Time to Grow Up: A response to Obama’s Wars

by Katie Songer, 2/12/2011
Sometimes, when I’m witnessing American foreign policy, I see my country as a teenager. We’re still a relatively young nation, and like a teenager, we still haven’t learned some key life lessons about interacting with our peers. 
Lessons like: “The world doesn’t revolve around me.” 
Or: “Sometimes things just don’t work the way you want them to.” 

Or: “Other people are different from me, and that’s okay.” 

Reading Bob Woodward’s Obama’s Wars, I see evidence of this “teenage” ignorance in how we’ve dealt with al Qaeda and the war in Afghanistan. Woodward reconstructs the conversations and meetings that lead up to Obama’s decision to send 30,000 more troops to Afghanistan in 2010, increasing the troop number to around 100,000. I admire Obama’s deliberateness—he is thoughtful and thorough, and he refuses to be bullied by the military. But in the end, his final orders regarding the troop surge reveal that he’s making the same mistakes as many previous U.S. leaders. He tries to force events in Afghanistan to go his way, regardless of reality, and regardless of the sentiments of the Afghans, the Pakistanis, or the Muslim world in general. 
Planning Afghanistan Without Afghans
(Or: “The world doesn’t revolve around me.”)
Without intending to—and I say this as an earnest Obama supporter—Obama’s final plan resounds with arrogance. The plan is devised by American leaders attempting to shape the future of Afghanistan, an arrogant process by nature. 
Rarely in their meetings, if ever, are any Afghans present. The American ambassador to Afghanistan is sometimes consulted, as are other American experts on Afghanistan, but these are overwhelmingly meetings of American military and political leaders. Although Obama acknowledges Afghanistan’s President Karzai in the plan, he also treats Karzai's government as a potential nuisance that must be circumvented when necessary: “Our plan includes...Working with Karzai when we can, working around him when we must” (386). 


Despite this statement, Obama also asserts that “Afghan-led reintegration and reconciliation are essential pillars of our strategy” (386). This begs the question: How can an American-devised strategy claim Afghan leadership as its central pillar? 


It may be argued that Obama intends to work with the Afghan people, but not with Karzai. In the book the Afghan president is portrayed as unpredictable and two-faced, a puppet leader grasping to maintain a tenuous control over his country. He placates the Americans by claiming to support our efforts, but he stabs us in the back by publicly ranting about the civilian casualties that result from our war. 


However, ultimately we cannot work with the Afghans without working with Karzai. And although the question What do Afghans want? is glaringly absent from the book, we can make inferences. Karzai makes his public denouncements of the war out of a consciousness for Afghan sentiment—as an elected leader, he needs to convince Afghans that he is on their side. The fact that he feels compelled to lament the war shows that Afghans must be largely against the war, or at least against its cost to them in casualties. 


One telling statistic is the 25% attrition rate in the Afghan police force (350): “Drug addiction [among the police force] was common and many police were ‘ghosts’ who cashed paychecks but never showed for duty” (226). Despite all our effort in recruiting and training the Afghan police, the evidence shows that the heart of the Afghans isn’t in the effort. As Obama says, “It’s not enough to have trainers if the Afghans don’t know why they’re fighting” (229). 


It seems that Obama’s desire for the Afghans to lead the effort is still mainly wishful thinking.


Afghan sentiment isn’t the only thing questionable about Obama’s plan. The very structure of the plan echoes assumptions frequently made by Americans about efficiency and linearity within other cultures. Again like a teenager, we assume that the rest of the world functions the way we do. 


I learned the folly of this assumption while working overseas for the Peace Corps. (And virtually any Peace Corps volunteer will report learning this same lesson, regardless of country of service.) Americans tend to be goal-oriented, and to determine the quickest, most efficient way of accomplishing objectives. But the efficient approach often breaks down when we try to transfer it to developing nations. In much of the world, limited resources and widespread hardship have fostered a different work ethic of patience, interdependence, and creativity. Rituals such as bartering, elaborate hospitality, and long greetings have largely been lost in America, due to our busy pace of life. But while slower tends to mean worse in America, in other countries slower doesn’t necessarily imply the same thing—it can mean more time together, strengthening relationships. 


I’ve never been to Afghanistan, but I suspect that it is such a place of hardship where people must rely on their relationships with each other. In one meeting, Obama is overwhelmed by the complexity of the political relationships in Kandahar: 

McChrystal presented a map of Kandahar and its suburbs that attempted to lay out the tribal dynamics. It was a crazy quilt of overlapping colors that resembled a piece of modern art. The legend for the 20 tribes was as big as the map itself...The slide also had mug shots of some three dozen political power brokers...A spaghetti soup of dotted lines...reflected what were believed to be the relationships and tribal loyalties... (350). 

Such relationships can be impossible to understand from the outside, but may be crucial to the stability of a country like Afghanistan. 


We can’t expect an American blueprint to work in Afghanistan just because it appears to us that it will work. If we want to succeed in Afghanistan, we need to let go of our American expectations of the way things work and bring Afghans into the planning process to develop a plan that will actually work in their culture. 

An Unwinnable Stalemate

(Or: “Sometimes things just don’t work the way you want them to.”)

I have so far described our failure to include Afghans in the planning process for their country, and Obama’s assumption that an American-style plan will work efficiently in Afghanistan. These aren’t the only reasons that his plan seems doomed to failure. The reality is that the three countries involved in the conflict—the United States, Afghanistan, and Pakistan—have conflicting interests that may simply be impossible to resolve. 
As much as we wish that things would go our way, we may need to learn that valuable life lesson: you can’t always get what you want... even if you're a superpower.


Let’s look at the desires of each country, starting with our own. American desires are reflected in Obama’s decisions—as a politician, he is ever-conscious of the 2012 election, a sort of upcoming job performance evaluation. He feels pressure to withdraw from Afghanistan, and also to succeed there, for political purposes but also to protect our nation. As National Security Advisor Jones states, “If we’re not successful here...you’ll have a staging base for global terrorism all over the world” (127). Or as other military advisors agreed in late 2009, “A victory for the Taliban counted as victory for al Qaeda, so the U.S. couldn’t walk away from Afghanistan” (203). We can’t leave until we succeed, and after a 10-year war, we very much want to leave. 


Much of the book revolves around the question of success: What does success mean? Eliminating al Qaeda altogether? No; they can just reemerge in other countries. Eliminating them from Afghanistan? Yes, and knowing they won’t just come back to that country after we leave. Destroying the Taliban, the Afghan government that harbored al Qaeda? Ideally yes, but this seems impossible because they appear to be waiting in the haven provided by Pakistan until we leave. 
Ultimately, Obama and his advisers conclude that success means defeating al Qaeda in Afghanistan and disrupting the Taliban, putting in place a stable Afghan government that can prevent the Taliban from returning: “to deny safe haven to al Qaeda and to deny the Taliban the ability to overthrow the Afghan government” (385). If Obama can show the American people that we’ve done those two things, he can withdraw troops without losing face.


As stated earlier, it appears that the Afghan people also want an end to the violence, and possibly an end to American occupation. It’s unclear whether they support Karzai’s government, the Taliban, or something else. Karzai only narrowly won the election of 2009, and as General Petraeus states in late 2009, “the political process lacks...legitimacy” in Afghanistan (243). General McChrystal agrees, stating in an assessment that “The weakness of state institutions...widespread corruption and abuse of power...have given Afghans little reason to support their own government” (177). Sarah Chayes, a former NPR reporter now doing development work in Kandahar, states that many people are nostalgic for Taliban rule—although it was terribly oppressive, at least it was peaceful and stable (“Here On Earth” 8 Sept. 2008). 
For whatever reason, the high attrition rate in the Afghan police force indicates that many Afghans are unenthusiastic about fighting a war against the Taliban.


The third key player is Pakistan, which sits between Afghanistan and India. As Vice President Biden says, “the hard-core Taliban leaders—are all in Pakistan” (167), and al Qaeda has also moved to Pakistan from Afghanistan: “‘al Qaeda has a tenuous foothold in Afghanistan—20 to 100 people at the most...Pakistan instead has become the epicenter of their fight’” (162). Further, “The Afghanistan-Pakistan border [is] notoriously wide open. Taliban fighters...cross into Pakistan to ‘rest, relax, and rearm’ before returning to Afghanistan to kill Americans” (235). And the Taliban, at least, seems poised to return to power in Afghanistan as soon as we leave: “The Quetta Shura Taliban had established an alternative government in direct competition to Karzai’s authority” (178). They’ve established shadow governments in many areas of Afghanistan, exercise a lot of influence over Afghans in the form of intimidation, and are supported by the Pakistani government. 


All of the above begs the question: Why are we in Afghanistan and not Pakistan? 
Answer: They have nukes. 


Pakistan’s covert support of the Taliban makes sense upon examining Pakistani interests. The desires of the Pakistani people aren’t mentioned in Obama’s Wars, but Pakistani President Zardari follows his predecessors in being paranoid about India. Pakistan’s primary security concern has always been India, and continues to be—the two countries have been in conflict since they were carved out of British India during independence in the 1940s. India is more powerful economically and militarily, but both countries’ possession of nuclear arms serves to create a tenuous détente. As Biden states, “‘What Pakistan doesn’t want...is a unified Afghan government that is led by a Pashtun sympathetic to India’ like Karzai” (163). 
A pro-India government in Afghanistan would geographically surround and isolate Pakistan. Pakistan’s leaders are also concerned that Afghanistan could produce a stable democracy that might cause Pakistani citizens to desire their own democracy, threatening the legitimacy of Pakistan’s militaristic government (“Here on Earth” 8 Sept. 2008). Because of all these factors, it’s in Pakistan’s interests to support the Taliban, the strongest available anti-India government for Afghanistan. 


Thus we have a three-way stalemate. America needs al Qaeda to be eliminated from Afghanistan with no possibility of returning. The only way al Qaeda could be prevented from returning is if Afghanistan’s government was stable and didn’t support al Qaeda. Afghanistan’s government isn’t stable, because the heart of the people isn’t fully behind the current government and because powerful Pakistan supports the Taliban, not the current government. We can only make empty threats to Pakistan because they have nukes, and they can’t change their alliance because of their need to balance India’s power.


Given this stalemate, our options seem limited, our success doubtful. Under the current plan, we have flooded Afghanistan with around 100,000 U.S. troops in order to gain ground against the Taliban. Eventually, we hope to transfer control to Afghan ANSF troops, but that’s the part of the plan that seems flawed. 
In April 2010, Obama met with the National Security Council for an update, asking about progress transferring control to Afghan forces. The strategy is “clear, hold, build, and transfer:” clear the Taliban of an area, hold control of that area, build capacity of Afghan forces, and transfer control to them. But when Obama asks about progress in the areas controlled by U.S. troops, the military says, “‘They are still holding, sir.’” “‘Are any of them close to transferring?’” “‘Not a single one, sir’” (349). Woodward concludes that “The model had become clear, hold, hold, hold, hold and hold. There was no build, no transfer” (349). 


Today, in 2011, Afghan troops still seem unready for a power transfer. Upon the announcement that the power transfer would begin in July this year and would end by 2014: 

Commentators in Afghanistan worried that the country’s forces were unprepared to take on the task... Even if control is ceded to Afghan forces in 2014, it will be a symbolic act. Afghan forces will not be ready even years after 2014 to defend Afghanistan against neighbours with nuclear capabilities. A decade has passed since the international community started talking about building an Afghan army but not even a single training centre has been built (BBC News 21 Nov. 2010). 


At the same time as conducting our military endeavors, we are supposedly trying to enact non-military stabilizing measures. These include giving farmers an alternative to growing poppies for heroin production, building infrastructure, and increasing social services. Obama’s Wars gives me the impression, though, that these civilian measures were largely lip service at least up through 2009. One Marine commander says that “It was a masquerade for a Marine to act like a social worker...A Marine was a killer” (258). As General McChrystal's September 2009 report states, “Pre-occupied with the protection of our own forces, we have operated in a manner that distances us—physically and psychologically—from the people we seek to protect” (176). Woodward describes an example of how such protection alienates Afghans: 

The Toyotas [transporting McChrystal's forces] raced around Kabul. The drivers honked their horns rather than step on the brakes, madly changing lanes, swerving through traffic...The theory was that erratic driving reduced the chances of a roadside attack. Afghans who didn't jump out of the way could be plowed down...[O]ne of the SUVs ran a bicyclist off the road... (152).

Ninety-six percent of our $113 billion/year budget in Afghanistan is military while 4% is civilian (390), and of all the discussions in Woodward's book, the overwhelming majority are about military strategy. 


What other courses of action could we take, aside from the current plan? Thus far, I see three possible options. 
First, we could try to broker stability between India and Pakistan. If the two countries could become allies, Pakistan’s interests in Afghanistan might lessen. They may be persuaded to sever their ties with the Taliban, denying them refuge in Pakistan. The likelihood of our success, though, seems like a pipe dream. Given our poor record in brokering peace in the Middle East, how could we expect to waltz into Asia and create peace in a similarly complex region?


Second, we might consider giving up on Karzai and actually supporting the Taliban. This idea may seem absurd, since we're engaged in a war with them, but what if they would bring more stability to Afghanistan and the region? What if we ceded control to them, on the condition that they sever all ties with al Qaeda? 


It may be useful here to highlight the differences between al Qaeda and the Taliban. Even Obama and his advisors have trouble distinguishing between the two. Many discussions in Obama’s Wars center around discerning between the Taliban and al Qaeda—for instance, in mid-2008 Senator Lindsey Graham points out that “‘America is worried about al Qaeda attacking,’ but [the military’s] briefings were all about the... Taliban” (155). 
For those who are confused: The Taliban originated in Afghanistan and Pakistan in the 1990s, and is committed to strict Islamic rule in those areas. Its members are largely Central Asian. Prior to this war, the Taliban didn’t have a direct conflict with the United States; indeed, we helped put them into power in the 1990s in an effort to oust a pro-Russian government from Afghanistan. But the Taliban eventually brought our wrath by choosing to harbor al Qaeda. Al Qaeda is led by Osama bin Laden, an Arab originally from Saudi Arabia, who declared war on America in 1996. Bin Laden leads a network of terrorists advocating for removal of U.S. and Israeli forces from the Arabian Peninsula and the Middle East, their holy land. Al Qaeda is currently based in Pakistan, but has centers in other countries such as Yemen; before moving to Afghanistan, bin Laden’s headquarters were in Sudan. Because the Taliban harbored al Qaeda, we overthrew them in 2001 and have been fighting them ever since. 
Woodward quotes officials describing how al Qaeda needs the Taliban—to provide them with a safe haven—but the Taliban doesn’t need al Qaeda. Indeed, the Taliban’s affiliation with al Qaeda puts the Taliban in the American line of fire, a conflict it could surely do without (203).


If we could persuade it to abandon ties to al Qaeda, supporting the Taliban might accomplish our goal of having a stable, powerful Afghan government that would prevent al Qaeda’s return. It’s possible that Pakistan would be supportive of this move, and the Afghan people may be more supportive of the Taliban than of the current order. Several times, reading Obama’s Wars, I wondered why this option wasn’t being considered, given our limited resources and apparent stalemate. 


There would, however, be two major drawbacks to supporting the Taliban. First, morally this course of action would be hard to stomach. The Taliban brought not only stability but severe oppression to Afghanistan during their rule in the 1990s. Their regime burned books, conducted mass executions, banned music and dancing, and deprived women of virtually all basic rights (Tristam 1996, 2011; Wikipedia: Taliban). I like to think that this moral perspective is one of the main reasons Obama and his advisors don’t seem to consider this an option. But there’s a security reason as well—supporting the Taliban would be risky, even foolhardy. Given their record with al Qaeda and their extremist views, how could we trust them to truly sever their ties with al Qaeda?  For now, the two seem too interwoven to trust the Taliban. This option, like brokering peace between India and Pakistan, seems unrealistic.


A third option might be to conduct clandestine missions into Pakistan in an attempt to seize control of their nuclear arsenal. If they didn’t have nuclear weapons, we could invade them and oust the Taliban ourselves without fear of devastating retaliation. This would be risky, and a potential political nightmare for Obama if it was leaked to the American press. But it may be the most feasible military option we’ve got for ending the stalemate. I suspect that this option is being considered and possibly acted upon by the CIA. Indeed, in 2009 Zardari made accusations to the effect that there was “a plot to destabilize Pakistan...so that the U.S. could invade and seize [Pakistan’s] nuclear weapons” (117). Perhaps Zardari’s accusations were true?


It seems there is no silver bullet. We have no good options, and our mission in Afghanistan is likely to fail. Perhaps Obama sees this reality, after all. Perhaps his final orders aren’t as blind as they seem. Perhaps they’re strategic—he has decided to give the military what it wants, a surge in Afghanistan, but with a strict timeline. If the surge doesn’t work by July 2011, Obama can then say, “We tried to win this war with everything we had, and we still failed. It’s time to pull out.” 


If we pull out without winning, then at least we'll get half of what we want: our troops back home. Perhaps we need to lose some face, in order to grow up.

Al Qaeda and Our War with Islam
(Or: “Other people are different from me, and that’s okay.”)

Obama’s Wars, and the American leadership’s discussions within the book, are specifically about the American strategy in Afghanistan. Even so, I’m surprised and miffed at the lack of conversation about how to deal with the larger, fundamental problem of anti-American terrorism. It’s true that we need to succeed in Afghanistan and come up with a better plan there, but the war there began with a horrific attack on American soil on 9/11, ten years ago. Al Qaeda, not the Taliban, is the direct threat to American security.


In this book and this war, we’re fighting al Qaeda in Afghanistan and Pakistan. But even a smashing success wouldn’t eliminate the enemy or even, ultimately, decrease the threat of terrorism against us. The terrorists will still be out there—in Yemen, in Saudi Arabia, in our own country. As Biden says, “Are we prepared to go to other countries where al Qaeda can pop up?” (166). We should be talking more about how to fight al Qaeda itself, as well as other anti-American terrorist organizations.


In Obama’s Wars, there’s much talk of increasing security for Afghan citizens—of “blanketing the population in safety and winning them over” (86). The assumption seems to be that lack of security is what leads young Afghan men to join the Taliban or al Qaeda. Certainly, lack of security may contribute to al Qaeda recruitment around the world. 
But there are questions not asked in the book that should be asked. Why does al Qaeda exist as an option for these frustrated young people? Why is so much Saudi money pouring into an anti-American campaign around the world? Why can so many people be persuaded to direct their hatred towards America, instead of towards other entities, for instance their own governments? Why do they hate us? And how can we fix this?


The answer goes far beyond Central Asia. It goes to the Middle East, to Osama bin Laden’s fury over American troops being stationed in Saudi Arabia, the “Land of the Two Holy Places” (Mecca and Medina). It goes especially to Israel, and to America’s support of Israel as it grabbed more and more land from Arab Palestine in the decades since World War II. It goes back to World War I and to the legendary Lawrence of Arabia, who persuaded the disparate Arab tribes to unite and fight for the Allies to topple the Ottoman Empire. In return, the Allies promised the Arabs their own united government after the war, but they betrayed this promise at the war’s end by occupying Middle Eastern lands and dividing them into many small states. Why they hate us goes back even to the Crusades, and to the ancient conflicts between Islam and Christianity. It goes to the frustration felt by many Muslims around the world at an arrogant, young, wealthy America that appears to be at war with Islam. 


We should be talking about this. We should be working harder on our relationship with Islam and Islamic countries. Obama’s November 2010 speech in Indonesia (the world’s largest Muslim country) was a good step. There should be many more such speeches, gestures of friendship and support of Islam and Muslims. 
And we should do better than just working on our image. We should truly examine how we do feel about Islam, about Muslims within our own borders, even our own families. 


As the Qur’an says, Allah created many tribes and nations “so that you may know each other” (Qur’an 49:13). It’s our task, as citizens of America and of the world, to know, and to respect, each other. 


When terrorists brought down the World Trade Center on September 11, our national reaction was one of compassion, followed by outrage. George W. Bush channeled that outrage into two wars, in which we were supposedly acting to eliminate the threat of al Qaeda ever attacking again: “Until we kill them, they're going to keep trying to kill us” (106). 


It makes sense to fight back against al Qaeda. And I’m thankful that the military, the FBI, and the CIA are there to thwart many recent terrorist attacks, including a bomber who aimed to wreak tragedy in my own beloved Portland, Oregon not long ago. 


But, as a recent bumper sticker says, “We are making enemies faster than we can kill them.” Al Qaeda isn’t a country; it’s a movement. As long as we appear to be at war with Islam, al Qaeda will be able to recruit. Disadvantaged, angry young people from around the Muslim world will be easily convinced to channel their anger towards us. 


To prevent al Qaeda from persisting into the future, we must channel not only our anger but our compassion. We must look at why they hate us, and ask ourselves, In some ways, could they be right? Are we, in some ways, at war with Islam? Why haven’t we done more to curb Israel’s land grabs and oppression of Palestinians? Why did so many of us support a preemptive attack on Iraq; why did we fear Iraq so much? Why did some of us raise an outcry at the idea of a mosque two blocks from Ground Zero—a mosque whose purpose was to “counter extremism” and “promote compassion” (Farley 2010)? What can we do to remedy the wrongs we’ve committed, to take responsibility for our share of the conflict? How might we make amends to Muslims, and let Muslims around the world know that we respect them, their faith, and their many cultures? 


How can we, in essence, grow up?
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