
Hug them tight 

America makes up with the wayward Afghan leader. 

THE chandeliers sparkled, a navy jazz band played and the fruit juice (no alcohol) flowed 
copiously. America spared no effort to welcome Afghanistan’s president, Hamid Karzai. 
America, declared Hillary Clinton, the secretary of state, would remain committed to 
Afghanistan “long after the combat troops have left”. Afghans remembered their friends, she 
noted, and “We are your friend.” 

 
Break out the cranberry juice 

Such an embrace marks a striking change in America’s dealings with the wayward Mr Karzai: a 
“love bomb”, as one guest put it, in place of the tough love, or plain hectoring, of recent 
months. Just weeks ago, after Barack Obama’s trip to Kabul, relations seemed to be at 
breaking point. American officials complained of Mr Karzai’s failure to curb corruption. One was 
quoted as threatening to place his half-brother, Ahmed Wali Karzai, Kandahar’s power-broker, 
on the kill-or-capture list. Mr Karzai, in turn, railed against his protectors. He accused them of 
trying to rob him of power and told parliament he might even consider joining the Taliban. 

With America planning to start drawing down military forces next year, Mr Obama has decided 
that the best way to create a working government, able to take charge of security, is to 
support Mr Karzai rather than denounce him. The recriminations of the past months, declared 
Richard Holbrooke, America’s special envoy to Afghanistan and Pakistan, “are all over”. Now 
the two sides are working towards a long-term “strategic partnership”. 

American officials accuse Mr Karzai’s government of being dysfunctional, yet the Afghan leader 
might say the same of the Obama team. The American commander in Afghanistan, General 
Stanley McChrystal, who successfully lobbied for a large troop increase, has gone out of his 
way to build up Mr Karzai’s role as leader. But the American ambassador to Kabul, Karl 
Eikenberry (himself a former general in Afghanistan), opposed the surge, declaring in a leaked 
memo that Mr Karzai was not an “adequate strategic partner”. Plainly, the two men have failed 



to recreate the successful partnership in Iraq of General David Petraeus and Ryan Crocker. 
Things have scarcely been better in Washington, dc. 

For now, though, American officials have fallen into line. Mr Holbrooke, whose relations with Mr 
Karzai have been unhappy, was dispatched to greet the Afghan leader at the airport; Mr 
Eikenberry professed his respect for Mr Karzai and his friendship with General McChrystal. Mr 
Karzai, for his part, made a graceful show of gratitude, visiting maimed soldiers at the Walter 
Reed military hospital. Over the four-day trip he was due to visit the White House, Congress 
and Fort Campbell, home of the 101st airborne division which will soon be deploying to 
Afghanistan. 

Mr Karzai was encouraged to bring a large delegation of a dozen cabinet members, among 
them the ministers of foreign affairs, defence and finance, and the intelligence chief. America’s 
aim is not just reconciliation with Mr Karzai, but closer institutional links, so the Afghan 
ministers spent hours huddled with their American counterparts. 

The strategic partnership is designed to address two Afghan neuroses: that America will 
abandon Afghanistan, and that it will stitch up a deal with Pakistan behind Mr Karzai’s back. 
America is sending the message that the troop draw-down will be cautious and “conditions-
based”. Under a formal declaration to be signed later this year, America will remain deeply 
involved through economic assistance, political support and military training. Moreover, the 
new partnership is a mirror-image of a similar encounter with Pakistan in March: Afghanistan is 
being treated as equal rather than subordinate to Pakistan. 

American officials speak optimistically about the partnership with Pakistan, but old suspicions 
are returning after the failed attempt to set off a bomb in New York’s Times Square on May 
1st. The alleged bomber, a Pakistani-American, told investigators he had been trained in 
Pakistan’s frontier region. The attorney-general, Eric Holder, pinned the blame on the Pakistani 
Taliban. This is an embarrassment to officials who had at first dismissed the Pakistani Taliban’s 
claim to be behind the attack. But it preserves a united front with the Pakistani authorities, 
who have been fighting the Pakistani Taliban in the Swat valley and South Waziristan, while 
leaving the Afghan Taliban largely untouched. 

America wants the Pakistani army to move into North Waziristan, a haven for a militant 
amalgam of Taliban factions, al-Qaeda, and Uzbek and Kashmiri extremists. In public, at least, 
American officials say they recognise that Pakistani forces are overstretched. For now the only 
action in North Waziristan comes from American drone strikes. 

As with Mr Karzai, the Obama team hopes that public friendship with Pakistani leaders will 
bring better results than hostility. But in an interview for CBS’s “60 Minutes”, broadcast at the 
weekend, Mrs Clinton delivered a stern warning of “very severe consequences” if Pakistan-
based extremists were ever to stage a successful attack in America. Even more than the jazz 
at the State Department, that will have been music to Mr Karzai’s ears. 

Fonte: The Economist, May 13th 2010. Disponível em: <www.economist.com>. 
Acesso em: 20 maio 2010. 


