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About Foreign Policy 2010 
 

As we seek to educate leaders and policymakers about how to meet the global challenges and 

opportunities of the 21st century, the Foreign Policy Initiative (FPI) conducts briefings for 

candidates of both political parties, as well as sitting members of Congress and their staff of both 

political parties. 

 

FPI briefings bring the experience and expertise of Washingtonôs leading foreign policy thinkers 

to current and aspiring members of Congress. The sessions, which can range from an hour to a 

half-day, are personally tailored to the interests of those being briefed. FPI will make available 

experts on the major foreign policy challenges facing the United States including topics such as 

Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan, China, and Russia, among other issues. We are prepared to brief 

candidates and members of Congress on critical issues ranging from the War on Terror to 

transatlantic relations and from the defense budget to democracy and human rights.  

 

In conjunction with our briefings, we have developed Foreign Policy 2010, a briefing book 

available on the FPI website at www.foreignpolicyi.org. This document pulls together articles 

and op-eds from leading thinkers in each of the key foreign policy issue areas. FPI will be 

updating the briefing book on a regular basis in 2010.  To suggest additional articles or content 

for the briefing book, please email info@foreignpolicyi.org. 

 

To schedule a briefing, please contact Rachel Hoff at rhoff@foreignpolicyi.org or (202) 296-

3322.   

  

http://www.foreignpolicyi.org/
mailto:info@foreignpolicyi.org
mailto:rhoff@foreignpolicyi.org
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About The Foreign Policy Initiative 

In 2010 the United States--and its democratic allies--face many foreign policy challenges. They come 

from rising and resurgent powers, including China and Russia. They come from other autocracies that 

violate the rights of their citizens. They come from rogue states that work with each other in ways 

inimical to our interests and principles, and that sponsor terrorism and pursue weapons of mass 

destruction. They come from Al Qaeda and its affiliates who continue to plot attacks against the United 

States and our allies. They come from failed states that serve as havens for terrorists and criminals and 

spread instability to their neighbors. 

The United States faces these challenges while engaged in military operations across the globe, including 

in Iraq and Afghanistan. The sacrifice of American lives and significant economic expenditure in these 

conflicts has led to warnings of U.S. strategic overreach, and calls for American retrenchment. There are 

those who hope we can just return to normalcy--to pre-9/11 levels of defense spending and pre-9/11 

tactics. They argue for a retreat from Americaôs global commitments and a renewed focus on problems at 

home, an understandable if mistaken response to these difficult economic times. 

In fact, strategic overreach is not the problem and retrenchment is not the solution. The United States 

cannot afford to turn its back on its international commitments and allies--the allies that helped us defeat 

fascism and communism in the 20th century, and the alliances we have forged more recently, including 

with the newly liberated citizens of Iraq and Afghanistan.  Our economic difficulties will not be solved by 

retreat from the international arena. They will be made worse. 

In this new era, the consequences of failure and the risks of retreat would be even greater than before. The 

challenges we face require 21st century strategies and tactics based on a renewed commitment to 

American leadership. The United States remains the worldôs indispensable nation -- indispensable to 

international peace, security, and stability, and indispensable to safe-guarding and advancing the ideals 

and principles we hold dear. 

The Foreign Policy Initiative (FPI) is a non-profit, non-partisan tax-exempt organization under Section 

501(c)(3) of the U.S. Internal Revenue Code that promotes: 

¶ continued U.S. engagement--diplomatic, economic, and militaryðin the world and rejection of 

policies that would lead us down the path to isolationism; 

¶ robust support for Americaôs democratic allies and opposition to rogue regimes that threaten 

American interests; 

¶ the human rights of those oppressed by their governments, and U.S. leadership in working to 

spread political and economic freedom; 

¶ a strong military with the defense budget needed to ensure that America is ready to confront the 

threats of the 21st century; 

¶ international economic engagement as a key element of U.S. foreign policy in this time of great 

economic dislocation. 

FPI looks forward to working with all who share these objectives, irrespective of political party, so that 

the United States successfully confronts its challenges and make progress toward a freer and more secure 

future.   
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Ideas 

 

FPI Analysis: President Obama's Foreign Policy, Year 

One 

The Foreign Policy Initiative 

January 20, 2010  

During his first year in office, President Obama made several consequential decisions on a wide 

range of national security issues.  Key among those were his decisions, bucking many in his 

party, to extend the timeline for withdrawal of all U.S. forces from Iraq and to send tens of 

thousands of additional troops to Afghanistan to defeat al Qaeda and the Taliban. 

 

Despite these courageous decisions, President Obama initiated several startling changes in 

American foreign policy during his first year as president. Some were stylistic or cosmetic. But 

as the year wore on, President Obama launched numerous efforts that signaled a new 

interpretation of Americaôs role in the world.  

 

In this regard, President Obamaôs words and deeds have aimed to successfully manage what 

some see as Americaôs inevitable decline relative to rising powers in Asia, notably China. This 

has necessitated, on the part of the administration, a deliberate attempt to downplay traditional 

understandings of American might (two ongoing wars notwithstanding), American alliances 

(most importantly with other democracies), and American ideals (namely the cause of 

democracy promotion and human rights). Any prediction about the direction of the Obama 

administrationôs  foreign policy hinges on the degree to which it will continue on this 

unprecedented course or, alternately, come to terms with, and build upon, a tradition that accepts 

Americaôs role as the worldôs indispensible nation.  

 

Whatever the presidentôs intentions, the results of his actions have been controversial.  Obamaôs 

detractors blame, among other things, his belief in a newly humble America; his supporters note 

the severe challenges the administration faced upon coming into power. What follows is a review 

of President Obamaôs first year in foreign policy, using the words of several outside observers. 

 

Concerning President Obamaôs decision to keep troops in Iraq through 2011, FPIôs Jamie Fly 

and Abe Greenwald wrote in Forbes, "Originally a surge skeptic, President Barack Obama 

demonstrated bravery and leadership in revising the drawdown schedule he had touted during his 

campaign so as not to risk the dangers of a premature exit.ò On President Obamaôs decision to 

http://www.foreignpolicyi.org/node/15228
http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.forbes.com%2F2009%2F08%2F15%2Ftroops-army-withdrawal-opinions-contributors-iraq-war.html
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send 30,000 additional soldiers to Afghanistan, William Kristol and Fred Kagan wrote  the 

following in The Weekly Standard: 

 

"When all the rhetorical and other problems are stripped away, the fact remains that Obama 

has, in his first year in office, committed to doubling our forces in Afghanistan and embraced our 

mission there. Indeed, the plan the president announced [at West Point] features a commendably 

rapid deployment of reinforcements to the theater, with most of the surge forces arriving over the 

course of this winter, allowing them to be in position before the enemy's traditional fighting 

season begins." 

Apart from the decisions on Iraq and Afghanistan, President Obamaôs foreign policy breaks 

sharply with that of his predecessor.  

 

In the Wall Street Journal, Eliot Cohen recently said of Obamaôs first year: ñIt began with 

apologies to the Muslim world that went nowhereéò Indeed, President Obama gave his first 

formal interview to the Dubai-based Al Arabiya network. In that interview, the president said of 

Middle East tensions, ñall too often the United States starts by dictating -- in the past on some of 

these issues -- and we don't always know all the factors that are involved. So let's listen.ò Obama 

went on to say, ñmy job is to communicate to the American people that the Muslim world is 

filled with extraordinary people who simply want to live their lives and see their children live 

better lives. My job to the Muslim world is to communicate that the Americans are not your 

enemy. We sometimes make mistakes. We have not been perfect.ò The President closed his 

interview with a defining vow: ñif countries like Iran are willing to unclench their fist, they will 

find an extended hand from us.ò 

 

Obama built on this sentiment with a videotaped Persian new year (Nowruz) greeting in which 

he pledged to cease American ñthreatsò toward Iranôs leadership, and replace them a policy of 

ñrespectò for the regime. In Ankara, he announced to the Turkish Parliament that America is not, 

and will never be, at war with Islam. In Cairo, he struck a contrite note while becoming the first 

sitting American president to apologize for the U.S. involvement in the 1953 coup to depose 

Iranian president Mohammed Mosaddeq . Also, in his Cairo speech, Obama lent gratuitous 

support to Muslims who believe that women should cover up un public.  

 

If Iranian cooperation on nuclear disarmament and an opening for resumed Israel-Palestinian 

peace talks were the strategic goals of Obamaôs apologetics, Cohenôs assessment of an approach 

that ñwent nowhereò is correct. As Charles Krauthammer noted,  

ñUnilateral American concessions and offers of unconditional engagement have moved neither 

Iran nor [other antagonistic countries] to accommodate us. Nor have the Arab states--or even 

the powerless Palestinian Authority--offered so much as a gesture of accommodation in response 

to heavy and gratuitous American pressure on Israel.ò 

When Iranôs fraudulent June election resulted in a preposterous victory for Mahmoud 

Ahmadinejad, Obama doubled down on his goodwill gamble. While Iranian protesters took to 

the streets, the American president vowed to impotently ñbear witnessò as the regime in Tehran 

http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.weeklystandard.com%2FContent%2FPublic%2FArticles%2F000%2F000%2F017%2F307lxxjy.asp
http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.weeklystandard.com%2FContent%2FPublic%2FArticles%2F000%2F000%2F017%2F307lxxjy.asp
http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fonline.wsj.com%2Farticle%2FSB10001424052748703481004574646080636258614.html%3Fmod%3DWSJ_Opinion_LEFTTopOpinion
http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.weeklystandard.com%2FContent%2FPublic%2FArticles%2F000%2F000%2F017%2F056lfnpr.asp
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enacted a program of brutality against its citizens. This resulted not merely in a lack of regime 

cooperation, but a loss of American popularity among Iranôs democrats. As Robert Kagan wrote 

in World Affairs, ñObamaôs strategy toward Iran has placed the United States objectively on the 

side of the governmentôs efforts to return to normalcy as quickly as possible, rather than in 

league with the oppositionôs efforts to prolong the crisis. Engagement with Tehran has meant a 

studious disengagement from the regimeôs opponents.ò 

 

In the Wall Street Journal, Akbar Atri and Mariam Memarsadeghi wrote, ñMany Iran experts 

have warned that displays of Western solidarity could taint Iran's democrats. Nonsense. Iranian 

cyberspace is brimming with anger at what the Green Movement sees as betrayal by the West. 

From legendary filmmaker Mohsen Makhmalbaf, presidential candidate Mir Hossein Mousavi's 

representative in Europe, to Nobel Laureate Shirin Ebadi, Iranian democrats are expressing 

disappointment at what they see as the trading of their democratic aspirations for dubious 

progress toward the goal of preventing a nuclear Iran.ò 

 

As for the Middle East peace part of the gambit, Elliott Abrams wrote in The Weekly Standard, 

ñ[The Obama administrationôs] initial goals have all been missed. Israelis, Palestinians, and Arab 

governments have lost confidence in American leadership.ò Abrams goes on,  ñIn Arab capitals 

the failure of the United States to stop Iranôs nuclear program is understood as American 

weakness in the struggle for dominance in the Middle East, making additional cooperation from 

Arab leaders on Israeli-Palestinian issues even less likely.ò 

 

In another Weekly Standard piece, Abrams had this to say of Obamaôs dealings with human 

rights abusers: 

"Under a policy of promoting human rights and democracy, the United States should be focusing 

its policies toward such countries on what goes on within them, on supporting democracy 

activists and promoting the expansion of freedom, on opposing repressive regimes and working 

when we can to undermine them. But the approach Obama is taking is the almost inevitable 

product of elevating multilateral diplomacy, for you don't conduct diplomacy with demonstrators 

and bloggers, much less with political prisoners. You conduct it with the guy across the table, 

behind the placard that reads "Iran" or 'Myanmar' or 'Egypt.ô" 

A similar problem can be discerned in President Obamaôs policy toward China. In November, 

the president made his first visit to this rising power. The trip was most notable for the various 

ways in which Beijing got the better of Washington. Obama was not only unable to forge any 

significant trade or environmental initiatives, but was also so stage-managed by the communist 

party that he failed to present a robust American case for human rights in the autocratic country. 

At National Reviewôs blog, The Corner, Gordon Chang wrote, 

"What the president does not understand is that American values are American interests. 

American diplomats tend to separate the two and sometimes think that promoting the former can 

undermine the latter. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton obviously subscribes to this view.  After 

all, this February she famously said that the issue of Chinese human rights cannot be permitted 

to ñinterfereò with important topics of discussion with Beijing. The president, for his part, broke 

the precedent of the last three administrations and refused to see the Dalai Lama during His 

http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.worldaffairsjournal.org%2F2010%2520-%2520JanFeb%2Ffull-Kagan-JF-2010.html
http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fonline.wsj.com%2Farticle%2FSB10001424052748703740004574513420481440750.html
http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fweeklystandard.com%2Fprint%2Farticles%2Fall-process-no-peace
http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fweeklystandard.com%2Fprint%2Farticles%2Fall-process-no-peace
http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.weeklystandard.com%2FContent%2FPublic%2FArticles%2F000%2F000%2F017%2F268jkngt.asp
http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fcorner.nationalreview.com%2Fpost%2F%3Fq%3DYWUwMzRjYjVjNTU0Zjg2NzdhNDI3ZjQ1NGU3YTA5NGE
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Holinessôs trip to Washington early last month. The administration indicated Obama did not 

want to rile the Chinese before his visit. 

 

What Obama and Clinton fail to comprehend is that America derives its security because of its 

values. Peoples around the world support our policies precisely because they share our beliefs. 

And with the Chinese there is another dimension: Beijingôs ruthlessly pragmatic leaders see our 

failure to press human rights as a sign that we think we are weak. And if they think we are weak, 

they see little reason to cooperate. So promoting human rights is protecting American security." 

 While President Obama could have been more assertive with China, his first year saw a slight 

but discernable cooling of relations with Chinaôs democratic neighbor India. For, as Robert 

Kagan explained in World Affairs, 

"This accommodation [of rising countries like China] in turn has required a certain distancing 

from the postïWorld War II allies. Increasing cooperation with the two great powers would be 

difficult if not impossible if the United States remained committed to the old alliances which 

were, after all, originally designed to contain themðNATO in the case of Russia, and, in the 

case of China, the bilateral alliances with Japan, Australia, South Korea, the Philippines, and 

the new strategic partnership with India." 

At first, the Asian military dictatorship of Burma saw signs of improved relations with the U.S. 

under Barack Obama. There was talk of lifting sanctions on the brutal regime of Senior General 

Than Shwe. However, in October the administration dashed this plan. Benedict Rogers and 

Joseph Loconte wrote in The Weekly Standard: 

"The Obama administration recently announced the results of its long-awaited Burma policy 

review. On the face of it the outcome is sound. The United States will maintain existing sanctions 

on Burma's brutal regime, while attempting a dialogue with the generals. The combination of 

engagement plus pressure is precisely the package long advocated by Burma's democracy 

movement and its jailed leader, Nobel Peace Prize Laureate Aung San Suu Kyi." 

Among the more brazen examples of the administrationôs muted response to human rights 

violators one can include the words and actions of special envoy to Sudan, retired Air Force Maj. 

Gen. Scott Gration. Taking a startlingly soft approach to the genocidal regime of Omar al Bashir, 

Gration said of offering Bashir incentives, "We've got to think about giving out cookies. Kids, 

countries, they react to gold stars, smiley faces, handshakes, agreements, talk, engagement." On 

The Weekly Standardôs blog, Michael Goldfarb wrote, 

"This from the man who took it upon himself to declare the genocide in Darfur over -- mere 

'remnants of genocide' remain he told reporters in June -- at a time when even our push-over 

Ambassador to the United Nations, Susan Rice, was still accusing the Sudanese regime of that 

precise crime. (Gration would later try and make amends by telling the Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee that 'Susan Rice is one of my dear friends. There are few women in the world that I 

would say, 'I love you' to, and Susan is one of them. I love Susan Rice.') Only three months 

before Gration issued his summary judgment that the genocide in Darfur had come to an end, 

Sudanese President Omar al Bashir was indicted for war crimes by the International Criminal 

http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.worldaffairsjournal.org%2F2010%2520-%2520JanFeb%2Ffull-Kagan-JF-2010.html
http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.weeklystandard.com%2FContent%2FPublic%2FArticles%2F000%2F000%2F017%2F055eydip.asp
http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.weeklystandard.com%2FContent%2FPublic%2FArticles%2F000%2F000%2F017%2F055eydip.asp
http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.weeklystandard.com%2Fweblogs%2FTWSFP%2F2009%2F09%2Fobama_foreign_policy_goes_from_carrots_to_cookies.asp
http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.weeklystandard.com%2Fweblogs%2FTWSFP%2F2009%2F09%2Fobama_foreign_policy_goes_from_carrots_to_cookies.asp
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Court. Gration is pushing the administration to normalize relations with this indicted war 

criminal." 

The administrationôs initial impulse to disregard democratic principles affected policy toward 

countries in Americaôs own hemisphere. In the Wall Street Journal, Mary Anastasia OôGrady 

wrote,  

"[T]he administration took off the gloves and sent a message that it would use everything it has 

to break the neck of the Honduran democracy. Its bullying might work. But it will never be able 

to brag about what it has doneéTo recap, the Honduran military in June executed a Supreme 

Court arrest warrant against Mr. Zelaya for trying to hold a referendum on whether he should 

be able to run for a second term. Article 239 of the Honduran constitution states that any 

president who tries for a second term automatically loses the privilege of his office. By insisting 

that Mr. Zelaya be returned to power, the U.S. is trying to force Honduras to violate its own 

constitution." 

OôGrady was objecting specifically to the Obama administrationôs announcement ñthat visa 

services for Hondurans are suspended indefinitely, and that some $135 million in bilateral aid 

might be cut. that visa services for Hondurans are suspended indefinitely, and that some $135 

million in bilateral aid might be cutò if Zelaya was not reinstated.  OôGrady noted: 

"By insisting that Mr. Zelaya be returned to power, the U.S. is trying to force Honduras to 

violate its own constitution. 

 

It is also asking Hondurans to risk the fate of Venezuela. They know how Venezuela's Hugo 

Chávez went from being democratically elected the first time, in 1998, to making himself dictator 

for life. He did it by destroying his country's institutional checks and balances." 

After a succession of diplomatic impasses, President Obama backed away from his initial anti-

democratic policy and eventually helped the Honduran government handle Zelaya in accordance 

with its own constitution.  

 

U.S. allies in Europe suffered as well because of the Obama administrationôs much vaunted 

ñResetò of U.S.-Russia relations. After much speculation, the administration made a dramatic 

departure from Americaôs previous missile defense policy in Europe. FPI's Jamie Fly wrote, in 

The Weekly Standard, 

"President Obama's decision to cancel plans for U.S. missile defense sites in Poland and the 

Czech Republic is a knife in the back for those countries. The implications for U.S. security and 

the transatlantic relationship are profound. Critics rightly note that the sudden announcement 

Thursday sends a dangerous message to allies, both in Europe and elsewhere, who rely on U.S. 

security guarantees." 

In addition to the now-familiar anti-democracy flavor of the move, the switch in policy had 

practical challenges. Fly went on to note that, ñThe problem for defenders of Obama's decision is 

that the system they now support is exactly what they accused the Bush system of being--

http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fonline.wsj.com%2Farticle%2FSB10001424052970204731804574382872711784150.html
http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.weeklystandard.com%2FContent%2FPublic%2FArticles%2F000%2F000%2F016%2F977ajhjj.asp
http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.weeklystandard.com%2FContent%2FPublic%2FArticles%2F000%2F000%2F016%2F977ajhjj.asp
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unproven.ò While the administration vows to house aspects of that future system on Polish and 

Czech soil, both the efficacy of the proposed technology and the likelihood of Congressôs 

compliance leave the matter an open question. 

 

It was the administrationôs hope that Russia would become more positively disposed toward 

American policy, if we removed defense assets from what Moscow believes is its rightful 

ñsphere of influence.ò Charles Krauthammer wrote the following, in the Washington Post: 

"Surely we got something in return for selling out our friends. Some brilliant secret trade-off to 

get strong Russian support for stopping Iran from going nuclear before it's too late? Just wait 

and see, said administration officials, who then gleefully played up an oblique statement by 

President Dmitry Medvedev a week later as vindication of the missile defense betrayal. 

 

The Russian statement was so equivocal that such a claim seemed a ridiculous stretch at the 

time. Well, Clinton went to Moscow this week to nail down the deal. What did she get? 

 

'Russia Not Budging On Iran Sanctions: Clinton Unable to Sway Counterpart.' Such was The 

Washington Post headline's succinct summary of the debacle. 

 

Note how thoroughly Clinton was rebuffed. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov declared 

that 'threats, sanctions and threats of pressure' are 'counterproductive.' Note: It's not just 

sanctions that are worse than useless, but even the threat of mere pressure. 

 

It gets worse. Having failed to get any movement from the Russians, Clinton herself moved -- to 

accommodate the Russian position! Sanctions? What sanctions? 'We are not at that point yet,' 

she averred." 

It is also worth noting that the President has thus far failed to achieve a follow-on to the Strategic 

Arms Reduction Treaty (START) with Moscow, as promised in July.  

 

As President Obama focused much of his first year in office (and the bulk of the U.S.-Russian 

relationship) on the issue of global disarmament, at home, the administration proposed in its first 

budget, a long-term vision for the U.S. defense budget worthy of a second rate European power.  

Thomas Donnelly and Gary Schmitt listed the problematic cuts: 

"The termination of the F-22 Raptor program at just 187 aircraft inevitably will call U.S. air 

supremacy -- the salient feature, since World War II, of the American way of war -- into 

questioné The U.S. Navy will continue to shrink below the fleet size of 313 ships it set only a few 

years agoé Mr. Gates has promised to 'restructure' the Army's Future Combat Systems (FCS) 

program, arguing that the lessons of Iraq and Afghanistan have called into question the need for 

new ground combat vehiclesé The proposed cuts in space and missile defense programs reflect 

a retreat in emerging environments that are increasingly critical in modern warfare." 

Donnelly and Schmidt argued that the recommended cuts ñare the opening bid in what, if the 

Obama administration has its way, will be a future U.S. military that is smaller and packs less 

wallop.ò 

http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.washingtonpost.com%2Fwp-dyn%2Fcontent%2Farticle%2F2009%2F10%2F15%2FAR2009101502763.html
http://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=-1&msgid=0&act=11111&c=603297&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fonline.wsj.com%2Farticle%2FSB123914897083399179.html
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During Obamaôs first year in the White House, the President has repeatedly sought to strike out 

on a new, more humble course for American foreign policy. As we see in the examples above, 

such efforts have been rebuffed at virtually every turn. Charles Krauthammer wrote that ñdecline 

is a choice.ò While Barack Obama has, so far, chosen to steward an American decline, he did 

envision a manageable descent. But looking at the evidence of the past year, the President seems 

to have spurred something closer to a mini-freefall.  

 

When faced with the reality of American commitments to fledgling democracies in Iraq and 

Afghanistan, the President chose to give his commanders on the ground the resources required 

for victory.  The unfortunate realities of international politics will present him with similar 

dilemmas in the years ahead. It remains unclear whether the fortitude he has shown on Iraq and 

Afghanistan will be replicated in addressing other issues. The choice between accepting 

American decline and embracing Americaôs global responsibilities is still his to make. 

 

 

Decline Is a Choice 

The New Liberalism and the end of American ascendancy. 

By Charles Krauthammer 

The Weekly Standard 

 

October 19, 2009, Vol. 15, No. 05 

The weathervanes of conventional wisdom are engaged in another round of angst about America 

in decline. New theories, old slogans: Imperial overstretch. The Asian awakening. The post-

American world. Inexorable forces beyond our control bringing the inevitable humbling of the 

world hegemon. 

On the other side of this debate are a few--notably Josef Joffe in a recent essay in Foreign 

Affairs--who resist the current fashion and insist that America remains the indispensable power. 

They note that declinist predictions are cyclical, that the rise of China (and perhaps India) are 

just the current version of the Japan panic of the late 1980s or of the earlier pessimism best 

captured by Jean-François Revel's How Democracies Perish. 

The anti-declinists point out, for example, that the fear of China is overblown. It's based on the 

implausible assumption of indefinite, uninterrupted growth; ignores accumulating externalities 

like pollution (which can be ignored when growth starts from a very low baseline, but ends up 

http://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000/000/017/056lfnpr.asp
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making growth increasingly, chokingly difficult); and overlooks the unavoidable consequences 

of the one-child policy, which guarantees that China will get old before it gets rich. 

And just as the rise of China is a straight-line projection of current economic trends, American 

decline is a straight-line projection of the fearful, pessimistic mood of a country war-weary and 

in the grip of a severe recession. 

Among these crosscurrents, my thesis is simple: The question of whether America is in decline 

cannot be answered yes or no. There is no yes or no. Both answers are wrong, because the 

assumption that somehow there exists some predetermined inevitable trajectory, the result of 

uncontrollable external forces, is wrong. Nothing is inevitable. Nothing is written. For America 

today, decline is not a condition. Decline is a choice. Two decades into the unipolar world that 

came about with the fall of the Soviet Union, America is in the position of deciding whether to 

abdicate or retain its dominance. Decline--or continued ascendancy--is in our hands. 

Not that decline is always a choice. Britain's decline after World War II was foretold, as indeed 

was that of Europe, which had been the dominant global force of the preceding centuries. The 

civilizational suicide that was the two world wars, and the consequent physical and 

psychological exhaustion, made continued dominance impossible and decline inevitable. 

The corollary to unchosen European collapse was unchosen American ascendancy. We--whom 

Lincoln once called God's "almost chosen people"--did not save Europe twice in order to emerge 

from the ashes as the world's co-hegemon. We went in to defend ourselves and save civilization. 

Our dominance after World War II was not sought. Nor was the even more remarkable 

dominance after the Soviet collapse. We are the rarest of geopolitical phenomena: the accidental 

hegemon and, given our history of isolationism and lack of instinctive imperial ambition, the 

reluctant hegemon--and now, after a near-decade of strenuous post-9/11 exertion, more reluctant 

than ever. 

Which leads to my second proposition: Facing the choice of whether to maintain our dominance 

or to gradually, deliberately, willingly, and indeed relievedly give it up, we are currently on a 

course towards the latter. The current liberal ascendancy in the United States--controlling the 

executive and both houses of Congress, dominating the media and elite culture--has set us on a 

course for decline. And this is true for both foreign and domestic policies. Indeed, they work 

synergistically to ensure that outcome. 

The current foreign policy of the United States is an exercise in contraction. It begins with the 

demolition of the moral foundation of American dominance. In Strasbourg, President Obama 

was asked about American exceptionalism. His answer? "I believe in American exceptionalism, 

just as I suspect that the Brits believe in British exceptionalism and the Greeks believe in Greek 

exceptionalism." Interesting response. Because if everyone is exceptional, no one is. 

Indeed, as he made his hajj from Strasbourg to Prague to Ankara to Istanbul to Cairo and finally 

to the U.N. General Assembly, Obama drew the picture of an America quite exceptional--

exceptional in moral culpability and heavy-handedness, exceptional in guilt for its treatment of 

other nations and peoples. With varying degrees of directness or obliqueness, Obama indicted his 
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own country for arrogance, for dismissiveness and derisiveness (toward Europe), for 

maltreatment of natives, for torture, for Hiroshima, for Guantánamo, for unilateralism, and for 

insufficient respect for the Muslim world. 

Quite an indictment, the fundamental consequence of which is to effectively undermine any 

moral claim that America might have to world leadership, as well as the moral confidence that 

any nation needs to have in order to justify to itself and to others its position of leadership. 

According to the new dispensation, having forfeited the mandate of heaven--if it ever had one--a 

newly humbled America now seeks a more modest place among the nations, not above them. 

But that leads to the question: How does this new world govern itself? How is the international 

system to function? 

Henry Kissinger once said that the only way to achieve peace is through hegemony or balance of 

power. Well, hegemony is out. As Obama said in his General Assembly address, "No one nation 

can or should try to dominate another nation." (The "can" in that declaration is priceless.) And if 

hegemony is out, so is balance of power: "No balance of power among nations will hold." 

The president then denounced the idea of elevating any group of nations above others--which 

takes care, I suppose, of the Security Council, the G-20, and the Western alliance. And just to 

make the point unmistakable, he denounced "alignments of nations rooted in the cleavages of a 

long-gone Cold War" as making "no sense in an interconnected world." What does that say about 

NATO? Of our alliances with Japan and South Korea? Or even of the European Union? 

This is nonsense. But it is not harmless nonsense. It's nonsense with a point. It reflects a 

fundamental view that the only legitimate authority in the international system is that which 

emanates from "the community of nations" as a whole. Which means, I suppose, acting through 

its most universal organs such as, again I suppose, the U.N. and its various agencies. Which is 

why when Obama said that those who doubt "the character and cause" of his own country should 

see what this new America--the America of the liberal ascendancy--had done in the last nine 

months, he listed among these restorative and relegitimizing initiatives paying up U.N. dues, 

renewing actions on various wholly vacuous universalist declarations and agreements, and 

joining such Orwellian U.N. bodies as the Human Rights Council. 

These gestures have not gone unnoticed abroad. The Nobel Committee effused about Obama's 

radical reorientation of U.S. foreign policy. Its citation awarding him the Nobel Peace Prize 

lauded him for having "created a new climate" in international relations in which "multilateral 

diplomacy has regained a central position, with emphasis on the role that the United Nations and 

other institutions can play." 

Of course, the idea of the "international community" acting through the U.N.--a fiction and a 

farce respectively--to enforce norms and maintain stability is absurd. So absurd that I suspect it's 

really just a metaphor for a world run by a kind of multipolar arrangement not of nation-states 

but of groups of states acting through multilateral bodies, whether institutional (like the 

International Atomic Energy Agency) or ad hoc (like the P5+1 Iran negotiators). 
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But whatever bizarre form of multilateral or universal structures is envisioned for keeping world 

order, certainly hegemony--and specifically American hegemony--is to be retired. 

This renunciation of primacy is not entirely new. Liberal internationalism as practiced by the 

center-left Clinton administrations of the 1990s--the beginning of the unipolar era--was 

somewhat ambivalent about American hegemony, although it did allow America to be 

characterized as "the indispensable nation," to use Madeleine Albright's phrase. Clintonian 

center-left liberal internationalism did seek to restrain American power by tying Gulliver down 

with a myriad of treaties and agreements and international conventions. That conscious 

constraining of America within international bureaucratic and normative structures was rooted in 

the notion that power corrupts and that external restraints would curb arrogance and 

overreaching and break a willful America to the role of good international citizen. 

But the liberal internationalism of today is different. It is not center-left, but left-liberal. And the 

new left-liberal internationalism goes far beyond its earlier Clintonian incarnation in its distrust 

of and distaste for American dominance. For what might be called the New Liberalism, the 

renunciation of power is rooted not in the fear that we are essentially good but subject to the 

corruptions of power--the old Clintonian view--but rooted in the conviction that America is so 

intrinsically flawed, so inherently and congenitally sinful that it cannot be trusted with, and does 

not merit, the possession of overarching world power. 

For the New Liberalism, it is not just that power corrupts. It is that America itself is corrupt--in 

the sense of being deeply flawed, and with the history to prove it. An imperfect union, the theme 

of Obama's famous Philadelphia race speech, has been carried to and amplified in his every 

major foreign-policy address, particularly those delivered on foreign soil. (Not surprisingly, since 

it earns greater applause over there.) 

And because we remain so imperfect a nation, we are in no position to dictate our professed 

values to others around the world. Demonstrators are shot in the streets of Tehran seeking 

nothing but freedom, but our president holds his tongue because, he says openly, of our own 

alleged transgressions towards Iran (presumably involvement in the 1953 coup). Our 

shortcomings are so grave, and our offenses both domestic and international so serious, that we 

lack the moral ground on which to justify hegemony. 

These fundamental tenets of the New Liberalism are not just theory. They have strategic 

consequences. If we have been illegitimately playing the role of world hegemon, then for us to 

regain a legitimate place in the international system we must regain our moral authority. And 

recovering moral space means renouncing ill-gotten or ill-conceived strategic space. 

Operationally, this manifests itself in various kinds of strategic retreat, most particularly in 

reversing policies stained by even the hint of American unilateralism or exceptionalism. Thus, 

for example, there is no more "Global War on Terror." It's not just that the term has been 

abolished or that the secretary of homeland security refers to terrorism as "man-caused 

disasters." It is that the very idea of our nation and civilization being engaged in a global mortal 

struggle with jihadism has been retired as well. 
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The operational consequences of that new view are already manifest. In our reversion to pre-9/11 

normalcy--the pretense of pre-9/11 normalcy--antiterrorism has reverted from war fighting to 

law enforcement. High-level al Qaeda prisoners, for example, will henceforth be interrogated not 

by the CIA but by the FBI, just as our response to the attack on the USS Cole pre-9/11--an act of 

war--was to send FBI agents to Yemen. 

The operational consequences of voluntary contraction are already evident: 

* Unilateral abrogation of our missile-defense arrangements with Poland and the Czech 

Republic--a retreat being felt all through Eastern Europe to Ukraine and Georgia as a signal of 

U.S. concession of strategic space to Russia in its old sphere of influence. 

* Indecision on Afghanistan--a widely expressed ambivalence about the mission and a serious 

contemplation of minimalist strategies that our commanders on the ground have reported to the 

president have no chance of success. In short, a serious contemplation of strategic retreat in 

Afghanistan (only two months ago it was declared by the president to be a "war of necessity") 

with possibly catastrophic consequences for Pakistan. 

* In Iraq, a determination to end the war according to rigid timetables, with almost no interest in 

garnering the fruits of a very costly and very bloody success--namely, using our Strategic 

Framework Agreement to turn the new Iraq into a strategic partner and anchor for U.S. influence 

in the most volatile area of the world. Iraq is a prize--we can debate endlessly whether it was 

worth the cost--of great strategic significance that the administration seems to have no intention 

of exploiting in its determination to execute a full and final exit. 

* In Honduras, where again because of our allegedly sinful imperial history, we back a Chávista 

caudillo seeking illegal extension of his presidency who was removed from power by the 

legitimate organs of state--from the supreme court to the national congress--for grave 

constitutional violations. 

The New Liberalism will protest that despite its rhetoric, it is not engaging in moral reparations, 

but seeking real strategic advantage for the United States on the assumption that the reason we 

have not gotten cooperation from, say, the Russians, Iranians, North Koreans, or even our 

European allies on various urgent agendas is American arrogance, unilateralism, and 

dismissiveness. And therefore, if we constrict and rebrand and diminish ourselves deliberately--

try to make ourselves equal partners with obviously unequal powers abroad--we will gain the 

moral high ground and rally the world to our causes. 

Well, being a strategic argument, the hypothesis is testable. Let's tally up the empirical evidence 

of what nine months of self-abasement has brought. 

With all the bowing and scraping and apologizing and renouncing, we couldn't even sway the 

International Olympic Committee. Given the humiliation incurred there in pursuit of a trinket, it 

is no surprise how little our new international posture has yielded in the coin of real strategic 

goods. Unilateral American concessions and offers of unconditional engagement have moved 

neither Iran nor Russia nor North Korea to accommodate us. Nor have the Arab states--or even 
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the powerless Palestinian Authority--offered so much as a gesture of accommodation in response 

to heavy and gratuitous American pressure on Israel. Nor have even our European allies 

responded: They have anted up essentially nothing in response to our pleas for more assistance in 

Afghanistan. 

The very expectation that these concessions would yield results is puzzling. Thus, for example, 

the president is proposing radical reductions in nuclear weapons and presided over a Security 

Council meeting passing a resolution whose goal is universal nuclear disarmament, on the theory 

that unless the existing nuclear powers reduce their weaponry, they can never have the moral 

standing to demand that other states not go nuclear. 

But whatever the merits of unilateral or even bilateral U.S.-Russian disarmament, the notion that 

it will lead to reciprocal gestures from the likes of Iran and North Korea is simply childish. They 

are seeking the bomb for reasons of power, prestige, intimidation, blackmail, and regime 

preservation. They don't give a whit about the level of nuclear arms among the great powers. 

Indeed, both Iran and North Korea launched their nuclear weapons ambitions in the 1980s and 

the 1990s--precisely when the United States and Russia were radically reducing their arsenals. 

This deliberate choice of strategic retreats to engender good feeling is based on the naïve hope of 

exchanges of reciprocal goodwill with rogue states. It comes as no surprise, therefore, that the 

theory--as policy--has demonstrably produced no strategic advances. But that will not deter the 

New Liberalism because the ultimate purpose of its foreign policy is to make America less 

hegemonic, less arrogant, less dominant. 

In a word, it is a foreign policy designed to produce American decline--to make America 

essentially one nation among many. And for that purpose, its domestic policies are perfectly 

complementary. 

Domestic policy, of course, is not designed to curb our power abroad. But what it lacks in intent, 

it makes up in effect. Decline will be an unintended, but powerful, side effect of the New 

Liberalism's ambition of moving America from its traditional dynamic individualism to the more 

equitable but static model of European social democracy. 

This is not the place to debate the intrinsic merits of the social democratic versus the Anglo-

Saxon model of capitalism. There's much to be said for the decency and relative equity of social 

democracy. But it comes at a cost: diminished social mobility, higher unemployment, less 

innovation, less dynamism and creative destruction, less overall economic growth. 

This affects the ability to project power. Growth provides the sinews of dominance--the ability to 

maintain a large military establishment capable of projecting power to all corners of the earth. 

The Europeans, rich and developed, have almost no such capacity. They made the choice long 

ago to devote their resources to a vast welfare state. Their expenditures on defense are minimal, 

as are their consequent military capacities. They rely on the U.S. Navy for open seas and on the 

U.S. Air Force for airlift. It's the U.S. Marines who go ashore, not just in battle, but for such 

global social services as tsunami relief. The United States can do all of this because we spend 

infinitely more on defense--more than the next nine countries combined. 
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Those are the conditions today. But they are not static or permanent. They require constant 

renewal. The express agenda of the New Liberalism is a vast expansion of social services--

massive intervention and expenditures in energy, health care, and education--that will 

necessarily, as in Europe, take away from defense spending. 

This shift in resources is not hypothetical. It has already begun. At a time when hundreds of 

billions of dollars are being lavished on stimulus and other appropriations in an endless array of 

domestic programs, the defense budget is practically frozen. Almost every other department is 

expanding, and the Defense Department is singled out for making "hard choices"--forced to look 

everywhere for cuts, to abandon highly advanced weapons systems, to choose between readiness 

and research, between today's urgencies and tomorrow's looming threats. 

Take, for example, missile defense, in which the United States has a great technological edge and 

one perfectly designed to maintain American preeminence in a century that will be dominated by 

the ballistic missile. Missile defense is actually being cut. The number of interceptors in Alaska 

to defend against a North Korean attack has been reduced, and the airborne laser program (the 

most promising technology for a boost-phase antiballistic missile) has been cut back--at the same 

time that the federal education budget has been increased 100 percent in one year. 

This preference for social goods over security needs is not just evident in budgetary allocations 

and priorities. It is seen, for example, in the liberal preference for environmental goods. By 

prohibiting the drilling of offshore and Arctic deposits, the United States is voluntarily denying 

itself access to vast amounts of oil that would relieve dependency on--and help curb the wealth 

and power of--various petro-dollar challengers, from Iran to Venezuela to Russia. Again, we can 

argue whether the environment versus security trade-off is warranted. But there is no denying 

that there is a trade-off. 

Nor are these the only trade-offs. Primacy in space--a galvanizing symbol of American 

greatness, so deeply understood and openly championed by John Kennedy--is gradually being 

relinquished. In the current reconsideration of all things Bush, the idea of returning to the moon 

in the next decade is being jettisoned. After next September, the space shuttle will never fly 

again, and its replacement is being reconsidered and delayed. That will leave the United States 

totally incapable of returning even to near-Earth orbit, let alone to the moon. Instead, for years to 

come, we shall be entirely dependent on the Russians, or perhaps eventually even the Chinese. 

Of symbolic but also more concrete importance is the status of the dollar. The social democratic 

vision necessarily involves huge increases in domestic expenditures, most immediately for 

expanded health care. The plans currently under consideration will cost in the range of $1 

trillion. And once the budget gimmicks are discounted (such as promises of $500 billion cuts in 

Medicare which will never eventuate), that means hundreds of billions of dollars added to the 

monstrous budgetary deficits that the Congressional Budget Office projects conservatively at $7 

trillion over the next decade. 

The effect on the dollar is already being felt and could ultimately lead to a catastrophic collapse 

and/or hyperinflation. Having control of the world's reserve currency is an irreplaceable national 

asset. Yet with every new and growing estimate of the explosion of the national debt, there are 
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more voices calling for replacement of the dollar as the world currency--not just adversaries like 

Russia and China, Iran and Venezuela, which one would expect, but just last month the head of 

the World Bank. 

There is no free lunch. Social democracy and its attendant goods may be highly desirable, but 

they have their price--a price that will be exacted on the dollar, on our primacy in space, on 

missile defense, on energy security, and on our military capacities and future power projection. 

But, of course, if one's foreign policy is to reject the very notion of international primacy in the 

first place, a domestic agenda that takes away the resources to maintain such primacy is perfectly 

complementary. Indeed, the two are synergistic. Renunciation of primacy abroad provides the 

added resources for more social goods at home. To put it in the language of the 1990s, the 

expanded domestic agenda is fed by a peace dividend--except that in the absence of peace, it is a 

retreat dividend. 

And there's the rub. For the Europeans there really is a peace dividend, because we provide the 

peace. They can afford social democracy without the capacity to defend themselves because they 

can always depend on the United States. 

So why not us as well? Because what for Europe is decadence--decline, in both comfort and 

relative safety--is for us mere denial. Europe can eat, drink, and be merry for America protects 

her. But for America it's different. If we choose the life of ease, who stands guard for us? 

The temptation to abdicate has always been strong in America. Our interventionist tradition is 

recent. Our isolationist tradition goes far deeper. Nor is it restricted to the American left. 

Historically, of course, it was championed by the American right until the Vandenberg 

conversion. And it remains a bipartisan instinct. 

When the era of maximum dominance began 20 years ago--when to general surprise a unipolar 

world emerged rather than a post-Cold War multipolar one--there was hesitation about accepting 

the mantle. And it wasn't just among liberals. In the fall of 1990, Jeane Kirkpatrick, -heroine in 

the struggle to defeat the Soviet Union, argued that, after a half-century of exertion fighting 

fascism, Nazism, and communism, "it is time to give up the dubious benefits of superpower 

status," time to give up the "unusual burdens" of the past and "return to 'normal' times." No more 

balancing power in Europe or in Asia. We should aspire instead to be "a normal country in a 

normal time." 

That call to retreat was rejected by most of American conservatism (as Pat Buchanan has amply 

demonstrated by his very marginality). But it did find some resonance in mainstream liberalism. 

At first, however, only some resonance. As noted earlier, the liberal internationalism of the 

1990s, the center-left Clintonian version, was reluctant to fully embrace American hegemony 

and did try to rein it in by creating external restraints. Nonetheless, in practice, it did boldly 

intervene in the Balkan wars (without the sanction of the Security Council, mind you) and openly 

accepted a kind of intermediate status as "the indispensable nation." 



21 

 

Not today. The ascendant New Liberalism goes much further, actively seeking to subsume 

America within the international community--inter pares, not even primus--and to enact a 

domestic social agenda to suit. 

So why not? Why not choose ease and bask in the adulation of the world as we serially renounce, 

withdraw, and concede? 

Because, while globalization has produced in some the illusion that human nature has changed, it 

has not. The international arena remains a Hobbesian state of nature in which countries naturally 

strive for power. If we voluntarily renounce much of ours, others will not follow suit. They will 

fill the vacuum. Inevitably, an inversion of power relations will occur. 

Do we really want to live under unknown, untested, shifting multipolarity? Or even worse, under 

the gauzy internationalism of the New Liberalism with its magically self-enforcing norms? This 

is sometimes passed off as "realism." In fact, it is the worst of utopianisms, a fiction that can lead 

only to chaos. Indeed, in an age on the threshold of hyper-proliferation, it is a prescription for 

catastrophe. 

Heavy are the burdens of the hegemon. After the blood and treasure expended in the post-9/11 

wars, America is quite ready to ease its burden with a gentle descent into abdication and decline. 

Decline is a choice. More than a choice, a temptation. How to resist it? 

First, accept our role as hegemon. And reject those who deny its essential benignity. There is a 

reason that we are the only hegemon in modern history to have not immediately catalyzed the 

creation of a massive counter-hegemonic alliance--as occurred, for example, against Napoleonic 

France and Nazi Germany. There is a reason so many countries of the Pacific Rim and the 

Middle East and Eastern Europe and Latin America welcome our presence as balancer of power 

and guarantor of their freedom. 

And that reason is simple: We are as benign a hegemon as the world has ever seen. 

So, resistance to decline begins with moral self-confidence and will. But maintaining dominance 

is a matter not just of will but of wallet. We are not inherently in economic decline. We have the 

most dynamic, innovative, technologically advanced economy in the world. We enjoy the 

highest productivity. It is true that in the natural and often painful global division of labor 

wrought by globalization, less skilled endeavors like factory work migrate abroad, but America 

more than compensates by pioneering the newer technologies and industries of the information 

age. 

There are, of course, major threats to the American economy. But there is nothing inevitable and 

inexorable about them. Take, for example, the threat to the dollar (as the world's reserve 

currency) that comes from our massive trade deficits. Here again, the China threat is vastly 

exaggerated. In fact, fully two-thirds of our trade imbalance comes from imported oil. This is not 

a fixed fact of life. We have a choice. We have it in our power, for example, to reverse the 

absurd de facto 30-year ban on new nuclear power plants. We have it in our power to release 
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huge domestic petroleum reserves by dropping the ban on offshore and Arctic drilling. We have 

it in our power to institute a serious gasoline tax (refunded immediately through a payroll tax 

reduction) to curb consumption and induce conservation. 

Nothing is written. Nothing is predetermined. We can reverse the slide, we can undo dependence 

if we will it.  

The other looming threat to our economy--and to the dollar--comes from our fiscal deficits. They 

are not out of our control. There is no reason we should be structurally perpetuating the massive 

deficits incurred as temporary crisis measures during the financial panic of 2008. A crisis is a 

terrible thing to exploit when it is taken by the New Liberalism as a mandate for massive 

expansion of the state and of national debt--threatening the dollar, the entire economy, and 

consequently our superpower status abroad. 

There are things to be done. Resist retreat as a matter of strategy and principle. And provide the 

means to continue our dominant role in the world by keeping our economic house in order. And 

finally, we can follow the advice of Demosthenes when asked what was to be done about the 

decline of Athens. His reply? "I will give what I believe is the fairest and truest answer: Don't do 

what you are doing now." 

 

 

 

The Obama Doctrine 

BY Gary Schmitt and Tom Donnelly 

December 18, 2009 

The Weekly Standard 

You could probably count on one hand the number of conservatives who expected President 

Obama to give the address he did in accepting the Nobel Peace Prize. After all, up until then, his 

major speeches had been built around such themes as nuclear disarmament, Muslim-American 

relations, multilateralism, and the occasional criticism of America's role in the world before he 

was elected to office. What he had not talked about in any serious way were his views regarding 

the use of military force. With his speech accepting the Nobel Peace Prize, the president filled in 

that gap. 

Whether it was having just decided to escalate the military effort in Afghanistan, the dangers still 

posed by al Qaeda, the growing crisis with Iran, or simply the maturation of his own views since 

coming to office, the president felt it necessary to spell out, in a manner he had not previously, 

the utility and justice of employing American military might. "There will be times when nations-

http://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000/000/017/353hhbwm.asp
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-acting individually or in concert--will find the use of force not only necessary but morally 

justified." 

In tone, this was a world away from his "World That Stands as One" speech in Berlin in July 

2008. In Berlin, Obama spoke as an emerging global president; in Oslo he spoke as an American 

commander-in-chief. 

We cannot know how the process that resulted in the Afghanistan surge has altered Obama's 

thinking. But by asserting that the American military had "helped underwrite global security for 

more than six decades," he has forthrightly admitted that, while international and multilateral 

institutions may be helpful, they are far from being sufficient. Without a power to enforce, 

international law remains hortatory at best. 

This anchors Obama to the broad tradition of American strategy from the Truman Doctrine 

through the Bush Doctrine. Gandhi-like principles of non-violence are not adequate for handling 

the world's most ambitious or brutal powers. As the president rightly concluded, it would not 

have stopped Hitler nor will it "convince al Qaeda's leaders to lay down their arms."  

Nevertheless, the questions remain: Will the reality match the rhetoric? Was Afghanistan an 

exception or, as some commentators are now suggesting, the expression of an Obama doctrine? 

The jury is still out. In the struggle for the greater Middle East, the "Long War" is far from over. 

The prospects for a nuclear Iran within the span of even a single Obama term are pretty high. As 

the focus of American effort shifts to South Asia--and to Pakistan, in particular--the prospects for 

more terrorism will grow. China's economy may be intertwined with ours, but its geopolitical 

ambitions continue to grow. Both friend and foe wonder about American decline. 

Beyond dealing with immediate crises and conflicts, a commander-in-chief also has obligations 

to ensure that U.S. armed forces are prepared to win the wars we're in and deter the wars we wish 

to prevent. Here the questions about Obama's purpose grow larger. 

One of his first acts as president was to outline a long-term budget plan that would reduce 

military spending to a 50-year low while dramatically expanding social entitlements and national 

debt. By the end of a second Obama term, defense budgets would drop below 3 percent of GDP 

while entitlements and debt service would rise to 22 percent, making it virtually impossible to 

reverse course. This is a formula for making the U.S. defense profile more in line with the 

countries of Europe; it is not a formula for sustaining global security. 

Thanks to some creative accounting, the White House argued, and the press has largely accepted, 

the claim that the administration increased the Pentagon budget last year. But, in fact, when one 

sorted through the monies shifted between defense supplementals and the annual Pentagon 

budget, the total was a cut. And it was a real cut in terms of programs, as well, with the past year 

seeing the termination of the Air Force's F-22 fighter program, the Army's Future Combat 

System, and billions of dollars of other weaponry. The forthcoming Quadrennial Defense 

Review is likely to add to that list, with reports that it will argue for mothballing two aircraft 

carrier battle-groups and eliminating one or more wings of fighters. 
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There has been a growing gap between American strategic ends and military means ever since 

the post-Cold War "drawdown" of the 1990s. George W. Bush fought two wars but did little to 

fix the underlying gap; only with the Iraq surge did he belatedly acknowledge the need for larger 

forces. If President Obama sticks to current budget plans, this gap will widen dramatically. 

However, if the president is serious about the view he set forth in Oslo, then it needs to be 

backed by a change in the military's budget. Defense dollars will be the real test of whether there 

is an Obama doctrine that is more than just words. 

Gary Schmitt is director of the program on advanced strategic studies at the American 

Enterprise Institute. Tom Donnelly is director of AEI's Center for Defense Studies.  
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Support the President 

Beyond the squabbling and behind the mission. 

BY Frederick W. Kagan and William Kristol  

December 14, 2009, Vol. 15, No. 13 

The Weekly Standard 

President Obama has ordered sufficient reinforcements to Afghanistan to execute a war strategy 

that can succeed. We applaud this decision. And we urge everyone to rally round the effort to 

defeat our enemies and accomplish objectives vital to America's national security. 

Obama's decision, and the speech in which it was announced, were not flawless. The president 

should have met his commander's full request for forces. He should not have announced a 

deadline for the start of the withdrawal of U.S. forces. He should have committed to a specific 

and significant increase in the size of the Afghan National Security Forces. He should also have 

explained more clearly the relationship between defeating the Taliban and defeating al Qaeda, 

the significance of such a victory, and the reasons his Afghan strategy can succeed. The 

secretaries of defense and state, as well as the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, made those 

arguments far more compellingly in subsequent congressional testimony than the president did at 

West Point. 

We shouldn't miss the forest for the trees, however. When all the rhetorical and other problems 

are stripped away, the fact remains that Obama has, in his first year in office, committed to 

doubling our forces in Afghanistan and embraced our mission there. Indeed, the plan the 

president announced on Tuesday features a commendably rapid deployment of reinforcements to 

the theater, with most of the surge forces arriving over the course of this winter, allowing them to 

be in position before the enemy's traditional fighting season begins. 

http://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000/000/017/307lxxjy.asp
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The bottom line: Our very capable field commander, General Stanley McChrystal, will have 

100,000 American troops by the middle of next year to take the fight to the enemy and regain the 

initiative in the war. General McChrystal has expressed confidence in his ability to execute his 

strategy with these resources. He and his superior in the chain of command, General David 

Petraeus, have earned the right to the nation's confidence in their judgment. 

It's also important to note that General McChrystal and his forces have not stood still for the last 

four months, as the president pondered his options. They have moved rapidly to set the 

conditions to take advantage of the surge of forces, accomplishing a number of important tasks 

that will make the job of taking the fight to the enemy in 2010 much easier. 

Problems of command-and-control in particular have bedeviled our efforts in Afghanistan, 

especially in the south where the fight is the most important right now. British forces have been 

focused on Helmand and Canadian on Kandahar--such that the regions were often called 

"Helmandshire" and "Canadahar"--but there was no unified approach even within Regional 

Command South (commanded until recently by a Dutch general without a full staff working for 

him), let alone between the south and the U.S.-controlled Regional Command East. There was 

also no operational command in Afghanistan equivalent to the Multinational Corps-Iraq 

structure. The effort to train Afghan security forces was run from a headquarters that was not 

part of the same command structure as the U.S. and allied troops on the ground fighting. 

These deficiencies made the development and execution of a coherent, theater-wide strategy for 

fighting the insurgency and building up Afghan forces almost impossible. They generated 

friction between allies and between the coalition and the Afghans. They played an important role 

in the deterioration of the situation to this point. 

All have now been corrected. Lieutenant-General David Rodriguez (who previously commanded 

a division in Afghanistan) heads a newly created joint command similar to the Multinational 

Corps-Iraq headed so successfully by General Ray Odierno during the 2007 surge. Lieutenant-

General William Caldwell heads the new NATO training command. The British have deployed a 

full division headquarters to take control in Regional Command South and enact a coherent plan 

for the entire region that fits perfectly with McChrystal's overall theater strategy. 

Another major flaw in the U.S. and NATO approach to the Afghan conflict was the failure to 

understand the full nature and scale of the challenge. Some NATO countries did not want to 

admit that they were fighting a war or a counterinsurgency and such language was avoided. The 

mission was understood to be supporting the Afghan government without addressing its endemic 

corruption and abuse of power. Economic activities focused on development--as though what 

mattered about Afghanistan was its poverty rather than the insurgency. 

Additional NATO forces arriving in Afghanistan now know that they are going to fight a 

counterinsurgency war. General McChrystal's assessment noted that the failings of the Afghan 

government are as much of a challenge as the enemy's capabilities. The commanders are well 

aware that they must do more than "connect the government with the people" (the previous 

mantra), but must also reform and restrain the government while strengthening it. The American 

aid community and parts of the international aid community are also changing their approaches 
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to recognize that defeating the insurgency and providing security are the pre-requisites to 

development and anti-poverty efforts. 

General McChrystal has in addition improved the effectiveness of the forces he has under his 

command today. He pulled U.S. troops out of isolated and remote outposts where they were in 

some cases more targets for the enemy than components of a coherent offensive strategy. He has 

also taken steps to reduce Afghan civilian casualties. 

Perhaps most important, he has transformed the way allied forces work to build the capacity of 

Afghan Security Forces, importing critical lessons from our experience in Iraq. In addition to 

mentoring and advising Afghan units with small numbers of embedded trainers, General 

McChrystal has ordered American combat units to partner with their Afghan counterparts. They 

plan and conduct operations together as units, share intelligence, and fight together. As we saw 

in Iraq, a partnership at all levels is the fastest and most effective way to build indigenous 

combat forces, and it will be the model for U.S. and allied training efforts in Afghanistan from 

now on. 

All  of these changes create the conditions in which the deployment of additional American 

combat forces may be able to achieve decisive results over the next 18 months. This would be 

even easier if our civilian leadership in the country integrated their efforts with the military's as 

was done in Iraq in 2007. Ambassador Ryan Crocker and his team were almost as crucial to our 

success in Iraq as General David Petraeus. And the fact that Crocker and Petraeus worked hand-

in-glove was of inestimable value. President Obama owes it to our troops--and to the American 

people--to try to replicate that happy conjunction of civilian and military effort in Afghanistan. 

Nothing is certain in war, and the enemy always gets a vote, but we can be confident that the 

strategy and forces that will be in place in Afghanistan early next year have a good chance of 

success. And success will mean more than merely reversing the Taliban's momentum. Taken 

together with the recent achievements of the Pakistani military against that country's separate but 

related Taliban movements, success in Afghanistan could mark a turning point in the struggle 

against Islamism in South Asia. In this way, our efforts over the next couple of years in 

Afghanistan are not simply the assumption of a distressing duty; they are the seizing of an 

important opportunity in the global struggle in which we're engaged. 

National security has been a polarizing issue in American politics for a long time. Democrats--

including, unfortunately, many in the Obama administration--still want to blame the Bush 

administration for all our woes. Republicans can't resist focusing on the flaws in the president's 

plan and annoying aspects of his West Point speech. Everyone wants to relitigate past fights. In 

the case of Afghanistan--a war both parties have agreed is vital to our national interest, with tens 

of thousands of American soldiers already on the line and more on the way--we should get 

beyond the squabbling. 

Republicans will have the opportunity--and the responsibility--to criticize this administration's 

policies toward Iran, China, and Russia; its defense budgets; and its detainee policies, to say 

nothing of its domestic policy initiatives. Democrats will respond. But the president's 

announcement of a sound and feasible strategy in Afghanistan gives us a chance to show to 
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ourselves and the world that politics really can stop at the water's edge when the nation's safety is 

at stake and our troops are fighting on our behalf. 

So we say: Support the troops. Support the mission. Support the president. 

--Frederick W. Kagan and William Kristol 

Copyright 2010 Weekly Standard LLC. 

 

 

No Substitute for Victory 

Don't abandon Afghanistan. 

BY Frederick W. Kagan and William Kristol  

November 30, 2009, Vol. 15, No. 11 

The Weekly Standard 

Can the United States win the war in Afghanistan? The antiwar left has long held the war is 

unwinnable. Now some conservatives are arguing that President Obama's weakness and 

indecision forecast American failure--and that, if we're going to fail, we should just get out now. 

We would be the last to defend Obama's indefensible dithering. But the war in Afghanistan 

remains both winnable and worth winning--even with Obama as president. And no form of 

withdrawal or defeat is consistent with safeguarding key American interests in a volatile and 

dangerous region of the world.  

President Obama's apparent reluctance to pursue the fight does not inspire confidence. But he did 

send General Stanley McChrystal to take command, along with 21,000 additional troops. Despite 

efforts by political operatives around the president to push him toward withdrawal now, the 

president may yet do the right thing--soon, please!--and provide General McChrystal with the 

forces he needs to pursue decisive operations in 2010. And the president might put real effort 

into explaining his decision and the war's importance to the American people. In any case, to the 

extent the administration doesn't seem sufficiently stalwart or willing to provide those in the field 

the resources they need, a loyal opposition should press the administration to do the right thing, 

rather than relieving it of its responsibilities by preemptively deciding it won't.  

Some Republicans are understandably dismayed at the prospect of supporting a war they worry 

this president is incapable of prosecuting with sufficient vigor or conviction. They argue that 

http://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000/000/017/247ilctd.asp
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keeping faith with the troops requires rejecting any halfhearted approach. They are right that 

Americans who wish to support our troops in the field should not accept policies that deprive 

them of the means to win. But a turn by Republicans to rhetorical opposition to the war would 

only absolve the Obama administration of its Afghan duty. The better course is to push the 

administration to take responsibility for the outcome in Afghanistan by continuing to support a 

fully resourced war effort, while criticizing and opposing any decisions that undermine the 

troops' chance of success. 

After all, as Republicans pointed out on more than one occasion during the Iraq surge debate, it's 

not really possible to support the troops while opposing the war they are fighting. The troops will 

not be cheered by a collapse of political support for their effort at home, as they will not be 

helped by declarations that they are on a fool's errand. Furthermore, a withdrawal of Republican 

support for the war would allow the administration to claim that a collapse of bipartisan support 

at home compelled the president's acceding to defeat. But if it turns out that the president is 

ultimately unwilling to commit to succeeding in Afghanistan, he must be held accountable for 

that decision 

And we need not accede to defeat. The challenges, both military and political, on the ground are 

great, but they are not greater than those we faced and overcame in Iraq. The U.S. military has 

become the best counterinsurgency force in history and has only just started to bring its 

capabilities to bear in Afghanistan. General McChrystal is an outstanding and battle-tested 

commander with a creative staff and extremely talented subordinates. And he is working for the 

architect of the Iraq surge, General David Petraeus. 

The political team, on the other hand, is weak. Special Representative to Afghanistan and 

Pakistan Richard Holbrooke and Ambassador Karl Eikenberry have been ineffective and even 

counterproductive. The Obama administration appears to have recognized this, recently 

relegating Holbrooke to a diminished role and assigning Secretary of State Hillary Clinton the 

responsibility of formulating policy and working directly with Afghan president Hamid Karzai. 

It is a sign of seriousness.  

The president's indecision and delay have increased the challenges we face in Afghanistan. But it 

remains unnecessary and unwise to accept defeat. A model for Republicans is the behavior of 

Senator John McCain from 2003 to 2007. McCain consistently questioned, challenged, and 

criticized President Bush's strategy and tactics in Iraq, but he never wavered in his determination 

to do everything possible to succeed there. Both his steadfast opposition and his steadfast support 

for the mission were essential in making possible the transformation of strategy that led to 

success in Iraq. Success in Afghanistan also depends on sound strategy and sufficient resources, 

which in turn are more likely if Republicans remain unyielding both in opposition to misguided 

attempts to fight the war on the cheap and in support of a strategy that will lead to victory. 

--William Kristol & Frederick W. Kagan  

Copyright 2010 Weekly Standard LLC. 
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FPI Fact Sheet: The case for a fully resourced 

counterinsurgency strategy for Afghanistan 

November 19, 2009 | Foreign Policy Initiative  

The Foreign Policy Initiative 

During the time that President Obama has been mulling the way forward in Afghanistan, a 

number of politicians, advisors, and analysts have put forth various arguments against a 

significant increase in troop strength and a counterinsurgency (COIN) strategy. The arguments, 

when closely considered, expose a default resistance to completing the mission, not a thoughtful 

dismantling of the pro ñsurgeò case. Below youôll find a list of the most popular critiques of 

General Stanley McChrystalôs COIN strategy and resource request, each followed by clear 

refutations from relevant experts. 

Charge: The illegitimate election of Hamid Karzai means failure for any stepped up effort in 

Afghanistan. 

Response:  ñ[C]onsider the analogous case of Iraq over the last three years,ò write Richard 

Fontaine and John Nagl in the Los Angeles Times. ñAt the time [of the surge of forces to Iraq], 

Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri Maliki's Shiite-led government was widely viewed as weak and 

sectarian. An overwhelming number of Sunni Arabs -- who formed the center of gravity of the 

insurgency -- rejected its legitimacy and had boycotted the December 2005 elections that brought 

it to power. The Maliki government had done little to allay these feelings; on the contrary, 

elements of its security forces participated in sectarian violence against Sunnis through 2006.ò 

Yet Gen. David H. Petraeus' counterinsurgency strategy was able to protect populations, restore 

order, and make room for the political reconciliation that would not have otherwise been 

possible. ñProspects for such an outcome in Afghanistan actually look better now than they did 

in Iraq in early 2007,ò write Fontaine and Nagl, ñunlike Iraq -- where success hinged on 

persuading a critical mass of the Sunni Arab community to accept the bitter reality of a Shiite-led 

government -- no deep existential issue drives Afghans (primarily Pashtuns) into the arms of the 

insurgents.ò In fact, all polls and other data indicate that ñthe national government in Afghanistan 

almost certainly retains greater legitimacy among the people than did the Iraqi government 

before things began to turn for the better there.ò -- Los Angeles Times 

Charge: Afghanistan is too ñnaturallyò tribal and backward for a COIN strategy to work. 

Response: In reality, Afghanistan ñhas been a state since the 18th century (longer than Germany 

and Italy) and has been governed by strong rulers such as Dost Mohammad, who ruled from 

1826 to 1863,ò writes Max Boot, in Commentary. ñAfghanistan made considerable social, 

http://www.foreignpolicyi.org/node/13391
http://articles.latimes.com/2009/oct/12/opinion/oe-fontaine12?pg=2
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political, and economic progress during the equally long reign of Mohammad Zahir Shah from 

1933 to 1973. The country was actually relatively peaceful and prosperous before a Marxist coup 

in 1978, followed by a Soviet invasion the next year, triggered turmoil that still has not subsided. 

. . . Afghanistan has not always been as unstable and violent as it is today. . . it is hard to know 

why Afghanistan would be uniquely resistant to methods and tactics that have worked in 

countries as disparate as Malaya, El Salvador, and Iraq.ò -- Commentary  

Charge: Al Qaeda is our real enemy. COIN focuses unnecessarily on defeating the Taliban and 

other related groups. 

Response: ñAl Qaeda does not exist in a vacuum like the -SPECTRE of James Bond movies. It 

has always operated in close coordination with allies,ò write Frederick and Kimberly Kagan in 

The Weekly Standard. ñThe anti-Soviet jihad of the 1980s was the crucible in which al Qaeda 

leaders first bonded with the partners who would shelter them in Afghanistan. Osama bin Laden 

met Jalaluddin Haqqani, whose network is now fighting U.S. forces in eastern Afghanistan, as 

both were raising support in Saudi Arabia for the mujahedeen in the 1980s. They then fought the 

Soviets together. . . Bin Laden and al Qaeda could not have functioned as they did in the 1990s 

without the active support of Mullah Omar and Haqqani. The Taliban and Haqqani fighters 

protected bin Laden, fed him and his troops, facilitated the movement of al Qaeda leaders and 

fighters, and generated recruits. They also provided a socio-religious human network that 

strengthened the personal resilience and organizational reach of bin Laden and his team. Islamist 

revolution has always been an activity of groups nested within communities, not an undertaking 

of isolated individuals. . . There is no reason whatever to believe that Mullah Omar or the 

Haqqanis--whose religious and political views remain closely aligned with al Qaeda's--would fail 

to offer renewed hospitality to their friend and ally of 20 years, bin Laden.  Al Qaedaôs allies 

ñprovide them with shelter and food, with warning of impending attacks, with the means to move 

rapidly. Their allies provide communications services--runners and the use of their own more 

modern systems to help al Qaeda's senior leaders avoid creating electronic footprints that our 

forces could use to track and target them. Their allies provide means of moving money and other 

strategic resources around, as well as the means of imparting critical knowledge (like expertise in 

explosives) to cadres. Their allies provide media support, helping to get the al Qaeda message 

out and then serving as an echo chamber to magnify it via their own media resources.ò -- Weekly 

Standard 

Charge: We can defeat our enemy in Afghanistan with a more limited counterterrorism strategy, 

using drones and increased intelligence gathering. 

Response: ñIf the United States should adopt a small-footprint counterterrorism strategy, 

Afghanistan would descend again into civil war,ò Frederick Kagan testified before the House 

Armed Services Committee. ñThe Taliban group headed by Mullah Omar and operating in 

southern Afghanistan (including especially Helmand, Kandahar, and Oruzgan Provinces) is well 

positioned to take control of that area upon the withdrawal of American and allied combat forces. 

The remaining Afghan security forces would be unable to resist a Taliban offensive. They would 

be defeated and would disintegrate. The fear of renewed Taliban assaults would mobilize the 

Tajiks, Uzbeks, and Hazaras in northern and central Afghanistan. The Taliban itself would 

certainly drive on Herat and Kabul, leading to war with northern militias. This conflict would 

http://www.commentarymagazine.com/viewarticle.cfm/how-we-can-win-in-afghanistan-15257
http://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000/000/017/011bhign.asp?pg=2
http://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000/000/017/011bhign.asp?pg=2


32 

 

collapse the Afghan state, mobilize the Afghan population, and cause many Afghans to flee into 

Pakistan and Iran. Within Pakistan, the U.S. reversion to a counterterrorism strategy (from the 

counterinsurgency strategy for which Obama reaffirmed his support as recently as August) 

would disrupt the delicate balance that has made possible recent Pakistani progress against 

internal foes and al Qaeda.ò -- House Armed Services Committee 

In Commentary, Max Boot notes, ñit is hard to point to any place where pure [counterterrorism] 

has defeated a determined terrorist or guerrilla group. This is the strategy that Israel has used 

against Hamas and Hezbollah. The result is that Hamas controls Gaza, and Hezbollah controls 

southern Lebanon. It is the strategy that the U.S. has employed in Somalia since our forces 

pulled out in 1994. The result is that the country is utterly chaotic and lawless, and an Islamic 

fundamentalist group called the Shabab, which has close links to al-Qaeda, is gaining strength. 

Most pertinently, it is also the strategy the U.S. has used for years in Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

The result is that the Taliban control the tribal areas of Pakistan and are extending their influence 

across large swathes of Afghanistan.ò -- Commentary  

Charge: Our army is already stretched too thin. A troops surge in Afghanistan is unsustainable. 

Response: ñThis fear, heard often about Iraq in 2004-06, is no truer now than it was then,ò 

writes Tom Cotton in the Weekly Standard. ñAt the 2007 peak, the United States had 200,000 

troops deployed to Iraq (170,000) and Afghanistan (30,000). Currently, there are 110,000 troops 

in Iraq and 68,000 in Afghanistan, well below that peak. And 60,000 troops are expected to leave 

Iraq by next August as more troops flow into Afghanistan. Thus, overall deployed troop levels in 

2010 will remain the same or fall. The Army has also grown to accommodate repeated 

deployments. It expanded over the last two years from 512,000 to 547,000 soldiers and now 

plans to add another 22,000 troops by 2012. Further, it just exceeded its annual recruitment and 

retention goals, hardly the stuff of a broken Army.ò -- Weekly  Standard  

Charge: The American public believes we have no need to stay in Afghanistan after eight years 

of fighting. 

Response: ñBarack Obama has yet to talk about America or its ideals as being worth the fight. 

It's no wonder public support for our commitment in Afghanistan is lower today than at any 

point during the Bush administration,ò writes Foreign Policy Initiative Policy Advisor Abe 

Greenwald at the American Spectator. ñThe disconnect between rhetoric and mission is stark. 

Since taking office, President Obama has continuously spoken of the United States as a country 

that óall too oftenéstarts by dictating,ô a place that óhas shown arrogance and been dismissive, 

even derisiveô toward allies, where óour government made decisions based on fear rather than 

foresight, [and] all too often our government trimmed facts and evidence to fit ideological 

predispositions.ô America, in Mr. Obama's words, óis still working through some of our own 

darker periods in our history.ô What kind of dupe would rally behind that place? To make 

matters worse, while the situation deteriorated in Afghanistan and loose speculation abounded 

the president went silent on matters of war. . . If the president wants to boost morale on 

Afghanistan, he is going to have to drink from the well of American exceptionalism.ò -- 

American Spectator  

http://armedservices.house.gov/pdfs/TUTC102209/Kagen_TestimonyF102209.pdf
https://www.commentarymagazine.com/viewarticle.cfm/how-we-can-win-in-afghanistan-15257?page=all
http://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000/000/017/214cioeh.asp?pg=2
http://spectator.org/archives/2009/09/14/can-obama-inspire-on-afghanist
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Charge: Dealing with the problems in Pakistan is more important than finishing the fight in 

Afghanistan. 

Response: ñThe debate over whether to commit the resources necessary to succeed in 

Afghanistan must recognize the extreme danger that a withdrawal or failure in Afghanistan 

would pose to the stability of Pakistan,ò writes Frederick Kagan in the Wall Street Journal. the 

fight against the Taliban must be pursued on both sides of the border. Pakistan's successes have 

been assisted by the deployment of American conventional forces along the Afghanistan border 

opposite the areas in which Pakistani forces were operating, particularly in Konar and Khowst 

Provinces. Those forces have not so much interdicted the border crossings (almost impossible in 

such terrain) as they have created conditions unfavorable to the free movement of insurgents. 

They have conducted effective counterinsurgency operations in areas that might otherwise 

provide sanctuary to insurgents fleeing Pakistani operations (Nangarhar and Paktia provinces 

especially, in addition to Konar and Khowst). Without those operations, Pakistan's insurgents 

would likely have found new safe havens in those provinces, rendering the painful progress 

made by Pakistan's military irrelevant. Pakistan's stability cannot be secured solely within its 

borders any more than can Afghanistan's.ò -- Wall Street Journal  

Charge: Afghans view coalition forces as ñoccupiersò and want us to leave. 

Response: ñIn fact repeated polls have shown that majority of Afghans want the U.S. and NATO 

there,ò writes Brian Glyn Williams in Foreign Policy. ñAs they watch Indian soap operas on 

televisions the Taliban once smashed, send their girls to school, and drive on newly paved roads, 

millions of Afghans are experiencing the direct benefits of the U.S. presence in their country. 

This is the work we could have been doing in 1991 and, for all its obvious flaws, it is a tentative 

sign of progress in the long journey to rebuild civil society in this long suffering land. In other 

words, compassionate, global-minded Democrats who supported President Bill Clinton's 

humanitarian interventions in places like Kosovo, Bosnia, Haiti and Somalia owe it to the 

Afghan people to be patient and do the same for Afghanistan.ò -- Foreign Policy  

Charge: Afghanistan is the ñgraveyard of empires.ò 

Response: ñThis refrain belongs, as they say now in the military, in the graveyard of analogies,ò 

writes Tom Cotton in the Weekly Standard. ñThe Soviets, in particular, teach us how not to win 

in Afghanistan. A heavily mechanized force, the Red Army was ill-suited for Afghanistan's 

treacherous terrain, and it was dependent on long, vulnerable supply lines. It also discouraged 

innovative junior leadership, which is critical against an insurgency. To compensate, the Soviets 

employed vicious, massively destructive tactics that inflamed the Afghan people and still scar the 

country with depopulated valleys and adult amputees maimed as children by toy-shaped mines. 

Our present way of war couldn't be more different. We deploy light and wheeled infantry to 

Afghanistan, making our tactics more flexible, our supply lines shorter, and our soldiers more 

engaged with the locals. We also radically decentralize decision-making authority to our junior 

soldiers and leaders, who increasingly can draw on years of combat experience. In short, 

America has a counter-insurgency strategy, whereas the Soviet Union had a genocide strategy. 

Afghans I spoke with always recognized the difference, reviled the Russians, and respected our 

troops.ò -- Weekly Standard  

http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052970204731804574386602057103982.html
http://afpak.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2009/10/16/three_reasons_for_democrats_to_support_more_troops_in_afghanistan
http://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000/000/017/214cioeh.asp?pg=2
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Max Boot makes a similar point in Commentary, ñThe two most commonly cited examples in 

support of this proposition are the British in the 19th century and the Russians in the 1980s. This 

selective history conveniently omits the military success enjoyed by earlier conquerors, from 

Alexander the Great in the 4th century b.c.e. to Babur (founder of the Mughal Empire) in the 

16th century. In any case, neither the British nor the Russians ever employed proper 

counterinsurgency tactics. The British briefly occupied Kabul on two occasions (1839 and 1879) 

and then pulled out, turning Afghanistan into a buffer zone between the Russian Empire and their 

own. In the 1980s, the Russians employed scorched-earth tactics, killing large numbers of 

civilians and turning much of the country against them. Neither empire had popular support on 

its side, as foreign forces do today.ò -- Commentary  

Charge: We can manage Afghanistan by focusing on the training of Afghans.  

Response: ñThe Afghan Army is reasonably effective. It is too small, with roughly 90,000 total 

soldiers,ò writes Michael OôHanlon in the Wall Street Journal. ñBut by most accounts, the 

Afghan Army is fighting well, and cooperating well with NATO forces. Gen. McChrystal's new 

approach to training Afghan troops will greatly strengthen and deepen this cooperation.ò Here is 

the key point as it relates to a troop build-up. ñNot only will NATO finally field enough 

personnel to embed with each Afghan unit in mentoring teams, but its combat units will partner 

with Afghans at every level on every major operation ï living, planning, operating, and fighting 

with each other in one-to-one formal partnerships.ò In order for that partnering to be fully 

implemented, a large troop surge is required.  -- Wall Street Journal  

Charge: There is no rush to get all of the requested resources to Afghanistan. 

Response: ñWe face both a short and long-term fight,ò wrote Gen. Stanley McChrystal in his 

comprehensive assessment of the war. The long-term fight will require patience and 

commitment, but I believe the short-term fight will be decisive. Failure to gain the initiative and 

reverse insurgent momentum in the near term (next 12 months) ï while Afghan security capacity 

matures ïrisks an outcome where defeating the insurgency is no longer possible.ò 

Many Americans are understandably resistant to the amplification of war after eight years of 

combat in Afghanistan and other taxing military deployments. But distaste for combat cannot 

supersede obligations of national security. Those who seek to sidestep those obligations must be 

challenged head-on, so that the illogical bases for their claims can be exposed and America can 

get about the business of winning a war and bringing our soldiers home in victory.  

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.commentarymagazine.com/viewarticle.cfm/how-we-can-win-in-afghanistan-15257?page=all
http://www.brookings.edu/opinions/2009/0902_afghanistan_ohanlon.aspx
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The Two-Front War  

Pakistan is finally doing its part. Now we need to do ours. 

BY Frederick W. Kagan 

November 9, 2009, Vol. 15, No. 08 

The Weekly Standard 

A network of militant Islamist groups stretches from India to the Iranian border, from the Hindu 

Kush to the Indian Ocean. These groups include Pashtuns and Punjabis, Arabs and Uzbeks and 

more. They have no common leader, vision, hierarchy, or goal. But they do agree on a few key 

points: Any government not based on their interpretation of Islam is illegitimate and apostate; 

anyone who participates in or obeys such a government is not a Muslim and is therefore liable to 

be killed; Muslims must be "liberated" from oppressive regimes such as Pakistan, India, and 

Afghanistan; and the United States and its allies are the principal sources of support for these 

unjust and apostate regimes and must be defeated or destroyed. Al Qaeda is the most infamous of 

these groups because it alone succeeded in attacking the American Satan on its own soil, but all 

of the Taliban groups and various other Pakistani organizations, including Lashkar-e-Taiba, 

support each other morally, financially, ideologically, tactically, and strategically. They see an 

attack on any one of them as an attack on all. 

The West benefits from no such clarity. We are constantly bemused by the constellation of 

names and initials by which these groups designate themselves. Is the Afghan Taliban related to 

the Pakistani Taliban? Is al Qaeda related to either? What is anyone to make of a group that calls 

itself "Tehreek-e Nafaz-e Shariat-e Mohammadi" (TNSM--Movement for the Enforcement of 

Sharia)? This confusion has bedeviled our discussions about strategy for the war in Afghanistan. 

It has distorted our relationship with Pakistan as well. In particular, resentment over the fact that 

elements of the Pakistani security services continue to shelter and support some of the Taliban 

groups fighting the United States in Afghanistan is blinding us to the importance of the current 

Pakistani offensive against internal enemies in Waziristan. That operation--Rah-e Nijat or "Path 

to Deliverance"--is striking a blow against one of the most important militant Islamist sanctuaries 

in the world. The reactions of the other members of the Islamist network to this operation show 

clearly the relationships among them and the real stakes of the American effort in Afghanistan. 

PAKISTAN AND ISLAMISM 

Pakistani governments and the Pakistani military have been supporting Islamism in one form or 

another since the days of President Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto in the 1970s. The Pakistani state defines 

itself as the haven for India's Muslims, a notion that lends itself to sympathy with Islamism. The 

main drivers of Pakistani support for Islamism, however, have been pragmatic (as Shuja Nawaz 

http://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000/000/017/152sczju.asp
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has shown in Crossed Swords and Pakistani ambassador to the United States Husain Haqqani in 

Pakistan: Between Mosque and Military). Bhutto supported Islamism for domestic political 

reasons. After the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, his successors supported the Islamist 

groups that took the lead in fighting the Red Army. U.S. assistance to the mujahedeen was 

funneled through Pakistan, inadvertently strengthening the ties between Pakistan and the 

Islamists. Two mujahedeen who received much Pakistani assistance were Jalaluddin Haqqani 

and Gulbuddin Hekmatyar--both now prominent leaders of insurgent forces operating against the 

United States and its allies in Afghanistan (although Jalaluddin has largely handed over control 

of his group to his son, Sirajuddin). 

The Soviet Union withdrew from Afghanistan in humiliation in 1989, and the United States lost 

interest. Pakistan did not. As a new government of sorts coalesced in Kabul around Tajik and 

Uzbek leaders of the mujahedeen in the early 1990s, Islamabad became concerned that it might 

face a hostile Afghan state, compounding its traditional tensions with India by threatening to 

open a new front in the event of renewed conflict. At first the Pakistani security services 

supported Hekmatyar, but he proved ineffective. When a small band of Pashtuns under the 

leadership of Mullah Mohammad Omar emerged to fight against the depredations of the 

"warlord government" of Kabul in 1994, Pakistan's Inter-Services Intelligence Directorate (ISI) 

seized the opportunity. The ISI provided organization, training, equipment, and advisers to the 

fledgling movement, which rapidly overran the fractious warlord state, rising to power as the 

Taliban regime in 1996. 

The withdrawal of American interest from Afghanistan coincided with a series of somewhat-

related crises that turned Pakistan sharply away from the United States and much more toward 

the Islamist camp. Long-simmering discontent in Indian-controlled Kashmir erupted into open 

violence in 1989. Pakistan's support for the Kashmiri militants led to U.S. condemnation of 

Islamabad's support for terrorism. The Kashmir crisis, among many other things, led to the 

deposition of Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto (Zulfiqar's daughter) in August 1990, further 

fracturing the U.S.-Pakistan relationship. In October 1990, finally, President George H. W. Bush 

refused to make the annual certification that Pakistan did not possess a nuclear weapon required 

by the Pressler Amendment of 1985. As a result, all U.S. aid to Pakistan--including military 

exchange programs--was cut off. 

One important figure among the mujahedeen was a Palestinian Islamist named Abdullah Azzam. 

His fiery sermons to raise money and support in Saudi Arabia found an eager follower in Osama 

bin Laden, who migrated to the Afghan fight in the mid 1980s and continued to work with 

Azzam in Peshawar. In 1987, Azzam founded an organization in Pakistan called Markaz Dawat-

ul Irshad (Center for Religious Learning and Propagation, also known as Jamaat ut-Dawa), 

together with Hafiz Mohammad Saeed. Azzam was assassinated in 1989, but his protégés did 

him proud--bin Laden by founding al Qaeda, Saeed by founding the Lashkar-e-Taiba, "Army of 

the Pure," to serve as the militant wing of the Markaz Dawat-ul Irshad. 

The purpose of the Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) was to inspire jihadism among the world's Muslims. 

Saeed once said, "We believe in [Samuel P.] Huntington's clash of civilizations, and our jihad 

will continue until Islam becomes the dominant religion." Saeed established the movement's base 

at Muridke, a town near Lahore in the heart of Punjab, where he aimed to develop a model city 
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to serve as an exemplar of the sort of Islamist government for which he was fighting. The 

outbreak of conflict in Kashmir led Saeed to focus his nascent organization on that conflict--

thereby earning the support of the ISI in addition to the continued support of the Saudi backers 

who had helped him establish the group in the first place. 

Pakistan drifted generally away from the United States and toward the Islamists in the 1990s. 

Army chief of staff Mirza Aslam Beg called the 1991 Gulf war "a Western-Zionist game plan to 

neutralize the Muslim World," as Shuja Nawaz writes, adding that Beg also initiated negotiations 

with the Islamic Republic of Iran to ensure Pakistan's "strategic depth" in the event of a war with 

India. Pakistan recognized the Taliban government in Kabul in 1996 (virtually the only 

government to do so other than Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates). The revelation of a 

missile deal between North Korea and Pakistan led to further U.S. sanctions in 1998. Pakistan 

then tested six nuclear weapons in May 1998 following the testing of an Indian weapon, straining 

relations with Washington even more. Tensions rose still further when Pakistani forces entered 

Indian-controlled Kashmir in 1999. General Pervez Musharraf finally seized power in a military 

coup in 1999 and suspended the constitution. 

The 9/11 attacks thus found Pakistan locked in a close embrace with the Taliban in Afghanistan 

and with Islamist groups such as the LeT within Pakistan itself. That was the context in which 

Secretary of State Colin Powell delivered an ultimatum to Musharraf: Pakistan must be either 

with the United States or against it in the coming war on terror. 

Musharraf did not demur. He supported the U.S. military operation against the Afghan Taliban 

government he had helped bring to power, announced his opposition to al Qaeda, and outlawed 

the LeT. But the change was too sudden for members of the security services who had long-

established relationships with the groups against which Musharraf had suddenly turned. With or 

without Musharraf's orders, the ISI helped resettle Mullah Omar and the Haqqanis in Pakistan 

and continued to support them. Failings in the American military strategy in 2001--notably the 

refusal by Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld to deploy ground forces to cut off the retreat of al 

Qaeda fighters from northern Afghanistan--allowed both Taliban and al Qaeda leaders and troops 

to escape. 

The United States responded by pressing the Pakistani government ever harder to take effective 

action against al Qaeda and its allies in Pakistan, especially within the Federally Administered 

Tribal Areas (FATA) where many had taken refuge. Musharraf responded with a series of 

grudging and incompetent military operations culminating in a 2004 offensive into Waziristan 

that ended in humiliating failure. That failure led to a series of weak "peace deals" with anti-

American leaders in Waziristan, particularly Maulvi Nazir Ahmad and Hafiz Gul Bahadur. 

In the meantime, Musharraf's actions against some Islamist groups turned others against 

Islamabad. LeT, Mullah Omar's Taliban, Hekmatyar's group, and the Haqqani Network remained 

loyal to Pakistan in return for support and shelter. The TNSM, however, found new life in 

supporting the Afghan Taliban against the U.S. attack by sending thousands of fighters from its 

base in the Bajaur Agency of the FATA into Afghanistan. When that effort failed, the TNSM 

turned its attention back to the Pakistani government, which it considered illegitimate because of 

its failure to implement Islamic law. 
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Pakistani operations in Waziristan generated a backlash among the Pashtun tribes there that 

coalesced in December 2007 with the formation of the Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan ("Pakistani 

Taliban Movement") under the leadership of Baitullah Mehsud. Maulvi Nazir, commander of the 

Wazir Taliban group in South Waziristan, described the phenomenon:  

Our companions used to go to different areas like Ghazni and Zabul, but the Pakistani 

government started hindering our path. In the beginning we had intended Jihad against America 

and had not meant to fight here, but when the Pakistani government became an obstacle for us 

and started hindering our passages, destroying our bases, martyring our brothers and ambushing 

and arresting them from their route . . . we were left no choice other than directing our weapons 

towards the Pakistani Government. [all translations by SITE Intel Group].  

The TTP was meant to be an umbrella organization, and it soon claimed suzerainty over the 

TNSM, the Mehsud fighting groups in Waziristan, and branches in Punjab. Its objective is the 

overthrow of the apostate Pakistani government. Baitullah Mehsud described its aims in January 

2008:  

The Pakistani forces came here by order from Bush, and the soldiers of the army are destroying 

our homes. Therefore, the goal of our alliance is the defense of the Muslim person. By the way, 

the ultimate result of this alliance, which we basically formed for defense, will be the 

implementation of Muhammadian Sharia law all throughout Pakistan.  

The philosophical underpinnings of both groups are identical with those of al Qaeda, and also 

with those of the LeT, as well as with those of all of the major Afghan Taliban groups. The TTP 

and the TNSM recognize Mullah Omar as the "Commander of the Faithful." Maulvi Nazir noted, 

"The Emir of the believers is Emir of the Jihad too. The Mujahideen all over the world accept 

him as their Emir." Baitullah Mehsud declared, "We did pledge allegiance to the Emir of the 

Believers before, and Allah willing, our allegiance to him will last forever. He is our legitimate 

emir [as per Islamic sharia], and our allegiance to him stems from our love and respect for him." 

By mid-2008 the Islamist groups appeared to have the Pakistani government on the ropes. The 

TTP effectively controlled Waziristan through a series of "cease-fi re" agreements that amounted 

to surrenders by Islamabad to the Islamists. The TNSM/TTP controlled Bajaur Agency and much 

of neighboring Mohmand Agency. It had spread beyond the FATA into the Northwest Frontier 

Province as well, establishing a base in Dir District and even in Swat--a much more 

cosmopolitan area close to metropolitan Pakistan and generally not amenable to extremist 

Islamism. Musharraf had done nothing effective to check the expansion of these groups or the 

consolidation of their control in their areas of influence. He had not curtailed the support of the 

ISI for Afghan Taliban groups. And he had proved unwilling or unable to dismantle the network 

of al Qaeda senior leaders using Pakistan as its base. It seemed likely that Pakistan's long support 

for Islamist groups could well lead to its demise, an appearance strengthened by the assassination 

of Benazir Bhutto in December 2007 purportedly at the orders of TTP leader Baitullah Mehsud. 

PAKISTAN'S COUNTERATTACK 
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Musharraf resigned from the presidency on August 18, 2008. Asif Ali Zardari, the widower of 

Benazir Bhutto, won the post on September 6. On that day, the Pakistani military launched 

Operation Sherdil against a major TNSM/TTP base in Bajaur Agency. Chastened by the 

experiences of previous years in which ill-prepared assaults in difficult terrain had resulted in 

hundreds of dead, wounded, and captured Pakistani soldiers, the army proceeded with deliberate 

and overwhelming force up the four major river valleys in Bajaur. It relied heavily on airpower, 

leveling Islamist-held villages in the agency and generating tens of thousands of refugees. Loe 

Sam, a key village in the midst of the agency, was completely destroyed as Pakistani military 

operations continued for months. American forces in Afghanistan quietly assisted by deploying a 

battalion along the Afghan border with Bajaur on the east side of the Kunar River. Despite the 

violence of the operation, however, the Pakistanis could not capture or kill TTP leader Maulana 

Faqir Muhammad. Neither could they stop the spread of TNSM/TTP influence in Dir and Swat. 

The determination shown by the Pakistani government in the Bajaur fighting was undermined 

when Islamabad signed a cease-fire in Swat with Sufi Mohammad, the founder of the TNSM. In 

return for a halt in fighting, the government committed to enforce sharia law and only sharia law 

in Swat. This experiment in meeting the demands of the Islamists was revealing about their true 

aims. The Pakistani Constitution already contained provisions requiring the state to abide by and 

enforce sharia law and Muslim tradition. From the government's perspective, recommitting to 

that principle was not a significant concession. But Sufi Mohammad and Maulana Fazlullah 

interpreted it to mean that they could choose the religious judges who would interpret sharia as 

they desired. It is hard to say how this quasi-religious conflict would have proceeded had the 

TTP fighters in Swat kept their side of the bargain. Instead, puffed up with their success, they 

sent a raiding party into neighboring Buner in April, clearly violating the peace accord. 

Zardari and army chief of staff Ashfaq Kayani responded decisively, launching Operation Rah-e-

Rast ("Path of Righteousness") in mid-April to liberate Swat from the control of the TNSM and 

TTP. The operation was largely successful, although it generated more than a million refugees. 

The refugee flow was not entirely negative for the government, however. Swat refugees took to 

the airwaves to describe the outrages of Islamist efforts to impose their extremist religion on a 

moderate population. For the first time, Pakistani public opinion began to turn against the 

Islamists. Zardari, sensing a political opportunity among other things, drove the fight further. 

The Pakistani military cleared Swat, and then worked to clear neighboring Dir District. More 

important, the military stayed in these areas after the initial clearing operations. Today, two 

Pakistani divisions drawn from the Indian border--the 19th Infantry Division and the 37th 

Mechanized Infantry Division--remain in Swat as part of what we would call the "hold" phase.  

The Islamists responded to the Swat operation with terrorist attacks across Pakistan, including a 

car-bomb in Lahore that a group called Tehrik-e-Taliban Punjab ("Punjab Taliban Movement") 

claimed. The Pakistani government then prepared an operation against the last remaining major 

Islamist sanctuary--South Waziristan. The preparations included moving significant regular 

military forces into both North and South Waziristan in order to isolate the Mehsud tribal area. 

They also included a protracted and difficult effort to persuade the surrounding Islamist leaders--

particularly Maulvi Nazir to the south and Gul Bahadur in North Waziristan--to tolerate the 

army's operations and refrain from fighting alongside Baitullah Mehsud's TTP. Islamabad was 

able to conclude these agreements by playing up inter-tribal tensions; also, the radical Uzbek 
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Islamists supported by Mehsud had a talent for antagonizing the locals. It is likely that Pakistani 

military operations in Swat and Bajaur and the large amount of military force they were bringing 

into the area persuaded Gul Bahadur and Nazir that they were in earnest and could seriously 

disrupt these leaders' power bases if they chose. An ostensible quid pro quo in this agreement 

was that Pakistan would put a stop to U.S. drone strikes in the areas controlled by Bahadur. 

In the meantime, the pressure on the Mehsud tribal area allowed the Pakistani military to obtain 

actionable intelligence about Baitullah Mehsud. A U.S. Predator drone killed him on August 5. 

Many analysts feared that the death of Mehsud would mean the end of the Pakistani operation, 

but slow preparations for an offensive in the Mehsud tribal area continued as the TTP struggled 

to select a new leader. It finally did so on August 22 with the announcement that Hakimullah 

Mehsud had succeeded Baitullah. 

The storm finally broke on October 17, when some 28,000 Pakistani troops drawn from the 7th 

and 9th Infantry divisions, supported by around 10,000 members of the paramilitary Frontier 

Corps, advanced along three axes toward the heart of the Mehsud resistance base. The ground 

operation was preceded by a week of targeted air attacks and was supported by airstrikes and 

helicopter gunships. It was not, however, as destructive as the Bajaur operation. Pakistani forces 

have labored to seize key terrain around important objectives first (to avoid ambushes), and to 

clear contested villages carefully rather than obliterating them. As of this writing, the operation 

has continued unabated for two weeks, and Pakistani military forces are advancing on the three 

most important TTP bases in the area methodically but unrelentingly. 

ISLAMIST REACTION 

Baitullah Mehsud was eulogized by no less a figure than Ayman al-Zawahiri, bin Laden's 

deputy. Zawahiri praised him as a figure who sought to unify all Islamists into a fight against 

their common enemies:  

Then he, may Allah have mercy on him, participated in unifying the ranks of the mujahideen in 

Pakistan, for he founded Tehreek-i-Taliban Pakistan, which took over its emirate. He 

participated in founding the Shura of the mujahideen that included all the mujahideen in Pakistan 

in addition to their foreign brothers. Then this united force, with grace from Allah and His 

assistance, hears and obeys the Islamic Emirate and its emir, the Emir of the Believers, Mullah 

Omar, may Allah preserve him.  

Baitullah "demonstrated, may Allah have mercy on him, that the rulers of Pakistan and the 

leaders of its armies are merely a traitorous, bribe-seeking group that sold its religion, honor and 

the blood of the Muslims in Pakistan and Afghanistan to the new Crusader-dom in exchange for 

a few dollars and benefits." He also "demonstrated that he does not acknowledge the British 

Durand line that separates Afghanistan from Pakistan, and that he will do jihad to expel the 

Crusaders from Afghanistan and will do jihad as well against their agents that cooperate with 

them in Pakistan and Afghanistan." 

Other Islamist groups offered more practical assistance. TTP and allied movements have 

launched a wave of terrorist attacks across Pakistan in response to the Waziristan operation. 
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Reports from Bajaur indicate that the TTP leadership there has been discussing pulling some of 

their fighters out of Kunar and Nuristan provinces in Afghanistan and sending them to support 

their comrades in Waziristan. A Pakistani paper reported on October 25: "Taliban sources said 

Maulana Faqir Muhammad had convened a meeting of local and foreign militants to devise a 

strategy for sending fighters to South Waziristan to fight alongside their fellow Mehsud Taliban 

militants against the Pakistan Army." It added that "They said some Arab commanders also 

attended the meeting and did not agree with Faqir Muhammad's proposal to go to Waziristan at a 

time when they were engaged in, what they termed, a 'crucial and decisive' battle against the 

U.S.-led forces across the border in Kunar and Nuristan provinces of Afghanistan." Arab 

commanders in this context very likely refer to al Qaeda leaders or their representatives. 

It is possible that the protests of these Arab commanders went unheeded. On October 29, Asia 

Times reported that "in a telephone conversation on Wednesday, a militant linked to [Qari Ziaur] 

Rahman [a Taliban commander in Nuristan] said that now that they had control of Nuristan, the 

militants are 'marching towards Mohmand and Bajaur to help their fellow Taliban fighting 

against Pakistani troops,' referring to two tribal agencies across the border." The report 

continued, "As the militant who spoke to Asia Times Online said, there is now the opportunity to 

open a new front, with Rahman's forces on the Afghan side and those of Moulvi Faqir 

Mohammad on the Bajaur and Mohmand side." 

The new TTP leaders, for their part, have restated their commitment to the ideological struggle:  

And the conclusion is for us to work according to the Islamic Shariah, make others follow this 

path as well, which is the promotion of virtue and prevention of vice, show concern about 

educating and uprighting Muslims according to the Shariah law. As for the way to get rid of 

positive courts and their police that were established by the English regime, that is through 

implementation of Shariah, because there are Shariah judges and scholars. This is not impossible. 

The Emir of the Believers Mullah Muhammad Omar provides a vivid example for the entire 

world. Our brothers in Swat also established the same system that did not please those malicious 

ones. They started to incite people against them and distort their image in the media and 

launched a war against them after that. Was it not for this, Swat today would have become 

another example where Shariah is practiced. They made numerous sacrifices for that, as did all 

tribal children and Pakistanis. So we cannot abandon this matter.  

And so the battle continues. 

The Pakistani military has now deployed four regular army divisions and tens of thousands of 

Frontier Corps forces in a series of operations that have lasted for more than a year to defeat the 

Islamist groups that had taken control over large areas of Pakistan and threatened the survival of 

the Pakistani state. Still the United States is disappointed. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton just 

last week twitted Islamabad for failing to eliminate al Qaeda. American analysts and officials 

regularly complain that Pakistan is not "doing its part" by halting its support for Mullah Omar, 

Haqqani, and Hekmatyar. At the same time, people seeking to downplay the importance of 

defeating the Afghan Taliban increasingly argue that Mullah Omar's group has separated from al 

Qaeda and from Pakistani Taliban groups and even that it would not support them or permit them 

to establish sanctuaries in Afghanistan should it return to power. Above all, conventional 
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wisdom now goes, we must understand that the Taliban of all stripes are local movements 

concerned with local power struggles and not a threat to the United States. 

It is true that these groups do not have the capability or the intention at present to strike the 

American homeland directly. It does not follow, however, that they are not a threat to the United 

States except in this narrowest and most short-sighted sense. Their overall aims and ideologies 

are indistinguishable from al Qaeda's. They all--including al Qaeda--recognize Mullah Omar as 

"commander of the faithful" and an exemplar of right behavior both as an insurgent and as the 

leader of an Islamic state. They coordinate their activities at all levels and come to each other's 

assistance when attacked. They see the provision of sanctuary to their threatened comrades as a 

religious (as well as tribal) obligation. 

The network of Islamist groups in South Asia, in other words, really is a network. We must not 

imagine that we can decide that the success of key elements of that network--especially Mullah 

Omar's group--would not strengthen the elements that are most dangerous to America and to 

stability in a nuclear-armed region. 

We must recognize, finally, that Pakistan actually is making a major contribution to this struggle 

by taking on the elements of the Islamist network that--while closely aligned with al Qaeda--pose 

the greatest threat to its own stability. Defeating the Afghan Taliban is our job, working together 

with our Afghan partners. However desirable and helpful it would be for Pakistan to evict or 

capture the bases of Mullah Omar or Haqqani, the momentum of 30 years of support will be hard 

to reverse. Nor is it even necessarily wise for the United States to demand that the fragile 

Pakistani government, already engaged in an extremely difficult and controversial struggle 

against its own internal enemies, open two additional fronts. 

The war against Islamists in South Asia is now a two-front war. Pakistan has shown surprising 

determination and competence in its struggle against one part of the Islamist network. The 

United States must show similar determination and competence in our struggle against the other. 

Copyright 2010 Weekly Standard LLC. 
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Afghanistan Myths 

What Congress and the media think that isn't so. 

BY Tom Cotton 

November 23, 2009, Vol. 15, No. 10 

The Weekly Standard 

Early this month, I traveled to Washington with Vets for Freedom to advocate for General 

Stanley McChrystal's request for 40,000 to 60,000 more troops in Afghanistan. I returned from 

Afghanistan last summer and, along with other veterans of that theater, wanted to share my 

experience with policymakers. 

During our meetings in Congress and at the White House, I was surprised by how widespread 

several misperceptions were. Though most officials seemed sincere, these myths are distorting 

the debate about General McChrystal's request. Here are some of the most common:  

A counterterrorism campaign is an effective alternative to counterinsurgency. Some analysts 

believe precision counterterrorism strikes can defeat al Qaeda without a simultaneous counter-

insurgency. This logic is faulty for several reasons. 

First, General McChrystal is a counterterrorism expert, yet he has proposed a full-spectrum 

counterinsurgency. A decorated Green Beret, he has commanded the Army's Ranger Regiment, 

Delta Force, and Navy SEALs. His recommendation is entitled to great weight. 

Second, a counterterrorism-only approach will lack actionable intelligence. Senior al Qaeda 

operatives are extremely hard to track at a distance: They move constantly, live among fierce 

loyalists, and avoid phones, radios, and computers. The best intelligence tends to come as tips 

from cooperative locals who have come to trust troops on the ground. Locals can't provide such 

tips if there are no troops to give them to. 

Third, our counterterrorism tools have fatal limitations. Predator drones and special-operations 

forces have limited ranges and need in-country bases, which generate large protective forces, 

vulnerable supply lines, and sensitive political questions. Aerial or naval attacks require even 

better intelligence and risk more self-defeating civilian casualties. To be sure, all these tools are 

potent, but primarily in conjunction with forward-deployed counterinsurgent forces. 

The Afghan people don't want us there. Although we frequently hear that the fiercely tribal and 

proud Afghans instinctively rebel against foreign forces, I did not encounter this sentiment 

during my deployment. Afghans rarely objected to our presence, but they did complain that we 

http://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000/000/017/214cioeh.asp
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haven't provided basic security. When I asked if they would accept more American troops in 

exchange for improved security, the overwhelming answer was yes. 

Our experiences in Afghanistan and Iraq demonstrate that the key issue to the population isn't 

troop numbers, but troop effectiveness. Afghanistan faces a growing insurgency after eight years 

of limited deployments. Similarly, violence grew in Iraq for years, until the surge contained it. In 

this light, we now have the worst possible situation in Afghanistan: enough troops to raise 

Afghans' expectations, but not enough to protect them. 

America cannot win a war in Afghanistan, the "graveyard of empires." How can America 

succeed where Alexander the Great, the British, and the Soviet Union struggled? This refrain 

belongs, as they say now in the military, in the graveyard of analogies. 

The Soviets, in particular, teach us how not to win in Afghanistan. A heavily mechanized force, 

the Red Army was ill-suited for Afghanistan's treacherous terrain, and it was dependent on long, 

vulnerable supply lines. It also discouraged innovative junior leadership, which is critical against 

an insurgency. To compensate, the Soviets employed vicious, massively destructive tactics that 

inflamed the Afghan people and still scar the country with depopulated valleys and adult 

amputees maimed as children by toy-shaped mines. 

Our present way of war couldn't be more different. We deploy light and wheeled infantry to 

Afghanistan, making our tactics more flexible, our supply lines shorter, and our soldiers more 

engaged with the locals. We also radically decentralize decision-making authority to our junior 

soldiers and leaders, who increasingly can draw on years of combat experience. 

In short, America has a counter-insurgency strategy, whereas the Soviet Union had a genocide 

strategy. Afghans I spoke with always recognized the difference, reviled the Russians, and 

respected our troops. 

America needs a new political partner before committing more troops. This myth stands 

counterinsurgency doctrine on its head. A government battling an insurgency is by definition 

weak, else the insurgency would never have gained strength. We must accept this inescapable 

fact and focus on helping improve President Hamid Karzai's government, not use it as an excuse 

to abandon his government. 

This dynamic played out in Iraq. When added troops and improved security there, we also 

pursued corrupt officials, whether to prosecute them or to pressure them with the threat of 

prosecution to improve their performance. In Afghanistan, which today depends more heavily on 

the coalition for security and funding than did Iraq, we have even more leverage to root out 

corruption and promote competent, honest government. 

Specific reforms can also help. For example, the president appoints provincial and district 

governors, which makes many unresponsive to their constituents. Political reform to allow for 

local elections will tie the government more closely to the people and tribal leadership. This kind 

of ground-up reform succeeded in Iraq and can succeed in Afghanistan. 
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We should not put troops in harm's way without thorough debate. True, but we already have 

68,000 troops very much in harm's way, and they urgently need reinforcements. The continuing 

delay demoralizes those soldiers and puts them at greater risk. Also, our allies among the Afghan 

people and government and in the Pakistani government are wondering if America is truly 

committed to victory. According to General McChrystal, the security situation is deteriorating 

and may be irreversible unless we can seize the initiative in the next year--and he made that 

assessment in August. To put it bluntly, we are not winning in Afghanistan, and without more 

troops we will lose. 

Practically, too, the military needs to begin preparing for this deployment now. Afghanistan's 

extreme terrain and weather, along with its rudimentary infrastructure, mean the deployment will 

take many months. Likewise, the military's Spartan bases need significant expansion to 

accommodate new troops. 

The military will break if we send more troops to Afghanistan. This fear, heard often about Iraq 

in 2004-06, is no truer now than it was then. At the 2007 peak, the United States had 200,000 

troops deployed to Iraq (170,000) and Afghanistan (30,000). Currently, there are 110,000 troops 

in Iraq and 68,000 in Afghanistan, well below that peak. And 60,000 troops are expected to leave 

Iraq by next August as more troops flow into Afghanistan. Thus, overall deployed troop levels in 

2010 will remain the same or fall. 

The Army has also grown to accommodate repeated deployments. It expanded over the last two 

years from 512,000 to 547,000 soldiers and now plans to add another 22,000 troops by 2012. 

Further, it just exceeded its annual recruitment and retention goals, hardly the stuff of a broken 

Army.  

To be sure, our military needs to grow in both size and funding to reflect wartime priorities and 

alleviate the stress of repeated deployments. But the quickest way to break the military is to lose 

a war.  

In a country where firsthand knowledge of Afghanistan and its people is scarce, it is 

understandable that these myths have gained currency. But they are just that--myths--and should 

not be allowed to paralyze our war effort when victory is eminently achievable. 

Copyright 2010 Weekly Standard LLC. 
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How We Can Win in Afghanistan 

Max  Boot From issue: November 2009  

Commentary Magazine 

The terms counterterrorism and counterinsurgency have become common currency this decade 

in the wake of September 11, the invasion of Afghanistan, and the war in Iraq. To a laymanôs 

ear, they can sound like synonyms, especially because of our habit of labeling all insurgents as 

terrorists. But to military professionals, they are two very different concepts. Counterterrorism 

refers to operations employing small numbers of Special Operations ñdoor kickersò and high-

tech weapons systems such as Predator drones and cruise missiles. Such operations are designed 

to capture or kill a small number of ñhigh-value targets.ò Counterinsurgency, known as COIN in 

military argot, is much more ambitious. According to official Army doctrine, COIN refers to 

ñthose military, paramilitary, political, economic, psychological, and civic actions taken by a 

government to defeat insurgency.ò The combined approach typically requires a substantial 

commitment of ground troops for an extended period of time. 

When General Stanley McChrystal was selected on May 11 of this year as the American and 

NATO commander in Afghanistan, it was by no means certain which approach he would 

employ. His background is almost entirely in counterterrorism. He had been head of the Joint 

Special Operations Command (comprising elite units such as the Armyôs Delta Force and the 

Navyôs SEALs) when it was carrying out daring raids to capture Saddam Hussein and kill Abu 

Musab al-Zarqawi, the leader of al-Qaeda in Iraq. If he had decided to follow the same approach 

in Afghanistan, he would have had the support of Vice President Joe Biden and numerous 

congressional Democrats who favor a narrow counterterrorism strategy to fight al-Qaeda and 

who want to cut the number of American troops to a bare minimum. 

But that is not what McChrystal has chosen to do. He has decided, as he put it in an ñinterim 

assessmentò dated August 30 that was later leaked to Bob Woodward of the Washington Post, 

that ñsuccess demands a comprehensive counterinsurgency (COIN) campaign.ò A close reading 

of that document, which was directed at the Pentagon and White House, as well as the 

ñCounterinsurgency Guidanceò drafted at his behest around the same time and directed at his 

own troops, provides a window into his thinking. It shows why a COIN campaign is needed, how 

it would be carried out, and why the kind of narrow counterterrorism effort favored by so many 

amateur military strategists is unlikely to succeed. 

_____________ 

http://www.commentarymagazine.com/viewarticle.cfm/we-can-win-in-afghanistan-15074
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The case against a counterterrorism approach in Afghanistan is laid out most clearly in the 

Counterinsurgency Guidance. McChrystalôs focus is on explaining why conventional military 

operations cannot defeat the insurgency in Afghanistan, but the same arguments apply to 

counterterrorism generally, which is a smaller-scale version of the same conceitðthat the U.S. 

military can defeat an insurgency simply by killing insurgents. McChrystal writes that the math 

doesnôt add up: 

From a conventional standpoint, the killing of two insurgents in a group of ten leaves eight 

remaining: 10-2 = 8. From the insurgent standpoint, those two killed were likely related to many 

others who will want vengeance. If civilian casualties occurred, that number will be much 

higher. Therefore, the death of two creates more willing recruits: 10 minus 2 equals 20 (or more) 

rather than 8. 

He goes on to note that the ñattritionò approach has been employed in Afghanistan over the past 

eight years by a relatively small number of American forces and their NATO allies. Yet, he 

writes, ñeight years of individually successful kinetic operations have resulted in more violence.ò 

He continues: ñThis is not to say that we should avoid a fight, but to win we need to do much 

more than simply kill or capture militants.ò 

What else, then, must coalition forces do? McChrystalôs answer: 

An effective ñoffensiveò operation in counterinsurgency is one that takes from the insurgent 

what he cannot afford to loseðcontrol of the population. We must think of offensive operations 

not simply as those that target militants, but ones that earn the trust and support of the people 

while denying influence and access to the insurgents. 

The Counterinsurgency Guidance points out that firing guns and missiles can often make it more 

difficult to win ñtrust and support.ò An anecdote makes the point: 

An ISAF [International Security Assistance Force] patrol was traveling through a city at a high 

rate of speed, driving down the center to force traffic off the road. Several pedestrians and other 

vehicles were pushed out of the way. A vehicle approached from the side into the traffic circle. 

The gunner fired a pen flare at it, which entered the vehicle and caught the interior on fire. As the 

ISAF patrol sped away, Afghans crowded around the car. How many insurgents did the patrol 

make that day? 

As an example of how ñself-defeatingò the use of force can be, McChrystal could just as easily 

have chosen an example involving a Predator drone firing a Hellfire missile or an F-16 dropping 

a 500-pound bombðthe kind of strike that often causes considerable ñcollateral damageò and 

that, if the more limited counterterrorism approach were to be adopted, would become the 

centerpiece of our strategy. 

McChrystal counsels his troops to take a different path, to ñembrace the people,ò to ñpartner with 

the ANSF [Afghan National Security Forces] at all echelons,ò and to ñbuild governance capacity 

and accountability.ò He urges coalition troops to be ña positive force in the community; shield 
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the people from harm; foster stability. Use local economic initiatives to increase employment and 

give young men alternatives to insurgency.ò 

This would mean putting less emphasis not only on using force but also on ñforce protectionò 

measures (such as body armor and heavily armored vehicles), which distance the security forces 

from the population. As an example of what he expects, McChrystal cites an anecdote involving 

an ñISAF unit and their partnered Afghan companyò that were ñparticipating in a large shura 

[tribal council] in a previously hostile village.ò During the shura, which was attended by ñnearly 

the entire village,ò he writes, ñtwo insurgents began firing shots at one of the unitôs observation 

posts.ò The sergeant in charge of the post could have returned fire but he chose not ñto over-react 

and ruin the meeting.ò ñLater,ò this example concludes, ñthe village elders found the two 

militants and punished them accordingly.ò 

While counterintuitive to a conventional military mind, such thinking is hardly novel for anyone 

familiar with the history of counterinsurgency. McChrystalôs advice to embrace the population 

and be sparing in the use of firepower has been employed by successful counterinsurgents from 

the American Army in the Philippines at the turn of the 20th century; to the British in Malaya in 

the 1950s and Northern Ireland from the 1970s to the 1990s; to, more recently, the Americans in 

Iraq. By contrast, counterinsurgency strategies that rely on firepower have usually failed, 

whether tried by the French in Algeria, by the U.S. in Vietnam, or by the Russians in 

Afghanistan. 

The risk of the counterinsurgency approachðwhich helps to explain why it has not been adopted 

in Afghanistan until now or in Iraq until 2007ðis that, in the short term, it will result in more 

casualties for coalition forces. Placing troops among the people and limiting their expenditure of 

firepower makes them more vulnerable at first than if they were sequestered on heavily fortified 

bases and ventured out only in heavily armored convoys. But in the long term, as the experience 

of Iraq shows, getting troops off their massive bases is the surest way to pacify the country and 

bring down casualties, both for civilians and security forces. 

_____________ 

 

Unfortunately, the NATO force that McChrystal now commands, the ISAF, has been failing for 

years to carry out the tenets of sound counterinsurgency policy owing to a lack of willpower and 

a lack of resources. Instead, it has combined conventional and counterterrorist strategies in an ill-

coordinated and incoherent mishmash. McChrystalôs Initial Assessment is withering in its 

description of the ISAF as ñpoorly configured . . . inexperienced in local languages and cultures, 

and struggling with challenges inherent to coalition warfare.ò The result has been parlous: 

Preoccupied with protection of our own forces, we have operated in a manner that distances usð

physically and psychologicallyðfrom the people we seek to protect. In addition, we run the risk 

of strategic defeat by pursuing tactical wins that cause civilian casualties or unnecessary 

collateral damage. 
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To turn around a ñdeterioratingò situation, McChrystal has proposed major changes in both 

doctrine and organization. Some of the organizational changes are already under way. The most 

prominent of these is the creation of a new three-star headquarters known as the ISAF Joint 

Command, which will be run initially by Lieut. General David Rodriguez, a former commander 

of the 82nd Airborne Division. The creation of this new layer of command is based on the 

example of Iraq, where, in 2007, General David Petraeus was in charge of overall policy, but 

Lieut. General Ray Odierno was in charge of day-to-day operations. 

In Afghanistan there has been no equivalent to Odierno, and therefore a notable lack of 

coherence and coordination in operations. For instance, the McChrystal report notes that 

counternarcotics efforts ñwere not fully integrated into the counterinsurgency campaign.ò That is 

something that Rodriguez, whose headquarters will be fully operational in early November, will 

have to fixðalong with a host of other tasks that will be outlined in a confidential and detailed 

ñjoint campaign plan.ò 

Another part of the ongoing reorganization proposes to consolidate disparate training efforts 

undertaken by numerous nations under a new organization called NATO Training Missionð

Afghanistan, which will be commanded by American Lieut. General William Caldwell. It will be 

given the goal of expanding the Afghan security forces much more rapidlyðgrowing the army 

from 92,000 to 240,000, and the national police from 84,000 to 160,000. ñTighter, restructured 

training programs,ò an appendix to the assessment says, ñwill deliver an infantry-based, COIN 

capable force in a shorter period of time with the capability of conducting óholdô operations with 

some óclearô capability while closely partnered with coalition forces.ò This is NATOôs ultimate 

exit strategyðcreating local forces strong enough to police their own territory with minimal 

outside assistance. That goal is slowly becoming a reality in Iraq, but it is years away from 

realization in Afghanistan. 

_____________ 

 

Meanwhile, a Combined Joint Interagency Task Force is being set up to ñtransform detention 

and corrections operations in the theateròðsomething that happened in Iraq after the Abu Ghraib 

scandal of 2004. This is an overdue necessity in Afghanistan, where the U.S. is holding only 600 

detainees at its Bagram Theater Internment Facility, compared with 24,000 in Iraq at the height 

of the surge. The Afghan government is holding 2,500 more insurgents in its own prisons, but 

they are so badly run that, as the McChrystal report notes, ñhardened, committed Islamistsò are 

allowed to ñradicalize and indoctrinateò petty criminals. Insurgents actually use the prisons as a 

ñsanctuary and base.ò 

The reportôs sobering finding is that ñthere are more insurgents per square foot in corrections 

facilities than anywhere else in Afghanistanò and that ñmultiple national facilities are firmly 

under the control of the Taliban.ò The new detention task force, under the command of U.S. 

Navy Vice Admiral Robert Harward, a veteran SEAL, will be charged with training Afghan 

prison guards and applying ñsound corrections management techniques and Rule of Law 

principles in all detention systems in Afghanistan.ò Those techniques, developed in Iraq, will 
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include segregating ñhard-core insurgents from low level fighters,ò bringing in moderate Islamic 

teachers to ñde-radicalizeò captured insurgents, and giving them vocational training so they can 

find work after they are released. 

Another urgent priority is to do better in ñstrategic communicationsòðthe discipline once known 

as propaganda. The report notes that the government of Afghanistan and the international 

community ñneed to wrest the information initiativeò from the insurgency, which has become 

adept at exploiting coalition missteps such as errant bombs while not being held to public 

account for its own brutal excesses. Unlike detention operations or training, this responsibility 

will not fall exclusively to a new organization. The assessment holds that strategic 

communications should be ñan integral and fully embedded part of policy development, planning 

processes, and the execution of operations.ò 

Changing organizational flow charts is relatively easy. So too is redeploying troops from 

sparsely populated rural areas to the areas where the population is concentratedðanother major 

tenet of ñpopulation-centricò counterinsurgency. Much harder will be changing minds, especially 

those of American allies who have little familiarity with, or interest in, the kinds of manpower-

intensive counterinsurgency practices that U.S. forces learned to employ in Iraq. 

Harder still will be improving the quality of Afghan governance so that, in the words of the 

McChrystal report, ña stronger Afghan government . . . is seen by the Afghan people as working 

in their interests.ò The presidential election held on August 20, 2009, which was marred by 

widespread fraud, does not make the task any easier, but it is hardly impossible. Even if the 

current president, Hamid Karzai, finally emerges victorious, this does not mean that the Afghan 

people will have to remain alienated from their government. Karzai remains fairly popular, 

especially in the Pashtun areas where the insurgency is based; he likely would have emerged as 

the top vote getter in a completely fair election, although he might not have gotten the 50 percent 

needed to avoid a runoff. 

Whoever ends up as president, NATO forces will have to work with the United Nations, various 

nongovernmental organizations, and civilian government agencies such as the State Department 

to fight corruption and improve the delivery of basic services such as clean water, paved roads, 

electricity, education, and a functioning legal system. Ultimately, the people of Afghanistan will 

judge the quality of their government by what it delivers, not how it was set up. Moreover, for 

the purposes of the overall effort in the country, the Afghan government does not have to be 

perfect; it only has to be better than the Talibanôs ñshadow government.ò 

_____________ 

 

In trying to achieve these tasks, McChrystal will face a challenge American commanders did not 

confront on the same scale in Iraqðcross-border havens. If there has been one consistent means 

of enabling insurgent success, from the mujahedeen fighting the Russians in the 1980s to the 

Vietcong fighting the French in the 1950s and the Americans in the 1960s, it has been the ability 
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to set up secure sanctuaries for recruitment, training, and equipping. This has been a small but 

significant issue in Iraq, where insurgents continue to receive support from Syria and Iran. The 

problem is much more acute in Afghanistan, which shares a porous 1,600-mile border with 

Pakistan. As the Initial Assessment notes: ñAfghanistanôs insurgency is clearly supported from 

Pakistan. Senior leaders of the major Afghan insurgents are based in Pakistan, are linked with al 

Qaeda and other violent extremist groups, and are reportedly aided by some elements ofò 

Pakistanôs intelligence service, the ISI. 

Some have suggested that the involvement of Pakistan makes a favorable outcome in 

Afghanistan a long shot. My Council on Foreign Relations colleague Daniel Markey, a former 

State Department official, has written, ñAs long as Pakistanôs tribal areas are in turmoil, the 

mission of building a new, democratic, and stable Afghanistan cannot succeed.ò McChrystal 

disagrees. He writes that ñAfghanistan does require Pakistani cooperation and action against 

violent militancy,ò but he also notes that the ñinsurgency in Afghanistan is predominantly 

Afghan.ò He holds out the hope that by implementing the basics of sound counterinsurgency in 

Afghanistan, the Afghan government and its coalition partners can regain control of its territory. 

 

_____________ 

 

He might have added, but didnôt, that those who say Pakistan is the ñreal problemò donôt offer 

any idea of how to improve the situation in Pakistan if we pull back in, or move out of, 

Afghanistan. An American scuttle from Afghanistan (which is how a transition to a 

counterterrorism strategy would be perceived) would simply encourage Pakistan to go back to its 

old strategy of allying itself with jihadist groups, because it would be convinced that the U.S. 

was not a reliable partner. The U.S. could also lose access to bases in Afghanistan that are used 

to target terrorists in Pakistan. 

_____________ 

 

The most pressing problem for McChrystal lies not in Afghanistan, nor in Pakistan, but inside 

the United States. To carry out his strategy, McChrystal must have more resources, especially 

more troops. In his assessment, he writes, ñResources will not win this war, but under-resourcing 

could lose it.ò NATOôs war effort has in fact been under-resourced for years, ñoperating in a 

culture of poverty,ò as McChrystal puts it. That has made it impossible to carry out classic 

counterinsurgency operations, because those typically require a ratio of roughly 1 

counterinsurgent per 50 civilians. Given Afghanistanôs population of 30 million, 600,000 

counterinsurgents would be necessary. At the moment, the total is roughly 270,000 (170,000 

Afghans, 64,000 Americans, 35,000 from other nations). Actual force planning, however, is too 

intricate to be reduced to such back-of-the-envelope calculations. Unique local characteristics 

have to be taken into account, such as the fact that the insurgency is largely confined to the 

Pashtun, an ethnic group that comprises 42 percent of the population. 
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McChrystal and his staff have drawn up a range of recommendations on extra troop levels. The 

respected military analysts Frederick and Kimberly Kagan, who have consulted for McChrystal, 

have completed a study of their own that suggests a need for 40,000 to 45,000 additional troops, 

to be concentrated in eastern and southern Afghanistan. Such a number is reportedly at the high 

end of what McChrystal has recommended, but in war itôs always better to have too many troops 

than too few. 

Too few, however, is what he may get. After repeatedly pledging he would ñmake the fight 

against al Qaeda and the Taliban the top priority that it should be,ò President Obama seemed to 

have gotten cold feet in early September. With casualties rising and public support falling, he 

delayed action on McChrystalôs Initial Assessment and told the general not to bother submitting 

his resource requirements until a new strategic review had been completed. That review will 

arrive just six months after the last administration review, completed in March, which led to the 

dispatch of 21,000 troops to Afghanistan as part of what Obama described as a ñcomprehensive 

new strategy for Afghanistan and Pakistan.ò 

Those who oppose sending more troops suggest that trying to fight and win in the supposed 

ñgraveyard of empiresò is a hopeless undertaking. Skeptics argue that Afghanistan is so 

backward, feudal, and militaristic that no foreign army has any chance of prevailing no matter 

what strategy it uses. Some go so far as to assert that Afghanistan is not a ñrealò country, that it 

has always been governed by feudal warlords, and that brutish warfare is its natural state. This is 

a gross misreading of history. Itôs certainly true that Afghanistan is a tribal society and that it has 

always been fairly decentralized. But it has also been a state since the 18th century (longer than 

Germany and Italy) and has been governed by strong rulers such as Dost Mohammad, who ruled 

from 1826 to 1863. 

Afghanistan made considerable social, political, and economic progress during the equally long 

reign of Mohammad Zahir Shah from 1933 to 1973. The country was actually relatively peaceful 

and prosperous before a Marxist coup in 1978, followed by a Soviet invasion the next year, 

triggered turmoil that still has not subsided. Anyone who has read The Kite Runner, Khaled 

Hosseiniôs 2003 bestselling novel about life in Kabul before and after the Soviet invasion and the 

triumph of the Taliban, will know that Afghanistan has not always been as unstable and violent 

as it is today. 

But isnôt it the case that Afghans have always rejected all outside military intervention? The two 

most commonly cited examples in support of this proposition are the British in the 19th century 

and the Russians in the 1980s. This selective history conveniently omits the military success 

enjoyed by earlier conquerors, from Alexander the Great in the 4th century b.c.e. to Babur 

(founder of the Mughal Empire) in the 16th century. In any case, neither the British nor the 

Russians ever employed proper counterinsurgency tactics. The British briefly occupied Kabul on 

two occasions (1839 and 1879) and then pulled out, turning Afghanistan into a buffer zone 

between the Russian Empire and their own. In the 1980s, the Russians employed scorched-earth 

tactics, killing large numbers of civilians and turning much of the country against them. 
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Neither empire had popular support on its side, as foreign forces do today. In recent polling, only 

4 percent of Afghans express a desire to see the Taliban return to power. Sixty-two percent have 

a positive impression of the United States, and 82 percent have a favorable view of our chief on-

the-ground allyðthe Afghan National Army. McChrystalôs Initial Assessment quotes 

Afghanistanôs defense minister, Abdul Rahim Wardak: ñAfghans have never seen you as 

occupiers, even though this has been the major focus of the enemyôs propaganda campaign. 

Unlike the Russians, who imposed a government with an alien ideology, you enabled us to write 

a democratic constitution and choose our own government. Unlike the Russians, who destroyed 

our country, you came to rebuild.ò This is a commonly held view, notwithstanding popular 

perceptions that Afghans are inherently xenophobic. Foreign forces would be more popular still 

if they were to do more to push back the Taliban and establish law and order. 

Perhaps, despite everything, the skeptics are rightðmaybe it is impossible to deploy a successful 

counterinsurgency strategy in Afghanistan. But it is hard to know why Afghanistan would be 

uniquely resistant to methods and tactics that have worked in countries as disparate as Malaya, El 

Salvador, and Iraq. Indeed, after a study of 66 20th-century insurgencies in which a foreign 

power committed significant resources to the fight, political scientists Andrew J. Enterline and 

Joseph Magagnoli found that population-centric strategies succeeded 75 percent of the time (66 

percent in the post-1945 period). The odds are that such a strategy would work in Afghanistan, 

too, but we wonôt know for sure until we tryðand we havenôt tried yet. 

What we have tried is the other strategy, the counterterrorism strategy, and it has been found 

wanting. This should not come as a surprise, because it is hard to point to any place where pure 

CT has defeated a determined terrorist or guerrilla group. This is the strategy that Israel has used 

against Hamas and Hezbollah. The result is that Hamas controls Gaza, and Hezbollah controls 

southern Lebanon. It is the strategy that the U.S. has employed in Somalia since our forces 

pulled out in 1994. The result is that the country is utterly chaotic and lawless, and an Islamic 

fundamentalist group called the Shabab, which has close links to al-Qaeda, is gaining strength. 

Most pertinently, it is also the strategy the U.S. has used for years in Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

The result is that the Taliban control the tribal areas of Pakistan and are extending their influence 

across large swathes of Afghanistan. 

Vice President Biden may think that a few long-range strikes will prevent terrorist sanctuaries 

from emerging in Afghanistan. General McChrystal, who knows a thing or two about the CT 

business, has concluded otherwise. Which man, one wonders, will the president listen to? He 

doesnôt have long to decide, because as McChrystal writes, ñFailure to gain the initiative and 

reverse insurgent momentum in the near term (next 12 months) . . . risks an outcome where 

defeating the insurgency is no longer possibleòðand an outcome in which the United States 

finds itself experiencing a devastating and unnecessary defeat in a conflict that President Obama 

himself has described as a ñwar of necessity.ò 
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Pashtuns and Pakistanis 

A not-so-great game, but one America can't give up. 

BY Reuel Marc Gerecht 

September 21, 2009, Vol. 15, No. 01 

The Weekly Standard 

The war in Afghanistan obviously isn't going well. Depressing critiques from all quarters 

underscore Afghanistan's appalling poverty, warlordism, religious conservatism, corruption, 

poppy fields, and retrograde matrix of ethnicity and tribe. Many of those who wanted to cut and 

run from Iraq have become similarly anxious about what, at least until November 2008, they saw 

as a better war. The stay-and-fight crowd is still the more powerful in Washington, but armed 

tenacity is an unnatural position for many pro-war liberals and some post-Cold War 

conservatives. Their support of President Barack Obama's war could wane. The prospect of a 

long conflict in a Muslim country could be daunting.  

To see that this war is worth fighting is not to deny that Afghanistan could become even more 

demanding than George W. Bush's "war of choice." Topography alone could make the conflict 

more wearing: Some of the most violent areas of Afghanistan have some of the world's most 

formidable terrain. Iraq is a nation of well-paved roads; Afghanistan is a rough, rolling sea of 

rocks and dirt. Like the Bush administration on Iraq, the Obama administration has yet to be 

frank about what an American commitment to the war in Central Asia will cost. No Larry 

Lindsey has yet arisen in the Obama White House and spoken truth to power. We could soon 

have 100,000 soldiers deployed, and we could have them there for years. Comparisons between 

the United States in Vietnam and in Afghanistan are for the most part surreal (the North 

Vietnamese and Vietcong had the Soviet Union behind them), but the image of helicopters flying 

over jungles will soon be matched--if the Obama administration is serious about fighting--by a 

horizon of helicopters flying over Afghanistan's parched mountains, verdant river valleys, and 

stacked-rock towns and villages.  

We plan on massively augmenting the size of the Afghan army and police since we want them 

eventually to replace us. Perhaps 300,000 armed locals may be required. Afghanistan has no 

history of raising, let alone sustaining, such organized national forces. The cost of training and 

providing logistical support to Afghan units can't be fully calculated yet, but it is clear that 

Afghanistan cannot pay for what it desperately needs. It cannot do so even if Kabul legalizes the 

production and export of opium, a policy that the United States and many Europeans would 

oppose.  

http://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000/000/016/948zygvj.asp
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And it's most unlikely that Obama will be able to guilt-trip the Europeans into spending more. It 

will be a diplomatic miracle if the administration can just keep them contributing what they do 

now. Obama, who regularly chastised the Bush administration for its supposedly unrivaled 

capacity to alienate our allies, could well oversee the de facto dissolution of the North Atlantic 

Treaty Organization. European leaders have clearly shown that Obama's election didn't make 

them any more willing to put their troops into combat.  

Left-wing economists will soon be tabulating mind-boggling sums for the conflict, with all its 

remotely possible collateral costs. Senator Obama found such arithmetic for Iraq appealing; it 

may prove uncomfortable for him to make arguments for Afghanistan that sound, to borrow from 

Mother Jones's David Corn, "slightly reminiscent of what the Bush-Cheney gang tried to pull off 

when they were pushing the case for invading Iraq." And some of the president's arguments on 

Afghanistan will be less compelling. Politically, Iraq is an enormously influential country in the 

Middle East (its post-Saddam impact on Iran may already have been substantial); Afghanistan 

remains a cultural and intellectual backwater, even for Pakistanis who can't resist trying to draw 

their northern neighbor into a great game with India.  

But there are many compelling reasons to keep fighting in Afghanistan. Most important among 

them is that an American withdrawal would return Afghanistan to civil war and reinforce 

frightful trends in Pakistan. In an Afghan civil conflict pitting the Tajiks, Uzbeks, and Shiite 

Hazaras against the Pashtuns, the United States would have to choose the anti-Pashtun, anti-

Pakistani side to protect against the possibility that the Taliban, a Pashtun-based movement, 

would again gain the upper hand. Remember Western insouciance about Afghanistan between 

1994 and 1996, as the Taliban gradually gained ground? This time around, Washington would be 

obliged to intervene. It could not simply assume, as many suggest, that Pashtun jealousies, tribal 

differences, and powerful competing warlords would be enough to thwart a neo-Taliban advance. 

But successfully intervening in Pashtun politics from "over the horizon," with American troops 

no longer significantly deployed in Afghanistan, would be impossible. The Taliban currently 

have the offensive advantage throughout most of the Pashtun regions with U.S. forces active in 

the country; imagine U.S. forces gone. 

Choosing sides would immediately thrust us into conflict with Islamabad, which remains a 

staunch and, at times, nefarious defender of Afghan Pashtun interests. Such a collision between 

Washington and Islamabad would be awful, fortifying Islamic militancy within Pakistan and 

placing al Qaeda and its allies, more clearly than ever before, on the same side as the Pakistani 

military establishment, which is only now getting serious about countering the radical Islamic 

threat at home.  

The terrorist ramifications of this for us and for India could be enormous. Britain's domestic 

intelligence service, MI5, is working around the clock to monitor and thwart terrorist plots 

emanating from Muslim militants on the subcontinent. Great Britain does not receive the credit it 

deserves for doing the heavy lifting in building a security barrier against subcontinent Muslim 

radicals and their militant brethren resident in Europe. Even more than the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation and the Central Intelligence Agency, MI5 is America's frontline defense against 

mass-casualty terrorism.  
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Pakistan, not the Arab Middle East, is where extreme Islamic militancy probably has the most 

growth potential. And Britain's intelligence officers are quick to confess that they could not do 

their work without cooperation on the Pakistani side, which today, even after Islamic militants 

have lethally targeted members of Islamabad's intelligence and security services, remains 

complicated and problematic. Pakistan has been loath to sever long-standing ties to the Afghan 

and Pakistani Pashtun militant groups with which it has dealt for years. This is particularly true 

for those who come under the Taliban umbrella. Mullah Omar, the Taliban's divinely anointed 

founding father, is more or less an honored guest of Islamabad, holding court in Pakistan's 

western province of Baluchistan. Imagine scenarios where the Pakistanis receive requests for 

help from the British and the Americans, even as Western powers are aiding Afghanistan's 

bitterly anti-Pakistani non-Pashtun minorities against pro-Taliban Pashtuns.  

We should never underestimate the potential for Pakistani recidivism. Even the most secular, 

pro-Western Pakistanis viewed the American invasion of Afghanistan with trepidation, if not 

hostility. Afghanistan was their backyard: A broad Pakistani consensus backed Islamabad's 

support of the Taliban. Even Pakistanis who serve Johnnie Walker Black at parties can like the 

idea of Muslim holy warriors in Afghanistan abetting the anti-Hindu jihadists of Kashmir. The 

Muslim identity is really all that Pakistan has as national glue. During the Soviet-Afghan war 

(1979-89), Afghanistan became a revered place for devout Pakistanis, some of whom crossed the 

border to fight with their coreligionists. For the secularized civilian and military elite, 

Afghanistan became an escape valve--someplace for religious Pakistanis to focus their attention. 

This attention was reciprocated north of the border.  

Representing between 40 percent and 45 percent of the Afghan population and convinced of their 

right to political preeminence, Pashtuns have never lost their ties to their ethnic kin across the 

artificial, British-imposed border with Pakistan. The Soviet-Afghan war and the rise of religious 

militancy in the Pashtun community--which predates the Soviet invasion--further cemented ties 

and gave the Pashtun identity a sharper ideological edge. The long-standing cooperation among 

the Pashtun Afghan Taliban, the Pakistani Inter-Services Intelligence Agency (ISI, where 

Pakistani Pashtuns have served influentially), and the Pashtuns of Pakistan's Federally 

Administered Tribal Areas, North-West Frontier Province, and Baluchistan is natural.  

Also strengthening cross-border bonds has been the deepening sense of religious identity 

throughout Pakistani society. The rule of General Zia ul-Haq (1977-88) in particular accelerated 

the careers and sentiments of Islamists within Islamabad's armed forces. The cheek-by-jowl 

association of diehard fundamentalists and whisky-loving English-educated wits within the 

Pakistani officer corps was an astonishing and delicate balancing act; it was made possible only 

by the secular-fundamentalist agreement about Afghanistan (support the Taliban) and Kashmir 

(support the jihadists). September 11 and the American invasion shredded this harmony.  

Since Pakistan's creation in 1947, Pashtuns in Afghanistan and Pakistan have been building 

political, economic, and cultural muscle, but they have not developed a widespread ethnic-

nationalist movement, as have the poorer and less powerful Baluch, who have serious separatist 

tendencies in Pakistan and no love for their Shiite Persianizing masters across the border in Iran, 

who oppress the Sunni Baluch and their age-old desire to have nothing to do with Tehran. As the 

French scholar Olivier Roy has pointed out, the Pashtuns' collective sense of themselves has 
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usually been expressed within radical Islamic movements, the Taliban being the most famous 

and successful of these religious-cum-nationalist awakenings.  

What is poorly understood in the West is the way radical religious callings have been a means 

for young male Pashtuns to escape from tradition-bound tribal society by appealing to a higher 

cause. This transnational, supra-tribal--and in that sense antitraditional--religious brew made the 

pre-9/11 Taliban and has, in part, made the neo-Taliban now battling American and allied forces. 

(It also gave birth to Jalaluddin Haqqani and Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, the two most vicious and 

long-lived of al Qaeda's Pashtun allies.) Roy, who has been the most percipient diagnostician of 

Afghanistan for a generation, doesn't believe that any policy designed in Washington and Kabul 

that plays traditional "good tribal elders" against the "bad Taliban" can work since it pits a 

decaying old order against a modern Islamist ideology.  

Islamism and Afghanistan's deeply rooted tribal structure have often felicitously cohabited. (The 

same was true of Afghanistan's brutal strain of communism, which sometimes spared the lives of 

enemies from the right tribes.) But tension has been growing. Modern Islamism, which poured 

into Afghanistan from Pakistan and the Arab world in the 1980s, appeals to the historic, global 

mission of Islam and takes a dim view of local affections and social hierarchies that circumscribe 

the religious calling. The Afghans who grew up in the Pakistani refugee camps during the 

Soviet-Afghan war, and their philosophical descendants, aren't known for respecting the 

traditions of a lost world. Many of their elders were slaughtered by Afghan Communists or the 

Soviets. These men are modern in that their religious fundamentalism is stripped of the cultural 

and social complexities of age-old traditions and tribes. The enormous Saudi missionary 

influence on the practice of Islam among the Pashtuns has fortified this "purist" streak, nearly 

obliterating the more easygoing Hanafi and Sufi practices that softened Afghan village and 

especially urban culture.  

Mullah Omar was ready for Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda's global holy war because he'd drunk 

deeply of fundamentalism, with its frenetic emphasis on extirpating insufficiently devout 

Muslims from the community. This aggressiveness--the desire to weed the Afghan garden of its 

imperfections--retains considerable appeal among devout young Afghans who feel their society, 

or their tribe, is rife with injustices. American and British intellectuals and soldiers may still be 

in love with the tribes of the Islamic Middle East and Central Asia (T.E. Lawrence is ever with 

us). But among the natives, tribal solidarity and respect for elders aren't nearly as powerful as 

they once were.  

It's an excellent bet that if the Americans withdrew from Afghanistan, even the most secular 

Pakistanis, who finally recognize the threat that radical Islam poses to them, would be strongly 

tempted to try to make a deal with the Pakistani Taliban--a vastly worse deal than any they've 

made so far. The upper crust from the Punjab and the Sindh, who make up the bulk of Pakistan's 

civilian and military elite, normally find the folks in the northwest of their country and in 

Baluchistan to be almost beyond the pale of civilization. Giving Afghanistan back to them--a 

workshop for the rude and crude devout--would likely be enormously appealing. "Let's stop 

fighting each other," would be the opening line. "The Americans are dialing back the clock to 

pre-9/11. So can we." Most Pakistanis would no doubt be thrilled to have al Qaeda's headquarters 
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return to Afghanistan. Osama bin Laden, who has long loved Afghanistan, might well oblige 

them.  

It is the American presence in Afghanistan that keeps the Pakistani ruling class "honest." 

Islamabad appears to be slowly and bloodily winning the battle against its own militants, who 

want to push the country toward a religious civil war. The American army in Afghanistan is 

allowing the all-critical Afghan Pashtun community time to recover from the Taliban--giving it 

the chance to develop a competitive ideology that comprises Afghan nationalism, Pashtunism, 

and serious religion.  

Although there has been more ethnic cleansing in Afghanistan than has been reported in the 

mainstream press (mostly Pashtuns migrating, voluntarily or under duress, from predominantly 

Tajik and Uzbek areas), interethnic antipathy hasn't metastasized as it did in Iraq. Badly mauled, 

the idea of Afghan fraternity still exists. The widespread savagery that we saw between Iraqi 

Sunni and Shiite Arabs seems unlikely to happen in Afghanistan.  

Some critics of Westerners in Afghanistan argue that U.S. and NATO forces, by their tactics if 

not their mere presence, are breathing life into the neo-Taliban, who would remain deeply 

unpopular among the Pashtuns if it were not for outsiders' mistakes. Although we can quickly 

concede that Western mistakes make the Taliban look better, Westerners in Afghanistan have 

actually generated much less village-level antipathy among the Pashtuns than might have been 

expected given the Pashtuns' reputation for xenophobia. We might yet see a Pashtun-only 

"national liberation" jihad develop in Afghanistan, but we are far from this now.  

Even now, "our" Pashtuns probably represent a big majority of their brethren. If the Americans 

were to leave, however, it's highly unlikely these friendly Pashtuns could long hold the high 

ground against a resurgent neo-Taliban movement. The Taliban possess the most effective 

Pashtun fighting force. Many, perhaps most, Pashtuns dislike the Taliban's aggressively 

inflexible religion (it's Pashtun village faith on speed), but the Taliban do have an ideology, 

tested repeatedly on the battlefield. It isn't just money and intimidation that bring them recruits.  

Today's multiheaded Taliban movement is learning what Mullah Omar discovered after 1994: 

You can marry an unpleasant, vaguely foreign ideology to local concerns, customs, and warlords 

if you find the right mix of money, intimidation, Pashtun revanchism, the universal popular fear 

of disorder, and God. The neo-Taliban have successfully laid claim to Islam as a war-cry; other 

Afghan Pashtuns have not yet figured out how to harness the faith to their cause. And the 

Pakistanis will throw their weight, as they did in the 1990s, behind those Afghan Pashtuns who 

are the most militarily effective and have the strongest cross-border ties. The neo-Taliban could 

conceivably cut a deal with militants over the border to stop the Pakistani fratricide. No other 

Afghan Pashtuns would have such leverage. 

The odds are, nevertheless, against the Taliban and their allies on both sides of the Afghan-

Pakistani border. Unless Obama withdraws U.S. troops from Afghanistan, the Pakistani Army 

will be forced to keep fighting its own insurgents. Things were never going to get better in 

Pakistan before they got worse. The savagery of the Taliban in places like the Swat Valley has 

brought home what Islamic militants are capable of, as have their lethal attacks on Pakistani 
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officials. We are beginning to see a great debate within Pakistan about jihad and Islamic ethics. 

Discussions of Pakistan's activities in Afghanistan and Kashmir are not yet what we might want, 

but Pakistan's chattering classes are serious (much more than those in most Arab lands). If they 

keep fighting their own demons, they may wind up asking themselves why their country's 

premier intelligence service has been implicated in so many ugly, bloody activities abroad.  

Corrupt, mean-spirited, feudal in practice, and fragile, Pakistan's democracy has been far better 

at airing the country's dirty linen than was its military ruler, Pervez Musharraf. As the Pakistani 

military slowly makes headway against the radicals, civilian officials and officers have started 

sounding religiously more confident, going toe-to-toe with the radicals for the hearts and minds 

of Muslims. Government-supported anti-Taliban media campaigns in the contested northwest of 

the country have actually sounded sensible--something that cannot always be said for the 

American bankrolled and overseen efforts on Pakistani radio. U.S. officials should not try to veto 

Islamabad's hard-edged, very Muslim use of the Koran and the Prophet against radicals, 

preferring that the message echo Washington's favorite anodyne line that "Islam is a religion of 

peace." Political correctness hasn't yet come to the Swat Valley. 

But the battle against the Taliban inside Afghanistan will be even harder since the creed 

opposing the Taliban for now is so traditional and the Afghan Pashtun personalities who can 

refute the militants are, with some exceptions, less than compelling. Traditional mores can 

compete with modern ones if the latter shock: The slowly growing revulsion throughout the Arab 

Middle East for al Qaeda is in great part a recoiling of devout Muslims from the violent excesses 

committed by holy warriors who once had broad support. But this process isn't necessarily quick. 

The grosser the atrocities, the faster the flip. In 2004, Sunni Arab opinion outside Iraq was 

inclined to describe Sunni insurgents and al Qaeda jihadists who butchered Shiites as anti-

American "martyrs"; by 2007, after tens of thousands of Shiites had been killed, and the Shiites 

were brutally and successfully fighting back, a moral queasiness took hold among non-Iraqi Arab 

Sunnis, and Iraq's Arab Sunnis raged against al Qaeda. 

At present, neo-Taliban violence against civilians is escalating in Afghanistan. Given the 

Taliban's nasty record under such dark figures as the suicide-bomber-loving Jalaluddin Haqqani, 

the anti-Taliban Pashtuns should be able to ally militarily with the Americans and win the hearts-

and-minds tug-of-war with their countrymen. By the same token, however, if the neo-Taliban 

refrain from atrocities and ramp up the jihadist call laced with Pashtun pride, the battle could be 

far more difficult for the United States.  

The allure of democracy for Afghans shouldn't be belittled, as has now become commonplace 

among Americans, both conservative and liberal. Afghanistan is a backward land, with 

entrenched sentiments and habits that are certainly deleterious to functioning representative 

government. The fraud charges in the recent presidential election don't help the cause of Hamid 

Karzai and other Pashtuns who are trying to develop, however fecklessly, an alternative creed for 

Pashtuns to believe in. But the Afghans have lived through hell. Their tolerance for ineffectual 

and corrupt government under the umbrella of the United States is probably still far from 

exhausted. The Obama administration and the Pashtuns are going to have to do better than 

they've done so far. But the bar for success is low--much lower in Afghanistan than it was in 

Iraq.  
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This is the biggest reason why Afghans can be quite straightforward about their desire to see 

foreigners stay in their country. They generally do not possess a prickly religio-nationalist 

consciousness that makes it extremely difficult to cooperate openly with Westerners. (Pashtuns 

are pussycats compared with Iraqis.) When trained and armed, Afghans are not scared or 

embarrassed to fight alongside foreigners. As battlefield allies, they are braver and more 

effective than many of the Europeans who've nominally joined us.  

The Afghan Muslim identity has been battered and radicalized since the early 1970s. But 

Afghanistan is definitely one of those places--Iran is another--where many have actually become 

less enamored of religious militancy. Experience matters. Nonstop war for 30 years has made the 

Afghan people--especially their elites--more inclined toward rapacious corruption. They are 

certainly less fraternally disposed toward each other than they once were. But war has also taught 

many of them to back away from incendiary religious politics. The great Tajik Afghan military 

commander Ahmad Shah Massoud was a diehard Islamic ideologue in his youth. By the time he 

died in middle age, assassinated by bin Laden's men, he could wryly and mournfully reflect on 

his earlier passion. Such wisdom is not uncommon in Afghanistan, even among Pashtuns who 

are illiterate.  

If we lose the devout Afghan Pashtuns and start seeing large swaths of Pashtun society siding 

openly with the Taliban against us, while savage intercommunal hostilities break out among 

Afghanistan's peoples, then we will have to debate withdrawing from Central Asia. But we 

haven't seen that. And unless we withdraw--or persist in a counterproductive military strategy 

(which, thanks to the failures and successes in Iraq, we won't)--the Pashtuns as a people probably 

won't rally against us. Things will remain far from perfect in Afghanistan--doing well in the 

Greater Middle East means that your successes just edge out your defeats. But we are cognizant 

of our problems. And if we look into Pakistan, we can see what is at stake.  

That alone should propel General Stanley McChrystal to recommend the deployment of all the 

troops and resources he needs to turn the tide in Afghanistan. He and General David Petraeus, 

the overall commander of U.S. forces in the region, surely know that they have the president 

over a barrel. If Obama refuses to deploy all they request and Afghanistan continues to go south, 

then he will have lost the "necessary war" that defined his campaign and his presidency.  

If that happens, one fact will be paramount: The Pashtuns will have laid low both East and West. 

Their brothers in arms who still truly believe in a global jihad against the United States will view 

our departure as their victory and a mandate from heaven. Jihadists everywhere will be thrilled 

and emboldened.  

And in that case, we will all have to pray that MI5 is up to the challenge.  

Reuel Marc Gerecht is a contributing editor to THE WEEKLY STANDARD and a senior fellow 

at the Foundation for the Defense of Democracies.  

Copyright 2010 Weekly Standard LLC. 
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The Endgame in Iraq 

As the baton is passed to a new commander and a new president, there is still delicate work 

to be done. 

BY Frederick W. Kagan, Jack Keane and Kimberly Kagan  

September 22, 2008, Vol. 14, No. 02 

The Weekly Standard 

On September 16, General Raymond Odierno will succeed General David Petraeus as 

commander of U.S. and coalition forces in Iraq. The surge strategy Petraeus and Odierno 

developed and executed in 2007 achieved its objectives: reducing violence in Iraq enough to 

allow political processes to restart, economic development to move forward, and reconciliation 

to begin. Violence has remained at historic lows even after the withdrawal of all surge forces and 

the handover of many areas to Iraqi control. Accordingly, President Bush has approved the 

withdrawal of 8,000 additional troops by February 2009. 

With Barack Obama's recent declaration that the surge in Iraq has succeeded, it should now be 

possible to move beyond that debate and squarely address the current situation in Iraq and the 

future. Reductions in violence permitting political change were the goal of the surge, but they are 

not the sole measure of success in Iraq.  

The United States seeks a free, stable, independent Iraq, with a legitimately elected 

representative government that can govern and defend its territory, is at peace with its neighbors, 

and is an ally of the United States in the war on terror. The Iraqi leadership has made important 

strides toward developing a new and inclusive political system that addresses the concerns of all 

Iraq's ethnic and sectarian groups. But it has also taken steps in the wrong direction. An 

understandable desire to seize on the reduction in violence to justify overly hasty force 

reductions and premature transfer of authority to Iraqis puts the hard-won gains of 2007 and 

2008 at risk. Thus, the president's announcement of new troop withdrawals has come before we 

even know when Iraq's provincial elections will occur. 

http://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000/000/015/559qlsot.asp
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Reducing our troop strength solely on the basis of trends in violence also misses the critical point 

that the mission of American forces in Iraq is shifting rapidly from counterinsurgency to peace 

enforcement. The counter-insurgency fight that characterized 2007 continues mainly in areas of 

northern Iraq. The ability of organized enemy groups, either Sunni or Shia, to conduct large-

scale military or terrorist operations and to threaten the existence of the Iraqi government is gone 

for now. No area of Iraq today requires the massive, violent, and dangerous military operations 

that American and Iraqi forces had to conduct over the last 18 months in order to pacify various 

places or restore them to government control. Although enemy networks and organizations have 

survived and are regrouping, they will likely need considerable time to rebuild their capabilities 

to levels that pose more than a local challenge--and intelligent political, economic, military, and 

police efforts can prevent them from rebuilding at all. 

American troops continue to conduct counterterrorism operations against Al Qaeda in Iraq, 

which has not given up, and against Iranian-backed Special Groups, which are also 

reconstituting. U.S. forces support Iraqi forces conducting counterinsurgency operations in the 

handful of areas where any significant insurgent capability remains. But mostly our troops are 

enforcing the peace.  

In ethnically mixed areas, American troops are seen as impartial arbiters and mediators. In 

predominantly Shia or Sunni areas, they are seen as guarantors of continued safety, destroying 

the justification for illegal militias. American brigades also play critical roles in economic 

reconstruction, not by spending American money but by helping Iraqis spend their own money. 

American staffs help local Iraqi leaders develop prioritized lists of their needs, budgets to match 

those priorities, and plans for executing those budgets. American troops support the Provincial 

Reconstruction Teams that mentor Iraqi provincial leaders and help local communities 

communicate their needs to the central government. American soldiers provide essential support 

to Iraqi soldiers and police working hard to develop their ability to function on their own.  

Indeed, American combat brigades have become the principal enablers of economic and political 

development in Iraq. When an American brigade is withdrawn from an area, there is nothing to 

take its place--all of these functions go unperformed. Clearly, then, the number of brigades 

needed in Iraq should be tied not to the level of violence but to the roles the Americans perform 

and the importance of those roles to the further development of Iraq as a stable and peaceful 

state. 

But American brigades do more than that. They also give us leverage at every level to restrain 

malign actors within the Iraqi government and to insist that Iraqi leaders make concessions and 

take political risks they would rather avoid. The notion, popular in some American political 

discussions, that withdrawing our forces increases our leverage is nonsensical. The presence of 

140,000 American troops on the ground in Iraq requires the Iraqi leadership to pay attention to 

America's suggestions in a way that nothing else can. Every brigade that leaves reduces our 

leverage just when we need it most. 

For all the progress made to date, the next president will face significant challenges in Iraq. In 

recent testimony, Secretary of Defense Robert Gates enumerated them: "the prospect of violence 

in the lead-up to elections, worrisome reports about sectarian efforts to slow the assimilation of 
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the Sons of Iraq into the Iraqi security forces, Iranian influence, the very real threat that al Qaeda 

continues to pose, and the possibility that Jaysh al-Mahdi could return." 

The existence of malign sectarian actors in the Iraqi parliament and in the prime minister's inner 

circle is not news. Nor is it news that Iraqi politicians, elected under a closed-list system that 

emphasized ethnosectarian identity at the expense of political interest, have weak electoral bases 

and much reason to fear the results of open and honest elections. It is similarly well known that 

Iran seeks to drive the United States out of Iraq and has been putting tremendous pressure on 

Iraq's leaders to obey Tehran and reject Washington. These three factors help explain the 

development of significant negative trends in Iraq in recent months: the downward spiral of 

negotiations over the Strategic Framework Agreement, delays in the passage of an electoral law, 

escalating tensions along the Arab-Kurd border, and Iraqi government attacks on certain Sons of 

Iraq groups in and around Baghdad. 

American errors have contributed to these developments. At the outset of negotiations over the 

Strategic Framework Agreement, for instance, we should have offered Iraq a security guarantee. 

Iraq's signing a Strategic Framework Agreement would have openly and publicly committed 

themselves to the United States--and against Iran, in the zero-sum thinking of Tehran. It was 

only reasonable that Maliki and others in the Iraqi government should have expected an 

American commitment to match their own, and we should have given it to them. But American 

domestic politics made that impossible.  

Leading congressmen and senators insisted that a security guarantee would raise the Strategic 

Framework Agreement to the level of a treaty requiring Senate ratification--which is true. They 

also made clear that no such ratification would be forthcoming if the document bound the next 

administration. The Bush administration therefore had to tell Baghdad at the outset that America 

would not match the commitment we were asking the Iraqis to make with an equal commitment 

of our own. American domestic politics also prevented the administration from placing the 

security agreement in the larger context of a U.S.-Iraqi strategic partnership, since that concept 

was ridiculed by those who refused to accept the possibility of success in Iraq. 

The Iranians sensed an opportunity and responded with a massive public information campaign 

in Iraq and a virulent private campaign to put pressure on Iraq's leaders. America's refusal to 

offer a long-term security guarantee gave weight to the constant Iranian refrain that Iran will 

always be there, while America will ultimately leave Iraq to its fate. Shrewdly refusing to admit 

the degree of direct Iranian pressure, Maliki and his associates used the cloak of "Iraqi 

sovereignty" to conceal their uneasiness at taking responsibility for making a deal with the 

United States--uneasiness not before their own people, but before Tehran. As a result, the 

negotiations have dragged on, Iraqi demands have increased, and it is possible that Maliki will 

now wait until after the American election to see who wins--all because domestic political 

constraints prevented the Bush administration from making the necessary opening bid. 

Maliki has been using "Iraqi sovereignty" to do more than delay those negotiations, however. He 

has also used it to insist on the accelerated transfer of Iraq's cities, especially Baghdad, to Iraqi 

control and the withdrawal of American forces from those cities. As a result, the problems that 
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premature transition can cause are on display in the city of Baquba, the capital of Diyala 

Province northeast of Baghdad.  

Diyala has always been one of the most challenging provinces in Iraq because of its swirling mix 

of Kurds with Sunni and Shia Arabs and its proximity to Baghdad. It served in the past as a 

staging area for Shia militias and al Qaeda terrorists launching attacks in Baghdad. It was 

pacified in 2007 with a great deal of hard fighting that resulted in the defeat of illegal Shia 

militias and the capitulation of the local Sunni insurgent groups, many of whom joined the Sons 

of Iraq, volunteer security forces organized and initially paid by the United States. More 

remained to be done in Diyala as the surge ended, however. Surge operations had cleared 

Baquba and areas further east, but not the rim of the province from Khanaqin along the Iranian 

border and then through Balad Ruz toward Baghdad. The end of the surge meant the withdrawal 

of significant American forces from Diyala, so U.S. troops largely turned responsibility for the 

city of Baquba over to the Iraqis and moved out to clear the peripheral areas of the province. 

Rumors began circulating that the Iraqi government believed it would have to re-clear Baquba, 

even though violence remained low and American leaders did not agree. In August 2008, the 

Iraqi security forces, with limited support from American troops, did re-clear the city--but their 

targets were primarily leaders in the Sons of Iraq movement and members of the local 

government and community that had supported them. This action--which could not have taken 

place if American forces had continued to patrol the city--was part of a larger effort by Maliki to 

weaken the urban Sons of Iraq. It appears that the current Iraqi leadership has recognized that it 

must allow the Sunni tribal movements, particularly in Anbar, to organize and gain power in 

their own communities, but it sees the urban Sons of Iraq movements as political threats to its 

power. 

The return of the Sunni Iraq Islamic party (IIP) to the government appears to have created an 

unholy alliance between Maliki and IIP leader (and Iraqi vice president) Tariq al-Hashimi aimed 

at weakening grassroots Sunni political movements in and around Baghdad and ensuring that the 

unpopular and unrepresentative IIP continues to wield power after provincial elections. A similar 

alliance is operating in Ninewa Province, where Kurdish leaders appear to have joined with the 

IIP to ensure that they will continue to have influence in the largely Arab province when 

provincial elections eliminate the current disproportionate Kurdish sway in the provincial 

government. This Kurdish-IIP alliance helps explain why there are virtually no Sons of Iraq in 

Ninewa. The extremely limited American presence in Ninewa, as in Baquba, has enabled these 

developments, which may call into question the legitimacy of the upcoming provincial elections 

in some areas. 

Maliki's actions may reflect the continued powerful influence of malign sectarian actors among 

his advisers, or it may reflect the determination of a temporarily strong political leader 

confronting elections that are likely to weaken his base. The specter of Iranian power combines 

with the enormous question mark hanging over the future of American support to make Maliki 

look to his own resources to stabilize his position. Again, contrary to conventional wisdom, the 

threat of American withdrawal and America's refusal to guarantee the security of Iraq and its 

constitutional processes presses Iraq's leaders to make bad decisions, not good ones. 
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Whatever Maliki's motivations, however, the bottom line is clear. Although a dramatic increase 

in violence or the rebirth of a large-scale Sunni insurgency in the next six months is unlikely, it is 

possible that American policies are combining with Iraqi mistakes to undermine the long-term 

prospects for success. These trends can be reversed, with care, over the coming months if the 

United States can summon some strategic patience. 

There is no question that we should be able to start withdrawing significant numbers of 

American forces from Iraq in 2009 and accelerating our withdrawal in 2010. Assuming that Iraqi 

provincial elections in 2008 or early 2009, and parliamentary elections in 2009 or 2010, are 

accepted as legitimate by the Iraqi people and the international community, it is also highly 

likely that we can continue to withdraw from Iraq's cities, including Baghdad, and move from a 

patrolling role to an advisory and support role in the same period. But the timing of force 

reductions and withdrawals from urban areas is critical, and the current pace is too fast.  

It appears from media reports that General Petraeus initially proposed no reduction in the number 

of U.S. brigades below the pre-surge levels, and that was certainly the right recommendation. 

Current force levels may, in fact, already be too low. At all events, we must see Iraq through the 

upcoming two elections, pressing the government to conduct them fairly and inclusively as well 

as ensuring that enemy groups do not disrupt them with violence. Doing so requires a significant 

American presence on the ground in Iraq's population centers, where, in addition to all the other 

key non-combat roles they play, American soldiers are the canaries in the mine shaft. They know 

before anyone else when Iraqi leaders at any level are starting to play games that can undermine 

mission success. 

We should therefore not withdraw any brigades from Iraq before the provincial elections have 

occurred and the results have been certified and accepted. We should not accept timelines for the 

departure of American troops from Iraq's cities, particularly Baghdad, before the parliamentary 

elections of 2009. We should continually press the Iraqi government not simply to pay the Sons 

of Iraq (as it has announced it will do beginning in October), but to bring most of them into the 

political process. Some of the Sons of Iraq were leaders of the insurgency and should have no 

place in Iraqi politics, but in its Baquba operation, the Iraqi government was not sufficiently 

discriminating in whom it sought to exclude (much less detain). We must also support the Iraqi 

government in its efforts to push Kurdish militias out of Diyala and Ninewa provinces. 

This is not a matter of Iraqi sovereignty. American troops will not stay anywhere in Iraq if 

ordered by the Iraqi government to leave. We are not going to depose Maliki or retake control of 

Baghdad. We are not going to force the Iraqis to do anything. And, above all, we are not going to 

maintain a large military presence in Iraq indefinitely. But we are engaged in continual 

negotiations with the Iraqi government about what our forces will do and what Iraqi forces will 

do, and we have tremendous leverage in those negotiations.  

For too long, we have allowed domestic American political considerations to reduce our leverage 

and weaken our bargaining position, and we have refused to recognize the critical role the 

presence of our combat forces plays in keeping us in the game at all. When America provides 

combat forces to maintain internal or external security in a foreign state, it acquires the right to 

bargain hard for what it thinks is best for the common interest, even when the host state's 
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government does not agree. We have engaged in such hard bargaining in South Korea and in 

Europe, and it is a normal part of alliance relationships. We must bargain harder in Iraq and give 

ourselves the tools and leverage we need to succeed. 

Above all, we must recognize that there is never a glide path in war. As long as the outcome 

remains in doubt, we must never imagine that the situation is under control and we can put it on 

autopilot and ignore it. The relief of getting Iraqi violence under control and American casualties 

down turns naturally into a desire to declare victory and withdraw. That is a danger to be avoided 

at all costs. This administration must ensure that it hands its successor not only a relatively 

peaceful Iraq, but an Iraq that is headed in the right direction. 

General Jack Keane (USA, Ret.) is the former vice-chief of staff of the Army. Frederick W. 

Kagan, a resident scholar at the American Enterprise Institute, is a contributing editor to THE 

WEEKLY STANDARD. Kimberly Kagan is president of the Institute for the Study of War. 

Copyright 2010 Weekly Standard LLC. 

 

 

How We'll Know When We've Won 

A definition of success in Iraq. 

BY Frederick W. Kagan 

May 5, 2008, Vol. 13, No. 32 

The Weekly Standard 

The president's nomination of generals David Petraeus and Raymond Odierno to take command 

of U.S. Central Command and Multinational Force-Iraq, respectively, was obviously the right 

decision. By experience and temperament and demonstrated success, both men are perfectly 

suited to these jobs. Given the political climate in Washington, however, their nominations are 

likely to be attacked with the same tired arguments war critics used to try to drown out reports of 

progress in Iraq during the recent Petraeus-Crocker hearings. So before the shouting begins 

again, let us consider in detail one of the most important of these arguments: that no one has 

offered any clear definition of success in Iraq. 

Virtually everyone who wants to win this war agrees: Success will have been achieved when Iraq 

is a stable, representative state that controls its own territory, is oriented toward the West, and is 

an ally in the struggle against militant Islamism, whether Sunni or Shia. This has been said over 

and over. Why won't war critics hear it? Is it because they reject the notion that such success is 

http://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000/000/015/042wxkzk.asp
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achievable and therefore see the definition as dishonest or delusional? Is it because George Bush 

has used versions of it and thus discredited it in the eyes of those who hate him? Or is it because 

it does not offer easily verifiable benchmarks to tell us whether or not we are succeeding? There 

could be other reasons--perhaps critics fear that even thinking about success or failure in Iraq 

will weaken their demand for an immediate "end to the war." Whatever the explanation for this 

tiresome deafness, here is one more attempt to flesh out what success in Iraq means and how we 

can evaluate progress toward it. 

SUCCESS DEFINED 

A stable state. An unstable Iraq is a recipe for continued violence throughout the Middle East. 

Iraq's internal conflicts could spread to its neighbors or lure them into meddling in its struggles. 

An unstable Iraq would continue to generate large refugee flows, destabilizing vulnerable nearby 

states. An unstable Iraq would enormously complicate efforts by the United States or any other 

state to combat terrorists on Iraqi soil. An unstable Iraq would invite the intervention of 

opportunist neighbors. The Middle East being an area of vital importance to the United States 

and its allies, all these developments would harm America's interests. 

A representative state. Some war critics (and even some supporters) argue that the goal of 

"democratizing" Iraq is overoptimistic, even hopeless. So what are the alternatives? Either Iraq 

can be ruled by a strongman, as it was in the past, or it can be partitioned into several more 

homogeneous territories, each ruled according to its own desires. Before settling for either of 

these, we should note that the overwhelming majority of Iraqis continue to manifest their desire 

for representative government, as evidenced by the 8 million who voted in the last elections, the 

90 percent of Sunni Arab Iraqis who tell pollsters they will vote in the upcoming provincial 

elections, and the sense on the streets that anyone who tries to eliminate representative 

government will do so at his peril. Beyond that, we must note that neither of the two suggested 

alternatives is compatible with stability. Nevertheless, let us examine them. 

A strongman. Iraq is a multiethnic, multisectarian state just emerging from a sectarian civil war. 

How could a strongman rule it other than by oppression and violence? Any strongman would 

have to come from one or another of the ethno-sectarian groups, and he would almost certainly 

repress the others. Although he might, in time, establish a secure authoritarian regime, the history 

of such regimes suggests that Iraq would remain violent and unstable for years, perhaps decades, 

before all opposition was crushed. This option would not sit well with American consciences.  

Partition. Partitioning Iraq would generate enormous instability for the foreseeable future. Again, 

virtually no Arab Iraqis want to see the country partitioned; the Sunni, in particular, are bitterly 

opposed. But their desires aside, could a partitioned Iraq be stable? The Kurds, after all, already 

have their region. What would happen if the Shia got all nine provinces south of Baghdad, and 

the Sunni got Anbar, Salah-ad-Din, and whatever part of Ninewa the Kurds chose to give them? 

Well, there would be the problem of Baghdad and Diyala, the two mixed provinces, containing 

mixed cities. Despite the prevailing mythology, Baghdad has not been "cleansed" so as to 

produce stable sectarian borders. The largely Sunni west contains the Khadimiyah shrine, which 

the Shia will never abandon, while the largely Shia east contains the stubborn Sunni enclave in 

Adhamiya. The Sunni in Adhamiya have just gone through many months of hell to hang on to 
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their traditional ground. And there are other enclaves on both sides of the river. Any "cleansing" 

of them would involve the death or forced migration of tens or possibly hundreds of thousands. 

Attempts to divide Diyala and even Ninewa would produce similar results. If ethno-sectarian 

conflict restarted in Iraq on a large scale, cleansing might make this solution more feasible, but at 

enormous human cost. In the current context, even to seriously propose it threatens Iraq's 

stability. 

A state that controls its territory. We already have an example of a sovereign, quasi-stable state 

confronting terrorist foes that is theoretically allied to the United States but has no American 

troops and does not control all of its own territory. It is Pakistan, whose ungoverned territories in 

the Federally Administered Tribal Areas and the Northwest Frontier Province have become safe 

havens for the leaders of the global al Qaeda network. If the United States abandoned Iraq before 

Iraq could control all of its territory with its own forces, we might make way for similar safe 

havens in the heart of the Middle East. It is clearly not in America's interests to create a Pakistan 

on the Euphrates. 

A state oriented toward the West. It is also clearly against America's interests for Iraq to become 

an Iranian puppet. Some in the United States, however, see that development as inevitable; they 

point to geography and religious ties. Some even say that the United States should not only 

acquiesce in the inevitable but embrace it, reaching out to the Iranians for their assistance in 

smoothing our withdrawal as they establish their domination. But why? Iran has not dominated 

Iraq in centuries. True, the Sunni-Shia divide is profound, but so is the Arab-Persian divide. 

Iraq's Shia, remember, enthusiastically supported Saddam Hussein's war against their Iranian co-

religionists in the 1980s--a sectarian "betrayal" for which the Iranians have never forgiven them. 

Again, American troops and civilians who live day to day with Iraqis throughout the country 

report a dramatic rise in anti-Persian sentiment, coincident with a rise in Iraqi Arab nationalism. 

But back in the United States, the debate over Iraq is scarcely tethered to reality on the ground. 

In the simple terms suitable to that debate, then, suffice it to say that neither shared Shia faith nor 

a shared border has historically led to Iranian domination of Iraq. There is no reason to assume it 

will do so now. 

An ally in the struggle against militant Islamism. Whatever Saddam Hussein's ties were to al 

Qaeda before the invasion, the reality today is that an important al Qaeda franchise has 

established itself in Iraq. It initially had the support of a significant portion of Iraq's Sunni Arab 

community, but that community--with critical American support--has rejected al Qaeda and 

united with Iraq's Shia and Kurds to fight it.  

As a result, there is no state in the world that is more committed than Iraq to defeating al Qaeda. 

None has mobilized more troops to fight al Qaeda or suffered more civilian casualties at the 

hands of al Qaeda--or, for that matter, taken more police and military casualties. Iraq is already 

America's best ally in the struggle against al Qaeda. Moreover, the recent decision of Iraq's 

government to go after illegal, Iranian-backed Shia militias and terror groups shows that even a 

Shia government in Baghdad can be a good partner in the struggle against Shia extremism as 

well.  



69 

 

Much has been made of the inadequacy of the Iraqi Security Forces' performance in Basra. If the 

Pakistani army had performed half as well in its efforts to clear al Qaeda out of the tribal areas, 

we would be cheering. Instead, Pakistani soldiers surrendered to al Qaeda by the hundreds, and 

Islamabad shut the operation down; it is now apparently on the verge of a deal with the terrorist 

leader who killed Benazir Bhutto. Iraqi Security Forces who underperformed were fired and 

replaced, and operations in Basra and elsewhere continue. The United States has given Pakistan 

billions in aid since 9/11 so that it could fight al Qaeda in the tribal areas. To be sure, it has spent 

far more billions on the Iraq war. Still, one may wonder which money has produced real success 

in the war on terror, and which has been wasted.  

PROGRESS MEASURED 

 

Stability. Violence is the most obvious indicator of instability and the easiest to measure. The 

fact that violence has fallen dramatically in Iraq since the end of 2006 is evidence of improving 

stability. But critics are right to point out that areas tend to be peaceful both when government 

forces control them completely and when insurgents control them completely. Violence can drop 

either because the government is winning or because insurgents are consolidating their gains. So 

in addition to counting casualties and attacks, it is necessary to evaluate whether government 

control has been expanding or contracting. In fact, it has expanded dramatically over the past 15 

months.  

At the end of 2006, Sunni Arab insurgents controlled most of Anbar province, large areas of 

Salah-ad-Din and Diyala, southern Baghdad and northern Babil provinces (the "triangle of 

death"), and large areas of Baghdad itself including the Ameriya, Adhamiya, Ghazaliya, and 

Dora neighborhoods, which were fortified al Qaeda bastions. Shia militias controlled Sadr City 

almost completely--American forces could not even enter the area, and virtually no Iraqi forces 

in Sadr City operated independently of the militias; the militias also controlled the nearby 

districts of Shaab and Ur, from whence they staged raids on Sunni neighborhoods; they operated 

out of bases in Khadimiyah and Shula in western Baghdad; they owned large swaths of terrain in 

Diyala province, where they were engaged in an intense war against al Qaeda; they fought each 

other in Basra and controlled large areas of the Shia south. 

Today, al Qaeda has been driven out of Dora, Ameriya, Ghazaliya, and Adhamiya; out of Anbar 

almost entirely; out of the "southern belt" including the former triangle of death; out of much of 

Diyala; and out of most of Salah-ad-Din. Iraqi and coalition operations are underway to drive al 

Qaeda out of its last urban bastion in Mosul. Remaining al Qaeda groups, although still able to 

generate periodic spectacular attacks, are largely fragmented and their communications partially 

disrupted. Iraqi Security Forces have been on the offensive against Shia militias in the "five 

cities" area (Najaf, Karbala, Diwaniya, Hilla, and Kut) and have severely degraded militia 

capabilities and eliminated militia control from significant parts of this area; the attack in Basra 

resulted in a reduction of the militia-controlled area, including the recapture of Basra's lucrative 

ports by government forces; tribal movements in Basra and Nasiriya are helping the government 

advance and consolidate its gains against the militias; and Iraqi Security Forces, with Coalition 

support, are moving through parts of Sadr City house by house and taking it back from the 

militias.  



70 

 

The fall in violence in Iraq, therefore, reflects success and not failure. Enemy control of territory 

has been significantly reduced, and further efforts to eliminate enemy control of any territory are 

underway. Spikes in violence surrounding the Basra operation reflect efforts by the government 

to retake insurgent-held areas and are, therefore, positive (if sober) indicators. 

As for the argument that this stability is based solely on the increased presence of U.S. forces, 

which will shortly end, or that it is merely a truce between the Sunni and the Shia as they wait 

for us to leave--we shall soon see. Reductions of U.S. forces by 25 percent are well underway. 

The commanding general has recommended that after we complete those reductions in July, we 

evaluate the durability of the current stability, and President Bush has accepted his 

recommendation.  

Representative government. The Iraqi government is the product of two elections. The Sunni 

Arabs boycotted the first, with the result that Iraq's provincial councils and governors do not 

reflect its ethno-sectarian make-up. The second saw a large Sunni Arab turnout and the seating of 

a multiethnic, multisectarian government in Baghdad. The Iraqi government recently passed a 

law calling for provincial elections later this year, and the United Nations special envoy to Iraq, 

Steffan de Mistura, has been consulting with Baghdad about the details of the election, including 

efforts to ensure that the various committees overseeing it are not unduly influenced by militias 

or political parties. Surveys show that the Iraqis are nearly unanimous in their desire to vote, 

particularly in Sunni areas. The Anbar Awakening has turned into a political movement, 

introducing political pluralism into Sunni Arab politics for the first time. Similar movements, 

including the splintering of Moktada al-Sadr's "Sadrist Trend," are underway more haltingly 

among the Shia.  

Each of Iraq's elections has been more inclusive than the last. Each has seen more enthusiasm for 

voting among all groups. Political pluralism is increasing within both sects. Whatever the 

popularity of the present government of Iraq, the overwhelming majority of Iraqis see elections 

as the correct way to choose their leaders, believe that their votes will count, and want to 

participate. The provincial elections this fall--and the national legislative elections next year--

will be important indicators of the health of representative government in Iraq, and we should 

watch them closely. So far, all indications in this area are positive.  

Control of territory. The restoration of large urban and rural areas formerly held by insurgents 

and militias to government control is a key indicator of Iraqi progress. And there are others: the 

Maliki government's determination to clear Basra and Sadr City of militia influence; Iraqi 

operations to clear Mosul of al Qaeda fighters; the dramatic growth of the Iraqi Security Forces 

in 2007 and the further growth underway in 2008. There is anecdotal confirmation of this 

progress, such as the dramatic decline in the number of illegal militia-controlled checkpoints, 

most of them set up in and around Baghdad in 2006 for purposes of control, extortion, and 

murder. Although some war critics claim that the Anbar Awakening has simply put the province 

into the hands of a new militia, the truth is that the first stage of the movement saw more than 

10,000 Anbaris volunteer for the Iraqi Security Forces. Two divisions of the Iraqi army remain in 

Anbar, and they are mixed Sunni-Shia formations. The Iraqi police force in Anbar, paid for, 

vetted, and controlled by the Iraqi government, has also grown dramatically. The "Sons of Iraq," 

who are the security component of the awakening movement, are auxiliaries to these government 
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forces, supplemented by the presence of American troops. In Baghdad's neighborhoods, Sons of 

Iraq are dwarfed in number by the two Iraqi army divisions stationed in the city (in addition to 

the mechanized division based just to the north in Taji) and the numerous police and national 

police formations, all supported by American combat brigades. The Iraqi government is steadily 

extending its control of its own territory, and has demonstrated a determination to retake 

insurgent-held areas even from Shia militias. 

Orientation toward the West. Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad visited Iraq in March 

2008 and was warmly received, prompting concern in the United States that the Iraqi 

government was tilting toward Tehran. War critics, attempting to spin the Iraqi government's 

offensive against Shia militias in Basra, argued that Iran "supports" both the militias and the 

principal Shia parties fighting them--the entire operation, they claimed, was simply "Shia 

infighting" among groups already devoted to Tehran.  

A closer examination shows this to be false. While it is true that Iran "supports" both ISCI and 

Dawa, the two leading Shia parties in the government, with money, and it provides the Sadrist 

militia not only with money, but with lethal weapons, training, trainers, and advisers inside Iraq 

to support the militia's fight against the United States and the Iraqi government--nevertheless, 

Iran does not provide such support to the government of Iraq or to the Iraqi Security Forces, 

which the United States and its allies have worked hard to develop into effective fighting forces, 

at the behest of the United Nations and the request of the legitimate government of Iraq. This is 

not simply "Shia infighting" in which the United States has no stake.  

More to the point, we might ask what the Iraqi government itself has done to show its 

preferences. It has asked the United Nations to endorse the Multinational Force mission 

supporting it, a mission that includes American forces--but not Iranian ones. It has requested a 

bilateral security agreement with the United States--and not with Iran. It has determined to 

purchase American weapons and equipment for its armed forces, to replace the Warsaw Pact 

gear it had been using--and has not requested equipment from Iran or its principal international 

suppliers, Russia and China. Baghdad is organizing, training, and equipping its military and 

police forces to be completely interoperable with the United States--and not with Iran. For a 

government accused of being in Tehran's thrall, the current Iraqi government appears to have 

demonstrated repeatedly a commitment to stand with the United States, at least as long as the 

United States stands with Iraq. 

An ally in the war on terror. Al Qaeda has killed many more Iraqis than Americans. Iraq has 

eight army divisions--around 80,000 troops--now in the fight against al Qaeda, and another 

three--around 45,000 troops--in the fight against Shia extremists. Tens of thousands of Iraqi 

police and National Police are also in the fight. Thus, there are far more Iraqis fighting al Qaeda 

and Shia militias in Iraq than there are American troops there. Easily ten times as many Iraqi as 

Pakistani troops are fighting our common enemies. At least three times as many Iraqi soldiers 

and police as Afghan soldiers and police are in the fight. And many times more Iraqi troops are 

engaged in the war on terror than those of any other American ally. In terms of manpower 

engaged, and sacrifice of life and limb, Iraq is already by far America's best ally in the war on 

terror. 



72 

 

These facts will surely not put to rest the debate over definitions and measures of success in Iraq. 

Certainly, the American people have a right to insist that our government operate with a clear 

vision of success and that it develop a clear plan for evaluating whether we are moving in the 

right direction, even if no tidy numerical metrics can meaningfully size up so complex a human 

endeavor. As shown here, supporters of the current strategy do indeed have a clear definition of 

success, and those working to implement it are already evaluating American progress against that 

definition every day. It is on the basis of their evaluation that we say the surge is working.  

The question Americans should ask themselves next is: Have the opponents of this strategy 

offered a clear definition of their own goals, along with reasonable criteria for evaluating 

progress toward them? Or are they simply projecting onto those who have a clear vision with 

which they disagree their own vagueness and confusion?  

Here is a gauntlet thrown down: Let those who claim that the current strategy has failed and must 

be replaced lay out their own strategy, along with their definition of success, criteria for 

evaluating success, and the evidentiary basis for their evaluations. Then, perhaps, we can have a 

real national debate on this most important issue.  

Copyright 2010 Weekly Standard LLC. 
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Yemen 

 

How to Apply 'Smart Power' in Yemen  

The Salah government will side with us against al Qaeda if we side with it against 

insurgents. 

By FREDERICK W. KAGAN AND CHRISTOPHER HARNISCH   

Wall Street Journal 

President Barack Obama has made it clear that he does not intend to send American ground 

forces into Yemen, and rightly so. But American policy toward Yemen, even after the Christmas 

terrorist attempt, remains focused on limited counterterrorist approaches that failed in 

Afghanistan in the 1990s and have created tension in Pakistan since 2001. 

Yemen faces enormous challenges. Its 24 million people are divided into three antagonistic 

groups: a Zaydi Shiite minority now fighting against the central government (the Houthi 

rebellion); the inhabitants of the former Yemen Arab Republic (in the north); and the inhabitants 

of the former Peoples Democratic Republic of Yemen (in the south), many of whom are engaged 

in a secessionist rebellion. Its government is corrupt, its security forces have limited capabilities, 

and a large swath of its population is addicted to a drug called qat. 

The World Bank estimates that Yemen will stop earning a profit on its oil production by 2017 

(oil now accounts for more than half of the country's export income). Only 46% of rural Yemenis 

have access to adequate water (40% of the country's water goes to growing qat), and some 

estimates suggest Yemen will run out of water for its people within a decade. 

American policy in Yemen has focused heavily on fighting al Qaeda, but it has failed to address 

the conditions that make the country a terrorist safe haven. Targeted strikes in 2002 killed key al 

Qaeda leaders in Yemen, and the group went relatively quiet for several years. The U.S. military 

has been working to build up the Yemeni Coast Guard (to prevent attacks similar to the one on 

the USS Cole in 2000) and to improve the counterterrorist capabilities of the Yemeni military in 

general. 

But the U.S. has resisted supporting President Ali Abdallah Salah's efforts to defeat the Houthi 

insurgency, generating understandable friction with our would-be partner. As we have found 

repeatedly in similar situations around the world (particularly in Pakistan), local governments 

will not focus on terrorist groups that primarily threaten the U.S. or their neighbors at the 

http://online.wsj.com/search/search_center.html?KEYWORDS=FREDERICK+W.+KAGAN+AND+CHRISTOPHER+HARNISCH&ARTICLESEARCHQUERY_PARSER=bylineAND
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748704081704574652690819877868.html
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expense of security challenges that threaten them directly. A strategy that attempts to pressure or 

bribe them to go after our enemies is likely to fail. 

Mr. Salah is an unpalatable partner, and we don't want to be drawn into Yemen's internal 

conflicts more than necessary. But he is the only partner we have in Yemen. If we want him to 

take our side in the fight against al Qaeda, we have to take his side in the fight against the 

Houthis. 

The U.S. must also develop a coherent approach that will help Yemen's government improve 

itself, address its looming economic and social catastrophes, and improve the ability of its 

military, intelligence and police organs to establish security throughout the country. The U.S. 

now maintains an earnest but understaffed and under-resourced USAID mission in the American 

embassy in Sana, the country's capital. But because of security concerns, U.S. officials are 

largely restricted to Sana and therefore cannot directly oversee the limited programs they 

support, let alone help address systemic governance failures. 

Yemen received $150 million in USAID funds in 2009ðone-tenth the amount dispensed in 

Afghanistan; less than one-fifth the amount provided to Gaza and the West Bank; and roughly 

half of what Nigeria received. The Pentagon recently said it would like to double the roughly $70 

million Yemen received in security assistance. But the total pool from which that money would 

come from in 2010 is only $350 million, according to Pentagon spokesman Geoff Morrell, and 

there are other pressing demands for those funds. 

The problems in Yemen will not be solved simply by throwing American money at them. But 

dollars are the soldiers of the smart power approach. Having a lot of them does not guarantee 

success, but having too few does guarantee failure. 

Developing a coherent strategy focused on the right objectives is important, and hard to do. The 

country team in any normal American embassy (like the one in Sana) does not have the staff, 

resources or experience to do so. The limited American military presence in Yemen does not 

either. Despite years of talk about the need to develop this kind of capability in the State 

Department or elsewhere in Washington, it does not exist. It must be built now, and quickly. 

The president could do that by instructing Secretary of State Hillary Clinton to form a Joint 

Interagency Task Force on Yemen. Its mission would be to develop and implement a strategy to 

improve the effectiveness of the Yemeni government and security forces, re-establish civil order, 

and eliminate the al Qaeda safe haven. Its personnel should include the Yemen country team, 

headed by the ambassador, and experts from other relevant U.S. agencies as well as sufficient 

staff to develop and execute programs. An immediate priority must be to provide security to 

American officials in Yemen that will enable them to travel around, even though there will not 

be American forces on the ground to protect them. 

This strategy will require helping Yemen defeat the Houthi insurgency and resolve the southern 

secessionist tensions without creating a full-blown insurgency in the south. It will also require a 

nuanced strategy to help the Yemeni government disentangle al Qaeda from the southern tribes 

that now support or tolerate it. 
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One of the key errors the Bush administration made in Afghanistan and Iraq was to focus 

excessively on solving immediate security problems without preparing for the aftermath. Too 

narrow a focus on improving counterterrorist strikes in Yemen without addressing the larger 

context of the terrorist threat growing in that country may well lead to similar results. If the 

Obama administration wants to avoid sending troops to Yemen, it must act boldly now. 
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Intelligence/Homeland 

Security 

 

The Meaning of al Qaeda's Double Agent  

The jihadists are showing impressive counterintelligence ability that the CIA seems to have 

underestimated. 

By REUEL MARC GERECHT   

Wall Street Journal 

The recent death in Afghanistan of seven American counterterrorist officers, one Jordanian 

intelligence operative, and one exploding al Qaeda double agent ought to give us cause to reflect 

on the real capabilities of the Central Intelligence Agency and al Qaeda.  

The report card isn't good. America's systemic intelligence problems were partially on display in 

the bombing at the CIA's Forward Operating Base Chapman in Khost province. Worse, al Qaeda 

showed skill that had been lacking in many of its operations. In response, President Barack 

Obama will likely be obliged to adopt counterterrorist methods that could make his 

administration as tough as his predecessor's. 

Professionally, one has to admire the skill of suicide bomber Humam Khalil Abu-Mulal al-

Balawi's handlers. This operation could well have been monthsðif not longerðin the making, 

and neither the Jordanian intelligence service (GID), which supplied the double agent to the CIA, 

nor Langley apparently had any serious suspicion that al-Balawi still had the soul and will of a 

jihadist.  

That is an impressive feat. The Hashemite monarchy imprisons lots of Islamic militants, and the 

GID has the responsibility to interrogate them. The dead Jordanian official, Sharif Ali bin Zeid, 

reportedly a member of the royal family, may not have been a down-and-dirty case officer with 

considerable hands-on contact with militants, but al-Balawi surely passed through some kind of 

intensive screening process with the GID. Yet the GID and the CIA got played, and al Qaeda has 

revealed that it is capable of running sophisticated clandestine operations with sustained 

deception.  

http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748704130904574644132628157104.html
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Indeed, al Qaeda did to us exactly what we intended to do to them: use a mole for a lethal strike 

against high-value targets. In the case of al-Balawi, it appears the target was Ayman al Zawahiri, 

Osama bin Ladin's top deputy. During the Cold War, the CIA completely dropped its guard in 

the pursuit of much-desired Cuban and East German agents. The result? Most of our assets were 

plants given to us by Cuban and East German intelligence. With al-Balawi supposedly providing 

"good" information about al Zawahiri and al Qaeda's terrorist planning, a salivating CIA and the 

GID proved inattentive to counterintelligence concerns. 

Whereas al Qaeda is showing increasing proficiency, the same cannot be said for the CIA. 

Competent case officers can get duped by a good double. And the GID, whose skill has been 

exaggerated in fiction and film and by Hashemite-stroked American case officers, isn't a global 

service. Take it far from its tribal society, where it operates with admirable efficiency, and it is 

nothing to write home about.  

The CIA uses the GID so often not because the Jordanians are brilliant but because the 

Americans are so often, at best, mediocre. The GID's large cadre of English-speaking officers 

makes liaison work easy with Langley, which has never been blessed with a large number of 

Arabic-speaking officers, particularly within the senior ranks.  

Language issues aside, the now-deceased chief of Base Chapman should have kept most of her 

personnel away from al-Balawi, and should never have allowed seven officers to get that close to 

him at one time. Traditional operational compartmentation clearly broke down.  

It is also highly likely that all of the CIA officers at Chapmanðand especially the chief of base, 

who was a mother of threeðwere on short-term assignments. According to active-duty CIA 

officers, the vast majority of Langley's officers are on temporary-duty assignments in 

Afghanistan, which usually means they depart in under one year. (The same is true for the State 

Department.) Many CIA officers are married with children and they do not care for long tours of 

duty in unpleasant spotsðthe type of service that would give officers a chance of gaining some 

country expertise, if not linguistic accomplishment.  

Moreover, security concerns usually trap these officers into a limited range of contacts. Truth be 

told, even the most elemental CIA activityðmeeting recruited agents or "developmentals" 

outside of well-guarded compoundsðoften cannot be done without contractor-supplied security. 

Without Blackwater, now renamed Xe, which handles security for Langley in Afghanistan, CIA 

case officers would likely be paralyzed.  

The officers at Chapman were probably young. This isn't necessarily bad. As a general rule, 

younger case officers do better intelligence-collection work than older colleagues, whose zeal for 

Third World field work declines precipitously as their knowledge and expertise in CIA 

bureaucratic politics increases. But experience does breed cynicism, which doesn't appear to 

have been in abundance at the CIA base.  

All of this reinforces the common U.S. military criticism of the Agency in Afghanistan and Iraq: 

It does not often supply the hard tactical and intimate personal and tribal portraits that military 
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officers need to do their work. Army officers are generally among the natives vastly more than 

their CIA counterparts.  

What does this all mean for President Obama? He did not come into office pledging to reform 

the CIA, only restrain it from aggressively interrogating al Qaeda terrorists. There is near zero 

chance that the president will attempt to improve the Agency operationally in the field. His 

counterterrorist adviser, John Brennan, is as institutional a case officer as Langley has ever 

produced. If Attorney General Eric Holder is so unwise as to bring any charges against a CIA 

officer for the rough interrogation of an al Qaeda detainee during the Bush administration, the 

president will likely find himself deluged with damaging CIA-authored leaks. Mr. Obama would 

be a fool to confront the CIA on two fronts.  

But the president is likely to compensate for systemic weakness in American intelligence in 

substantial, effective ways. Mr. Obama has been much more aggressive than President George 

W. Bush was in the use of drone attacks and risky paramilitary operations. One can easily 

envision him expanding such attacks in Pakistan, Yemen and elsewhere. Visa issuances, airport 

security, and perhaps even FBI surveillance of American Muslim militants are likely to become 

much tougher under Mr. Obama than under Mr. Bush. President Obama will, no doubt, continue 

to say empirically bizarre things about Guantanamo's imprisonment system creating jihadists, but 

his administration will now likely find another location to jail militants indefinitely. Too many of 

President Bush's released detainees have returned to terrorism. 

National Security Adviser James Jones has already described the 21st century as the liaison 

century, where intelligence and security services cooperate energetically. The CIA has often 

compensated for its internal weaknesses through liaising with foreigners. President Bush and 

then Central Intelligence Director George Tenet kicked these relationships into hyper-drive after 

9/11; President Obama is likely to kick them even further. Mr. Obama may have foreclosed the 

possibility of the CIA again aggressively questioning jihadists, but he's kept the door wide open 

for the rendition of terrorists to countries like Jordan, where the GID does not abide by the 

Marquess of Queensbury rules in its interrogations.  

The deadly attack in Fort Hood, Texas, by Maj. Malik Hassan in November, the close call in the 

air above Detroit on Christmas Day, and now the double-agent suicide bombing in Khost have 

shocked America's counterterrorist system. Mr. Obama surely knows that one large-scale 

terrorist strike inside the U.S. could effectively end his presidency. He may at some level still 

believe that his let's-just-all-be-friends speech in Cairo last June made a big dent in the hatred 

that many faithful Muslims have for the U.S., but his practices on the ground are likely to be a lot 

less touchy-feely. This is all for the good. These three jihadist incidents ought to tell us that 

America's war with Islamic militancy is farðfarðfrom being over. 
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Letter by Former CIA Directors to President Obama 

Fox News 

Seven former heads of the CIA wrote President Obama on Friday to ask him to end an 

investigation launched by former Attorney General Eric Holder into the actions of CIA 

interrogators who used "enhanced" techniques to question terror detainees. 

September 18, 2009 

The President 

The White House 

Washington, D.C. 

 

Dear Mr. President: 

We have served as directors of Central Intelligence or directors of the CIA for presidents 

reaching back over 35 years. We respectfully urge you to exercise your authority to reverse 

Attorney General Holder's August 24 decision to re-open the criminal investigation of CIA 

interrogations that took place following the attacks of September 11. 

Our reasons for making this recommendation are as follows. 

The post-September 11 interrogations for which the attorney general is opening an inquiry were 

investigated four years ago by career prosecutors. The CIA, at its own initiative, forwarded fewer 

than 20 instances where agency officers appeared to have acted beyond their existing legal 

authorities.  

Career prosecutors under the supervision of the US Attorney for the Eastern District of Virginia 

determined that one prosecution (of a CIA contractor) was warranted. A conviction was later 

obtained. They determined that prosecutions were not warranted in the other cases. In a number 

of these cases the CIA subsequently took administrative disciplinary steps against the individuals 

involved.  

Attorney General Holder's decision to re-open the criminal investigation creates an atmosphere 

of continuous jeopardy for those whose cases the Department of Justice had previously declined 

to prosecute. Moreover, there is no reason to expect that the re-opened criminal investigation will 

remain narrowly focused. 

If criminal investigations closed by career prosecutors during one administration can so easily be 

reopened at the direction of political appointees in the next, declinations of prosecution will be 

rendered meaningless. Those men and women who undertake difficult intelligence assignments 

in the aftermath of an attack such as September 11 must believe there is permanence in the legal 

rules that govern their actions.  

They must be free, as the chairman of the Senate Homeland Security Committee, Senator 

Lieberman, has put it: "to do their dangerous and critical jobs without worrying that years from 

http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2009/09/18/raw-data-letter-cia-directors-president-obama/
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now a future attorney general will authorize a criminal investigation of them for behavior that a 

previous attorney general concluded was authorized and legal." Similar deference needs to be 

shown to fact-based decisions made by career prosecutors years ago. 

Not only will some members of the intelligence community be subjected to costly financial and 

other burdens from what amounts to endless criminal investigations, but this approach will 

seriously damage the willingness of many other intelligence officers to take risks to protect the 

country. In our judgment such risk-taking is vital to success in the long and difficult fight against 

the terrorists who continue to threaten us. 

Success in intelligence often depends on surprise and deception and on creating uncertainty in 

the mind of an enemy. As president you have the authority to make decisions restricting 

substantive interrogation or any other intelligence collection method, based on legal analyses and 

policy recommendations.  

But, the administration must be mindful that public disclosure about past intelligence operations 

can only help Al Qaeda elude U.S. intelligence and plan future operations. Disclosures about 

CIA collection operations have and will continue to make it harder for intelligence officers to 

maintain the momentum of operations that have saved lives and helped protect America from 

further attacks. 

Finally, another certain result of these reopened investigations is the serious damage done to our 

intelligence community's ability to obtain the cooperation of foreign intelligence agencies. 

Foreign services are already greatly concerned about the United States' inability to maintain any 

secrets. They rightly fear that, through these additional investigations and the court proceedings 

that could follow, terrorists may learn how other countries came to our assistance in a time of 

peril.  

The United States promised these foreign countries that their cooperation would never be 

disclosed. As a result of the zeal on the part of some to uncover every action taken in the post-

9/11 period, many countries may decide that they can no longer safely share intelligence or 

cooperate with us on future counter-terrorist operations. They simply cannot rely on our 

promises of secrecy. 

We support your stated commitment, Mr. President, to look to the future regarding these 

important issues. In our judgment the only way that is possible is if the criminal investigation of 

these interrogations that Attorney General Holder has re-opened is now re-closed. 

Sincerely, 

Michael Hayden 

Porter Goss 

George Tenet

John Deutch 

R. James Woolsey

William Webster 

James R. Schlesinger 
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Iran/Middle East  

Iran 

 

The June 12 Revolution 

Whatever happens in Tehran, thereôs no going back to the Ayatollah Khomeiniôs Islamic 

Republic. 

BY Reuel Marc Gerecht 

The Weekly Standard 

June 29 ð July 6, 2009, Vol. 14, No. 39 

The modern Middle East has had numerous ñgame-changingò moments, when history turned. 

Napoleon Bonaparteôs invasion of Egypt in 1798, Muhammad Aliôs conquest of the Nile Valley 

in 1805, and the French invasion of Algeria in 1830 introduced Europeans and European ideas 

into the region. The British discovery of oil in Persia in 1908, the collapse of the Ottoman 

Empire in 1918, the Saudi conquest of Mecca and Medina in 1925, the awakening of the 

Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood in 1928, the Arab Revolt in Palestine in 1936, and the God-father-

like victory of Gamal Abdel Nasser in Cairo in 1954 further accelerated tradition-crushing 

Westernization and gave birth to nationalism, pan-Arabism, and contemporary Islamic 

fundamentalism. The Israeli triumph in the 1967 Six Day War, the Iranian revolution of 1979, 

the fall of Saddam Hussein in 2003, and the birth of Iraqi democracy two years later buried 

secular pan-Arab dictatorship, politically inflamed the Islamic identity, and set the stage for the 

growth of representative government in a more religious Middle East. 

The Iranian presidential election of June 12 may soon rank with these history-making events. We 

may well look back on it as the ñJune 12 revolutionò even ifðespecially ifðthe regime cracks 

down on the supporters of Mir-Hussein Mousavi, the candidate who ran second to incumbent 

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in the dubious official vote tally. Since the end of the Iran-Iraq war 

(1980-88), which almost destroyed the Islamic Republic and forged the reputation and character 

of then-Prime Minister Mousavi, most Iranians have been exhausted revolutionaries. More like 

sheep than foot-soldiers of a dynamic faith, Iranians have largely veered away from confronting 

their increasingly unpopular rulers. 

http://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000/000/016/649ktodb.asp
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Now the election appears to have stiffened their backbones and quickened their passions. 

Theyôve had enough of their unpleasant, joyless lives. The election has given a wide variety of 

Iraniansðmany of whom would not voluntarily associate with each other because of religious, 

political, and social differencesða simple and transcendent rallying cry: One man, one vote! 

Even the supreme leaderôs favorite, President Ahmadinejad, must obey the rules. It is in some 

ways a bizarre situation when hundreds of thousands of Iranians rally to protest the outcome of 

an election that was rigged from the beginning: All candidates must pass a revolutionary litmus 

test, and the vast majority of contenders, even from well-respected, nonthreatening families, 

cannot. Yet it is in part precisely because this election was so strait-jacketed that it has become 

pivotal. 

We donôt know yet how aggressively Iranôs clerical overlord, the Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, and 

Ahmadinejad rigged the balloting. Ahmadinejad remains popular in small town Iran and among 

the urban poor. His constant attacks on the corrupt revolutionary eliteðespecially the fabulously 

wealthy cleric Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, who probably bankrolled Mousaviôs run for the 

presidencyðresonate, even among highly Westernized Iranians who align themselves with the 

ñpragmaticò Rafsanjani. Ahmadinejadôs undiminished Islamic zeal, which he marries with 

Iranian nationalism, appeals to many, especially those who fought in the ghastly Iran-Iraq war 

and retained their faith. Nevertheless, Khamenei and Ahmadinejad felt compelled to cheat. 

It is the crudeness of it all that is so revealing and damning. Although Iranians have a reputation 

for being subtle, elegant, and polite, their political manners are usually pretty rough. The 

government blatantly announced a majority of 63 percent for Ahmadinejad less than two hours 

after the polls closed. If Khamenei had only allowed a respectable delay for counting all the 

paper ballots, and then had Ahmadinejad win by just a few points (as he might actually have 

done), the massive protests probably would not have happened. Khamenei surely knew that 

Mousavi could be a stubborn man, blessed with a real revolutionaryôs sense of honor and no awe 

whatsoever for Khameneiôs status as successor to the Grand Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. But 

Mousavi isnôt an open book, which has probably redounded to his advantage among his 

followers. One can drape the Islamic color green (the more typically Shiite black had already 

been co-opted by the regime) all over Mousavi and no one, including Mousavi, probably has any 

firm idea of what it meansðexcept to say, We are good Muslims, so donôt shoot. 

Khamenei, who worked with and struggled against Mousavi for a decade, knows the former 

prime minister politically as well as anyone. The supreme leader knows that what Mousavi lacks 

in charisma he has always made up in doggedness. That Khamenei baited the candidate, and so 

carelessly denied millions of Iranians the illusion that their votes mattered, shows how insular 

and insecure Khamenei, a politicized cleric of some intellectual sensitivity, has become in his 

august office. Whatever Mousavi has inside, it was enough to scare Khamenei profoundly, and 

not just because the supreme leader didnôt want to hand a victory to Rafsanjani, Khameneiôs 

brother-in-arms-turned-foe. Without Rafsanjani, the reformist cleric Mohammed Khatami would 

never have risen to the presidency, which he held from 1997 to 2005. Once Khatami was in 

office, both Khamenei and Rafsanjani worked to gut the reform movement that enveloped him. 

Regardless of their deep personal differences, Khamenei and Rafsanjani no doubt could work 

together in the future to gut Mousavi if the Machiavellian Rafsanjani felt so inclined. 



83 

 

For now, though, Rafsanjani is backing Mousavi for his own survival. Ahmadinejad dreams of 

downing Rafsanjani and his entire spoiled clan. For the poor-boy former Revolutionary 

Guardsman who fought in the Iran-Iraq war, Rafsanjani is the quintessential target of the anti-

mullah jokes that are a staple of life among Iranôs poor. Ahmadinejad also undoubtedly 

remembers that Rafsanjani, for good reason, once tried to abolish Ahmadinejadôs beloved 

Revolutionary Guard by folding them into Iranôs regular army. 

Similarly, Khamenei backs Ahmadinejad overwhelmingly for one reason: fear of Khatami. 

(Hurting Rafsanjani is an ancillary pleasure.) Not Khatami personally, but what he represented 

between 1997, when he won the presidency by a landslide, and 2000, when the regime fully 

recovered its authoritarian composure. Although certain American analysts like to belittle the 

historic importance of Khatami (ñReally just Khamenei with a smileò), the movement behind 

him terrified Khamenei and the Revolutionary Guard Corps (Pasdaran). Among intellectuals, 

journalists, academics, students, and clericsðand among women from just about every walk of 

lifeðan intense discussion began in the mid-1990s about how Iranians could honor the 

revolution but also leave it behind them. The scholars Olivier Roy and Farhad Khosrokhavar, a 

Franco-Iranian sociologist who has been the most insightful observer of his homeland, wrote a 

book in 1999 that captured in its title the mood and debate within the Islamic Republic, Iran: 

Comment sortir dôune 83symmetric religieuse (ñHow do you exit a religious revolution?ò). Roy 

and Khosrokhavar were not optimistic that the reform movement could pull it off peacefully. 

They were right. 

Khamenei didnôt, at least for a time, share the French scholarsô pessimism. Not before or since 

have we seen such ferment among Iranians about the Western idea of civil liberties. Serious men 

with impressive Islamic pedigrees tried to devise an Iranian civil society with a bill of rights that 

could withstand the challenges posed by anti-democratic clerics hurling Islamic law and custom 

at the importation of Western models, clothed in Muslim dress, into the body politic. The 

enormous tension between theocracy and democracy, visible in the Islamic Republic from its 

founding and only quelled in the early years by the awesome, exquisitely Shiite charisma of 

Khomeini, exploded. Iranian intellectuals, including well-known and fearsomely bright members 

of the clergy, started to question the very foundations of the Islamic republicðfirst and foremost 

the position of supreme leader (velayat-e faqih) that Khomeini had devised for himself, the office 

that guarantees the marriage of church and state in the person of a nearly all-powerful divine. 

Anyone who had the pleasure of reading the cornucopia of fresh, provocative Iranian 

publications in the 1990s knows how ready millions of Iranians were to try greater democracy. 

There was a severe hunger in the land. There still is. 

Raised on a diet of mostly Western thought that the creation of the dictatorial Islamic Republic 

has only amplified, Iranians have had quite a bit of democratic conditioning, that prelude to 

representative government that ñrealistsò believe a people must experience before they can 

handle democracy. As Khosrokhavar revealed in his astonishing book Avoir vingt ans au pays 

des ayatollahs (ñTo Be Twenty in the Land of the Ayatollahsò), Western ideasðespecially 

feminism and the right of individuals to define themselvesðare more powerful today in the 

deeply conservative holy city of Qom than they were 30 years ago. Khamenei began to realize in 

the 1990s what Khomeini instinctively knew from a richer understanding of Islamic law and the 

human condition: A majority of Muslims can do the wrong thing if given a chance. 
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Khamenei acted so crudely and rashly on June 12 because heôd already seen this movie. Whatôs 

happening in Iran now is all about democracy, about the contradictory and chaotic bedfellows 

that it makes, about the questioning of authority and the personal curiosity that it unleashes. 

Khamenei knows what George H.W. Bushôs ñrealistò national security adviser Brent Scowcroft 

surely knows, too: Democracy in Iran implies regime change. Where Iranians in the 1990s could 

try to play games with themselvesðbe in favor of greater democracy but refrain from saying 

publicly that the current government was illegitimateðthis fiction is no longer possible. 

Khamenei has forced Mousavi and, more important, the people behind him into opposition to 

himself and the political system he leads. Unless Mousavi gives up, and thereby deflates the 

millions whoôve gathered around him, a permanent opposition to Khamenei and his 

constitutionally ordained supremacy has now formed. Like it or not, Mousavi has become the 

new Khatamiðexcept this time the opposition is stronger and led by a man of considerable 

intestinal fortitude. 

Everyone in Tehran may have crossed the Rubicon. It was always questionable whether the 

office of the velayat-e faqih would survive Khamenei; he has now pretty much guaranteed that it 

will not. If it turns out that Mousavi has actually had one of those life-changing epiphanies that 

sometimes happen on the Iranian ñleftòðthe cases of Abdullah Nuri, Iranôs boldest clerical 

dissident who was interior minister under Rafsanjani and Khatami, and Saeed Hajjarian, a dark 

lord of Iranôs intelligence service who became a source for some of the nation-rattling exposés 

about domestic assassination teams in the ó90s, come to mindðwho knows what could happen if 

Khamenei were so stupid as to rerun the election fairly. 

Mousavi would probably win, perhaps by a wide margin, since he would have already faced 

down Khamenei and Ahmadinejad in a head-to-head battle. The prestige, attraction, and fear of 

established power, what the Iranians have historically called heybat, would have vanished. And 

if the winning margin were large enough, itôs possible that the Revolutionary Guard Corps, with 

whom Khamenei has made a Faustian power-sharing bargain, would back down from a military 

coup. The Corps is not a monolith. As it has greatly expanded in size, incorporating itself into 

Iranôs economy and placing its graduates in every university, its rank-and-file members have 

probably become more attentive to the national mood of doom and gloom. The observations of 

Bernard Hourcade, a regular visitor to Iran and the longtime head of the Iranian studies program 

at the National Center for Scientific Research in Paris, about the pro-Khatami sympathies of 

many Pasdaran in the 1990s were probably sound. 

The smart money should still be on a coup by the Revolutionary Guard if Khamenei does not 

stand firm against Mousavi and a repeat of the 1990s. But a coup is not a foregone conclusion. It 

is a mistake to see the Mousavi-Ahmadinejad split as one of class and education, or of urban 

versus rural, or more secular versus more religious. These factors are real, but so are 

countervailing forces that have given Mousavi a good deal of support among men and women of 

all classes and religious dispositions who are fed up with the spiritual depression that has been 

the Islamic Republicôs most notable gift to its people. Modernity has been no kinder to the 

clerical regime than it was to the shah. Like Khatami before him, Mousavi has tapped into this 

profound frustration, which thanks largely to Khameneiôs missteps is turning into anger. 
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The Guardôs commanders, who are among the most ideologically committed Islamists in Iran, 

certainly would be willing to kill their countrymen to protect the system they cherish. But there 

may be cracks in the rank and fileôs esprit that are hard for outsiders to see. Whether Khamenei 

fears this is impossible to know. Heôs probably not so blinded by personal dislike that he fails to 

register Mousaviôs war-gained, nation-saving reputation, which surely counts with older 

Guardsmen. If the street demonstrations continue and Khamenei continues to blink (asking the 

Guardian Council to review ñpossibleò voter fraud and thus showing himself to be off-balance 

and unwilling to hammer Mousavi and his followers), then itôs a reasonable guess that Khamenei 

does not trust the Pasdaran. He may think they will go too far in oppressing the oppositionðor 

that they will be unwilling to do what all dictatorships must be able to do when challenged. 

No matter what happens, the Islamic Republic as we have known it is probably over. All regimes 

need some sense of legitimacy to survive, and the Islamic Republic has rested on two pillars. 

One is the belief that the people of Iran continue to back the Islamic revolution and the essentials 

of the political system that has developed since. Cynics may say that the regime has never really 

believed this, that dictatorships always only pretend that they are popular but really know they 

are unloved. Although cynicism isnôt uncommon among Iranians, the illusion of representative 

government backing the Islamic revolution has been inextricable from Iranôs identity since 1979. 

The ruling elite, in their domestic and foreign propaganda, have prided themselves on the image 

of a country that is both more religious and more populist than any other Muslim country in the 

Middle East. Khameneiôs speeches, unlike Khomeiniôs, often focus on the God-fearing, virtuous 

Iranian people as a source of his strength and the strength of the entire Muslim world. Khomeini 

really did think of himself as a long-awaited Shiite manifestation of Godôs will. The Iranian 

people werenôt important to his ability to communicate with the Almighty. By contrast, 

Khamenei is somewhat humble and earthbound. He needs the Iranian nationôs approval in ways 

that were utterly foreign to his predecessor. If Iran collapses into just another military 

dictatorship, this populist raison dôêtre goes with it. 

The second critical pillar of support has been the republicôs appeal to both traditional and 

revolutionary Shiism, which means most concretely the regimeôs embrace of the clergy as a 

means of legitimating the state. The differences among clerics can be enormousðmany despise 

Khamenei for his political presumption and educational mediocrity. But the clergy is still a 

brotherhood. And it has been, even at its crankiest, an institution wedded to Khomeiniôs Islamic 

Republic. As much as Khamenei may scorn his more juridically accomplished and conservative 

brothers, he needs them. If Khamenei makes the wrong move in the next few weeks and ends up 

giving a green light to the slaughter of young Iranians on the streets, heôll probably lose the 

clergy, all but the most retrograde, who do not represent the clerical establishment. 

A coup by the Revolutionary Guard would be an unmitigated disaster in the eyes of most 

mullahs, who have jealously guarded their preeminent position in society. Qom and perhaps even 

Mashhad, an important clerical and pilgrimage site where Khamenei has his financial power-

base, would go into permanent opposition. Iraqôs great clerical training ground in Najaf, the most 

sacred of Shiismôs ñgatewaysò to heaven, where an Iranian, the Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani, 

presides, would likely become more assertive in expressing its views on how good Shiites 

everywhere should live. Sistani is already probably the most widely respected religious guide in 

Iran, in part because heôs seen as a democracy-supporting ayatollah of moderate views who has 
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refrained from dictating to his flock. Itôs impossible to know how all of this would play out, but a 

coup by the Pasdaran would surely make Iran a much nastier place, where the Guards would 

have to keep a brutal hand on society. The clever flexibility of Iranôs clerical dictatorshipð

knowing when to oppress the dissatisfied and when to allow them room to playðwould be 

replaced by a regime profoundly foreign to the Persian way. 

Itôs not difficult to foresee the Islamic Republic spiritually unraveling. If it does, the most 

important experiment of Islamist ideology since the birth of the Muslim Brotherhood will have 

proven itselfðto its own people, to the clerical guardians of the faith, and to the worldða ð

failure. Unless Mousavi withdraws and leads his followers in a renewed quietist retreat, the 

Islamic revolution, which shook the Muslim world 30 years ago, will now become either a real 

laboratory of democracy or a crude and violent dictatorship that might rival the Baathist regimes 

of Iraq and Syria in its savagery. Either outcome would be momentous. 

Itôs a pity that President Obama has trapped himself in a doomed outreach to Khamenei. Even if 

Mousavi wins the present tug-of-war, heôll probably support Iranôs continued development of 

nuclear weapons. He was in office when the Islamic Republic first became serious about 

building the bomb; his powerful backer, Rafsanjani, is the true father of the nuclear program; and 

there is little reason why Mousavi would want to anger a pro-nuclear Revolutionary Guard Corps 

that had refrained from downing him. 

But for there to be any chance that Iran will cease and desist from its nuclear quest, Mousavi 

must win the present struggle. If Ahmadinejad and Khamenei triumph, they will not relent. For 

them, and for the Revolutionary Guard behind them, nuclear weapons are the means to become 

global players and secure the power they can no longer confidently draw from their own people. 

Triumphant, the Revolutionary Guard, who have overseen all of the Islamic Republicôs outreach 

efforts to Arab extremists like Hamas and Hezbollah, will surely get nastier abroad as they 

become more vicious at home. 

The principal issue right now inside Iran isnôt the nuclear question. Itôs what it has been since 

Khomeini died: How do you escape from a religious revolution? Mousavi might, just might, 

have an answer. Even if he is not our friendðand turns out to be in many ways our enemyðwe 

should all pray that he wins. President Obama would do well to be just a bit more forceful in 

defending democracy for a people who must surely have earned his respect. Iranians will forgive 

the president his ñmeddling.ò He does carry, after all, the name of the manðHussein, the 

prophetôs grandsonðwho long ago defined Shiismôs boundless admiration for those who defend 

their people and their faith from tyranny. 

Copyright 2010 Weekly Standard LLC.
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Iran Reveals its Real Intentions 

BY Jamie M. Fly 

February 19, 2010 9:08 AM 

The Weekly Standard 

In the days preceding the thirty first anniversary of Iranôs Islamic revolution, Ayatollah 

Khamenei threatened that Iran would deliver a ñpunchò to the West.  Most observers assumed 

that this meant that Iran would launch several missiles, perhaps photoshopping in a few more for 

added effect, and call it a day. But February 11, 2010 may go down in history as the day Iran 

made its real intentions for its nuclear program known publicly, while the rest of the world 

exerted a collective yawn. 

  

Speaking to thousands of regime supporters in downtown Tehran, President Ahmadinejad did 

not mince words, repeating an assertion that Iran was a ñnuclear state,ò and stating, "I want to 

announce with a loud voice here that the first package of 20 percent fuel was produced and 

provided to the scientists." 

  

The Obama administration's reaction was oddly defiant.  White House press secretary Robert 

Gibbs called Ahmadinejadôs statement ñbased on politics, not on phsysicsò and flatly stated, ñWe 

do not believe they have the capability to enrich to the degree to which they now say they are 

enriching.ò  The Washington Post reported the same day, ñIran is experiencing surprising 

setbacks in its efforts to enrich uranium,ò further strengthening the narrative that Iran was 

somehow bragging about capabilities that it did not possess. 

  

All of this happened the same day that the Iranian regime went to great lengths to suppress 

protests by the opposition Green movement.  The effect: Ahmadinejadôs announcement 

masterfully diverted international attention from the internal turmoil back to the international 

communityôs primary concern ï Iranôs growing nuclear capability. 

  

A week later, the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) released its most recent report on 

Iranôs nuclear activities.  It is the first report issued by IAEA director general Yukiya Amano, 

who replaced Mohammed El Baradei, always a friend to the Iranians.  The report, quickly leaked 

to the press, is perhaps the strongest indictment of Iran issued by a normally staid technical 

agency that is more often accused of understatement than alarmist rhetoric.  The report raises 

troubling questions about Iranôs nuclear intentions and the Obama administrationôs strategy for 

preventing a nuclear Iran. 

  

Iran currently has thousands of centrifuges used to enrich uranium installed at its Natanz facility.  

Despite multiple United Nations Security Council resolutions demanding that Iran halt 

http://weeklystandard.com/blogs/iran-reveals-its-real-intentions





















































































































































































































































































































































































































































