
1 of 4 

MORAL AND PRACTICAL:  WHY AMERICA 

SHOULD REMAIN IN AFGHANISTAN 
 

J o n a t h a n  W y s e  S c h .  

T r i n i t y  C o l l e g e ,  D u b l i n  

 

1 0 t h  o f  D e c e m b e r ,  2 0 0 9  

 

 

The situation in Afghanistan today seems dire. According to guidelines developed 

by the U.S. Military, several hundred thousand troops would be required over 

several years to bring permanent peace there. Unfortunately, this reality 

threatens to make the recent commitment of thirty thousand by President Barack 

Obama insufficient. Even if NATO allies provide an additional ten thousand (an 

optimistic estimate), the classical counter-insurgency strategy suggested by 

General Stanley McChrystal seems doomed to failure. 

America cannot really provide the necessary number regardless of cost or 

public opinion, so they cannot be expected in the future. Afghanistan has neither 

the capacity nor the budget, to do so either. And without the necessary resources, 

continuing the current counter-insurgency strategy can result only in America’s 

defeat. The new forces will surely be spread too thin, and become an easy target 

for insurgents. 

Even with the resources, financial and political, that are currently being 

leveraged to launch a surge in Afghanistan, there is no certainty that it will win 

the hearts and minds of the Afghani people. Public opinion is turning in many 

regions against American and NATO forces, who are seen as foreign occupiers. 

Meanwhile, the corrupt and incompetent government of President Hamid 

Karzai becomes more unpopular and less legitimate with each passing rigged 

election. This lack of faith extends to the American population. With decreasing 

popular will to spend blood and gold in Afghanistan, it is unlikely that any surge, 

financial or military, can be sustained. Indeed, President Obama has already 

penned July 2011 as the provisional date for the draw-down of American forces. 

This hardly leaves them enough time to achieve their ends. 

The Taliban meanwhile is an organisation with stable funding, a strong 

base of support amongst the population and a reliable source of young men 

aggrieved at the real and perceived injustices perpetrated by the American 

military. It is a formidable opponent. 

In this paper, I will support the increase in American troops in Afghanistan. 
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I will prove that an adapted plan accords with the achievable American aims in 

Afghanistan and present the moral case for continued involvement. The central 

argument is that: given the comparative advantage of the Taliban in the current 

conflict, the illegitimacy of President Hamid Karzai’s government, and the 

resources likely available for American military operations, all interests would be 

best served by moving away from centralised governance and current counter-

insurgency towards limited devolution of government power and the exploration 

of radical policy options. 

 Why are we there? American involvement originally stemmed from the 

desire to destroy a sanctuary for Islamic fundamentalist terrorism. However, 

Afghanistan has not been used as a base by Al-Qaeda or associated groups since 

2002. Indeed, they much prefer the ungoverned sectors of Pakistan anyway. But in 

the absence of a strong U.S. military presence, would Afghanistan (either under a 

neo-Taliban or embroiled in civil war) become a safe haven for terrorism? 

Probably, over time. However, Al-Qaeda could equally create a new home in 

a wide range of weak states throughout the world, from Yemen to Somalia to 

Djibouti to Eritrea to Sudan to the Philippines to Uzbekistan, or even parts of 

Latin America or southern Africa. Eliminating all possible sanctuaries for Islamist 

terrorism is clearly not a policy that can be pursued. It is a waste of time, and a 

populist justification for American adventurism in the Middle East. 

America does, however, view Afghanistan as particularly dangerous for its 

proximity to Pakistan. Pakistan is already at war with internal Islamist insurgents 

allied to Al-Qaeda, and that war is not going well. Given that the U.S. is limited in 

its ability to help the Pakistani government directly, it must do everything in its 

power to prevent further destabilisation. 

Pakistan is a nuclear-armed state. It is often easier in foreign policy debates 

to draw clear causal links to less significant harms, than to draw difficult (or even 

tenuous) causal links to enormous potential harms. But the U.S. cannot allow 

Pakistan to deteriorate through negligence in Afghanistan. Should Pakistani 

rebels succeed in collapsing that state or even just toppling the current civilian 

government, there is a not insignificant risk that nuclear weapons could 

eventually fall into the hands of forces sympathetic to the global jihad movement. 

 So, is the U.S. role in Afghanistan simply that of limiting the over-flow 

effects? It should not be. Firstly, recall the former co-operation between the 

Intelligence Services in Pakistan (ISI) and the Afghani Taliban. There are still 

strong links there today, albeit mostly informal. Thus, strengthening of the 

Afghani Taliban does not necessarily aid the opponents of that other state, the 

Pakistani Taliban. Although they share the same name, attacks on their 
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government by the Pakistani Taliban has already created a divide between the 

two organisations. The funding that flows into the Afghani Taliban is clearly 

contingent on support, present and future, for Pakistan’s government and 

military. Pakistan is clearly hedging against the risk of a premature U.S. 

departure. 

 Any improvement of security conditions in Afghanistan also drives 

insurgents and terrorists of various forms further into the Federally-Administered 

Tribal Areas (FATA) of Pakistan. Any deterioration in Afghanistan would 

similarly lead to anti-state militants fleeing the fighting in Waziristan. So the 

effects of different policy outcomes are not as simple as binary empowerment of 

Islamic extremist groups, positive or negative. It is considerably more complex, 

and the American surge may have deleterious consequences for Pakistani 

security. However, there is a consensus that it would be largely positive. 

 Despite this, I firmly believe the strongest case for continued U.S. 

involvement in Afghanistan to be moral. In the absence of American forces, there 

can be no doubt that chaos would reign over the nation. Not the good kind of 

chaos favoured by libertarians, either. The current government has the authority, 

neither military nor political, to impose order in the face of insurgency. 

 This would be a shame, as live has improved for most ordinary Afghans 

since the invasion in 2001. Under the Taliban, only 900,000 children attended 

school out of a population of 30 million and girls were prohibited from doing so. 

Last year, around 6 million children were in full-time education and 1.5 million of 

them were female. Access to health-care has increased from 8% to 65% in that 

time, and infant mortality has been reduced by 26%. These improvements would 

be entirely undone if the state degenerated into civil war. 

 Can the U.S. hope to do more than simply stem that tide of civil war? It 

certainly can. Under General Stanley McChrystal, the American military is 

exploring new paths towards improving long-term chances of success. He has 

placed emphasis on the reduction of innocent civilian deaths, heretofore regarded 

as collateral damage and the cost of war. Policy has become population-centric, to 

the benefit of ordinary Afghans and public relations. 

 American forces have experimented with radical new policy options such as 

‘strategic communications’ – broadcasting messages to the public that counter 

Taliban propaganda has proven surprisingly effective at reducing public ill will 

towards coalition forces. Meanwhile, ‘combined action’ operations partner U.S. 

military forces with Afghan soldiers, and yield high returns in developing the 

long-term capacity of the Afghanistan National Army to take on more 

responsibility. More money needs to be invested in training them, as this is the 



Moral and Practical: Why America Should Remain in Afghanistan – Jonathan Wyse Sch. 

4 of 5 

only real ticket out of Afghanistan. This means not compromising quality of 

training for quantity of recruits sent into combat, as we have seen in the past. 

There is the option also of engaging selectively with warlords currently 

allied to the Taliban, or the traditional Afghani arbakai (tribal policing 

arrangements). In areas with the greatest level of tribal loyalty, the Taliban have 

always had problems. These can be exploited if tribal leaders are granted greater 

autonomy by the government without withdrawing financial support. This 

increases the effectiveness of existing U.S. military forces, by reducing the 

number of enemy combatants and promoting co-operation. 

Although the circumstances are very different, bribery was used to great 

effect in turning Sunni warlords against Al-Qaeda in Iraq from 2006 onwards. 

Experts in Afghanistan increasingly conclude that the Taliban forces are not 

homogenously ideological in motivation. Many of the leaders are driven by 

money, power and opposition to President Hamid Karzai’s corrupt regime. In 

conjunction with the removal of bounties and other olive branches, these groups 

can be brought on board if the central government’s authority and remit is 

reduced as I suggest. However, this should be done in conjunction with American 

experts, not in the ad hoc and corrupt manner practiced by Karzai in the past. 

The policy of ‘crop-reduction’ (the destruction of opium plantations to 

remove funding for the Taliban) should also be immediately discontinued. This 

only serves to hurt indigenous farmers and turn them against foreign forces. 

Recent evidence also suggests that the Taliban’s funding comes mostly from 

Saudi Arabian sources, and that opium sale is not as prominent as once believed. 

Also remember, the Taliban’s popularity comes from its ability to govern – the 

Afghani people want courts that are not corrupt, and police that do not require 

bribes. They also need a legal system that can arbitrate property disputes. 

In this area, lessons can be learned from Peru’s experience fighting the 

Shining Path guerrilla movement in the 1980s. If the Afghani government 

accompany the American ‘ink blot’ strategy of expanding military influence with 

the formalisation of colloquial property rights, this reduces the incentive of locals 

to turn to the Taliban for help in enforcing them. In Peru, this was found to be a 

major source of control and support amongst the ordinary people. 

Opium production, while profitable, has many negative consequences for 

farmers in Afghanistan. It makes it more likely that your daughter will be seized 

as a wife by Taliban fighters, or that your son will be recruited into the 

insurgency. This means that in the presence of adequate government and relative 

economic stability, many ordinary citizens could be removed from the sway of the 

Taliban out of their own self-interest. That seizes finance from our opposition. 
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In truth, there are many more policy options than I have considered here – 

to reduce the Taliban’s capacity to offer services that the government has failed to 

provide, to reduce the attractiveness of militancy to young men in the absence of 

economic opportunity, to increase the effectiveness of the Afghanistan National 

Army, to improve the checks and balances on President Hamid Karzai’s 

government, to enhance the reputation of American forces amongst the populace. 

The people of Afghanistan need to be persuaded that they are better off without 

the Taliban. Because they are. That is why I support the American surge in 

Afghanistan, and hope that U.S. troops are given the resources and time they need 

to make it a better place 

 
Presented to the Dublin University Philosophical Society of Trinity College on Thursday, 10th of December, 2009. 


