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“OUR Swat valley,” said the shrill-voiced, retired Foreign Service official, “is as beautiful as Switzerland.” “That’s a fine thing to say before a French audience,” the British diplomat in the fifth row whispered from one corner of his mouth to the lady in the next seat, partly covering his face with his left hand.

“He probably has never heard of Jura, the French region that is Switzerland in every sense, save for the border between the two countries,” said his neighbour, also in a hushed tone. They both chuckled.

The rest of the audience, apparently failing to see anything funny in all this, cast discrete, impatient glances at their wristwatches and at the ceiling of the French Institute for International Relations, the unpronounced consentience being the honourable speaker was repetitious, banal … and boring at best.

The overview of the Swat operation by Pakistani forces once dispensed with, our man then went on to retrace the story of the Afghan war and of the birth of the Taliban — his voice an authentic opéra-bouffe falsetto by now — to an audience already well-versed in the subject, nearly everyone being an expert in international affairs, a diplomat or a journalist who had had the occasion time and again to cover the Afghan war.

As for all the current troubles of Pakistan, the increase in terrorist attacks in the cities and the recrudescence of the Taliban affliction in the Frontier zone, the venerable guest squarely laid the responsibility on Prime Minister Manmohan Singh’s and on President Hamid Karzai’s shoulders and saw the only way out of this mayhem as enhanced western aid to Islamabad. He ended his learned discourse with a sentence that is being repeated below, verbatim if you please:

“I have no doubt that such an agreement by EU with Pakistan including France as seen in the recent high-level exchanges between the two countries would help Pakistan in the process of reinventing itself as a bridge of peace and prosperity in the region. Thank you!”

If only things were as simple as that! A number of French experts who know a thing or two about the situation hold that while the phenomenon in question is a lot easier to comprehend through pro- or anti-Taliban positions of the population within Afghanistan, repeated successes by extremist forces in Pakistan itself can only be explained by the fiercely anti-American sentiments of the people there, especially in the Frontier zone.

Almost daily news analyses dispatched by on-the-spot correspondents in the pages of major French dailies, Le Monde, Le Figaro and Libération, speak of the acrimony on the part of a desperate population over a cowardly enemy that sends pilotless aircraft to demolish their abodes and kill their women and children. French specialists on Afghanistan like Olivier Roy have managed to hit the bedrock more than once through their books, articles and talks implying the Taliban basically remain a Pakhtun movement with a nationalistic agenda and can hardly be qualified as an international terrorist organisation. 

The general feeling among experts seems to be that the insurgents are fighting a foreign enemy on their home ground and that their resolve, if not their means, is unlimited. In the words of Ahmed Rashid, whose writings are well received in France, in these three decades of war, one had never witnessed attacks of such ferocity and such audacity during a single year.

The steady and ineluctable Americanisation of the Afghan crisis at the same time is not perceived positively by the European Union allies. While an American officer, Gen McChrystal, has been accorded virtually unlimited powers as the head of the 61,000-strong Nato forces in Afghanistan, half of whom come from the United States itself, the soon-to-be 70,000 additional, purely American, troops belonging to Operation Enduring Freedom, are seen with suspicion in Europe, from Paris to Prague.

In an effort to clearly define French priorities, President Nicolas Sarkozy’s ‘Af-Pak’ representative Pierre Lelouche recently announced a 45 million euros aid package for Afghanistan for the current year, as compared with 11 million euros last year. He revealed recently in Surobi, on the strategic axis linking Kabul with Pakistan, that an ambitious programme was already underway there with French troops involved in work to develop irrigation canals, build fruit-preservation depots and extend as well as improve hospital facilities.

In contradiction to such perceptions of the Afghan campaign, the Wazi Khwah US military outpost in Paktika province, close to the Pakistani border, sports a prominent road sign showing the way to New York 6,180 miles northwards. Up to you to interpret that as an innocent humorous gimmick à l’américaine, or as a clear indication of the fact that all that the Americans are doing in Afghanistan, and in Pakistan for that matter, is inescapably linked to the events in New York eight years ago. 

As for the current military campaign in Helmand, overtly optimistic statements from the White House confirming US capability to quickly control the Afghan situation notwithstanding, the turn of events indicates that the Taliban, once considered on the run since November 2001, have not only resuscitated but today claim to be key players in the 21st century re-enactment of what Rudyard Kipling had called the Great Game. 

Professor Michael Barry of Princeton University, who is the author of The Kingdom of Insolence as well as many other erudite works on Afghanistan, remains highly sceptical of the US ‘surge’ operations. He says the Helmand offensive brings to his mind the image of a boxer angrily striking a watery surface with his fists.
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