Dust of Empire 

To commence the launch of Karl E. Meyer's latest book, The Dust of Empire: The Race for Mastery in the Asian Heartland, E. Wayne Merry of the American Foreign Policy Council spoke about some of the issues Meyer addresses in the text. Merry likened the current condition of the former Soviet states to decolonization, drawing a strong similarity between the historical trend of colonies being groomed to act as an economic advantage for the mother country; and the crash of these economies within the Soviet sphere of influence when the USSR disbanded. He also mentioned that some puppet leaderships established by imperialist empires alienate the local population by spending their time and effort maintaining their own status and power. Merry quickly touched upon two resources he said will become "more valuable than oil or gas;" water and heroine. He said a situation where wars are fought over water fueled by money made from heroine is imminent. Finally, Merry praised the innovative way in which Meyer addresses this range of issues in his text. 

Meyer explained he took the title for his book from a Charles De Gaulle quote, who once heard the news that France's colonies in Africa were declaring independence and responded by shrugging and saying dismissively, "They are the dust of empire." Meyer explained his reason for writing the book by relating to the audience that when the five central Asian states became independent, one could fit all the U.S. experts on that area of the world in one small room. The book is "meant to feed and sharpen that appetite [for knowledge of the region swelled after 9/11] by providing basic information in a readable manner for an audience of educated nonexperts." 

Meyer established that he was going to touch upon three key points in his presentation; indirect rule, asymmetry, and the "Buchanan syndrome." He began the discussion of indirect rule by pointing out the two kinds of colonial mastery; one, an imperial power simply annexes a weaker country, and two, one country is formally independent but is manipulated by another. In either case, he said, colonies will be divided internally, mostly between those who support puppet governments and those who support revolution against those outside influences. 

The author's second key point was asymmetry, the unbalance between regions, most notably the United States and the rest of the world. The U.S. spends more than the rest of the world combined on national defense, he pointed out, but also mentioned "Asymmetry is not just military, it's also psychological, cultural." One aspect of asymmetry that thoroughly excited Meyer was the "knowledge deficit." 

"The information superhighway is often a one way street," he said. Despite all the resources available, he said, Americans have no strong reason to learn about the politics and cultures of foreign countries while other nations are often bombarded with information about the United States, be it from military, diplomatic, or cultural contacts. 

His main example was Afghanistan. "It became apparent not only did the average person not know, but the U.S. government and the people dealing with the problem didn't know enough about Afghanistan." 

Meyer claimed the cause of this was that the conflict simply could not stir enough interest in the United States. Another example of U.S. misunderstanding is giving monetary aid to countries like Pakistan, which in turn have passed on those American dollars to anti-American terrorist agencies, instead of putting the money to the humanitarian or the more pragmatic uses for which it was intended. 

Finally, Meyer read a quote from F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby. "They were careless people, Tom and Daisy - they smashed up things and creatures and then retreated back into their money or their vast carelessness, or whatever it was that kept them together, and let other people clean up the mess they had made…" 

Naming the "Buchanan syndrome" after Tom and Daisy from Gatsby, Meyer diagnosed the United States as suffering from this condition. "We're good at winning wars, but we get out as fast as we can." 

He said the most recent case of this pattern is Afghanistan, where both leaders and average citizens feel a great sense of abandonment. The United States, which promised humanitarian aid and to help start a new government in Afghanistan, has slowed or stopped operations short of fulfilling those promises. 

While Afghanistan is the prototypical instance of American abandonment, Meyer said Iraq is the textbook case for all three themes. After World War I when the Middle East was carved into European dependencies, Great Britain snatched Iraq for its oil supply. "We are now in the final stage of British indirect rule in Iraq," Meyer said. He also said we are "facing psychological problems of asymmetry now" in Iraq. What is yet to be seen is how the United States lives up to its promise of a new freedom for the Iraqi people. 

The U.S. army speculated about a "shock and awe" campaign during the Iraq conflict. What truly comes as "shock and awe" to the rest of the world, Meyer said, is another facet of the asymmetry that exists between the United States and the rest of the world; that Americans take for granted their privilege to freedom of information, not being held in custody indefinitely, freedom of speech, and myriad other rights. Holding people indefinitely under little more than suspicion puts the U.S. government is in an awkward situation, Meyer said. He said "you lose your argument when you turn to Asia and issue reports about people being held unjustly." 

Meyer then offered his opinion on why "Bush II" is so different than his father. "It's not what you do, it's how you do it," Meyer said. "We treat European allies like they are members of the Warsaw Pact, they should just salute and fall in line." He then underlined the crucial disparity between American and Europeans. Living Europeans, he said, know of warfare and disaster on their soil, unlike Americans - until September 11. "Europeans have experienced in living memory what we are just beginning to feel." 

Citing initial American support for revolutionaries who later became dictators that the U.S. disapproved of, such as Castro and Hussein, an audience member asked Meyer if he thought American involvement helps or hinders the chances for democratic government. Meyer said in many cases the possibility of democracy is not the reason governments enter in relations with the United States. Instead, he said, governments know that becoming involved with the United States will make them "immunized from embarrassment." 

Another audience member asked how the United States can encourage diversity and democracy in the "Stans" (Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Kazakhstan), yet at the same time forbid them to have relations with neighborhood giant Iran. Meyer said this was extremely unfortunate because "the U.S. is more popular in Iran than any other country in the region," despite that this is a time when "[American] physical presence [in Iran] is virtually nil." He said the new generation of Iranians is too young to "remember U.S. involvement in the shah days." "We need a U.S. administration that will say to Iran 'You did something horrible to us, we did something bad to you in 1953,' both sides apologize," and the two countries can begin to work together. 

Another question asked if the U.S. should insist that the Iraqi oil money be used to pay debts owed by Iraq to France and Russia. Meyer said that that would put the Iraqi people to a vast disadvantage. Moreover, a precedent would be set that might be unsettling in the future. Meyer said a compromise could and should be made among the three countries. 

Another member of the audience wanted to know how skeptical Meyer is of a successful democracy in the East. Meyer said that when Francisco Franco died, experts foresaw little chance for democracy in Spain. However, the young generation of Spaniards managed exactly the opposite and became democratic. About the East, though, Meyer said "Iraq is a tough case." "Talk in Washington is excessively optimistic" that if the U.S. leaves Iraq as quickly as it did Afghanistan, a Shiite rebel would take control of the country, leaving the U.S. in a very problematic situation. "Intervention is a lemon," Meyer said, "but we must try to make lemonade, and take the positives from intervention." 

--Matthew Robinson

