afghanistan

The State Department wins the understatement of the century award: “Afghanistan's ethnically and linguistically mixed population reflects its location astride historic trade and invasion routes leading from Central Asia into South and Southwest Asia.”

Major Invasions/Occupations of Afghanistan (Recorded) -

Medes (728-550 BCE) – The proto-Classical Persian Empire.

Achaemenids (550-530 BCE) – The Classical Persian Empire.

Macedonians/Seleucids (312-260 BCE) – Alexander and the dilemma of security.

Mauryans & Graeco-Bactrians (305BCE – 48BCE) – India can be imperialist, too!

Parthians (20 BCE-50 CE) – More different Persians.

Kushans (135-248) – The locals get some payback.

Sassanids (230-565) – Still more Persians.

Hephthalites (Huns) (410-557) – Let’s invade from a different direction!

Caliphate (642-873) – The Original Jihad.

Ghaznavids (Mamluk Turks) (963–1187) - The Turks get into the act.

Mongols (1258–1353) – Afghanistan was just in the way.

Timurids (1370–1506) – Another Mongol horde.

Mughals and Safavids (1501–1738) – India versus Persia.

Durrani Empire (1747–1826) – Local tribe takes over, shows that Afghans can be imperialists too.

British Empire – Involvement begins with treaties in 1809, wars in 1838-42, 1878-80, and 1919, primarily designed to prevent Russian expansion along Southern Frontier and maintain support for India.  The Durand Line Treaty of 1893 sets much of the border.

Soviet Union (1979-1989) – The Soviets conquer things, it’s their nature.

US/NATO (2001-Present) – Enduring Freedom?  That name seems ironic.

As you can tell, Afghanistan is easy to invade, but hard to occupy.

Demographics of Afghanistan Today - 

Area: 652,230 sq. km. (251,827 sq. mi.); slightly smaller than Texas.  Questionable whether Afghanistan or Texas has more guns, though.

Population: 28.396 million. Many Afghans returning after Taliban purges, leading to fairly rapid population growth in some cities.

Main ethnic groups: Pashtun, Tajik, Hazara, Uzbek, Turkmen, Aimaq, Baluch, Nuristani, Kizilbash.

80% Sunni, which complicates relations with Iran.

Literacy (2008 est.)--28.1% (male 43%, female 12%), but real figures may be lower given breakdown of education system and flight of educated Afghans during three decades of war and instability

Infant mortality rate (2009 est.)--151.95 deaths/1,000 live births. Life expectancy (2009 est.)--44.47 yrs. (male); 44.81 yrs. (female)

GDP per capita (2009 est.): $800

Fighting in Afghanistan – Kabul vs. Everything Else

The Soviet backed regime in the 70s, even with 120,000 Soviet troops, only held approximately 20% of the country, even parts of Herat and Kandahar were under rebel control.

In 1984, the US and others begin arming and training the mujahideen, including advanced anti-armor and anti-aircraft tactics and equipment, and insurgency tactics.  This was a fighting force designed to defeat a conventionally superior occupying force by taking advantage of asymmetric warfare and terrain.

The Geneva Accords, which signalled the Soviet agreement to withdraw and allow an independent Afghanistan, did not include mujahideen demands or participation.  Not surprisingly, a new civil war began shortly thereafter.  Mujahideen groups reformed as tribal militias or warlord-led fighting units.

The Taliban, which included many ethnic Pashtuns and former guerillas from the Soviet occupation era, resented the ineffectual government and Tajik domination of the post-Soviet regime.  They used their control over the south, coupled with access to Pakistani territory, to expand throughout the country, taking Kabul in 1996.  Not surprisingly, the Taliban’s hold on Afghanistan was weakest in urban areas, especially Kabul.

The US/NATO occupation of Afghanistan subsequently controls the area around Kabul, while the rural and tribal areas are still contested.   The insurgency tactics and equipment learned from the Soviet occupation and subsequent civil war are still being used effectively.

Troop commitment from the US fell to very low levels following the conclusion of “major combat operations” in 2003.  Yes, “Mission Accomplished” was declared in Afghanistan as well.  Since then, troop levels have risen to 78,000, with further increases scheduled.

The Obama Administration allotment of 30,000 additional troops “the surge” are being divided among Helmand province in the South, Kandahar, and Kabul.  The balance is an attempt to expand control over former warlord and Taliban strongholds while consolidating control over Kabul.  The Kandahar and Helmand operations are described as “counterinsurgency operations”. 

US Navy Admiral Mullen, June 24, 2010:  “Kandahar is really the center of gravity for how we move forward with this strategy” “I believe as goes Kandahar, so goes Afghanistan.”

June 2010 has had the highest casualties of ISAF troops, with 76 killed, including at least 46 Americans.

The Current ISAF Status –

As of June 21 ISAF issued data:

46 Troop Contributing Nations

ISAF Total Strength: approx 119,500

27 Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs)

Now Commanded by General David Petraeus

Country of Afghanistan is divided into regional command areas, under the command of different nations.  The US command is the Eastern Region (RC(E)), and the Southwest Region (RC(SW)).  US troops are also deployed in Kandahar, Zabul, and Farah provinces. 

Other ISAF leadership countries are Italy, Germany, and Britain.

Many participating countries have engagement limitation provisions (designed to prevent casualties) that limit their troops to light combat and support roles. 

US forces are governed under a “diplomatic note” rather than a traditional SOFA.

Debate Arguments - 

I know, you hate history lessons.  Too bad.  Learn something.

Anyway, here are some of the major debate arguments surrounding the Afghanistan portion of the topic:

The Politics DA – Duh.

Military Politics/Gates/CMR – Especially after the dismissal of McChrystal, this is a touchy issue.

Hegemony/Credibility – Is massive commitment to Afghanistan necessary to make US military commitments credible?  Would withdrawal after Obama commits to the surge be perceived as weakness?

Afghan Politics – The Karzai DA.  How does the Afghan electorate respond to US troop levels and commitments?  Will the commitment to “building civil society” really improve support?

NATO Cohesion/Credibility/Consultation – Actually applies on this one.  It’s a NATO operation.

The War on Terror – How important is success in Afghanistan to winning it?  Are al Qaeda leaders still running around in the mountains?

Russia – Does US involvement in Afghanistan put us in a position to constrain any future potential Russian expansion, or to interfere in Russian “activities” in Central Asia / The Caucasus?

China – Afghanistan shares a border with Xinjiang.  Are US troops building potential staging bases for potential incursions into western China?  What is the potential relationship between Uighur separatists and Afghan militant groups?

Pakistan – Is Pakistan providing a haven for insurgents?  Will failure to stabilize the Afghanistan-Pakistan border increase pressure of the Pakistani regime?  And how would India respond to Pakistani opposition?

Iran – The new Southwest Command puts US troops right on the border of Iran.

Energy Supply – Once upon a time, we made deals with the Taliban to build oil pipelines to facilitate energy transportation.

Corruption and Reform – How much influence should we have over the domestic policies of the Afghanistan government?  Also, a great conditions CP.

Opium/Heroin – From eradication policy to how to best decrease the incentive for Afghan farmers to grow poppies, the ability of questionable characters to profit from selling heroin is a major question in Afghan reconstruction.

Troop Redeployments – Maybe we need those surge troops elsewhere.  Iraq, South Korea, The Gulf Coast, etc.  And where will they go if we pull them out of Afghanistan?

Revolutions in Military Affairs – Plenty of new weapons technology and tactics to talk about here.  Drones, robots, military contractors, surrogate force training, etc.

Laws of War/International Law – The credibility of SOFAs, civilian casualties, collateral damage limitation rules.

The Security K – The history of warfare in Afghanistan is full of examples of why the logic of security may be problematic.  From Alexander to the Taliban, this country is one running history lesson about the failure to impose peace through security.

The Imperialism/Spanos/I Hate America K – Ok, maybe it’s not just America, but it does sure seem like the West’s attempts to meddle in Afghanistan have created a bunch of problems.  The Durand Line and its current incarnations seem analogous to the Berlin Conference.

