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Post ed On: Decenber 31, 1969

How the United States deals with the rest of the world is determ ned by our foreign
policy. Centuries before we became a country, foreign policy was the business of

ki ngs, who had rel ati onships with other kings, and diplomats who were di spatched
abroad with the dual purpose of representing their kings and collecting data on the
foreign country (spying).

A di pl omat representing Engl and\ 222s Queen Elizabeth I, was in France where he w tnessed
an organi zed sl aughter of French Protestants ordered by the Catholic French King. He
returned to Engl and and reported this to the Queen, with the warning that the

Cat holics (France and the Pope) were out to assassinate her if possible, and return
Protestant England to the Catholic fold.

Hi s earned his keep as a diplomat, and saved England (and Western civilization) by
setting up an effective spy system England\222s subsequent Enlightennent and the
separati on of church and state evol ved.

El i zabet h\ 222s British diplomats to France (and |later, American diplomats: Jefferson
Adans, and Franklin) all spoke French and did not find the cultures very different
fromtheir hone bases. Foreign policy becones a much nore difficult enterprise when
the two countries have very different cultures and | anguages. Afghani stan has been
one of the nost difficult cultures to penetrate and understand even before the region
became a "country," in the 19th century.

Persia (today\222s Iran) has had a national identity since 500 BC. It was a huge enpire,
extending fromEgypt to China, at the height of its ancient power. The eastern part

of Persia was their "wild east,"” the equivalent of our "wild west,” a |land of high
nmount ai ns, high deserts, trade towns, and fruitful oases. Tribal people lived there,
many of them already Persian speakers, and some Turkic or Mongolian tribes |eft over
fromthe Mongol invasions. How does one rule over or deal with tribes whose main
activity is warfare and warl ordi sn®?

The Persians ultimately | ost that chunk of their territory when the Russian and
British enpires began their conflict over who would control Asia. The British created
a new country out of that wild region: Afghanistan, and named an Afghan tribal chief
ki ng. But creating Afghanistan did not nean the British could keep it.

In a war to tame the tribes, the British arnmy went in, and to everyone\222s horror, only
one soldier survived, left to stunble out and report on the massacre of the rest.

That was in the 19th century. In the 20th, it was Communi st Russia\222s turn. They took
over Afghani stan and began the process of nodernizing it and freeing its cities from
repressive Muslimtradition. The Russians were ruthless enough to stanmp out the

tribes, until the United States began to armthe tribes to repel the Russians. It was

a Cold War battlefield. The Russians got their comeuppance and were driven out, a
mlitary disaster that ultimately led to the collapse of the Soviet Union and a

i ngering problem of drug addicted veterans of the Afghan war.

Ameri ca\ 222s conmeuppance was next. We had wei ghed in on supporting the Miuslimfanatics
rat her than the nmodern comuni sts, and because of our help, a poisonous version of
Mlitant |Islamwas strengthened and enbol dened. They attacked us on 9/11/2001, which
propell ed us into ongoing and endl ess wars, the |longest of which is our attenpt to
paci fy Afghanistan and enable the country to nodernize with |iberal denocratic
institutions. It has not gone well, and we are desperate to find an out fromthat
responsibility.

Af ghani stan is the best exanple for foreign policy specialists to understand. It
represents the nost difficult of issues for us: the need for really good history
speci alists, linguists who can speak at |east a few of Afghanistan\222s | anguages
(Persian and Pashtoon), mlitary historians who can understand the | ogistica
difficulties (terrain, distance fromthe US, cooperative relationships with

Af ghani st an\ 222s nei ghbors), and cl ear national goals.

Wse foreign policy depends on a good State Departnent, National Security,
Intelligence, a conpetent President, capable Congress, and informed public input and
support.



The nissing elements today are a wi se and honorabl e President, a bipartisan Congress,
and an infornmed public. Qur next election must renedy this.
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