In an age of postmodern irony, the army commander is trapped in a loop of strategic narratives. When Clausewitz’s ‘On War’ is found in the cave of an Al Qaeda fighter, it’s time to re-invent the notions of strategy. The endgame in the hyperreal, media-saturated world is pre-determined by the actions of the military; the victory is awarded by successfully following the script of the heroic language of fiction. This author- a former military researcher at the World’s oldest thinktank- takes a look at this startlingly new frontline in military plotting.
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Chapter 1 Truth and the Rational
The Art of Strategic Agency: Part 1 Truth and the Rational
The American military adventures are the key contact zone for the great ideas of America and the cruel, brute material reality. The interplay of ideas and the actors within the US national security complex determines if victory-- as declared-- is achieved. Although not yet apparent, Afghanistan was won in December 2010. This observation requires an understanding of the origins of ‘Victory!’ and the strategies of agency to predetermine the outcome. Afghanistan, as a limited, messy war, required the armed forces to coagulate and congeal into new ‘poses’ of agency to ensure the ‘event of victory’. The pose was found in the breaking down of the wall of romance and the wall of science.
The USA must negotiate for peace, although it can hardly be said that negotiation is one of the options for America, it is simply the only process for the limited number of options open to it. This is a war with limited political will, with no possibility of a Clausewitzian total victory, so it must ultimately be determined by talking to the enemy. Petraeus succeeded by following the insight of Clausewitz in understanding how people believe they know what they claim to know. It is a victory if Americans believe it. The victory is inter-subjectively determined and the enemy is ontologically generated by its enemy. The enemy is defeated if the enemy believes it. The insight of Petraeus reveals that whilst the American military is positioned to despise post-modernism, it simultaneously is structurally infused to behave and think as a postmodernist. Petraeus is the hero figure in Clausewitz’s writing.
Petraeus revealed his understanding of the postmodernist nature of Clausewitz with an article for Parameter in 1986. Clausewitz firmly rejects theory as having a utilitarian function (e.g. the simple prescriptive style of Jomini), but saw a role for the pedagogic style (teaching “how to”) and the cognitive function. These are key elements of postmodernism. This new thinking’s main enemy is the Clausewitz-lite, the Clausewitz-as–quoted, the US Army’s rational strategy is to firmly reject him, and the meta-strategy is to adopt him. This is a manoeuvre from Art to Science and back again. The nature of the foundation of knowledge is used as a strategy of war. The brilliance of the new operational strategy is to forgo a claim to being the new dogma of the US Army as part of the strategic move in itself. The way of behaving—the result as a strategy—is to focus on that which cannot be written, the romantic substitute, the Kantian sublime.
The turning of the Operational into Strategy
In the tradition of American military-civil relations, the military is supposed to do the bidding of the civil. Putting aside, whether it does this or not, the upshot of this position, is for the civilian to determine the Strategy (‘Grand Strategy’), and the military to take on the next two lower levels of decision making: the operational and the tactical. The lowest level, the tactical, has little risk of threatening the politics of the civil regime, but the operational risks floating across the boundary of the civil-military. The problem with this position to divide, is it is difficult to imagine how the division can be made if a Clausewitzian (i.e. non-linear, complex system) analysis of war is made. The now chronically misunderstood dictum by Clausewitz that war is simply politics by other means (‘war is merely a continuation of politics through other means’), denies the possibility of the civilian remaining out of the military, and requires the civil to become involved in the operational, by looking at the ontology of war and the necessary limits on it of states [1]. This has indeed happened with the Johnson administration in Vietnam (McNamara, 1995). But what is less considered, is the dictum also necessarily means the military must become involved in the political. Part of the operational is to be involved in the strategic. The war is not a simple clash of opposites, but that the war must create and re-create the subjectivity of those involved (Foucault M. , 2003); who is who? War is like ‘commerce’, as Clausewitz describes it; it is a negotiation from the word go. It is not the clash of opposites (Reid, 2003): friend and pure enemy.
The consequence is to see the current American military as simultaneously delivering a coup d’état to the Strategic decision or simply mistaking the Operational for the Strategic. They have been criticised for failing to think of the operations as a means to an end[2]. Yet simultaneously they are accused of taking control of Strategy. The discord between the two arguments actually depends on if the operational strategy is seen as successful, since if it is deemed successful then it is ‘strategic’ in effect. ‘Success’ is necessarily discursively strategic; it requires seizing the narrative of truth on a particular brute manoeuvre. To accept this discord only requires the Clausewitzian point that the two areas-- the political and the military-- are completely intermingled and intermeddled, they cannot be separated. The genealogy of the notion ‘operational’ actually appears to be an attempt to pretend that separation is possible[3].
The operational plan of the US military, at least on the surface, is a counterinsurgency population-centric (normally contrasted with ‘enemy-centric’) plan. The reason this is awkward politically is because a counter insurgency is to control the political environment of the host nation of the insurgency. But this position of being involved in the politics of another means a political stance of favouring certain ideals and intentions and presuming these to be recognised by American citizens. The objective of the counter insurgency is “where much of the struggle is precisely to do with identifying, capturing and exploiting the most persuasive and attractive narrative” (Cornish, 2009, p. 77). The military aim of changing the hearts and the minds of the locals--“victory in these internal wars comes in fully mediatized forms” (Virilio, 2008)-- by showing the system imposed by America is the best one is dependent on America appearing to be the best system. For America to convincingly argue it is doing good keeps requiring it to claim that its values are worthwhile and worth spreading in an aggressive--i.e. not a passive, reactive-- way. The operational becomes a mediated experience felt by the American public, and consequently of importance to the politicians: “the settled history of nations [is] a flux of transitory media representations” (Virilio, 2008, p. 74).
The hijacking of strategy is related to the words of Obama and the apparently disconnected military strategy. Indeed, Obama himself claims to have been ‘jumped’ by the military. The Obama victory conditions have varied. He said, in March 2009, the Afghanistan approach would be primarily a counter-terrorism approach with the hope of defeating the Taliban (Cohen M. , 2009, p. 73). But in the June, Stanley McCrystal was describing a COIN plan to the Senate. The Obama goal in 2011 was further downgraded to “preventing the Taliban from reestablishing a stranglehold over the Afghan people” (Anonymous, 2011). The Obama win no longer requires a defeat of the other side, in the old fashioned terminology of military thinking, yet in some ways the Obama goal is more ambitious, it seems to require a functioning Afghan state, legitimate with its people. The matter appears to have become ‘nation-building’, which appears that it does require a COIN strategy.
The military should not be accused of holding a firm line on this. This is, at worst, an accidental coup sur la stratégie. The military staff had flip-flopped for much of the war and had been allowed to by the Bush and Obama administrations. In the meantime, the deaths of allied soldiers increased[4] resulting in a third of all American killed being killed in the 2010 year (as by the end of 2010). Despite this ‘flip-flopping’, a strong narrative in American politics is the civilian politicians (at least publicly) “professing the need to have our military leaders define the strategy” (Sigger, 2010). This has the bizarre consequence that even if the politicians secretly want to decide, they must retain the ahistorical line that the military must decide; ahistorical, because it goes against the strong traditions in American life of a clear separation of the military and civil functions, to the extent that the American constitution anticipates and allows for an uprising of its own people should the military ever take over.
McCrystal, having set out a policy of human-centric COIN, abandoned it quickly with targeted assassinations (Spinney, 2010) when he saw results come in that he did not like. Despite this, the soldiers on the ground continue to this day to think that if only their fighting could be ‘unrestricted’ then they could succeed (Muqawama A. , 2011). This suggests the narrative of a compassionate war is surprisingly resilient. It has even convinced the ‘grunts’ on the ground. The McCrystal approach, and to a greater extent, the Petraeus approach has become an ‘enemy-centric’ COIN operation: concentrating on killing the Taliban first. The figures for the ‘metastasizing air war’ of Petraeus are revealing (Shachtman, 2010).
Symbolic Strategy but no Statecraft Strategy
The administration of George Bush had a very clear strategy, or, since the world ‘strategy’ is loaded with the meanings of instrumentality and rationality, at least it can be said, ‘vision’. This imputes a goal upon it, even if the goal is never achievable as such, it offers a reason to utilise means. Yet there was no ‘Strategic strategy’; the strategy utilised was a bottom-up agglutination of operational requirements. The Bush administration left-- discursively-- the Strategy to the Generals.
There are several issues colliding at once that shed insight on this situation, and reveal the ways Obama in quite subtle formations of epistemic frameworks[5] has found a certain path encoded in the landscape. The Strategy as understood for the thinktanks and textbooks on foreign policymaking is in the art of Statecraft. But this view of statecraft sees the world neatly divided into given state units. The climactic issue of sovereignty drives the issue. This version of statecraft concentrates on each state, it is intensely spatially driven, it is an analysis of the existence of sovereignty and its assertions. But this paper suggests it is precisely the question of what issues raise the questions of differentiating the outside from the inside that is the battle site for statecraft. The policymakers are answering a question not asked with tools that do not fit the machine.
Doty (1993, p. 141) argues, “statecraft is not primarily about relations between different units, but about the construction and reconstruction of the units themselves”. Sovereignty is socially constructed, not a given. What affects the successful construction of sovereignty is the locus of attention. Identity for Americans is the determinant of success in this unfolding drama. Seen in this light it is bizarrely myopic for the statecraft policymakers to focus on one country and not consider the wider issues or even the interests of the area around the country. They are part of a constant two-step of both generating the symbolic (the presumed of the ontology of the State and the State structures) and the real (“always in the process of being presumed” (p.143)), they construct the political authority, the spatial boundaries and the identities. The “practitioners of statecraft are ardently and continuously involved in the construction of the nation” (p.123).
United States becomes alive to Afghanistan
The main antecedent for the way the ‘political United States’ lives Afghanistan actually came after the consequent. The Obama Review of December 2010-- the third review of Afghanistan by Obama-- set in place the imprisonment of the foreign policy in Afghanistan from the McCrystal report onwards. The time Obama makes his announcement in mid December is not the moment where the decision has greatest leverage. Concern as to the nature of the announcement and anticipation of the announcement mattered more. The decision itself was a damp squib. The expectation for a decision with a significance evoked measures in the months before the Review. It was these expectations that were the event, the consequent. Foreign policy was re-evaluated away from the pessimistic talk of 2007 and into talk of success.
This Review almost perfectly encapsulates the problems and work-rounds for fighting a post-structural war. With a war fighting a disembodied enemy[6] with a policy framework that (it is argued below) denies its own rationality, it was perhaps inevitable that the Defence Review said what it was finally expected to say, and it was expected not to say anything accept to reiterate the military line for the past year. The Council on Foreign Relations called it ‘Groundhog Day’ (Gelb, 2010), an allusion to being trapped in the same day, day after day, for the lead in the Hollywood movie of the same name. In August, two months before the beginning date for collecting the data to see if the war had started a new leaf (!), Petraeus already indicated how the report would indicate success (Chandrasekaran, 2010).
Significantly, the report grapples with the notion of ‘Victory’. "There's no hill to take and flag to plant and proclamation of victory. Rather it's just hard work," says Petraeus (Chandrasekaran, 2010) in an interview for The Washington Post in August. Yet, amusingly the language of Petraeus goes out of its way to convey the war in terms of old-fashioned state-state wars. The US has "arrested the momentum of the Taliban" and had "reversed the tide" of the war, according to Petraeus (Gienger, 2010).The primary mission is to “disrupt, dismantle and eventually defeat al Qaeda”. But then does not describe defeat, and does not explain how the US troops in Afghanistan can defeat Al Qaeda that are fundamentally ensconced in Pakistan. The section on Al Qaeda simply discusses Pakistan-- the nation-state. The victory conditions appear to be absurd. The means, that appear unconnected to the aims, are to prop up the Afghan government enough that the US troops can head home. The report is all about situation and not about interests.
But criticism of the review fails to spot an important point: the purpose of the review was not chronologically aligned with its production. The review offered a way for the military to take breathing space, placed pressure on Afghanistan’s President, allowed Democrat politicians to think the war was not unending, and so on. These are not now the signature of the issue at hand. The review offered a framing of events six months prior for the future review of December 2010. Now with December 2010 the review barely received a whisper of media publicity. It was almost irrelevant what the review had to say. The review was a simulacrum for the review of the review that had happened by the media, experts, bureaucrats in the prior 6 months.
The frameworks of non-event, with awkward disconnects between grand national myth narratives and local narratives of US prestige, led to a feeling of inevitable non-event of the report. The media then played its job by rewarding the framing of the report as a non-event, which then actualised it as a non-event.
The Obama Review puts in place a narrative of not needing to find a narrative of ‘interests’. These interests would have had to be discovered by traditional framing within thinktank walls and the Foreign Policy Community. The Review generated silence in the main, and practical withdrawal suggestions by thinktanks. No event proved more powerful than a singularity event, such as 9/11. The 9/11 simultaneous multiple terrorist strikes gave President Bush incredible power to enforce change, but he was also trapped in the wider public view of the mission of the United States. The Obama move of freezing questions of ‘interest’ and stymieing a sense of ‘event’ has left him with unexpected power of action away from the FP civilian elite, and with thinktanks now virtually all offering the same advice of vague platitudes.
What is happening is a change in the “perceptible appearance”. The thinktanks’ writings remain enclosed in the “reasoned arguments” without the revelatory of a certain thought: the thought of Sade, Balza, Kafka, that the explanation is behind the appearance in importance. The devotion of thinktank reports to remain within the writing of reasoned argument but to act in rhetorical twists, in seeking attention, in opting not to publish, all the signs of appearance, but without the recognition. Perhaps the thinktanker is like the workman of Camus’s writing who “works every day in his life at the same tasks. But it is tragic only at the rare moments when it becomes conscious [of its absurdity]” (Camus, 1955). The Foreign Policy Community rests on a radical gap between asserted positions and ploys in the search for success. It is an inverse of this paper. This paper must enter the “reasoned arguments” world and claw into it the notions of absurdity found outside it to strengthen the rational-empirical style, to note the route for success.
The role of the Obama Review may have appeared to be a reconsideration of the fight in Afghanistan. But the operatives involved knew otherwise. The main function was to stop the clock, to give the military a greater chance of success[7]. By initially naming this report as “critical to decisions about the course of the conflict and the pace of withdrawal”[8] it knocked away arguments for the critical need of the War to be re-considered. The reports style might use the tropes of rational-empiricism, but it is more concerned with ‘playing to the gallery’; the report is intended more for public consumption than a serious reading of the situation in Afghanistan.
Application of framing: COIN and the thinktankers
The Operational of COIN as an idea (as opposed to ‘counterinsurgency’) came to America by RAND, the military thinktank, in the late 1950s (c.f.(Ris, 2011)). The push for the military to adopt for Afghanistan perhaps mostly came down to RAND (RAND Corporation (Research And Development)) and CNAS. If the way policy papers were authored and co-authored is examined and then ‘networked’ by whenever they collaborated on papers, it reveals this: John Nagl, a retired Lieutenant Colonel and Rhodes Scholar at Oxford, who wrote a modern classic on counterinsurgency (Nagl, 2005), worked on both the critical Field Manual of the US Army (FM3-24) and the CNAS papers. CNAS adopted the military’s Field Manual (FM3-24)[9] and Obama adopted the CNAS paper.
The style of Petraeus was to handpick favourites who he knew had bought the policy of the surge and then give them close-contact with the ground and the people involved: “[Petraeus] hand-picked a number of civilians who he knew were behind this policy and helped turn them into media ‘experts’” (Flynn, 2010a). This effort sidelined critics of the surge. Petraeus understands the very dynamic that this paper can observe, that the main hearts and minds to convince in a strategy change are the voters back in the United States.
A new trend in efforts by military officers to actively court (or co-opt) organisations - both on the right (for example, the American Enterprise Institute) and the centre (Centre for a New American Security) - in an effort to shape public policy partly originated from “a "structural shift" in civilian relations to the Pentagon since public did not trust Democrats on national security. Crucially it resulted in the Democratic Party-aligned hawkish think tanks such as the Center for a New American Security being created. While the military are supposed, constitutionally speaking, to respect the chain of command, their expertise is unquestionably needed in the policy generation process.
The reports of the CNAS and their key researchers are of crucial interest in working through the policy making process of Washington. Few reports are lengthy, few reports are by the star ‘experts’, few reports actually look at the issue in totality (they might focus only on drugs, or highly technical issues of civil-military relations of cooperation), so the report by the CNAS by Barno and Exum, a thinktank favoured by Obama and a researcher (Exum) utilised by McCrystal makes it the key document of a vast swathe of documents.
Perhaps the real motivations behind the chronic war are revealed in the final paragraph, written in a resigned fashion. It asks “Will the United States abandon its friends” and “Is the United States going to play a major role” (p.10). The answer appears to be important only if it comes from rivals or ‘internet-savvy’ Al Qaeda who may “fuel a compelling narrative of revolution” (p.10). This is an intriguing admission that the discourse is virtually all there is. The fight now determines the ideas of the future. The report, this Paper suggests, offers a ‘second image’, a hidden verbiage for the fight.
The report legitimises COIN by its expertise, and even adds ‘advantage’ to the government by dropping demands, expectations, time constraints and necessary metrics of victory. The report is a conceit-- a metafiction-- that plays on the positivist field of policymaking but seeks to alter matters with the elaborate tools of aesthetics. It offers a Clausewitzian opportunity of victory ahead by re-calibrating the border of the civilian- military strategy. The CNAS members-- many of whom are ex-military-- understand the importance of the ‘political’ in winning the ‘military’.
Tools of Truth generation
Much of the compelling elements for the complex interplays of framing, power, and knowledge are located in the legitimate means of creating Truth. The recognition-- or fetishizing-- of a certain knowledge as ‘truthier’ than another at an epistemological (i.e. knowledge) level, leads to this floundering at the framing level. A binary of ‘truthy’ points, as worthy of absolute attention, and less ‘truthier’ points to be treated with cautiously, but in some ways still accepted as part of good ol’ gut reaction, leads to a certain style of polemical writing. If the cause is not an immediate and obvious (i.e. Humean efficient) cause it becomes positioned anecdotally. But this anecdotal positioning invites it to be utilised as foresight of potential discovery of Truths. This has a parallel with the hard sciences. In order to build a spaceship, the designers need to test plans to see--empirically-- they work. But why some plans and not other plans? It is gut instinct-- in the language of this version of seeing the World-- that makes this crucial step. A predicative, deterministic-regulative way of determining what is True cannot pre-emptively know what is True. To be legitimate in framing, these gut instincts can be written as warnings or history lessons. And the romanticism of dashed expectations of the writers of the past, less concerned with appeals to science, is drawn out of history.
And if gut instinct is the mechanism for overcoming the flaw of applying predicative empiricism to the IR stage, then the questions arises: where does it come from? Surely, it is what resonated in the past and became ossified as the way to do things ‘properly’. In other words, the way of doing, becomes the way of being right. The baggage of the old ways becomes the structures for the modern. America was not hanging out near Afghanistan until modern times but it has ideas closely shared with its Mother country, the British Empire. Pax Brittanica has seamlessly become Pax Amerikana.
To learn the big lessons, America looks to the Empire’s experience. This was Empire on the cheap. Simple brute power could not succeed, there was always compromise. And this is where Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA) comes into play. It is the language of trade-offs without the appearance of trade-off. The Past was a simpler time. But when was it? It must only go as far back as when the same mechanisms of control and governing were in place and when the reaches of the Occident reached the Orient. But it also never really happened. The past remembered is how things from a certain viewpoint imposed on it. Foreign Policymaking (FPM) is that discourse. It is a prior discourse that has a material effect. The thinktank papers carry on a long tradition of re-writing, re-imagining the interpretation of the rules of doing from the rules of being.
The problem for the idea of Afghanistan is that the textual discourses for acting towards it are remarkably one-way. The discourses are keen to learn but the learning— like the learning in the wider tradition of Orientalism[10]— is intended to reinforce the prior understanding, it is self-confirming. The discourses concentrate on what makes the man who is called an Afghan. This strategic texturing is the instrument of Empire. The ideas are a patchwork of botched attempts (e.g. the invasions of Afghanistan by the British Empire) and bare minimum resources (e.g. bribing the locals).
The instrument can change the coding on the ground; somehow effect a change in the Occidentalism of the Afghans. Or else, re-organise the minds of the viewers by re-focusing, re-energising the narrations. The tactical instrumentalism of the FPA can absorb the traumas of failure and work back up to the core American beliefs. The thinktank papers demonstrate both lines of instrumentation. Their agency is not in the immediate of a commitment to their lists of solutions, but in the ideas bombarded from their pages.
The talk of more willpower needed and then victory is assured, found in the Kagan right-wing thinktanks, offers cover for a policy of maximising negotiation through altering the brute material realities at the ground level. The tension being resolved here is to semiotically remove negotiation from the table whilst simultaneously materially ensuring there go ahead. A negotiation is by definition required if the objective of the war is not acceptably achievable by total annihilation of the enemy. The Americans (or their allies or proxies) must talk. Yet negotiation is a sign, within the rules of comprehending the World, as a failure. Not simply to the domestic audience but also to the Enemy. The capability of the enemy rests on its ability to believe it can/is winning. And the enemy is ontologically determined by the interaction with the other.
At the same time as this strategic manoeuvring of the codes of the semiotic and the material, the thinktanks also through their position in the control of ideas, can rewrite the ‘historical future’. This can then change the aims of the fight as the fight goes on. If the future is told as not that significant, then its damage to identity of Americans subside. The thinktanks are thinking through what is the kind of war[11].
The thinktanks are working out a script for the war. The initial script did not work[12] but there are few obvious analogies with recent violent encounters. It is “a discursive encounter with an underdeveloped subject”[13]. The encounter is that of the rationalist American and the irrational-- since they are not Western-- Afghans. The Afghans have mere ‘beliefs’ and the Americans have ‘perceived cost benefit/support’ to be shaped[14].
These silent histories of the rules of relationship of America with Afghanistan can be dug up, reconsidered and understood and implemented as a strategy of Truth creation. The awkward toxic mess of passions, raw violence and rational instrumentalism is not legitimately to be written into FPA. It may be strategically disadvantageous for the thinktanks to reveal their borders, the origins of their arguments. The rational is built on romanticism and the irrational is that which is left unsaid, the Kantian sublime, that which can never quite be written. The World as something so vast and incomprehensible as the only way to deal with it is to provide a parody of a truth of it (Zizek, 1989). The thinktanks are behaving as Kant’s ‘supersensible substrate’ to provide the categorising of missions and events.
The thinktanks lock up the terror of the sublime in the rational of orderliness. They offer a form of awe through the metrics and coherency of their passages and blow-out boxes. This Paper is a walk-through of this constant tension of the suppressed need for controlling the anomie (Berger, 1990) of World danger in the rational instrumentalism of the FPA, and the desire to gain more coherence and analysis through poststructuralism and realist philosophy. It is precisely this tension of the connection of the creation of Truth with the coherence of the strategy of agency that undermines the surface truth-seeking of military strategy manuals.
Chapter 2 Strategic Transcendence
"It's a process, not an event. It's one that's to be conditions-based" -- General Petraeus
It seems odd at first take that the Administration spent so much time generating an optimistic narrative[15] that would precede the narrative of the Obama December 2010 review. The narrative was carefully generated by eternal military optimism, a crucial media campaign by the Petraeus military, and thinktanks all jumping in together to find a ‘solution’; the right-wing camps have spoken of a need for more ‘will’, and the left-wing have spoken of a need for ‘realism’, leaving the fight to the military. But the extent of the change in narrative is often difficult to recall after the event.
If a leap back is made to January 2010 to the London conference on Afghanistan, the change by the Administration is impressive. There were genuine fears of “a Taliban resurgence” with a “nail-biting stretch of strategic review-induced hysteria”[16]. For Obama to have ‘victory’ it had to not look like a defeat. A fall of a capital outside of US strategy lines could not be allowed to be on the cards. The strategy by early 2010 was described as “Afghanistan kabuki theatre” (Grunstein, 2010), perhaps denoting the odd gap of brute material reality and the conference circuit of the Foreign Policy Community[17]. But that Community had to be on side to the idea that the Obama Administration did have a strategy and it was ‘to win’.
An event that brings radical change in politics is a crisis. The scientism of cause and effect sees an event as both the cause of something and an effect. A crisis is something that requires something to be done. It is notable how Afghanistan seems to have lost the appearance of a crisis in media discussions. It no longer disturbs. It is not front page news. The strategies are familiar enough (‘surge’) and the generals are ‘intellectualised’ enough (the ‘warrior-scholar’) to sort out the problem themselves.
The situation has taken on the traditional elements of war for the ruling classes in the United States. War should be “[t]he ultimate dramatic event” (Hastedt, 2003, p. 80). But it has lost that feel. Perhaps the killing is not a problem, it is the insecurity of the unknown that was frightening for Americans. The very ‘alienness’ of the enemy was deeply disturbing and was precisely the impetus for the reaction of the Americans in the ‘War on Terror’.
Invasion of another country is familiar ground to the United States[18]. The Vietnam war entered a similar stalemate stage. And just like the Vietnam war the primary concern has shifted to ensuring the appearance of victory for the United States. There are many moments for the United States to trip over a clichéd message of defeat or disaster. The phrase ‘quagmire’ is the ultimate state of affairs that is to be avoided in the policy-makers minds. The phrasing of the military intervention must, to avoid claims of quagmire, be to avert attention from the suggestion of outlandish military adventure and to restrain objectives. The Presidential speeches assert values of America but not American interests, something that would or could tie American soldiers there indefinitely.
Linked to this general idea of unending war with no end, yet a desire not to leave under a cloud of defeat, is a chronic fear of ‘mission creep’. Every assertion by the President is to assuage any fears of this. America is not there to build a state. Simply there to let the Afghan army do their job. Indeed, there has been a ‘reverse mission creep’. The original rhetorical claims of the need for intervention to improve women’s rights have been quietly shunted aside (Mustafa, 2011).
A crucial point to prevent ‘quagmire’ is the notion of an end date. This is fairly fake, since with Iraq, the United States has left [about 50,000] troops there despite claiming to have withdrawn by August 2010[19]. The end date of July 2011 seems to have been quietly ‘adapted’ but also from the Wikileaks cables appears to have been to pressure President Karzai. Certainly it seemed a blunder as it may have encouraged the insurgents.
The ‘stage managing’ of the war into a technical issue of the military has appeared to be so successful as to have rendered the thinktanks quiet on the issue. The President quietly dropped the significance of the 2010 review of Afghanistan. The rhetoric appears to be flat. Policies of opposition are not being heard and not being produced in the higher echelons of the foreign policy community. This is a non-event. The rhetoric of the president with the support of some thinktanks is turning away from the heroic narrative of the America to the rescue, but is also avoiding the tragic language of ‘nothing-can-be-done’ of Rwanda. Control of the ‘event’ is the ultimate sovereign act of the State. The restive state depends on them to exist and performs through them.
David Hume views (Hume, 2006) (but c.f. (Kant, 1955)) events of “the world by means of completely discrete, instantaneous mental snapshots” (Watkins, 2004, p. 454). This desire for an event, as a collective fakery, a grand wishful thinking can be looked at more carefully. Narratives are needed for the event. The event is needed to explain a cause for a further decision. The effect is actually causing the cause in this media narrative of reality. Romano conceptualises an event as “as a break in the order of things which opens up new perspectives both on the future and on the past” (Arquembourg, 2009, p. 390). It is the connection to the human that specifically makes it an event.
The issue is the event-ness of the event (not the political-ness of it). The United States is looking to create an event, rather than responding to a non-event. This event would allow a move of money and men away from Afghanistan. The non-event should favour it to do what it wishes, but it seems to constrain it to follow a certain process(ing) of logic that induces certain actions of the USA. Agency requires an event.
Delueze says, rather than an independently existing object, an event is a transformation, a signification, always contingent. For Afghanistan, the political pre-occurrence of the event was the run-up moments prior to 9/11 that were the event, such as the embassy bombing and the USS Cole attack. 9/11 became significant (and so a political event) by the apparently insignificant occurrence of those pre-occurrences. The current situation in Afghanistan might have such events contained within it. Urgent and chronic changes of strategy might ultimately lead to an event. This Deluezian thought would mean “events usually occur when we are least aware of them” (MacKenzie, 2008, p. 15), in the ‘sense-event’. This would suggest not concentrating on trying to induce a political event (e.g. a ‘success’ in Afghanistan) but to open up possibilities of paradigms for moments of significance.
The ‘significance’ is manufactured by the individuals, and for Americans this will be mediated through their notions of why they are in Afghanistan. The more USA speaks of Afghanistan and not Al Qaeda so the political echo chamber will consume and regurgitate a different significance. The actual now can be an experimentation with meaning. If the meanings do not appear to induce the event so they are unsatisfactory and the event must have further retroactive meanings tested on it. It will have no ultimate final meeting, but will offer certain views that provide the USA with an opportunity for victory conditions.
The American strategy when it comes will be the counter-actualisation of the event; the event can be deemed to have been an event by the sheer power of the USA strategy. This all suggests extreme caution in dealing with political events, in how to analyse them, how to effect and affect them. The very attempt to grasp them can create some, change others and remove others. MacKenzie describes a political non-event as “any occurrence that is assigned meaning which merely accepts, or possibly reinforces, established conceptions of the political” (p.21). The notions of the State, the Tribe, the Afghan, all induce ideas of a non-event as occurring in Afghanistan. The non-event is merely a contingent, strategy for preparing an event, for enabling the pre-occurrences of an event. Those involved in statecraft have to broaden the decision horizons and scope of decision-making back to the potential spores of an event. The event must be ‘spotted’, which means the ‘nature of the event’ must be in the mind of the decision maker. Note that this is more than simply the ‘meaning’ of the event.
Victory in the event through identity
The thinktanks of the more rightwing variety tend to offer the solution of a need for more ‘will’. If there is just more will then America will be victorious. It is notable that the binary of good versus evil is stronger in the thinktanks that make this assertion. They forget that what they want is just an assessment; they want it assessed that America has won. It is the perception of the matter not the ‘facts’ generated, such as numbers killed or cost of the war, or who was captured. The real issue is then what assessment takes precedence to ensure that victory is stamped onto what happens. It cannot be merely an operational military victory, but one that speaks in political terms. The victory must match the American meaning of victory as registered in its grand narratives of American-ness. Operational victories can be comfortably measured using typical quantifiers, such as enemy killed or land gained. The danger is when these are pushed as the quantifiers for strategic victory (Bartholomees, 2008, p. 27). A victory can differ in degree, but is assessed not simply by what was achieved (the magnitude) but also by the decisiveness of that achievement.
If an area is not built up as critical then failure in that area is not critical. The winning of the war implies a state of peace but also to win in Afghanistan may require implying that the United States did not win. There may well be a shadow peace of only partial resolution rather than winning. Yet the United States will be ‘signalling’ by the ending of the war. Nixon undoubtedly prolonged the war in Vietnam in order to signal American unwillingness to back down in a fight. Afghanistan currently offers no concrete terms of victory (no land gained, no material prize obtained), and the land held can almost be expected to be gradually lost to insurgency after American withdrawal. This all offers little room for manoeuvre.
A room for manoeuvre is in the ongoing conversations within the foreign policy elite. A gradual move away from the Taliban as the evil Other, to the ‘moderate majority’ means a victory could be shared: it is possible for both sides to be victorious. So the racked indecisiveness and non-event nature of the present should be seen as a useful re-defining of objectives and a new way of assessing victory conditions. Looking at Afghanistan, it is evident that the initial easy takeover by the Northern Alliance led to an expansion of ends (something common in wars: consider the Great War of 1914-1918). A further point is the victory only has to be a victory of that moment, for the policymaker. Reassessments down the line can be ignored at the operational level, although grander narratives require they be taken into consideration.
For American foreign policy it is the American public that fundamentally decides if it is a victory. The opinions “that matter are in order of priority: (1) the American people; (2) American political and military elites (1 and 2 together might be thought of as American public opinion on military issues); (3) the opinion of friends and allies; and (4) world opinion—essentially everybody else (Bartholomees, 2008, p. 32)”. But then that begs the question: “how are they deciding how to decide”. This comes back to the nature of identity. The victory must resonate with notions of American-ness, what America is supposed to achieve for the World. Certainly, there is unlikely to be a signing ceremony of surrender with the Taliban, not least because the enemy does not appear to have a monolithic structure. To win, America has to convince the Taliban they have lost. They must lose the will to fight[20] (p.35). If they cannot do that, then the win must be carefully orchestrated to appear as a victory for the American public.
Victory is only possible if the enemy loses. The enemy of the United States is hard to pin down in Afghanistan. Partly because of changes in objectives: an initial fight without a concrete enemy, just an abstract noun of terror; the nature of the fight, means an insurgency rather than a state to state fight; and with this, it is a matter of interest how the war can be ended by the other side no longer shooting. A truce, a ratification to a treaty, a capitulation, an armistice, a surrender, or a peace treaty (see (Wright, 1970)), all seem unlikely. But the nature of the absolute fight is to demonify the enemy to the point it cannot be regarded as human. This can create shock when the enemy do agree to sign a treaty, implying human characteristics on their part, and a recognition of equality on the part of the United States. In political terms, the possibility of repeating past experiences-- of re-initiating the war even after declared ‘over’-- seems likely: “Armistices, cease-fire lines, suppression of insurrection, acquiescence in de facto territorial changes, or a contested status quo have been provisional, and hostilities have often been renewed” (p.61). The war in Afghanistan partly intends to stop a fight on American soil. So were Afghanistan to become a haven again to strike the United States, the USA might intervene again in Afghanistan. The odds are then, that due to the loss of typical legal tools to declare wars over, and the non-state actors participation in war, the vague geography of the current war (the US often calls it AFPAK), the war might show no end, in the sense of US absolute dis-engagement from the area.
Assuming both sides want ‘peace’, even if war cannot become peace through the old tools of semiotics (the appearance of victory in the signing of peace treaties etc.), would it be obvious to the United States that the enemy desires peace. It is a tricky business; in the Great War “peace feelers on either side were consistently interpreted out of existence by the other” (Quester, 1970, p. 33). Additionally, there is a problem of either side finding an interest in a continuation of the war. The cry for peace often comes from the conqueror first, since they are keen to ‘cash in’ their conquest, but a handy peace initiative is the ‘trollop defence’ of Kennedy when he ‘accepted’ the better offer of two apparent offers by the Soviets, which may have forced the Soviet hand to be more reasonable so as to not appear to be reneging. The termination of the war is then itself a grander strategic game. It is possible that "your way of life is such an obstacle to ours that no communication or adjustment is really possible,” where “we really prefer your death or disappearance to surrender” (p.36). The surrender is part of the fight. The demonisation of the enemy into the pure Other, signals an expectation of a reneging on any terms agreed.
The peace, or more accurately, “The Peace”, is central to the war. The war is a defining tool for how the peace will be. The war is extracting the terms of the peace. Notably with this war, the traditional way to ‘end’ a war without ending it, by a cessation that fails to recognise the legitimacy of the Other or even their exigency is not available. Or, it is too easily available. Every winter, the fighting stops and the Taliban heads off back to their shelters. There will be no “terminations [as these] entailed a reciprocated if tacit acknowledgment of a territorial character, so that lines were drawn to distinguish those on one side from those on the other” (Seabury, 1970, p. 99). The war “modifies (or clarifies) the bargaining strength relationship between the parties” (Kecskemeti, 1970, p. 106). The United States appears to have the advantage of the war being not a high-stakes conflict. Yet the symbolism is everything. Building a nation-state was a late objective of the United States, but some sense of success is required for a generalised sense of America still being taken seriously.
One part of the desire of Americans for a victory is a sort of hyper-irrationalism. Americans do not want to feel that there has been a mutual benefit with the end of the conflict. The perception is typically the ideological extremism of the enemy is so great that they are unable to make rational terminal settlements. But the ideological extremism of the enemy means they are able to accept the notion of killing within their political framework. Killing of American soldiers receives social approbation. The American policy, on the other hand, by distancing the enemy into the absolute Other makes anything but an absolute win the minimum acceptable success[21].
This discussion reveals how the tactical is closely allied with the grand political drama. It also reveals the loop of construction in the process of finding victory. The act of looking for victory affects the victory (whether you get it, whether you keep it, and what it looks like).
The reason ‘Victory!’ is so hard to pin down is oddly not the nature of the Taliban. The way the Taliban fight seems pretty similar to the way many of their predecessors fought. What is different for the Taliban is their enemy. The United States no longer operates along the lines of “agency and intent, intelligence and dangers” (Dean, 2010, p. 466). It now locates its victory condition in a “model based on risk” (p.466). It is not asking where will the Taliban strike next, but what actuarial risks can be minimised by our actions. The killing of the Taliban, the engaging with the Taliban is simply part of the “practices, techniques and rationalities” (p.466) of the USA security state, seeking to minimise anticipated yet paradoxically unexpected events. The analysis of America is not on the motivations of the Taliban or any other party targeted but on the scientific uncertainty and the possibility of irreversible damage. The USA is trying to think the unthinkable. Attempting to avoid all risk yet trying to strive to cut off the danger of the most difficult to avoid risks. It is not what the Taliban is doing now that disturbs America, but the acts that it could be doing in a worst-case scenario. This grants America a sense of exceptionalism so that it may perform the exceptional: predator attacks into Pakistan, the targeting of even American citizens in shoot-to-kill policies. The US strategy invokes ‘anti-laws’, laws that undermine normal relations of law. The Taliban are unlawful combatants and not POW[22]. The State cannot have a peace treaty with those whom it does not recognise, but it can kill them. The USA itself makes it impossible for the USA to win by any traditional sense of victory. It creates its own instability.
In being involved in some event, the USA is actually required to follow a certain process, a script. The meaning of actions by America will be part of an understood script by Americans. This script must resonate with them to be broadly acceptable. The actions may not offer a script to the Taliban. If the USA seeks a victory through some material essentialism that it may have to offer ideas that resonate with those it is fighting.
But this asymmetrical war makes it difficult to find victory. It does not follow the normal narratives for war[23]. An asymmetrical war requires the cooperation of an enemy to terminate it in order to claim some sort of victory[24]. The political consequences of the 2001 action of Al Qeada were probably not anticipated by them (Al Qaeda) either. It caused a loss of face to the United States, that required a dramatic show down by the superpower. Yet a showdown means no cooperative end to hostilities. This is a gap that perhaps only time can heal. Or indeed, ‘unheal’[25].
The armed opposition in Afghanistan was not noticed until Summer 2002. The state of things in Afghanistan is brought about by an American intoxication in a sense of victory, combined with a failure to register the plan of the enemy (bin Laden), and an overlapping of victory conditions with an assumption on state-building. The move of Al Qaeda is to allow the Western dominance to be seen by Arabs in the middle east[26]. The response of the USA with military force, by definition, guarantees Al Qaeda success in that strategy. Emotions were running high after 9/11 so the USA could not negotiate with the Taliban. When they removed the Taliban finally, after a series of unsuccessful operations in October, they left the Warlords to fill in the power vacuum, offering up a state of affairs that would appear ‘unstable’ in American narratives of success, so in the long-term strategy, would invite failure.
Reinventing the wheel
The central conundrum: how can victory be achieved when the method and the process are implicated in the victory. But there is a central conceit in this discussion; the answers have already been well and truly worked out before, but in the military realm, not the political realm, that is, the ‘military-culture realm’. To some extent, a scouting of the journal articles would reveal a name dropped repeatedly. And further reconnoitring would make it apparent that many of the articles fall more into the military analysis field than the political field. The political side of things appears to have dropped out, to be no longer in the running.
The Prussian Carl von Clausewitz, well over 150 years ago, worked through these issues of Victory and Success, and the looping of the end with the means. The fact that he has already worked out many of the issues is crucial for this paper since it provokes several themes of discussion. Since his book is central to military thinking in America, the conclusions of the book can be taken to some extent[27] as ‘the truth’ from the military perspective. This suggests his work is an epistemic framework for military thinking.
If the politician on the other side of the fence is to simply believe the issue is unclear, this favours the military, as those with clear thoughts are likely to be the most persuasive and to take the most action. But if further, the politician has no writings to guide him then he must be left floundering. Ironically, Clausewitz would not have been impressed by this state of affairs, since despite folk wisdom to the contrary-- his axiom that ‘war is politics by other means’, is generally taken to mean war is a simple extension of politics-- repeat the application of reason and due planning, but not that it is indicative of a blurring of the types, that war cannot be rationally executed, and has an inherent emotionalism within.
Clausewitz’s realised that facts are generated, that victory differs in degree, that racked indecisiveness offers an opportunity to re-define objectives, that the tactical is closely and necessarily tied closely to the political drama. So when it is suggested above that America has an advantage because of the low-stakes of the conflict, Clausewitz would undoubtedly point out this hugely increases its risk of defeat, as it lacks the willpower, and the enemy knows this, to push ahead.
The first step
This paper tells a story of policymakers in a certain field being completely outmanoeuvred and outplayed by what can be mockingly called non-policymakers. The lesson to be learnt is not written with metrics and coded laws, but with a shock to the system, to enhance thinking and improve minds.
The proposition
The current crop of analysis reveals a military meta-strategy. It is difficult not to believe that a shrewd US military strategy has ‘gamed’ the thinktank community. The sense of agency by the military over the thinking of the thinktank and wider foreign policy elite is reflected in the way that reports by other parts of the American state, such as its intelligence community[28], or reports by the United Nations appear to have little effect on the mindset of the community[29]. There are, of course, other possibilities, which are why a gradual story must be built up to reveal the agency, the point that reveals what framework is operated on and has power effects.
The thinktanks routinely suggest defined ways to measure success, and call these data streams ‘metrics’. The problem is these ‘facts’ can be construed for the best (i.e. ‘progress’ being made) or for the worst. An increased number of American soldiers killed can indicate progress or lack of progress.
An interview with Petraeus reveals this dilemma is recognised by him and shows his resolution is outside the boundaries of positivist/rationalist analysis. The interviewer asks “Can’t wishful thinking make every metric that flashes a warning sign look like a light at the end of the tunnel?”. Petraeus argues that “he tries to guard against such feedback loops by developing a ‘fingertip feel’ for the war’s fortunes” (Ackerman, 2010). This is not the empirical style of positivism, this is gut instinct and emotions. This seems more Clausewitzian in tone; the heroic commander figure: only he can fully comprehend the battle around him; the battle is too fuzzy for empirical analysis. Clausewitz argues that at a real level a person with exceptional talent is needed to push against the friction, and at the symbolic level, a hero figure is needed to succeed, with America being no exception[30]. The point of success is a non-positivist moment.
This is war, and that famously means the ‘fog of war’ is an inevitable part of it[31]. Yet this use of a positivist/rational argumentation in the reporter’s questioning and the claims of the CNAS article, is the only way that the thinktanks know. Or let’s be more specific: outside of the propaganda thinktanks (e.g. the ‘Institute for the Study of War’, a vehicle for Kimberley Kagan, a member of General McCrystal’s strategy team, the wife of Frederik Kagan, a scholar at the American Enterprise Institute), the academic thinktanks and even the more practical ones (e.g. Carnegie Endowment for International Peace) lean towards a positivist framework. The game of policymaking demands this style of thinking. Yet the military ‘knows’-- shorthand for describing the structural limitations and ‘codings’ that have developed certain ways of doing-- this cannot work once violence becomes the primary tool.
The epistemic framework for the military is centred around a nexus of Grand Old Men (dead Colonels and Generals) and Field Operations Manuals. Carl von Clausewitz is the clear Grand Old Man of the art of war through his masterpiece, ‘On War’ (edition used in this Paper is (Clausewitz, Howard, & Paret, 1976)). Interestingly, some of Al Qaeda also appear to feel the same way[32]. That this masterpiece, ‘On War’, has been less read than relied upon is a key point in explaining the odd position it holds in the epistemic framework of positivism and non-positivism. It is taken as good as the Bible in its importance. Yet the observations based on its writings tend towards the shallow. His book is-- it is argued here-- a striking argument for a rejection of positivism[33], yet it is used as a support for positivist ideas.
For the counter-insurgencies wars, the main works are tightly centred around Western experiences of colonial counter-insurgencies. The end product of the army’s studies of the various books on counter-insurgency is the Army Manual for COIN (FM3-24 'Counterinsurgency' , 2006). It claims to lay down rules of reality (i.e. military dogma), and so reify truth, for fighting that was based on fights with different aims and different start states. Already, the danger of the military’s understanding of truth being at odds with the material essentialism they may encounter is quite real.
The military understanding of the world is built through manuals; there are 542 manuals in use (Burke, 2007) [34]. The key manuals for the Afghanistan situation are the Operations Manual (FM5-0 'Operations Manual', 2010), the Stability Operations Manual (FM3-07 'Stability Operations Manual', 2008)and the now famous Counter-Insurgency Manual (FM3-24 'Counterinsurgency' , 2006). The first manual tells the army the fundamentals of fighting, the second positions this in the context of creating stability and the last manual tells the army how to fight an insurgency. For now, just concentrating on the foundational Operations Manual, just recently rewritten, the linear and mechanistic methodology in military planning is still there, with a certain view of Clausewitz that is seen through the lense of Antoine Henri de Jomini. De Jomini’s style was rule-based, prescriptive, linear-minded and didactive; it tries to take the thinking out of the process. The USA army has tended to push Clausewitzian quotes into this prescriptive form of writing. Yet it is precisely because Clausewitz does not ‘say’ these things that he is not widely read, only quoted[35]. The army is not shy in bringing new ideas to innovate for the world (now seen as complex and unknowable) but ultimately ends up bracketing these ideas into the old linear style of thinking[36].
The position is then a military craving rules on how to do things. These rules, doctrines, have in recent years attempted to co-opt and neuter new ideas for engaging in fights in a more complex arena. The battle in Afghanistan is a classic example of an arena that is covered with complexity and ambiguity. It appears that the military is clinging to the linear (‘cause leads to effect’) logic that falls within positivism. Yet looked at as a meta-framing of military thinking we can utilise Clausewitz to analyse the American military mind and reflect, that in a surprising sense, its very rejection of new ideas places it in the tradition of Clausewitzian non-positivist notions of war and fighting.
One of Clausewitz’s key points is the inability of any military text to be able to offer rules to the military practitioner. So Clausewitz position is to start by rejecting the possibility of the Field Operations Manuals’ ways of framing fighting. Instead, Clausewitz sees his book as to offer insight and help in the creative process of strategy-making. Clausewitz looks to the ‘hero’ as key resolution to the complexities and confusion of war. Only the hero figure can disentangle the broader complexity of linking military strategy with the constant interaction of the political.
It would make no sense to Clausewitz for the army to import ideas of problematizing into army doctrine, it is always something beyond. Yet the tools of the manuals do offer a non-positivist framework partly because the framework simply cannot digest the ambiguities of the military role, and partly because of the confusion with the interaction of the outside, such a politics. In other words, the military may not like a specific reference on paper, but the overall effect of the manuals is to invite certain non-positivist ways of doing. As Van Maanen writes, “scientific texts are not immune from aesthetic considerations. Persuasive texts also are artistic constructions” (Kilduff & Mehra, 1997, p. 465).
The essence of Postmodernism is “a search for the non-obvious, the counterintuitive, and the surprising” (Kilduff & Mehra, 1997, p. 474). The positivist tends to “signally distrust humour, irony, and the paradoxical” (p.476). Clausewitz throughout his book is precisely that[37].
What Clausewitz writes about is the place of war in the social and political life (Clausewitz, Howard, & Paret, 1976, p. 6); he noted that all aspects of the operation must be related to the political: the strategic planning, the conduct, the social and economic preparation. It should be “suffused with its political impulse” (p. 7). There can be no “purely military evaluation”. Clausewitz ideas radiate the same notions of chronology of Paul Virilio (Virilio, Speed and politics: an essay on dromology, 1986), the radical postmodernist. Clausewitz finds it “obvious to him that the politics of the previous decade had largely decided [the victory] before fighting began”. He firmly rejects theory as having a utilitarian function (e.g. the simple prescriptive style of Jomini), but saw a role for the pedagogic style and the cognitive function (1976, p. 15). Clausewitz often moves his theory using a revised dialectical method, noting binaries (e.g. friend and enemy), but he then denies the existence of strict limits (1976, p. 16). Crucially, he felt frictions were the greatest problem for the commander. And he said of the Commander that they were “hampered at every turn… [and] remarkable strength of mind and spirit are needed to overcome this resistance” (1976, p. 17). Napoleon said: “engage the enemy and see what happens”. Clausewitz’s punt is that chance must be given a chance and then be exploited. Chance was central to the opportunity of success: “the effects of chance are so profound that they become the signal, the central reality, and not an exogenous variable to be discounted” (Daniel Moran in (Waldman T. , 2010, p. 339)). This clashes with modernity’s (and American FP’s) desire for ‘risk calculation’. The punt on chance invokes risk as a potential positive[38].
Limited aims to Clausewitz did not mean limited effort. If the enemy needs to be negotiated with, then all pressure must be applied to bring him to the table (Clausewitz, Howard, & Paret, 1976, p. 21). He noted war is a dialectic between violence and reason (Howard in (1976, p. 29)). He notes the politician should always remain involved in the big strategy (Clausewitz, Howard, & Paret, 1976, p. 31). He wrote of the need for ‘willpower’. But if taken out of context it becomes the oversimplified ideas seen in the French army prior to the Great War (1976, p. 37) or perhaps the shrill calls of the Kimberley Kagan thinktank (Institute for the Study of War (ISW)). The big framework for Clausewitz is the trinity of the passion of the people, government policy, and military probability.
The American Army was not studying him until after the Korean War (Clausewitz, Howard, & Paret, 1976, p. 42). But with that war the authorities realised his use for wars with limited aims which invited questions of conflict between the military and the political. Both problems that afflict Afghanistan. The argument, the discussions, the debate of the thinktanks, the policy community and the military is reordered as part of the War in Clausewitz’s universe. A commander that follows Clausewitz will recognise this. A loyal follower of Clausewitz knows that to “conduct war a senior military leader must, in addition to his expertise regarding military matters, also be expert at understanding politics” (Anonymous, 2010). By good fortune it is known what the junior officer Petraeus thought back in 1986.
Petraeus wrote an article for Parameters, when the rank of major, in which he wrote, “Military officers are of course intimately aware of Clausewitz’s dictum that war is a continuation of politics by other means; many, however, do not appear to fully accept the implications of Clausewitzian logic. …The organizational desire to be left alone must not lead those who bear the sword to lose their appreciation for the political…” (Petraeus, 1986, p. 6). It appears Petraeus has not changed his mind since. The article precludes the possibility of Petraeus seeing Afghanistan as another Vietnam (p.47). The article berates military thinking that argues if the objective is not clear then there should be no war (p.47). Petraeus recognises the interaction of the military with the political. And the article, in a sense, predicts (preempts?) a key component of his strategy for Afghanistan: “the American effort, therefore, should be designed to raise immediate doubt that the United States will permit a war to become protracted” (p.48).
The American military establishment is not then one block of homogeneous thought. Just like the political foreign policy elite it is always undergoing change. The rules of the rules, the epistemic framework is also in flux. The war in Iraq brought out new ways to evaluate the past, which means new ways to interpret the world around.
One of the oddest points of this building up of a framework of thinking based on Clausewitz is that the central figure against Clausewitz is also Clausewitz. A shadow, decayed image of Clausewitz is positioned as a sock puppet by opponents of old-style, rational, linear thinking. These attacks on Clausewitz tend to indicate the authors have either not read ‘On War’ or only read the first few pages[39]. Clausewitz, like Foucault[40], uses the showstopper technique of indicating and describing the ‘commonsense’ notion of way of thinking on a topic, before then suddenly shocking the reader with a denouement on it. Many of the critics of Clausewitz (e.g. the famous British military strategist, Liddell- Hart (Hart, 1992)) appear to take the initial ‘commonsense’ notion as the Clausewitz notion.
The key components and insights of Clausewitz were considerable and varied. Clausewitz recognised the non-linearity of war[41]. He used new ideas that had just come along to explain this (as is so common among thinkers). He described the non-linearity by the oscillating of a pendulum in a magnetic field, and its apparently random movements. He rejects prescriptive theories (such as the works of Jomini). He understood that the war could not be understood by a look at the rational but that it involves a trinity of people’s rage, rational policymaking, and chance (Villacres, 1995). He placed chance at the centre (Waldman T. , 2010), not something to be instrumentalised out of the encounter but as something to be grasped; to place an army into the arms of chance was an opportunity to succeed. He recognises that the major enemy is the friction, the difficulties in implementing what was planned. And the modern day via globalisation has brought “Clausewitz's elements of purpose, hostility and chance closer together, making the impact of their interaction less predictable, more volatile and less distinguishable from each other” (Ouardani, 2009). He understood the key was the civil-military relations (Strachan, 2010) and the impossibility of having a clear boundary between them. The war’s victory was an intersubjectivity of the state with the enemy, he called it a ‘commerce’, because of the element of negotiation. For the negotiation to be taken seriously there had to be the extreme threat of violence[42].
All these tools tell the army professionals to be aware of the complexity and confusion of war. They tell them to be aware that a major danger is the friction of their home side. And they tell them to take control of the strategy (i.e. greater than simply the operational). And that means ensuring the civil leadership go along with the military idea of success– since the military in the Stability Operations manual look at a broader view of success as that which brings a sense of beneficence to the American people. Petraeus has consistently succeeded in avoiding decisions that would have only been read as failure.
General Petraeus, like everyone else, does not know how to ‘win’/'succeed’/improve things but he knows from the knowledge in Clausewitz that more and more time can lead to a story of success. Two crucial tools are the-- now trademarked-- ‘The Surge (™)’, and the non-withdrawal strategy. The former offers a narrative framework of ‘success’ and the non-withdrawal allows him to press the elite foreign policy community to not decide to decide. The Surge can work if a series of tropes that imply success can be lined up to show a ‘victory’, at that moment a rapid de-escalation and a heading for the exit could be a textbook victory. The non-withdrawal position requires that the USA never actually have a moment of withdrawal. Just as in Iraq, masses of US troops remain, and yet as a story, they are gone. The keypoint for Petraeus is to ensure a growing gap between the symbolic of success and the ‘real’ of chronic unknowns.
Note the gap between the COIN population-centric plan and the actual strategy of Petraeus. General Petraeus appears to have a limited ‘real’ interest in COIN. And this Paper has a ‘theory’ for this. This ‘theory’ must be a metafiction by the standards of this Paper. But if offers a handy narrative for understanding a series of processes that were able to be changed by elements of agency. Petraeus is in favour of anything that goes along with its COIN’s implicit compassionate message– who could actually be against such a kind, non-violent, democracy-loving way of ‘fighting’. Khalili comments the counterinsurgency concentrates on what “seem devoid of political or ideological content” (Khalili, 2010, p. n/a). Hence, the Petraeus support for Major Jim Gant’s popular piece (Gant J. , 2009) and any other quack remedy, which views COIN and variations on it as the solution to all problems[43]. In the meantime, he is busy killing everything that walks/talks/dresses like a Taliban with a massive escalation of air strikes (Shachtman, 2010) and an increase in hit squads of elite soldiers (Ackerman, 2010). He understands there is no such thing as ‘a Taliban’ organisation. But he knows a future storyline requires a negotiation with this non-existent body. So, anyone that declares themselves Taliban most be highly pressured now to make themselves agreeable to a very hard negotiated piece. Of course, he can’t say this is what he is looking at, since this would then undermine its purpose. The Taliban cannot believe he wants to negotiate– which is why he has to go around killing and ruining any apparent negotiations going on.
It is this paper’s intention to argue that the irony for all this is the origins of the thinktanks derived from a similar non-positivist style of strategy. It is the romantic/unscientific works of Winston S. Churchill and Rudyard Kipling that give the thinktanks their ideas about what makes the Afghans click. The epistemology of the thinktanks appears as a vast delusion. Only the military have grasped the true way to a ‘win’. The game they must now play is to ensure delay after delay and non-decision followed by non-decision, if this means having to reel off nonsense about ‘progress being made’, and an approving smile towards conservative’s talk of a need for more ‘willpower’, then that is what they will do.
The story of this Paper is of a Petraeus who has seized control of the war from the Pentagon, and he now appears to be calling the shots. But a more subtle analysis is suggested. The Pentagon actually appear to be contriving to “dodge its war-making responsibility” (Melton, 2011, p. 10). The Pentagon does not wish to be seen not giving the commander on the ground all the help they can offer. But also the interaction of the strategy and the politics makes a messy arena. The (meta-) strategy is an operational level manoeuvre that requires ‘owning’ the strategy level. The positivist traditions of analysis seem unsuitable in the circumstances. But Petraeus has not simply seized ‘power’, but a particular understanding of the past has invited fresh institutional change, the framework of military thinking has altered (Fitzgerald, 2010, p. 149)[44]. That which is called ‘Vietnam’ has changed its meaning. The locus of the shift was the ‘Combined Arms Center at Fort Leavenworth’, that Petraeus saw as an ‘engine of change’ (p.156). But the change was only possible because of a confluence of favouring and intervening factors: a narrative of ‘success’ in Iraq, and the work of Lewis Sorley (1999) regaining attention from 1999 (Fitzgerald, 2010, p. 159), an American intelligence analyst and military historian.
The traditional American military-civil relations
The relations must be dependent on the knowledge of the civilian leaders with regard to military strategies, the political abilities of the military staff, and the epistemic framework of manoeuvrings between the military way and the civilian way. Both Bush and Obama have had no personal combat experience[45]. This means the last proposition-- the epistemic framework-- will be key to relations. This will be built on the sedimented ‘knowledges’ of rules and ideas of the past. If the military are unable to pick up on the political dynamics of a war of insurgency then they will not have the ear of the civilians. The military-- as a cultural unit-- can be expected to have different sub-cultures with differing opinions, but these will ultimately fit within the coded power plays of the larger culture.
The American military, by law, must inform the President and Congress and the National Security Council of their opinions and advice[46]. The civilian leadership, by law, are not required to listen to that advice. A narrative has developed in both the military and the civilian side of the civilians as taking precedence, but also an awareness, that blurring can occur[47]. The tensions that arose during the Vietnam era (p.20) as the civilians attempted to control all aspects of the military policy, and yet ultimately the military were left alone to ‘win’ it suggests a constant play back and forth of agency. The American military is not one united body and offers varying opinions that can be adopted as they gain dominance; Petraeus’ meteoric rise is a story of an outsider getting past more conventional thinking to reach the top. His views and hopes happily aligned with a civilian position that having run out of ideas for success sought out a saviour.
Agency transcendentalism
A view can be rendered that the United States military are fighting using Foucaldian strategy, while the policymaking arm is using a Clausewitzian-lite strategy (a cost-benefit/ rational style, the ‘Clausewitz-as-quoted’, rather than as read). This may seem surprising as the Foucaldian view of war does not appear immediately ‘instrumental’. But this is the point. It is precisely the lack of instrumentality from the point of view of the policymaker that has allowed the army to strategise and win using this knowledge. Its position remains one step ahead for the policymakers. When thinkers have ‘thinked’ they have been not the ones to write for thinktanks since Foucault does not offer a handy menu of ideas that is a requirement if strategy is perceived of as an instrumental rationality (Reid, 2003, p. 2). To be blunt, as van Creveld wrote: “doctrines that derive from the [,in fact, quoted but not real] Clausewitzian Universe, and that emphasise rationality, the primacy of politics, and cost-benefit calculations have always been wrong” (Creveld, The transformation of war , 1991, p. 148).
Critics of Van Creveld’s influential book have argued (e.g. here: ('Seylitz89', 2008)) that his destruction of any sense of purpose leads to the pursuit of mindless objectives such as a ‘war on terrorism’, that is, a war on a method of war. But this criticism is made precisely because it is presumed it is possible to find a ‘real truth’, a real goal to the war, and not a series of ultimately incoherent narratives or stories overlapping in recent history. Van Creveld is critiqued by Teverton in Foreign Affairs as saying: “he never says what these messy wars will be ‘for’, that is because the whole idea of rational purpose, like most of traditional strategy, ‘will be largely inapplicable’” (Teverton, 1991).
Clausewitz ‘got’ the irrational element of the grander vision. He started as a reaction to the mechanical scientism, “Theory cannot equip the mind with formulas for solving problems” (Regier, 2009). When he spoke of the politik and war as politics by other means, he was considering not merely rational aims but that which “involved dominant ideas, emotions, and political interrelationships unique to a given time and place” (Kessel as understood by (Echevarria & Antulio, 1996, p. 77)). Clausewitz notes the way policymaking does not follow the rational model, referring “to policymaking, for example, as more than a mere act of intelligence or product of pure reason” (p.77). The policymaking is dependent on perceptions at the time: “its own peculiar preconceptions” (Regier, 2009). The point of Clausewitz is to not offer rules but “[h]e wanted to teach how to think. ‘On War’ attracts thinkers” (Regier, 2009). ‘On War’ reeks of notions of the anti-positivist.
The military have seen and sensed the wider objective, that the strategy is for America to be victorious in a confrontation with a great evil. The military are aware the sentence could be filled with quote marks for ‘evil’ or victorious’, precisely because they know the supporters of the war do not see the quote marks. They appear to take the dictum “Truth in itself is rarely sufficient to make men act” (Regier, 2009) to heart. The military know they must pump up morale until the enemy quits (Boyd, 2007, p. 139), that is an old Grand Strategy. The core of truth for the United States (its existential purpose) rests on the United States being on the right side of history. The masses believe this anyway (think back to de Tocqueville or Mead), the military’s task is to ensure this is ‘true’. The engagement of ‘instrumental rationality’ (goals shaping the means) (Chandler, 2009, p. 260), which automatically presumes there is a solution, a diagnosis, is at odds with the long held strategies of war. Clausewitz’s pivotal text on war[48] recognises war is in the social realm (not the scientific), that it requires a dialectical approach, that it is inherently unpredictable, that it seeks a culminating moment for victory: all positions of a postmodernist flavour.
Clausewitz wrote revisions that included wars against non-state actors, such as writing on counter-insurgency war. It is interesting that these were possibly left out because they were thought to undermine the legitimacy of the state by simply being in such a significant work. His book, along with Van Creveld and others, can be viewed as the epistemic framework for the thinking of the US military. The mistake is that simply because Clausewitz spoke of the need for the ‘rational’ and ‘victory’ and war as an ‘instrument’, he thereby ruled out thinking that went beyond what is understood today as rational and scientific. On the ‘victory’ Clausewitz wrote, aware of the ideational drama over the brute material, “a great battle has never at any time been an unprepared, unexpected, blind routine service, but a grand act, which, partly of itself and partly from the aim of the commander, stands out from amongst the mass of ordinary works, sufficiently to raise the tension of all minds to a higher degree” ((Clausewitz, Howard, & Paret, 1976), Ch.10). But the USA military , in 2007 (See (Gentile G. , 2007)) aware of the need to, by brute force, get their commanders on the ground to use counter-insurgency tactics, removed ‘On War’ from the US army reading list. The institution that has to the highest degree recognised the flexibility of Clausewitz to deal with issues of war, has still banned him.
The meta-strategy is to adopt Clausewitz, the rational strategy is to reject him. There need not be a conspiratorial edge to these moves, the removal from the book list is an important narrative inclination of intent, it is a display of how the army intersubjectively understands the meaning of the bad name of (unread-but-quoted) Clausewitz in the wider field. Perhaps because “[s]omehow, the Counterinsurgency experts have blamed Clausewitz for the conventional mindedness of the American Army” (Gentile G. , 2007).
The Field Manual on counter-insurgency (FM3-24 'Counterinsurgency' , 2006) was described by the Chicago Tribune as “probably the most important piece of doctrine written in the past 20 years” (Price, 2007). The army manual for Counter-insurgency, an extraordinary paste and cut of thinkers (For a rundown of the plagiarism see (Joyner, 2007)), appears to be “a piece of PR designed to calm growing domestic concern about the disastrous course of the Iraq war” (Kelty, 2007). It was a major bestseller for the publishers, downloaded around 2 million times (Biddle in (Isaac, 2008, p. 347)). The manual simplifies the ideas of academics and horseshoes them into a way to fight the war. It is desperately unoriginal and tells the military what they already know (Price, 2007). It is not signed off as a Field Manual (despite its name), its essence is to galvanise American public opinion, keeping concepts simple (Kelty, 2007). Yet it receives the sub-heading ‘Field Manual’ despite being engaged in describing the non-spatial (i.e. non field) and the non-operational (i.e. non-manual) (Wendy Brown in (Isaac, 2008, p. 356)).
It places a (best-selling) stamp of authority on the notion that every time there is trouble, the Counter-Insurgency Strategy is the way to go. Lt. Colonel Ollivant observes that “counterinsurgency has become the new Kuhnian paradigm (see the landmark text (Kuhn, 1970)), or normal science” (Ollivant in (Isaac, 2008, p. 358)). Ollivant was writing that since he was worried that other techniques were being forgotten in the fighting of ‘Small Wars’. But the point of COIN is to assume, indeed presume, the ‘State in being’, is the one the United States should automatically support. The book forces through a paradigm shift in thinking, when other visions, such as nation-building or peacekeeping are forgotten. The population is assumed to be neutral to the ideas of either fighting parties, and the host government is assumed to be ‘on side’ (Biddle in (Isaac, 2008, p. 349)). And like every paradigm shift, for parties outside the shift, the truth of the paradigm can look dodgy: “The new religion, of course, is counterinsurgency, or in the military’s jargon, COIN. The doctrine of counterinsurgency upends the military’s most basic notion of itself, as a group of warriors whose main task is to destroy its enemies” (Voss, 2011).The military encodes itself as ‘peace creators’, falling within new rules of humanitarian war[49].
The book (‘Manual’) is a coup on the civilian policymakers, who are already entrapped in the scientism of policymaking, unaware (if Kuhn is right) that their ‘science’ is simply “a mélange of sociology, enthusiasm and scientific promise” [50]. Ollivant picks up on this: “the publication of this text must be seen as a political act” (Isaac, 2008, p. 358). The unspoken art of the manual is an internal insurgency against the workings of the policymaking. The fight is on the epistemic framework of the policymakers understanding of what it means to fight war. The manual offers an inviting menu of fighting small war for the positivist bound policymakers, implying they should leave it to the experts: the military. But it also invites a change of views of where the military role should start and stop. But it only makes this invitation to those that have broken free of Comte’s positivism. Contrast the almost forgotten US government January 2009 ‘Guide to Counter-Insurgency’[51], a classic writing of superficial glances in a positivistic framework [52]. It speaks of ‘functions’, ‘controls’, ‘assessments’ and ‘planning’, all falling within the rubric of positivism (see page 4).
The manual likes to quote Generals but is far less reverent towards scholars, it simply pastes and cuts them. Which puts Clausewitz in an interesting position; he was indeed a general, but he ended up writing his book because he was sidelined to the army reserves. His book does not offer a way to fight a modern war, whether that be conventional or counter-insurgency (Reid, 2003, p. 3). What Clausewitz offered was a way to contextualise war as part of a ‘strategy of power’, as defined by Foucault (p.3). That is, ‘On War’ invites strategy into the world of science-- “Clausewitz effectively made strategy a human science” (p.5)-- allowing strategy to become directed by the forces of modernity such as the foreign policymakers and the political elite, but it also offers a way to win by noting beyond the restrained juridical/legal framework of the system. The military strategy must not merely offer up a plan for the Congress or the President to agree, but a strategy that envelopes these juridical restraining forces. What is being looked at is how military-strategy creates the epistemic power formations (p. 12). And this is the appealing point of the Army Counter-Insurgency manual. It works to give the impression of the army getting things done, yet the work itself is instrumental in a sense beyond that of the scientism of the foreign policy policymakers. The manual does not utilise political scientists or game modellers, it chooses sociologists and liberal art academics (Wendy Brown in (Isaac, 2008, p. 354)). The manual seems to be asking the men who make the strategy to fight to think beyond the rules of the rational sciences.
The Manual has a self-contained narrative of the fight. The manual ‘writes away’ the issue of the local elites as significant forces against the American venture. The COIN is about fighting a war against grievance not greed. But this reifies and solidifies the odd view of ‘Warlords’ by the policymakers. The State is seem with clear boundaries in a war to change hearts at the most local of all levels, each individual Afghan (Kalyvas in (Isaac, 2008, pp. 352-353)). The manual clears the way to allow the State to be unreformed, and for the US military to determine who is ‘Us’ and who is the ‘Other’. The notion of the ‘Us’ also being simultaneously the ‘Other’ is implicitly rejected. The framework of thinking is in place for the Thinktanks to absorb. This thinking allows for the continuation of the myth of the success of ‘the Surge (™)’ in Iraq; it ignores the switching of the elite. The military, particularly Petraeus, experienced the importance of this firsthand, they also know of the five or six surges that have already happened[53] in Afghanistan ‘til now. The point is to maintain the narrative of a very unviolent hearts and minds campaign, and to underplay the incredible violence needed for the Clausewitzian compellence. The failure of McCrystal precisely because he attempted to follow the Field Manual is the starting and startling point. The sheer number of increased air attacks by Petraeus is the giveaway that the Manual was rejected by Petraeus before he got off the plane at Bagram airbase[54].
The military’s Manuals versus the policymaker’s rationality
”When Al Qaeda attacked the military was already in the driving seat”
The military understands the need to play to the ‘rational’ framework of the thinktanks, by discussing ‘Warlords’ and ‘the Taliban’; it understands the need to play to the symbolic of the USA public, that ‘victory is close’, that there is ‘success’ on the battlefield; but it ultimately understands the radical nature of thinking necessary for war. War is where the first signs of postmodernist thinking appeared, such as the strategy of being there without being there in the ‘Fleet in Being’[55]. Petraeus has noted the need to win in the battlefield of the lounges of the American public, with constant press meetings, with pre-determined progress (Foust, 2011) being made. The ultimate sign is the image creation of Petraeus himself as the mythical great leader, the ‘Warrior-Scholar’[56]. The actual strategy looks quite different when the surface of the image is scratched. The Grand Strategy defined as a human-focused Counter-Insurgency operation acts closer to notions of ‘compellence’ that can be found in the ‘On War’ book. A compellence victory is simply, “[i]f the adversary’s costs exceed the value of what he is fighting for before one’s own costs become unacceptable, then the adversary will capitulate” (Plehn, 2005). It is convincing the enemy of your greater will[57]. The COIN in this line of thinking is a deceit, a part of the compellence of ideas. The fight is an epistemological warfare.
The American military has pre-determined that it is the guardian of the nature of America’s values (See (FM3-07 'Stability Operations Manual', 2008))--it is literally part of its doctrine-- so it determines the value of what they are fighting for, the image of the United States, the nature of American identity. The doctrine-- a codification of what beliefs must be believed-- can be read through the American army manuals, and the now famous COIN manual is no exception. But possibly the origin of the doctrine on paper is General Caldwell’s Stability manual. It squarely positions the military aim as to extend beyond the regular parameters of the military as “Military success alone will not be sufficient to prevail in this environment. To confront the challenges before us, we must strengthen the capacity of the other elements of national power” (my italics, ’Foreword’ of (FM3-07 'Stability Operations Manual', 2008)). The manual is embarrassingly obvious: do not leave the thinking to the thinkers[58].
Consider the ways the strategy through the thinktanks has been organised. This Paper suggests how the Obama Review of December 2010 was played up as a way to mollify the political classes concerns on the way the war was been fought. When the review was about to appear, the evidence was gathered in such a way as to ensure the result of no change. But the non-review Review strategy was effective in a broader meta-strategy of kicking the concerns of the thinktanks into the long grass. A reporter for Current Intelligence recalls how “in February this year… think-tank ‘lifers’ in Washington told me to sit tight in anticipation of the ‘big review’ coming up in December which would deliver some much-needed policy changes” (Linschoten A. , 2010). Petraeus then pushed several lines that either contradicted each other or at least ran against his own strategy. Petraeus pressed the argument that the momentum had shifted and that America now has the upper hand. In the meta-strategy it does not actually matter whether this is ‘true’, by whatever assessment is used to determine this, merely that it is understood to be evident by the American public and ideally by the enemy. Virilio points out "beating an enemy involves not so much capturing as captivating them" (Virilio, 2008, p. 14), the victory itself is mediated. The second necessary claim by Petraeus is the targeting of the leadership works. That a process of decapitation is working as a strategy of Clausewitzian ‘compellence’. Petraeus is not hiding this strategy, there is no conspiracy, but it is not as pleasant on the eye as the COIN counter-insurgency operations. The COIN is a drama enactment of the actual war as a “kinder, gentler war” (Cohen M. , 2010, p. 76) as opposed to operations “defined by significant… violence against civilians” (p. 76).
But yet the meta-strategy is to convince the sheer numbers killed mean it is working to some degree. The real question, that is irresolvable, is will the killings and their collateral killings, result in even more fighters, or will the deaths not make any difference. The point that this is unanswerable is one of the notions of the ‘fog of war’ that is unacceptable to the public palette. The thinktanks, in their storms of scientism, demand ‘metrics’ (a set of measurements that quantify results)[59] to prove a victory is coming; the army cannot show victory, but only attempt to counter their demand for metrics. This has resulted in an incredible, primitive Spring Rites dance of unending circularities, where the effect is the cause and vice versa (“wet streets cause rain” stories).
A further claim by Petraeus is the military strategy is subservient to the political goal. Yet Petraeus has gone out of his way to forestall political settlements among the local players (e.g. Pakistan, Pashtun tribes, the Afghan government etc.). This is understandable through the glare of meta-strategy. The General must offer a prospect of closure to the American public but to ensure a strengthened position in negotiations must offer no chips for the enemy. He described, at the Royal United Services Institute for Defence and Strategic Studies (RUSI) thinktank in London, the ‘meetings’ so far “would not rise to the level of being called negotiations” (Abbas, 2010). Part of this strategy is to claim Mullah Omar is not important in any future settlement. It even seems part of the negotiation strategy of the United States is to damage ongoing negotiation attempts of the Pakistani and key Afghan players[60].
The final gesture-claim by Petraeus is to not question the Karzai government, or the way the State is run. This ignores the corruption, positions the Warlords as forces outside the government, sees only a legitimate institute. Petraeus is keeping the vision of the nature of The War in sight. Clausewitz said, a commander should be “neither mistaking it for, nor trying to turn it into, something that is alien to its nature” (Regier, 2009). The war is a battle of retribution[61] and rage (Holland, 2009) that American must now win to show the righteousness of the rage, that is, the American public seek a victory from the humiliation of 9/11. Since ‘rage’ is not in the International Law lexicon other reasons are provided, such as humanitarian and nation-building, but Petraeus stays on focus. This Janus- faced reasoning for war can be constantly altered as the demands of the watching public and foreign policymaking elite require (Roxborough, 1994, p. 630)[62]. Petraeus is ‘on message’.
The role of the thinktanks in this drama depends on how they perceive their role. Their rational instrumentality may be to go along with the Grand Strategy. They may be more academically critical, in which case, they are currently being ‘gamed’. Yet perhaps they deserve to be gamed. Unlike the unspoken, rhetorical position of the US Army (they can be heard everywhere, but never actually express the base purpose for their talking), the thinktank thinker is entrapped in the episteme of the Foreign Policy Culture. This requires they perceive of the war as only about ‘Af-Pak’ or only about ‘Afghanistan’, or with luck, only about ‘War on Terrorism’. They are by the Kantian framework of categorising[63] and seeking truth, not allowed to engage in discussions on the beneficence of ‘Americanness’ in the war in Afghanistan: it simply is not allowed as a discussion topic; the big CNAS report simply says “critical U.S. interests are at stake” (Exum, Fick, Humayan, & Kilcullen, 2009, p. 3) when describing what must be done. Only occasionally do the thinktanks go further. ‘The Coming Anarchy’ theme by Robert Kaplan (originally an article in ‘The Atlantic’ and then a book: see (Kaplan R. , 2001)) appears to be deeply influenced by the Orientalist traditions of foreign policymaking (Porter, Military orientalism: Eastern war through Western eyes, 2009) preferring grand rhetoric and big ideas[64]. His theories are intensely enticing and he has managed to write for thinktanks, in addition to selling bestselling books. Kaplan comes across as the successor to Churchill and Kipling. His writing works as a form of evangelising to those who do not have time or the insight to see his bigger picture. Kaplan may be the first moments of a rupture of the thinktank consensus of scientism/postivism (with a suppressed orientalism), as he trumps back for the overt Churchillian orientalism.
In contrast, the American military view appears encapsulated in a 1997 comment by a US marine General: “it is no longer enough for Marines to ‘reflect’ the society they defend. They must lead it, not politically but culturally. For it is the culture we are defending” (Mirzoeff, 2009, p. 2). The strategy of the US military now “centres on the interpenetration of United States public opinion with events in [the country in war]” (p.2). Petraeus becomes a locus of symbols and dramas while “[m]ere civilians can only imagine the vast, hidden reservoir of secrets a man like David Petraeus carries within him… the record of screw-ups, the evidence of bad decisions and embarrassing outcomes and, finally, the hypocrisies and outright lies” (Grant, Truth through a soda straw, 2010). Perhaps the ultimate objective is to make sure that no longer is it that “[t]oo often in Afghanistan… tomorrow [… ] look[s] just like yesterday…” but instead “ [a]fter Obama's decision is implemented, Afghanistan must somehow look different” (Gerson, 2009). The military can then collude within strategies that operate via simple notions of ‘tribes’, that help to cleanse the war and remove ‘the dark’ (as Dick Cheney put it), that is necessary to give the inherently unpredictable and undesirable a fighting chance of success. Perhaps this explains the extraordinarily noisy and receptive reaction to a report by Major Gant[65]. The Washington Post quotes Petraeus as saying “Maj. Jim Gant's paper is very impressive -- so impressive, in fact, that I shared it widely," and then claims “while McCrystal distributed it to all commanders in Afghanistan. One senior military official went so far as to call Gant ‘Lawrence of Afghanistan.’” (Scott Tyson, 2010). What can apparently be observed is the military Grand Strategy and its epistemic framework trying to override the political functionary roles of the thinktank policymakers, who normally have only a limited knowledge of the thinking of the military arts.
In the meantime, the military understands itself as involved in a long war of 50 years that goes well beyond the political positioning of the United States current President (Hayden, 2009) that involves fighting in an ‘Arc of Instability’ lots of low profile but necessary wars. The traditional Foreign policymaking culture simply does not have the framework to deal with this argument or logic of unending war[66]. It goes to the heart of Americanness. The new Democrat Party- orientated CNAS thinktank recognises this notion of the new ‘Indian War’ of 50 years (i.e. ‘Long War’ such as the wars inside North America against the ‘Red Indians’ such as the Apache or Comanche) and was perhaps formed as a counter to avoid ‘defeat’, which was ironically the very demand of Democrat party voters. That is, the Democrat elite wanted more time to get victory rather than pursue the more favoured policy of running and withdrawal popular among their own party faithful.
The thinktanks either offer support of the dominant thinking; or a compliant, mildly counter-intuitive alternative. The critique is so rare because the epistemic framework appears to not allow it. Professional success of an individual is not possible without agreement with the big thinktanks (Walt, 2009). The political economy of the thinktanks makes criticism a dangerous game. The nature of knowledge makes it difficult for one or two men in a remote office in Washington to question the game of the American military. Since the very ontology of the thinktank production machine is situated in the stability of the American nation-state, so it tends to “to be allied with the stability of the victors and rulers, [and not] –the more difficult path – to consider that stability as a state of emergency threatening the less fortunate with the danger of complete extinction” (Said E. , Representations of the intellectual: the 1993 Reith lectures, 1994, p. 26). This is Foucault’s political economy of truth (Foucault & Gordon, 1980, p. 131). Instead of analysing and reflecting on limits (Deleuze called this a ‘limit-attitude’)-- the essence of resistance--, the thinktanks tend towards adducing ideas that follow through the integral lines of power. They offer a kind of supply of thoughts to be seized upon the hegemonic discourses. There is no sense of the radical, the unthinkable. New thinktanks are created-- quite literally-- if new supplies of thoughts are needed (e.g. CNAS was setup in 2007).
The mistake of the thinktanks is to categorise the action of the United States in Afghanistan as a war, or more accurately, a Total War: a war where anything goes[67]. In fact, it is a limited confrontation, there is no suggestion of American troops obliterating everything in sight. There are clear and extraordinary limits on their actions. So rather than a Foucauldian ‘War’ (a war’s war) where the aim is to decimate the subjected other (simply remove them), the confrontation is a ‘Power (as Foucault would understand ‘power’) struggle’, with America trying to change the actions of the subjected (power upon the subject to be subjected to power). Since it is not ‘War’, the range of political discourses fit within the strategy of the fight. The fight should invite questions of Americanness, the larger questions of a War of Rage, as legitimate parts of the confrontation. The military escalate the power of subjection by inviting an interpretation of a ‘Global War’.
At ‘first critique’, the Global War by the United States is a war on recalcitrant cultures that have not been persuaded of the American way: neo-liberal capitalism and a docile population[68]. This, a war on culture. And the essence of a war on culture is a counter-insurgency. A counter-insurgency is a war on the alien and irreconcilable part of the culture. Its aim is produced legitimacy. This is how the two dominant forces of American rationalism are played out. One is the dominant force of governance. The occupation of Afghanistan appears simply a technique of government, to pull Afghanistan into the neo-liberal age[69]. On the other hand, the emotional heart of an existential struggle is implied should there be a suggestion of American defeat. The emotionalism of the latter is linked back to the former as to lose, and to feel unable to govern, would lead to being unable to govern others, the will would be lost. The Islamist is the cultural world exception, simply beyond enculturation into the neoliberal dream. The Field Manual for Counterinsurgency requires the Commander to see the whole arena of the fight, to see the ‘visuality’. The arena for Petraeus-- he has specifically said-- includes the domestic audience of America.
The thinktanks cannot respond to this as the-- now-- Global War finds Afghanistan is merely a cog, and is defined in terms beyond that of a political conflict. The new Global War is not the biopolitics of Foucault (Foucault M. , 2009) or the human rights disaster (the chronic State of Exception of Schmitt (see (Schmitt C. , 2003))). The lack of strategic necessity makes this war impossible to grasp politically, and potentially more dangerous. The war is “a war that is fought without real enemies: war that is driven by ideas of self-expression rather than imposed necessity” (Chandler, 2009, p. 255). The West actually lacks a political instrumentality. The con trick is to believe the West, and America in particular, has reasoned out a political rationality and generated a strategy. There is no neoliberal empire and there is no regulatory strategy of biopower. The security discourses on Afghanistan have ‘globalised’ into fears of a terrorist base precisely because the lack of any interest at stake. The war instead constructs the purpose: “War becomes not the ultimate means to achieve an objective, but the most ‘efficient’ way of finding one” (Laid, 1998, p. 95).
The thinktanks cannot offer a vision of winning since although the United States had already ‘won’, it stuck around long enough to ‘lose’[70]. America’s primary concern is to get a dramatic ‘win’, the ‘state-building’ is a curiosity item, with little money or effort expended. They cannot be serious if they spend so much more on the military component than the civil. The thinktanks cannot approach the question of how not to lose, how to commit to a ‘non-withdrawal’ because in their rational/scientific logic this falls into the realm of politics. They self-exclude. How else can they explain the tendency of democracies to go to war with the wrong strategy: “Surely a pragmatic state would rather not fight a war at all than fight one it is likely to lose” (Caverley, 2010, p. 126). Democracies are subject to primal desires. War is, as Clausewitz noted, the trinity of irrational passions, with measured rationality, and chance, inside the brewing pot of violence. If the framework of analysis is to only look at the rational and to ignore the irrational, and demote chance to bad planning, then the thinktanks must struggle to make a coherent policy.
The thinktanks appear to be compelled into the scientific rational Kantianism their stock and trade. The early developers of their discipline, such as E. H. Carr[71], are repositioned as theorists and not historians. The early creators of knowledge are not romantic adventurers but early anthropologists. Yet somehow the army via its epistemic framework appears at some level to have the ability to go beyond this way of thinking. Perhaps at some point positivism breaks down. Its attempts to separate facts from emotion, and ideas from evidence, work perhaps in confined and controlled situations, but not in anything with human interaction. The life of the army is the brute moment where essentialism of life appears. It matters how knowledge is understood to the soldier since they play with the very sense of truth, they determine life and death in an area of life that is fickle and unpredictable, the application of pure violence.
The typical position is to claim a military myopia for the wrong strategy being used to fight an insurgency war. That is, a political disconnect between the civil and military authorities, where the military just get things wrong. This was President Johnson’s opinion in Vietnam (Caverley, 2010, p. 127). The alternative is to suggest the military simply reflects the preferences of a democratic country; the public ‘choose’ the wrong strategy for winning and so they lose (p.155). This Paper suggests a third way. The military seize upon the COIN as a way to win at home-- everyone supports COIN, it is a compassionate fight of American culture against the bad guy of an alien and incomprehensible force-- and then impose a strategy of annihilation on a suitable enemy, the enemy that they can best make out given the vagueness of the political demands, so that there can be a victory of sorts. The military, by delaying withdrawal gives itself the best chance of randomly coming across a ‘victory condition’ in the ‘fog of war’. This can be dressed up by the neo-conservatives as a need for more willpower, or as a former military analyst for the Pentagon puts it, “moronic ramblings in the pundocracy about strategy being merely a neo-Hitlerian question of willpower” (Spinney, Obama as LBJ, 2009). This is the American need for ‘Peace with honour’, withdrawing without apparently losing, familiar to viewers of America’s visual war in Vietnam. The rightwing position (e.g. at thinktank level by Robert Kaplan and at newspaper level by David Brooks in the New York Times) has become the mainstream. As a commentator put it: “[Obama’s] game revolves around the idea that all the mistakes were made by Bush, but since they are now so institutionalized that they constitute The-State-Of-America-Today, to rock the boat would only damage the nation” (Grant, 2011). Inertia is the strategy. Obama is limited in his options by epistemes (frames of knowledge) decades, or centuries old.
Surge, Non-Withdrawal, and Nation-Building
Going in is easy. The military culture-- the militarization of American life-- is apparent from observers of other countries. Indeed, Lutz suggests there is “…a powerful nostalgia and desire for war in a new generation” (Lutz, 2002, p. 724). Of course, “[c]ulture in all its various forms… the language of international law, academic disciplinary conventions, educational aid, enlightenment philosophy, etc.—has the ability to transform military adventures into palatable foreign policy” (Hassan, 2008, p. 14). But in America there has developed a “military definition of reality" (Wright Mills, 1956, p. 191). And now the “[m]ilitary commanders in regional headquarters are modern-day proconsuls,” (Ikenberry, 2004, p. 5) backed by the American-centric visions of Hollywood and narrow patriotism of the American [72].
There are three key narrative drives for the American military machine since World War II: ‘Surge’, ‘non-withdrawal’ and ‘nation-building’. These drives tightly control decisions.
The United States cannot withdraw from Afghanistan. A blunt statement that needs examination. It can be more accurately said that the United States cannot discursively withdraw from Afghanistan. It must at least appear not to withdraw. This is because “a military occupation that ends with the complete withdrawal of all foreign troops from the occupied territory almost always is associated with political failure, lost causes, and wasted lives” (Hassan, 2008, p. 1). The damage to the United States is too great according to the framing of American-ness. Americans must perceive America as a winner. America prefers to remain in occupation[73] than actually withdraw and look like losers. There is a secondary narrative of the danger of a ‘bloodbath’ or other nightmares if a withdrawal was to take place. Americans see themselves as doing good, and this lies at the heart of America[74]. An occupation is not an act of imperialism or domination but is genuinely seen in altruistic terms[75].
Withdrawal is raised as a notion only in order to dismiss the notion. Whenever it was considered in Vietnam it was only as something linked to ‘surrender’ or ‘dishonor [sic]’. Withdrawal “became… a way to maintain, or even intensify, the war while pacifying the American public” (Engelhardt, 2007). Since victory is ingrained in the American national narrative, withdrawal can only be insinuated in a negative sense (Engelhardt, 2007). The recent thinktank documents all invite ways of extricating America from Afghanistan without actually having to think in terms of withdrawal (e.g. CNAS, (Barno, 2010): “The way ahead in Afghanistan is not a complete withdrawal”, p.8, and “Early and wholesale withdrawal of U.S. forces will affirm the belief that the United States is not a reliable ally”, p.23).
This contrasts with the Afghan perspective. For an Afghan it is not hard to think the American military is the war. Its presence generates the war, since it is an alien army occupying foreign territory with a maligned government. Edward Luttwak, an American military strategist, argues: “The vast majority of Afghans and Iraqis naturally believe their religious leaders. The alternative would be to believe what for them is entirely unbelievable: that foreigners are unselfishly expending blood and treasure in order to help them. They themselves would never invade a foreign country except to plunder it…” (Luttwak, 2007, p. 5). What is interesting from the perspective of trying to ‘win’, is the difficulty in fitting within the (self-centred) framework of Americans doing good, with a ‘situational awareness’ (as the army would call it) of knowing how Afghans feel, in attempting to draw up a strategy. The discursive framing of withdrawal becomes part of a strategy of winning. The withdrawal affects and effects the outcome (Cameron, 2010). The withdrawal is central to the present. Victory appears to be connected to whether a military presence can be left behind, thus, discursively withdrawing only. The British in Malaya, about the only successful counter-insurgency operation among the operations studied for the American COIN, is perhaps regarded as a successful despite the British withdrawing because they could leave a presence behind (p.48-49). In other words, there was no withdrawal in the typical sense of the word. Iraq seems to fit these victory conditions[76].
The ‘Surge’ appears as a fresh idea that exploded on the scene to resolve the war in Iraq. Tom Ricks, in the Pulitzer prize winning book ‘The Gamble’, has turned the surge strategy into a military legend. Ricks writes, “The answer for what to do in Iraq would come largely through one person, Gen. David Petraeus…” (Ricks, The Gamble: General Petraeus and the Untold Story of the American Surge in Iraq, 2010, p. 15). The account through “its advocacy of the new counterinsurgency orthodoxy that its cast of characters, narrative arc and subtle norms have [now] passed into mainstream lore” (Khalili, 2010). Yet there are two important points. The surge did not bring victory to Iraq, there were other far more important factors at play, such as ‘the Awakening’ (Coulter, 2010), and the American military has a long and undistinguished history in ‘Surges’, they are not a dramatic new idea. There were surges in Vietnam. And there already have been five or six surges in Afghanistan, after all, it simply refers to a short-term troop increase. But the ‘Obama surge’ is the one the newspapers have locked onto (read a new York Times web conference here (Obama’s Surge Strategy in Afghanistan, 2009)). Petraeus specifically rejects it is an ‘Iraq-style surge’ (Eaton-Robb, 2009). The styling trumps the material numbers increase.
The final part of the foreign policy triumvirate of America is ‘nation-building’. This concept is implied into counterinsurgency; there must be a structure in place which is to be protected. Nation-building is locked into notions of the spread of democracy, and capitalism, under the umbrella of freedom. It necessarily means a certain type of freedom, but simultaneously pushes a universalising of that freedom. An enforcement of nation-building is recognised within the phrase ‘stability’. This is counted by the numbers dying per month. The American military have long been involved in it. The very phrase implies “organized conflict as a finite task to be completed. Once finished, Americans walk way and move on to the next task“ (Beeman, no date). It also crucially “keeps [the American policymakers and military planners] from seeing the interconnections between conflict events, and blinds us to the need both for follow-up and prophylactic planning” (Beeman, no date). This works if the Enemy (the Other) has the same view of conflict, its nature, and its rules; but if not, even after ‘victory’ is declared--think Bush’s ‘Mission Accomplished’ speech in 2003 on USS Abraham Lincoln --they can still be disputing the results years later. Porter points out America “assumed that its opponents shared the view that hostilities ended when Iraq’s field army was defeated” (Porter, Military orientalism: Eastern war through Western eyes, 2009). The victory is intersubjectively determined by the clash of ideas of the United States with the Afghan peoples and the other on-looking powers. The operational desire of nation-building can fail to account for strategic interests of the regional or global. A victory at one level is a defeat at the next. This is why the decision to use the French Algerian counterinsurgency experience (e.g. (Galula, 1964)) is so instructive of American army thinking. The new French army counterinsurgency led to short-term success but then ultimately France had to withdraw from Algeria, partly from the backlash caused by the ruthlessness of the counterinsurgency, or so the story goes. Why learn to replicate a defeat?
The nation-building requires a government, and this requires legitimacy, and legitimacy is generated by sovereignty, which requires winning the minds of the subjects. There is an embedded flaw in the operational level ‘hearts and minds’ routine for the nation-building. The wording is so ambiguous and such a ‘glitter phrase’--meaning everything to everyone-- that it degenerates into not a fight over ideologies but a popularity contest over who can give the most (Millen, 2010, p. 34). It raises public expectations, allows corruption and undermines local markets (p.36). The violence of capitalism, with its rendering obsolete certain trades and starting new types of property can create intense stress (Choharis & Gavrilis, 2010, p. 40). The ‘hearts and minds’ rests on an idea that all the West can bestow is a good thing; it has allowed the ideology of capitalism to triumph in the Western mind. The ‘parallel government’ of the Taliban has proved to be popular (p.34). Compellence of obedience-- Clausewitz- style-- while not as soft for the media, may result in fewer deaths in the long run. This inherent flaw in hearts and minds-- its sheer meaninglessness and the attached dangers-- must be recalled when articulating decisions to be made, and consideration of impact in other areas of life in Afghanistan (e.g. the tribes).
Nation-building is necessarily empty of detail in discussions as it generates four central clashes (Corn, 2009) with desires back home in the United States. These are: the old knowledge of days gone by is the only way to secure legitimacy (e.g. restoration of the monarchy), getting legitimacy at the global level undermines local legitimacy (e.g. women’s rights), delaying democracy increases unity of effort and ultimately delivers a better chance of democracy, signalling long-term commitment can also bring the disadvantage of alienation by the locals.
“counterinsurgency doctrine has been evolving backward, from the doubts of the 1950s to the certitudes of 1890”--Luttvak
The United States does not have the option of completely destroying Afghanistan (Zambernardi, 2010, p. 23). It will not plan for the killing of all the people there. Nor does it have the monetary outlay for introducing a fresh government schema for Afghanistan-- for example, an advanced Jeffersonian neo-liberal state. Its horizons are somewhere in-between. But the operational implies it is closer to the latter. The budget tells differently: 100 billion on the war in 2010 but only 5 billion of that was development aid (Todenhofer, 2011). And of that 5 billion, forty percent went back to the USA as profits and fees. The USA position neatly and predictably falls within Clausewitz’s sophisticated notion of the political determining the violence of war. Its inability to pursue ‘pure war’, and its inability to so swamp Afghanistan with material benefits that it changes the very society from without[77], it must play the game of compromise: politics. A young army captain puts it well: "We're [the USA] the insurgents here...and we're selling a poor product called the Kabul government” (Capt. Matt Golsteyn, quoted in (West, 2011)).
Material realities clash with cherished considerations of the United States. The boundary of the brute truths and the ideas from the United States is the area in which the US military must organise. To use an argument out of context and to the opposite meaning intended by a former Pentagon military analyst, “testing of the final product in the competitive market of the battlefield will be the ultimate arbiter of success or failure of life or death of what really works” (Spinney, 2003). Clausewitz called the battlefield as like ‘commerce’, as a battlefield of ideas and exchange.
The past counter-insurgencies used as model examples for the military COIN Field Manual are from colonial powers attempting to impose their will. That is, they are one side of the equation. This allowed the colonial power complete control of the government, because they are the government. The Obama ‘Strategy’ actually came after the decision to escalate, that had been implied in his campaign rallies (Auken, 2008). The hearts and minds part of the operational level helps to alleviate the burden, creating “a self-referencing myth of antiseptic war that can be likened to a bloodless video game” (Spinney, 2007).
The alternative to COIN is (a Clausewitzian) ‘compellence’. This is an operation of brute force. It is argued that this differentiating of ideas into three groupings (‘total war’, ‘compellence’ and ‘hearts and minds’) is a central problem in seeking victory. The operations all necessarily imply a certain understanding of the world. Luttwak argues there is no elusive key, no special kind of war that ‘resolves’ (furnishes) this conflict except pure violence: and this would be to create a wasteland and call it ‘peace’ (Luttwak, 2007). Intriguingly, while the draft version (the second draft) of the FM3-24 COIN manual does not allow coercive policies (see (Kilcullen D. , 2007)), the well sold, but apparently unread final version does cover this topic area, although it maintains the notion of a new type of war (or, at least, a re-freshed old type of war with a new take). A gap is revealed in the military understanding. Petraeus sanctions a Clausewitzian strategy of counterinsurgency using compellence. The now controlling episteme of the new regime of COIN, calls for a hearts and minds strategy with careful cultural critiques of the narratives, or else a resorting to a ‘populist-Clausewitzian’ (i.e. not what Clausewitz said but what people imagine he said if they have not read past page 16 of ‘On war’) war of pure war, depending on the level it is looked at.
The current possibilities, require an attempt to gain cultural understanding of involved parties. If there is not force, then there is Foucaldian power, which necessarily requires persuasion of the other. This is called ‘the Cultural Turn’ (Porter, 2007). The tension is in whether there are intrinsic embedded differences[78] or whether ultimately everyone is the same. The former approach, tends the military to take an Orientalist approach. The favouring of literature from the 1890s of British military campaigns and not the more doubting anthropology of the 1950s, suggests the dominance of this approach. A final view that does not resonate in the military framework is that counterinsurgency cannot work and that “no amount of on-the-ground experience can be collated, edited, and analyzed to produce a strategy for using military force which is… successful”[79].
The American military, at least at a narrative level, has bought into the ‘Cultural Turn’, which is seen (wrongly) as an abandoning of Clausewitz. It has set up the ‘Human Terrain System’ (see (Finney & others, 2008)). A system of using anthropologists and embedding them into the military programme.
The handbook sees its thinking within the normal linear model of military thinking. There is a plan, a mission, and then an action, and then a result. The Cultural Turn goes back to Kipling and Churchill (as will be seen below) and not to the new non-positivist ideas of anthropology. In other words, there is no novelty, no re-framing of the thinking of the US military, but instead fresh approaches are stuck on the end of old-thinking of designs and methodologies [80]. Luttwak, the military strategist, in an article for Harpers magazine calls the COIN approach ‘military malpractice’ (Luttwak, 2007). COIN is not a novelty.
An exaggerated impression of American military omnipotence in Operational skills must not be registered. They have been criticised for a poor knowledge of Afghan history, a terrible use of sources, an advocacy- over- analysis approach, an overemphasis on personal experience, weak editing of writings, and overconfidence (Bleur, 2010). A particular assemblage of ideas, methods and old habits have led to things being this way, but the implementation at the foot soldier level is haphazard and almost comical at times. The US attempts to master this situation was to use British anthropology from the 19th-century with their elite Task Force 121 (the High Value Target unit). A military colonel said: “we literally don’t know where to go for information on what makes other societies ‘tick’. So we use Google to make policy” (McFate M. , 2005). A US soldier in Iraq described the only way to develop cultural awareness was the “the University of Barnes and Nobel” (McFate M. , 2005, p. 14), a reference to the nationwide booksellers in the United States. Anthropology has been removed from the American war machine, despite the origins of anthropology as the ‘handmaiden of colonialism’. The American army formed the Bureau of American Ethnology after wars with the ‘Red Indians’. The war work of Ruth Benedict (Benedict, 1946), made through this bureau, is still a classic on Japanese character. It is significant that the Benedict work has now apparently altered Japanese perceptions of themselves (Kent, 1999). The US army act of ‘forgetting’ has forced it to ‘search’ again for old ideas.
What can the State (civilian and military) learn. It must recognise that the narratives for understanding the world both help and hinder. The narratives must be viewed with an eye on their origins and the power assemblages that put them there. They must be interrogated to see what depth they have, and then a reconciliation of differing ‘truths’ as argued by different epistemic frameworks can come about. Statecraft must be aware of its own nature, the limitations of its own understandings[81]. It must be aware of the interactive forces that go on from the highest order issue to the lowest order (Jervis, 1997, pp. 48-49). The centrality of ‘metrics’ in the thinktank and policy concerns of policy makers is an attempt to impose a linear idea into a Clausewitzian non-linear system. In Vietnam, by relying on them (such as a body count), the abstraction invited inferences that should not have been made-- e.g. victory or was it failure (Creveld, 1985). The statecraft mechanisms offer a way to appear in control, but at the same time invite failure. Petraeus’ efforts to welcome ‘bottom up’ efforts (i.e. the troops on the ground have the ideas) parallels with sciences attempt to use intense simplification to resolve non-linear systems (Kellert, 1993, p. 115). A hero figure-- i.e. a rare individual-- may be the only person who can ‘read’ this complexity. A set of unwavering statements of ‘cause’ and ‘effect’ cannot.
Just the awareness itself of the unsuitability of linear ideas might help to ‘kill’ policies that would be bad in a complex system. In non-linear systems, changes tend to be rare and sudden (Shermer, 1997, p. 24) rather than the gradual ‘metric- friendly’ changes. It requires different techniques. The statecraft offered must be an ‘aide memoire’ rather than a stated change in specifics, a prepared list. And it must be open to the feedback loop from the war itself (Beyerchen, 1992). Statecraft’s only explicit feedback from the war is ‘metrics’ or the pre-writing dynamics of determining when to write a report; in other words, the only gesture towards brute consequences, it left off the table: when to publish, what editorial line to follow, what issues to include, what to exclude. War is like of ‘game of cards’ (Clausewitz, Howard, & Paret, 1976, p. 86) for Clausewitz: an issue of probabilities that are open to understanding by humans, and that depends on the ability to ‘read’ others . But he also resists strongly the idea that it is possible to gain sufficient information to resolve unknowns (Clausewitz, Howard, & Paret, 1976, p. 595).
The Way Ahead
The tactical manoeuvres of the America’s military arts have a familiar ring replicated from the frontier wars in the North America continent, and the blessing of nuclear weapons (Appleman William, 1955) gave the US State a sense of divine providence and offered it the opportunity of divine retribution. The nation-building, the refusal to withdrawal, the fear of quagmire, the opportunity of expansion, are all part of the grander national sentiment.
Speculating into the broad bounding narratives (the meta-discourses), as large swathes of American voters buy into the notion of the frontier man Jacksonian thought, this is a ‘heartland’ America vision with a strong emotional patriotism (exemplified by the ratings success of Fox News) (Mead, 2002). This requires that the army only be used to ‘win wars’ and not for unnecessary moral adventures. So the need to find a narrative that results in ‘winning’, however it is shaped, is vital in grabbing this crowds’ support. This crowd may be more strongly republican but the decaying narrative of a ‘War on Terrorism’ rather than, say, a stabilising mission in Afghanistan, or a peace-building mission, cannot be simply dumped by the Democrat president.
Perhaps a lesson can be learnt from the US Army. The Army is still embedded in a linear, positivist style of fighting, that suits the pure war of a World War and the traditions of bureaucratic decision-making ( (Czerwinski, 1998, p. 11), “Bureaucracy is the quintessential linearization technique in social affairs”). The changes remain surface changes. It prefers problem-solving to new paradigms of innovation by bold thinking and conjecture (see (Kilduff & Mehra, 1997) for postmodern research). The beliefs and ideas that are taken for granted need the greatest attention. A creative tension allows opportunities to transcend trapped thinking and break conventional wisdom. The elements of irony and paradox (as noted in this examination) should be celebrated and not seen as anti-education. The most persuasive ideas are artistic constructions. Yet what Petraeus has done is by avoiding new thinking to become the dogma of the army, he has allowed back-channels and new innovations to develop from the bottom-up. He appears to comprehend the problems of attempting to assert control[82]. There is no guarantee of success but an issue confronts the army: since hierarchy and discipline are such a large part of its structure, how can innovations that have most succeeded be sure to spread their success.
The positivism of the ‘rational’ position stands out in this paper as often the greatest danger. The logic it utilises should be celebrated but the mistake is to also presume in a rationality for the assumptions it is based on. Humans do not, by nature, work rationally, and since the target audience is human this is a key point. People are “very impressed by recent, rare, frightening events, whatever the credentialed experts say” (Bereby, 2011). Those survival mechanisms will plug into which narrative Americans will find acceptable. And quite possibly it is better to listen to than claims of ‘rationality’. The former has managed to keep humans surviving for a lot longer than the latter. But it is important to note these tendencies are maladapted for the complex world of today. Nevertheless, President Obama read the former well. He went after Osama, despite his sidelining and quiet removal from command by Al Qaeda, and created a victory good enough to bring the boys home. Victory.
1. i.e. it is not just a suggestion that politicians should be sure to use war for political purposes, which is the normal interpretation. [return to text]
2. “[The US military] should be reading the history of the British Empire in the latter half of the nineteenth century… if they did nothing else right the British Army and government did understand the value of strategy. They understood the essence of linking means to ends… they did not see military operations as ends in themselves but instead as a means to achieve policy objectives” (Gentile G. , 2009). [return to text]
3. See the intermingling of the political with the military at (Cornish, 2009). [return to text]
4. See icasualties.org/oef/: the United States: 2001 12, 2002 49, 2003 48, 2004 52, 2005 99 , 2006 98, 2007 117, 2008 155, 2009 317, 2010 499 [return to text]
5. This is derived from the Foucaldian sense of epistemes. These are frameworks for determining what can and cannot be said in certain epochs, for deciding the ‘conditions of possibility’. (Foucault M. , 1970) [return to text]
6. “…always like ghosts”, (Foust, 2010). [return to text]
7. “All we have to do is begin to show progress and that will be sufficient to add time to the clock and we'll get what we need", Petraeus speaking to Gen Lute, (Woodward B. , 2010). [return to text]
8. “Once the report was portrayed as critical to decisions about the course of the conflict and the pace of withdrawal“, (Cooper & Sanger, 2010). [return to text]
9. See extensive discussion later. [return to text]
10. This was specifically registered with the Foucaldian analysis by Said, where he saw ‘Orientalism’ as a political doctrine willed over the Orient. His noting of the four elements in the rendering has an eerie similarity to Afghanistan and the USA: expansion, historical confrontation, sympathy, classification: (Said E. , 1978) [return to text]
11. “…the most far-reaching act of judgment that the statesman and commander have to make is to establish… the kind of war on which they are embarking; neither mistaking it for, nor trying to turn it into, something that is alien to its nature.” (Clausewitz, Howard, & Paret, 1976, pp. Ch 1, Part 27). This is interpreted as a question of willpower. But it seems to ask more what passions will allow what success. It is magnifying the loop of desire with achievable material changes. [return to text]
12. E.g among other things, going in to save Afghan women. [return to text]
13. (Hansen, 2006, p. 76) [return to text]
14. These are the phrases used on a consulting company-produced mapping of the elements needed to win in a ‘cause and effect’ war that gained significant press coverage. It is telling the American military used a consulting company, suggesting the consulting paper was as much about changing USA beliefs as demonstrating the American Grand Strategy. [return to text]
15. “The war in Afghanistan is at a crossroads, as it is at all times”, (Foust, Don’t bring a knife to a gunfight… over Afghan strategy, 2010). [return to text]
16. “that threatened the capitals on both sides of the Durand Line, with Pakistani nukes hanging in the balance, to a conference dedicated to formulating an exit strategy, albeit a less-than-realistic one -- with a nail-biting stretch of strategic review-induced hysteria in between”, (Grunstein, 2010). [return to text]
17. This phrase is an example of an expert-only phrase delineating those in the know, from those outside. [return to text]
18. E.g. Korea, Grenada, Vietnam, Iraq, Afghanistan, Haiti, Kosovo. [return to text]
19. This is even more confusing than it first appears. The 2010 date was withdrawal of Combat forces only. There is a further final withdrawal date of 31 December 2011 for Iraq. But this date also looks to not actually have a material consequence of zero troops on the ground. [return to text]
20. “Victory in war is about breaking will,” (Bartholomees, 2008, p. 35). [return to text]
21. “Treating war conceptually as akin to law enforcement or carrying out the will of history implies that one must win-- no other outcome is conceivable”, (Kecskemeti, 1970, p. 115). [return to text]
22. “states borrow the language and moral force of the law enforcement paradigm without accepting the real responsibilities that normally come with it”, Ericson in (Dean, 2010, p. 469). [return to text]
23. “The new stand-off between the asymmetrical strategic cultures of hegemonic superpower and transnational terrorism similarly throws into question both the meaning of victory and the sense in its pursuit as high policy, grand strategy, and operational art”, (Gray, 2002, pp. 5-6). [return to text]
24. “The logic of decisive victory in limited war is generically identical to the logic of success in deterrence. In both cases, the enemy has to choose to cooperate, albeit under duress, if we are to claim some variant of decisive success. He can choose to fight on, calculating that the political decision we seek will be judged by us not to be worth the human, economic, and political costs of protracted, and possibly more intense, combat”, (Gray, 2002, p. 17). [return to text]
25. In 2002, Gray ‘mis-thought’,“It is, I believe, a fact that the United States could not have lost the… war in Afghanistan”, (Gray, 2002, p. 31). [return to text]
26. “Al-Qaida [sic] wants to transform indirect domination – via economy or culture – into a more military one”, (Dorronsoro G. , Afghanistan: the Delusions of Victory, 2003, p. 114). [return to text]
27. There is a tension as to who is the true Clausewitz within the military (as will be seen later). The main enemy of Clausewitz is also Clausewitz, but this ‘anti-Clausewitz’ figure appears to be Clausewitz ‘unread’ or Clausewitz-lite as it drops much of the nuance and insight of his original book. [return to text]
28. “Two new assessments by the U.S. intelligence community present a gloomy picture of the Afghanistan war, contradicting a more upbeat view expressed by military officials”, Los Angeles Times, (Dilanian & Cloud, 2010). [return to text]
29. “Many nongovernment organizations, or NGOs, operating in Afghanistan dispute that any progress has been made by the coalition this year”, Wall Street Journal, (Trofimov, 2010). [return to text]
30. “…the simpletons who need a short synopsis embodied in heroic proportions and in a single individual. Americans love their generals, and their exploits tend towards the mythical”, (Smith, 2010). [return to text]
31. Possibly first mentioned by Clausewitz, Carl von. ‘On War’, Book 2, Chapter 2, Paragraph 24. [return to text]
32. “In 2001 a journalist covering the Afghanistan war discovered a copy of an Everyman edition of Carl Von Clausewitz's ‘On War’ inside an al-Qaeda safe-house”, (Ouardani, 2009). [return to text]
33. The rational/empirical model of thinking that dominates Western thinking since the Enlightenment.
34. View transcript at http://www.onthemedia.org/transcripts/2007/07/27/05 [return to text]
35. “It is said that Clausewitz is more often quoted than read. The reason is simply that he is hard to read linearly”, (Czerwinski, 1998). [return to text]
36. “Essentially, U.S. Army adaptation of design methodology is currently unable to provide the military novel and understandable approaches to complexity”, (Zweibelson, 2011). [return to text]
37. This ‘owning’ of Clausewitz and his closeness to postmodernism needs examination. If it appears cheeky to attempt to equate Clausewitz with postmodernism, there are three retorts to this. The first retort is to argue ‘he is one’, even if he came before the label was invented. Alternatively, it can be viewed as an analogy, as he does appear to be fighting against the science of his age even whilst using the word ‘science’ throughout his work. And finally, it can be argued there was no modernism in the first place, it was and is a fictional retrospective view, part of the broader notion of ‘scientism’. As a questioning of the existence of postmodernism, Foucault mentions in interviews and essays in the 1980s that he is involved in work similar to the positivist Immanuel Kant. Kant had been used as the forefather of positivism, the notion that science is the be all and end all, and that history is of constant progress. Yet a reading of Foucault allows him to be seen within the tradition of Kant, and vice versa, the history of Kant can read him as part of the way of thinking of Foucault. The line is not as neat as the modern day narrative of anti-postmodernism ‘requires’. But it is this anti-postmodernism that leads the American military to despise Foucault. The military in this Paper’s narrative offer the greatest postpositivism in their workings yet display the most dislike of postpositivism among the FP actors. Yet its very failure to discipline itself from crossing the rationalist-empirical border is an act of postmodernism. [return to text]
38. To realize how strong this notion of risk being inherently bad is, the phrase ‘a risk worth taking’ would seem odd to be spoken in political circles in America nowadays, but would have been common 30 years ago. Risk as a possible gain has been written out of conversation. [return to text]
39. There are alternative possibilities. There are several very poor translations, and several abridged versions, the abridged versions leave out the key notions of Clausewitz. [return to text]
40. e.g. see the foreword to the History of Sexuality, (Foucault M. , 1990). [return to text]
41. See the landmark article by (Beyerchen, 1992). This is a key point since a major stumbling block to positivism is the non-linearity of the human-world. [return to text]
42. Note how this works with Afghanistan. America denies any negotiations are ongoing yet the Afghan government continues with its reconciliation programme, a form of ‘reach-out scheme’ to Taliban (Bleur, “Negotiating” with the “Taliban” in Mecca, 2008). [return to text]
43. It also rests on an assumption that basically tribes are a ‘good thing’, since Iraq’s Surge success had a lot to do with the ‘Tribal Awakening’: see (Bleur, 2008). [return to text]
44. “Doctrine writers and strategists revisited the Vietnam War to draw different, more pertinent lessons from that conflict. The manner in which they did this illustrates the way in which institutional memory can change to suit contemporary needs”. [return to text]
45. Bush was in the Air National Guard but participated in no active combat operations. [return to text]
46. See Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986 Pub.L. 99-433 at http://www.au.af.mil/au/awc/awcgate/congress/title_10.htm [return to text]
47. “On one hand, the military institution which reflects solely the social values of the state it is sworn to protect may be incapable of performing that security function effectively based on their inability to divorce themselves from the “social forces, ideologies, and institutions dominant within the society.” (Bennett, 2010, p. 7). [return to text]
48. And for other texts see: CFR, http://www.cfr.org/defense-strategy/counterinsurgency-primer/p18833 [return to text]
49. This new type of law was seen “not as oxymoron but as an adjunct to human rights work and democratic aspirations around the world. It emerged as the newest mode of warfare and was distinguished from ordinary modern warfare primarily by its ideological force. This is a “powerful and paradoxical combination of social evolutionist and human rights discourse” (Lutz, 2002). This type of war implies the backwardness of others, the superiority of the West, and paradoxically, the universal truths of Western human rights. As the Slovenian thinker Zizek put it, “In many ways, these unknown knowns, the disavowed beliefs and suppositions we are not even aware of adhering to, may pose an even greater threat. That is indeed the case with the reasons for this war” (Zizek, 2004, p. 47). [return to text]
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