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Preface
On March 19, 2003, the United States launched Shock and Awe over Iraq. On May 1, 2003, George W. Bush landed on the USS Abraham Lincoln to announce Mission Accomplished. During that forty-three day period, our country committed a strategic blunder that it cannot correct. Soldier of Misfortune explains why the invasion was a mistake, the consequences of the blunder, and what we should do about it. It assesses what was wrong with the invasion at its core, and draws out the mistake’s implications for our future.
I began writing about the Iraq war shortly after Abu Ghraib came to light in April and May of 2004. The first result was Ugly War, an essay published near the end of that year. Meantime, as the 2004 presidential election approached, I wrote some short articles on the subject for The Last Jeffersonian. These articles continued into 2005, and formed the raw material for Soldier of Misfortune.
I began this inquiry with a vain idea that I might find something positive in the Iraqi fiasco, something to redeem the blood and suffering. It didn’t happen. We all value optimism, but realism has to drive. Realism points toward disastrous outcomes as the war moved into its middle stages. Realism forces an examination that doesn’t overlook what actually happened in Iraq. Realism requires some resolve and a steady analytical eye.
We can’t rework the war’s events or its consequences now, though some would say the time for redemption is never past. We can still reach sound conclusions about the United States’ quixotic and ominous blunder in Iraq. We can still try to grasp how a great country – a state that offered hope of freedom for all – failed in its purpose and undermined its great mission.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Consequentialist Reasoning
Cathy Young writes for Reason magazine. I like her writing and her arguments, and she's one of those columnists I read when I have a chance. The other day she published a column in the Globe where she said the jury was still out on Iraq. I thought, still out! I also thought she could be right: you can't tell how things are going to turn out.
The problem with this reasoning is that it's consequentialist. Consequentialist reasoning is where you judge the rightness or wrongness of something based on its consequences. By this reasoning, we don't know yet whether going to war in Iraq was the right thing or the wrong thing to do, because we don't have a full balance sheet yet on all the good and bad consequences of the decision. Consequentialist thinking about the war is totally mainstream. Most of the public commentary on the war fits this model. We shouldn't have gone in there because so many bad things happened as a result. We should have gone in there because we got Hussein and we're bringing democracy to the Iraqi people. The battle of consequences continues, and as the 2004 presidential election approaches, neither side seems to have much of an advantage. And as Ms. Young observed, the jury is still out because we're still in the middle of the war.
How about an argument that says we shouldn't have attacked Iraq because it was wrong in itself? We don't need a jury to tell us that an unprovoked attack on another country is wrong. We don't need a jury to tell us that you don't attack a country because it might pose a threat to you in the future. If we want to make war on that basis, we should start preparations to march on Beijing right now.
So the moral questions about the Iraqi war are easy to address. The charges about weapons of mass destruction were trumped up, and it was obvious before we went in there that they were. The charges about links between Hussein and Al Qaeda were trumped up, and that charge was so laughable I still can't understand how our leaders could have made it. If they hadn't made that charge, sympathetic historians might have said the war in Iraq was an honest, understandable mistake, in light of 9/11. Having suggested the connection, having persuaded people it was true, historians will have to see the grounds for war as dishonest, the war itself as a preposterous fraud.
I should add before we conclude that I use consequentialist arguments myself. You can't make good evaluations without them. The biggest consequence of the war in Iraq, I've argued, is that it makes defeat in our war against al Qaeda much more likely. We cannot lose that war and survive as a civilization. This misstep in Iraq will be with us for a long time, and if we do lose the war against Al Qaeda, historians will see the attack on Baghdad on March 19, 2003, as the first step toward defeat. That's a big consequence.
So please don't conclude that I regard consequences as unimportant. Rather, we should evaluate consequences and the thing itself. Sound judgment depends on good reasoning in both areas. We've had a lot of analysis that centers on the war's results. That's no surprise, since the analysts are policymakers and others who evaluate policies based on costs and benefits. Cost-benefit analysis is useful for economic decisions, but it's not your tool of choice for moral questions. A decision about war or peace is the supreme moment in moral reasoning. Our decision to initiate war was a grave moral failure. We attacked a nation that was not capable of attacking us, and we let escape an enemy that had clearly demonstrated its ability to attack us. The only way to correct this failure is to admit the mistake, carefully extract ourselves from Iraq, then pursue our real enemy with all vigor. Are we capable of that?
~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
By Their Fruits
Whenever you find that you are on the side of the majority, it is time to pause and reflect.
Mark Twain
Now that opponents of the war in Iraq have the majority, what's next? "I told you so" is not too helpful right now. It is time to reform our thoughts - that is, rethink the situation and form our thoughts again.
It doesn't matter why Bush and his team have made such destructive mistakes. It'll matter to historians and analysts who have the benefit of hindsight, who have a responsibility to draw lessons and increase our knowledge. Right now we're in the middle of a horrible catastrophe, and our only responsibility is to survive it. So we don't need to explain why the president led us here. It doesn't matter how his religious beliefs might influence him, or what his motives are, or how honest he's been. We only have to recognize that his leadership is incompetent and has had disastrous results. If we understand the bad situation we're in, and start to act to get out of it, we'll be thinking rightly. All the rest - including the preternatural desire on every side to place blame - distracts from that. Focus on what is essential, or we'll die from what's inessential.
Last night I was talking with a friend about Barack Obama. Obama, Democratic senator from Illinois, was explaining why the Democratic party has been so quiet. There's a saying in politics, he said: "When your opponent is in trouble, stay out of the way."
Well I've got to stop getting exasperated so much. Everyone always calls Obama a rising star in the Democratic party, and people seem to listen him. The Democratic party, as a party, has indeed been quiet. Obama sums up the reason for its silence succinctly. Back before Bush was in trouble - when his poll ratings were still above fifty percent - the Democrats were cowards. They didn't want to deal with charges from Cheney and his ilk that they were traitors, ready to help the enemy. Now that the Republicans are in trouble, the Democrats want to stay out of the way - no need to pile on when your opponent is doing all of your work for you.
Obama's remark about the current reason for the Democrats' lack of leadership is just as exasperating as it is revealing. The two parties are so deeply sunk in partisan thinking now, that is the only way they can think. How can we get an advantage over the other side? How can we dodge their shots, and land our own? All their thinking amounts to strategy for getting an advantage in the next election. The Democrats might be happy the Republicans are in trouble, but many citizens, less partisan, see a bigger picture. The country is in trouble. The country needs competent leadership. The country needs courageous people who can take hard steps to solve hard problems. What claim do the Democrats have on our loyalty if all they think about is how to take some votes away from the Republicans? What was political business as usual before 9/11 is appalling and intolerable pettiness now.
Often the competition between the two parties serves the country well. It doesn't take that much vision to make the balance of forces in our domestic politics productive for all of us. These times are unusual, though, and the leadership on both sides is especially bad. The Republicans are incompetent criminals. The Democrats are gutless wonders. Obama's explanation for their silence may in fact be a sound principle of politics in normal times. We're in post 9/11 times, though, and the country needs unity to win the war that started on that day. We can't win the war without unity, and we can't have unity without good leadership.
We know we're not going to get good leadership from the Republicans, and now we know we are not going to get it from the Democrats, either. Stay out of the way, they say. Let the Republicans self-destruct. Let the country self-destruct, too. Who do the Democrats think will want to follow them in 2008? What do they think the voters are going to say then? The Republicans failed us? Let's give the cowards a chance? We can see that arrogance didn't work. Perhaps moral cowardice masquerading as sound political strategy will do the job.
All right, I have to concede that many Democrats are more than partisan hackers. Some, for example, support the war in Iraq on principle. Others oppose it and have said so. So few have opposed it with the passion of Howard Dean or John Murtha, though. It's all such cautious opposition. I don't know what Obama's position on the war is, though I don't think he's been too vocal an opponent. I don't even know enough about him to say he's practicing hacksmanship, but I do wonder where his voice has gone. We'll have to look outside the Democratic party for reasoned, forceful opposition to the debacle in Iraq.
We've traveled so far down the road from 9/11 now, we don't even know what we're talking about when we say the war. Let me tell you what I mean. On the radio recently, I listened to a Virginia defense analyst speak in support of Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld. Several retired generals have called for Secretary Rumsfeld to resign, and the analyst figured he ought to say why Rumsfeld should stay. He acknowledged that Rumsfeld has a hard time admitting mistakes, that he doesn't show much humility in the face of our current troubles. Humility and willingness to concede mistakes are just the qualities we don't need now, he continued. A leader who reacted that way would not have the resolve necessary to win the war. War is a test of wills, the speaker reminded us, and only the utmost determination can prevail in such a struggle. Rumsfeld has shown he has the requisite determination to see the war to a successful conclusion. A humble man, the analyst suggested, would fold.
As soon as this gentleman started talking about the war, I started shaking my head. Our terms of discourse are so distorted by this criminal enterprise in Iraq. The war we should be fighting against Al Qaeda is displaced by aggression in Iraq, and commentators talk about them as if they are the same thing! We have come so far down this road now, the war in Iraq is the only one we know. References to the other war, the real war, the war against Al Qaeda, sound odd now – out of tune, irrelevant. What do you mean, the other war, people must think. We're in this war, the one in Iraq. That's the one we have to win. That's the war we're fighting against the terrorists.
Well let me tell you something: if you think most of the fighters in Iraq are the same people who attacked the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, if you think that even now, we are certainly not going to win any war anywhere. People who so deeply misunderstand the nature of the conflict they're in aren't going to win. Yes we have to make the best of a deteriorating situation in Iraq. The fighting is so bad there now that we can't even keep hold of our conceptions of victory anymore. We are at a loss now to propose a solution that anyone believes in. The significant thing in this context is that we have completely disregarded the other war, because we are in so much trouble where we are.
We can't even say the war anymore, because it begs the question of which war. We all think of Iraq as the war now, and if someone responds that the war started on September 11, 2001, not in March 2003, Bush and Cheney can say that it's the same thing. They have made it the same thing, and no one can pull the two apart now. We can't win the 9/11 war without finding some reasonable resolution to the current conflict in Iraq.
Here are eleven points to help us find our way. You could call them a roadmap but Bush has already discredited that term. Take these points, think about them, and see where they lead. Notice that they don't include any timetables.
1. Find new leadership for our country. Ignore our current leaders, who are proven failures. Be creative about fighting together under leaders we trust. Do not listen to the people currently in office, and do not obey them. They do not obey the law, and have no claim on our fidelity. They do not speak for us, and we do not owe them anything as citizens. We have to find other sources of authority.
2. Admit our mistake to the world, and ask for its forgiveness. Do so in a way that does not dishonor our fallen soldiers, but do so in a way that clearly acknowledges the fault of our leaders.
3. Ask the United Nations to help pacify Iraq. Then work closely with that institution to make the effort successful. The UN would have both a civil and a military role. This step can only take place after we have regained some trust from UN members, starting with the apology in step two. Truly invite them in - the idea can't work if the UN simply covers our withdrawal. Even if they were capable of that kind of operation, and they aren't, that is not the kind of role I'm suggesting here. The particulars of their contribution will become clearer as the situation unfolds.
4. Let Iraq break into three separate entities - Kurds in the north, Sunnis in the center, and Shias in the south. Let the arrangements voted into place in the constitution take effect. Stop pressing for a national unity government.
5. Invite all of Iraq's neighbors - yes, I mean all of them, including Iran - to assist the UN in Iraq's transition. The breakup of a state is a complex process, especially when it is accomplished by war. Iraq's neighbors can make this process successful.
6. Engage the political process in Iraq in productive ways. Listen carefully. Deal with leaders wherever we find them, and don't rely primarily on Iraqis in the Green Zone. Don't expect military leaders to do most of this labor intensive, delicate work. Civilian troubleshooters devoted to that kind of work should do it.
7. Make Afghanistan the fifty-first state. It's an expression, I know, but most people know what I mean. Build an interstate highway system, high speed data network, secondary roads, communications of every sort, supply depots, airfields, business enterprises, and every other kind of improvement you can think of. No asset that increases our military presence and strength is too costly. Make it the largest outpost we've ever built. Realistically, we can't accomplish this step soon. We can only prepare for it, and hope that we haven't lost our chances for success in Afghanistan forever.
8. Gradually redeploy our soldiers and military material to other locations. In particular, as we rotate men and material out of Iraq, rotate people and equipment into Afghanistan.
9. As our strength in Afghanistan grows, and as a sign of our peaceful intentions toward people who have not attacked us, establish and improve friendly relations with Iran, Pakistan, Kazakhstan and other countries along Afghanistan's northern border. Ask them to help us fight the war against Al Qaeda, and mean it.
10. Repair relations with our allies across the Atlantic: Germany, Spain, Italy, France, and all the other countries in Europe that helped us or opposed us. Tell them we'll listen to them, and mean it.
11. Establish unity here at home, and use that unity as a basis for increasing the size of our army. When we have enough soldiers on the ground, engaged with our real enemy, with an enemy that all good people everywhere recognize, we'll be respected again. Other people will want to help us again.
I should add a twelfth point here that is more general than the others. We have to regain control of our own foreign policy in the Middle East. Right now we have placed our success, or lack of it, in the hands of other parties. We devise plans that we have no control over. Outcomes depend entirely on what others do. "As the Iraqis stand up, we will stand down" embodies this idea: what we do depends entirely on other people's actions. An alternate epigram, "As we stand down, the Shias and Sunnis will work things out," gives us quite a bit more freedom than we have now.
By their fruits you shall know them. Bad men, with bad intentions using bad means, produce bad results. Hitler sincerely believed that what he was doing was best for Germany. He persuaded others that what he was doing was best for Germany. Historians say that if he had died in 1938, Germans and others would still see him as a hero. But he lived long enough for the consequences of his actions to become apparent.
How will it be with George W. Bush? Will he live long enough for the consequences of his actions to become apparent? I've said that in twenty-five years, Iraq will be stable, and the Republicans will take credit for it. But however things are in Iraq, twenty-five years may be long enough to see the consequences of our aggression, not just in Iraq, but throughout the region and all over the world. Dire your plight, you pretenders, who think you are good enough to save the world. Instead you'll destroy everything that is good, because you couldn't see the evil in what you did.
Who will rescue us? Where is the wise leadership we so clearly need now? How will we find it? When we do find a wise, practical, successful leader, the individual won't be a Democrat or a Republican.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Bush, Putin, and Thucydides
Thursday, February 24, 2005
The news this week has been all about Bush telling Putin that he's backsliding on democracy, and he'd better shape up. What a singular privilege, to be lectured about democracy from a man like Bush. What must Putin be thinking as he endures this kind of thing? It's as if Hitler were to lecture FDR and Churchill about anti-semitism in the United States and Britain. Putin has a war criminal standing in front of him, sanctimoniously telling him that his leadership of Russia is undemocratic.
What's Bush going to tell Putin next? That he shouldn't make war in Chechnya? That he shouldn't use propaganda to destroy people's reputations? That he shouldn't be dishonest in his dealings with the people of Russia? Putin should just walk out on this fuckup, tell the glad-handing bungler that the rest of the world has had enough of him.
Every day, we show the whole world how weak we really are. We show that we can't protect our soldiers from roadside bombs. We show that we send our brave men into battle with no realistic or legitimate purpose. We show that we can't secure the highway between Baghdad’s airport and the capital city. We can't even secure the main thoroughfare in the city itself. But we can destroy a city, Fallujah, with heavy armor and air power, and claim that we have reduced the enemy's ability to fight. Who believes that?
Our enemies can also observe what we have to do to deploy 150,000 soldiers to Iraq. We have to reduce our forces in Korea. We have to place extraordinary demands on our reserves and our national guard. We have to rotate divisions in and out to give our men and women some time away from the horrible conditions there. It's clear that we can't deploy 150,000 soldiers elsewhere while we are involved with state-building in Iraq.
Meantime, our enemies grow stronger by the day. Someday soon, our enemies and our rivals will say, "Your time is up. We'll struggle against you. And we'll fight you if we have to." And they'll treat us the way we have treated them. Others don't respect us anymore. Respect is offered to a leader, and we don't lead. Others fear us. As Thucydides observed in his parable of self-destruction, The History of the Peloponnesian War: when states fear a great power, as the Greek city-states feared Athens, the smaller states will find a way to unite against the great power to destroy it. As it turned out, Athens destroyed itself by going abroad to fight an unnecessary war in Sicily. After that campaign, Athens never regained its strength.
Athens lost its position of leadership when it began to act like a bully and a predator. Strength flowed away from it after that, just as strength flows away from a leader who shows himself to be weak. Yes, it takes some time for weaker powers to muster the courage and resources that a challenge requires. It takes some time to muster countervailing strength. But it doesn't take that much time, and the challenge is coming soon. When it comes, we’ll look around for people to help us, and no one will be there.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Get Out Now
Tuesday, March 1, 2005
There are simple answers to our problems. There just aren’t easy ones.
Ronald Reagan
I used to be a patriot. Now I'm just mad. Anger seems to be my reaction to just about everything. Tonight I was reading about the latest news from Lebanon. A White House press guy said we have to be cautious about the resignation of the government there. The departure of the previous, pro-Syrian government is no guarantee, he said, that we'll see free or fair elections in the van. And who are we to comment on whether another country has free or fair elections? Look at the election we've just been through. Would anyone call that a free election? Or was it a herd of scared voters stampeded by propaganda into voting for a war criminal? I don't want to think that it could be true, but right now I don't have any other explanation. I just cannot think how people could have voted for someone who committed the acts that Bush committed. I said something like that to a friend, and she replied, “People are scared.” That seems to be all one can say.
So much of the reasoning about this war has been consequentialist. It'll all be worth it, we say, if we can bring about peace and democracy in the Middle East. It'll all be worth it – all the blood and grief – if we can bring democracy and freedom to the whole region. I say no, no again and yet again. Stop measuring things in the balance. We can't bring out the scales of international justice here, to offset radically illegitimate intentions with good outcomes. We can't excuse or exonerate ourselves by pointing to the good we did. There are some things you just don't do, no matter what. You don't shoot someone in the back, you don't sleep with your neighbor's wife, you don't falsely defame someone to protect yourself, and you don't attack another country that hasn't threatened you. To say that the war in Iraq is okay as long as we achieve a good outcome there is like saying the Nazi holocaust was okay because the state of Israel came about as a consequence. The Jewish homeland became possible because Hitler tried to wipe out all of the Jews in Europe. No one says the holocaust was worth it because it gave birth to Israel.
All the commentators now say that whatever you think of the war, the act is done now and we have to make the best of it. We have to stick it out. Well, yes, we do have to make the best of it, but the second point about sticking it out does not follow from the first. The commentators take for granted, without bothering to argue the point, that the way to make the best of Iraq is to stay in Iraq. What makes us think that we are having a salutary effect there? What makes us think, when almost everyone there hates us, that we can help them? A sound principle of human relations says you can't help someone who doesn't want to be helped. Why shouldn't this principle apply to nations as well? The Iraqis don't want our help. Even our puppets in Baghdad are happy to carry on their affairs without us.
So what can we accomplish in that unhappy country? The conventional answer is that we have to stay in Iraq until we have trained sufficient security forces to maintain peace and order in the land. We have to be patient, people say. Give the Iraqis time and they will develop security forces with training, leadership, morale, discipline, equipment, military intelligence and well applied power to defeat the insurgency and its criminal allies.
Now give that answer a second thought. We have 150,000 soldiers in Iraq: the best equipped, most committed, most highly trained and powerful force in the history of warfare. No one questions the quality of their leadership. Everyone comments on how their morale holds up despite the terrible circumstances of their duty. Their ability to gather information and locate enemy leaders and stores has improved. Yet this force is clearly unable to disarm its foe. If we can't disarm the insurgency with 150,000 troops, why do we think that 100,000 Iraqis can do it? The Iraqi force does not have the armor, the heavy weaponry, or the air power we have, nor can it acquire those things. The insurgents have exploited our vulnerabilities, and Iraqi vulnerabilities, with skill and resolve. Why do we think friendly Iraqis will succeed when we have failed? Why do we think that we can train them to do what we can't do ourselves?
Give be patient another look. The enemy warns they’ll attack Iraqi security forces as long as they act in concert with the American occupation forces. People say that if we leave Iraq a civil war could develop, but a civil war has already developed because of our presence there. The insurgents direct their attacks against Iraqis who fight on our side. Suppose we left and the insurgents had no occupation to resist. Would they continue to kill Iraqis? Would suicide bombers continue to drive their cars into the middle of large crowds of recruits to blow them up? We don't know. But the logic of this question is clear. The civil war in Iraq might take a different course if we withdraw. We can't know what would happen were we to withdraw unless we actually do it.
People say we have to stay in Iraq three to five years, that we have to be ready to lose as many soldiers there as we lost civilians on September 11, 2001. Do the people who say that actually believe that at the end of five years of occupation, we'll have a situation in Iraq that's much better than it is now? Time is not on our side here, yet people say be patient. Don't rush to get out of there – no timetables for withdrawal. But what evidence do we have that thirty-six more months and 1,500 more lives will bring the outcome we want? Who can point to a process or a set of conditions that indicates progress toward our goal? Any rational analyst of this war can see that our presence in Iraq is the key catalyst for the violence there. The dynamics of the war will change when we are gone. We don't know how they'll change, but we do know that things won't stay the same if we leave.
That brings me to a last point. Consequentialist reasoning in this situation focuses on what we can do for the Iraqis, and by Iraqi example what we can do for the entire region. The argument to outcomes says that if we can spawn democracy throughout the Middle East and South Asia, we can defeat Al Qaeda. Even if you believe that argument, even if you believe that we are fighting our enemies in Iraq so we don't have to fight them here, we have more direct ways to accomplish the same goal. The vulcans’ argument says that if we bring democracy to the entire region, we can drain the jihadist swamp to rid it of the fanatical, Islamicist militants that threaten us. Our experience with that kind of operation indicates that even if you do obliterate swamps to wipe out alligators, the reptiles go somewhere else. To destroy something that threatens you, you have to destroy it.
We have to attack Al Qaeda directly. We have to act against our enemy in collaboration with other countries, in collaboration with other groups. We have to concentrate on the tasks right in front of us. The vulcans offer up an appealing goal – security for the West if we can make the whole Middle East safe for democracy – but the vision is illusory. We will lose our position of leadership in the world if we follow their path. In fact, we have already lost it.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Scale of International Morality
Thursday, March 31, 2005
We're all so happy that Bush was right about promoting democracy in the Middle East. He was right to go to war, because look what a lot of good resulted. Results don’t count, however, when the strong attack the weak. Aggression is aggression, whatever its outcome. If Bush stood before the judge of history to answer the charge of aggression, what do you suppose he would say? Probably, “Americans don't do things like that. Not for any reason.” Yet on the scale of international morality, one thing compares to massacring thousands of your own civilians. That's what Hussein did. Equally atrocious is massacring thousands of civilians in another country when that country has not attacked you. That's what Bush did.
He said he took this action for good reasons, and so far a lot of people have believed him. The Iraqis themselves are grateful that Bush rid them of Hussein, and only the most militant Iraqis would say that Bush is a tyrant. But we shouldn't forget about the crime he committed. He attacked another country without provocation: a weaker country that did not threaten us. Since Germany did it to Belgium in 1914, in the Great War that marked the advent of modern atrocities, we have regarded such attacks as crimes.
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