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I would just like to say a couple of words in Russian, 
for reasons that I will explain in a moment. [Mr. Fuller 
speaks in Russian.]

I opened with those few words in Russian to say that 
when I was serving as an intelligence officer in Afghan-
istan, to me the use of the Russian language was really 
more important than even my reasonable knowledge of 
Farsi or Dari. And I think this explains a great deal 
about what is fundamentally wrong with much of the 
international system, that I was not at all unique in 
viewing the situation in that way.

Afghanistan, for years, and not only Afghanistan, 
has been viewed really as a kind of pawn in the interna-
tional game. Afghanistan, as a country in its own right, 
did not really matter, compared to its position as a pawn 
or instrument on the international scene. And we see 
that right down to today, that the considerations of so-
called “international politics” are viewed as more im-
portant, and indeed, more natural—that’s the worst 
word: more natural—than it would be to focus on what 
the state of Afghanistan itself, is.

So I think this is the first lesson that we need to focus 
on, as we wish to try to resolve some of these pressing, 
urgent, desperate problems, even, in Afghanistan, and 
elsewhere in the world. Many people would say, “Ah 
well, this is typical. The great powers always look after 
their own interests, this is the nature of their foreign 
policy.” But I would question, not that statement so 
much, as [to ask] the question, “What are the interests 
of the great powers, or smaller powers in that region?” 
It’s easy to throw out “the idea of the national interest .” 

But what are “national inter-
ests”? This is what the grand debates 
are about, in all countries of the 
world, including the United States: 
What are the national interests of the 
United States? Or of Russia, or of 
China, etc.? When the national inter-
ests are framed primarily in terms of 
confrontation and international 
chess games, then you have one out-
come. If you have another interpre-
tation of the national interests, which 
would be for greater stability and the 

opportunity to avoid conflict with other countries, 
either inside Afghanistan, or outside, then you have a 
very different approach to the issue.

I guess what I’m saying here, is that we all as human 
beings need to work on a more humanitarian vision of 
what the world is all about. You can say, that’s naïve, 
that it doesn’t consist of Realpolitik. But if you interpret 
Realpolitik as something that should preserve greater 
degrees of stability around the world, and avoid conflict 
and avoid human suffering, then that is, in my view, 
also, a very powerful form of Realpolitik. How long 
will the United States feel that it can impose various 
litmus tests on Afghanistan—or, for that matter, on 
other countries of the world—litmus tests, before it is 
willing to cooperate with them? What kind of litmus 
tests is it imposing, especially on a country that it had 
helped to destroy, in the course of 20 years of constant 
warfare in Afghanistan?

In the end, I think we need to have this concept, and 
I think Helga touched on this considerably as well: A 
broader and more enlightened view of what the nature 
of international relations is going to be. It’s unfortunate 
that from the American perspective, today, at least three 
of the countries with which America should, and, 
indeed, must cooperate are officially in the category of 
hostile, or enemy states—namely, China; namely, 
Russia; namely, Iran. We might even consider, possibly, 
Pakistan in this category, although not as much. But, 
what kind of cooperation can you have, when the three 
countries that are most intimately involved in this situ-
ation, are unofficially viewed as hostile and enemy 
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Colleagues, I’m very sorry for joining you with this 
delay. However, I see an opportunity in this delay, be-
cause now I have the chance to endorse my very big sup-
port for what has just been said by Graham [Fuller]. I 
very much sense—in his call for more common views—
the times when I was a very young person. I understand 
Mr. Fuller was already quite a man in his most active 
years—I mean, the times of perestroika and the early ’90s.

I remember very much how that atmosphere was 
different from what had been before, and what has 
been after that, and that is why mindset is also impor-
tant. Not only some core interests and historic inter-

ests, but the ability to take fresh ap-
proaches. Unfortunately, we are not 
anywhere close to a more coopera-
tive mindset. We are very much now 
in the global Great Game competi-
tion, and increasing elements of re-
gional competitions.

In Afghanistan, right now, we do 
not have active competition between 
great powers. But we have a very 
unfortunate situation when Western 
countries, after withdrawing their 

troops, abandoned Afghanistan. There is nothing new 
in this for me. I’ve been participating in various events, 
including in events of the RIAC, with various partners. 
Since last September-October, in several events I was 
participating with RIAC, I was saying actually all the 
same things: That after winter, most probably Afghani-
stan would be left on its own, because Taliban would 
not demonstrate enough flexibility and softness to deal 
with the international community, on the terms which 
the international community has posed, hoping that the 
Taliban would be far softer and moderate.

So this mismatch, where Taliban is not ready to 
move with a softness, and where the international com-
munity needs the Taliban to move to be able to cooper-
ate with it, after various conditions had been posed, this 
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states, to U.S. interests? I would argue that there is no 
solution, certainly no humanitarian solution, or even 
political solution to this problem as long as that attitude 
prevails.

So far, I see no great change in this regard. The 
United States is itself undergoing a period of great 
crisis, domestic crisis—I don’t mean domestic politics, 
but in accepting the nature of a changing geopolitical 
world in which the United States is no longer able to 
fully dominate or dictate or direct the nature of all ele-
ments of international relations. This is a very painful 
recognition for Washington, after some 20, 30, 40, 50 
[years], one might even say since the end of World War 
II, [of the] dominating role of the United States.

It has not all been bad, over that long period of time. 
But if we go back to, particularly the fall of the Soviet 
Union or 9/11 for that matter, then this kind of political 

mentality has increasingly dominated American think-
ing, American policy thinking, and, indeed, has brought 
disaster to its own foreign policy in many places in the 
world: Afghanistan; people have mentioned at this ex-
cellent discussion, Syria; Yemen might be yet another 
consideration where very narrow-minded, narrow in-
terpretations of the American or the international inter-
ests are prevailing, instead of a broader vision of a more 
humanitarian—but more than humanitarian—that’s 
idealism—a more stable world, in which conflict and 
war are not so present, and the risks of confrontation are 
far less.

I don’t think those are idealistic goals. I think those 
are extremely practical, national interests not only of 
the U.S., but of Russia, and China, and European states, 
and others as well, as we look into the future.

I think I’ll leave it at that. Thank you.
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