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Kabul's political impasse - challenging times
for the international community

Dr Sieqgfried O. Wolf

On March 23, U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo made an
unannounced visit to Kabul. The official purpose of this urgent
diplomatic mission was an attempt to ‘drive the peace process to
success’ (United States Department of State (DOS), 2020, March
23b). In other words, to achieve a breakthrough in the current political
impasse within the Afghan political leadership which put the fragile
US-Taliban deal and the consecutive intra-Afghan dialogue at risk
(Hansler & Atwood, 2020, March 23). The persistent, simmering
crisis in Kabul reached a new peak as the two feuding political leaders
President Ashraf Ghani and former Chief Executive Abdullah
Abdullah ‘conducted a parallel inauguration after contesting the

presidential election result’ (Al Jazeera, 2020, March 23).

In order to solve this deadlock, Mr Pompeo met Ghani and his rival
Abdullah as well as other Afghan leaders. His return trip was
combined with a stop-over at Doha to meet Mullah Baradar, Taliban's
chief negotiator, and other Taliban officials at the Qatar's Al Udeid
Joint Air Base. Such endeavour, according to the U.S. Department of
State, marked the ‘highest-level talks ever between the United States
and the Taliban’ and (officially) aimed ‘to press the Taliban to
continue to comply with the agreement signed’ with the US (Al
Jazeera, 2020, March 23). Furthermore, Pompeo tried to convince the
Taliban to accept a compromise regarding the envisaged prison swap
(Nissenbaum & Amiri, 2020, March 23) which turned out to be
another major obstacle on the way to initiate peace talks with the

Afghan authorities.
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As was the case in all previous negotiations, few details about the content and development of these
bilateral conversations were made public. However, as it turned out, the U.S. Secretary of State was
apparently not able to overcome the rifts between Ghani and Abdullah. The two antagonized politicians
informed Pompeo ‘that they have been unable to agree on an inclusive government that can meet the
challenges of governance, peace and security, and provide for the health and welfare of Afghan citizens’ (DOS,
2020, March 23a). This rigid abidance to partisan positions by Afghan leaders perhaps constitutes one of the
greatest disappointments for the US and other members of the international community — probably ranking
after the failure to root out Jihadism as well as religious and political intolerance represented by the Taliban®
and likeminded terror groups.

As a result, Pompeo announced after his arrival in Washington that the US administration ‘will initiate a
review of the scope of our cooperation with Afghanistan’ effective immediately, due to the leadership
impasse between Ghani and Abdullah (DOS, 2020, March 23a). Furthermore, the US will cut $1 billion
aid this year and announced another potential reduction in financial assistance in 2021. These punitive
measures will be only reviewed when the Afghan leadership reaches a consensus to form an inclusive
government. As such, Ghani and Abdullah must find a constructive working relationship (understood as

the forming of a functioning national government) in order to reverse Washington’s decision.

Unfortunately, there are not many examples in recent history showing the willingness of Afghan leaders
‘to compromise for the sake of the Afghan people’ (DOS, 2020, March 23a) - at least at the national level.
Due to partisan political interests and personal animosities, those in formal control of Afghanistan since
October 2001 — namely the until recently unquestioned US-backed Kabul elite — have failed to establish
an inclusive, transparent and accountable political system. It is important to point out that the until recently
Janus-faced National Unity Government (NUG) of Ghani and Abdullah is not solely responsible for the
politically anarchic situation in the country. One also needs to hold accountable the corrupt and nepotistic
governments of former President Hamid Karzai, who fundamentally truncated and violated any notions

and fundamental principles of democratic norms and procedures as well as good governance.

! Here it is quite surprising to notice the ways in which the international media changed its rhetoric and reporting, providing
leverage for the Taliban to spread their propaganda as well as describing them as a political movement rather than as Jihadists.
This is a tragic development since it trivialises the extraordinarily dangerous nature of the Taliban as well as their war crimes
and human rights violations for the sake of appeasement.
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In fact, the remarkable resurgence of autocrat Karzai on the political landscape is not surprising but rather
symptomatic of the infirmity of democracy and political-administrative institutions in the country. Such
infirmity is made evident by the roughly two decades-long political transition and state-building process
featured by the return of autocracy, decentralised warlord rule, high levels of intolerance, impunity for
(war) crimes, pervasive corruption, political and human rights’ violations and the exclusion or
marginalization of a number of disadvantaged communities. Furthermore, state governance remains an
urban phenomenon and the situation for the country’s civil society and female citizenry is once again
under severe threat due to the return to power of the religious fanatic Taliban? (Guarda & Wolf, 2020,
March 18). Subsequently, the Afghan people are disenchanted and apathic about the democratic and
economic performance of the country. The extraordinary low voter turnout levels during the last

contentious presidential election in 2019 (Safi, 2019, September 29) is an indicator of that phenomenon.

Against this backdrop, the current inability and/or unwillingness of Ghani and Abdullah to overcome their
personal dispute must be seen as a continuation of the before-outlined trajectory. What is to be done in
relation to the warring Afghan political leaders putting their political career and personal benefits above
the nation’s interests? This of course is not a specifically Afghan problem; however, in this war-torn
country the matter has exponentially negative impacts on the future of both the state and its people. As
such, the more concrete question to ask is — how far is an Afghan-led peace process still feasible and how
far will it need ‘a foreign hand’? The sharp reaction by Mike Pompeo gives a clear indication regarding
how the U.S. administration is planning to address this puzzle — namely that it will continue to facilitate
the process via the application of a kind of ‘carrot and stick’ approach: “when you don’t listen to us,

meaning you don’t find common solutions, you will be punished”.

After considering the strong wordings used such as ‘irresponsible action of Afghan leaders’ DOS, 2020,
March 23a), in combination with the threatening of reducing support, it is obvious that Pompeo applies a
strategy mix of “shaming, blaming, and punishing”. It is argued here that Washington’s decision to
continue its “hands-on-approach” ® in the facilitation of the intra-Afghan dialogue is the way forward,
most likely the only possible course of action. However, it is not certain that this policy will bear fruit. In

fact, the immediate reaction by Ghani, who proclaimed* ‘that Washington’s decision to cut a significant

2 In the areas under Taliban control but with nation-wide ambitions.

3 An argument made by the author in a joint publication with Susan Guarda (Guarda & Wolf, 2020, March 18).

4 Literally he stated that ‘I can assure you that a reduction in the U.S. aid will not have a direct impact on our key sectors and
areas, and we will strive to fill the gap with both austerity measures and alternative sources’, Ashraf Ghani quoted in Taylor
(2020, March 24).
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portion of its aid to the country would have no impact’ (Salahuddin, 2020, March 25), not only downplays
the ‘warnings from regional experts that the consequences could be dire’ but also gives a hint that his
government is not giving in to the US’ rising impatience and pressure (Taylor, 2020, March 24). The
silence by Abdullah regarding the announcement of the cut of US aid must be interpreted in a similar way.
In sum, both leaders are ignoring U.S. demands that they should be working together and instead continue
their mutual blame game (CNA, 2020, March 24). In consequence, one needs to question whether
Washington’s latest approach to solve the political stand-off in Afghanistan will work. Now, it is unlikely
that the US will be able to repeat its “success” of 2014 in brokering a power-sharing deal between Ghani
and Abdullah.

It seems that both politicians moved too far towards a U-Turn in their positions without losing their face
in front of their followers and or the support of their allies. Here one must note that Abdullah probably
remembers his experience of agreeing to join the NUG. At the time, he become isolated from his main
constituency in the north-eastern part of the country (which became alienated because Abdullah accepted
a power-sharing deal with Ghani, who represents the interests of the south-west of the country), lost most
of his support base and became side-lined by Ghani in running the affairs of the state. This worsened
Abdullah’s political legacy since he was deprived of the opportunity to influence major political decision-
making — which was and still is mainly controlled by Ghani. It is thus highly unlikely that Abdullah will
repeat the gesture and make the necessary move towards Ghani. Ghani in turn sees himself as a legitimate

President and does not see at all the need for any political compromise with his adversary.

Following the logical consequence of the U.S.-announced policy of punishment for political non-
compliance, we should expect a continuation (and even increase) of punitive measures. This will have far-
reaching consequences for a country which heavily relies on foreign aid to run the affairs of the state and
maintain basic public services. For obvious reasons, this will not only harm political institutions and the
leadership but especially the citizenry. Furthermore, one needs to wait and see how the defence and
security sectors will be affected by a reduction in financial assistance. However, one does not need a

crystal ball to predict that the Taliban will be the beneficiary of the current situation.

In sum, the “hands-on-approach” is still needed as the US continues to be committed to a positive cause
regarding the Afghan citizenry. However, there is an urgent need to explore alternative ways of changing
the mindset and behaviour of Afghan leaders. In this context, greater hope would be called for if and when

Washington would cooperate further with its own friends and allies. The apparent side-lining of its NATO
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partners in Afghanistan during the negotiations for the US-Taliban deal and US-Afghanistan joint
declaration might be not the main reason for the manifold shortcomings of the final agreements; however,

some flashpoints bothering the peace process could most likely be avoided.

Finally, western engagement in the country produced a new generation of Afghans, which are not only
skilled and educated, but also highly socio-politically aware. Most are disillusioned with the potential
opportunities offered by their country. Moreover, they fear a fall back into the erstwhile living conditions
as suffered under the Taliban regime. However, if a significant, visible reduction of violence could be
achieved — not only between the US and the Taliban but also between the Taliban and the Afghan National
Defence and Security Forces (with or without an official peace agreement) — these Afghans would
constitute a crucial source and strength for economic and social advancements in the country, dare one
say free from past and current political shackles. However, it will take time until this generation is able
and allowed to take on responsibility for their country, a time which the international community might

have to grant.
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