
        
            
                
            
        

    



















Advance Praise for Fool’s Errand


 


“In Fool’s Errand, Scott Horton masterfully
explains the tragedy of America’s longest war and makes the case for immediate
withdrawal. I highly recommend this excellent book on America’s futile and
self-defeating occupation of Afghanistan.” — Daniel Ellsberg, Pentagon
Papers whistleblower and author of Secrets: A Memoir of Vietnam and the
Pentagon Papers


 


“The real story of the disastrous U.S. war in Afghanistan
must be written so that future generations may understand the folly of
Washington’s warmongers. Scott Horton’s Afghan war history is an important
contribution to this vital effort.” — Ron Paul, M.D., former U.S. congressman
and author of Swords into Plowshares: A Life in Wartime and a Future of
Peace and Prosperity


 


“Scott Horton’s Fool’s Errand is a deeply
insightful and well-informed book on America’s longest war, explaining why it
remains as unwinnable as it ever was. It appears at an important moment as the
Trump administration is once again reinforcing failure.” — Patrick Cockburn,
Middle East correspondent for the Independent, author of The Age of
Jihad: Islamic State and the Great War for the Middle East


 


“An incisive, informative analysis of the Afghan fiasco
and how we got there, scrubbed clean of propaganda and disinformation. Horton
captures the situation very well indeed. I much enjoyed reading it.” — Eric S.
Margolis, author of War at the Top of the World: The Struggle for Afghanistan,
Kashmir and Tibet and American Raj: Liberation or Domination? Resolving
the Conflict Between the West and the Muslim World


 


“Fool’s Errand: Time to End the War in Afghanistan
by Scott Horton is a spectacularly researched and sourced book, and it provides
a refreshingly rational analysis of America’s Afghan quagmire. I would
recommend this book to anyone who wants to know the truth of this nation’s
longest war.” — Lt. Col. Daniel L. Davis, U.S. Army (ret.), senior fellow at
Defense Priorities


 


“Scott Horton has a far better record on Afghanistan than
the Pentagon or the White House. He has been pointing out the follies of U.S.
intervention there since it started half a generation ago. Fool’s Errand
vividly exposes the pratfalls, atrocities, lies and incorrigibility of our
never-ending Afghan crusade.” — James Bovard, columnist at USA Today and
author of Attention Deficit Democracy


 


“Scott Horton’s Fool’s Errand: Time to End the War in
Afghanistan is a definitive, authoritative and exceptionally well-resourced
accounting of America’s disastrous war in Afghanistan since 2001. Scott’s book
deserves not just to be read, but to be kept on your shelf, because as with
David Halberstam’s The Best and Brightest or Neil Sheehan’s A Bright
Shining Lie, I expect Horton’s book to not just explain and interpret a
current American war, but to explain and interpret the all too predictable
future American wars, and the unavoidable waste and suffering that will
accompany them.” — Capt. Matthew Hoh, USMC (ret.), former senior State
Department official, Zabul Province, Afghanistan, senior fellow at the Center
for International Policy


 


“Fool’s Errand is a hidden history of America’s
forgotten war, laid bare in damning detail. Scott Horton masterfully retells
the story of America’s failed intervention, exposes how Obama’s troop surge did
not bring Afghanistan any closer to peace, and warns that the conflict could go
on in perpetuity — unless America ends the war. As Trump threatens to send more
troops to Afghanistan, Horton shows why the answer to a brutal civil war is not
more war, which makes Fool’s Errand a scintillating and sorely needed chronicle
of the longest war in American history.” — Anand Gopal, journalist and author
of No Good Men Among the Living: America, the Taliban, and the War Through
Afghan Eyes


 


“In Fool’s Errand, Scott Horton informs us of just
how non-masterful has been the U.S. approach to Afghanistan — policy-wise,
strategically, and even tactically. Two presidents and several Congresses have
failed, the Pentagon has failed, and the military has failed. Moreover, there
is nothing we can do about it except withdraw, cut our losses, and put as brave
a face on it as possible. Horton tells us that President Trump, having
indicated as much himself in his campaign, should do just that, get out. Having
watched this debacle from very close-by for four years and for twelve more in
academia, I totally agree with Mr. Horton, but he has done a much better job
than I could of telling every single American citizen precisely why.” — Col. Lawrence
Wilkerson, U.S. Army (ret.) visiting professor of government and public policy
at the College of William and Mary and former chief of staff to Secretary of State
Colin Powell


 


“A lot of people think of the war in Iraq as the bad war,
but Afghanistan as the good and justifiable war. That convenient view does not
survive Scott Horton’s careful and incisive demolition.” — Thomas E. Woods Jr.,
author of Nullification: How to Resist Federal Tyranny in the 21st Century
and Rollback: Repealing Big Government Before the Coming Fiscal Collapse


 


“Scott Horton is the first to pull together all the
strands of the story of America’s longest war in one book. He tells it
straight, with an unblinking eye for all the lies that have accompanied each
twist and turn of the war. Read it if you dare to know the full truth about
this sordid exercise in American imperial power.” — Gareth Porter, historian
and journalist, author of Perils of Dominance: Imbalance of Power and the
Road to War in Vietnam and Manufactured Crisis: The Truth Behind the
Iran Nuclear Scare


 


“Scott Horton’s new book Fool’s Errand: Time to End
the War in Afghanistan has a title that tells you where it is going, but to
think that is all it is about would be to sell short a comprehensive work that
takes the reader on a long journey starting in the 1980s. Indeed, if there were
a university course on what went wrong with Afghanistan, starting with Ronald
Reagan’s Holy Warriors and continuing with George W. Bush’s ouster of the
Taliban leading to 15 years of feckless nation building, this book could well
serve as the textbook. Horton provides insights into key decision-making along
the way as he meticulously documents the dreadful series of misadventures that
have brought us to the latest surge, which will fail just like all the others.
The book is highly recommended both for readers who already know a lot about Afghanistan
as well as for those who want to learn the basics about America’s longest war.”
— Philip Giraldi, former CIA and DIA officer, executive director of the Council
for the National Interest


 


“Unlike some liberals who go wobbly when confronted with
U.S. military intervention done in the name of ‘human rights,’ the principled
libertarian Scott Horton consistently opposes American aggression abroad. Read his
Fool’s Errand to find out why the U.S. never should have invaded
Afghanistan and should get out now. — Reese Erlich, foreign correspondent and
author of Inside Syria: The Backstory of Their Civil War and What the World
Can Expect.


 


“America’s longest war — in Afghanistan — has until now
been among America’s least documented. Horton brings together far more than 16
years of conflict, drawing in sources from well before most Americans even
heard of Osama bin Laden to show how the Afghan quagmire’s roots are deep. The
title tells it all, however: this war cannot be won, and ‘victory’ will be in
the form of escape. Meticulously researched and footnoted, Fool’s Errand
is required reading.” — Peter Van Buren, retired foreign service officer and
author of We Meant Well: How I Helped Lose the War for the Hearts and Minds
of the Iraqi People and Hooper’s War: A Novel of WWII Japan


 


“Why is the United States still fighting in Afghanistan?
In this timely new book, Scott Horton explains why America’s longest war is
strategically misguided and why getting out would make the United States safer
and advance America’s broader national interests. Even readers who do not share
Horton’s libertarian world-view are likely to find themselves nodding in
agreement: the war in Afghanistan has indeed become a ‘fool’s errand.’” — Stephen
M. Walt, professor of international affairs, Harvard University, co-author of The
Israel Lobby and U.S. Foreign Policy


 


“Scott Horton has written a superb, encyclopedic history
and policy analysis of the U.S. Global War on Terror. This should be essential
reading for all Americans involved with foreign and national security policy,
especially ‘mere’ citizens in what is supposed to be a democracy. Mr. Horton’s
book provides the information we must have to understand Clausewitz’s words
that ‘war is never an isolated act’ and that we as decision-makers must ‘know
the nature’ of a conflict, especially to end it when that is called for. This
includes knowing how successive administrations have distorted the law in
presenting lawlessness as legitimate, and subverting the country from within,
which Mr. Horton explains. It is plain to see after sixteen years of aggressive
war that our alleged experts are anything but in understanding real strategic
thought, which, in Clausewitz’s view, called for a nation to seek peace as the
strategic objective, not perpetual war as U.S. policy is today. Mr. Horton’s
book fills that strategic void for citizen and ‘expert.’” — Maj. Todd Pierce,
U.S. Army Judge Advocate General (ret.)


 


“Scott Horton has been a scrupulous critic of American
militarism since 2001. His full-length case study of the ‘good war’ in
Afghanistan is a chronicle of warnings unheeded, lessons not learned, and the
relentless pursuit of a policy whose futility was always apparent. Every detail
of this story is backed by an impressive depth of documentation, and the final
verdict spares neither the ambition of generals nor the cowardice of
presidents.” — David Bromwich, professor of literature, Yale University, editor
of Edmund Burke’s selected writings On Empire, Liberty, and Reform 


 


“Scott Horton has written an impassioned plea against the
insanity of the endless, hopeless war on terror. He shows that the war in
Afghanistan was and is unnecessary, and links its bipartisan prosecution and
the use of torture to the American rulers’ dream of world hegemony. It skewers
the hype about the dangers of radical Islam and terrorism. This book is needed
now more than ever!” — Jeffrey S. Kaye, author of Cover-up at Guantánamo:
The NCIS Investigation into the “Suicides” of Mohammed Al Hanashi and Abdul
Rahman Al Amri 


 


“Outstanding! Highly readable and fascinating summary of
the longest war in U.S. history, and why it never worked. Well researched and
organized, Fool’s Errand should be mandatory reading for every military
officer serving today and be placed in President Trump’s hands immediately.
Trump’s pre-election instincts on this ugly, corrupting and unnecessary war
were certainly correct. Scott Horton’s well-documented timeline of waste,
illogical strategies and neoconservative fantasy in Afghanistan all show why
Trump’s gut feelings, and those of most Americans for the past decade, have
been dead-on. Using careful, fair-minded and patriotic prose, the author
exposes the Afghanistan experience as a high-tech, networked Vietnam. Fool’s
Errand is the true story of the direct, undeniable result of a newer
generation of ‘smart’ bureaucrats, in and out of uniform, their shockingly bad
advice and their astonishing willingness to repeatedly lie to sitting
presidents. Whether you want to wake up, stay woke or just be remembered as the
president who made America great again, this book is a must read!” — Lt. Col.
Karen Kwiatkowski, U.S. Air Force (ret.) and founding member of Veteran
Intelligence Professionals for Sanity


 


“Scott Horton’s Fool’s Errand is an elegantly
written, scrupulously researched and timely history of the American war in
Afghanistan. Horton casts a critical eye over some of the Beltway’s most
cherished myths and successfully challenges what too often goes unchallenged in
Washington. Horton calls into question the morality and efficacy of
counterinsurgency doctrine and nation-building and warns of the possible
consequences of staying in Afghanistan forever. Horton’s arguments will be
cheered by principled anti-interventionists on both the Right and the Left —
and if there is any justice in the world (an increasingly dubious proposition)
his arguments will resonate with the current crop of policymakers charged with
overseeing what is now, tragically, America’s longest war. Here’s to hoping Fool’s
Errand gains a wide, influential readership.” — James Carden, contributing
writer at The Nation and the executive editor for the American Committee
for East-West Accord


 


“Scott Horton has tapped an incredible number of sources
and insights from his thousands of expert interviews. He presents an original,
compelling, and ultimately damning indictment of the U.S. invasion and
occupation of Afghanistan.” — Grant F. Smith, director of the Institute for
Research: Middle Eastern Policy and author of Big Israel: How Israel’s Lobby
Moves America


 


“Scott Horton’s Fool’s Errand makes a
well-researched and compelling case that American policies in Afghanistan were
ill conceived from the outset and doomed to fail. Chronicling one unsuccessful
American initiative after another in a seemingly endless war, Horton argues
that our continued military efforts now yield little more than revenge-minded
blowback. There is no light at the end of the tunnel, and no one can imagine
realistically that one will appear. It will no doubt be a bitter pill to
acknowledge that the Beltway fantasy of a united, democratic, pluralist and
feminist Afghanistan will never be achieved, but it is one we will have to swallow
eventually. Since the cost of pursuing unrealistic goals is exorbitant in blood
and treasure, the sooner our failure is faced up to, the better.” — Scott
McConnell, founding editor of The American Conservative magazine


 


“Scott Horton’s book on the U.S. war in Afghanistan — its
origins, its failures, its ongoing travesties — is an indispensable guide to
the latest conflict taking place in the ‘graveyard of empires.’ Horton provides
useful detail on the self-defeating campaign against al Qaeda and the tragicomic
pursuit of Osama bin Laden, the malign impact the war has had on U.S. civil
liberties and conduct of international relations, and the destruction of a
proud but poor country. He navigates expertly between the micro level of tribal
politics and the macro level of geopolitics, providing compact analysis of
counter-insurgency doctrine, drone warfare, and the backdraft of the war’s
consequences for the United States. An important contribution to analyses of
the forever war.” — John Feffer, director of Foreign Policy in Focus, Institute
for Policy Studies and author of North Korea/South Korea: U.S. Policy at a
Time of Crisis and Crusade 2.0: The West’s Resurgent War on Islam


 


“Fool’s Errand, Scott Horton’s well-researched,
fine-grained chronicle of the U.S. debacle in Afghanistan, reveals how foreign
policy elites seized the post-9/11 opportunity to pursue their neocon agenda.
What is now the perpetual-motion U.S. war machine has been maintained since
2001 by the entrenched bureaucracy of three successive administrations under
easily manipulable presidents. This deep-state engine has proven to be devoid
of any mechanism of self-correction, fueled as it is by a lethal alloy of
opportunism, vanity, and short-term political expediency. Anyone wondering how
Afghanistan became the United States’ longest war will find the disturbing
answer in this important and timely book.” — Laurie Calhoun, research fellow at
the Independent Institute and author of We Kill Because We Can: From
Soldiering to Assassination in the Drone Age


 


“Scott Horton’s Fool’s Errand: Time to End the War in
Afghanistan is a remarkable book. Backed up by massive and meticulous
research and informed by compelling analysis, Horton marshals a devastating
case against America’s longest war. If this book ever becomes required reading
in international relations courses and military academies, a great deal of harm
in the future might be avoided.” — David T. Beito, professor of history,
University of Alabama, co-author of Black Maverick: T. R. M. Howard’s Fight
for Civil Rights and Economic Power


 


“Bovardian!” — Anthony Gregory, author of The Power of
Habeas Corpus in America
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Introduction


A brutal civil war continues to destroy Afghanistan in the
aftermath of the U.S. invasion and regime change of 2001. Years after President
Barack Obama’s promised 2014 deadline for the final withdrawal of American and
NATO forces, the U.S. military dares not declare victory and come home. Without
the aid of American dollars, air power, special operations forces and infantry,
the “National Unity Government” the U.S. has installed in the Afghan capital of
Kabul would quickly collapse. And so the longest foreign war in American
history rages on toward the 2020s.


Yet Operation Enduring Freedom, now Operation Freedom’s
Sentinel, was doomed from the start. After President George W. Bush’s initial
failure to capture or kill those guilty of attacking the United States on
September 11th, he ignored his own warnings against intervention and nation-building.
Instead Bush installed a U.S.-friendly government in Kabul, one he claimed
would secure the Afghan people’s freedom by destroying the forces of terrorism
and Islamist fundamentalism. By the time he left office, after more than seven
years of war in Afghanistan, Bush’s advisers were warning him that the Taliban
regime he overthrew in 2001 was making a strong comeback and that the
U.S.-backed government in the capital city was on the verge of unraveling.


President Obama came to power criticizing Bush’s supposed
inattention and negligence, calling Afghanistan “the war that has to be won,”
which he vowed to do. Obama then escalated and lost anyway. The vaunted,
rewritten counterinsurgency doctrine (COIN), promoted by U.S. Army General
David Petraeus and the think-tank cheerleaders at the Center for a New American
Security, turned out to be a complete flop. These “COINdinistas” said they
could “change entire societies” into becoming compliant with U.S. goals. All
they had to do in Afghanistan was “surge” in tens of thousands more American
troops to win over the nice people in the daytime while sending special
operations forces on house raids to hunt down the bad guys at night. These
tactics, combined with a renewed push by the State Department and its contractors
to rebuild Afghanistan and its local governments from the ground up, would save
the country, or so they promised. 


All this so-called counterinsurgency “surge” accomplished
was the loss of thousands more American and allied lives, along with the lives
of tens of thousands of Afghans. The escalation did not decrease the power of
the Afghan Taliban, their allies in the Haqqani Network or other insurgent
groups. The Taliban is as powerful now as it has been at any time since the war
began, controlling nearly half of the country at night, and not much less
during the day. When it was revealed that the Taliban’s former leader, Mullah
Omar, had died back in 2013, the group split. Since then, room has been created
for the growth of factions now declaring themselves loyal to the “Caliph
Ibrahim,” Omar Baku al-Baghdadi, the self-proclaimed leader of the Islamic
State (ISIS).


The year 2016 saw the most civilian deaths in Afghanistan
since the United Nations started counting. Violence in the country was so bad
that Obama halted the military’s drawdown at 8,500 troops, a number 4,000
higher than originally planned. In January 2017, during the final week of his
presidency, he ordered 300 more marines back to the Afghan south in a desperate
effort to shore up security in the capital of Helmand Province. 


In August of 2017, President Donald Trump ordered thousands more
troops to “break the stalemate” there. In reality, the new troops were
desperately needed to try to halt the momentum of the Taliban-led insurgency
before the U.S.-backed government there lost entire regions of the country permanently.
If American forces could achieve a stalemate now, it would be an improvement.


Some prominent think tank experts are calling for another
full-scale troop escalation to 100,000 men for yet another attempt to implement
the “hearts and minds,” nation-building, counterinsurgency doctrine.


America’s Afghan war may have officially ended on December
31, 2014, but for the people of Afghanistan, and the U.S. and allied forces stationed
there, it continues regardless.


America’s generals in charge of managing the occupation come
and go, but their advice remains the same: we can’t leave now — we can’t leave
ever. As long as total defeat can be staved off with drones and special operations
forces, the U.S. will stay and the war will continue. On the other hand, that
may be assuming too much. With troop levels being determined largely by office
politics in Washington, D.C., rather than tactical concerns in Kabul, a forced
withdrawal of American troops after a Fall of Saigon-type disaster remains at
least a possibility in the near to medium term.


What began as a punitive raid in response to the September
11th attacks quickly escalated. Initially launched in the name of targeting al
Qaeda, a small group of Saudi and Egyptian terrorists hiding out in far-away
Afghanistan, and the Taliban government that had given them safe-haven, this
action soon turned into a broader military occupation, nation-building project
and endless war. The government the U.S. installed in the capital city of Kabul
has been dominated by a coalition of the political leaders and warlords of the
ethnic minorities from the Afghan north — Tajiks, Hazaras, Uzbeks, Turkmen and
others — in alliance with the worst sorts of warlords and criminals from the
predominantly Pashtun south and east of the country. This coalition does not
represent their people or provide them security. Consequently, a mostly Pashtun
insurgency, led by remnants of the old Taliban government, has been waged
against the United States, its allied military forces and the new Afghan
government since the early years of the occupation. And the insurgency has only
gotten stronger in response to escalated efforts against it. No longer just a
militia, or even a shadow government acting unofficially, the Taliban is now,
once again, the only actual government in operation in much of the
predominantly Pashtun regions. Even America’s highest-ranking war commanders,
such as Gen. Petraeus, have conceded that the insurgents’ systems of criminal
and civil dispute resolution are fairer than those imposed by the
American-backed government. As a result, the insurgents enjoy far more popular
support in those areas.


After more than a decade and a half, the results are in. The
U.S. government has been unable to achieve its goals in Afghanistan. Even
worse, what state it has been able to establish there is completely
unsustainable and is certain to fall apart when the occupation is finally called
off, and America does come home. The politicians, generals and intelligence
officers behind this unending catastrophe, who always promise they can fix
these problems with just a little bit more time, money and military force, have
lost all credibility. 


The truth is America’s Afghan war is an irredeemable
disaster. It was meant to be a trap in the first place. America is not only
failing to defeat its enemies, but is destroying itself, just as Osama bin
Laden and al Qaeda always intended.


Fool’s Errand is an attempt to present the American
people with the reality of this forgotten war, because only the ignorance of
pride and the refusal to admit they have been deceived can prevent Americans
from realizing they have supported a policy that is destructive to the United
States as well as Afghanistan. The first chapter of this book addresses the
history of the al Qaeda movement and the nature of the terrorists’ war against
the United States. Chapter 2 examines the initial stages of the invasion of
Afghanistan, the escape of Osama bin Laden and other al Qaeda leaders, as well
as the abandonment of the rule of law and some of the other complicating
factors that have fueled continued conflict there. Chapter 3 is a discussion of
some of the external forces at work in Afghanistan, poor decision-making that
has helped to drive the insurgency against the U.S.-installed government and
some of the consequences for U.S. troops and innocent Afghan civilians. Chapter
4 is a short history of President Obama’s “surge” escalation and its inevitable
failure. Finally, chapter 5 recounts the costs and consequences of our
government’s failed policies and argues that President Trump should reverse his
escalation and end the war now.


If the U.S. is to ever get out of this mess, the American
people will have to force the issue and insist upon withdrawal. Otherwise, both
the U.S. government and the Taliban could conceivably keep the fight going for
many more years.


Let us stop and take a fresh look at how things came to be
the way they are now before they get too much worse.











Chapter One: Getting
into This Mess


 


“If we don’t stop extending our troops all around the
world in nation-building missions, then we are going to have a serious problem
coming down the road.” — Texas Governor George W. Bush, October 3, 2000


 


“They hate our freedoms.” — President George W. Bush,
September 20, 2001












Problems


On September 11, 2001, there were no more than a few hundred
al Qaeda members in the world.[1] Three months later, when the
Central Intelligence Agency’s paramilitaries, the U.S. Army Delta Force and the
U.S. Air Force finished bombing them, and Osama bin Laden had escaped to
Pakistan, there were not enough left alive to fill a seventeenth-century pirate
ship.[2] 


Now, 15 years after that brief, one-sided victory, there are
tens of thousands of bin Ladenite jihadists thriving in lands from Nigeria to
the Philippines. Recently, and for a period of almost three years, some even
claimed their own supposedly divinely ordained caliphate, or Islamic State, in
western Iraq and eastern Syria.[3] Local chapters of their group
keep popping up all over the region.[4] Year after year, the State
Department reports a vast increase in the number of global terrorism incidents
compared to the pre-September 11th era.[5] In recent years, al Qaeda, the
Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and their “lone wolf” copy-cats have
carried out multiple, deadly attacks in more than a dozen major cities in the
West, including Brussels, Paris, Berlin, London, San Bernardino, Orlando and
New York City. In 2014, then-Marine Corps General, now White House Chief of
Staff, John F. Kelly echoed former Vice President Dick Cheney’s statements from
more than a decade before[6] when he said the United States
must remain at war with terrorism for “generations” into the future.[7]


Something must be wrong.


The problem is that our government is ignoring and
misrepresenting the real causes of the terrorists’ war against the United
States. They then exploit the population’s ignorance and fear to advance their
own unrelated and counterproductive political agendas.


More than a decade and a half after the September 11th
attacks, America is deeply invested in a terrible lie: al Qaeda and Islamic
State terrorists want to kill Americans because their belief in “radical” Islam
makes them hate and wish to destroy all innocent and virtuous people and
things.[8] Faced with such an implacable
and irrational enemy, we are told there is only one option: “Fight them over
there so we don’t have to fight them over here.”[9] When foreign-planned or
foreign-inspired attacks then take place in the U.S. anyway, the answer
remains: “Fight them over there some more.”[10]


After all, even if the “collateral damage” from U.S.
counter-terrorism efforts causes some “blowback,” inspiring more terrorist
attacks against our country, they still started it, right? What are we
supposed to do, refuse to defend ourselves?


But this is all wrong. As the late libertarian activist,
Harry Browne, used to say, for the purposes of the War on Terrorism, our
political leaders would have us believe “history began on September 11th.”[11]
The truth is U.S. intervention in the Middle East long precedes al Qaeda’s war
against America and is the primary cause of our terrorism problem. Then, in a
seemingly endless cycle, virtually everything the government has done in the
name of defending us from terrorists has continued to make matters worse.


The September 11th attacks were no first assault by the
“Muslim World,” or even “Radical Islam,” intent on invading the middle part of
North America to overthrow the U.S. government, destroy our society and freedom
or convert us to their religion. Instead, it was a last-gasp, desperate measure
taken by a tiny group of formerly U.S.-backed Arab insurgent fighters, most of
them from Saudi Arabia and Egypt, who had been exiled to the wilderness of
Afghanistan’s Hindu Kush mountains. Their strategy was to goad the United
States government into helping accomplish their goals for them:
destabilization, radicalization and revolution in their countries.


Leftist activist Saul Alinsky wrote that in all asymmetric,
radical political acts, “the real action is in the reaction of the opposition.”[12]
Bin Laden understood this well. And though his stated plans once seemed
grandiose to the point of absurdity, it turns out that in the last 15 years,
America’s War on Terrorism has already accomplished more of al Qaeda’s agenda
than they could have ever dreamed of managing on their own. 


For years before the September 11th attacks, bin Laden told
the world exactly what his grievances were, what he was going to do about them
and how he expected his plan to work. His problem was U.S. military
intervention in the Middle East. His plan was to wage war against the United
States with the goal of forcing our military out of the region, thus making it
possible to achieve al Qaeda’s long-term goals of carrying out revolutions in
their own countries without American interference.


John Miller, an ABC News reporter who later became an FBI
counter-terrorism agent, interviewed bin Laden at his mountain camp near the
border between Afghanistan and Pakistan in 1998.[13]
Miller later described his incredulous reaction after hearing bin Laden declare
his intentions for war against America and revolution throughout the region. “I
thought, ‘Yeah, you and what army?’”[14]


The answer, it turned out, was the U.S. Army, brought into
the ranks of al Qaeda’s forces by 19 very persuasive recruiters on September 11,
2001.







Blowback Terrorism                       


According to liberal Democrats like Obama-era State
Department spokesperson Marie Harf, fighters rally to groups like al Qaeda and
the Islamic State because they “need jobs.”[15] Conservative Republicans,
such as Texas Senator Ted Cruz, insist that no, it’s Islam! Radical Islamic
extremism! They hate us! They want to kill us![16] These explanations for our
problems would be simply laughable if they did not help contribute to the
formation of such deadly policies. 


As “extreme” as al Qaeda and the Islamic State’s version of
Islam may be, what has clearly motivated their war against the U.S. from the
beginning are American foreign policies they viewed as detrimental to their interests
in the real, political world. Osama bin Laden repeatedly explained his
motivations in his “fatwas” (religious edicts), speeches and media interviews
leading up to the September 11th attacks.[17] From his 1998 “Declaration of
War Against Jews and Crusaders”:


First, for over seven years the United States has been
occupying the lands of Islam in the holiest of places, the Arabian Peninsula,
plundering its riches, dictating to its rulers, humiliating its people,
terrorizing its neighbors, and turning its bases in the Peninsula into a
spearhead through which to fight the neighboring Muslim peoples. If some people
have in the past argued about the fact of the occupation, all the people of the
Peninsula have now acknowledged it. The best proof of this is the Americans’
continuing aggression against the Iraqi people using the Peninsula as a staging
post, even though all its rulers are against their territories being used to
that end, but they are helpless.


Second, despite the great devastation inflicted on the Iraqi
people by the crusader-Zionist alliance, and despite the huge number of those
killed, which has exceeded one million... despite all this, the Americans are
once again trying to repeat the horrific massacres, as though they are not
content with the protracted blockade imposed after the ferocious war or the
fragmentation and devastation. So here they come to annihilate what is left of
this people and to humiliate their Muslim neighbors.


Third, if the Americans’ aims behind these wars are religious
and economic, the aim is also to serve the Jews’ petty state and divert
attention from its occupation of Jerusalem and murder of Muslims there. The
best proof of this is their eagerness to destroy Iraq, the strongest
neighboring Arab state, and their endeavor to fragment all the states of the
region such as Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Sudan into paper statelets and
through their disunion and weakness to guarantee Israel’s survival and the
continuation of the brutal crusade occupation of the Peninsula.[18]


There you have it. Foremost among al Qaeda’s grievances
against America were the U.S. Army and Air Force combat forces stationed
permanently at Saudi Arabian bases since the preparations for the first Iraq
war in 1990, as well as their presence in other countries on the Arabian
Peninsula. National borders between these countries are a distinction without a
difference to bin Laden and his followers, for whom the entire peninsula is not
just their homeland, but holy land — birth place of the Prophet Mohammad and
the religion of Islam. According to a Saudi poll conducted after the September
11, 2001, attacks, 95 percent of educated Saudi males between the ages of 25
and 41 agreed with bin Laden’s goal of driving Americans off the peninsula.[19]
The U.S. was using these military bases, bin Laden complained, to enforce the
long-term sanctions policy against Iraq and the bombing of its “no-fly zones”
throughout the 1990s.


Bin Laden also routinely cited America’s unconditional
support for Israel, which both occupied Jerusalem — considered to be the third
holiest site in Islam — as well as the property of millions of Palestinians in
the rest of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. Additionally, he objected to
Israel’s 1982 invasion and subsequent 18-year occupation of southern Lebanon, as
well as what he characterized as Israeli-centric plans to destabilize
antagonistic states in the region, such as Iraq.


Another part of al Qaeda’s public case justifying its war
against America was U.S. support for corrupt dictatorships in the Middle East,
which included Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain,
Oman, Qatar, Yemen and Egypt. This support, bin Laden complained, came with the
condition that these regimes keep oil prices artificially low and spend their
profits on large purchases of American arms instead of using it for the benefit
of the people.[20] At one point, bin Laden
referred to the old joke that the people of Arabia cannot drink the oil.
Therefore, he said, it would always be for sale to the rest of the world, even if
the head terrorist himself ruled all of Arabia — but then only at market
prices.[21]


Is it a surprise then that all of the September 11th
hijackers were from countries with governments friendly to our own — Saudi
Arabia, Egypt, Lebanon and the United Arab Emirates — and that none of them
were from America’s designated enemy states of Iran, Iraq or Syria?[22]


Osama bin Laden was a mass-murderer, deserving the utmost
contempt. Why should we listen to what he says? Why would anyone listen
to him? The reality is that no matter what bin Laden really believed, this list
of grievances was his successful recruitment pitch[23]
— the tale he told to motivate young men such as the September 11th attackers
to carry out his war against America. As former CIA bin Laden unit chief
Michael Scheuer has emphasized, when Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini spent the 1980s
denouncing America’s corrupt popular culture, the region more or less yawned.
Were conservative religious leaders concerned about Hollywood polluting young
minds? Yes, of course. Was this enough to motivate men to want to kill and die
in a war against the United States? Of course not. Bin Laden chose instead to
harp on real, tangible, largely destructive U.S. government policies in Arab
countries. This enabled him to recruit a small army of terrorists willing to do
his bidding, even at the cost of their own lives.[24]


For one example, in April 1996, after Israel launched their
Operation Grapes of Wrath campaign in Southern Lebanon, future lead September
11th hijacker, Mohammad Atta, signed his last will and testament, a symbol of
his willingness to die in the fight against those he blamed for the war.[25]
As journalist Terry McDermott explains in his book on Atta’s so-called “Hamburg
cell” of September 11th plotters, they had all agreed it was the Americans who
were responsible for what Israel was doing since the U.S. government gives
Israel so many billions of dollars in military equipment and other financial
aid.[26]


It was just a few months later, in August of 1996, that
Osama bin Laden released his first “fatwa” against the United States, entitled
“Declaration of War Against the Americans Occupying the Land of the Two Holy
Places.” In it, there was no mention of a hatred for liberty, democracy, action
movies, tacos, motherhood, the county fair or any other wonderful thing. What
it did mention was the presence of U.S. military bases on the Arabian
Peninsula, the bombing and blockade of Iraq from those bases and Israel’s
occupations — especially Operation Grapes of Wrath, including what is now
called the First Qana Massacre, during which 106 Lebanese civilians were killed
when Israeli forces shelled a United Nations compound where they had sought
shelter.[27]


It should not be hidden from you that the people of Islam had
suffered from aggression, iniquity and injustice imposed on them by the
Zionist-Crusaders alliance and their collaborators; to the extent that the
Muslims’ blood became the cheapest and their wealth as loot in the hands of the
enemies. Their blood was spilled in Palestine and Iraq. The horrifying pictures
of the massacre of Qana, in Lebanon are still fresh in our memory. …


The youths hold you responsible for all of the killings and
evictions of the Muslims and the violation of the sanctities, carried out by
your Zionist brothers in Lebanon; you openly supplied them with arms and
finance.


As journalist James Bamford later noted, “[Bin Laden]
frequently mentioned Qana during those times. It was a very inflaming incident
in terms of his own development of his hatred for the United States, and as
well for other people throughout the Middle East.”[28]


When Atta and his best friend and co-conspirator, Ramzi bin
al-Shibh, found out how closely Osama bin Laden agreed with their own view,
they decided his war was to be their path. The next year, Atta and bin al-Shibh
traveled to the training camps in Afghanistan to meet with bin Laden and
volunteer their services.[29] Their potential must have
been obvious to al Qaeda; upper middle-class graduate students studying
engineering in Germany would have easy access to the United States...[30]


These pilot hijackers cited U.S. military, financial, and
diplomatic support, not simply for Israel’s existence, but for its violence
against the people of southern Lebanon — invaded and occupied by Israel between
1982 and 2000 — and against the occupied Palestinian population of the West
Bank, Gaza Strip and Golan Heights — areas conquered and ruled under Israeli
military control since the 1967 Six Day War.


This obviously does not mean the leaders of al Qaeda have ever
indicated they would be happy to settle for a return to 1967 borders and a
two-state solution for an independent Palestine. Bin Laden himself consistently
railed against Israel’s very existence.[31] However, virtually every
government in the region has said they would make a permanent peace with Israel
on those terms,[32] including Hamas, the
fundamentalist militant movement that rules the Gaza Strip.[33]
This leaves little doubt that if the Palestinians were granted independence or
equal rights as citizens within Israel, a huge part of the controversy would be
eliminated, just as outrage and attacks from Hezbollah have subsided since the
withdrawal of the Israeli military from Lebanon in the year 2000.[34]


Israel has a huge military advantage in terms of modern high-tech
arms, transport, training and virtually any other measure, over all their
neighbors, most of which are Israel-friendly dictatorships such as Jordan, Egypt
and Saudi Arabia.[35] So any argument that an end
to foreign aid to Israel would amount to “abandoning” Israel’s Jewish
population to a second Holocaust at the hands of the Arab hordes cannot be
taken seriously. As far as that position goes, military-oriented Israeli
leaders, such as Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, have said dependence on the
United States ultimately weakens the Israeli state. American aid is arguably
counterproductive, even from the point of view of Israeli and pro-Israel hawks,
much less from American victims of terrorism.[36] 


The true costs and consequences of U.S. intervention in the
region, then, extend far beyond the unnecessary billions of dollars spent on “Made
in the U.S.A.” brand F-16s and M-16s for Israel’s military occupation over the
Palestinians, to innocent American lives lost as well.[37]


U.S. support for Israel’s violence in the occupied
territories and Lebanon were cited again and again as motivation for al Qaeda
attacks against American civilians. As bin Laden said in his 1997 interview
with Peter Arnett of CNN,


We declared jihad against the U.S. government because the
U.S. government is unjust, criminal and tyrannical. It has committed acts that
are extremely unjust, hideous and criminal whether directly or through its
support of the Israeli occupation of the Prophet’s Night Travel Land
[Palestine]. And we believe the U.S. is directly responsible for those who were
killed in Palestine, Lebanon and Iraq. The mention of the U.S. reminds us
before everything else of those innocent children who were dismembered, their
heads and arms cut off in the recent explosion that took place in Qana.[38]


FBI agent James Fitzgerald, when questioned by the September
11th Commission about the enemies’ motives, testified:


I believe they feel a sense of outrage against the United
States. They identify with the Palestinian problem; they identify with people
who oppose oppressive regimes, and I believe they tend to focus their anger on
the United States.[39]


In fact, after the September 11th attacks, Secretary of
State Colin Powell believed President Bush’s approval ratings were high enough,
and the problem of anti-American terrorism was important enough, to move the
issue of the creation of a Palestinian state in the occupied West Bank and Gaza
Strip to the front burner. He was soon disappointed to discover that the hawks’
counter narrative that the Israelis were simply innocent victims of Islamic
terrorism — like us — was far more appealing to the president. They convinced
Bush “the road to Jerusalem runs through Baghdad” — that regime change in Iraq
would be the panacea that would end all support for terrorism in the region and
allow the U.S. and Israel to negotiate from a much stronger position in the
future.[40]


Eric Alterman, columnist for the liberal Nation
magazine, recognized the problem as well:


I think that bin Laden, and 9/11, was to some degree inspired
by U.S. support for Israel. I think the great deal of terrorist attacks, and
the sort-of pool of potential terrorists who want to attack the United States
are inspired by United States support for Israel. I’m not saying we shouldn’t
support Israel for that reason. I’m saying “Dammit, if that’s the price we have
to pay, then I’m willing to pay it.” … I’m just saying let’s be honest about
it.[41]


One may acknowledge this reality and yet persist in the
belief that the U.S. should support Israel’s occupation, keep troops stationed
at bases in Arabia, continue to bomb Iraq and provoke terrorist enemies in
various other ways. It is notable, though, when hawks occasionally admit the
truth: our enemies’ motives for attacking the United States are rooted in our
government’s foreign policies rather than the pale tone of the American
majority’s skin, predominantly Christian religious beliefs, personal freedoms, republican
political system or unseemly height of our skyscrapers. The issue has always
been the military occupations and support for dictatorships.[42]







Islam


There are those who seek to put the West on a course for a
total clash of civilizations with all Muslims[43] by blaming faith in Islam
itself for turning sane men into irrational terrorist psychopaths bent on total
war against anyone who happens to be good. We have heard variations of this
message day in and day out for years now.


What does “radical Islamic extremism” have to do with
anti-American terrorism? It plays some role, but not in the way the hawks
claim. There are more than 1.6 billion Muslims, making up more than one-fifth
of the planet’s population. Of these, there are at least hundreds of millions
of deeply committed believers in Islam in the world, including several million
Americans. Sunni and Shi’ite Muslims — and a number of other, smaller schools —
can be either fundamentalist or moderate, conservative or radical, and
represent different nationalities and races from across the world. It is safe
to say that since fewer than 100,000 bin Ladenites have emerged out of a global
Muslim population of over one and a half billion, even in all the chaos of the
U.S.-created Middle Eastern battlefields of the last 15 years and at the height
of the so-called Islamic State in Iraq and Syria,[44]
there must be another explanation, since the vast majority of even Salafi and
Wahhabi fundamentalists would rather solve problems peacefully and have no
interest in supporting or engaging in terrorism whatsoever.[45]


There is also the plain fact that many actual al Qaeda and
ISIS terrorists are not religious fundamentalists or “radicals” at all.[46]
Over the last 25 years, many of these bin Ladenite terrorists have had a
distinct lack of religiosity. This includes some of the perpetrators of the
first World Trade Center bombing in 1993,[47] at least a few of the
September 11th hijackers,[48] and many Islamic State
fighters in Iraq and Syria,[49] as well as the Paris,[50]
Brussels[51] and Nice[52]
attackers of 2015 and 2016.[53] Even among those terrorists
who can be considered fundamentalists or believers in “radical” branches of
Islam, we again find explicit, repeated claims of secular motivations, namely,
revenge against Western governments for specific, violent foreign policies.[54]


A 2008 study of those who became involved with terrorism by
the British domestic intelligence service, MI-5, found that


far from being religious zealots, a large number of those
involved in terrorism do not practice their faith regularly. Many lack
religious literacy and could actually be regarded as religious novices. Very
few have been brought up in strongly religious households, and there is a
higher than average proportion of converts. Some are involved in drug-taking,
drinking alcohol and visiting prostitutes. MI5 says there is evidence that a
well-established religious identity actually protects against violent
radicalization. …


The security service also plays down the importance of
radical extremist clerics, saying their influence in radicalizing British terrorists
has moved into the background in recent years. … The MI5 authors stress that
the most pressing current threat is from Islamist extremist groups who justify
the use of violence “in defense of Islam,” but that there are also violent
extremists involved in non-Islamist movements.[55]


A 2010 report by the UK think tank Demos found that young
Muslims, including religious radicals, rejected terrorism, and that, on the
contrary, those who did embrace violence in the name of the religion tended to
have a “simpler, shallower conception of Islam.” They continued:


Radicals refused to defend violent jihad in the West as
religiously obligatory, acceptable or permitted. The same was true of the young
Muslim sample. Young Muslims rejected al Qaeda’s message and often use simple,
catchy sayings from the Qur’an or Hadith to express that rejection. However,
there was widespread support among radicals and young Muslims for Iraqi and
Afghan people “defending themselves” from “invaders,” framed in the language of
self-defense, just war and state sovereignty.[56]


Religion’s most important role in the situation is simply
that it creates a shared identity, or basis for solidarity, between the
victims of violence and those who fight in their names. None of the September
11th hijackers were Iraqi, but al Qaeda’s Saudi and Egyptian ringleaders had
made it clear for years that they were fighting the U.S. in part to defend or
avenge the Iraqis — their fellow Arabs and Muslims — who were being slaughtered
and starved under the American no-fly zones and blockade of the 1990s. Iraqi
civilian victims were still seen by them as part of the “ummah,” or greater
Muslim community, regardless of where former European empires had drawn the
modern national borders.[57]


This is no different than the many American Christians,
Jews, and, yes, Muslims, from Florida, Texas, Colorado and California who felt
the need to join the American armed forces that were retaliating for the
September 11th attacks against far-away New York and Washington, D.C., believing
they were defending Western Civilization, or at least their country, from the
terrorist enemy.


Yes, it is true that al Qaeda infuses their message with
theology, citing scriptures and religious leaders to justify their positions
and actions. It makes sense that those most committed to literalistic
interpretations of scripture and belief in the afterlife might be some of the
first to sign up to fight, but there is no reason to suppose this is unique to
Christians, Jews or Muslims. If the U.S. had bombed, blockaded and occupied the
Indian subcontinent for the last generation, “radical Hindu extremists” would
very likely be leading the resistance against it. We would then be hearing
endless warnings about the dangers and influence of this radical Hinduism among
our insurgent enemies, which makes people go insane and want to murder
strangers halfway around the world just for the crime of being free and living
in the Western Hemisphere.


Osama bin Laden did often invoke religious justifications
for his ultimately political purposes. Typical is this example, from his fatwa
of 1998, “Declaration of War Against Jews and Crusaders”:


All these crimes and sins committed by the Americans are a
clear declaration of war on Allah, his messenger, and Muslims. And ulema [religious
leaders] have throughout Islamic history unanimously agreed that the jihad is
an individual duty if the enemy destroys the Muslim countries. This was
revealed by … the shaykh of al-Islam in his books, where he said: “As for the
fighting to repulse, it is aimed at defending sanctity and religion, and it is
a duty as agreed [by the ulema]. Nothing is more sacred than belief except
repulsing an enemy who is attacking religion and life.”


On that basis, and in compliance with Allah’s order, we issue
the following fatwa to all Muslims:


The ruling to kill the Americans and their allies — civilians
and military — is an individual duty for every Muslim who can do it in any
country in which it is possible to do it, in order to liberate the al-Aqsa
Mosque [in Jerusalem] and the holy mosque [in Mecca, Saudi Arabia] from their
grip, and in order for their armies to move out of all the lands of Islam,
defeated and unable to threaten any Muslim.[58]


This is clearly politics invoking religion. It is a call for
a defensive war, not an attempt to recruit people who do not even control their
own countries to try to violently force a system of totalitarian Islamist rule
on ours.


When U.S. military officers have said publicly they believe
they are fighting a religious war for Christianity against the forces of
Satanic darkness,[59] it has not caused us to
forget that terrorists attacked us. Nor have we understood them — and all
others who join the army or support the war — to be simply motivated by extreme
Christian-Crusader religious views that mandate the eradication or suppression
of all Muslims and the occupation of all their lands. That would be stupid.
Even when President Bush himself invoked religious justifications for the
second Iraq war,[60] few considered these
statements to reveal his true motivations for the invasion. They were seen
instead as obvious attempts to rationalize an earthly, political policy.


Try to imagine for a moment Americans tolerating foreign
military bases and combat troops stationed inside the United States, even at
the invitation of our president or governors. The population would go to war against
them and stay at war until they forced the occupiers out, no matter the cost,
just as America’s founders fought for independence from England in the
Revolutionary War “for quartering large bodies of armed troops among us.”[61]
Many ministers, priests, rabbis and imams would bless the cause, too. 


As ex-CIA analyst Scheuer has observed, identifying the
method al Qaeda uses in its war against us as “terrorism” is correct; terrorism
being properly defined as “the unlawful use of violence and intimidation,
especially against civilians, in the pursuit of political aims.”[62]
But this can obscure an important point. Rather than simply a terrorist group,
the movement is more correctly described as an insurgency — yes, led by
Islamists — against our nation’s domination of their region of the world, which
uses terrorism as one of its tactics.[63] This seems obvious enough in
terms of the Sunni Arab insurgency in the second Iraq war and the Taliban
insurgency in Afghanistan. Yet these two current, major invasions and
occupations can obscure the fact that America was the dominant power in the
Middle East long before 2001.


Abu Musab al Zarqawi, the first leader of al Qaeda in Iraq, and
his successors in the Islamic State of 2014-2017 that grew out of it have had a
far more apocalyptic religious view, preaching about the end of the world and
an ideology which holds virtually genocidal views toward Shi’ites and other
supposed heretics.[64] And they act on them,
ruthlessly massacring and enslaving minority civilians in areas where they have
dominated. In practice, however, even ISIS — whose leadership is comprised
mostly of former Iraqi Ba’athist military officers and local insurgent leaders
from the second Iraq war — fights first and foremost for territory here on
earth.


Rather than driving the movement, ISIS’s apocalyptic frame
of reference is mostly just the thin war propaganda of a corrupt, nihilistic
and ultimately doomed force; to justify their war crimes and help rally
fighters to their side, the terrorists invoke holy texts. A war of conquest
must be framed as a war of religious defense as well.[65]
Why fight modern Iraqi Shi’ite forces when they can all be characterized as
evil, heretical “Safavids” of a long-lost Persian empire from the sixteenth
century? Why struggle under aerial bombardment from America and its banal
European Union allies, when they can be characterized as the Roman Empire of
ancient history, whose defeat will presage the end of the world?[66]
Why settle for an identity as a run-of-the-mill criminal, raping women and
girls as spoils of war, when your debauchery can be spun as doing the Lord’s
work against the infidels?[67] 


Of course, when it comes to religious doctrines, there is
always a mix of charlatans and true believers among the leaders of the groups
espousing them. Certainly, many al Qaeda and ISIS members have deep devotion to
their religion and to various political doctrines about their people’s place in
the world. But it is the destabilizing chaos of war that makes the radical
sidewalk preacher who calls for violence seem like he must be something other
than a raving nut. As British filmmaker Adam Curtis argued in his documentary, The
Power of Nightmares, the American interventionists and the al Qaeda
terrorists act as mirror images, or a transmission belt of power, for each
other. Each group of radicals needs the violent chaos their enemies create to
rally populations and portray themselves as the leaders of the new defensive
war which must be fought.[68]


This is where the hawks on both sides benefit from
highlighting the worst aspects of the other. ISIS complains about what they
call the “Grey Zone,”[69] otherwise known as modern
Western Civilization, where people’s respect for individual rights — especially
freedom of religion — allows millions of Muslims to live harmoniously among
those of different faiths. This peaceful coexistence is anathema to the
terrorist leaders. They explicitly order their followers to commit attacks
against Western targets for the very purpose of forcing our governments to overreact,
yet again — to clampdown upon and alienate Muslims in our societies where they
have assimilated well, by and large, especially in the United States.[70]


This is similar to the tactics used by European, communist
terrorists of previous generations, who used attacks on civilian targets to “sharpen
the contradictions” between the left and the right, alienating the moderate middle
and helping to drive both sides to extremes.[71] It is unfortunate so many
American hawks have found reason to abet such fringe criminals and murderers as
al Qaeda and ISIS, legitimizing their claims to represent the true faith in
their careless attempt to blame Islam for our terrorism problem. This has
virtually criminalized the beliefs of over a billion people in the minds of
more and more people in the West, possibly leading us further down the path to
even worse conflict.


Western hawks like to focus on the enemy’s citations of
religious scripture as though they are occurring in a complete vacuum. This is
a convenient way for them to demonize the enemy as completely irrational while
directing attention away from the severe human deprivation caused by America’s
recent wars — the context in which the most radical ideologies have thrived and
spread. It should be easy to understand why Iraqis, for example, many of whom
have nothing left after all these years of war except their faith, might
believe Biblical forces are at work after so many have died and so much of
their society has been distorted or destroyed. Certainly, apocalyptic Christian
doctrines got a boost in attention in the United States after the calamity of
September 11th.


When attacks in the West occur, we always hear the refrain
from hawks, “Where are the moderate Muslims denouncing this terrorism?” Yet,
when Muslim leaders do denounce violence and terrorism,[72]
the major television media mostly ignore it, helping to perpetuate the idea
that terrorist violence has broad support among Muslims, when, in fact, it does
not.


If leaders of the Western nations are truly attempting to initiate
a new Enlightenment era of democratic values in the Arab and Muslim worlds, as
they claim,[73] perhaps trying to live by our
highest principles and leading by example — promoting natural, individual
rights and self-government in the free market of ideas — might be a more
effective strategy than the current policy of propping up some of the world’s
most repressive governments, while launching invasions and carrying out regime
change operations against others. So far, these methods have only led to
massive casualties, sectarian civil war and a return to fundamentalism by
people who very well might otherwise have been much more receptive to the more positive
aspects of our ideas and traditions.







The Suicide Bombers


After the September 11th attacks, professor Robert Pape at
the University of Chicago decided to study Islam to discover what it was about
the religion that led people to commit suicide terrorism. He candidly admits he
was shocked to find out that his premise was incorrect. Instead, his research
showed suicide attacks are a reaction to foreign occupation. Pape found
evidence of such attacks on civilians and soldiers in many far-flung places and
throughout recorded history, with no tie to Islam whatsoever. Examples range
from the use of knives and swords by the Jewish Sicarii, or “dagger men,” in
resistance against the Roman occupation of antiquity,[74]
to the Shinto[75] and Buddhist[76]
Japanese kamikaze pilots’ attacks on the U.S. Navy in World War II, to the
fierce Hindu-atheist-Marxist Tamil Tigers of Sri Lanka, who, for two decades
before 2003, were the “world leaders” in the use of suicide terrorist tactics
against their Buddhist, Sinhalese enemies.[77]


Pape, his graduate students and staff created a database of
every suicide attacker on earth since 1980.[78] His work has shown that
rather than representing psychopathic and irrational murder, like that of
serial killers, or a species of “egoistic” or “fatalistic” suicide, such as
that of a successful businessman jumping out of a window after a deal goes
terribly wrong or a person with severe depression who has given up on life,
suicide attack tactics are instead based on “altruistic” motives and sound
“strategic logic” in war.[79] Yet, egoistic suicide
continues to be the model used by Western terrorism experts to explain suicide
terrorism. The bombers are losers, they say — young, poor, uneducated, hopeless
and full of rage. Having nothing to live for, they murder innocent people
because evil Wahhabist Salafists brainwash them and promise them virgins in
heaven as a reward.[80]


According to Pape, this model must be scrapped. Suicide
bombers are typically middle or upper middle class, well-educated, successful,
socially connected people who know exactly what they are doing. Pape and his
researchers found that the single most significant factor in determining
whether someone would commit an act of suicide terrorism was the presence of
foreign combat forces on the attacker’s territory. For the perceived greater
good, they sacrifice their own lives to kill others as part of a strategic
campaign aimed at the target population to coerce the removal of foreign troops
from their land.[81]


Of course, there are other important variables involved that
determine whether a society will tolerate their young men and women going to
such extremes. These include the degree of difference between the cultures of
the occupiers and occupied, and the strength of the resultant belief that the
occupying force intends to change the society being occupied in fundamental
ways.[82] When the Americans —
predominantly white, black and Hispanic, as well as Christian[83]
— occupied primarily Arab and Muslim Iraq, they openly stated their intention
to completely reorder Iraqi culture and society. In response, resistance began
immediately, including the use of suicide attacks, which had never been seen
before in Iraq. In contrast, in western Sudan, where all sides of the conflict
are Arab and Sunni Muslim,[84] a massive war that killed at
least 200,000 people[85] raged at the same time, yet
there were no reported suicide attacks at all.[86]


According to Pape’s research, another significant factor
determining whether groups will resort to suicide terrorism is a credible
belief among those inflicting the attacks that it will succeed in changing the
behavior of their target government or population, either frightening them into
retreat or baiting them into full-scale conflict.[87]
As Pape explains, democracies like Spain, which withdrew from the second Iraq
war due to popular demand after the Madrid attacks of 2004, are much more
likely to be targets of suicide terrorist attacks than governments like that of
China, which represses Taliban- and al Qaeda-tied Muslim Uighurs in the
Xinjiang Province, but whose Communist Politburo remains unimpressed and
unmoved in reaction to the civilian deaths caused by terrorist attacks, thus
disincentivizing them.


The Shi’ite militia Hezbollah waged a campaign of suicide
attacks against Israel and their allies for 16 years before Israel finally
withdrew from Lebanon in 2000. As soon as they did, the attacks stopped. In
fact, according to Pape’s database, the last one was in 1999.[88]


The Palestinians, on the other hand, remain subjugated under
Israeli military rule in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. The third Palestinian
uprising, or “Knife Intifada,” which began in 2015, is reminiscent of the
Jewish Zealots’ war against the Romans millennia before. This new insurgency is
currently being waged by unorganized young people and has replaced old
Hamas-style organized bombing campaigns with individual attacks on occupation
soldiers and civilian colonists.[89] The idea that the largely
westernized, millennial youth waging these suicide attacks are motivated by
some “radical” and fundamentalist belief in Islam, rather than the outright
military occupation and colonization of the West Bank and East Jerusalem — where
they live — is so plainly false that hardly anyone tries to push it anymore.[90]
Instead, we are told, the Palestinians just hate; that’s all. Well, you see,
they teach their kids to hate Jews, and then they simply hate, because that’s
just how they are. So what are the Israelis supposed to do, not defend
themselves?[91]


The bin Ladenite war against the United States is no
different, whether it is the old “core al Qaeda” of the 1990s and early 2000s;
al Qaeda in Iraq, Syria or Yemen; or the Islamic State today. Their motive to
attack America begins with American intervention in the Middle East. Bin Laden,
Scheuer wrote, was “out to drastically alter U.S. and Western policies toward
the Islamic world, not necessarily to destroy America, much less its freedoms
and liberties.” He was a “practical warrior, not an apocalyptic terrorist in
search of Armageddon.”[92]


Cynthia Storer, a former CIA analyst during the Bill Clinton
and George W. Bush eras, confirms the agency’s “framework” for what drives
people to commit acts of terrorism is not religion-based at all, but is instead
political and “absolutely universal.” Terrorism is not about Islam; it is about
virtually powerless people reacting — striking back — against governments they
perceive to be oppressing them, governments they have cause to believe can
never be reformed peacefully. It is a government’s violent reactions against
rising challenges to its power that drive radicals to commit acts of terrorism.
These then provoke new government reactions against the terrorists, which
inevitably hurt more innocent civilians, thereby creating more terrorists.[93]


Some reports from major media outlets now concede that, for
example, CIA drone strikes in Yemen have created a bigger al Qaeda problem
there than the one we had before the U.S. started bombing in the first place.
Yet they insist on framing the issue around the mostly unstated presumption
that September 11, 2001, was the start of this all, even if they find the
government’s tactics and strategy since then to be slightly deficient in
certain cases.[94] But how dishonest is that? TV
news anchors and big-name newspaper reporters must remember Osama bin Laden’s
threats and terrorist attacks in the 1990s. They have memories of George H. W.
Bush’s first Iraq war and the subsequent United Nations sanctions crisis.
Apparently, they just do not want to admit the truth to the people.


Millions of American men and women have joined, and continue
to join, the U.S. military to go and fight and risk their lives mostly because
of one big attack on our country 15 years ago. Is it really that hard to
imagine the lengths they might go to had they been born in the Arab world
instead, under permanent, American-sponsored despotism, military occupation and
war? 


The U.S. government is lucky the residents of the Middle
East are mostly Arabs and Muslims, and that most Americans know virtually
nothing about the region, religion, language or people.[95]
Like the Japanese imperialists and the Russian, Chinese, Korean and Vietnamese Communist
enemies of previous times, they are quite alien to the majority of Americans.
It is therefore all too easy for the government to make a good lie stick when
it comes to misrepresenting the nature of the crisis we are in. This is
especially true because the U.S. government, which most Americans personally
identify with, has instigated the conflict through acts the population has
largely supported.







What’s to Hate About
U.S. Foreign Policy? 


Since World War II, the U.S. government has maintained a
world empire.[96] At first, this was justified
as a defense against communism, a “containment policy” against Soviet and
Chinese expansionism.[97] But since the end of the bi-polar
world of the U.S.-Soviet Cold War 25 years ago,[98]
the military now unabashedly refers to its global posture as “full-spectrum
dominance.”[99] Neoconservative and “realist”
think tankers like to call it “benevolent global hegemony”[100]
or “primacy.”[101] Today the Pentagon maintains
over 800 bases around the world in more than 135 countries,[102]
counts all the rest of the world’s most powerful nations in Europe and Asia as
its close allies or satellites,[103] outmatches Russia[104]
and China[105] — its only “near-peer competitors”
— in terms of conventional military power by orders of magnitude and dominates
every ocean and sea on the planet with its unprecedented naval force.[106]


Rather than following the model of outright colonialism set
by European empires of earlier times, America has opted for a unique system of
dominance comprised of a global network of military bases,[107]
periodic coups[108] and behind the scenes
maneuvering.[109] But it is, nevertheless, the
most powerful and influential empire the world has ever known, with political,
military, economic and even cultural dominance in almost every part of the
planet.[110] The world follows America’s
lead, or else.[111] And it is clear that the
United States’ military empire in the Middle East significantly predates the
terrorists’ war against the American people.


In April 2016, retired army colonel, academic historian and
conservative war critic, Andrew Bacevich, published America’s War for
the Greater Middle East: A Military History. His account necessarily begins
long before September 11, 2001. As Bacevich explains, America’s mission in the
region has never really been to “fight them over there so we don’t have to
fight them here,” but instead, in the words of the policy makers themselves, to
achieve and maintain global dominance.[112] Terrorism? Well, that’s just
a minor side effect — “a small price to pay for being a Superpower,” as policy
planners for the Joint Chiefs of Staff at the Pentagon were repeatedly heard to
say by a “very senior” special operations commander in the 1990s.[113]
Fighting against terrorism then becomes a convenient cover for the further
escalation of the kinds of interventionist policies that created the terrorism
problem in the first place.


This was the dynamic bin Laden was betting on — that the
American government was looking for and willing to exploit any excuse to expand
its Middle Eastern empire, and that in doing so, it would sow the seeds of its
own demise. This, all while helping to prepare the field for the growth of an
eventual bin Ladenite Islamist state to dominate the region in the future.


As veteran intelligence beat reporter James Bamford
explained, bin Laden’s partner,


Ayman al-Zawahiri argued that al Qaeda should bring the war
to “the distant enemy” in order to provoke the Americans to strike back and “personally
wage the battle against Muslims.” It was that battle that bin Laden and
Zawahiri wanted to spark [with their attacks on U.S. targets]. As they made
clear in their declaration of war “against Jews and Crusaders,” they believed
that the United States and Israel had been waging war against Muslims for
decades. Now their hope was to draw Americans into a desert Vietnam, with bin
Laden in the role of North Vietnamese president Ho Chi Minh.[114]







Ronald Reagan’s
Arab-Afghan Holy Warriors


This “Vietnam trap” bin Laden was planning for the United
States was not so original a concept. In fact, it is how Osama bin Laden ended
up in Afghanistan in the first place. President Jimmy Carter’s National
Security Advisor, Zbigniew Brzezinski, boasted that when the Soviet Union
invaded Afghanistan on December 24, 1979, he sent a memo to the boss: “We now
have the opportunity of giving to the USSR its Vietnam war.”[115]


By 1979, “Vietnam” had already become a shorthand term for
bloody, no-win, far-flung quagmire that breaks the military and treasury and
causes terrible disruptions to society back home. Badly burned by the
experience, the American people were even said by the political establishment
to have come down with the lamented “Vietnam Syndrome” — such a severe reluctance
to engage in any further overseas military conflicts that it amounted to a form
of illness.[116] If such a disaster had been
inflicted on the American people by previous administrations, the thinking
went, perhaps rather than “containing” communism, the U.S. could instead
provoke it into over-expansion to inflict similar “self”-destruction on the
Soviets. As Brzezinski and former CIA officials like Robert Gates have boasted,
Carter signed a finding on July 3, 1979, authorizing the beginning of covert
CIA aid to the Afghan mujahideen, in order to provoke the very invasion by the
Soviets that Carter later claimed necessitated U.S. intervention there.[117]


Foreign correspondent Eric Margolis, who covered the 1980s
Afghan war extensively, is dubious that U.S. covert intervention is what made
the difference in the Soviet decision to invade, pointing out that the
Americans involved had an interest in inflating their own role in events.
According to Margolis, the Soviets saw a crisis coming anyway. The USSR’s
favored warlords had gotten so diverted and out of control torturing and
murdering people and fomenting civil war that the Kremlin feared the survival
of the entire Kabul regime was at risk.[118] Famed Soviet dissident
Andrei Sakharov agrees with Margolis, writing that Afghan President Hafizullah
Amin’s independent and destructive policies made him unacceptable to Moscow.
The KGB murdered him immediately after invading the country.[119]
Regardless, first the Carter and then the Reagan administrations, along with
their Saudi and Pakistani allies, lent massive financial and material support
to the mujahideen resistance fighters. These included Afghans as well as the “International
Islamic Brigades,” comprised of thousands of so-called “Arab-Afghans”[120]
from across the Middle East who were sent by their governments to fight a holy
war against the Communists’ invasion of Muslim land. The U.S. eventually even
provided advanced, guided, shoulder-fired, surface-to-air “Stinger” missiles,
which helped the Afghan resistance to level the fight against the attack
helicopters of the technologically sophisticated Soviet air forces.[121]
President Reagan met and had his picture taken with mujahideen leaders in the
White House’s Oval Office.[122] Hollywood even released the
movie Rambo III in 1988 to explain the supposedly covert, but widely
known, operation to the American people. In the film, the protagonist’s mentor,
Colonel Trautman, baits his KGB captor:


There won’t be a [Soviet] victory. Every day, your war
machines lose ground to a bunch of poorly armed, poorly equipped freedom
fighters. The fact is that you underestimated your competition. If you’d
studied your history, you’d know that these people have never given up to
anyone. They’d rather die than be slaves to an invading army. You can’t defeat
a people like that. We tried; we already had our Vietnam! Now you’re going to
have yours.


Sylvester Stallone’s John Rambo, and therefore all
right-thinking American patriots, revered the mujahideen for their dedication
to their religious beliefs and heroic, selfless bravery in defending their land
and people from foreign invasion.[123]


The mujahideen did deserve some credit. Communism was slowly
falling apart due to the simple laws of economics,[124]
but the CIA, Saudis, Pakistanis and mujahideen – mostly the Afghans, but also
the Arab and other foreign fighters – did help to destabilize and further
bankrupt the ramshackle Soviet empire,[125] setting it up to be finished
off completely by the oil price crash of the late 1980s.[126]
At least that was what the Reagan Republicans[127]
and, more importantly, the Arab-Afghan mujahideen believed; with faith in God
and a few trusty AK-47s, they had brought down the mighty USSR, one of the most
powerful empires in history.[128]


Abdullah Yusuf Azzam was one of the principal ideological
and administrative leaders of the recruitment drive for the Arab effort to
support the Afghan jihad and leader of the “Afghanistan Services Bureau” that
would later become Osama bin Laden’s al Qaeda. In 1986, Margolis met with Azzam
in Pakistan. He told Margolis, “When we have finished driving the Soviet
imperialists from Afghanistan, we mujahideen will then go and drive the
American imperialists from Arabia, and then liberate Palestine.”[129]


At first, Margolis was baffled. He had only ever heard
pro-Soviet communists call America an “empire.” The U.S. was helping Saudi
Arabia and Pakistan to support Azzam and his men in their war for freedom
against the USSR. How could he say such a thing? But later it became clear to
Margolis what Azzam meant: the “Carter Doctrine” of permanent U.S. supremacy in
the Persian Gulf — announced in response to the USSR’s invasion of Afghanistan
— already had America’s military presence spreading throughout the Arabian
Peninsula. In fact, the United States had maintained a base at Manama, Bahrain
since 1944[130] and at Dhahran, Saudi
Arabia, between 1948 and 1962.[131] As part of the Carter
Doctrine, the Reagan administration had begun to expand the military’s presence
further in the 1980s, beginning with an air force base at Thumrait, Oman, in
1981. The build-up continued in Saudi Arabia as the U.S. slowly took over and
expanded Saudi military bases in a process they called “overbuilding and
overstocking.” This was a fig-leaf for the presence of American forces, equipment
and contractors at what were ostensibly still Saudi bases.[132]
Seventy more permanent bases were later added in Kuwait, Qatar, Oman, and the
United Arab Emirates to join those in Saudi Arabia and Bahrain as the U.S.
prepared to wage the first Iraq war in 1990-1991. With all the new U.S. arms
came scores of new American contractors and military advisers to go with them.[133]
The rapidly increasing U.S. presence in the Arabian Peninsula created severe resentment.
As Professor Pape has emphasized, to the population of Saudi Arabia, and
especially the bin Ladenites, these state borders are meaningless; they view
Arabia as one holy peninsula, just as the 50 states of the United States are
considered one country by Americans.[134]


Azzam was not just blowing smoke back in 1986; he was
already pivoting his followers toward a new enemy just as America was getting
its Middle East project into full gear.







The New Order


When the bankrupt Soviet empire withdrew from Afghanistan in
1989[135] and completely disintegrated[136]
two years later, Washington’s war hawks, far from taking the lesson they had
just helped to inflict to heart, saw only an opportunity to extend their power
and influence. As the incisive comedian and social critic, George Carlin, said
in his 1992 HBO special, “We just couldn’t wait for that Cold War to be over,
could we? Couldn’t wait for the Cold War to be over so we can go and play with
our toys in the sand! — go and play with our toys in the sand!”[137]


And so, the hawks found a reason. When Iraq invaded its smaller
neighbor Kuwait in the summer of 1990, the U.S. launched Operation Desert
Storm, a short and seemingly easy war[138] to drive Saddam Hussein’s
forces back out early the next year. Once Kuwait’s king, Jaber Al-Ahmad
Al-Sabah, had been restored to his throne, President George Bush Sr. exclaimed,
“It’s a proud day for America. By God, we’ve kicked the Vietnam Syndrome once
and for all!”[139]


Dick Cheney, who had been secretary of defense under
President George Bush Sr. during the first Iraq war, explained in a 2014
interview with then-Weekly Standard editor William Kristol that in order
to finally “close the deal” with Saudi King Fahd to allow the U.S. to build and
occupy massive bases in the Saudi Desert, he had agreed to the King’s condition
that the soldiers and airmen would be removed as soon as Iraq was driven from
Kuwait and the alleged threat of an Iraqi invasion of Saudi Arabia[140]
had been thwarted.[141]


But U.S. forces did not leave. Once the first Iraq war was
over, new excuses for permanent occupation presented themselves. During the war
to expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait, Bush Sr. had released a radio message over
Voice of America[142] and the military dropped
leaflets over Iraqi army units, as well as civilian populations, encouraging
the Shi’ite Arabs and the Kurds to rise up and overthrow the primarily Sunni
Arab-backed dictatorship of Saddam Hussein. This led them to believe the U.S.
would back their efforts.[143] Not only did Bush then
refuse to do so, but under the terms of Iraq’s surrender in the war, the U.S.
agreed to allow Hussein to keep his attack helicopters and use them to
slaughter his opponents.[144] According to journalist
Barry Lando, the U.S. eventually even outright intervened on Saddam’s side,
landing American helicopters on a highway to Baghdad to block an Iraqi army
division that was marching on the capital to remove him.[145]


This was the Great Stab in the Back in the Desert of 1991.
As Iraq analyst Joel Wing wrote, the Bush Sr. administration really did want
either a military coup or a popular uprising in which the Shi’ites and Kurds
would overthrow Saddam Hussein. But his war council suddenly changed their
minds when they realized the presence of Iranian-backed militias among the
resistance meant they were about to reverse the entire Reagan-era effort to contain
the results of the 1979 Shi’ite revolution in Iran by backing Saddam Hussein’s
Iraq in the 1980s Iran-Iraq war. Bush Sr. quickly turned right around and
betrayed the uprising instead.[146]


As a result, tens of thousands of Shi’ite Arabs and Kurds
were slaughtered.[147] The U.S., France and Britain
then announced permanent “no-fly zones” of allied air patrols in the far north
and south of Iraq in the name of grounding Iraqi air forces to secure those
they had just sacrificed.[148] They further proclaimed that
the international economic sanctions policy imposed before the war would remain
in place until the U.S. was satisfied that all conditions of the cease-fire had
been satisfied. And so, the bases in Saudi stayed.







Osama Turns on Us


The U.S. and UN coalition’s war, coupled with America’s
decision to stay in Arabia and maintain a war footing against Iraq, was not
without broader consequences. Osama bin Laden, the wealthy son of a powerful
Saudi construction magnate who had contributed large sums of money and equipment
to the 1980s war effort in Afghanistan and had been wounded in battle against Communist
forces there, was incensed that the Americans had received the Saudi king’s
writ to force Saddam Hussein’s army out of Kuwait. Bin Laden had attempted to
volunteer his men for the cause. He was even more enraged by the expanded and
indefinite presence of “crusader” U.S. combat forces during and after the war
on what he considered to be the holy territory of the Arabian Peninsula. The
Arab-Afghan mujahideen, the U.S. government’s once-friendly, even heroic,
“freedom fighter” allies from the great anti-Soviet holy war of the 1980s, had
become the enemies of the American people. With the Soviet invaders gone from
Afghanistan, they were now determined to drive U.S. combat forces from the
Arabian Peninsula by any means necessary.[149]


The danger inherent in sending thousands of young men from
Arab countries to fight the Soviets in Afghanistan had been obvious to many at
the time. As Egyptian preacher Abu Hamza explained to journalist Andrew
Cockburn, this policy “was meant to actually divert people from the problems in
their own country.” It was “like a pressure-cooker vent. If you keep [the
cooker] all sealed up, it will blow up in your face, so you have to design a
vent, and this Afghan jihad was the vent.” 


However, as Cockburn further explained,


[soon] the sponsoring governments began to recognize a flaw
in the scheme: the vent was two-way. I heard this point most vividly expressed
in 1994, at a dinner party on a yacht cruising down the Nile. The wealthy host
had deemed it safer to be waterborne owing to a vigorous terror campaign by
Egyptian jihadists. At the party, this defensive tactic elicited a vehement
comment from Osama El-Baz, a senior security adviser to Hosni Mubarak. “It’s
all the fault of those stupid bastards at the CIA,” he said, as the lights of
Cairo drifted by. “They trained these people, kept them in being [even] after
the Russians left, and now we get this.”[150]


The actions of George H. W. Bush’s successor just made
matters that much worse.







Iraq War 1½: The Bill
Clinton Years


Soon after coming into power, the Bill Clinton
administration adopted a program of “dual containment” of both Iraq and Iran.[151]
This was done presumably to replace the policy of arming both sides against
each other in battle, as the U.S. had done during the Iran-Iraq war of the
1980s.[152] However, this containment
following the first Iraq war relied on a sanctions regime that amounted to a
full-scale global economic embargo against Iraq and ended up killing almost as
many people as had died during the entire Iran-Iraq war. What the dual
containment policy really meant was no peace could be reached. No end to the
Cold War against Iran or the “warm” one against Iraq would be possible for the
remainder of the twentieth century — and beyond. The U.S. would also need to
keep all their new bases in Arabia to do the containing. The war George H. W.
Bush had sworn would “not be another Vietnam”[153]
continued, albeit mostly from the Treasury Department in Washington and 30,000
feet in the sky over Iraq.


Americans think of the Bill Clinton years as a time of
peace. His wars, and news of them, mostly stayed far from home. But as
journalist Jeremy Scahill has reported, during Clinton’s presidency, the U.S.
Air Force bombed Iraq an average of three to four times per week.[154]
The American people were told each of these bombings represented an attempted
radar lock by Iraqi ground stations, an act of “aggression” against U.S. pilots
flying over a foreign nation. However, according to the New York Times,
after 1998, radar and other military installations were deemed legitimate
targets of self-defense, “even when they presented no direct threat.”[155]
Not one U.S. plane was ever hit, much less shot down, by Iraqi forces during
the entire decade after the first Iraq war. However, hundreds of innocent
civilians the U.S. was supposedly protecting were killed in these bombings.[156]


The 1990s United Nations’ blockade was an even more tragic
story. The United States forced a global sanctions regime on Iraq, which
completely destroyed what was left of the Iraqi economy after Iraq War I. The
U.S., which had been happy to look the other way when Hussein was importing
“dual use” items to manufacture chemical and biological weapons to use against
Iran a few years before,[157] now, in addition to banning
Iraqi oil sales, was forbidding the importation of “possible dual use” spare
parts for repairing delivery trucks and the country’s electrical grid. Even
chlorine for disinfecting civilian water supplies was banned under the pretense
that the Iraqis must only want it to make banned chemical weapons.[158]
Basic medicines that were cheap and plentiful elsewhere in the world became
impossible to obtain. Malnutrition was widespread. There were deadly epidemics
of cholera and typhoid. It was a ruthless economic war against all Iraqi men, women
and children.[159] The American people,
diverted by euphemisms such as “sanctions” in place of “blockade” and
comparisons to the full-scale air and tank war that had just been waged, may
not have realized the new status quo was a permanent, global trade embargo that
was starving and strangling the entire civilian population of the country.[160]
Any doubts they may have had were apparently sufficiently smothered in
political partisanship, racism and nationalism. Study after study conducted
throughout the 1990s, including those by the U.S. Air Force,[161]
Harvard University and the United Nations,[162] as well as in journals
ranging from the New England Journal of Medicine[163]
to the UK’s Lancet,[164] showed the unbearable
suffering of the Iraqi population. But this only proved the success of the
program. Civilian deaths were a prime feature, not a bug, of the sanctions policy.
As Pentagon officials explained to the Washington Post, “People say,
‘You didn’t recognize that [bombing civilian infrastructure] was going to have
an effect on water or sewage[?]’ Well, what were we trying to do with sanctions
— help out the Iraqi people? No. What we were doing with the attacks on
infrastructure was to accelerate the effect of the sanctions.” And, “Big
picture, we wanted to let people know, ‘Get rid of this guy and we’ll be more
than happy to assist in rebuilding. We’re not going to tolerate Saddam Hussein
or his regime. Fix that, and we’ll [allow you to] fix your electricity.’”[165]


Finally, in 1996, the UN Oil for Food program was
introduced. But it was far too little, too late for hundreds of thousands of
people. According to the United Nations, as many as a million people died of
this deprivation, more than half of them children, in what Americans called “peacetime.”[166]


Two UN officials overseeing the sanctions, Denis Halliday[167]
and Hans Von Sponeck,[168] resigned in disgust at the
devastation they had helped to cause.


It was common knowledge in foreign policy circles during
this period that despite the strict rules governing the Oil for Food program,
Hussein’s regime was diverting the profits from the oil sales for its own
needs. Saddam was “spending it all on his palaces,” as the saying went at the
time. The Iraqi people’s suffering was not being alleviated. Yet this was seen
only as another useful talking point for the effort to demonize the dictator.
The idea of lifting the embargo on the Iraqi people and figuring out a better
way to proceed was apparently never seriously considered. Journalist Rod
Nordland perfectly summed up the conventional wisdom in Washington when he
wrote in 2000:


[N]o one in Washington believes Saddam has given up his
ambition to build weapons of mass destruction. The former boss of the U.N.
weapons inspectors, Richard Butler, told Israel’s Knesset last week that the
Iraqis have the expertise to build a nuclear weapon within a year, provided
they could get the raw materials. Ending the sanctions would give Saddam vastly
increased oil revenues and freedom from import controls, making it easier for
him to buy the nuclear supplies he needs. Because of that, the current ugly
stalemate — half war, half peace — may drag on indefinitely. There seems to be
little relief in sight for Saddam’s long-suffering people.[169]


In Invisible War: The United States and the Iraq
Sanctions, author Joy Gordon explained there was nothing anyone could do to
end the blockade. The sanctions were indefinite without a new resolution to
repeal them, which was impossible due to the veto power of the United States on
the UN Security Council.[170]


The 1990s was also an era of endless UN weapons inspections
under the terms of the cease-fire at the end of the war. These were done under
the pretense of ridding Saddam Hussein’s Iraq of the chemical weapons the U.S.
and its allies had given him — and that he had used against the Iranians with
U.S. assistance and against the Iraqi Kurds without the slightest hint of
opposition — only a decade before.[171] The fact that these weapons
were virtually all destroyed by the end of 1991,[172]
and that the UN inspectors were completely satisfied of this fact by the end of
1995,[173] had no apparent effect on
the massive global sanctions regime other than to change its goal from
pretended arms control to outright regime change. 


When the United Nations Special Commission on Iraq was ready
to declare Iraq free of weapons of mass destruction in 1997, it was preempted
by Clinton’s secretary of state, Madeline Albright, who announced that no
matter what, the sanctions regime would persist until the people of Iraq
overthrew Saddam Hussein.[174] The fact that the Iraqi
people were starving, dying and getting weaker under the sanctions in relation
to their formerly U.S.-supported government, and the fact that the U.S. had
encouraged and then betrayed the Iraqi majority when they had tried to overthrow
Saddam Hussein during the 1991 uprising, seemed to mean nothing to the Clinton
government. Nor was there any reason, beyond wishful thinking, to believe that
there would be a revolt within the Ba’ath Party or the military. A 1996 coup
attempt by the CIA and their British counterparts in MI-6 ended in disaster.[175]


When asked about the 500,000 children who had been deprived
to death as a result of the embargo, Secretary Albright infamously told CBS
News, “We think the price is worth it” — worth it, to continue this ruinous
policy even though it was officially based on a plain absurdity. This number
represented more children, as her interlocutor put it, “than died at [the
nuclear bombing of] Hiroshima,” in World War II.[176]
Albright has since repeatedly apologized for saying what she did in such a
crude manner, but has still not been asked whether she is sorry for actually
enforcing the policy that killed so many innocent people and enraged so many
new enemies. She has certainly not volunteered to do so.[177]


As a senior official in the George W. Bush administration
later surprisingly admitted,


[F]atwas from Osama … cited the effects of sanctions on Iraqi
children and the presence of U.S. troops as a sacrilege that justified his
jihad. In a real sense, September 11 was part of the cost of containing Saddam.
No containment, no U.S. troops in Saudi Arabia. No U.S. troops there, then bin
Laden might still be redecorating mosques and boring friends with stories of
his mujahideen days in the Khyber Pass.[178]


Deputy Secretary of Defense Wolfowitz later even cited the
necessity of removing U.S. combat forces stationed in Saudi Arabia as one of
the benefits of invading Iraq:


There are a lot of things that are different now [that the
U.S. occupies Iraq], and one that has gone by almost unnoticed — but it’s huge
— is that … we can now remove almost all of our forces from Saudi Arabia. Their
presence there over the last 12 years has been a source of enormous difficulty
for a friendly government. It’s been a huge recruiting device for al Qaeda. In fact,
if you look at bin Laden, one of his principle grievances was the presence of
so-called crusader forces on the holy land, Mecca and Medina. I think just
lifting that burden from the Saudis is itself going to open the door to other
positive things. I don’t want to speak in messianic terms. It’s not going to
change things overnight, but it’s a huge improvement.[179]


And in fact, as soon as the U.S. invaded Iraq in the spring
of 2003, they began to close the major airbases remaining in Saudi Arabia.[180]
The New York Times explained at the time, this was because,


The drastically reduced American profile could simplify the
government’s position among Saudis who espouse Osama bin Laden’s contention
that the American military foothold was an affront to the kingdom’s sovereignty.
For years, the American presence not far from Islam’s two holiest sites, at
Mecca and Medina, has provided al Qaeda with an important rallying cry.[181]







The Far Enemy


In the 1990s, Dr. Ayman al Zawahiri, a former surgeon who
was one of the leaders of Egyptian Islamic Jihad, began to merge his group with
bin Laden’s group. They agreed that the local revolutions they would someday
like to wage, particularly against the regimes in Egypt and Arabia and
ultimately leading to the creation of a new Islamic caliphate, would be
impossible as long as the powerful American military was there to support the
governments of its client states.[182] The “far enemy” would have
to be driven out of the region first.[183] “We must move the battle to
the enemy’s grounds to burn the hands of those who ignite fire in our own
countries.” The “only language understood by the West,” Zawahiri said, was
“maximum casualties.”[184]


Their strategy was fairly simple, as bin Laden and Zawahiri
repeatedly explained. They wanted to replicate their success against the Soviet
Union by provoking America into invading the region outright, to bog the U.S.
military down and bleed its treasury dry, ultimately forcing complete collapse
and withdrawal from the Middle East.[185]


Some of their colleagues had already started attacking. In
1990, the groups that were then beginning to merge into what we now call al
Qaeda assassinated the radical rabbi Meir Kahane in New York City, for his
support of Israeli expansion in the West Bank.[186]
This was followed by the targeting of U.S. marines in the botched Yemen hotel
bombings of 1992. The CIA was aware of Osama bin Laden’s role in the attempted
Yemen attacks by April of 1993.[187]


Next was the first hit on the World Trade Center with
another — thankfully botched — bombing in February 1993, which killed six
people, but could have been much worse. The bombers failed in their attempt to
topple one tower over into the other, which, at midday, could have instantly
killed tens of thousands of people.[188] The ringleader of the plot, “the
blind Sheikh,” Omar Abdel Rahman of Egyptian Islamic Jihad, had been allowed
into the country only with the assistance of CIA officials who considered him
an old friend from the 1980s Afghan jihad.[189] The terrorists’ conspiracy
could have been thwarted entirely, as the FBI had an undercover informant
inside the plot in a position to create a fake bomb with inert explosives. But
the FBI supervisor, Carson Dunbar, refused to cooperate with his agents’
efforts, leading the informant, Ahmed Salem, to bail out of the operation.
Salem was then replaced by the ultimate bomb maker, Abdul Basit, better known
as Ramzi Yousef. No one at either agency was held accountable.[190]


A thorough review of Yousef’s statements fails to uncover a
single claim that his intent was to convert Americans to his religion or kill
anyone who failed to do so. Nor was any plot to subjugate American culture
under conservative Sharia law revealed.[191] At Yousef’s eventual
sentencing hearing, the convict went into an extended tirade about America’s
“terrorist” foreign policy, support for Israel and blockade against Iraq. The
federal judge, Kevin Duffy, then completely ignored Yousef’s statement and
instead refuted only what the government had claimed about his motives: “You
weren’t seeking conversions. The only thing you wanted to do was to cause
death. Your God is not Allah. You worship death and destruction.”[192]


Next came the thwarted plots against the Lincoln and Holland
Tunnels and United Nations headquarters in New York.[193]
Then followed a string of attacks planned by Ramzi Yousef in the Philippines in
1995, where he fled after the 1993 World Trade Center attack.[194]
After an accidental fire at their Philippines apartment, Ramzi Yousef and his
partners Wali Khan Amin Shah and Abdul Hakim Murad fled, but when Shah and
Murad returned in an attempt to collect important materials, they were
captured, along with a laptop computer of Yousef’s. The computer revealed plans
to assassinate Pope John Paul II and President Bill Clinton on their scheduled
trips to the Philippines, as well as a plan called Bojinka, which was a scheme
to time bomb 10 or more airliners over the Pacific Ocean. A test run of this
failed to destroy the plane, but did kill the Japanese businessman underneath
whose seat Yousef had planted a small bomb. There was also a plot said to have
been thought up originally by Murad to hijack multiple airliners and crash them
into multiple targets on both U.S. coasts — the “planes operation,” which later
became the September 11th plot in the hands of Yousef’s uncle, Khalid Sheikh
Mohammed.[195]


Then came the Saudi National Guard training center bombings
in 1995, which killed five Americans,[196] and the Khobar Towers attack
near Dhahran, Saudi Arabia, in 1996, which killed 19 U.S. airmen in their
barracks. For political reasons, the U.S. decided to blame the Khobar attack on
“Iranian-backed Saudi Hezbollah,” thus letting the guilty escape blame and,
even worse, depriving the American people of an obvious and important truth:
never mind America’s bought and paid-for princes who rule these countries,
there are deadly serious people there who want U.S. military forces off their
land. It was later shown that the Khobar Towers attack was almost certainly
orchestrated by Osama bin Laden and Khalid Sheikh Mohammed of al Qaeda.[197]
Bin Laden himself took credit for the attack to Abdel Bari Atwan,
Palestinian-British editor of the newspaper Al-Quds al-Arabi in London.[198]


On August 7, 1998, in Nairobi, Kenya, and Dar es Salaam,
Tanzania, al Qaeda struck again with devastating dual truck bomb attacks
against the U.S. embassies there, killing hundreds of people.[199]
Atwan later wrote, “Al Qaeda explained that these cities had been chosen
because they each housed a large U.S. military presence and because both the
Kenyan and Tanzanian governments backed U.S. aggression against Iraq and had
close links with Israel.” Bill Clinton’s government retaliated with Tomahawk
cruise missile strikes on bin Laden’s training camps, but bin Laden survived,
having left two days before.[200]


The African embassy attacks were followed up by the thwarted
“millennium attack” on Los Angeles International Airport in 1999,[201]
a failed attack on the navy ship USS The Sullivans in January of 2000,[202]
a foiled plot against the Radisson Hotel in Amman, Jordan,[203]
and finally, the rubber-dinghy bomb attack on the USS Cole at port in
Aden, Yemen, which killed 17 sailors in October of that year.[204]


During the growing al Qaeda war against America during the
1990s, the Clinton administration apparently still believed the mujahideen
could be useful in achieving other foreign policy goals. While bin Laden had
also claimed to target America for its tacit support for Russia, China, Uzbekistan
and India in their violent suppression of Muslims,[205]
the U.S. covertly favored al Qaeda’s allies in Chechnya in their fight with
Russia;[206] the Uighurs against China;[207]
mujahideen affiliates and allies in Bosnia in the mid-nineties,[208]
where September 11th ringleader Khalid Sheikh Mohammed earned his stripes;[209]
as well as the al Qaeda-tied Kosovo Liberation Army of jihadists and gangsters
in the Kosovo War of 1999.[210] In both the Bosnia and
Kosovo wars, the U.S. supported al Qaeda’s friends who were fighting against
the Russian-aligned Serbs. All this was taking place despite Clinton’s
declaration that terrorism was “the enemy of our generation,” one against which
“we must prevail.”[211]


Clinton’s chief Balkans negotiator, Richard Holbrook, later
told the Los Angeles Times, “I think the [Bosnian] Muslims wouldn’t have
survived without” this help from the Arab mujahideen veterans of the 1980s
Afghan war.[212] After September 11th,
Clinton and some of his congressional allies were incredulous that al Qaeda
would attack the U.S. after America had sided with Muslims in the Balkan wars.[213]


But why should the Democrats have expected a bunch of
professional terrorists to be impressed by these efforts on their behalf? None
of the rest of America’s Mideast policies had changed, and al Qaeda’s war
against the U.S. had only continued to grow during that time. Clinton had
helped to further build up jihadist forces, but he had failed to buy them off.


In 1998, Brzezinski, who had recommended so much of the U.S.
policy towards the mujahideen, gave an infamous interview to the magazine Le
Nouvel Observateur. When asked whether he had any regrets about the rise of
the Taliban fundamentalist regime, which had taken hold of much of Afghanistan
in 1996, in the wake of the Americans’ efforts on behalf of the mujahideen in
the 1980s — and, implicitly, its sheltering of international anti-Western
terrorists such as Osama bin Laden — Brzezinski replied:


What is most important to the history of the world? The
Taliban or the collapse of the Soviet empire? Some stirred-up Muslims or the
liberation of Central Europe and the end of the Cold War?[214]


In the same year, Republican Senator Orrin Hatch of Utah,
who also supported the effort to back the mujahideen in the 1980s, told NBC
News’ Robert Windrem that even considering the growing list of al Qaeda attacks
against the United States, “It was worth it.”


“Those were very important, pivotal matters that played an
important role in the downfall of the Soviet Union,” he said. Hatch seemed to
assume the USSR would not have fallen otherwise, and that the innocent people
killed by the rising generation of terrorists, their survivors and the millions
of victims of the eventual wars justified by their deaths would share his same
value judgment on the issue.[215]


During all this time leading up to the September 11th
attacks on New York and Washington, D.C., the Clinton administration was
thankfully too bogged down in the president’s personal and domestic political
scandals to react for the worse.[216] However, while Clinton did
not take the bait and invade Afghanistan, neither did he reconsider the
policies motivating al Qaeda nor confront the enemy he had provoked[217]
— other than his 1998 cruise missile attacks on a few mostly empty Afghan
training camps and the essential al-Shifa antibiotics factory in Sudan, a move
that was based on completely false claims that it was a chemical weapons plant.
These actions helped to make a folk hero out of bin Laden and disrupted the TV
news cycle for a couple of days, but accomplished little else[218]
beyond killing thousands of people deprived of the vital medicines the Sudanese
factory had provided.[219]


But then, finally, came the attacks of September 11, 2001.


For a population completely distracted by stock market
bubbles, tabloid-style news and syndicated Seinfeld reruns during the “peacetime”
years of Bill Clinton, and which largely looked on the new millennium as
another beautiful “morning in America,” with politics under the new George W.
Bush administration seen as not much more than a slight distraction until that
point,[220] the broadcast images of the
hijack attack could not have been more misleading: the planes came straight out
of the clear blue sky — just like in the cliché. A stunned population did not
know what to make of it. This was “blowback” as properly defined — consequences
of secret or unknown foreign policies, which catch the population off guard and
leave them open to false interpretations about the nature of the conflict.[221]



American hawks have often cited bin Laden’s taunts that U.S.
withdrawal after the Beirut truck bomb attack on U.S. marines in 1983 and the
disastrous “Black Hawk Down” events in Somalia in 1993 proved America was a
paper tiger that could easily be scared into withdrawal from the region with
just a few more similar attacks.[222] They concluded that America
needed to “go big” this time instead.[223] Bin Laden may well have
understood that forcing America to retreat from its overall policy of dominance
in the region was a far different matter than chasing the military out of minor
missions in places like Lebanon and Somalia. Or perhaps the strategy of scaring
the U.S. off with foreign “pinprick” attacks had already been deemed to have
failed. Either way, the attacks of September 11th, which killed nearly 3,000
people, but could have killed many thousands more, were clearly designed to
provoke[224] — to give the U.S. government
reason to launch a full-scale war in Afghanistan and beyond. Only the U.S. government,
manipulated into overreacting — really, given an opportunity to take advantage
of a horrible situation — could accomplish this tiny group of terrorists’
seemingly impossible goals. These included ending American dominance of the
Middle East through imperial overstretch and self-destruction, along with the
further radicalization of the region, destabilization of U.S.-supported
dictatorships and a vast increase in the terrorists’ own power and influence
over the future. By attacking New York and Washington, al Qaeda succeeded in
making America, in the words of ex-CIA analyst Scheuer, its “indispensable
ally” in their scheme.[225]


But government and TV said America had been attacked because
it had been an inward-looking “sleeping giant” as the Terror Juggernaut was
closing in, provoked and emboldened by American weakness and isolationist
indifference, and that the government would have to begin to take a much more
activist approach to world affairs now that everything had changed. 


Just as the enemy had planned.


In 2010, Rolling Stone magazine published an
interview with one of Osama bin Laden’s sons, Omar.


My father’s dream was to bring the Americans to Afghanistan.
He would do the same thing he did to the Russians. I was surprised the
Americans took the bait. I so much respected the mentality of President
Clinton. He was the one who was smart. When my father attacked his places, he
sent a few cruise missiles to my father’s training camp. He didn’t get my
father, but after all the war in Afghanistan, they still don’t have my father.
They have spent hundreds of billions. Better for America to keep the money for
its economy. In Clinton’s time, America was very, very smart. Not like a bull
that runs after the red scarf.


I was in Afghanistan when Bush was elected. My father was so
happy. This is the kind of President he needs — one who will attack and spend
money and break the country. I’m sure my father wanted [Sen. John] McCain more
than Obama [in the 2008 election]. McCain has the same mentality as Bush.[226]


This may be a naïve view of Clinton and Obama, but the point
remains that the more the Americans want to fight in their enemy’s part of the
world in the short term, the better it helps to achieve Osama bin Laden’s goals
in the long term.


The reporter asked Omar bin Laden if he thought his father
would launch any more attacks in the United States. He replied, “I don’t think
so. He doesn’t need to. As soon as America went to Afghanistan his plan worked.
He’s already won.”











Chapter Two: Invasion


 


“All that we have to do is to send two mujahideen to the
furthest point east to raise a piece of cloth on which is written al Qaeda, in
order to make generals race there to cause America to suffer human, economic
and political losses without their achieving anything of note other than some
benefits for their private corporations. This is in addition to our having
experience in using guerrilla warfare and the war of attrition to fight
tyrannical superpowers, as we, alongside the mujahideen, bled Russia for 10
years, until it went bankrupt and was forced to withdraw in defeat. … So we are
continuing this policy of bleeding America to the point of bankruptcy.”
— Osama bin Laden, October 2004


 


“We’re angry, but we’re not stupid.” — George W. Bush,
September 2001












Unnecessary War


Even after the September 11, 2001, attacks on New York and
Washington, there still never needed to be a War on Terrorism or invasion of
Afghanistan.


The Taliban government of Afghanistan, which harbored Osama
bin Laden and al Qaeda, had played no role in the September 11th attacks and
sought no war with the United States. Tipped off by Uzbek jihadis about an
impending strike on the U.S., the Taliban had even sent their Foreign Minister,
Wakil Ahmed Muttawakil, to attempt to warn the American embassy in Peshawar,
Pakistan, and the United Nations in July of 2001, though there is no evidence
the Taliban knew of the specifics of the September 11th plot. Muttawakil’s
warnings were ignored.[227] Mullah Omar, the spiritual
and political leader of Afghanistan’s Taliban government, along with much of
the Taliban leadership, had been trying to get rid of the troublesome Saudi
since bin Laden had returned to Afghanistan in 1996, and had been especially
outraged by his fatwas and interviews with foreign media. Part of the problem
was that after surviving U.S. Tomahawk cruise missile strikes launched in
retaliation for al Qaeda’s bombing of the two embassies in east Africa in 1998,
bin Laden’s status was raised in the minds of the Afghan population, making him
that much more difficult for the new regime to sacrifice, though certain of
their leaders continued to try.[228]


As the Washington Post reported on October 29, 2001,
U.S. officials had met with the Taliban at least 20 times after the 1998
African embassy bombings to discuss Osama bin Laden’s extradition. The talks
continued, according to the Post, “until just days before” the September
11th attacks. After the U.S. threatened in early 1999 to hold the Taliban
responsible for any future act of terrorism attributable to bin Laden, the
regime had started working much harder to get rid of him. One representative
even invited the U.S. to assassinate bin Laden in order to solve the problem.[229]


While some believed the Taliban were simply stalling for
time and never truly meant to hand bin Laden over, former CIA station chief
Milton Bearden, who ran the covert Afghan war in the 1980s, told the Post,
“We never heard what they were trying to say. We had no common language. Ours
was, ‘Give up bin Laden.’ They were saying, ‘Do something to help us give him
up.’ … Every time the Afghans said, ‘He’s lost again,’ they are saying
something. They are saying, ‘He’s no longer under our protection.’ They thought
they were signaling us subtly, and we don’t do signals. … I have no doubts they
wanted to get rid of him. He was a pain in the neck.”[230]


Noting the “segregated relationship” between the Taliban
government and their Saudi and Egyptian al Qaeda guests, including differences
in Taliban leader Mullah Omar and al Qaeda leader bin Laden’s schools of
Islamic thought and their vastly different political priorities, as well as the
history of distance and personal animosity between the two, the scholars Strick
van Linschoten and Felix Kuehn wrote the two “were from different worlds, with
different beliefs, different customs, different agendas, and — until the
September 11th attacks — different paths for the future. The evidence by no
means shows a joint agenda or any interest on bin Laden’s part in sharing
operational details with the Taliban.”[231]


Three months before the September 11th attacks, United Press
International editor at large Arnaud de Borchgrave interviewed Taliban leader
Mullah Omar. Omar denounced bin Laden’s fatwas against the United States as
“null and void” since, Omar said, “bin Laden is not entitled to issue fatwas as
he did not complete the mandatory 12 years of Koranic studies to qualify for
the position of mufti.” Mullah Omar told de Borchgrave he had “offered the
United States and the United Nations to place international monitors to observe
him pending the resolution of the [African embassy bombings] case, but so far
we have received no reply.” According to de Borchgrave, Mullah Omar had called
bin Laden a “chicken bone stuck in his throat, that he can’t swallow or spit
out.”[232]


Omar was clearly seething with resentment that the radical
Osama bin Laden was endangering the Taliban’s fledgling regime, which had not
even finished taking control of the entire country.[233]
And while his proposed plan for an international tribunal for bin Laden might
not have fit U.S. desires perfectly, it would have been better than the reality
of bin Laden’s escape from accountability for another decade.


Once the attack on New York and Washington, D.C., took place
and the United States threatened war, Taliban leaders again showed their willingness
to negotiate the handover of bin Laden in an attempt to avoid the coming
conflict. Their conditions quickly changed from stubborn-but-reasonable to
virtually non-existent. They first demanded proof of bin Laden’s guilt be
provided,[234] and then only that he would
be turned over to the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC), a group of
56 Muslim nations,[235] which, in practice, could
have been Bahrain, Jordan, Egypt, Malaysia or another U.S.-friendly government,
any of which would have extradited him to America immediately. When the U.S.
refused these seemingly modest terms, the Taliban offered to turn bin Laden
over to the government of Pakistan, again offering a solution that was no
impediment to the U.S.’s ability to take custody within days, but which
provided just the smallest amount of face-saving for the Taliban regime, bound
as they were by their traditional “Pashtunwali” honor code, which demands full
protection for guests. This offer was reportedly ruined by Pakistani dictator
General Pervez Musharraf over the very thin excuse that Pakistan would be
unable to guarantee bin Laden’s safety while he awaited trial.[236]
Finally, just a few days after the U.S. bombing of Afghanistan began in early
October, the Taliban promised to hand bin Laden over to any country
other than the United States and without seeing evidence of his guilt.[237]
This was still not good enough to stave off the invasion. As the Guardian
reported on October 16, 2001:


For the first time, the Taliban offered to hand over Bin
Laden for trial in a country other than the U.S. without asking to see evidence
first in return for a halt to the bombing, a source close to Pakistan’s
military leadership said.


But U.S. officials appear to have dismissed the proposal and
are instead hoping to engineer a split within the Taliban leadership.


The offer was brought by Mullah Wakil Ahmed Muttawakil, the
Taliban foreign minister and a man who is often regarded as a more moderate
figure in the regime. He met officials from the CIA and Pakistan’s ISI intelligence
directorate in Islamabad on Monday. ... [U]ntil now the Taliban regime has
consistently said it has not seen any convincing evidence to implicate the
Saudi dissident in any crime.


“Now they have agreed to hand him over to a third country
without the evidence being presented in advance,” the source close to the
military said. ... The U.S. administration has not publicly supported the idea
of a trial for Bin Laden outside America and appears intent on removing from
power the Taliban leader Mullah Mohammed Omar and the hardliners in the regime.[238]


“When I said no negotiations, I meant no negotiations,”
President Bush declared.[239] Americans wanted revenge.
The U.S. government wanted war.







The Trap


As Mullah Omar and the Taliban chose to sacrifice their
regime and, indeed, their country by not doing everything they could to ditch
bin Laden and al Qaeda at the nearest CIA station, the U.S. made a comparable
mistake in choosing to lash out militarily instead of doing everything they
could to get bin Laden peacefully — to short circuit his ultimate plan. The
U.S. attack on Afghanistan was almost exactly what bin Laden had expected and
plotted, though perhaps he had underestimated the amount of damage the CIA and
air force would be able to inflict in such a short amount of time.


Wall Street Journal reporter Alan Cullison obtained
two al Qaeda computers in Kabul just two weeks after the attacks of September
11, 2001. One of them contained a treasure trove of al Qaeda documents and
correspondence. He was unable to examine the other before handing it over to
U.S. intelligence officers. In a 2004 article for the Atlantic, Cullison
quotes from a letter found on the first computer, which bin Laden had
written to Mullah Omar and the Taliban leadership, pleading with them to try to
understand why he had provoked such an assault. Just wait, he told them, in ten
years the U.S. will be bogged down, burnt out, bankrupt, and helpless just like
the USSR before them. Sucking up a bit to Mullah Omar in an apparent attempt to
stay in his good graces in the face of the American aerial onslaught against
the regime’s forces, bin Laden explained that Plan A was that the U.S. would
turn and withdraw as it had done previously after taking losses in Beirut and
Somalia, but that Plan B — the provocation of the U.S. into a long and
fruitless war that would end up leading to the same end, only even more
painfully for America — would be just as good or better for them in the long
term. Bin Laden wrote:


We treasure your message, which confirms your generous,
heroic position in defending Islam and in standing up to the symbols of
infidelity of this time.


I would like to emphasize the major impact of your statements
on the Islamic world. Nothing harms America more than receiving your strong
response to its positions and statements. Thus it is very important that the
Emirate respond to every threat or demand from America … with demands that
America put an end to its support of Israel, and that U.S. forces withdraw from
Saudi Arabia. … Their threat to invade Afghanistan should be countered by a
threat on your part that America will not be able to dream of security until
Muslims experience it as reality in Palestine and Afghanistan.


Keep in mind that America is currently facing two
contradictory problems:


a) If it refrains from responding to jihad operations, its
prestige will collapse, thus forcing it to withdraw its troops abroad and
restrict itself to U.S. internal affairs. This will transform it from a major
power to a third-rate power, similar to Russia.


b) On the other hand, a campaign against Afghanistan will
impose great long-term economic burdens, leading to further economic collapse,
which will force America, God willing, to resort to the former Soviet Union’s
only option: withdrawal from Afghanistan, disintegration, and contraction. …


We ask God to grant the Muslim Afghan nation, under your
leadership, victory over the American infidels, just as He singled this nation
out with the honor of defeating the Communist infidels.


In February of 2002, Vice Admiral Thomas R. Wilson, the director
of the Defense Intelligence Agency, testified to the U.S. Senate Committee on
Intelligence, “The strategic intent [of the September 11th attacks] was to
deliver a blow that would force the U.S. to either alter its Middle East
policies, or goad America into a ‘disproportionate response’ that would trigger
an apocalyptic confrontation between Islam and the West.”[240]


This illustrates how U.S. policy plays into the hands of our
enemies. Having painted themselves into a corner, the Americans end up losing
either way, whether they get the message and withdraw from the region
immediately or if they take the bait, invade and stay until the occupation
becomes financially unsustainable. Bin Laden’s letter also demonstrates the
depravity of al Qaeda — to wish to recreate the devastation of the 1980s Soviet
war in Afghanistan, where perhaps a million innocent people were killed,[241]
as a means to freeing the Arabian Peninsula from American dominance. In fact,
bin Laden had previously told Atwan he “greatly regretted” the fact that
President Bill Clinton withdrew U.S. forces from Somalia after the “Black Hawk
Down” incident of 1993. Though bin Laden later cited this withdrawal as proof
America was ultimately a weak adversary, at the time, just two years after the
first Iraq war, the al Qaeda leader claimed he sought to bog down the U.S. in a
“war of attrition” there. The innocent Somalis who were to end up caught in the
crossfire were of no apparent concern to bin Laden any more than were the tens
of thousands of Afghans killed in the U.S. war since 2001.[242]



The Journal’s Cullison elaborated on what he’d
learned from his deep dive into the al Qaeda leadership’s thought processes,
debates, structure and plans:


Perhaps one of the most important insights to emerge from the
computer is that 9/11 sprang not so much from al Qaeda’s strengths as from its
weaknesses. The computer did not reveal any links to Iraq or any other
deep-pocketed government; amid the group’s penury, the members fell to bitter
infighting. The blow against the United States was meant to put an end to the
internal rivalries, which are manifest in vitriolic memos between Kabul and
cells abroad. Al Qaeda’s leaders worried about a military response from the
United States, but in such a response they spied opportunity: they had fought
the Soviet Union in Afghanistan, and they fondly remembered that war as a galvanizing
experience, an event that roused the indifferent of the Arab world to fight and
win against a technologically superior Western infidel. The jihadis expected
the United States, like the Soviet Union, to be a clumsy opponent. Afghanistan
would again become a slowly filling graveyard for the imperial ambitions of a
superpower.


Like the early Russian anarchists who wrote some of the most
persuasive tracts on the uses of terror, al-Qaeda understood that its attacks
would not lead to a quick collapse of the great powers. Rather, its aim was to
tempt the powers to strike back in a way that would create sympathy for the
terrorists. Al Qaeda has so far gained little from the ground war in
Afghanistan; the conflict in Iraq, closer to the center of the Arab world, is
potentially more fruitful. As Arab resentment against the United States
spreads, al Qaeda may look less like a tightly knit terror group and more like
a mass movement. And as the group develops synergy in working with other groups
branded by the United States as enemies (in Iraq, … Kashmir, the Mindanao
Peninsula, and Chechnya, to name a few places), one wonders if the United
States is indeed playing the role written for it on the computer.[243]







Unlimited War


For the sake of argument, assuming the false premises that
the U.S. must never “negotiate with evil” and absolutely had to go to war
against al Qaeda in Afghanistan after the September 11th attacks were true,
Congress made a terrible error when they went along with almost all of the Bush
administration’s suggested language for their Authorization to Use Military
Force (AUMF).[244] Though many in Congress who
voted for it may have believed they were voting to authorize the invasion of
Afghanistan, this ultimately open-ended resolution has served as the legal
basis for at least six separate, unrelated interventions in the decade and a
half since.[245] 


As soon as President George W. Bush delivered his statement
from the Oval Office on the night of the September 11th attacks, the die was
cast. The first premise of the war, boldly stated early in the president’s
address was false: “These acts of mass murder were intended to frighten our
nation into chaos and retreat. But they have failed; our country is strong.”
With matador bin Laden’s red cape waved, the American bull would now charge
headlong into catastrophe. “Our military is powerful, and it’s prepared.” There
was no mention of al Qaeda, even though the government already knew who had
been responsible for the attack.[246] The closest Bush came to
defining the enemy in his original statement was an attempt to conflate the
guilty with the Taliban government of Afghanistan, “We will make no distinction
between the terrorists who committed these acts and those who harbor them.”[247]


In his speech to Congress nine days after the attack, Bush
declared war on “terrorism,” a mandate so broad it could include the targeting
of almost any violent political group on earth. Now, we were told, everything
had changed. It was to be a “new era” of war to “end evil” on earth. And
now we know for a fact why the administration framed the conflict the way they
did: The president and his men had already decided, the very day of the attack,
that they would be launching a project far greater than a mere hunt for the
leaders of the group which was responsible. The Terror War would, like the Cold
War with the old Soviet Union, serve as a larger framework for numerous smaller
wars. “There are thousands of these terrorists in more than 60 countries,” Bush
lied. “Our war on terror begins with al Qaeda, but it does not end there. It
will not end until every terrorist group of global reach has been found,
stopped and defeated.”[248]


In fact, before the sun had gone down on the evening of the
11th and anyone could even be certain the attacks were completely over,
Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld was already telling his staff to plan for
war against Iraq. Undersecretary of Defense for Intelligence Stephen Cambone
took notes:


Hard to get good case. Need to move swiftly. Near term target
needs — go massive — sweep it all up, things related and not. … Best info fast.
Judge whether good enough [to] hit SH [Saddam Hussein] at same time — not only
UBL [Osama bin Laden]. Tasks. [Pentagon General Counsel] Jim Haynes to talk with
PW [Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz], for additional support [for]
connection with UBL.[249]


Over at the White House, Richard Clarke, the head of counter-terrorism,
was doing everything he could to keep the focus on Osama bin Laden in
Afghanistan, forcefully debunking Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz’s
immediate conflation of bin Laden’s group with the government of Iraq.
Wolfowitz had long associated himself with the journalistic quackery of author
Laurie Mylroie, who blamed Iraq for secretly orchestrating the entire al Qaeda
war against the U.S., blaming Saddam Hussein for the first World Trade Center
bombing in 1993, as well as the shooting outside CIA headquarters later that
year, which in reality was a lone wolf attack tied to neither,[250]
the 1995 Oklahoma City Bombing[251] and all the al Qaeda strikes
overseas in the years since.[252] The CIA, FBI and the rest of
the government had dismissed her ravings,[253] which all hung on the
provably false claim that al Qaeda operative Ramzi Yousef was actually an Iraqi
secret police agent who had stolen Yousef’s identity.[254]
For Wolfowitz, neoconservative leader Richard Perle and a few of their fellow
travelers, though, it was the ultimate case of confirmation bias, if not simply
lying in the pursuit of other agendas.[255]


Retired U.S. Army General Wesley Clark, the former commander
of NATO forces in Europe, later told the story of going to the Pentagon shortly
after the September 11th attacks and seeing a memo that had been drawn up by
Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld’s staff. The memo included a list of seven
countries to be the subject of U.S. regime-change policies in the new War on
Terrorism: Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Libya, Somalia, Sudan and Iran.[256]
None of the governments of these countries supported al Qaeda or threatened the
United States.


Those guilty of organizing the deadly September 11th attacks
and their secret base in Afghanistan? A side issue, too remote to make an
effective demonstration of American power and resolve. As Rumsfeld complained,
there were “no good targets” there.[257]


Some of Bush’s advisers reportedly were so intent on
launching a war against the “better” target of Iraq in the days immediately
after the attacks that they actually wanted to start launching strikes against
Saddam Hussein’s government right away — before, or at least simultaneously
with, the assault against the guilty al Qaeda members hiding in Afghanistan.[258]
When British Prime Minister Tony Blair arrived to discuss the war a week after
the attack, the talk was so centered on Iraq he felt it necessary to lecture Bush,
“[D]on’t get distracted; the priorities [are] al-Qaeda, Afghanistan, the
Taliban.”[259] 


Republican Representative Ron Paul of Texas proposed an
authorization far more limited in scope, which would have allowed attacks only
against al Qaeda and those fighting directly for them. The whole operation
might have been over by Christmas 2001 had the mission been defined more
narrowly — and focused on the actual enemy. As Dr. Paul wisely explained to the
House of Representatives at the time, his more limited authorization would


resolve one of the most vexing problems facing the country:
how do we obtain retribution against the perpetrators of the attacks without
inflicting massive damage on the Middle East which could drive moderate Arabs
into an allegiance with bin Laden and other terrorists? This is because using
[this resolution] shows the people of the region that we are serious when we
say our quarrel is not with them but with Osama bin Laden and all others who
would dare commit terrorist acts against the United States.[260]


The congressman’s argument fell on deaf ears. Instead, the
much broader authorization was passed, the war was expanded and bin Laden was
able to live free for nearly another decade after the September 11th attacks
before finally being put down. His partner, Ayman al Zawahiri, was still at
large and directing al Qaeda in 2017.[261] 


The administration’s plans were so grandiose they had
already lost sight of their original target and changed the September 11th
attacks from a reason to defend Americans to an excuse to launch new wars. It
is likely that for this reason more than any other, the U.S. stuck with the
“light and fast” Rumsfeld Doctrine in the initial invasion of Afghanistan,
which consisted mostly of embedding CIA officers and a handful of special
operations forces with the “Northern Alliance” of Afghan warlords, who at that
moment had been on the eve of their defeat at the hands of the Taliban,
cornered in parts of the far northwest of the country.[262]
But with American spies on the ground with laser designators directing U.S.
B-52 heavy bombers against Taliban targets, it was not long before the regime
had given up the cities and headed for the hills.







America’s Most
Wanted


Bob Woodward, Washington Post reporter and author of
the semi-official history of the decision-making during that time, Bush at
War, wrote that even though the CIA was suggesting an attempt to split the
Taliban away from al Qaeda, the leadership of Mullah Omar or both, Secretary
Rumsfeld was insistent on including Taliban military targets in his initial set
lists to avoid the appearance of “pounding sand” in a war in which the actual
enemy, al Qaeda, had virtually no fixed targets to attack. National Security
Advisor Condoleezza Rice and others in the government predicted that once the
war started and they were attacked together, some factions of the Taliban would
rally together with al Qaeda in response, making any exploitable distinctions
moot.[263] And though the Taliban had
tried one last offer to surrender al Qaeda after the bombing started, when Bush
still refused to negotiate, “any possibility of a deal pretty much evaporated
after that,” according to journalist Anand Gopal.[264]


When the National Security Council met at the White House on
Tuesday, September 25, two weeks after the attacks and more than a week before
the bombing of Afghanistan had even begun, “the president spoke first,”
declaring, “‘We can’t define the success or failure in terms of capturing
UBL.’” Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld agreed, saying, “We ought to have a
broad beginning and an ending. It ought to focus on al Qaeda — it shouldn’t
focus on UBL … It’s not over if we get his head on a platter. And the failure
to get his head on a platter is not failure.” Combining an almost perfectly
satirical take on the incentives of bureaucratic expansion with the
preconceived plan to take the war to Iraq, Rumsfeld went on to suggest, “As
part of the war on terrorism, should we be getting something going in another
area, other than Afghanistan, so that success or failure and progress isn’t
measured just by Afghanistan?”[265]


Woodward dryly, perhaps entirely without irony, notes that
on the day after the attack, “Rumsfeld worried that a coalition built around
the goal of taking out al Qaeda would fall apart once they succeeded in that
mission, making it more difficult to continue the war on terrorism elsewhere.”
In other words, if the U.S.A. won by defeating the enemy, the war would be
over. So, to avoid that problem, they would have to be far more ambiguous about
just who was to be included as enemy targets in the war.[266]


The president was clearly of the same mind. A month later,
on October 11, with the bombing campaign just a few days old, Bush reiterated
to the assembled Principals Committee of the National Security Council: “If we
don’t get UBL, it doesn’t mean it’s a failure.” He declared the objective was
simply the overthrow of the Taliban and “UBL killed, captured or on the run,” a
phrase that was so “loose,” as Woodward observed, that “it had already been
achieved.”[267]


Woodward also showed how this attitude affected the
administration’s decision making. Incredibly, in all the conversation and
debate at the highest levels of the Bush government at the start of the war, as
the CIA was getting their mission going, no one bothered to ask just where
exactly in Afghanistan the Arab fighters were — especially the few hundred
associates of Osama bin Laden who could truly be counted as members of al
Qaeda. Even though the Bush government had already decided to destroy the
Taliban government, one might think they still would have focused their actual
efforts on al Qaeda first. Instead, nearly two months were spent taking the
city of Mazar-e-Sharif, in the far north near the Uzbekistan border, and the
capital city of Kabul from the Taliban.[268]


In Jawbreaker: The Attack on Bin Laden and Al Qaeda: A
Personal Account by the CIA’s Key Field Commander, CIA officer Gary
Berntsen, the second CIA on-scene commander in charge of the early stages of
the invasion, explained that the orders from Central Command (CENTCOM)
Commander Gen. Tommy Franks were specific: U.S. intelligence and military
forces were to focus on assisting Northern Alliance warlord Gen. Rashid Dostum
in his attempts to take the cities of Mazar-e-Sharif, Kunduz and Taloqan in the
Afghan north and northwest first, and only then begin the attack against the
Arab Brigade of alleged al Qaeda fighters on the Shomali plain north of the capital
city of Kabul.[269] It makes perfect sense that
these were Dostum’s priorities, but why America’s? Franks explained they wanted
to set up a land link to Uzbekistan as soon as possible. But what for?
Uzbekistan was as far as could be from where the action should have been — bin
Laden’s so-called “lion’s den” hideout at Tora Bora in eastern Afghanistan,
near the city of Jalalabad. U.S. Army Rangers already controlled the Bagram air
base on the eastern edge of the Shomali Plain. How could Franks have decided to
prioritize targets hundreds of miles away when the Rangers were already where
they needed to be to take on the first group of Arab fighters? While the Arab
Brigade fighting alongside the Taliban on the Shomali Plain were not truly
members of bin Laden’s group,[270] it seems reasonable to
expect U.S. forces to have acted, at that point, as though any group of armed
Arab fighters serving the Taliban would be with al Qaeda, especially since
intelligence locating bin Laden and his men at Tora Bora was apparently not
acquired until November 25.[271] What made no sense was
Central Command’s insistence on running the wrong way and fighting indigenous
forces in the far north and northwest of the country.


As Berntsen wrote, the mission given to him by the
administration was to “defeat the Taliban,” with the “added responsibility” of
hunting down bin Laden “and destroying what we could of his terrorist
organization.”[272] Washington clearly had their
priorities mixed up. It may not have been too late even to use the Taliban against
al Qaeda. One Taliban commander on the Shomali Plain wanted to surrender his
entire group to the CIA and Northern Alliance. At Berntsen’s direction, he
willingly executed 20 Arab fighters under his command, presumed by the
Americans to be true al Qaeda members, before surrendering with over 700 more
of his men the following day — a clear sign of the Taliban’s willingness to
sacrifice their Arab-Afghan allies to survive. Even if these Taliban leaders
could not be induced to help hunt down bin Laden and the core al Qaeda group,
they could have at least been ignored until the real enemy had been located and
captured or killed.[273]


However, whatever the motivation, the decision made to focus
on hiring local warlords to fight the Taliban regime, instead of focusing on
finding Osama bin Laden and his al Qaeda allies as quickly as possible,
provided enough time for many in bin Laden’s core group, those most responsible
for the deadly attack on the United States, to make a run for the border — east
toward Pakistan.


In December 2001, the CIA, Army Delta Force and their
Northern Alliance allies finally tracked down and cornered al Qaeda at Tora
Bora in the White Mountains of eastern Afghanistan. This was where the plan to
outsource America’s fight to the Northern Alliance and other associated
warlords proved to be a disaster. Warlord Hajji Zaman later laughed that he had
taken millions in cash from the CIA and then helped escort Osama bin Laden and
his friends across the border anyway.[274] “Eastern Alliance” warlord and
the CIA’s former favorite asset[275] from the 1980s war,
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar of the Hizb-e-Islami group, later took credit for helping
with the escape as well.[276] Bin Laden’s partner Ayman al
Zawahiri admitted in a video released in 2006 that U.S. forces had pinned down
what was left of al Qaeda to an area of only one square kilometer. They had
been facing certain defeat, but, he bragged, the Americans had refused to take
the necessary risk to finish the job.[277] Gen. Franks denied multiple
requests to reinforce the CIA and their Northern and Eastern Alliance allies at
Tora Bora with marines or Rangers. According to the New York Times,
then-Marine Corps General, now secretary of defense under Donald Trump, James
Mattis had 4,000 marines ready to go only miles away and asked for permission
to get into the fight where his men could have been used to seal off the
border, but “the general was turned down.” It was “a week or so” later that
Osama bin Laden escaped.[278]


Berntsen later complained that he had asked repeatedly for
Army Rangers to back up the agency paramilitaries and Delta Force operators
fighting at Tora Bora. “I’d sent my request for 800 U.S. Army Rangers and was
still waiting for a response. I repeated to anyone at headquarters who would
listen: We need Rangers now! The opportunity to get bin Laden and his men is
slipping away!!” [emphasis in original] Again, the request was denied.[279]


Berntsen was sent home in the middle of the ongoing battle
of Tora Bora in mid-December.[280] He later wrote in Jawbreaker
that he just could not understand why the generals and politicians were so
reluctant to send troops. Days and weeks had gone by with Berntsen and his men
repeatedly requesting, even begging, for reinforcements over and over again.[281]


Gen. Franks later took responsibility for the failure to
capture bin Laden, telling Congress he had been certain Pakistan had deployed
enough soldiers from the Pakistani Frontier Corps on their side of the border
to capture the terrorists the CIA, Delta Force and air force had chased right
into their supposed net.[282] However, military satellite
photos reportedly showed at the time that the Pakistani troops had not arrived
and “seemed unlikely to appear soon,” according to journalist Ron Suskind.[283]
The Pakistanis did catch about 130 al Qaeda fighters who escaped from Tora
Bora, but these apparently included none of the leadership, who crossed the
border a day or two later.[284] Franks was certainly
responsible for choosing to rely on the Pakistani troops, but the decision
making went much higher up the chain than that. Berntsen’s boss, Henry
Crumpton, the head of the Afghan war for the CIA, who himself had repeatedly
asked General Franks for marines, personally briefed President Bush and Vice
President Cheney, saying the Afghan militias were “definitely not” up to the
job while pleading for reinforcements, to no avail.[285]



At the time bin Laden and Zawahiri escaped in mid-December
2001, there were less than 200 core al Qaeda members left.[286]
The Arab Brigade foot soldiers fighting for the Taliban on the Shomali plains
north of Kabul are often cited as belonging to al Qaeda to inflate their
strength, but they did not survive the U.S. Air Force onslaught in any case.[287]


If the Bush government had sent the marines after al Qaeda
at Tora Bora, they could have captured or killed them in short order. But,
would the American people have cared about all the claims that Iraqi dictator
Saddam Hussein was working with Osama bin Laden if bin Laden was already dead
and the war was over, justice done, mission accomplished? Who would have
supported the indefinite occupation of Afghanistan if al Qaeda’s leaders had
already been killed?


The Bush administration’s explanations for why they were
unable to prevent bin Laden’s escape never really seemed to add up. They
claimed that they, too, were frustrated he and his few dozen surviving cohorts
had escaped over the border into Pakistan. The unstated implication seemed to
be that as far as the U.S. was concerned, the border was a magical, semipermeable
forcefield that would allow fleeing Arab terrorists through, but never Delta
Force operators, Rangers or marching marines chasing after them.[288]
But why should it have been a problem to send a small expeditionary force into
an allied nation in hot pursuit of enemy terrorists who had orchestrated a
massive attack that killed almost 3,000 American civilians? The administration
said it just could not be done. They were afraid of upsetting local Afghan
tribes if they had added enough Rangers or infantry to make the attempt. “The
reality was, if we put our troops in there, we would inevitably end up fighting
Afghan villagers — creating bad will at a sensitive time — which was the last
thing we wanted to do,” Lt. Gen. Mike DeLong, a deputy to Franks at Central
Command, wrote in Inside CentCom.[289] But why would they be afraid
of that? Could they not explain to the elders that they come in peace, hunting
one particular, 6½-foot Arab in a brown robe and a few dozen of his friends,
and could they please be so kind as to point in the right direction? If not,
could the Delta Force not have called in airstrikes against those locals
rallying to bin Laden’s defense whether on the Afghan or Pakistani side of the
border? Assistant Secretary of State Richard Armitage had already instructed
the Pakistani government in Islamabad that failure to cooperate with the
American invasion of Afghanistan would lead to their being bombed “back to the
stone age.”[290] By this time, according to
former CIA Islamabad station chief Robert Grenier, “Not only were [the
Pakistanis] supplying basing rights and support to U.S. military operations,
but ISI was providing everything we asked for in terms of on-ground
investigations and intelligence cooperation.” In fact, Grenier had already
worked out a plan for communication with local Pakistani army forces to prevent
friendly fire accidents in case the U.S. did end up following al Qaeda members
across the border.[291] Instead, it was like a car
chase scene out of an old movie where bank robbers make it past the state line
and the local cops must come to a screeching halt and stomp on their hats. This
restriction was because of fear, not of objections by America’s allies in the
Pakistani state, but of what some local tribesmen might say? To this day, in
major media, the conventional wisdom just seems to almost go without saying:
once Osama bin Laden and friends “slipped” across the Pakistani border, that
was simply the end of even the possibility of pursuit.[292]



Well, that was all beside the point anyway, DeLong later
told Inter Press Service, deploying a spectacular straw-man argument, because “there
weren’t enough [marines] to police 1,500 kilometers of border.” But nobody ever
said they needed to do that. Fifteen hundred kilometers is approximately 932
miles, more than 60 percent of the entire length of the Afghan-Pakistan border
from Iran to China — nearly equivalent to the distance between Houston and
Chicago. It was the area just adjacent to Tora Bora, in the very south-western
part of Nangarhar Province, that was at issue.[293]


This was the job these men had believed they were signing up
for in the first place: if they were to put their lives on the line in battle,
it was to “bring justice” to those who actually attack and kill Americans.
Instead, as of mid-summer 2017, more than 2,400 U.S. soldiers and marines have
been killed in Afghanistan, along with more than 1,000 allied NATO soldiers,[294]
fighting tribesmen so landlocked out in the Afghan wilderness they have never
even heard of the September 11th attacks that supposedly justify the occupation
of their country[295] — not to mention the
thousands of Pakistanis who have also been killed in the fighting that has
dragged on in that nation as well.[296]


Numerous military and CIA men involved in the assault later
made the same complaint. In 2008, a Delta Force commander named Thomas Greer,
using the pseudonym “Dalton Fury,”[297] told CBS News’ 60 Minutes[298]
that there was no doubt bin Laden was there at Tora Bora, and even after al
Qaeda had escaped, Delta Force was ready and raring to take off chasing them,
with multiple plans for cornering fleeing al Qaeda members in the valleys of
western Pakistan in the first days following their escape. Twice their plans were
thwarted by higher-ups, and they were continually let down by the local Afghan
warlords upon whom they had been left to rely. Greer later told U.S. Senate
Foreign Relations Committee staff, “I definitely think it was worth the risk to
the force to assault Tora Bora for Osama bin Laden. What other target out there
… could be more important to our nation’s struggle in the Global War on
Terror?”[299] Despite all the arguments
that there were not enough troops available to reinforce the CIA and Delta
operators there, it has been shown there were plenty of Rangers available for
exactly the kind of “block and sweep” operation called for in such situations,[300]
not to mention Gen. Mattis’s 4,000 marines.


Average Americans might have wondered where were the
paratroopers? Was putting Osama bin Laden’s “head in a box,” as CIA
Counter-terrorism Chief Cofer Black put it,[301] or his body on trial, as the
law would have it,[302] not the focus of this
mission? The Defense Department claimed that any large deployment of ground
forces would result in a mandate to stay forever, bogged down in the mountains,
occupying and building a nation, but they made the claim without explanation as
to why that would be the case.[303] Could they not deploy enough
troops to catch al Qaeda and then pull them right back out again? And why would
they need to take the war to the Taliban near the capital city if the goal was
bin Laden and his remaining al Qaeda members at Tora Bora? The U.S. had enough
resources to fight the Taliban regime, but not the al Qaeda group that had
attacked our country? This nonsensical reasoning, combined with the thin excuse
of being worried about angering some random Pakistani tribesmen were they to
chase al Qaeda across the border, was a strong indication it was just that — an
excuse for a policy decision made to call off the hunt for Osama bin Laden and
his cohorts after the regime change in Kabul was accomplished, in favor of
attacking other, more “doable” targets in Iraq, as Deputy Defense Secretary
Wolfowitz had so eloquently put it.[304]


President Bush, whose government had already publicly
changed the focus of the war to Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, was questioned by a
reporter at a news conference on March 13, 2002:


Question: Mr. President, in your speeches now you rarely talk
or mention Osama bin Laden. Why is that? Also, can you tell the American people
if you have any more information, if you know if he is dead or alive? Final
part — deep in your heart, don’t you truly believe that until you find out if
he is dead or alive, you won’t really eliminate the threat of —


Bush: Deep in my heart I know the man is on the run if he’s
alive at all. Who knows if he’s hiding in some cave or not; we haven’t heard
from him in a long time. And the idea of focusing on one person is — really
indicates to me people don’t understand the scope of the mission.


Terror is bigger than one person. And he’s just — he’s a
person who’s now been marginalized. His network, his host government has been
destroyed. He’s the ultimate parasite who found weakness, exploited it, and met
his match. He is — as I mentioned in my speech, I do mention the fact that this
is a fellow who is willing to commit youngsters to their death and he, himself,
tries to hide — if, in fact, he’s hiding at all.


So I don’t know where he is. You know, I just don’t spend
that much time on him, Kelly, to be honest with you. I’m more worried about
making sure that our soldiers are well-supplied; that the strategy is clear;
that the coalition is strong; that when we find enemy [Taliban] bunched up like
we did in Shahikot Mountains, that the military has all the support it needs to
go in and do the job, which they did.


And there will be other battles in Afghanistan. There’s going
to be other struggles like Shahikot, and I’m just as confident about the
outcome of those future battles as I was about Shahikot, where our soldiers are
performing brilliantly. We’re tough, we’re strong, they’re well-equipped. We
have a good strategy. We are showing the world we know how to fight a guerrilla
war with conventional means.


Question: But don’t you believe that the threat that bin
Laden posed won’t truly be eliminated until he is found either dead or alive?


Bush: Well, as I say, we haven’t heard much from him. And I
wouldn’t necessarily say he’s at the center of any command structure. And,
again, I don’t know where he is. I — I’ll repeat what I said. I truly am not
that concerned about him. I know he is on the run. I was concerned about him
when he had taken over a country. I was concerned about the fact that he was
basically running Afghanistan and calling the shots for the Taliban.


But once we set out the policy and started executing the
plan, he became — we shoved him out more and more on the margins. He has no
place to train his al Qaeda killers anymore. And if we — excuse me for a minute
— and if we find a training camp, we’ll take care of it. Either we will or our
friends will.[305]
       


Though it is impossible to know for certain what U.S.
political leaders were thinking at the time, the president could hardly have
been clearer about his intent in this statement. The hunt for the chief
perpetrator of the September 11th attacks had been canceled. It had only been
six months. Bush, who later admitted to Bob Woodward that he “was not on point”
and did not “feel that sense of urgency” to focus on bin Laden or al Qaeda in
his eight months on the job as president before September 11th[306]
— in fact, he had ignored forty Presidential Daily Briefs from the CIA
mentioning al Qaeda before the attacks[307] — had already changed the
subject entirely. The bad guys were long gone, but the war would continue, in
Afghanistan and beyond. 


After bin Laden and his associates escaped, Americans were
told Operation Enduring Freedom must endure or al Qaeda would return and again
use Afghanistan as a base to stage terrorist attacks against the United States “homeland,”
as we have been instructed to refer to our country in this new era. Other than
building schools for little children, this Afghanistan as “safe-haven” myth
must be the most bankrupt excuse for a military occupation ever invented. The
few dozen core al Qaeda members who survived the initial air force bombing
campaign fled Afghanistan by the end of the year 2001. They were a virtual
non-factor in the war against the Taliban regime and at no point did they have major
influence in the insurgency against the occupation that grew up in later years.
If any ever did come back it would not matter. Afghanistan is exile.
Afghanistan is as far as someone could ever get from anywhere. It provides no
special access to any target in the West whatsoever — in fact, just the
opposite. 


The September 11th hijackers, none of whom were Afghans, gained
entry to the United States under regular tourist and student visas.[308]
The terrorists launched the attack from Massachusetts, Virginia and New Jersey.
They had planned them in Maylasia, Germany, Spain, Florida and Maryland. The
only thing about Afghanistan that benefits our enemies is its distance made it
somewhat difficult for the U.S. to hit back against targets there, but there
were no targets left in Afghanistan to bomb by 2002. Al Qaeda’s surviving
members had fled to the neighboring state of Pakistan, an American ally.


Most of them decided to spread from Pakistan to other parts
of the region, planning further attacks in Yemen, Saudi Arabia and Qatar. Those
left hiding in Pakistan would try to set an example for others in the region to
follow, changing, former FBI counter-terrorism officer Ali Soufan said, from “Chief
Operators” to “Chief Motivators” for others seeking to join the war against
America.[309] 


It would be almost impossible to overstate the lengths to
which the Bush[310] and Obama[311]
governments went to push this ridiculous safe-haven myth, arguing, in effect,
that America could never leave Afghanistan because of the possibility
things would get worse if they did: the Afghan state would fail, and then when
the Taliban regained power it would be guaranteed that they would allow al
Qaeda to return as well.


In the early years of the war, it was common to hear the two
terms al Qaeda and the Taliban used interchangeably as the government worked
hard to conflate Osama bin Laden’s group with Mullah Omar’s government. Again,
there were less than 200 members of al Qaeda who ever escaped to Pakistan who
could potentially come back to Afghanistan, and many of them have since either
been arrested by police and spies,[312] gone back home to pick up
the revolution there,[313] or were later killed in the
CIA’s drone war in Pakistan.[314] Iran had worked with the
United States to quickly arrest any Arabs who had crossed their border during
the initial invasion and deport them back to their home countries.[315]
To justify continuing the mission, the U.S. government encouraged this
confusion and invoked the safe-haven myth to cover up the fact that, though a
handful of al Qaeda’s leaders had escaped, America had already won the war. This
small group of terrorists who had never managed to control their own county or
district, much less province or nation-state, were already dead, imprisoned or had
been driven out of the country, into further exile. 


A limited mission, focused on Osama bin Laden and his few
hundred men, could have been over by the end of 2001. While this has been
considered to be an extreme position since that time, at this point even Gary
Berntsen has admitted this is likely true. “The war could have been over pretty
quickly,” he told reporter Michael Hirsh in 2016, lamenting Bush’s refusal to
allow the Rangers and marines to reinforce the CIA and Delta Force at Tora
Bora. “We could have had the entire al Qaeda command structure had we done
that. Also, the terrorism that metastasized into Pakistan might not have
happened. It’s impossible to prove any of this. It’s a what-if. But, sadly, we
lost the opportunity.”[316]


Gen. Anthony Zinni, a former Commander of Central Command
agrees. Al Qaeda, in 2001, “was a band of maybe a thousand radicals. Yet we
created an investment in this that was on a level of what we do for existential
threats. Obviously, we were traumatized by 9/11. I don’t mean to play that
down. But this was not communism or fascism.”[317]







The Law


On the afternoon of September 11, 2001, Vice President Dick
Cheney and his attorney and friend David Addington decided the old
indict-and-prosecute model of dealing with terrorism must end. The attack was
to be treated not as a crime, but as an act of war — an act demanding war, “a
new kind of war,” in response.[318] To wage this new kind of
war, the administration would need a new legal theory, what they called “the
New Paradigm.”[319] The doctrine stated that
under the constitution’s “Commander in Chief” clause, in the new era of the
“Global War on Terrorism,” President Bush’s authority could override any rule,
law, treaty or even any other part of the constitution, under his mandate to
protect the country. This pretended legal theory was all-important to Cheney
and Addington. Part of the reason for the creation of the ensuing lawless
torture and spying programs in the war was simply to prove they could cross
this constitutional line, and, in fact, move it, and that no one could do
anything about it.[320] As journalist Charlie Savage
wrote,


[A]s far as the executive branch was concerned, the modest
boundaries on Bush’s wartime authority that Congress had tried to impose in its
September 14 resolution were meaningless. Congress may have thought it was
granting the president limited wartime powers after 9/11, but the Bush-Cheney
administration decided in secret that it wielded unlimited wartime powers. “We
think it beyond question,” [Deputy Assistant U.S. Attorney General in the
Office of Legal Counsel at the Department of Justice John] Yoo concluded, that
Congress cannot “place any limits on the President’s determinations as to any
terrorist threat, the amount of military force to be used in response, or the
method, timing, and nature of the response. These decisions, under our
Constitution, are for the President alone to make.” …


The Bush-Cheney team argued statutes and treaties that
restrict what the military and other security forces can do are
unconstitutional; because of the new and improved Unitary Executive Theory,
only the commander in chief could decide how the executive branch should go
about defending America. …


In case an interrogator was ever prosecuted for violating the
anti-torture law, Yoo laid out page after page of legal defenses he could mount
to get the charges dismissed. And should someone balk at this strained
interpretation of the law, Yoo offered his usual trump card: Applying the
anti-torture law to interrogations authorized by the president would be unconstitutional,
since only the commander in chief could set standards for questioning enemy
combatants.[321]


“The entire world is a battlefield,” the administration
claimed. The old rule of law would have to make way for new authority in the
name of the permanent emergency. The administration even maintained in court
that, hypothetically, a “little old lady” in neutral Switzerland could be
abducted and held by the CIA or military without due process over an allegation
she had mistakenly donated to the wrong Palestinian charity.[322]


The administration’s lawyers set about writing their
infamous memos[323] to justify vastly expanded presidential
authority and suspend mandates that U.S. forces abide by the now “obsolete” and
“quaint” Geneva Conventions and their prohibitions against war crimes. The
lawyers at first used a spurious interpretation of the law as an excuse to
claim that, despite the fact the United States and the government of
Afghanistan under the Taliban were both signatories to the Conventions, they
did not apply to the Taliban, even though they were a national government,
since they were in the middle of a civil war, and so amounted only to a “failed
state.” Though Bush ended up deciding Geneva did apply to the Taliban, but not
al Qaeda, he maneuvered around its restrictions by declaring that because they
were a religious group and did not all have matching uniforms, alleged Taliban
fighters were to be considered terrorists and “unlawful enemy combatants,”
rather than prisoners of war.[324] This allowed the U.S. to
hold them in custody under an entirely new system of ad-hoc procedures,
including brutalization and indefinite detention at Guantánamo Bay prison halfway
around the world in Cuba. Under the Obama government, the designation “unlawful
enemy combatant” was changed to “unprivileged enemy belligerents,” but the
premise remained virtually the same.[325]


Torture itself was redefined by the president’s lawyers to
mean inflicted pain on a captive at least equivalent to “organ failure.” One
memo, anticipating eventual deaths in custody at the hands of CIA
interrogators, preemptively excused these future killings as necessary to
prevent greater harm. As journalist James Bovard wrote, “The Justice Department
stressed that even intentionally killing people during an interrogation might
be okay.”[326]


The Office of Legal Counsel lawyers wrote,


The necessity defense may prove especially relevant in
the current circumstances. 


First, the defense is not limited to certain types of harms.
Therefore, the harm inflicted by necessity may include intentional homicide, so
long as the harm avoided is greater (i.e., preventing more deaths).[327] 


This later became known as the “Golden Ticket,” better even
than a get-out-of-jail-free card. Combined with court rulings protecting “state
secrets,” this memo has amounted to total impunity, even after it was retracted,
since CIA torturers were presumably acting in “good faith” under the protection
of the memo at the time of their crimes.[328] And this is despite the
historical record, which shows the torture regime had begun many months before
the memo’s August 2002 date.[329]


It should have made no difference whether the Taliban had
signed the Geneva Conventions or not. The U.S. government’s ratification is meant
to restrict its behavior regardless of who the enemy is.[330]
And the United States Constitution and federal laws and military orders[331]
had already banned the torture of prisoners of war long before the
international treaties, which codified the same norms worldwide, were
implemented. This is not to say the CIA and U.S. forces never used torture in
previous conflicts, only that they were clearly breaking the law when they did.[332]


The order had gone out to the CIA and military alike that
the Taliban and their al Qaeda allies were outside of the protection of the
laws of war: “The rules are ‘Grab whom you must. Do what you want.’”[333]
Thousands of innocents, Taliban foot soldiers and insurgent fighters would be
treated the same as al Qaeda terrorists: denied prisoner-of-war status,
degraded, dehumanized and tortured. Methods included beatings; shackling
captives in medieval-style, unnatural “stress positions” for hours or days —
including hanging them from their wrists from ceilings, walls and cell doors;
severe temperature manipulation; prolonged sleep deprivation; mock executions;
and being held so long they had no choice but to urinate and defecate on
themselves.


The CIA quickly established a network of lawless, “black
site” prisons[334] in places including
Thailand,[335] Morocco,[336]
Poland,[337] Romania,[338]
the island base at Diego Garcia in the Indian Ocean,[339]
and even on navy ships on the high seas, all of which remained hidden for
years.[340] 


The CIA proved that torture works very well for getting
blatant lies out of their captives. They brutally tortured a British citizen
named Binyam Mohamed, including slicing his genitals with a razor blade, until
he made up a story accusing American al Qaeda member Jose Padilla of plotting
to attack the U.S. with a radioactive “dirty bomb.”[341]
Ibn al-Shaykh al-Libi, an al Qaeda member captured in Afghanistan, was tortured
into claiming the group had been trained in the manufacture of chemical weapons
by the government of Iraq.[342] September 11th ringleader,
Khalid Sheikh Mohammed,[343] and a man named Abu Zubaydah[344]
— who, the CIA later admitted, was not even truly a member of al Qaeda[345]
— were both tortured by the agency into inventing numerous fantastic stories
about anti-American terrorist plots,[346] with Zubaydah adding to the
false accusations against Iraq.[347] These stories provided the
basis for numerous “Orange Alert” announcements from the Office, later the Department,
of Homeland Security, which helped to increase the overall climate of fear of
terrorism, and especially of the threat of Saddam Hussein’s regime, in the
run-up to the invasion of Iraq in 2003.[348]


The CIA also continued their “extraordinary rendition”
program, begun in the Clinton years,[349] which simply meant
kidnapping people and sending them either back to their home countries or to a
friendly regime like that of Hosni Mubarak, then-dictator of Egypt, to be
tortured or murdered.[350] Former CIA officer Robert
Baer once explained how the rendition program worked: “If you want a serious
interrogation, you send a prisoner to Jordan. If you want them to be tortured,
you send them to Syria. If you want someone to disappear — never to see them
again — you send them to Egypt.”[351]


The CIA was responsible for torturing at least five men to
death. One of them, Gul Rahman, was frozen to death at the “Salt Pit” torture
dungeon, code-named “COBALT,” outside Kabul.[352] According to Secretary of
State Colin Powell’s former chief of staff, Army Col. Lawrence Wilkerson, at
least 100 individuals in Afghanistan and Iraq died in military custody with at
least 25 of them classified by military investigators as “homicides.” Wilkerson
testified to Congress on June 18, 2008, “Last time I checked it was 108 [deaths
in custody], and the total number that were declared homicides by the military
services, or by the CIA, or others doing investigations, CID [United States
Army Criminal Investigation Command], and so forth — was 25, 26, 27.”[353]
The Associated Press later corroborated Wilkerson’s claim of 108 deaths based
on its compilation of statistics from sources in the various military branches.[354]


Bagram Air Base, north of Kabul, also contained a torture
prison, made famous in the Alex Gibney documentary, Taxi to the Dark Side,[355]
about the murder of an innocent young Afghan cab driver, Dilawar of Yakubi, at
the hands of members of the U.S. Army. Canadian child-torture victim, and later
Guantánamo “war crimes” convict, Omar Khadr’s treatment at Bagram paints a
clear enough picture of the worst sort of sadism. American forces indulged
their September 11th revenge lust in inhuman brutality against their captives
with no restraint — including against an innocent[356]
15-year-old boy. His attorney later described Khadr being “forced to stand in
crucifix position until he soiled himself. … His hair was then used as a mop to
clean it up.” His torturers threatened him with being raped to death. Thousands
more military captives, virtually none having anything to do with the attacks
on the United States, fared just as bad or worse than Khadr did.[357]


From the beginning, the Salt Pit and Bagram prisons were
filled with the innocent and insignificant. CIA officer Gary Berntsen set the
tone early in the war when he told his subordinates not to bother trying to
differentiate between the enemy and simple bystanders:


We’re in Afghanistan, not a U.S. court of law. There will be
no presumption of innocence until proven guilty here. If we encounter Arabs,
Chechens, Chinese Uigars, Muslims from Burma or non-Afghans, they’re not
businessmen or aid workers. They’re the enemy until proven otherwise, and the
burden of proof is on them.[358]


U.S. agents were also duped and used by the Northern
Alliance and other warlords against local enemies, many of whom were not
members of the Taliban government or tied to their movement in any way.
American soldiers and spies with no background knowledge of the country,
languages, customs, tribes, factions or history just started handing out cash
in exchange for “intelligence.” Old grudges, large bounties and wild rumors
were enough to get completely innocent people raided, arrested, tortured,
imprisoned and killed.


The military prison at Guantánamo Bay, Cuba, which was
established under the theory that the U.S. Constitution could not apply there,[359]
was soon filled with nearly 800 men, almost all of whom were simply goat
herders and Taliban foot soldiers, and none of whom had anything to do with the
September 11th plot, with the exception of Mohammed Mana Ahmed al-Qahtani, who
was an actual September 11th co-conspirator, meant to be the twentieth
hijacker, but who had been denied entry to the U.S. in August 2001. Al-Qahtani
had been captured on the battlefield in Afghanistan and brought to Guantánamo
before anyone had figured out who he was.[360] According to Judge Susan J.
Crawford, who was appointed Convening Authority of Military Commissions by the
Bush administration, al Qahtani was tortured so badly, she refused to refer his
case for prosecution.[361]


Otherwise, they filled Guantánamo Bay with almost 800
nobodies. Many of the training camps and foreign fighters in Afghanistan at the
time of the invasion had been there for the training of local jihad movements
across the Central Asian “-stans,” China and the disputed region of Kashmir,
between Pakistan and India.[362] But anyone who happened to
be foreign — especially Arab — and in Afghanistan in 2001 or 2002 was
considered part of al Qaeda until proven otherwise, and perhaps not even then.
The same went for those who, just like in the old totalitarian Soviet Union,
simply failed to inform on their neighbors first when the Americans came around
looking for enemies to fight. To this day, there is an entire category of
prisoners at Guantánamo that prosecutors have admitted they lack the evidence
to try, even in the rigged Guantánamo Bay military court system, who they will
never release.[363] Other than Qahtani, none of
these include any real al Qaeda members, who were not even brought to
Guantánamo from their CIA “black site” prisons until 2006.[364]
By that time, the George W. Bush administration was seeing its grand assertions
of power begin to be eroded by the Supreme Court[365]
and had decided to start sending the vast majority of the 700-plus captives
being held at Guantánamo back home.[366]


The military had a terrible information problem.[367]
Soldiers doing the sweeps and arrests across Afghanistan were depending on the
men and women later in the process to sort out the guilty from the innocent,
while those further up the chain assumed they were only being sent men who were
already determined to have done something wrong. In reality, any captives of
discernible al Qaeda intelligence value had already been handed over to the
CIA, with the army getting the rest.[368] 


A 2002 CIA study “concluded that a substantial number of the
[Guantánamo] detainees appeared to be low-level militants, aspiring holy
warriors who had rushed to Afghanistan to defend the Taliban, or simply
innocents in the wrong place at the wrong time.”[369]
The Guantánamo prison amounted to a very effective public relations stunt,
which made it seem to Americans as though there were legions of terrorist
enemies out there. The Bush government claimed all the captives being held at
Guantánamo were “the worst of the worst.”[370] Chairman of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff General Richard Myers claimed, “These are people who would gnaw
through hydraulic lines at the back of a C-17 to bring it down.”[371]
Prison officials and staff were being fed the same line as the American people
and were expecting 10-foot tall comic book terrorist bogeymen by the time the
first planeloads arrived.[372] 


Years later, the New York Times admitted that
“contrary to the repeated assertions of senior administration officials, none
of the detainees at the United States Naval Base at Guantánamo Bay ranked as
leaders or senior operatives of al Qaeda. … [O]nly a relative handful — some
put the number at about a dozen, others more than two dozen — were sworn [al] Qaeda
members or other militants able to elucidate the organization’s inner
workings.” This was out of more than 770 men held there.


[A]lmost immediately, questions began to emerge — in
Afghanistan, at Guantánamo and eventually in Washington — about the pedigrees
of some of the men and why they had been selected to go to Cuba. …


Officials of the Department of Defense now acknowledge that
the military’s initial screening of the prisoners for possible shipment to
Guantánamo was flawed. It was not until hundreds of detainees had arrived here
that the classified criteria even referred directly to the threat that they
might represent, military officials said.


But some clues were obvious. Some of the detainees were
elderly or infirm. One of those was Faiz Muhammad, a genial old man with a long
wispy beard whom interrogators nicknamed ‘Al Qaeda Claus.’ Another, who was
able to make the trip only after extensive medical care from Army doctors in
Afghanistan, quickly became known as “Half-Dead Bob.”[373]


Others were there as a simple case of mistaken identity. For
example, Abdul Zahir spent 14 years in miserable captivity, away from his
family in Afghanistan, before the government finally admitted he was the wrong
man. Zahir had been a translator for the Taliban, and not the al Qaeda member
of the same name. The evidence against him was a cache of “chemical and
biological agents,” which, the government confessed more than a decade later,
turned out to be containers of salt, sugar and petroleum jelly. His lawyer,
U.S. Air Force Lt. Col Sterling Thomas, later argued that the assessment 14
years later that the suspect was “probably misidentified” was the “strongest
indictment” of detention procedures anyone could need. Even now, the fact that
the accusations against Zahir have finally been dismissed may only mean he will
join the other score or so who have been cleared for release and yet still
remain captives at Guantánamo Bay.[374]


As Col. Wilkerson explained, it was Northern Alliance
warlords like General Rashid Dostum who took most of the prisoners in the
initial stages of the war, with the addition of only a few who had been grabbed
by American CIA paramilitaries or military special operations forces. The
military knew almost immediately they had been stuck with a bunch of nobodies.
From the beginning, 80-85 percent had “nil” intelligence value about the
Taliban, much less Osama bin Laden. Furthermore, many of the captives had been
rounded up in sweeps of villages, or had been sold to the U.S. for bounties of
$5,000 by Afghan warlords with agendas, or were just regular men who were
simply the victims of those willing to unleash the American Superpower on their
neighbor down the road due to grievances having nothing to do with political
matters at all.[375] But President Bush’s memo of
February 7, 2002,[376] which denied the application
of the Geneva Conventions to al Qaeda and in large part to the Taliban, also
canceled the old method of determining who had been captured, known as the
Status Review Tribunal. The U.S. military already knew how to vet their
prisoners to determine who was a prisoner of war, civilian, spy, guerrilla,
etc., and how the law applied to each. However, Wilkerson explained, with the
old rules canceled, the pressure was on to just hurry, get some bodies and put
them on a plane. Though high-level officials soon realized their mistake, they continued
to characterize the entire population of Guantánamo as the world’s most
dangerous terrorists to the American people, even as they quietly moved to
start repatriation as quickly as possible. 


The ad-hoc court system set up at Guantánamo — and then,
later, even the congressionally mandated system — has been so bad that, so far,
a total of seven prosecutors have resigned rather than participate in such a
corrupt system any longer.[377] The “convictions” have been
a world-wide laughing stock. Osama bin Laden’s cook[378]
and his sometimes-driver[379] were convicted of “war
crimes.” David Hicks, an Australian fighter for the Taliban, pleaded guilty to
“war crimes,” but then was released for time served on the condition that he
promised not to describe his torture and “embarrass” the United States. After
the commissions that convicted him were disbanded by President Obama and
replaced with different ones, Hicks told the story and eventually wrote a book
about it.[380]


Despite the fact that malaria is not a prevalent disease in
Afghanistan or Cuba, where it is seldom seen,[381]
inmates were given treatment-level, as opposed to prophylactic-level, doses of
the dangerous anti-malaria drug mefloquine, or Lariam. This could cause severe,
bad LSD trip-type reactions and lasting harm among the inmates. Journalists
Jason Leopold and Jeffrey Kaye wrote, “Since its introduction, [mefloquine] has
been directly linked to serious adverse effects, including depression, anxiety,
panic attacks, confusion, hallucinations, bizarre dreams, nausea, vomiting,
sores and homicidal and suicidal thoughts.”[382] The manufacturers themselves
warn these symptoms “have been reported to continue long after mefloquine has
been stopped.” They add, “mefloquine should not be taken for prophylaxis in
patients with active depression or with a recent history of depression,
generalized anxiety disorder, psychosis, or schizophrenia or other major
psychiatric disorders.”[383]


Yet, as Leopold and Kaye report,


The drug was administered to Guantánamo detainees without
regard for their medical or psychological history, despite its considerable
risk of exacerbating pre-existing conditions. Mefloquine is also known to have
serious side effects among individuals under treatment for depression or other
serious mental health disorders, which numerous detainees were said to have
been treated for, according to their attorneys and published reports.


In 2002, when the prison was established and mefloquine first
administered, there were dozens of suicide attempts at Guantánamo. That same
year, the DoD [Department of Defense] stopped reporting attempted suicides.


Though the military had claimed that this was all medically
necessary, they did not give these medicines to U.S. troops or the many
contractors working at the base, many coming from malaria-prone parts of the
world. U.S. Army doctor Remington Nevin, author of an article on the subject in
the medical journal, Tropical Medicine and International Health,[384]
and Army Sgt. Joseph Hickman, who wrote a book investigating the deaths of
three detainees on his watch at Guantánamo, have both suggested that these
treatment-level doses of mefloquine were administered to the prisoners there at
least in part due to the medicine’s “adverse effects” — as an element of the
military’s abusive interrogation program.[385] 


Many of the captives were subjected to brutal torture far
beyond the forced taking of drugs. Later investigations revealed scenes from
meetings at Guantánamo Bay straight out of the films Dr. Strangelove or
the George Lucas dystopian science-fiction classic THX 1138, where even
mid-level prison staff participated in coming up with new ideas for how to
torture the inmates, including copying what they saw on the Fox TV show 24,[386]
which itself had been developed for the express purpose, according to its
creator, of helping to normalize the new torture regime in the minds of the
American people.[387] At least three Guantánamo
prisoners have committed suicide, out of hundreds of attempts overall.[388]
In June 2006, at least three more were killed in CIA custody at the secret Camp
No, or Penny Lane, site nearby. These apparent murders were covered-up and
claimed by the army to have been suicides. No one has ever been held
accountable.[389] 


After navy general counsel Alberto Mora objected to the
illegality of the military’s torture program at Guantánamo in 2004,[390]
the very worst of the torture there stopped. However, captives were still
subject to sleep and sensory deprivation, the playing of the most horrible
music[391] on full volume, verbal
humiliation and, especially, isolation, to create a sense of hopeless futility
on the part of the prisoners. Kaye later showed that a modified version of the “frequent-flier
program” at Guantánamo, which involved the near-constant movement of prisoners
from cell to cell to prevent them from gaining any sense of stability, remained
in place for years after 2004.[392] All this was in addition to
the torture of simply being held indefinitely without charge or trial for years
on end. Whatever “enhanced interrogation techniques” the CIA was still using at
the secret Penny Lane black site in a separate part of the base remains
unknown.[393] 


When President Barack Obama came to power in 2009, he
announced — contrary to the “take care” clause of the U.S. Constitution’s
Article II, which declares the president “shall” enforce the law[394]
— his administration’s Department of Justice would “look forwards, not
backwards” when it came to lawbreaking in the previous administration’s torture
program.[395] Obama turned a blind eye to
any crimes committed by the CIA or the military under the torture program other
than one preliminary investigation into the deaths of two captives, Manadel
al-Jamadi, who was killed by CIA officers in Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq, and
Rahman — an investigation which was quickly resolved in favor of the CIA.[396]


Apparently as a reaction to Obama’s claims that he was going
to close the prison, the abuse worsened. The Immediate Reaction Force raid
teams began escalating their beatings of inmates in their cells under the guise
of searches and cell transfers.[397] The hunger strike that was
launched in reaction to the new wave of oppression was dealt with severely.
Captives were force-fed Ensure, a liquid food substitute, through thick rubber
hoses jammed up their noses, sometimes still covered with the previous victims’
blood and snot.[398] Through these brutal
methods, along with increased isolation of the inmates in solitary confinement,
the widespread hunger strike was broken,[399] and the media’s attention
was lost.


During the Obama years, the Bagram Air Base prison became a
substitute black site for alleged jihadis and terrorists from all over the
world. It did not matter whether they had ever been to Afghanistan before in
their lives.[400] The Democrats adopted the
same legal theories the previous administration had tried to invoke in the case
of the prison at Guantánamo Bay, to hide their prisoners from the law with
simple geography and secrecy. By then, Senator John McCain had shepherded the
Detainee Treatment Act of 2005 through the U.S. Senate, reinstituting the Army
Field Manual’s procedures for handling detainees, but with two loopholes —
compromises agreed to by the Bush-Cheney administration. The first was the new
law would not apply to the Central Intelligence Agency,[401]
the second was the Army Field Manual would itself be rewritten with a new Appendix
M that would continue to allow the military’s use of sleep deprivation,
temperature manipulation and other “lesser” tortures to continue.[402]
When Obama became president, with a wink and a nudge he signed an executive
order mandating the CIA and Defense Department both follow the newly rewritten
manual, rather than pre-existing law, which should still have banned the abuses
in the new manual, regardless.[403]


By the end of the Obama years, even the most mainstream
journalists had to admit that the whole Guantánamo project amounted to a hoax.
Based on newly revealed documents prepared by the military for the Periodic
Review Board, Carol Rosenberg of the Miami Herald wrote, “The ‘Dirty 30’
probably weren’t all Osama bin Laden bodyguards after all. The ‘Karachi 6’ weren’t
a cell of bombers plotting attacks in Pakistan for al-Qaeda. An Afghan man
captured 14 years ago as a suspected chemical weapons maker was confused for
somebody else.” As Rosenberg notes, some of these men, who were tortured and
held without trial for years, had been seized only for wearing a Casio brand
wristwatch, which was the same brand as that used by Ramzi Yousef in the
test-run bombings of a movie theater and the Philippine Airlines 747 in 1995.[404]
“‘Everybody’s drinking the Kool-Aid. You see conspiracies everywhere,” an
intelligence analyst from Guantánamo confessed to Rosenberg in 2016. “The
intelligence unit was ‘picking up on one or two [ultimately unimportant or
untrue] things and holding on to it tightly like it was gospel.’”[405]


There is reason to believe that torture is in part
responsible for our modern terrorism problem in the first place. In fact, two
of the most notorious terrorists of the modern era, bin Laden’s partner and
current al Qaeda leader, Ayman al Zawahiri,[406] and Abu Musab al Zarqawi,[407]
the founder and, for a time, leader of al Qaeda in Iraq, were subjected to
brutal torture by U.S. allies Egypt and Jordan before becoming the butchers the
world would later find them to be. This was very likely true of Abu Bakr al
Baghdadi, leader of ISIS, as well. The U.S. Army now concedes Baghdadi was held
at the infamous Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq during the same time frame that the
published photos of the U.S.’s torture victims there were taken.[408]


According to Tony Camerino, the formerly pseudonymous “Matthew
Alexander,” author of How to Break a Terrorist: The U.S. Interrogators Who
Used Brains, Not Brutality, to Take Down the Deadliest Man in Iraq, the
torture depicted in photographs from Abu Ghraib prison in the second Iraq war
and the hoods and orange jumpsuits from the pictures of the prison at Guantánamo
Bay have helped only to expand the ranks of local insurgencies and
international terrorist groups alike. Camerino says torture was the single greatest
reason cited by Iraqis and foreign fighters for why they joined up to fight the
Americans during Iraq War II.[409] By abandoning the pretense of
American values and instead embracing torture as a national policy in the name
of acting “tough” to protect the population, the U.S. government has increased
the danger by helping to create a whole new generation of bin Ladenites.


As the Atlantic pointed out in 2013, 


Guantánamo Bay has often been the focus of jihadist media and
propaganda. Just recently, the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan — the
mouthpiece of the Taliban — put out a statement calling attention to the
ongoing hunger strike at Guantánamo Bay. … In 2010, al Qaeda in the Arabian
Peninsula (AQAP) released the first issue of Inspire, their English language
recruitment magazine. … The plight of prisoners at Guantánamo Bay has been
featured prominently in several issues. In the 2010 inaugural issue of Inspire,
an essay by Osama bin Laden mentions “the crimes at Abu Ghraib and Guantánamo .
. . which shook the conscience of humanity.” Tellingly, bin Laden points out
that “there has been no mentionable change” at Guantánamo and the prison is
noted again later in the issue. …


The essays of Abu Sufyan al-Azdi and Uthman al-Gamidi, two
former detainees who returned to AQAP upon their release, call new individuals
to join the jihad, whether at home or abroad. In Issue 7, Yahya Ibrahim notes
that Guantánamo Bay “exposed the West for what it really is” and “showed the
world the American understanding of human rights.”[410]


David Rhode, a New York Times reporter who was
captured and held by the Taliban for more than half a year, later wrote:


[S]ome of the consequences of Washington’s anti-terrorism
policies had galvanized the Taliban. Commanders fixated on the deaths of
Afghan, Iraqi and Palestinian civilians in military airstrikes, as well as the
American detention of Muslim prisoners who had been held for years without
being charged. America, Europe and Israel preached democracy, human rights and
impartial justice to the Muslim world, they said, but failed to follow those
principles themselves.[411]


The Bush administration believed that they were teaching the
enemy a lesson about dominance and strength and why they better learn to submit
to the will of American power,[412] when in fact their brutal
mistreatment of local Afghans belied the U.S.’s promises of charity, goodwill
and high-minded motivations for the occupation, and helped drive resistance to
the American military presence instead.[413]







Karzai and the Warlords


At the start of the Afghan war, Secretary of Defense Donald
Rumsfeld was so singularly focused on using the September 11th attacks as a
pretense for launching a war in Iraq that there was one positive side to his
strategy: after allowing bin Laden to escape, he wanted to get out. Just as
wiser heads had advised the Soviet war cabinet not to invade Afghanistan in
1979,[414] he had argued that trying to
nation-build in a war-torn tribal society would be impossible and they should
pull the military out almost immediately. It turns out that Rumsfeld was right
about at least this one “known known,” not that he stood by it for long. Tens
of thousands of soldiers would arrive soon enough — just not soon enough to
catch bin Laden or his partner Ayman al Zawahiri.[415]
They would instead be used for just the kind of nation-building project the defense
secretary had been trying to avoid, shoring up the new government’s allies and
attacking its enemies in a state of permanent war.


America’s new Afghan partner, the Northern Alliance, was in
large measure simply a coalition of those who had served the Soviet Communists
during the 1980s war,[416] including their leader, the
former CIA favorite Ahmad Shah Massoud, who, it turns out, had been a KGB-owned
double agent all along.[417] Massoud was assassinated in
an al Qaeda suicide bombing two days before the September 11th attacks,
presumably so his unifying force would be removed from the equation when the
Americans came to retaliate.[418] In fact, the timing of the
killing of Massoud may have been partially coincidental, as the bombers had
been delayed for some time in their attempt to arrange the meeting that led to
Massoud’s death.[419] In the end, it did not
matter much since Massoud’s allied warlords soon came together around U.S.
forces and new, U.S.-installed interim president Hamid Karzai.[420]


If it is true, as Aldous Huxley said, that “the means
employed determine the nature of the ends produced,”[421]
then the Americans’ decision to bring together the last of the Afghan Communists
still resisting the Taliban in order to form the new government guaranteed only
further destruction. Abdul Rashid Dostum, an ethnic Uzbek warlord, had been a
general in the puppet army serving the Kremlin and fighting against the
mujahideen in the 1980s.[422] Since America had now switched
sides in the fight, the CIA recruited and paid him, and had him working closely
with U.S. Special Forces when he massacred at least hundreds, possibly
thousands, of Taliban prisoners who were being held in large metal shipping
containers at Dasht-i-Leili in November 2001. Dostum’s men opened fire on the
containers with automatic rifles, killing many with bullets and drowning the
rest in their blood.[423] Such was the beginning of
America’s rehabilitation of Afghanistan’s Communist butchers. Dostum was named deputy
defense minister in December 2001, was promoted to army chief of staff in 2010
and is currently the vice president of Afghanistan.[424]
In July 2016, Human Rights Watch (HRW) accused Dostum and his militias of
committing numerous war crimes, including massacres of unarmed civilian Pashtun
tribesmen. HRW’s Patricia Gossman demanded criminal prosecution by the
government in Kabul, remarking at the time, “The killings in Faryab [Province]
are the latest in a long record of atrocities by Dostum’s militia forces. The
fact that these forces, and Vice-President Dostum himself, have never been held
accountable, has undermined security in northern Afghanistan.”[425]
The Afghan vice president’s maintenance of his own private army throughout the
Bush and Obama years tells us much about how he got the position in the first
place, and that neither the Afghan National Army (ANA) or the United States had
the motive or ability to force him to disband or integrate his forces. His
impunity solidified, for years Dostum murdered Pashtun civilians in the name of
fighting the Taliban before finally being forced to at least temporarily leave
the country in the summer of 2017 after being credibly accused of ordering the
kidnapping and rape of a former provincial governor.[426]


President Karzai, a longtime CIA asset, expatriate oil
company lobbyist and protégé of powerful neoconservative foreign policy
mandarin, Zalmay Khalilzad, was installed as interim president in the capital
city of Kabul by American forces in December 2001,[427]
after their first choice, Abdul Haq, rushed too far ahead of the battle lines
and was caught and hanged by the retreating Taliban.[428]
Karzai swore he would simply be a placeholder until nation-wide presidential
elections could be held, and that he would not even be running. When elections
were finally held in 2004, Karzai did run and win, though the election was a
farce, with widespread fraud and intimidation tactics employed by the U.S.,[429]
as well as Karzai’s thugs. As the BBC reported at the time, villagers were beaten
and told, “Vote Karzai or we’ll burn your house down.”[430]
Karzai’s presidency quickly became a joke, however, and he became known as “the
mayor of Kabul,”[431] since he and his government
had so little influence over what was happening in the rest of the country, the
newly christened “Islamic Republic of Afghanistan.”[432]
The Taliban was gone, but the project to attempt to build a government powerful
enough to maintain control over the entire country, and keep them out, was just
beginning.


In Afghanistan, the Pashtun (or, Pathan) tribes represent a
strong plurality of approximately forty percent of the population, while the
Tajiks, Hazaras, Uzbeks, Turks and other ethnic groups make up the rest.[433]
Previous estimates had the Pashtuns at as much as sixty percent of the
population.[434] The different groups tend to
be geographically separate from each other as well, with the Pashtun tribes
dominating in the south and east of the country, and divided by the old
British-drawn border with neighboring Pakistan, known as the Durand Line.[435]
For the most part, the other ethnic groups share the rest of the country,
though there are some Pashtun populations in the north of the country, in
Kunduz, for example. These divisions became much starker during the many years
of the war with the Russians and the following civil war. Though Karzai was
himself a Pashtun of the Popalzai tribe, and the son of a powerful tribal
leader from Kandahar Province who was assassinated in Pakistan in 1999,[436]
observers were quick to point out that hardly proved the Pashtun population
would have representation in the new government.[437]
America sided with the ethnic minority coalition and built the officer corps of
the Afghan National Army almost exclusively from Tajik tribal ranks.[438]
And though the U.S. had attempted to institute quotas when it came to army
recruitment, ANA abuses and a growing Pashtun refusal to participate in the
army guilty of abusing them became a self-reinforcing spiral, observed Chris
Mason, a member of the Afghanistan Inter-agency Operations Group from 2003 to
2005. This had the potential of leading to full-fledged ethnic civil war.[439]
In the southern part of the country, efforts have focused on the creation of a
mostly Pashtun division of the Afghan National Police, which has only empowered
the kind of men who more properly belong in jail themselves. The criminality of
the men the U.S. has been installing as police and other officials since the
early years of the war has been a major contributing factor in driving
civilians into the insurgency.[440]


The first premise of the entire U.S.-UN-NATO-NGO coalition
occupation and nation-building project in Afghanistan centered on the creation
of a strong central government in Kabul. This necessarily meant the creation of
a government of the leaders of the ethnic groups that control the capital city
at the expense of the plurality Pashtun tribes. But the Westerners involved
almost universally favor strong central government at home and cannot seem to
understand that attempting to create one in Afghanistan is only a prescription
for more violence waged both in defiance of or for control over the central
state apparatus.


It is easy to understand how the U.S. government and
American people have been able to convince themselves that authoritarian,
theocratic goons like the Taliban, representing a throwback to ignorant and
medieval barbarism, must be the worst thing that ever happened to the people of
Afghanistan. Surely, whatever it is our government is doing over there to fight
them must, then, be for the best. Who could argue for the Taliban? Good
question. The answer is many of the people of Afghanistan, who had accepted
their rule in the first place as relief from the tyranny and corruption of the
warlords who had fought over the country after the withdrawal of the Soviets in
1989. The Russians had killed so many Pashtun tribal leaders that their systems
of power were almost completely broken, leaving the population helpless before
vile criminal militias and gangs, and leading to a situation where their
religious leadership was virtually forced to step in.[441]
The Taliban’s rise to authority began in the mid-1990s when they were
encouraged by the people of Kandahar Province to take power to stop kidnappers
and rapists of women and young girls and boys and to outlaw these practices.[442]
The Taliban — literally, “students” — were mostly young Afghans, raised in
Pakistani refugee camps, and recruited by Mullah Omar and other Pashtun
veterans of the old U.S.-backed jihad against the Soviets to defeat the various
factions whose criminality and civil wars were tearing the country apart. 


The Pakistani- and Saudi-supported Taliban were cruel and
oppressive, but they were not corrupt. Their religious rule was considered by
the Pashtuns, and possibly even a majority of Afghans, to be peaceful compared
to the endless violence of warlords from both sides of the 1980s Soviet war,
such as Massoud, Dostum, Gen. Mohammed Fahim, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar and others.
The Taliban abolished the vast majority of organized crime and gangs, disarmed
and disbanded the separate warring militias and shot criminals, providing real
safety — at least from private actors. This does not mean that they necessarily
had legitimate “popular sovereignty” in the Western sense. The Taliban took
power by force, and many people were certainly oppressed under their rule,
which was enforced ruthlessly, even murderously. This was especially true in
the capital of Kabul, and in the north where their strictures and dictates were
far less welcome than out in the Pashtun-dominated countryside where their
movement had originated. Initially, however, Taliban forces were even welcomed
into the multi-ethnic, and relatively sophisticated capital city, if only they
would drive out the brutal thieves and warlords of Massoud’s army.[443]
As Anand Gopal has written, the Taliban “were never an alien force. Rather,
they were as Afghan as kebabs or the Hindu Kush — a fact that U.S. soldiers
would learn the hard way.”[444]


When the Russians offered to provide weapons and aid to the
government in Kabul in 2015,[445] it should have served as a
stark reminder of whose side the U.S. took in Afghanistan when it invaded in
2001, and why it is necessary for foreign governments like the former Soviet
Union or the United States to help keep them in power. The Taliban have a
reputation for brutal authoritarianism from their years in power between 1996
and 2001, as well as since their revival in 2004, and yet a major portion of
the Afghan population still seem to prefer their rule to the corrupt warlords
the U.S. has foisted on the country in their place.[446]


In destroying the Taliban, the American military overthrew
the only real, popular locus of Pashtun power in the country and replaced it
with warlords and criminals who would not have had the strength or popular
support they would need to gain it otherwise.[447]
Aside from the obvious divisions along general ethnic and religious lines,
Afghanistan is also fractured upon far narrower tribal, clan and family
divisions.[448] It is not only that the
representatives that the Pashtun population suffers under are criminals, but
that they are from a narrow set of politically connected families, tribes and
clans who fight with other Pashtuns and exploit their hold on state police
power to deprive and abuse outsiders and competitors. The only political
representation or security force many are left with is the Taliban or their
insurgent allies, the Haqqani Network.[449]


Even with U.S. military support, the state America built in
Kabul will never be able to truly control the whole country. Attempts by
American and international forces to create new, democratic alternatives to
tribal and religious power, particularly in the predominantly Pashtun areas, have
never amounted to much.[450] Instead, the U.S. and the
local population seem destined to remain stuck between the warlords and the
Taliban.


Even in the north of the country, the Tajik, Uzbek, Hazara
and other ethnic, tribal, and political factions have their own problems.
Without the Taliban serving as a common enemy, their coalition will surely come
apart. Considering the history of the Afghan civil wars of the 1990s, with
repeated back-stabbing and changing of allies by warlords of every description,[451]
it seems that regardless of the state of the Taliban-based insurgency outside
the capital city, there is a decent chance that without the U.S. military there
to continue propping up its power, the factions that currently make up the
state will turn against each other, and the “National Unity Government” in
Kabul will come crashing down. This, then, could lead to new rounds of violence
over the form of, and control over, the next regime. 


The experts in Washington, D.C., would argue that this is
why U.S. forces cannot leave. If withdrawal is almost certain to lead to
increased violence in the short term, then America must stay, and the war there
must continue until the Afghans have finally adopted our peaceful, democratic
ways of settling their differences.[452] How cynical to suggest we
should just abandon Afghanistan again, leaving its people in the lurch! But it
has been American experts’ violence in Afghanistan, especially over the last
decade and a half, that has distorted local power relationships there so badly
as to virtually guarantee such backlash when the U.S. finally does withdraw,
whether it does so now or years from now. 


The occupation of Afghanistan is and has been destined for
disaster. Even if one accepts the argument that the U.S. absolutely had to
invade the country and knock off the Taliban after the September 11th attacks,
it is clear that if the Afghan people were ever to have had a chance to create
a sustainable political future for themselves without the Taliban — and without
the warlords the Taliban had taken power from in the first place — they needed
to work out the alternative for themselves. Instead, the U.S. has intervened
all over, picking winners and losers based on bad or scarce information, making
political compromises with terrible criminals, and sowing the seeds of future
distortions of power. The U.S. has backed warlords and heroin kingpins and,
like a chapter out of Joseph Heller’s Catch-22, has even been paying the
Taliban enemy tens of millions of dollars in protection fees — taxes — to be
allowed to transport needed fuel, equipment and other supplies across the
massive nation in order to fight against them. The insurgents use this money to
buy weapons from corrupt officers in the U.S.-supplied Afghan National Army,
which they then use to fight the occupation in return.[453]


The U.S.A. is bogged down half a world away in the legendary
“Graveyard of Empires” — a country the size of Texas; with mountains like
Colorado and deserts like California; landlocked in the center of Eurasia;
fighting tribesmen who could not be tamed by the Macedonian, British or Soviet
military occupations — giving itself another “Vietnam,” when at the end of the
day there is no reason to believe this war could ever be any more successful
than that one. Meanwhile, our only actual enemies laugh at America’s wanton
self-destruction.[454] 


The military may be able to maintain the status quo for the
near term. Changing generals in charge for the eighteenth[455]
time is not likely to make much difference one way or the other. But there does
not seem to be a way for the U.S. to slowly unwind their Afghan intervention or
create a soft landing for those whose power they have inflated. As a result,
U.S. forces are in an “impossible” position: they can never declare victory,
therefore they can never leave. However, the political pressure to stay forever
to stave off the inevitable is all coming from Washington, D.C., and the
Pentagon. The American people would probably be happy to hear our part of war
there was finally over either way.[456]


From a personal or humanitarian perspective, of course, we
all would like to see the Taliban fade away. But in terms of protecting the
United States and American people from future attacks, the military’s mission
in Afghanistan is pointless, while attempts to pacify the Pashtun population
and attempts to force them to submit to the rule of the government in Kabul and
its foreign accomplices have already proven impossible. 











Chapter Three: The Long
War


 


“A long war lies ahead.” — Gen. John Abizaid, July 2004


 


“It was not a good thing the last time — when the Soviet
Union left, the United States did not stay by the Afghan people. This time the
Afghan people could be certain that they’ll have friends and partners for a
long time to come.” — Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, March 2005












Empire


So what is the war about?


Dominance — not of the people of Afghanistan so much as of
the Eurasian landmass itself.


From the beginning of the occupation of Afghanistan,
imperial power politics was paramount. As Woodward writes, “[Secretary of State
Colin] Powell and the State Department argued that … they needed a strong
central government [allied with America] so Afghanistan did not, yet again,
become a great power game in which all [other] interested parties would try to
carve out territory or spheres of influence.”[457]



An important part of the Washington consensus about why the
U.S. must never leave is the widespread belief among Washington, D.C., experts
and the American public that one of the reasons September 11th happened was
because America had casually abandoned poor Afghanistan after the Soviets had
withdrawn and Operation Cyclone, the CIA’s mission of support for the
mujahideen in the 1980s, had wound down. We should have never left, they said.
The U.S. should have made a permanent commitment to occupying, rebuilding and
creating a modern, Western European, liberal, democratic nation-state there as
soon as the Soviet Union pulled out in 1989. Then Afghanistan would have been
our friend, and the September 11th attacks would never have taken place.
Unfortunately, America’s callous neglect led to the rise of all the problems
there, but we would never make that mistake again.[458]


But the truth is the Americans never left after the 1980s
war — not really. Pakistani journalist Ahmed Rashid coined the term “the new
Great Game” in 1997 to describe the competition among the regional and global
powers over the control of oil and natural gas pipeline routes out of the
Central Asian Caspian Basin. The United States had been a major player in this
contest, and, according to Rashid, the Clinton administration had gone along
with Saudi and Pakistani support for the rise of the Taliban beginning in the
mid-1990s in the hopes of winning a contract to build an oil pipeline from
Turkmenistan through Afghanistan and on to the port of Karachi in Pakistan.
Therefore, not only did the U.S. support the Taliban’s rise, they even favored
the prospect of the Taliban’s military victory over the Northern Alliance and
consolidation of power over all of Afghanistan toward that end, rather than a
negotiated settlement and necessary division of power. For example, U.S.
officials were pleased when the Taliban seized the ancient city of Herat in far
western Afghanistan in 1995. And when they sacked the capital of Kabul in 1996,
an American diplomat told Rashid it would be great if the Taliban went ahead
and conquered the whole country. “The Taliban will probably develop like the
Saudis did. There will be Aramco, pipelines, an emir, no parliament and lots of
Sharia law. We can live with that.” Another high-ranking diplomat admitted,
“The U.S. acquiesced in supporting the Taliban because of our links to the Pakistan
and Saudi governments who backed them. But we no longer do so and we have told
them categorically that we need a settlement.”[459]


According to U.S. foreign policy grand strategists such as
Zbigniew Brzezinski, who drew from the ideas of British imperial thinker
Halford Mackinder, the global naval power of the US and UK must be complemented
by domination of Eastern Europe, the “heartland” of the “world island,”
otherwise it would naturally be dominated by the Russians. In his 1997 book, The
Grand Chessboard: American Primacy and Its Geostrategic Imperatives,
Brzezinski cited the Mackinder mantra as the basis of all modern geopolitical
thinking:


Who rules East Europe commands the Heartland;

Who rules the Heartland commands the World Island;

Who rules the World Island commands the World.


But to dominate the heartland, he argued, one must control
the “pivot area” of Central Asia, including Afghanistan. With the Soviet Union
out of the way, America was ready to embrace world empire on a level never seen
before:


Geopolitics has moved from the regional to the global
dimension, with preponderance over the entire Eurasian continent serving as the
central basis for global primacy. The United States, a non-Eurasian power, now
enjoys international primacy, with its power directly deployed on three
peripheries of the Eurasian continent, from which it exercises a powerful
influence on the states occupying the Eurasian hinterland. But it is on the
globe’s most important playing field — Eurasia — that a potential rival to America
might at some point arise. Thus, focusing on the key players and properly
assessing the terrain has to be the point of departure for the formulation of
American geostrategy for the long-term management of America’s Eurasian
geopolitical interests. …


To put it in a terminology that harkens back to a more brutal
age of ancient empires, the three grand imperatives of imperial geostrategy are
to prevent collusion and maintain security dependence among the vassals, to
keep tributaries pliant and protected, and to keep the barbarians from coming
together.


In other words, we are supposed to believe that if societies
on the other side of the planet are working together then it must be at our expense
and that this must be prevented at any cost. Furthermore, we are apparently
meant to take it as an article of faith that American political dominance in
Eastern Europe — presuming the propriety of such a project on its own terms —
is somehow dependent on similar dominance in Central Asia. Perhaps these things
would be true in some sense if we were all navel-gazing naval strategists or
pandering politicians for a living. Unfortunately for us, they are the ones who
write the doctrines the rest of the country is forced to follow.[460]



Sheila Heslin, an energy expert from the Clinton White
House’s National Security Council, explained at the time, “U.S. policy was to
promote the rapid development of Caspian energy… We did so specifically to
promote the independence of these oil-rich countries, to in essence break
Russia’s monopoly control over the transportation of oil from that region, and
frankly, to promote Western energy security through diversification of supply.”[461]
The California company Unocal finally gave up their pipeline quest after the
cruise missile attack on Afghan training camps launched in retaliation for al
Qaeda’s African embassy attacks and the collapse of oil prices in the late
1990s.[462]


Aid to Afghanistan’s Taliban government had continued even
in the early months of the first George W. Bush administration in 2001[463]
because the Taliban were still considered a check against Iran and a potential
weapon against China and the former-Soviet “-stans.”[464]


It is not that the current occupation is about someday
building the pipeline after all, only that the story of America’s neglect of
Afghanistan between the Soviet war and the American one is a dangerous myth.
The U.S. did intervene in that country in the Bill Clinton years, and it was to
help our Saudi and Pakistani allies support the rise of the Taliban in order to
advance U.S. interests, not to try to save the people from it. 


Now that the U.S. occupies Afghanistan, blatant imperial
exploitation continues to surface from time to time as a rationalization for America’s
permanent presence, though at best the U.S. may be able to limit other nations’
access to resources and trade routes there. When the success of the later
Obama-era troop “surge” of 2009-2012 began to be publicly doubted, U.S. Army
Gen. David Petraeus held up mineral wealth as a rationale for the continued occupation.
There are nearly a trillion dollars’ worth of minerals in Afghanistan, the New
York Times reported in 2010. “Pentagon officials and American geologists”
had discovered “huge veins of iron, copper, cobalt, gold and critical
industrial metals like lithium.”


“There is stunning potential here,” Petraeus said. “There
are a lot of ifs, of course, but I think potentially it is hugely significant.”
We cannot pull our military out now, you see. If we do, Chinese businessmen may
come armed with investment capital and develop these resources instead of us —
and that would be catastrophic.[465] In reality, none but the
most daring “adventure capitalists” from the East or West will put money into
Afghan mining due to the endlessly unstable security situation and lack of
infrastructure.[466] Did the generals really
think the American public would be impressed by such arguments? That the U.S. Army
should militarily occupy a country in the heart of Eurasia indefinitely because
a few American companies might be able to make some money mining lithium there
someday? Apparently.


Just as destructive as imperial, geostrategic power plays
and gold digging is the evil of everyday bureaucratic politics. By 2004,
America’s post-September 11th war in Afghanistan became a team-building
exercise for the entire U.S.-European NATO military alliance.[467]
The occupation was its first major project after the war against Serbia in 1999
and was widely perceived as a test of the “cohesiveness of the alliance.”[468]



In 2003, Marine Corps General Jim Jones, the supreme allied commander
of NATO forces in Europe, along with other NATO-oriented interests within the
Pentagon, lobbied Secretary Rumsfeld to turn over the military mission there to
NATO’s command.[469] Rumsfeld still wanted to
avoid a large military commitment to Afghanistan. But under pressure to do
something about the increasing violence in the country, he decided to go ahead
and let NATO take over the mission and send European troops to pick up the
slack.[470]


As journalist Gareth Porter pointed out,[471]
Jones was quite open about his priorities, telling the American Forces Press
Service that after the dissolution of the Soviet Union and their Warsaw Pact
alliance, “NATO was in limbo for a bit.” But after the September 11th attacks,
America’s NATO allies had a new “unifying anchor point” for the alliance and
the bureaucracy itself. However, Jones admitted, the difficult task of “doing
better” at “defining why NATO is as useful to our citizens on both sides of the
Atlantic” still remained.[472] Then-Lieutenant General Karl
Eikenberry also acknowledged to Congress that “the long view of the Afghanistan
campaign is that it is a means to continue the transformation of the alliance.”[473]
Author Astri Suhrke identified a dangerous “rhetoric trap” where dire claims were
made repeatedly that the future existence of the NATO alliance rested on
victory in Afghanistan. Gen. Jones’s claim that “if we don’t succeed here,
organizations like NATO, by association the European Union, and the United
Nations might be relegated to the dustbin of history,”[474]
framed a hopeless and impossible task as absolutely essential, even though the
reasoning behind this assertion was never explained. NATO — the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization — is supposed to be a defensive alliance for Western Europe
and North America. It could just as easily be argued that its diversion off
onto a side-project of nation-building in Afghanistan endangers, rather than
secures, its existence.[475] Regardless, there seems to
be little reason to think that these fears are appropriate. Despite all of
NATO's failures in Afghanistan, alliance membership growth[476]
and U.S. military expansion into Eastern Europe[477]
continue on as before.


But America and Western Europe’s military alliance
bureaucracy was prepared to “help” the people of Afghanistan, no matter how
hard they resisted, in order to make sure to justify its own continuing
existence. If there was a silver lining in all this it was that European
politicians and commanders had put so many restrictions on the use of their
forces in the country that the amount of further harm they could do was more
limited than it otherwise could have been.[478]


A major exception to this was the ill-fated British mission
to shore up central government authority in the southern Helmand Province. More
than 7,000 of their soldiers fought the Taliban to a standstill between 2005
and 2009 when the first U.S. marines were sent in to reinforce them. Yet the UK
never controlled more of the province than their own bases, the capital of Lashkar
Gah, the town of Sangin and whatever small village or valley they were invading
at any given time.[479]


The military bases of empire also become projects in search
of justifications. As a Senate Foreign Relations Committee report noted in
1970, “Once an American overseas base is established it takes on a life of its
own. Original missions may become outdated but new missions are developed, not
only with the intention of keeping the facility going, but often to actually
enlarge it. Within the government departments most directly concerned — State
and Defense — we found little initiative to reduce or eliminate any of these
overseas facilities.”[480]


Former Cold War theoretician turned critic of American
empire Chalmers Johnson observed, “The Pentagon tries to prevent local
populations from reclaiming or otherwise exerting their rights over these
long-established bases (as in the cases of the Puerto Rican movement to get the
navy off Vieques Island, which it used largely for target practice, and of the
Oldnawan movement to get the marines and air force to go home — or at least go
elsewhere). It also works hard to think of ways to reestablish the right to
bases from which the United States has withdrawn or been expelled (in places
like the Philippines, Taiwan, Greece, and Spain).”[481]
While the Bagram air base may ultimately be worthless to the American people,
to the military, it is an “enduring counter-terrorism platform,” which must be
preserved at all costs.[482] 


As America’s military power in the region grew in relation
to rivals Iran, Russia and China, it became that much more difficult to make
the decision to leave. Yet the presence of these bases makes violent conflict
with these states, the latter two of which are armed with nuclear weapons, that
much more likely, and, therefore, only serve to endanger the American people,
if not the careers of the officers in charge of administering the new bases. 


Finally, and perhaps above all, is the ever-present issue of
“the real Great Game”: arms sales and control of the defense budget. Not that
the U.S. government needed much persuasion beyond bin Laden’s minions’ attacks
to justify diving headlong into the Afghan quagmire, but then came legions of
New York- and Washington, D.C.-based pressure groups subsidized by American tax
dollars that had been laundered through defense firms like Lockheed, Northrup
Grumman, Raytheon and General Dynamics. These companies recycle a small
fraction of the money they make from weapons contracts in the form of donations
to think tanks and institutions full of “experts” from the “foreign policy
community,” who then write up endless “studies,” rationalizations and
justifications for staying the course in the War on Terror. Millions of dollars
are also spent on directly lobbying Congress to support these policies, which
keep the arms manufacturers in business.[483]


This is beyond the proverbial lobbyist-bureaucrat “conflict
of interest” or “revolving door.” It is the “Iron Triangle,” or “Deep State,”
of military and intelligence officers, arms manufacturers and the congressmen,
lobbyists and public relations flacks who keep the whole project going — the
very same post-World War II National Security State, or “Military Industrial
Complex,” that President Dwight D. Eisenhower helped to construct and then
belatedly warned us about,[484] and that has never been
tamed in all the decades since. It seems the national security bureaucracy
replaced much of America’s constitutional form of government at some point long
past.[485] Their priorities now vastly
outweigh those of the civilian population, just as Eisenhower had cautioned.
The necessity of emergency has been their mandate to maintain power,[486]
and it appears that they will never let it go.


None of these things really have anything to do with helping
the people of Afghanistan or even securing true American national defense
interests there. Instead, the economics of politics create a conspiracy of a
thousand separate interests and motives, none of them significant enough to
justify the policy on their own, yet they somehow add up to a bureaucratic
inertia that has thus far proven impossible to restrain.







Missed Chances for
Peace


The sad truth is that even if one accepts the need for an
initial invasion, and even a small, indefinite U.S. and NATO occupation, and
believes in the legitimacy of all the other rationalizations for the mission in
Afghanistan since it began, there still never needed to be a war against the
Taliban. As Anand Gopal reported, when the Taliban regime was falling in late
2001 and early 2002, many of its most important leaders were prepared to
surrender on the terms set forth by America and the new Karzai regime. They
sent a letter to Karzai accepting the legitimacy of the new Afghan government
as well as his legitimacy as Afghanistan’s interim ruler, explaining they had
the full permission of Mullah Omar to surrender. The Taliban also agreed to
turn in their weapons, including all their hidden caches around the country and
had even taken the further initiative to withdraw from Kandahar City in the
Afghan south, leaving it to coalition forces. As Gopal wrote,


The main request of the Taliban officials in this group was
to be given immunity from arrest in exchange for agreeing to abstain from political
life. At this juncture, these leading Taliban members (as well as the rank and
file) did not appear to view the government and its foreign backers as
necessitating a 1980s-type jihad. Some members even saw the new government as
Islamic and legitimate. Indeed, Mullah Obaidullah and other former Taliban
officials even surrendered to Afghan authorities in early 2002. But Karzai and
other government officials ignored the overtures — largely due to pressures
from the United States and the Northern Alliance, the Taliban’s erstwhile
enemy. … Widespread intimidation and harassment of these former Taliban ensued.
Sympathetic figures in the government told Jalaluddin Haqqani and others in the
group that they should flee the country, for they would not be safe in
Afghanistan. So the men eventually vanished across the border into Pakistan’s
Baluchistan province. Many of the signatories of the letter were to become
leading figures in the insurgency.


The widespread torture, murder, extortion and other abuses
of former Taliban members left behind in Kandahar Province by the new
U.S.-installed authorities quickly turned these acquiescent, defeated opponents
into permanent insurgent enemies. Even Mullah Akhtar Muhammad Mansour, who
later became the leader of the Taliban for a time after Mullah Omar died, “had
accepted the new government and was living at home,” Gopal wrote. “But the
violent drive against former Taliban by [the new government in Kandahar
Province] and U.S. Special Forces led Mansour to realize it would be a mistake
to stay in Afghanistan. ‘He said that this government wouldn’t let him live in
peace,’ recalled lawmaker Ahmad Shah Achekzai, who had met him during that
time. ‘It wasn’t a surprise to us when he finally fled to Pakistan and rejoined
the Taliban.’”


For the first three years of the occupation, virtually the
entire leadership of the Taliban movement, less Mullah Omar himself, tried to
find a way to negotiate their return to Afghanistan in peace. Each time, a “lack
of political will by the central government in Kabul and opposition from some
sections of the U.S. leadership meant that such approaches were ultimately
ignored.” The Pentagon and CIA saw the Taliban as an enemy on equal par with al
Qaeda and thought these Taliban leaders should be captured and brought to
Guantánamo. But the obvious proof they were not intractable jihadists was
demonstrated by their attempt to capitulate to U.S. forces. Only after
continued targeting did they decide they had no option but to take up arms in
resistance.[487] 


Gopal elaborates on this tragedy in No Good Men Among the
Living. In 2002, after two months of U.S. bombing,


[and with his] back to the wall, Mullah Omar drew up a letter
to Hamid Karzai, acknowledging [his] selection as interim president. The letter
also granted Omar’s ministers, deputies, and aides the right to surrender and
formalized the handover of his vehicles, books, and other possessions to tribal
elders. 


On December 5, a Taliban delegation arrived at the U.S.
special forces camp north of Kandahar City to officially relinquish power.
According to a participant, Karzai was asked that he allow Mullah Omar to “live
in dignity” in exchange for his quiescence. The delegation members which
included Defense Minister Mullah Obaidullah, Omar’s trusted aide Tayeb Agha,
and other key leaders, pledged to retire from politics and return to their home
villages. Crucially, they also agreed that their movement would surrender arms,
effectively ensuring that the Taliban could no longer function as a military
entity. There would be no jihad, no resistance from the Taliban to the new
order — even as leaders of al Qaeda were escaping to Pakistan to continue their
holy war. The difference between the two groups may have never been so
apparent, but as Washington declared victory, they passed largely unnoticed.[488]


In January of 2002, Taliban Foreign Minister Mullah
Muttawakil, who had tried to warn the U.S. of the impending September 11th
attacks, surrendered, just as the former finance minister, Agha Jan Mutassim,
was publicly announcing the Taliban’s abandonment of any effort to regroup and
its support for the new Karzai government. It was, “in effect,” Gopal
explained, “the entire Taliban cabinet; key military commanders and important
governors; diplomats; and top officials who had worked with Mullah Omar. The
avalanche of surrenders knew no bounds of ideology; leaders of the notorious
whip-wielding religious police were among the earliest to defect.”[489]


According to Dutch journalist Bette Dam, Taliban leader
Mullah Omar, after approving his fellows’ letter of surrender, simply went
home. The Americans were convinced Omar remained the leader of the Taliban in
its insurgency. They made him “far, far bigger as an enemy than [they] should
have,” as Omar, Dam said, “hardly was active” after 2001. But the U.S.
government was insistent on seeing Osama bin Laden and Mullah Omar as one and
the same, as explained to Dam by the U.S. ambassador at the dawn of the war.
Echoing Gopal’s earlier analysis, Dam noted that, even on the face of it, this
was clearly not true as evidenced by the Taliban’s refusal to join bin Laden’s
international jihad against the U.S. and its allies in the first place,
preferring “revolution in one country” and attempting to try to conserve the
power they had already gained until al Qaeda got them into such trouble with
the American superpower.[490] 


Alex Strick Van Linschoten and Felix Kuehn’s An Enemy We
Created is the most exhaustive study to date on the question of the
relationship between al Qaeda and the Taliban. They wrote that Omar had
personally instructed Osama bin Laden that while he was a guest in Afghanistan
he needed to be patient and respect the fact that the Taliban’s doctrine was
centered on victory in Afghanistan, rather than revolution across the region.
One of Omar’s associates had conveyed this position to the U.S. before
September 11th as well.[491] 


Bin Laden had refused to pledge allegiance to Mullah Omar. Instead,
he sent a proxy so it would remain deniable that he ever had personally sworn
loyalty to the Afghan leader when bin Laden’s plan brought the weight of the
U.S. military down upon Omar’s regime.[492]


In Dam’s view, one of the greatest deficiencies of the occupation
was in failing to find the willingness to ask honest questions of the motives
of the resistance. Afghanistan is not split by “radical Islam” and ideology,
but “families, clans and tribes,” and they often switch sides. Afghans “see
Westerners as a tool, to use for their personal gains — to survive” in a
desperate state of permanent war, extreme poverty and instability. Why does the
president or a certain governor send U.S. forces here or there? To settle
personal, family and tribal disputes the Americans can never understand.
“[Locals] here say, ‘It’s the Taliban!’ because they know how to speak your
language.” Dam has seen it “again and again” through the years: “American
troops fly into a place like Helmand or Herat [Provinces] for 5 or 6 months at a
time and say, ‘Where is the Taliban?!’ And the tribal leaders just manipulate
them,” using U.S. and allied forces to settle local scores. By always choosing
to see each conflict as a fight between good guys and bad guys, the U.S.
creates self-defeating policies and makes new enemies they have to deal with
later.[493] 


At the end of 2002, seeing no end in sight to U.S. and
associated warlords’ continued harassment, persecution and exclusion from
participation in the new Afghan system, the remnants of the Taliban government
began to re-form as the “Quetta Shura,” named for their refuge, the southern
Pakistani city of Quetta, and began their long, slow march back to power.[494]







It’s the Occupation


The implementation of backward policies by the U.S. that
then lead to worse conflict has been a consistent theme throughout the history
of the Afghan insurgency. First is the simple fact of the military occupation
of Afghanistan by America and its Western allies, with their completely
different cultures, ethnicities and predominant religion. Secondly, Western
leaders have boldly and repeatedly announced their intentions to change the
form of Afghanistan’s government and their people’s entire way of life. These
are circumstances that would drive any state in America or anywhere else in the
world to rise up in armed insurrection. But in case after case, we have
Afghans, such as Jalaluddin Haqqani and various Taliban leaders, who were
resigned to the occupation and the new government, who tried to deal and
negotiate with it and the Americans, and who were targeted anyway, and then
driven into the arms of the insurgency. Would anyone deny the Taliban is a
religious movement? Of course not. It is their entire identity. But their
religion is not why they fight. The fact is they are simply men, and virtually
all men of any culture, if given half a chance, would fight back against a
foreign army occupying their country, no matter what claims the invaders had
made about being there to help. Additionally, as Eric Margolis has explained, the
Afghans are a traditional warrior culture and “had defeated all previous
foreign invaders since the fourth century BC. The Pashtun would fight on for
another century, if necessary, or even two, until they were free of foreign
occupation and able to resume their favored pastime, feuding among themselves.”[495]
The ancient tribal Pashtunwali honor code, which far predates Islam, mandates
this. To deny or ignore this is a disservice to the truth and to the American
people as well. Despite the narrative the government, media and military
continually tell us and each other, U.S. troops are not seen by Afghans as a
benevolent force, creating a new grass-roots democratic system for the people
to use to secure the blessings of liberty, but as invading imperial enemies to
be resisted. The term insurgency itself implies reaction and resistance
against a greater, dominating power.


None of this is to say the insurgency is itself an honorable
enterprise. Their terrorist attacks on civilian targets and massacres of prisoners
discredit them, qualifying them as war criminals. But Americans commit war
crimes as well. And as Chris Sands, Afghan correspondent for the National,
observed, when civilians are killed by the Taliban in Kandahar, locals still
blame the [U.S.-supported] government instead of the Taliban, who are “rarely
the subject of people’s fury” in such circumstances.[496]


In the Vietnam War, the “wise men” of America’s foreign
policy establishment had created a consensus and consent for their war by
claiming the Vietnamese fought us because they’re communists. The Soviet Union
and the Maoist Chinese would have knocked all the dominoes down until the Reds
ruled all of Southeast Asia if we did not stop them in Vietnam.[497]
And, it was decided, anyone fighting on that side was fighting for the same
agenda, too. It did not matter that the Vietnamese had a proud and ancient
history of resistance to all foreign invaders, including multiple successful
defensive wars against China.[498] It did not matter that the
implementation of the “Clear, Hold, Build” counterinsurgency strategy, in the
form of the “Strategic Hamlet Program” beginning as early as 1962, complete
with “resettlement and control measures” for the local population, was driving,
rather than diminishing, the South Vietnamese insurgency.[499]
All that mattered was that everyone of importance in the foreign policy
communities in New York and Washington, D.C., wanted to avoid seeming weak on
communism.[500] Interestingly, in a manner
similar to the Taliban years later, the Viet Minh, the South Vietnamese
Communist leadership, had been acquiescent to the South Vietnamese government
and American power. But in the late 50s, South Vietnamese President Ngo Dinh
Diem pursued them ruthlessly, driving them to violent resistance in the first
place.[501] American policy makers’
refusal to base policy on the reality of Vietnamese nationalist resistance
against the American invasion helped to lead the U.S. deeper into that quagmire
for years before it finally withdrew.


The resistance in Afghanistan is no different. They fight
because they have been invaded, occupied and targeted by a foreign army. Their
reaction would be no different if they were Catholics, Taoists or Buddhists;
Russians, Filipinos or Brazilians.


Even still, for the first couple of years after the initial
fighting was over and the Taliban and al Qaeda had fled, the American soldiers
and marines occupying the country were mostly sitting around feeling stranded
and bored with no enemies to fight. So, just like the larger terror war, writ
small, they set out to make new ones.[502]


It took a while for things to get bad enough to make it
worse. People of all different tribal and ethnic groupings were happy to see
the end of Taliban rule. The U.S. had the run of the place. But instead of being
light and fast and knocking the enemy’s lights out and leaving, the occupation
grew and grew. As former Army Ranger Rory Fanning explained, “The Taliban had
surrendered a few months before I arrived in Afghanistan in late 2002, but that
wasn’t good enough for our politicians back home and the generals giving the
orders. Our job was to draw people back into the fight.”[503]


In addition to the Taliban, the Haqqani Network, headed by
Mawlawi Jalaluddin Haqqani, has been a huge problem for the U.S. and Afghan
government over the past decade. It is allied with, and almost equal in power
to, the Taliban itself. As Gopal explained years later, America’s war with the
Haqqani Network “could [also] have gone so differently” at the beginning of the
war. Al Qaeda was dead or had fled. The Taliban had given up the fight and were
trying to negotiate with the new government.


Tens of thousands of U.S. forces, however, had arrived on
Afghan soil, post-9/11, with one objective: to wage a war on terror. …


[T]he U.S. would prosecute that war even though there was no
enemy to fight. To understand how America’s battle in Afghanistan went so wrong
for so long, a (hidden) history lesson is in order. In those early years after
2001, driven by the idée fixe that the world was rigidly divided into terrorist
and non-terrorist camps, Washington allied with Afghan warlords and strongmen.
Their enemies became ours, and through faulty intelligence, their feuds became
repackaged as “counter-terrorism.” The story of Jalaluddin Haqqani, who turned
from America’s potential ally into its greatest foe, is the paradigmatic case
of how the war on terror created the very enemies it sought to eradicate.


Soon after the invasion, the U.S. made a surrender offer to
the CIA’s old mujahideen ally that included a stint in jail, which Haqqani
refused. In retaliation, the U.S. not only bombed his house, killing a family
member, but also a school Haqqani had built for the poor — a strike which
killed 34 people, “almost all children,” Gopal reported. Though Haqqani wished
to negotiate his surrender, the U.S. had instead decided to ally with another
warlord, Pacha Khan Zadran, or “PKZ,” who promised to defeat Haqqani for the
Americans. Gopal continues:


On December 20, 2001, the American-backed Hamid Karzai was
preparing for his inauguration as interim president of Afghanistan. Nearly 100
of Loya Paktia’s[504]
leading tribal elders set out that afternoon in a convoy for Kabul to
congratulate Karzai and declare their loyalty, a gesture that would go far in
legitimizing his rule among the country’s border population. From Pakistan,
Haqqani sent family members, close friends, and political allies to participate
in the motorcade — an olive branch to the new government. …


Near sunset, [the convoy] reached a hilltop and was forced to
stop: PKZ and hundreds of his armed men were blocking the road. Malek Sardar,
an elder from Haqqani’s tribe, approached him. “He was demanding that the
elders should accept him as leader of Loya Paktia,” Sardar told me. “He wanted
our thumb prints and signatures right then and there.” Sardar promised to
return after the inauguration to discuss the matter, but PKZ would not budge,
so the convoy backed up and headed off to find a different route to Kabul.


On his satellite phone, Sardar called officials in the Afghan
capital and at the U.S. consulate in Peshawar, Pakistan, looking for help, but
he was too late. PKZ, who had the ear of key American military figures, had
informed them that a “Haqqani-al Qaeda” cavalcade was making its way toward
Kabul. Shortly thereafter, amid deafening explosions, cars started bursting
into flames. “We could see lights in the sky, fire everywhere. People were
screaming and we ran,” Sardar said. The Americans were bombing the convoy. The
attacks would continue for hours. As Sardar and others took cover in a pair of
nearby villages, planes circled back and struck both locations, destroying
nearly 20 homes and killing dozens of inhabitants. In all, 50 people, including
many prominent tribal elders, died in the assault. …


Later, a tribal commission set up to investigate the massacre
determined that PKZ had fed the Americans “intelligence’” that Qale Niazi was a
Haqqani stronghold. According to a United Nations investigation, 52 people had
died: 17 men, 10 women, and 25 children.


Haqqani and his men went into hiding in Pakistan’s tribal
provinces. But in 2002 Haqqani tried again to make peace, sending his brother
Ibrahim Omari and many of his fighters to Afghanistan to pledge allegiance to
the new government. They went to work for the CIA in “anti-terrorist” militias
known as “Counterterrorism Pursuit Teams,” but were soon betrayed by the
military, who, acting on behalf of their favored warlord, PKZ, arrested and
tortured Omari and his men at the Bagram Air Base prison. The U.S. government
had finally succeeded in making a deadly enemy out of another of their
holy-warrior, freedom-fighter heroes of earlier times. Haqqani’s son Sirajuddin
now controls the group, which, as a part of the anti-U.S. insurgency, has
killed at least hundreds of civilians and Western and Afghan troops in the
years since these opportunities were wasted. In 2009, a Jordanian double-agent
working for the Haqqanis killed seven and wounded six CIA officers and
contractors in a suicide bombing at Camp Chapman, near the city of Khost,[505]
leading to further escalation of the U.S. war against this former CIA asset and
unnecessary enemy in the following years.[506] 


Afghan warlord Gul Agha Shirzai, who took over and prepared
Bagram Airfield for the U.S. at the beginning of the war, became the biggest
mobster around, with his own Blackwater-type mercenary force and large
interests in the opium industry. But again, by April 2002, when the bulk of
U.S. military forces arrived at Bagram, al Qaeda was already long gone, and the
Taliban had completely abandoned the field. There were no enemies left to
fight, and yet, U.S. forces had “a clear political mandate: defeat terrorism.”


Eager to survive and prosper, [Shirzai] and his commanders
followed the logic of the American presence to its obvious conclusion. They
would create enemies where there were none, exploiting the perverse incentive
mechanism that the Americans — without even realizing it — had put in place.
Shirzai’s enemies became America’s enemies, his battles its battles. His
personal feuds and jealousies were repackaged as “counter-terrorism,” his
business interests as Washington’s.


In one case, Shirzai falsely accused a local tribal elder
named Hajji Burget Khan of having ties to terrorists, leading to a massive,
violent raid on his village which led to the deaths of a few people, including
Khan, and permanent resentment against the American invaders, who believed they
were “fighting terrorism” and keeping America safe. Gopal concluded, “In the
years to come thousands would be killed on all sides, but it was the memory of
Hajji Burget Khan’s murder that the villagers would never relinquish.”[507]


Elsewhere, Gopal wrote:


The killing of Hajji Burget Khan is often cited as the single
most important destabilizing factor in Maiwand district and other Ishaqzai
[tribal] areas. Three Taliban commanders from the region … all mentioned the
killing as one of the main factors that led them to join the insurgency. Afghan
government officials concede that it had disastrous effects in the area.[508]


Jan Muhammad Khan (JMK) was another warlord, also a
murderer, dope dealer, child rapist and good friend and fellow tribesman of
President Hamid Karzai. Though the local population hated and feared his
tyranny, Karzai appointed JMK to be governor of Uruzgan Province. There was a
battle going on in Uruzgan, a struggle for dominance between JMK and Karzai’s
Popalzai tribes and the Ghilzai tribes. JMK completely exploited U.S. troops,
using them to slaughter his enemies in the previous provincial administration,
men who had always opposed the Taliban and had supported the new U.S-backed
government. He even came up with missions for U.S. troops to go out to “fight
drugs,” while in fact just sending them to kill or otherwise neutralize his
Ghilzai black market business competition and to keep heroin prices
artificially high. America’s disastrous relationship with JMK serves as just
one example of the impossibility of the U.S. ever being in the position to understand
who is who in Afghanistan or make good choices about whom to support or target.
As Gopal demonstrates, anti-Taliban and pro-American tribal leaders, politicians
and officials have repeatedly been shot, rounded up and tortured — many have
even ended up in Guantánamo Bay.


In the north, there are also horrible warlords, but there
have been far fewer U.S. troops for them to use as tools against each other, so
ceasefires have mostly reigned. It was the abuse of innocents at the hands of
U.S. soldiers being used by the likes of Shirzai and JMK that drove the rise of
the resistance in the early years.[509]







Girls’ Schools and
Nation Building


With the growing military occupation came a growing list of
new responsibilities to fulfill. It became the mission of America and the NATO
alliance not to “fight terror,” but to spread democracy, create a parliament,
liberate and educate oppressed women and girls, abolish poppy farming and build
a whole new physical infrastructure of roads and buildings — a new nation. The
State Department, Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and contractors of
every kind established themselves in Kabul. An entirely new NATO bureaucracy —
the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), known to American G.I.s as
“I Suck At Fighting” or “In Sandals And Flip-flops”[510]
— was established in Kabul. All of these entities were certain their presence
was necessary to bring Afghan society into the brave, new future. Neighborhoods
of mansions grew up all around the capital of this poorest of countries as
various special interests cashed in, and an entire corrupt culture of decadence
established itself in the country — especially Kabul, where politicians and
power brokers built their giant houses[511] and where drugs,[512]
indentured servitude,[513] prostitution (including of
children)[514] and graft thrived. Since then,
Afghanistan has consistently ranked near the worst in the world in terms of
corruption.[515]


Americans were, frankly, drunk on revenge and hubris.
Despite all reason, they allowed themselves to be convinced there was nothing
that could not be accomplished by U.S. soldiers and marines, up to and
including “ending tyranny in our world.” They were all such brave and heroic
idols, so full of valor and honor and freedom, that there was nothing on earth
that could stand in their way.[516] These were all just
feelings, propaganda slogans chanted and repeated to achieve a consensus to go
forward, for one thing, with the impossible plan of remaking one of the most
primitive and warlike societies on the planet — one that, due in part to U.S.
intervention in the first place, had already been at war for 30 years. This
nation-building task was to be accomplished by NATO Eurocrats and American
teenagers and twenty-somethings with automatic rifles who were, essentially,
expected to just will it to happen. The fact that this made no sense whatsoever
was beside the point. Obvious truth no longer mattered. “Everything changed,”
they said. “United we stand” was the popular slogan on TV. “You’re either with
us, or you are with the terrorists.” And since the decisions of “us” were being
made by our political leaders, the role of the American people was said to be
to love and support their policies, or, in the famous words of Bill O’Reilly,
formerly of Fox News, “Shut up.”


Since the beginning of the occupation, the American people
have been subjected to an endless barrage of propaganda about helping the
people of Afghanistan. Entire legions of both honest and cynical do-gooders
have spun endless tales of all the great things they are attempting to do for
the Afghan people. First Lady Laura Bush contributed greatly to the theme that
the U.S. was in Afghanistan on a permanent nation-building mission in her radio
address of November 18, 2001, in which she vowed the War on Terrorism would
also be “a fight for the rights and dignity of women” in Afghanistan and
promised that the U.S. and its allies were going to liberate them, not just
from the oppression of Taliban rule, but from that of their cultural traditions
as well, soon adding elementary school photo opportunities and visits with
women in Kabul to reinforce her message.[517] Though it may seem
well-intentioned and innocuous, this was actually throwing down the gauntlet
and defining the goals of the war so broadly that it could never be won, and so
could never be allowed to end. This was especially true considering that the
Northern Alliance were horrible oppressors of women themselves and that among
the Pashtuns, the Taliban’s Islamist law was actually often more liberal than
the ancient Pashtunwali code and tribal customs, including on the all-important
question of the right of women to own property.[518]
There is no doubt that quality of life for many has improved in terms of access
to roads, electricity, schools and other basic services in the bigger cities
compared to life under the Taliban. And it is true that many well-intentioned
people have spent much effort trying to help the Afghan people.[519]
But if this is truly the purpose of America’s mission there, then why is it,
experienced Central Asia reporter Eric Margolis asks, that the U.S. says
virtually nothing about the oppression of women in Tajikistan, India and Saudi
Arabia, where traditions are not much different? It must be because protecting
women’s rights as a reason for occupation is really just public relations for
the rubes, he concludes.[520]


Some international aid workers recognize that from a certain
point of view, they are the accomplices of those who wage wars they themselves
would never approve of, simply due to the fact that the militaries involved
count on the presence of NGOs and aid workers to help mitigate the worst of the
deprivation their violence causes. Bill Kelsey, a relief pilot who delivered
aid to Afghanistan at the beginning of the war, explains that he and others
like him are simply trying to do the right thing, and to also represent America
well, yet he struggles with the ethical dilemma many people in the aid industry
all face — namely, the degree to which they are “co-dependent” with the
warriors whose policies they seek to ameliorate. Additionally, these groups
must often channel funds and supplies to the worst actors in violent conflicts
in the name of neutrality. In many cases, food aid that is meant to feed
starving civilians goes instead to soldiers, prolonging the conflicts that lead
to the deprivation in the first place. Even when the food is not taken directly
by soldiers, relief for civilians still frees up extra food for the soldiers
that would not otherwise be available.[521]


After “major combat operations have ended,” and “civilian
control” kicks in, the distortions of power are just as bad. It makes no sense
for foreigners to build a more powerful government and military than the locals
could afford to keep even if they wanted to. Afghanistan’s entire gross domestic
product is less than twenty billion dollars per year.[522]
The U.S. spends more than four billion dollars per year just on maintaining the
Afghan National Army.[523] According to the Special
Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR), while President Obama
requested more than four billion dollars for Afghan security forces for the
fiscal year 2017, the Afghan government “planned to contribute only $336
million in 2016, approximately 17% of [the Afghan government’s] total estimated
domestic revenues for that year, to cover the expenses of its Ministry of
Interior (including all police forces) and Ministry of Defense (including the
army).” In effect, the American policy amounts to either a plan to stay forever
to prop up the endlessly dependent Afghan state or a plan for its eventual
collapse.


Occupation forces focused on impossible projects like poppy
eradication, while simultaneously depending on criminals and warlords —
including heroin dealers — to serve as governors and policemen across the
country, further increasing corruption and exacerbating the insurgency in
response.[524]


An “Afghan-owned” system imposed from the outside can never
be a good fit, even assuming the goodwill and expertise of the foreigners doing
the implementing, because as long as the government is dependent on easy
outside revenue, they will not do the work of creating the security necessary
for real wealth to be created. Thus, America is creating a “rentier state” in
Afghanistan, as journalist Astri Suhrke wrote,[525]
though a modified version. Rather than exploiting Afghanistan’s natural
resources, the government administrators and NGOs are extracting all their
wealth from Western taxpayers as the money comes in to this desperately
poor country. Just the same, the U.S. and its allies are building a boom town,
destined to be a future ghost town, in the heart of the capital city. And since
the money is almost entirely coming from outside the country, especially for
the cost of the national army and police, it makes the government accountable
only to its foreign financiers rather than the people they supposedly serve.
(Not that taxation was ever a guarantee of representation).


In one of the poorest countries in the world, there have
been attempts by NATO governments and NGOs to indulge in all sorts of projects
that could never be maintained without endless amounts of money from Western
governments, beginning with the road system, but also including the courts,
government-run agricultural and mining projects, drug wars, civilian air
industry, dams, farms, expensive hospitals, office parks, buildings and
technological projects, and on and on and on.


SIGAR reported in January 2017, “Much of the more than $115
billion the United States has committed to Afghanistan reconstruction projects
and programs risks being wasted because the Afghans cannot sustain the
investment — financially or functionally — without massive, continued donor
[nation] support. … Donors were expected to finance approximately 69% of
Afghanistan’s $6.5 billion … national budget [in 2016].” The State Department
inspectors cite a World Bank report that Afghanistan’s “aid dependence will
continue beyond 2030.”[526]


Furthermore, U.S. and allied aid fails to achieve lasting
benefits to the Afghan economy because so much of the money goes to the foreign
contractors hired to do the work that the money does not trickle down into the
local economy. The Afghan people never have a chance to build new businesses to
fulfill the needs of their fellow citizens. Despite the billions of dollars
poured into the Afghan economy, regular people see virtually none of it.


As the Independent’s Middle East
correspondent, Patrick Cockburn, explained in 2010, widespread hunger remained
an issue even in Kabul, the capital city and heart of the occupation — military
and civilian — where the most money was being spent. Aid money arrives in
massive amounts, he explained, but is then diverted through the numerous
organizations, each of them taking their cut along the way. Aid money can help
people in limited circumstances, of course, but no amount of it can ever really
act as investment capital for the kind of industries that can generate real
wealth for the people until peace and long-term stability are achieved.[527]


As one SIGAR report stated,


[C]ontracting represents a high risk to the success of
Afghanistan reconstruction. The usual difficulties of contract management are
magnified and aggravated by Afghanistan’s remoteness, active insurgency,
widespread corruption, limited ministerial capability, difficulties in
collecting and verifying data, and other issues. … SIGAR has found that
challenges in Afghanistan are so widespread that sometimes there is an
assumption that if you throw enough money or people at a problem, the status
quo will improve. In other words, implementers sometimes think their initial
objective need not be precise, because the intervention will surely do some
good somewhere.[528]


In many cases, SIGAR concedes, the U.S. ends up “channeling
material resources to insurgent groups.”


Surveys and anecdotal evidence indicate that corrupt
officials at all levels of government victimized and alienated the Afghan
population. Substantial U.S. funds found their way to insurgent groups, some
portion of which was due to corruption. Corruption also undermined faith in the
international reconstruction effort. The Afghan public witnessed limited
oversight of lucrative reconstruction projects by the military and aid
community, leading to bribery, fraud, extortion, and nepotism, as well as the
empowerment of abusive warlords and their militias.[529]


As Suhrke points out, it has been in the interest of all the
U.S. and international bureaucracies at the UN and NATO to try to prove they
could rebuild Afghanistan in America’s image. The same dynamic played out in
Vietnam two generations before. For the State Department, the Pentagon, aid
agencies and NGOs, Afghanistan is an enormous “experiment,” one with all the
perverse economic incentives involved in virtually all levels of bureaucracy
and contracting. Except in Afghanistan it is an experiment being run with far
more money, far less accountability and far greater consequences than the
average government program. And since nothing is ever really accomplished in
this war, the answer continues to be to “invest” more in similar projects in
the hope that one day it will finally all pay off. In business, this is known
as “throwing good money after bad.” In the private sector, eventual bankruptcy
serves as the ultimate check on those stuck believing, despite all evidence,
that success is just around the corner. But in government work, with the
taxpayers and bondholders footing the bill, this kind of continual failure can
go on, seemingly forever.[530] 


Corruption in Afghanistan remains at historic levels. It is
not just the $43 million gas station.[531] America has spent more than
$100 billion on Afghan reconstruction. In early 2017, SIGAR released a report
explaining that, “[a]djusted for inflation, the $115 billion in U.S.
appropriations provided to reconstruct Afghanistan exceeds the funds committed
to the Marshall Plan, the U.S. aid program that, between 1948 and 1952, helped
16 West European countries recover in the aftermath of World War II.” The
reconstruction effort remains “tenuous and incomplete,” SIGAR says. “Much of
the reconstruction mission is at risk.”[532] Previously, in April 2016,
SIGAR issued a report admitting they had no way to verify if any of the more
than $759 million they had distributed in the name of education in the country
over the past decade and a half had made any difference whatsoever.[533]
Stories of State Department, U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID)
and Pentagon contractors charging millions of dollars to deliver worthless
school buildings with no electricity or plumbing, in the middle of nowhere, for
“ghost students” who either never existed or were too far away to attend, are
legion.[534] Yet, the money just keeps
coming.[535] Afghanistan is consistently
ranked among the most corrupt countries in the world.[536]
The money comes in from the U.S. and other Western governments, zigzags through
Afghanistan’s various slush funds and lands in corrupt officials’ private bank
accounts in the Persian Gulf.[537] Provincial Reconstruction
Teams, sent hither and yon to disperse U.S. aid to the Afghan people over the
years, have been only a model of corruption and inefficiency, doling out money
to the connected and accomplishing nothing for the people. There has been
virtually no accountability for the completion of projects or for criminal
fraud and abuse of aid money.[538] 


Another SIGAR report, from September 2016, revealed U.S.
sponsored efforts to crack down on official corruption by leaders of the
National Unity Government were “a near-total failure.” The “High Office of
Oversight” was completely unable to enforce their demands for disclosures by
the highest Afghan officials, much less hold them accountable for their various
embezzling schemes.[539] 


A 2011 Wall Street Journal investigation revealed
massive corruption at the U.S.-supported Dawood National Military Hospital in Kabul,
including systemic abuse and neglect of wounded soldiers and policemen who
could not afford to bribe the doctors and nurses to take care of them and so
were instead left to die of their wounds or starve to death. These problems
persisted for years after the U.S. Army first took note of them in 2006. The
Afghan National Army general in charge was a common criminal who during his
tenure stole tens of millions of dollars’ worth of drugs and medical supplies
while extorting patients for the slightest bit of actual medical care.[540]
Two witnesses later accused the American general in charge of the U.S. training
mission in Afghanistan, Lt. Gen. William B. Caldwell, of attempting to thwart
the opening of an investigation by the Department of Defense inspector general
due to concerns that it would make President Obama and the Democrats look bad
if the scandal became public in the months before the mid-term congressional
elections of 2010.[541]


The U.S. and Afghan governments built a massive and
extremely expensive power plant near Kabul that was completely redundant with
existing facilities and nearly useless. They also spent hundreds of millions of
dollars on diesel generators for Kandahar City, which the local government
could never afford to run itself in the long term. But don’t worry, the army
said, these generators were only meant as a temporary “bridging solution” until
the new hydroelectric Kajak Dam in the neighboring Helmand Province could be
finished.[542] It never was.[543]
Like a Chinese “ghost city,” these projects are built based on political
connections and considerations rather than economic necessity, and they fail
for the same reason.[544]


In October of 2016, SIGAR released an audit of the military
and USAID’s “investment” in Afghanistan’s road system. They found that “since
2002, USAID and DOD have spent approximately $2.8 billion to construct and
repair Afghanistan’s road infrastructure, and perform capacity-building
activities.” According to Afghan officials — the Americans are unable to travel
to see the sites for themselves due to the “security situation” — 20 percent of
the roads the U.S. has built have been “destroyed” while the other 80 percent
“continue to deteriorate.” The report continued, “USAID estimated that unless
maintained, it would cost about $8.3 billion to replace Afghanistan’s road
infrastructure, and estimated that 54 percent of Afghanistan’s road
infrastructure suffered from poor maintenance and required rehabilitation
beyond simple repairs.” Though they only have the authority or ability to review
a small part of the money wasted in Afghanistan, SIGAR’s quarterly reports have
become a historical catalog of the U.S. government’s failures there.[545]


The constant mantra of the NGOs, military, State Department
officials, politicians, academics and policy experts has been that the U.S. and
its allies should have done and given more sooner and should be doing more now
and always. In their eyes, the original “light footprint” of the U.S. Army
after the toppling of the Taliban was the war chiefs’ biggest mistake. To the
interventionists, the return of the Taliban is the result of a failure to do
enough nation building, rather than a response to the increasing numbers of
hostile foreign combat troops and international intervention in Afghan affairs.
Their solution? More troops and more nation-building.[546]







Injun Country


According to military theorist Robert Kaplan, virtually the
entire so-called Muslim World should be considered “Injun Country,”[547]
analogous to the American Old West where our heroes had free rein and the
natives could either bow to our civilized ways or die. But instead of “Injuns,”
America’s pretend cowboys had new and ever-increasing enemies in the form of
“the Taliban,” which had changed from the name of an actual group and one-time
government to a simple slander term for anyone who attacked or violently
resisted American forces in the country, whether they had the slightest thing
to do with Mullah Omar’s old regime or not.


By 2004, some actual Taliban leaders had returned to the
southern Helmand Province and had begun organizing violent resistance there.
Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld released a memo conflating al Qaeda and the
Taliban while also complaining that his department had no “metrics” for how
well the military was doing or what kind of progress they were making in what
was now turning out to be a “long, hard slog.”[548]
In the spring of 2004, Rumsfeld doubled U.S. troop levels there to 20,000.[549]


Starting in 2005, the insurgency genuinely started making a
comeback, riding local resentment against the escalating American and allied
occupation. It was also around this time that the Taliban began using suicide
attack tactics imported from bin Ladenite fighters involved with the
Sunni-based insurgency in the then-ongoing second Iraq war. As Patrick Cockburn
wrote, “The presence of foreign troops in support of a hated local faction and
corrupt and violent Afghan security forces meant that America, Britain and
others were provoking the insurrection they were supposedly trying to
suppress.” A former Pakistani army colonel, himself a Pashtun, told Cockburn
that “hatred of all foreigners” was “at the center of Pashtun culture,” and
that their war of resistance against the occupation would never end.[550]
The Taliban started creating a shadow court system to compete with the new
government in predominantly Pashtun areas of the country, while the Bush
administration canceled scheduled troop withdrawals in response to the growing
violence.[551] As McClatchy Newspapers
reported, “Afghanistan has become Iraq on a slow burn. Five years after they
were ousted, the Taliban are back in force, their ranks renewed by a new
generation of diehards. Violence, opium trafficking, ethnic tensions,
corruption and political anarchy are all worse than they’ve been at any time
since the U.S.-led intervention in 2001.”[552]


Complaints in the U.S. media invariably focused on the alleged
lack of resources devoted to the Afghan occupation — both for the military and
for civilian nation-building efforts, particularly in the Pashtun-dominated
south. But increased intervention would only lead to worse consequences, rather
than stabilizing the situation.


This was because, as journalist Jean MacKenzie explained after
living in and reporting from Afghanistan for more than five years, Afghans saw
very little difference between the U.S. occupation and the Soviet one of the
1980s. The average Afghan did not feel respected by U.S. troops or believe the
American soldiers were there to help them, so their insurgency simply escalated
in response to each new American increase in a perpetual cycle of violence.[553]


In 2004, U.S. generals and military theorists started
referring to the “Long War” in Afghanistan and the larger “arc of crisis” in
Central Asia. As the Guardian explained, a Pentagon report released by
Joint Chiefs Chairman Peter Pace 


set out a plan for prosecuting what the Pentagon describes …
as “The Long War,” which replaces the “War on Terror.” The Long War represents
more than just a linguistic shift: it reflects the ongoing development of U.S.
strategic thinking since the September 11 attacks. Looking beyond the Iraq and
Afghan battlefields, U.S. commanders envisage a war unlimited in time and space
against global Islamist extremism. “The struggle ... may well be fought in
dozens of other countries simultaneously and for many years to come,” the
report says. The emphasis switches from large-scale, conventional military
operations, such as the 2003 invasion of Iraq, towards a rapid deployment of
highly mobile, often covert, counter-terrorist forces.


Among specific measures proposed are: an increase in special
operations forces by 15%; an extra 3,700 personnel in psychological operations
and civil affairs units — an increase of 33%; nearly double the number of
unmanned aerial drones; the conversion of submarine-launched Trident nuclear
missiles for use in conventional strikes; new close-to-shore, high-speed naval
capabilities; special teams trained to detect and render safe nuclear weapons
quickly anywhere in the world; and a new long-range bomber force.


The Pentagon does not pinpoint the countries it sees as
future areas of operations but they will stretch beyond the Middle East to the
Horn of Africa, north Africa, central and south-east Asia and the northern
Caucasus.


The Cold War dominated the world from 1946 to 1991: the Long
War could determine the shape of the world for decades to come.[554]


That’s why America needs all those nuclear submarines 25
years after the fall of the Soviet Union: to fight tribesmen armed with
homemade landmines and AK-47s.


The next escalation of U.S. combat forces in Afghanistan,
the so-called “phase three” increase of troop numbers in the south in 2006,
“appears to have helped motivate many to side with the insurgency at the time,”
van Linschoten and Kuehn wrote in An Enemy We Created. “In many parts of
the country — nowhere more than in Helmand which was officially under the lead
of British forces — individuals joined up in reaction to what was perceived by
many as a ‘settling of scores’ dating back to the Anglo-Afghan wars, and the
Taliban capitalized on a feeling of disappointment and disenfranchisement of
the general population.”[555]


In 2007, the Bush administration admitted their 2006
escalation had not worked, but they decided another just might do the trick.
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice traveled to Brussels to pressure America’s
NATO allies to escalate their efforts in the country and increase aid to the
Karzai regime. “Everyone talks about the Taliban military offensive this
spring,” Kurt D. Volker, a senior State Department official working on NATO’s
Afghanistan policy, told the Washington Post. “We should be the ones
taking the offensive if there is an offensive to be done. … It needs to be
across the board. It’s not just a military issue; it’s a comprehensive issue —
development, counter-narcotics, reconstruction and military.” A different senior
official predicted to the Post that U.S. troops would have a “bloody
year in the south” and still faced the problems of “corruption, opium
production, and lack of roads and other infrastructure.”[556]
Surely, just a few more tens of billions of dollars and a few more military
missions would straighten all of that out.


It was apparently considered irrelevant that all of the al
Qaeda attacks during this timeframe took place outside of Afghanistan.[557]
The number of Taliban attacks were, however, on the rise, and there was no
denying the occupation was failing. But the conventional wisdom endured: the
U.S. just had not done enough. The New York Times recounted officials’
complaints:


“I said from the get-go that we didn’t have enough money and
we didn’t have enough soldiers,” said Robert P. Finn, who was the ambassador in
2002 and 2003. “I’m saying the same thing six years later.”


Zalmay Khalilzad, who was the next ambassador and is now the
American ambassador to the United Nations, said, “I do think that state-building
and nation-building, we came to that reluctantly,” adding that “I think more
could have been done earlier on these issues.”


And Ronald E. Neumann, who replaced Mr. Khalilzad in Kabul,
said, “The idea that we could just hunt terrorists and we didn’t have to do
nation-building, and we could just leave it alone, that was a large mistake.”[558]


More money, more troops, more aid, more time. It’s just not
enough; it’s never enough — but surely just one more escalation will be
enough. Or maybe two.


By 2007 and 2008, Afghanistan was in chaos, with massive
resentment building against the U.S., allies and the government they had
installed. This was not just from the Pashtun tribes who bore the brunt of
American war efforts there, but also from Hazaras, Sikhs and other minorities
in the north.[559] U.S. troops’ job was often
reduced to “drawing fire” — to be the “bullet sponge” as they tried to draw
their elusive enemies out into the daylight.[560]


America and NATO’s paradoxical support for the Taliban by
way of protection money paid to them to allow the transport of supplies to
stranded Western troops had, by this point, gotten way out of hand.[561]
The military was paying hundreds of millions of dollars to various insurgent
groups, including the Taliban and corrupt government officials, as extortion
fees for protection, turning the war into a parody of itself as the insurgency channeled
those resources right back into the fight against the occupation. The U.S.
military was not only paying the Taliban to leave them alone, but sometimes
would even hire Taliban vehicles to ride escort for ISAF’s supply trucks, with
one driving in front, one behind. Hamid Wardak, son of the Afghan defense minister
at the time, ran a company which specialized in hiring Taliban fighters to
provide protection for American supply vehicles. He even set up a firm in
Washington so that he could lobby for prolonging the war and his profits.[562]
There is a certain logic to it, as long as you are willing to abandon all
reason to entertain it.[563]







Pakistan and the Taliban


In the early years after the September 11, 2001, attacks,
the Pakistani national police helped the FBI and CIA arrest dozens of al Qaeda
operatives,[564] including some of the
conspirators behind the attack. Among these were Ramzi bin al Shibh, a friend
of lead hijacker Mohammed Atta and alleged coordinator of the attack, and Khalid
Sheikh Mohammed, alleged commander of the group and uncle of Ramzi Yousef, the
1993 World Trade Center bomber. Both men had bragged of their role in the plot
to al Jazeera’s Yosri Fouda.[565]


But matters were much more complicated when it came to the
connections between the Pakistani military and their spy agency, Inter-Service
Intelligence (ISI), and escaped leaders of the Taliban. In fact, as
investigative reporter Seymour Hersh discovered, the U.S. even acquiesced to
Pakistani demands to let their air force evacuate some Afghan Taliban leaders
from the country in the early days of the war due to the fact that some
Pakistani military and intelligence officers were embedded with them.[566]
This was just the beginning of a new chapter in America’s twisted relationship
with long-time ally Pakistan. They were helping the U.S. fight its al Qaeda
enemies inside their own country, while at the same time continuing to back
America’s enemies in Afghanistan — the Afghan Taliban, Hizb-e-Islami and the
Haqqani network — including providing safe-haven for them on the Pakistani side
of the border.[567] 


This has led to a situation somewhat like what the U.S.
faced in trying to defeat South Vietnamese Vietcong insurgents who had
sanctuary across the border in Laos and Cambodia in the Vietnam war. The
governments of those countries were powerless to stop the Vietcong, no matter
their alliances with the United States. All they could do was “allow” the secret
invasions and air wars waged against them by the Americans to make up for that
fact.[568] 


But what could explain such treachery as our friends, the
Pakistanis, providing aid and comfort to the U.S.’s enemies on their territory
when their ability to crush them was nowhere near as constrained? The answer is
simple: the Pakistani military considers Afghanistan to be their backyard and
“strategic depth” safe-zone for retreat in the event of a full-scale — even
nuclear — war with their rival to the east, India.[569]
India and Pakistan have been fierce rivals since being partitioned by the
British Empire after World War II. They have fought four wars since then, and
both are armed with nuclear weapons. The Indian-occupied region of Kashmir
remains a major source of tension and possible conflict between the two
countries. Keeping friendly forces in power in Afghanistan, therefore, has been
the highest-level priority of the Pakistani military for decades.[570]
Meanwhile, the U.S. not only supports India’s allies in Afghanistan among the
old Northern Alliance, but has promoted the signing of security pacts that
provide for the training of thousands of Afghan soldiers by India,[571]
and has encouraged the Indians to buy Russian attack helicopters and other
weapons for the Afghan National Army.[572] This is in part because the
U.S. wishes to please the Indian government, which it sees as an important ally
in America’s larger strategic interest in “containing” India’s neighbor to
their northeast, China.[573] From the perspective of the
Pakistani government, it is intolerable that India’s allies would ever be able
to truly establish a monopoly of force in Afghanistan, and so they see it as
necessary to continue to support their friends and ideological cousins, the
Afghan Taliban and broader Pashtun insurgency, to prevent it from happening.
This was the reason Pakistan had backed the Taliban’s rise to power in the
1990s in the first place. The ISI began renewing support for the Taliban as
early as 2003, though the U.S. did not start keeping track of it until 2007.[574]


So, the U.S. was bribing one ally to back another ally,
forcing a third ally to back our own and our first ally’s enemies, which
required the U.S. to turn to the first ally for help against the third, and
then around again. This has continued for more than a dozen years. In fact, the
reality is even more convoluted than this. Our other allies, the Saudi royals,
have continued to finance the Taliban resistance against the U.S. all along as
well, since the Taliban serves as a check on the power of Afghanistan’s ethnic
Hazaras, who are Shi’ites aligned with Saudi Arabia’s nemesis, Iran.[575]


While the Bush administration was slow to catch on to the
dynamics at play, there is no question the Obama administration understood a
major part of the problem with the Taliban insurgency was in Pakistan. His
government tried to re-title the entire conflict the “Af-Pak war” to emphasize
the point. It is also clear that Obama and his government understood that
Pakistan’s major motivation for their backing of the Afghan Taliban and Haqqani
Network was the Afghan National Army’s alliance with India.[576]
However, the Obama administration continued the policy of bringing India in as
an ally of the Afghan government anyway. When the CIA escalated the drone war
in Pakistan, it was primarily against al Qaeda and Pakistani Taliban, a.k.a.
Tehrik-i-Taliban, targets way up in Waziristan and the Northwest Tribal
Territories. The war against the Pakistani faction of the Taliban, a separate
group from the Afghan Taliban, was mostly done as a payoff to the Pakistani
government for allowing strikes against the last few members of the original al
Qaeda group still hiding with them there. The leaders of the Afghan Taliban, on
the other hand, stayed safe in Quetta, in Pakistan’s southwest, far from where
the Predator and Reaper drone wars were being fought. It was explained to the
new president by Director of National Intelligence Mike McConnell, just days
after being sworn in, that Quetta was off limits due to the high population
density.[577] Though the CIA had created “Counter-terrorism
Pursuit Teams” for the purposes of secretly crossing the border into Pakistan,
they never had any successes against the actual Afghan Taliban leadership
there,[578] only limited results against
rank and file Taliban and Haqqani network fighters.[579]


The Americans were also limited in their ability to pressure
the Pakistanis to back down from this policy since the U.S. had become almost
completely dependent on the ability to ship military supplies hundreds of miles
through Pakistan from the Port of Karachi, all the way through the Khyber Pass
and into Afghanistan. By 2011, approximately 80 percent of U.S. supplies for
the “surge” escalation were transported through this route.[580]
After U.S. helicopters attacked and killed 28 of their soldiers at two border
posts in an alleged case of accidental friendly fire, the Pakistanis allowed
some militant attacks on allied convoys and shut down the route for almost all
of 2012,[581] forcing the U.S. to depend
more on the northern route through Russia.[582] Apparently the Pakistanis
did not need to do this more than once to prove their point about the limits of
U.S. influence to the Obama administration.[583]


There were other factors that also prevented the U.S. from
leaning too hard on the Pakistani government for providing support to the
Afghan Taliban and Haqqani Network. The Obama administration needed Pakistani
cooperation to wage the drone war, and they were also afraid of further destabilizing
a government which possessed nuclear weapons in a country full of extremists of
all descriptions.[584]


As Patrick Cockburn stated: 


An American success in Afghanistan was impossible once the
Pakistani Army had decided to give full backing to a return of the Taliban. The
U.S. faced the same strategic weakness as the Soviet army during its Afghan
campaign. However many setbacks the anti-Soviet mujahideen or the anti-American
Taliban suffered, they could always retreat across the 1,600-mile long border with
Pakistan to rest, reorganize and reequip. President Barack Obama was told
during his first days in office that the heart of the military problems facing
the U.S. in Afghanistan lay in Pakistan, but Washington could never work out an
effective way of dealing with it.[585]


It is clear that America’s “best” people did have some
understanding of the incentives and pressures the various neighboring states
and powers faced and the position in which they had put the Pakistanis.
Zbigniew Brzezinski explained in the late 1990s that America’s interest was in
supporting the China-Pakistan-Taliban alliance in Afghanistan to keep the
Indians, Russians and Iranians out.[586] Since 2001, the U.S. has
been fighting for the exact opposite ends. Is it that Brzezinski had America’s interests
upside down in 1997 or that everyone in power since then has been fighting for
the wrong side? In either case, the U.S. has seemed to ignore its own
previously demonstrated understanding of the situation and continued to insist
that it is essential to enlist the Indians’ help to prop up the Kabul
government in the short term, while inevitably leading to worse Pakistani and
Pashtun reactions against them in the long run.







Korengal


For the American public, Afghanistan, overshadowed by events
in Iraq and across the Middle East, soon became a forgotten war, much like the
Korean War had been eclipsed by the even more destructive invasion of Vietnam.
Once the thrill of taking revenge for the September 11th attacks had worn off,
American television and newspaper audiences lost interest in the war, and the
media lost interest in covering it beyond hyping a few publicity stunts at the
holidays, which left the story to be told through other means.


Journalist Sebastian Junger produced the famous
documentaries Restrepo (2010) and Korengal (2014) about U.S. Army
forces stationed in the Korengal Valley — “the Valley of Death” — in far
eastern Afghanistan, which highlight the absolute waste of life and property
the war in Afghanistan represents.[587]


The conflict in the Korengal Valley began in 2002 when the
U.S. took bad advice from a timber baron who needed to get a local tribal
leader and some competing businessmen out of his way. Misinformed that the
local tribe was made up of “Taliban terrorists,” the U.S. betrayed the
compliant tribal elder, shipped him off to Guantánamo and then bombed and
killed the timber baron’s business competitors. “Soon, one village after
another turned to open insurrection.”[588]


Most of the people of Korengal did not even really know what
Afghanistan was, much less the United States. They simply lived in the little
world of their home valleys and villages. And then into that world intruded
heavily armed, young North Americans, who succeed only in making themselves
targets of the Taliban and local fighters. Not only had the people of Korengal
Valley never done anything to the U.S., when the Americans first got there the
locals assumed they were Russian troops, still unaware the USSR had withdrawn
and collapsed more than a decade before, much less that the U.S. had invaded
more recently.[589] But the army was not there
to fight these innocent villagers; they were there only to help them — to build
a modern democratic nation for them. So, any killing, destroying and dying that
had to be done to save the people there was deemed to be justified.


However, a statement by Specialist Kyle Steiner in Korengal
helps to illustrate why America’s nation-building project in Afghanistan can
never work. The entire idea of young, heavily armed, foreign soldiers invading
the valley to “bring good things” to win over the population, as another young
soldier tried to explain, may be the clearest example of futility one could
imagine. In any case, the concept cannot survive violent conflict. Steiner told
Junger: 


You know, this whole ‘go in there and act like their friend’
thing doesn’t work, especially when you’ve got, you know, the Afghani [sic]
that we caught trying to put the roadside bomb, the IED [improvised explosive
device], just spitting on us and calling us “infidel” and stuff, you know,
“hearts and minds” is out the window then. “Hearts and minds” go out the window
when you see the guy shooting at you and then he puts his wife and kids in
front of him knowing full well that we won’t shoot back. Or the guy who shakes
our hand, takes the 10 bags of rice we give him for his family and school
supplies and coats, and immediately walks up the mountain and shoots an RPG
[shoulder-fired, rocket-propelled grenade] at us, walks back down and smiles at
us the next morning when he’s walking his goats. Fuck his heart. And fuck his
mind.


When the military finally called it quits and left the
Korengal Valley in 2010, it had accomplished exactly nothing in four years of
fighting other than getting more than 40 American soldiers killed and hundreds
wounded, along with uncounted civilian casualties among the Afghans. 


Korengal veteran, U.S. Army Specialist Robert Soto could
have been speaking about the entire Afghan war when he vented his frustration
to the New York Times upon finally withdrawing from the valley, “It
hurts on a level that — three units from the Army, we all did what we did up
there. And we all lost men. We all sacrificed. I was 18 years old when I got
there. I really would not have expected to go through what we went through at
that age. It confuses me, why it took so long for them to realize that we were
not making progress up there.”[590]


The American government had left these soldiers stranded,
killing and dying for nothing in a treacherous mountain valley in the middle of
nowhere, on an unclear mission, frustrated at fighting ghosts sniping at them
from afar and planting IEDs all around them, in a vain attempt to build a
nation in a place that never had one and whose people had no intention of
making one no matter how many of them the U.S. side killed. It was a crime and
a mistake.







The Ghosts of Direct
Action


U.S. Army Sgt. Anthony Walker, a psychological operations
specialist and veteran of three tours in Afghanistan, who for a time was
attached to the Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC) — top-tier special
operations forces — later described how easy it was for completely innocent
bystanders to get caught up in night raid missions. Walker explained, “out of
over 100 raids, maybe one was based on human intelligence and the rest was
based on signals [electronic] intelligence,” and it seemed from his perspective
to be “rather easy to get caught up in that dragnet that would place you on a
list saying you’re a bad guy.” People would also get shot simply coming outside
to investigate the late-night noise or for demanding that soldiers who were
posting up on their roofs to provide cover for other raiding soldiers get off
their property. Walker recalled that “we were raiding homes of people that were
just distant family members to the target individual or were just in some way
fulfilling their cultural duty [to protect those seeking shelter] and were not
intending to facilitate an insurgency.” Walker also described and provided
photographic evidence of two war crimes committed, he said, by a young Army
Ranger of the 75th Regiment on the outskirts of Khost City in eastern
Afghanistan in 2008: two pictures, one of a woman’s corpse with a large
rectangular piece of her neck cut away, in what Walker says was the aftermath
of a fellow soldier’s cutting and taking this piece of her flesh as a trophy
(which he then held up in the air in triumph), and another of a dead and
bloody-faced teenage girl lying next to an AK-47 rifle, captioned by Walker as
“the practice of placing weapons next to noncombatants for photo ‘evidence.’”[591]


Walker says he tried but failed to stop the attack which led
to the deaths of the woman and girl in the pictures. During a raid on a
targeted individual in one house, the Rangers had stationed a sniper team on
the roof of another nearby house to provide cover for the raid team. But there
was one so-called “Military Aged Male” (MAM) in the house who grabbed an AK-47
and fired a warning shot into the thick stucco ceiling to scare away those on
his roof. Walker says the “MAM” must have assumed they were criminals, as the
Rangers’ assault had not been announced by the noise of a Black Hawk helicopter
or any other blatant signal. Instead, the team had driven into the area
quietly, so there was no reason for the “MAM” to assume those on his roof were
American soldiers. But when he fired off the round, “that’s what got everything
started,” Walker says. “The atrocity.” The only AK-47 rifle in the house was
the one that had been fired through the ceiling. In response, Walker said, one
Ranger killed the family — the woman and the young girl in the pictures, as
well as the boy who had fired the warning shot into the ceiling. 


As it turned out, the family was not just innocent, but the
family of Awal Khan, a colonel in the U.S. created-and-funded Afghan National
Army. His position in the ANA helped to generate some news coverage of the
attack, which confirmed Walker’s story and added more detail. The family had
not assumed they were under attack by criminals, but since the father worked so
closely with the U.S., they thought it was the Taliban who had come to get
revenge. And the casualties, it turned out, were more than Walker recalled.
Killed were the colonel’s wife, a schoolteacher; their 17-year-old daughter; a
15-year-old son, presumably the one who had fired the warning shot; his
brother, a seven-day-old baby; and the unborn baby of Khan’s cousin who,
despite being shot five times and losing her child, managed to survive. Another
of Khan’s daughters was also wounded but lived.[592]


Walker said it was “standard practice” to plant a “drop gun”
as evidence against innocent people, such as they did against this family. It
was a “regular thing” to the Rangers of the 2nd Battalion. In fact, he said the
“entire regiment did it all the time.” Walker further claimed that a two-star
general, and deputy to then-JSOC Commander Admiral McRaven, “investigated,”
then assembled the soldiers and instructed them on their story in case
anyone asked. He told them to say that all four adults in the house — counting
the teenage girl and her 15-year-old brother — went for the one AK-47 at the
same time, giving the Ranger no choice but to waste them all. 


Walker was witness to other unjustified killings during that
Afghan deployment. On another mission near Khost City, the same battalion,
possibly the same platoon, raided a house and killed a mother and father in a
shooting justified by questionable claims that the woman had a gun. In another
incident, an army dog bit a young boy during a raid near Forward Operating Base
Salerno. Walker’s memory seems to be confirmed by a report in RAWA News.[593]


Walker also describes another raid in Khost where a civilian
poked his head around the side of his house as soldiers detonated explosives to
breach the wall of a compound catty-corner from his. “I said ‘It’s a
civilian,’” Walker later recalled. “I could see that he was unarmed.” Walker,
following the rules, asked for permission to use his hand-held megaphone to
warn the man to go back inside. “I wasn’t even going to wait for the
translator.” But it was already too late. Another soldier fired and killed the
man.


Another instance took place out in the countryside in 2008
or 2009: Walker was assigned to do a “call out” at a local school, meaning make
an announcement to those inside to, in effect, “come out with your hands up.”
Soon a group of preteen boys, Walker estimates they were approximately 11-13
years old, began to come out one by one. But the eighth boy to come out
panicked. Completely terrified, the boy hesitated and acted confused when
ordered about by the soldiers. One noticed a bulge in the boy’s pocket and
asked him what it was. And “just like you would do if someone asked you what
was in your pocket,” Walker explained, the boy reached into it. The Ranger shot
him dead. The same Ranger, Walker says, who had killed the family in Khost.


Sgt. Walker says he joined the army because he really wanted
to fight terrorism, but finally realized that this was not the way. “I
interrogated children after we killed their parents — lied to them. How many, I
don’t know, but some must now be Taliban,” he concluded.


One could argue these claims are too thinly sourced or are
unrepresentative of the behavior of U.S. troops and special operations forces
in Afghanistan. But even if they were embellished, it is not hard to imagine
how infuriating just a few stories like these would be to Americans if this was
happening to our population at the hands of a foreign occupying army. Even
worse is the truth of what Sgt. Walker says: war crimes such as the killing and
framing of innocent people are just a regular part of the war — “standard
practice.”


Americans must not be blind to the fact that, as Walker
explained, no matter what their intentions are when joining the military or
going to war, once men are put into these situations, awful things happen.
Despite all the propaganda about our brave and glorious golden-idol soldiers,
they are just men, often very young ones, and in the wrong circumstances, some
of them will commit horrible atrocities. Even when soldiers stay within the
rules, the nature of the war they are waging — against local militia men from,
and hiding among, the local population — and all the “collateral damage” that
comes with it, amounts to a campaign of terror waged against civilians by the
U.S. and the Afghan National Army. The “ghosts of direct action,” as Walker
calls them — the consequence of new resistance fighters being created with each
raid and each interrogation — are just as inevitable as the abuses that create
them:[594]


For years, Afghan villages targeted by the Rangers and Navy SEALs
were subjected to numerous atrocities. These operations released shockwaves
throughout entire communities as collateral damage became murderous aggression
to Afghans. Afghans were killed, abused, humiliated in front of their families.
And they haven’t forgotten. …


The ghosts of direct action make nation-building in
Afghanistan very difficult. Rural Afghans see Afghan National Security Forces
(ANSF) and American troops as one in the same. They don’t trust the ANSF and in
many cases they believe the Taliban is more likely to respect their cultural
values. They harbor resentment and distrust as a result of the many pre-dawn
raids in their communities and they have no reason to believe they will end
when America leaves Afghanistan for good.


Rural Pashtuns in the South and East of Afghanistan simply
don’t believe the Afghan government is even functional because it was utterly
powerless for years when it came to controlling direct action missions. When a
particularly appalling atrocity occurred when I was in Afghanistan, our task
force would be shut down for two weeks. Then everything would resume as before
until another atrocity. This has left Afghans with absolutely no faith in their
government.[595]


In 2010 the muckraking, leaked-document-posting website
WikiLeaks released the Afghan War Logs,[596] a collection of thousands of
confidential- and secret-level military documents leaked to the site by a young
army specialist named Bradley (now Chelsea) Manning. Though the press had a
field day pushing the government’s narrative that Manning and WikiLeaks’ Julian
Assange were traitors and spies with “blood on their hands” for releasing the
documents, then-Secretary of Defense, Republican Robert Gates admitted in a
letter to the chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee that “the review
to date has not revealed any sensitive intelligence sources and methods
compromised by this disclosure,” and that such allegations were “significantly
overwrought.”[597] Prosecutors at Manning’s
court martial and a secret Department of Defense report admitted the same.[598]
So it was not true that the Manning leak was treasonous, unless you count
letting the American people have access to facts which might give them reason
to doubt the morality or utility of the war as betraying his country.[599]


For a brief moment in the news cycle, the brutality of the
ongoing occupation was laid bare for all to see. As David Leigh wrote in the Guardian,


Behind the military jargon, the war logs are littered with
accounts of civilian tragedies. The 144 entries in the logs recording some of
these so-called “blue on white” events, cover a wide spectrum of day-by-day
assaults on Afghans, with hundreds of casualties.


They range from the shootings of individual innocents to the
often massive loss of life from air strikes, which eventually led President
Hamid Karzai to protest publicly that the U.S. was treating Afghan lives as “cheap.”
When civilian family members are actually killed in Afghanistan, their relatives
do, in fairness, get greater solatia payments than cans of beans and Hershey
bars. The logs refer to sums paid of 100,000 Afghani per corpse, equivalent to
about £1,500 [approximately $1,900].


Spin artists in the U.S. mass media attempting to downplay
the importance of the information in the leaked documents would often explain
they were in fact “raw” and “unvetted,” and that any claims within them would
have to be independently verified. That was definitely true. When the War Logs
were released, some journalists found insight by going back to compare the
documents with established reporting on some previous incidents. In one
example, another reporter for the Guardian went back to find a report by
U.S. marines giving their version of a massacre of civilians they had
perpetrated in March of 2007. After being caught in an IED blast that wounded a
member of their patrol, four of the marines simply opened fire and shot every
vehicle and person they saw on the way back to their base, including children,
teenagers and the elderly. They ultimately killed 19 unarmed civilians and
wounded 50 more. The marines claimed, contrary to contemporary media reports
and the conclusions of an army investigation, to have been ambushed from three
sides at the point of the bomb attack and neglected to mention firing on anyone
during their retreat, stating simply that “the patrol returned to JAF
[Jalalabad Air Field].”[600]


Innocent people trying to live a normal life apart from the
war had no guarantee that they would not be swept up in the chaos. Most
Americans would hardly believe it possible that their soldiers bombed young
couples and families during their weddings, as has happened at least six times
in America’s Afghan war. Tom Engelhardt and Erika Eichelberger have kept track:



December 29, 2001, Paktia Province, Afghanistan (more than
100 revelers die in a village in Eastern Afghanistan after an attack by B-52
and B-1B bombers); May 17, 2002, Khost Province, Afghanistan (at least 10
Afghans in a wedding celebration die when U.S. helicopters and planes attack a
village); July 1, 2002, Oruzgan Province, Afghanistan (at least 30, and
possibly 40, celebrants die when attacked by a B-52 bomber and an AC-130
gunship); … July 6, 2008, Nangarhar Province, Afghanistan (at least 47 dead, 39
of them women and children, including the bride, among a party escorting that
bride to the groom’s house — from a missile attack by jet aircraft); August
2008, Laghman Province, Afghanistan (16 killed, including 12 members of the
family hosting the wedding, in an attack by “American bombers”); June 8, 2012,
Logar Province, Afghanistan (18 killed, half of them children, when Taliban
fighters take shelter amid a wedding party.)[601]


In the July 6, 2008, attack listed above, the first strike
killed most of the children who had run a little further up the road ahead of
the main group. The second bomb landed in the middle of the group of adults who
followed. The bride and another guest attempted to run down a hill to escape,
but they were obliterated by the third strike. “Hajj Khan was one of four
elderly men escorting the bride’s party that day,” the Guardian later
reported. He told them, “We were walking, I was holding my grandson’s hand,
then there was a loud noise and everything went white. When I opened my eyes,
everybody was screaming. I was lying meters from where I had been, I was still
holding my grandson’s hand but the rest of him was gone. I looked around and
saw pieces of bodies everywhere. I couldn’t make out which part was which.”[602]


In June 2007, seven children were killed when U.S. forces
bombed a building in which they believed insurgent fighters were hiding. The
American ambassador at the time, William B. Wood, shrugged it off. These things
“cannot be completely avoided,” he told the New York Times.[603]
More schoolchildren were killed in Ghazi Khan, in the eastern Kunar Province,
in December 2009, when American CIA paramilitary forces and Navy SEALs
slaughtered 10 innocent boys in a school — allegedly dragging them from their
beds and executing them — in a night raid that had been launched on the basis
of faulty intelligence. Initially, NATO falsely claimed their forces had come
under fire by Taliban forces upon entering the village, and that the boys must
have been killed in the battle, before eventually conceding to the targeting
mistake, if not the war crime.[604] 


In Farah Province, on May 4, 2009, U.S. airstrikes,
apparently meant as air support for soldiers in a battle several miles away,
killed as many as 120 innocent civilians. Though spokesmen tried to spin it as
a Taliban attack, photographic evidence showed no evidence of a ground battle,
but plenty that the village had in fact been attacked from the air.[605]


The Taliban and related insurgent groups committed
widespread atrocities of their own, oftentimes deliberately targeting and
terrorizing civilians with suicide attacks.[606] But this tragedy has been a
consequence of the war dragging on so long. What America needed, the Democrats
and media experts said, was a real victory in Afghanistan. To put an end to the
fighting that was causing so much unnecessary “collateral damage,” America
needed to escalate the war to finally win it. Toward the end of 2008, the
Washington consensus began to form[607] around then-candidate Barack
Obama’s campaign spin that Bush had neglected the “good” and “necessary” war in
Afghanistan and that the next year the new administration would need to launch
a major escalation there.[608]


But the warnings were there, too. The previously-mentioned
Robert A. Pape, professor of political science at the University of Chicago,
has built his study of suicide terrorists into a major project backed by the
Pentagon. Pape and his staff have created a database of every single suicide
attack on earth since the year 1980.[609] From this data Pape has
written two books about the suicide terrorist phenomenon, Dying to Win: The
Strategic Logic of Suicide Terrorism and Cutting the Fuse: The Explosion
of Global Suicide Terrorism and How to Stop It.[610]
In the case of the Afghan escalation, he foresaw the inevitable:


What we are talking about doing is adding some maybe 10,000
forces, maybe 20,000 forces, but nowhere near enough to actually suppress and
control large parts of the country. So right now in Afghanistan, I’m afraid
that what our policy is heading towards is the worst of both worlds. We’re
basically putting enough ground forces in Afghanistan to foment a fairly large
anti-American suicide terrorism campaign, but I’m afraid we are not putting in
enough to actually get the benefit of actually suppressing enough of the
violence in Afghanistan.


Pape also warned that any counterinsurgency campaign strong
enough to “suppress violence” enough to theoretically allow for other types of
political progress to be made would require adding hundreds of thousands of
additional soldiers, which was obviously deemed prohibitively expensive and
politically untenable. There was no real reason to think such a large-scale
escalation would have solved America’s problems in Afghanistan, but anything
less was sure to only make matters worse.[611] 











Chapter Four: The “Surge”


 


“We are in just so many deep holes that everybody had
better grab a shovel and start digging out.” — Secretary of State Hillary
Clinton, June 7, 2009


 


“We’re not leaving Afghanistan prematurely. In fact, we’re
not ever leaving at all.” — Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, May 10, 2010


 


“Turns out I’m really good at killing people.” — President
Barack Obama, September 30, 2011












Jammed by the Blob


In the 2008 campaign season, Democratic presidential
candidate Barack Obama, who ran on his opposition to the war in Iraq, made the
strategic calculation to temper the perception that he was weak on terrorism by
promoting escalation in Afghanistan and Pakistan instead and surrounded himself
with foreign policy hawks as advisers and eventual cabinet members. Their
maneuvering eventually forced Obama to commit to an escalation far beyond what
even he believed was appropriate.


As a presidential candidate in 2007, Obama made his position
clear in a speech delivered the Woodrow Wilson Center in August:


Our troops have fought valiantly [in Afghanistan], but Iraq
has deprived them of the support they need — and deserve. As a result, parts of
Afghanistan are falling into the hands of the Taliban, and a mix of terrorism, drugs
and corruption threatens to overwhelm the country. As president, I would deploy
at least two additional brigades to Afghanistan to reinforce our
counter-terrorism operations and support NATO’s efforts against the Taliban. …
If we have actionable intelligence about high-value terrorist targets [in
Pakistan] and President Musharraf won’t act, we will.[612]


As the new president, Obama acted on his campaign promises
by bombing Pakistan with a CIA drone strike on his third day in office, killing
nine very real, innocent human beings and shattering the lives of their
survivors.[613] Though the Bush
administration had used drones in Yemen, Iraq and Afghanistan, Obama and his “cruise
missile liberals” had inaugurated a whole new era of robotic warfare.[614]
While an argument could be made that the Pakistan drone war at least made sense
as an attempt to target and kill the last “core” members of al Qaeda hiding
there, it has been a disaster for the civilians in the targeted areas,[615]
and has increased “local anger and suspicion” of Americans among the Pakistani people.[616]
Obama’s Afghan policy, on the other hand, including the 2009-2012 “surge” — a
massive increase of U.S. combat forces — seems to have been crafted for mostly
political reasons. Together, they were one big “Af-Pak” war, the Democrats
said,[617] and they meant to escalate
it on both sides of the Durand Line.[618]


While Obama had been among those Bush administration critics
who believed that diverting America’s best forces from the mountains of
Afghanistan to the deserts of Iraq was the fatal flaw in America’s Afghan
policy,[619] there is no real reason to
believe that is the case. As has been shown, constant escalation by the U.S. in
Afghanistan has only driven more and more people into the ranks of the
insurgency. Obama’s military escalation in that country would only have the
same effect.


Al Qaeda was long gone from Afghanistan, and by 2009, only
the most dishonest claimed, and most naïve believed, the NATO alliance could
create a democratic, Westphalian nation-state in the heart of Central Asia —
the project Bush had begun and called “unfinished business.” They had already
failed. But Obama, a young, liberal Democratic president with dark skin and a
Muslim-sounding name, who was already determined to pull virtually all U.S.
forces from Iraq, concluded he would have to escalate in Afghanistan to avoid
being seen as weak or soft on terrorism.[620] Just weeks after taking
office, in February 2009, Obama began his escalation, ordering an increase of
17,000 soldiers and marines[621] on top of the 6,000
President Bush had sent in on his way out of office.[622]
By March, 17,000 had grown to 21,000.[623] Then in October, he sent 13,000
more.[624] 


Part of Obama’s strategy for being perceived as tough enough
to be president in wartime was keeping holdovers from the previous Republican
government, including Robert Gates, Bush’s second and final secretary of defense,
and U.S. Army General “King” David H. Petraeus, the celebrated spinner of the
myth of the successful “surge” in Iraq, who at that time was commander of U.S.
Central Command. Obama also named his primary campaign rival, the consistently hawkish
Hillary Clinton, to be his first secretary of state. Obama may have been wise
to appoint Clinton to this role as a way to prevent her from joining with his
general election opponent, Republican hawk John McCain, as a force against him
in the U.S. Senate. But by keeping his enemy close, he had unfortunately
brought her closer. Clinton, Gates and Petraeus together would prove to be a
nearly irresistible force arguing in favor of an even bigger increase of at
least another 40,000 troops and an expanded counterinsurgency mission in
Afghanistan by the new year.


In 2008, at the end of the Bush administration, the
president had asked his “war czar,” Lt. Gen. Douglas Lute, to review the
current state of the Afghan war. Lute had reported that it was fouled up beyond
all recognition. There were, Lute told Bush, eight different wars being fought
in Afghanistan: by the CIA, NATO, the Training and Equipping Force, Joint
Special Operations Command (first-tier special operations forces), U.S. Special
Operations Command (second-tier special operations forces), the Afghan National
Army, the Afghan National Police (ANP) and the Afghan National Directorate for
Security (their intelligence service). All of these wars were being fought
completely uncoordinated with one another, with no underlying strategy and no
one in charge.[625]


A few months later, in early 2009, as Obama was coming into
office, Gen. Petraeus asked his friend Derek Harvey, a retired Defense
Intelligence Agency officer, to do a review of his own. Harvey investigated and
reported back to Petraeus that in the war “basic questions had gone unasked: Who
is the enemy? Where are they? What are their motivations? We know too
little about the enemy to craft a winning strategy.” [emphasis added][626]



Perhaps these reports were being put forward simply to
justify the coming escalation of the war, but it does not seem that these men
had to stretch very far to paint a picture of approaching disaster. They merely
had to ignore the previous, rose-colored spin and see reality for what it was
to describe an insurgency rising in influence. Unfortunately, these men all leapt
to the same conclusion that the Bush administration had simply failed to make
the necessary commitment to getting the job done.


Next to write a policy review report was former CIA officer
Bruce Riedel. He recommended what became the second increase of 4,000 troops
that spring,[627] while admitting the war
could not be won without accounting for Pakistan’s ongoing support for the
Afghan Taliban. There was not much that could be done there, Riedel conceded,
since the U.S. could not try to bribe the Pakistanis to much effect, because it
was already bribing them, and could not seriously threaten them since they have
a nuclear weapons deterrent. He was certainly right about that. But Riedel’s
recommendations still made no sense: his report was based on the assumption
that the U.S. had to win something for all its efforts in Afghanistan. All
these different benchmarks and standards must be accounted for and achieved to
show some level of success. But why was the U.S. in Afghanistan in the first
place? What was the actual danger? Riedel was forced to stretch to conflate al
Qaeda with the Pakistani Taliban, the Afghan Taliban and the Lashkar-e-Taiba,
an anti-Indian force in the disputed Kashmir region between India and Pakistan,
in order to portray a threat to the United States that would justify his
recommended troop increase.[628]


While the president and vice president wanted to focus on
killing the last of the leaders of old “core” al Qaeda in Pakistan with CIA
drones, the military would not be denied their Afghan escalation. One story
leaked to McClatchy news service emphasized the old, bogus “safe-haven” myth
and accused the White House of “minimizing warnings” from the intelligence
community that if the Afghan Taliban retook parts of Afghanistan, they would
definitely invite al Qaeda back as well.[629] In fact, there was no new
intelligence estimate on that point.[630] This was simply spin and
conjecture by those who wanted to escalate, framing the issue in a way to make
the president seem treasonous if he resisted them. Osama bin Laden was still
alive and at large then, making the alleged threat of the return of old “core”
al Qaeda to Afghanistan seem more urgent, though the danger was not any more
real than it had been at any time since 2002. 


On the advice of the hawkish retired general and Petraeus
ally, Jack Keane, Gen. David McKiernan, who sincerely respected the president
and looked forward to working with him, was unceremoniously fired in the middle
of his command simply in order to “reset” the request for more troops.[631]
McKiernan was a big supporter of Petraeus’s counterinsurgency doctrine, but he
had already pushed hard for the first 21,000 troops sent in the first half of
2009. The Pentagon wanted to send another 45,000 troops. With a new commander,
they could get a fresh start on their demands for escalation under new
leadership, so Secretary Gates persuaded Obama to fire McKiernan on the pretext
that he was an ineffective commander. His replacement, Gen. Stanley McChrystal,
got to work on the push for the next troop increase right away, giving a
statement to Congress that the most recent group of 22,000 that had just been
sent was nowhere near enough, and a whole new escalation would be necessary to
win the war. The military’s “jamming” of the president, as Obama would later
call it,[632] had already begun.[633]


McChrystal, who was close to CENTCOM Commander Petraeus, was
put in charge of the war due to his alleged specialties in counterinsurgency
warfare as former commander of the Joint Special Operations Command in Iraq
where he was said to have overseen major progress against the Sunni and Shi’ite
insurgencies during the “surge” of troops there in 2007. McChrystal had gained
notoriety for playing a direct role in the cover-up in the case of the death of
American football star and Army Ranger Pat Tillman in Afghanistan, falsely
blaming his friendly fire death on the Taliban,[634]
as well as for being the commander of a network of military prisons in Iraq,
including the infamous Camp NAMA, short for “Nasty Ass Military Area,” where
men were tortured in interrogations on his watch.[635]
However, to his loyal staff and the credulous Washington media, McChrystal was
not just a comparatively efficient special operations commander. No, he was “Big
Stan,” “the Pope,” a “rock star.” Big Stan knew what to do. Unburdened by the
restraint of the White House and civilian leadership, which he held in
near-total contempt, this ultimate American action hero was finally being
allowed to move in and save the day. Retired U.S. Army colonel and foreign
policy critic Andrew Bacevich has noted this adulation of both McChrystal and
Petraeus as some sort of super-fit, super-sharp, even super-human machines of
ultimate military brilliance and success, perpetuated throughout the media in
2009, certainly crossed the line of what should be proper in any kind of
constitutional republic, and, in effect, amounted to a public campaign against
the president by his own subordinates.[636]


McChrystal’s report, which called for an increase of up to
85,000 more troops to stay for at least another ten years to attempt to
implement Petraeus’s counterinsurgency doctrine (COIN), was leaked to the Washington
Post,[637] which, the New York Times
reported, “some in the White House took as an attempt to box in the president,”
who was making it known he was skeptical about any further increases in troop
levels beyond the tens of thousands he had already sent. The leak caused a
minor uproar at the time, as it represented nearly unprecedented interference
from those in the military chain of command into civilian decision making.[638]



Vice President Joe Biden led the argument in the
administration for a more minimal plan focused on counter-terrorism, rather
than escalating the war against the growing Taliban insurgency. This plan
emphasized attacks on al Qaeda targets along with expanded training of the
Afghan National Army, rather than a full-fledged counterinsurgency and
nation-building campaign. But the Biden plan made no sense either since there
were “less than 100” al Qaeda in Afghanistan, as National Security Advisor Gen.
Jim Jones pointed out in the White House debates. The war was not about al
Qaeda, but fighting locals who are only fighting “because there are foreigners
on their land.”[639] In fact, as the late, great,
doubting war reporter and muckraking journalist Michael Hastings wrote, “McChrystal’s
strategy has so little to do with al Qaeda that Senator Lindsey Graham has to
remind McChrystal and Petraeus that they need to include more al Qaeda in their
‘message’ to sell the war.” Al Qaeda then “became part of the regular message.”[640]
Not that anyone could show there were any al Qaeda members anywhere in
Afghanistan. U.S. intelligence at the time said there were only between 20-100,
and even they were largely mythological.[641]


In September 2009, Matthew Hoh, a former Marine Corps
captain-turned State Department official, resigned his position, complaining to
his superiors that the military and civilian missions in Afghanistan were an
incoherent lost cause.[642] The enemy the U.S. was
fighting, Hoh wrote in his resignation letter, which he released to the media,
was an ethnic “Pashtun insurgency,” one not necessarily tied to the Taliban
movement, but simply tribesmen resisting


what is perceived by the Pashtun people as a continued and
sustained assault, going back centuries, on Pashtun land, culture, traditions
and religion by internal and external enemies. The U.S. and NATO presence in
Pashtun valleys and villages, as well as Afghan army and police units that are
led and composed of non-Pashtun soldiers and police, provide an occupation
force against which the insurgency is justified.


Citing the intractable differences between local Afghan
factions across the country, the rigged re-election of President Karzai that
August[643] and the government and
contractors’ legendary corruption — among other issues — Hoh concluded further
escalation could not possibly succeed and that he needed to leave government to
speak out publicly before President Obama decided on the final troop “surge.”
As Hoh told the Washington Post, “I want people in Iowa, people in
Arkansas, people in Arizona, to call their congressman and say, ‘Listen, I
don’t think this is right.’” Hoh’s resignation letter concluded,


The dead return only in bodily form to be received by
families who must be reassured their dead have sacrificed for a purpose worthy
of futures lost, love vanished and promised dreams unkept. I have lost
confidence such assurances can anymore be made.[644]


Hoh explained a year later that counterinsurgency had
actually been the policy in Afghanistan since 2004 or 2005 and that all the new
escalations had ever accomplished was to drive more people into the resistance,
growing its numbers and increasing its power. Hoh had no doubt Obama’s new
“surge” would be only more of the same but on a larger scale. By then, he had
already been proven correct.[645]


In fact, the military and intelligence services were so
frustrated with President Karzai by this point that they considered moving him
to a purely ceremonial position and making former American Ambassador Zalmay
Khalilzad the “Chief Executive Officer” of the country in his place.[646]


In November, Lt. Gen. Karl W. Eikenberry, a former commander
of NATO forces in the Afghan war, by then retired from the army and serving as ambassador
to Afghanistan, came out in agreement with Hoh. Two of Eikenberry’s recent
memos that were leaked to the New York Times showed he had warned the
White House that the Karzai government was hopelessly corrupt and that the
recent rigged presidential election showed it would be a mistake to invest
hundreds of billions of dollars toward another decade or more of war when failure
was already a foregone conclusion. The ambassador had already explained his
reasons before his colleagues in a Principals Committee meeting of the National
Security Council. When his memo hit the news, the only importance it served
inside the halls of power was that it publicly signaled a break between the
now-ambassador and the military. It did not seem to matter that Eikenberry was
correct in his assessment that the war was lost and that their plan could not
work. The reaction to the memo was all outrage about broken processes and
indignation on the part of these toughest of professional warriors over being
contradicted in front of their peers. The same sort of childish conflict broke
out when Director of National Intelligence James Clapper and CIA Chief Leon
Panetta ended up temporarily excluded from the war cabinet because they were
perceived to have crossed a line when one of them had commented on an issue
under someone else’s area of responsibility.[647]


Ambassador Eikenberry warned that the U.S. had already been
trying to “Afghanize” the war, and the escalation would be a step backward in
creating further central government dependency upon American military power to
settle disputes. He said the Karzai regime did not seek to take over
responsibility for security, development or anything else, based on their
belief that the Americans would handle it. “They assume we covet their
territory for a never-ending ‘war on terror’ and for military bases to use
against surrounding powers,” he explained. The ambassador also warned there
existed in the country no national identity among the population or leaders
beyond their local ethnicities, tribes and clans, nor any ability in the
foreseeable future for the country to produce enough wealth to afford a central
government without indefinite American support. Eikenberry expressed no
confidence in the Afghan National Army or Afghan National Police’s ability to
take over for the American and allied forces, even after two more years of
training. The U.S. had already been down this road — to a dead end.[648]


But the Republicans and the military were accusing Obama of
“dithering” on the decision and would have certainly attacked him as soft on
terrorism, or worse, if he had refused the escalation plan. So, at the end of
November 2009, the president gave in to the generals, against his own better
judgment, ordering another 30,000 soldiers and marines to Afghanistan.


The New York Times explained that through a
“back-channel,” Obama’s Chief of Staff, Rahm Emanuel, was talking with Senator
Lindsey Graham, key ally of Senate hawk and defeated 2008 Republican
presidential candidate Senator John McCain, “who urged him to settle on a troop
number ‘that began with 3’” [i.e., 30-something thousand] to win the support of
the GOP hawks. “I said as long as the generals are okay and there is a
meaningful number, you will be okay,” Graham told him. The hawks’ agenda was
perfectly clear: occupy Central Asia forever. As Sen. Graham put it, “nobody
gives a shit” that the U.S. still occupies Europe and East Asia more than 70
years after the end of World War II, as long as there are no American
casualties.[649]


“All hail Obama!” cried William Kristol, the noted
neoconservative hawk and then-editor of the Weekly Standard magazine,
signaling that the president had pleased and placated even the most belligerent
pundits with the announced escalation.[650]


The counsel of Vice President Joe Biden, Gen. Douglas Lute
and other opponents of the “surge” inside the administration, together with the
Hoh and Eikenberry memos, gave Obama all the political cover he needed to
reject the escalation and begin to draw down troop numbers instead. And it is
“clear,” as Obama would say, that he did agree with the more limited approach. As
Secretary of Defense Robert Gates wrote in his memoir, the president did not “trust
his commander [Petraeus], can't stand Karzai, doesn't believe in his own
strategy, and doesn’t consider the war to be his. For him, it’s all about
getting out.” Gates wrongly thought the problem was that Obama just did not
have enough faith, but his statement remains evidence of the president’s better
judgment, and betrayal of it.[651] The political pressure on
Obama to escalate the war, to attempt to replicate the so-called success of the
Iraq “surge,” and against withdrawing from both wars simultaneously, was too
great. “Consensus” — in large part spurred on by Obama’s earlier campaign
rhetoric — had been achieved by the foreign policy establishment “Blob,” as
Obama and his advisers came to call it,[652] in the nation’s capital.
Escalation was the default, and those who were resistant had been put on the
defensive. Would Obama snatch defeat from the jaws of victory when a sure win
was just a short “surge” of troops away? No. He would escalate and lose anyway.


The choices of plans submitted to the president by the
military were a “too cold” 10,000- to 11,000-man “training surge” to boost the
strength of the Afghan National Army and Police, a “too hot” plan for an
increase of another 85,000 troops for a “robust” counterinsurgency campaign, or
40,000 for the “just right” middle way with just enough men to implement the
counterinsurgency doctrine (COIN), but with an emphasis on a quick handover of
territory to the Afghan National Army.


Joint Chiefs Vice-Chairman, Marine Corps Gen. James
Cartwright, attempting to remain loyal to the president’s wishes, had come up
with a plan for a “hybrid” approach of adding only 20,000 more special
operations forces, half of them for counter-terrorism missions and half for training,
rather than the massive nation-building program that came with the
Petraeus-McChrystal plan. Joint Chiefs Chairman Mike Mullen was reportedly
outright insubordinate at this point, attempting to prevent Gen. Cartwright
from presenting the plan the president and vice president had specifically
requested.[653] Secretary of Defense Gates
and Chairman Mullen “never forgave him” for persisting.[654]


At one point, frustrated beyond belief by the military’s
obstruction, Obama almost chose the most minimal option for the escalation: sending
10,000 more trainers only, to try to build up the Afghan National Army. Not
that this plan would have succeeded either, but at least it was embracing the
truth that the ANA could only do so much, and the gains it would be responsible
for protecting in the future should only be those they could achieve on their
own in the first place. But in the end, the president was too afraid Generals
Petraeus and McChrystal,[655] as well as Secretary of
Defense Gates,[656] would resign. It was Obama’s
fault for keeping Bush’s men. It was his profound moral cowardice that
prevented him from standing up to them when he knew giving in was wrong.


Even though Obama eventually settled on 30,000 troops and a
slightly more limited mission, the generals took it as a victory for their
40,000 “just right” COIN plan and proclaimed it as such. The White House tried
to emphasize Obama’s insistence on limiting the number of troops to 30,000
instead of 40,000 and his moving the bell curve of force deployments to the
left – the bulk of the troop increase was deployed in and out slightly faster
than in the original plan. But in the end, once he conceded the principle, the
president was signing up for the implementation of Petraeus and McChrystal’s
counterinsurgency strategy and to continue the war throughout the remainder of
his two terms in office.[657]


President Obama made the call but was quick to attempt to
deny responsibility for the failure of the escalation, complaining to the media
he had been “jammed” by the U.S. foreign policy establishment into ordering it
despite his better judgment.[658] There is no doubt this is
true. Pressure from hawks in Congress, especially Senators McCain and Graham,
was unrelenting. And the Pentagon, including Generals Petraeus and McChrystal, and
Admiral Mike Mullen, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, were plainly
insubordinate, leaking the “surge”-demanding assessment to the Washington
Post and giving speeches,[659] interviews and quotes to
major media sources such as Newsweek,[660] the Washington Post[661]
and CBS News’ 60 Minutes,[662] to create a powerful
echo-chamber effect in the media.[663] Nevertheless, the president’s
disavowal of responsibility is absurd. If Obama had had any real backbone, he
would have refused to order the escalation and instead given a speech saying
that he had defeated John McCain fair and square in the election a year prior
precisely because the American people had decided they wanted him, and not the
George W. Bush-style hawks like Senator McCain, to decide these questions. That
was why he won, and that was how he was going to lead, and the generals and
appointees who did not like it could resign. That would have shown a lot more
courage than sending other people’s sons and daughters to die to prove their
valor on his behalf.[664]


In truth, in purely domestic political terms, Obama may have
been smart to go along with the Afghan escalation. Liberal and progressive
Democratic voters had invested so much in the “hope” and “change” narrative
that Obama’s presidency supposedly represented, he could have been killing
Afghan women and children personally and most would have just looked the other
way. There were certainly plenty of notable and heroic exceptions to this, but
overall the numbers do not lie. As Michael T. Heaney and Fabio Rojas show in
their book, Party in the Street: The Antiwar Movement and the Democratic
Party after 9/11, the mass of the antiwar movement from the Bush years
vanished, not with the ongoing wars, but with the Bush administration itself.[665]
Obama had successfully dodged an entire category of Republican political
assault without jeopardizing the support of his Democratic base. Even some
major feminist groups got on board to support Obama’s great Afghan escalation.[666]
Democrats in Congress, as well as European allies,[667]
who had criticized the war in Iraq, had long treated Afghanistan as a useful
scapegoat to demonstrate their commitment to national security issues by
calling for escalation there instead.[668] Obama was just continuing
this successful political strategy at the cost of tens of thousands of human
lives.


The president gave in, escalated and extended a war he knew
was destined to fail, at best betting on a slight chance of reaching some sort
of settlement with the Taliban. Many Americans may be surprised to discover the
purpose of the “surge” of troops to Afghanistan in 2009-2012 was never to
defeat the Taliban or even to secure the country from their presence by forcing
them back to their sanctuaries in Pakistan. Instead, the entire
counterinsurgency doctrine promised nothing more than temporary gains in
certain parts of the country. As the New York Times described the
administration’s deliberations:


Mr. Gates and others talked about the limits of the American
ability to actually defeat the Taliban; they were an indigenous force in Afghan
society, part of the political fabric. This was a view shared by others around
the table, including Leon E. Panetta, the director of the CIA, who argued that
the Taliban could not be defeated as such and so the goal should be to drive wedges
between those who could be reconciled with the Afghan government and those who
could not be. …


On Oct. 22, the National Security Council produced what one
official called a ‘consensus memo,’ much of which originated out of the Defense
Secretary’s office, concluding that the United States should focus on
diminishing the Taliban insurgency but not destroying it; building up certain
critical ministries; and transferring authority to Afghan security forces.


Gates, Petraeus and the other military leaders promised
Obama that with this plan they could have the Taliban sitting at the table,
ready to concede to American terms within 18 months — by July 2011. By that
time, the Afghan National Army would be trained up and ready to assume
responsibility for the entire nation’s security, which would allow the U.S. to
begin withdrawing forces.[669]


This was the official plan: they were escalating an
already eight-year-old war by a total of 60,000 U.S. soldiers and marines,
along with tens of thousands of British, Canadian, Dutch, German, and other
NATO forces, so that the Taliban would hopefully be somewhat “degraded” and
“diminished” in a year and a half, while training an army they had already been
training for years to virtually no effect. Gen. Petraeus, on the eve of
launching his big “surge,” seemed to already be climbing down from his
promises, proclaiming that, “I don’t think you win this war. I think you keep
fighting.” Comparing the Afghan occupation to the still-continuing violence in
Iraq, Petraeus said, “This is the kind of fight we’re in for the rest of our
lives and probably our kids’ lives.”[670] 


As Gen. McChrystal had explained at a Principals Committee
meeting in the autumn of 2009, this phase of the project depended on building a
400,000-man Afghan National Army and a “reliable” partner in a strong, central
Afghan government. Amb. Eikenberry reportedly interrupted and warned that a
strong central government for Afghanistan did not exist, nor was it possible to
create one. Corruption in Afghanistan, as partially measured by the “Mansions
of Kabul,” was so far off the charts as to make a joke out of any proposal for
reform, he insisted. Bob Woodward details how the Principals Committee of
Obama’s NSC would waste days on end arguing about how best to dump tens of
billions more dollars into the Kabul government, while “fighting corruption,”
and bickering about what the definition of “defeat” was, while debating how to
both defeat and negotiate with the Taliban at the same time, before quickly
changing the subject to nothing and getting nowhere.


At the eighth strategy review meeting, in early
November 2009, after months of this debate inside and outside of the
administration and just three weeks before the big announcement, the White
House was still asking the military, “What is the mission? What are we
trying to do? What are the objectives? For what purpose?” [emphasis added]
And they were still getting no good answers.[671]


It seems that at no point was it discussed or weighed in
these deliberations that people would be killed — shot, bombed, blown apart —
as a result of this “surge,” other than in the context of public relations: how
would the people’s concern about casualties affect the military’s timescales?
Secretary of Defense Gates seemed to think virtue was to be found in
steadfastly ignoring those concerns. He later wrote in his memoirs about how
easily he believed the politicians could disregard the American people’s will
on such an important issue and his disdain for those in the cabinet who would
take public opinion into account:


Biden argued throughout the process, and would continue to
argue, that the war was politically unsustainable at home. I thought he was
wrong and that if the president remained steadfast and played his cards
carefully, he could sustain even an unpopular war. Bush had done that with a
far more unpopular war in Iraq and with both houses of Congress in the hands of
the Democrats. The key was showing that we were being successful militarily, at
some point announcing a drawdown of forces and being able to show that the end
was in sight.[672]


Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s only obvious concern
when it came to public opinion was that the national security establishment in
Washington, D.C., perceive her as tough enough to be president herself one day
— a calculation that evidently carried through to her failed 2016 presidential
run.[673] It was obvious to the
members the National Security Council at the time that the chief diplomat’s
choice to side with the military helped to “diminish” the president’s political
“running room” on the issue. She had “reduced his cover” for any “softer”
approach, as they put it. Nobody in the cabinet was fooled. The rest of the
team reportedly perceived this as political posturing for her own political future.
The secretary’s ultimately unsuccessful political ploy was not just at Obama’s
expense, but so many thousands of others as well.[674]
Secretary Clinton’s emails later revealed Gen. Wesley Clark and former National
Security Advisor Sandy Berger, both of whom had served under her husband Bill
Clinton during his presidency, told her the core issue was that the U.S. must
convince the Pakistanis to abandon all alleged support for the members of al
Qaeda hiding there, with Gen. Clark adding a word of caution about the dangers
of “mission creep” in Afghanistan. However, Hillary’s political adviser, Mark
Penn, who had led her failed campaign for the Democratic nomination in 2008, told
the secretary unequivocally that any failure to support escalation would be
“politically, quite dangerous. … Obama maintained throughout the campaign and
the start of his presidency that [Afghanistan] is the one to fight and backing
down here makes him and the administration vulnerable to losing moderate
support and seeming weak and indecisive.” Clinton seemingly took this political
advice to heart, and consistently advocated for the generals’ side in the
administration’s debates leading up to Obama’s capitulation.[675]
In fact, less than a week after Obama announced the “surge” escalation in a
speech at West Point, Secretary of Defense Gates and Secretary of State Clinton
both publicly suggested that the hard July 2011 deadline for the beginning of
the drawdown was actually flexible, undermining the basis of the entire
compromise with the military on the question.[676]
Gen. Petraeus then followed their lead and began to publicly back down from his
sworn promise to the president that he would never waver from the July 2011
date for the beginning of the withdrawal.[677]







The COINdinistas


With the incoming Obama presidency came a powerful new think
tank, the Center for a New American Security (CNAS). CNAS was originally
created to groom national security officials in what was assumed would be the
new Hillary Clinton administration and was dedicated to the “art” of
counterinsurgency warfare. Funded by major defense contractors, investment
banks, conservative foundations and foreign governments,[678]
CNAS pushed hard for an escalation of the Afghan war and sought influence over
and positions within the new Democratic administration. Together, the CNAS “COINdinistas”
and fellow-travelers — such as former Army Ranger Andrew Exum; neoconservative
intellectual Frederick Kagan and his wife Kimberly[679];
Australian COIN theorist and Petraeus adviser David Kilcullen; “Johnny
Appleseed of COIN” and former military adviser to Paul Wolfowitz, John Nagl;[680]
Stephen Biddle of the Council on Foreign Relations, who had previously
championed the “Sunni turn” in Iraq;[681] “CNAS journalists,” Thomas
Ricks[682] of Foreign Policy and
the “totally co-opted by the military” Robert Kaplan of the Atlantic;[683]
and incoming Deputy Secretary of Defense for Policy, CNAS co-founder, Michèle
Flournoy — pushed hard for an escalation of troop numbers and for the
application of their counterinsurgency theories. The new Counterinsurgency
Field Manual — written by Gen. Mattis along with Petraeus and his staff during
the worst part of the second Iraq war — was said to contain the magic words
which would help America achieve victory, or at least “success,” in
Afghanistan.[684]


The CNAS group may not have known the first thing about
winning a war of any kind, but what a public relations coup. The cult of the
military expert was in full swing. Never mind those dim-witted, Bush-era
incompetents, the real war-scientists were in charge now, and they knew what to
do.[685] 


The new strategy would mean an end to stodgy old-think about
the occupation and would focus instead on “clearing, holding and building”
territory that had supposedly been “liberated” nearly a decade before. But this
time the army was going to “build and transfer” — this was the
all-important difference in the COINdinistas’ brilliant new plan.[686]


CNAS war intellectuals promised — to credulous “expert” and
media audiences everywhere — they could “change entire societies,”[687]
even Afghanistan. All they had to do was install a little “government in a box”
in each town, village or district across the country.[688]
The wondrous, dedicated and experienced Afghan technocrats of these ready-made
governments would then selflessly guide the country, finally, into our
wonderful, Western, twenty-first century. America’s COIN superheroes had
“learned to eat soup with a knife.”[689] Nothing could stop them now.


Persistent COIN critic Kelley Beaucar Vlahos was on the
scene at a massive CNAS conference in Washington, D.C., in 2009. Vlahos
described a “mix of Army brass, Navy officers in their starched whites, and
soldiers in digital camo networking among the dark suits and smart skirts of
the civilian elite. Defense contractors, lobbyists, analysts, journalists,
administration reps, Hill staff — 1,400 of the ‘best and brightest,’ seeing and
being seen.” She could have stopped right there. Vlahos, it seems, had found
the key to understanding the mystery of American foreign policy: a bunch of
upper-middle class career civil servants doing their best to move up in the
world. It did not matter that they were selling an obviously impossible war
against an enemy hiding across the border of an allied state that would always
support them. It did not matter that what they were selling was a “hearts and
minds” nation-building campaign and military escalation in Afghanistan,
or that the American people were decidedly against it.[690]
All that mattered was that COIN and troop “surges” were the cool new fad in
Washington, and, for those in a position to exploit it, this was the
opportunity of a lifetime to get some attention and maybe a chance at that
promotion they’d been hoping for. They all held panel discussions. They all
said lots of important things. It was all very “heady” and exciting. And it was
all junk. The COINdinista phenomenon might as well have been a study in social
psychology at the local college. Dissenting military strategists like U.S. Army
Colonels Gian Gentile[691] and Douglas MacGregor[692]
were left to grumble under their breath on the sidelines.[693]


As Col. Gentile later wrote in Wrong Turn: America’s
Deadly Embrace of Counterinsurgency, faith in the brilliance and sure-fire
success of the new counterinsurgency manual in the hands of men such as
Generals McChrystal and Petraeus had grown into something like a religion. And
yet the whole thing was obviously hogwash. COIN was already a proven failure.
The historical examples cited of the successful use of similar doctrines were
highly dubious victories, at best. The British had only won in Malaya because
they were fighting against a marginal minority uprising that they simply
defeated and removed in a massive conventional war and ethnic cleansing
campaign. In Algeria and Vietnam, the French lost and were driven out in
humiliation. When the Americans joined the French in defeat in Vietnam, the
consequences were disastrous for all sides.[694]


Though common mythology has it that the U.S. could have
finally won in Vietnam if only Congress had allowed time for the
counterinsurgency doctrine to be implemented, in fact, the U.S. had been trying
a “Clear, Hold, Build” strategy in Vietnam since 1962. America’s attempted
counterinsurgency war there showed that temporary security gains were
meaningless if not combined with success in nation-building and establishing
the legitimacy of the central state — something that has proved to be as
impossible in Afghanistan as it was in Vietnam[695]


Nor was the second Iraq war a model for progress in
Afghanistan. The story of the success of Gen. Petraeus’s Iraq troop “surge” in
2007, a major premise upon which the plan for the 2010 Afghan escalation was
based, was never what the politicians and media portrayed it to be. The
temporary, comparative reduction in violence in Iraq after the troop increase
there was mostly due to the fact that the U.S. was fighting in a civil war on
the side of the majority Shi’ite Arabs against a weak minority, the Sunni Arabs.
The Sunni insurgency, after suffering major losses, including possession of the
capital city of Baghdad, simply needed time to regroup before going back to
war. The Sunni tribal fighters that dominated the Iraqi insurgency had already
turned against and begun to marginalize the worst of their allies, al Qaeda in
Iraq — which at that time was mostly led by foreigners from Saudi Arabia[696]
and Egypt[697] — long before Petraeus ever
took charge,[698] for overstepping their
bounds of authority over local Sunnis. Additionally, al Qaeda in Iraq’s terrorist
tactics had helped to provoke a devastating “cleansing” campaign by Shi’ite
militias in response. Insurgent leaders were therefore willing to accept
American money and guns to stop fighting the U.S. occupation for a time and
instead complete this ultimately temporary marginalization of al Qaeda in Iraq.
This was the so-called Sunni Tribal “awakening” movement where former insurgent
fighters became known as the “Concerned Local Citizens,” or “Sons of Iraq,” on
the American payroll, and were, in essence, deputized to patrol their own
neighborhoods and eliminate al Qaeda.[699] At the same time, the
increase in numbers of U.S. forces in Iraq during the 2007 “surge” mostly
served to abet the completion of Shi’ite forces’ sectarian “cleansing” of
Sunnis from Baghdad.[700] “Clearing, Holding and
Building” and winning over the goodwill of the local population was never even
really the plan. Nor did the relative peace of desolation in the capital city
help to lead to any sort of political reconciliation and integration among the
factions, which had been the stated goal of the entire project.[701]
The winning majority Shi’ite side had been freed of their last incentive to
compromise with their defeated rivals. They then promptly kicked the U.S. right
out of the country without so much as a thanks or the rights to a single,
permanent American base.[702] Within a few years, Iraq
would completely fall apart, with the losing minority Sunni Arabs breaking away
from Baghdad’s rule and declaring bin Laden’s once seemingly impossible dream,
an Islamist caliphate, the so-called Islamic State, in the predominantly Sunni
Arab areas of western and northwestern Iraq and eastern Syria — at least for a
few years.[703] This was Obama’s template
for victory in Afghanistan.


As Col. Gentile pointed out, back in Malaya and Vietnam, the
British and French had called this same doctrine “counter-revolutionary
warfare.” And so the American people, proud of their distant revolutionary past
and deeply in denial about their position as the world’s most powerful empire,
had to be sold on the idea that rather than enforcing a British-style colonial
repression of local populations, the Afghan occupation was good-old American
liberation, just like when our grandfathers saved France from the Nazis in
World War II. The Pentagon’s public relations men thus changed the name of this
military doctrine from “counter-revolutionary” to “counterinsurgency” to frame
these wars not as invasions of conquest and domination, but heroic struggles to
save nice civilians against those terrorists living among them who would try to
thwart the benevolent forces of progress and freedom American forces were
attempting to deliver.


This narrative successfully evades the real question COIN
proponents have never truly been made to address: Does America not have to be
an empire, dominating someone else’s country, to even have an insurgency to
pacify? When faced with this question, war proponents can always switch right
back to the safe-haven myth: we still must never fully cut and run, or who
knows what might happen? In the meantime, the U.S.A. has taken over the role of
the region’s oppressor from the hated English, with UK forces now acting as
junior partners in almost all of America’s wars.[704]


Gentile also notes that the U.S. had been practicing
COIN-style nation building from the beginning of the Afghan occupation, with
more than enough time and money spent on advancing governance here and
democracy there, and working hard to build up local police so they can better
protect the people. Just as in the Vietnam War, waging counterinsurgency in
Afghanistan had been the doctrine from the very outset, it just never
accomplished anything. “The idea that any of this ever made sense or has ever
worked should be buried deep in the ground, yet the belief that
counterinsurgency works persists like a vampire among the living.”[705]
At one point the COINdinistas became so convinced of their coming success in
the midst of the Afghan escalation, they began speaking of immediately stepping
it up and embracing “GCOIN” — Global Counterinsurgency deployments “from
Somalia to the Philippines,”[706] or anywhere an ally has some
fighters who need keeping down. As Amb. Eikenberry later joked, “‘COIN’ [had]
evolved from a noun to an adjective, and its overuse became almost a parody of
faithful Red Guards chanting Maoist slogans during the Cultural Revolution.”[707]


Writer Tom Engelhardt warned in late 2009 that the Afghan
“surge” was to be a massive project, with the addition of tens of thousands of
U.S. and coalition troops, including first- and second-tier special operations
forces; huge numbers of new bases across the country — some of them literally
the size of small towns, equipped with their own Burger Kings, Baskin-Robbins,
Taco Bells, movie theaters and everything else an army with a bottomless budget
could provide; a massive increase of civilian contractors, State Department
officials and NGO do-gooders; mercenaries, CIA paramilitaries and spies; the
creation of new extra-legal militias of different tribal groups; expanded
training of the Afghan National Army and Afghan National Police forces; the
escalation of the drone war in neighboring Pakistan; and expanded costs for all
concerned, both financial and in terms of lost lives and limbs. Every bit of it
played out just as Engelhardt predicted: it became a massive government program
on the other side of the planet that could never “work” beyond giving these
particular departments something to do and something to spend money on.[708]


Secretary of State Hillary Clinton had brought on her old
friend Richard Holbrooke as Special Representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan
to lead the diplomatic efforts that were meant to complement — or be complemented
by — the increase in military force. Though Holbrooke never had the confidence
of the president or his top staff,[709] even if Obama had given 100
percent support to the envoy’s efforts, and Holbrooke had been as competent as
he insisted he was, there is no reason to believe he could have succeeded. The
insurgent tribes did not have enough incentive to deal, unless, as the hawks
complained, Obama would have been willing to stay in overwhelming force and
fight them forever, and even then it is hard to see how that would have done
anything but benefit the insurgency overall, just as the previous decade of
occupation and escalation had. As it was, all the Taliban had to do was wait.
On the other side, Holbrooke apparently envisioned a Grand Bargain agreed to by
all the regional players to include Iran, Russia and China, and even a peaceful
final resolution to the Indian-Pakistani dispute over control over the land of
Kashmir. This was magical thinking for a set of intractable problems. Holbrooke
died in December 2010, unable to see his impossible mission even get started
enough to fail.[710]


The fact that the entire project was destined to fall apart
was obvious to anyone who did not have a vested interest in believing the hype
about the greatness of the CNAS and military COINdinistas. Patrick Cockburn
described the problems the U.S. was facing just as President Obama was ordering
his first wave of reinforcements in the spring of 2009. First was the Pakistan
problem, “fighting the Taliban in one country [while] allied with its main
supporters in another.” The enormous common border between the two countries
provided almost endless opportunities for insurgents to take shelter and strike
when they saw fit. Indeed, the local tribesmen do not recognize the so-called
Durand Line that supposedly separates ethnic Pashtuns in the two countries in
the first place. The Afghan government was already warning that more fighting
would not be enough to defeat the Taliban, especially if air power was used, as
the resulting high level of civilian casualties would just drive more people
into the insurgency. Cockburn also presciently warned that Obama’s newly
launched CIA drone war in Pakistan would have to have a large intelligence
apparatus set up inside the country for it to work and that the U.S. would pay
a big political price for operating there. He went on to cite a recent BBC
report showing growing unpopularity of U.S. forces rising with their increased
presence, as well as greater acceptance among locals of the Taliban insurgency
against them, as reasons to be skeptical of all the claims about the good
another big troop increase could accomplish.[711]


Gen. McChrystal’s high-end request in his report to Obama
was for 85,000 additional troops and a decades-long, open-ended commitment to
counterinsurgency. Even then there was no reason to think such a commitment
could have achieved victory. But escalating with fewer troops than that, COIN
proponents conceded, was just politics, or “adding time to the Washington
clock.”[712] The plan was simply to let
the military keep fighting for a while longer. The Pentagon even created a new
group, the Pakistan-Afghanistan Coordinating Cell (PACC) — a whole new chain of
command — to allow McChrystal to evade all the other generals at the Pentagon
who might want to stick their noses in. The general and his staff reportedly
maintained virtually no relationships with the State Department officials they
were supposed to be working with as partners on various “good government”
projects around the country to guarantee the success of the pacification
operation.[713]


As far as the failure of the State Department and associated
civilian agencies and organizations to extend their reach to the majority of
the people, in the end, it is just as well. As Astri Suhrke showed in When
More is Less: The International Project in Afghanistan,[714]
U.S. money spent on nation-building projects only makes every problem worse,
not better. The best-case scenario is that the money is simply wasted, burned
or dumped in a black hole before it falls directly into the hands of the insurgency.
Without peace, “reconstruction” achieves no results other than worsening
corruption. Authors of a late-2016 SIGAR report agreed that U.S. aid had not
helped, but, in fact, had sabotaged the nation-building effort in Afghanistan
by fueling the rise of one of the most corrupt and ineffective governments on
the face of the earth.[715]


Karzai routinely complained that the Provincial
Reconstruction Teams were building “parallel government institutions,” which
undermined the authority of the national government. Yet the more help the U.S.
provided to Kabul, the more he appeared to be nothing but a puppet of NATO,
undermining his authority even further. Eikenberry later wrote, “the more
resources the Americans threw into the Afghan cauldron, the more Karzai felt
compelled to burnish his own nativist credentials by lashing out at what he
decried as pernicious U.S. influence. … Ultimately … a COIN approach is
predicated on the general alignment of the foreign and host nations’
overarching political and military strategies, and this was simply not the case
in Afghanistan.”[716]







Escalation


In early 2009, Michael Hastings explained the mission in
Afghanistan from the point of view of the troops fighting near the eastern
border with Pakistan. In describing the role of U.S. soldiers under the command
of U.S. Army Captain Terry Hilt, Hastings wrote, 


It’s an accepted fact among Hilt and his men that the area
they are responsible for is so large it’s nearly impossible for them to have
any lasting impact. So they do what they can, going out each day as long as the
wrecker is around to pull the MRAPs (the million-dollar armored vehicles that
can withstand a roadside bomb) out of the mud if they get stuck, teaching the
Afghan police how not to be fuckups, trying to resolve the occasional complex
tribal dispute, and running into the enemy and engaging in battle with
increasing frequency.[717]



As Hastings described, the unit he was embedded with was
“about 25 guys with about 350 square miles to cover, a good stretch of it along
the Afghanistan-Pakistan border. They’re not even going to be able to see most
of the area they’re responsible for. And essentially, a lot of it is the
familiar story of riding around and waiting to get hit.” 


It was obvious to Hastings and the soldiers he was with then
that the impending escalation of the war would likely fail to achieve anything
of note. When it came to the new, celebrated counterinsurgency doctrine, the
senior level officers and military planners involved were as skeptical as any
grunt on the ground. Many officers would have preferred to focus on the last al
Qaeda fighters in Pakistan than to expand the occupation even further. “There
has been some push-back,” Hastings said, “but unfortunately the guys who are
pushing back are not the ones who are calling the shots.” He went on to explain
that because of the nature of the promotions system within the army
bureaucracy, no matter how bad the war went, there was no incentive for anyone
to recommend leaving. This, he said, coupled with a complete lack of urgency
surrounding the entire mission, ultimately seemed a prescription for endless
mission creep and war, even as military leaders admitted that “there is no
military solution” to the problem of the Taliban. But who said anything about a
solution? David Kilcullen, the Australian counterinsurgency adviser to General
David Petraeus, had told Hastings he was calling for a full 25-year commitment
to Afghanistan and Pakistan starting from the beginning of the escalation in
2009.[718]


And yet, how much of the insurgency really was made up of
the old Taliban anyway? As Bette Dam confirmed after spending time in the
southern provinces interviewing the insurgents, Taliban control of the project
was vastly overstated. Attacks of all kinds were just automatically blamed on
the Taliban whether they had anything to do with them or not. According to Dam,
even the existence of the Taliban itself was overstated, not just their role in
the insurgency. For example, Mullah Akhtar Muhammad Mansour, Mullah Omar’s
successor as leader of the Taliban, was by all accounts a divisive figure who
served only his tribe rather than the entire remnant of the old Taliban
government that had existed before 2001. Not only was there no single and
simple “Taliban insurgency” to focus the fight on, there was really no
organized group to bring to the table even if all the renewed fighting was
somehow successful.[719]


When the first wave of reinforcements was sent in early
2009, instead of going to the all-important southern Kandahar Province, the
marines were sent to the much more sparsely populated Helmand Province next
door. According to Rajiv Chandrasekaran, Washington Post reporter and
author of Little America: The War Within the War for Afghanistan, this
was primarily due to “a reliance on understaffed NATO partners for crucial
intelligence, a misjudgment of Helmand’s importance to Afghanistan’s security,
and tribal politics within the Pentagon.” As current Afghan war commander, Gen.
John Nicholson explained then, the feelings of the Canadian troops who were
allegedly already holding things down in Kandahar Province were considered very
important, and the U.S. did not want to make them look bad. In Chandrasekaran’s
estimation, this decision was itself a fatal blow to the war effort as this
force was completely wasted, with the “Marines … confining themselves to a far
less important patch of desert.” In fact, though Gen. McChrystal and everyone
else in the U.S. command other than the Marine Corps agreed they were being
wasted there,[720] he would later dispatch thousands
more army soldiers to Helmand to reinforce the marines already out making new
enemies in the middle of nowhere.[721]


Frank Ledwidge, author of Investment in Blood: The True
Cost of Britain’s Afghan War,[722] later explained why COIN had
been such a failure for the British army in Helmand Province as well. The
soldier-central planners did not understand who was who or what was happening
on the ground in the country they were occupying. The troops instead “imposed
their own reality” on the situation, one necessarily false and bound to
backfire. Even though the British were supposedly the experts in
counterinsurgency, there to show the Americans how it was done, journalist Jean
MacKenzie had to clue them in to the fact that the locals absolutely hated
them, even though they had just arrived. “The only place on the planet where
the British army would be less welcome,” she explained, “is the Bogside in
Londonderry [in Northern Ireland]. You have a history here of four wars, this
being the fourth, in each case you’ve been seen as rapacious invaders coming
here for your own benefit. And furthermore, not 100 miles from here is where
your worst defeat in Afghan eyes took place. You could not have come to a more
hostile, anti-British environment than Helmand.” This incredibly important
history was news to Ledwidge, and would have been to the UK and U.S. armies as
well.[723]


In fact, due to the legacy of historical British invasions
and wars in Afghanistan, the presence of UK forces had been as much of a
problem as a help for American goals since the very beginning of the U.S. war
there. When they showed up at the Bagram air base in November 2001 without
informing anyone in the Northern Alliance first, Abdullah Abdullah and others
the U.S. was working to rally together in the face of the recent death of Shah
Massoud were extremely angry, and it nearly had the effect of sabotaging initial
U.S. efforts to put together the new government.[724]


It was impossible for the Pashtun population to see
occupying U.S. and UK forces as anything but the primary threat to their lives
and way of life.[725] In the places where the
Afghan “surge” had temporarily reduced the numbers of Taliban attacks and the
degree of their influence over the population, things were already returning to
normal as the forces withdrew. It was never a question whether highly trained
and well-equipped American and NATO troops could “clear and hold” territory
wherever they went in Afghanistan, but the “build and transfer” part of the
plan would predictably amount to nothing but discarded old slogan fragments.[726]


Operation Moshtarak, the invasion and occupation of an area
called Marjah in the southern Helmand Valley beginning in February 2010, was
said to be the first “test case”[727] for the implementation of
General Petraeus’s rewritten counterinsurgency doctrine in Afghanistan. Hyped
as a “city” of 80,000 people by the mainstream media, Marjah was, in fact, a
small farming district[728] out in the vast,
agricultural Helmand Province. The discrepancy in population size was part of
the public relations effort by Marine Corps commanders to sell the escalation.
If they could prove the success of COIN in Marjah while casting the village as
a significant target, then they would look so much the better.[729]
In terms of actual strategy, though, the invasion of the entirely rural and
sparsely populated province made little sense. The war planners all agreed the
marines would have been of much more use in the neighboring Kandahar Province,
though there is little reason to believe they would have done more good than
harm there either. Regardless, despite his well-justified reservations,
McChrystal went ahead and embraced the mission entirely, and the marines
stayed. This, he promised, would be the first successful test for COIN in
Afghanistan before moving on to Kandahar City. The public was assured that the
installation of handpicked administrators to run the town was certain to be a
proven success in no time. “We’ve got a government in a box, ready to roll in,”
Gen. McChrystal told the New York Times.


The gamble here is that once Afghans see the semblance of a
state taking hold in Marjah, rank-and-file Taliban will begin to take more
seriously the offers that Mr. Karzai and the West are dangling to buy them off.
Enticed by the offer of some political role in Afghan society — and a regular
paycheck — they will think twice about trying to recapture the town. “We think
many of the foot soldiers are in it for the money, not the ideology,” one
British official said recently. “We need to test the proposition that it’s
cheaper to enrich them a little than to fight them every spring and summer.”[730]


The “test case” was a complete failure. Again, no one
doubted the power of U.S. marines to occupy the area, but as Stars and
Stripes later noted in a post-mortem on the whole operation:


Even the choice of the name for the operation carried
foreboding for the pending governing and development portion of the
counterinsurgency effort, which pinned success on winning over the people. “Moshtarak”
is a Dari word, and Dari is largely the language of the country’s north;
residents of the southern province of Helmand overwhelmingly speak Pashto and
often feel little kinship with Dari speakers. …


McChrystal’s hand-picked Marjah district governor, Abdul
Zahir Aryan, had spent the last 15 years in Germany, four of them in prison for
stabbing his stepson, who intervened when Aryan was beating his wife. In
Marjah, he lived on a U.S. military base, was out of touch with a country he
had left so many years before and was despised by local residents. He lasted
six months in the job before being quietly removed. He was later murdered under
mysterious circumstances.


HBO’s 2011 original documentary, The Battle for Marjah,[731]
followed the Marines’ Bravo Company during Operation Moshtarak. Innocent people
were killed, including young girls. The marines patronized the victims’ father
with apologies and promises of a better future and distributed $2,500
“condolence payments” for each of the dead civilians, but no hearts or minds
seem to be won. Since the Afghan National Army was almost entirely made up of
Tajiks from Afghanistan’s north,[732] and a local drive to recruit
police failed, the marines are shown signing up a local militia to act as the
“police.” By this point, the complete make-work nature of this government job
is too plain to be ignored. Pointing to the pathetic rag-tag militia before
him, surely no match for the insurgency, a captain explains to a young marine
with no small bit of irony that they are “our exit strategy. This [group], turn
it into the police. Then go to the next village and turn them into the police,
and then we go home.” Though he did not say it, the captain’s tone suggested he
knew full-well the situation would never last, but that fact would just have to
be someone else’s problem in the future. These men were sent to accomplish an impossible
task. Going through the motions and checking off boxes while trying not to get
killed was the best anyone could expect. One young marine seems to begin to
understand the locals’ predicament when he explains the people they were
“helping” kept telling them, “they just want to live their lives.” The other
marines explain the locals would always prefer the Taliban to the Americans for
the simple reason that the Taliban are their husbands, sons and neighbors while
the U.S. Army and Marine Corps are from ten million miles away. It was clear in
the film that since the marines had been sent on a nonsensical mission to
protect the people from themselves, they had decided instead simply to try to keep
each other alive until the time came to rotate home.


McChrystal himself gave up on Marjah fairly quickly,
admitting publicly it was a “bleeding ulcer,” and that little progress was
being made there. If only the COIN “surge” had lasted another 10-15 years, then
we would have seen real progress, Kilcullen told Stars and Stripes, “We
just didn’t put the time in.”[733]


On the contrary, even during the actual occupation of
Marjah, the insurgents never went anywhere but inside their homes — and then
only in the daytime. At night they still ruled, exacting vengeance on anyone
who cooperated with the occupation and making sure U.S. and mostly Tajik Afghan
National Army forces never made any progress. The marines never truly
controlled the town the whole time they occupied it. If the military could not
clear, hold, or build an entire society while they were still there, then the
final phase of the Obama administration’s counterinsurgency doctrine — the
“transfer” of authority from U.S. forces over to the central government in
Kabul — was never going to happen. It never did. Today Marjah, and indeed
virtually the entire Helmand Province, is controlled by the Taliban.[734]


This should have been no surprise. All the reasons for the
failures of the Afghan “surge,” in contrast to the supposedly successful one
waged in Iraq, had been laid out by Petraeus himself: in Afghanistan, unlike
Iraq, the insurgency was winning, not already badly losing to the majority
population; they had sanctuary in a neighboring state; and they knew the U.S.
had to leave sooner or later, while they would be around forever. In
Petraeus-speak, they had “resolve” and faced no real pressure or reason to give
up the fight; the political process in the country lacked even the legitimacy
of the state in Baghdad, which was backed by the majority Shi’ite Arab
population and their Kurdish allies there; they were unable to repeat the Iraqi
Sunni Arab tribal “awakening” — these Afghan Taliban fighters were the
“Concerned Local Citizens,” but there were no foreign fighter, al Qaeda in
Iraq-type terrorists for the U.S. to bribe the Taliban to split away from and
to consider a common enemy; and, finally, according to Gen. Petraeus, the
Taliban courts provided better security and fairer dispute resolution than the
U.S. or the regime the U.S. had installed in power. The insurgents’ shadow
government was indigenous to the population and was not going anywhere, and the
military knew it.[735]







Drug Wars


Taxes on poppy farmers and opium producers provide hundreds
of millions of dollars per year[736] in revenue for the Taliban.
And yet, any attempt by the Kabul government or U.S. forces to eradicate it
just enrages the population and increases support for the insurgency.[737]


As Reagan-era NSC official Oliver North wrote for Fox News,
Marjah was also to be the test case for the American Drug Enforcement Agency’s
“surge”-era effort to eradicate poppy crops and bribe local farmers not to
harvest the crops they had already sown. DEA “administrator” Michele Leonhart,
who North claimed “may have made the most important contribution to bringing an
end to the Taliban,” told Fox: 


The DEA is completely committed to winning this battle. Our
blood has been spilled here. Locking up corrupt officials involved with
narcotics is not only good for the people of Afghanistan, it’s good for these
Marines and the American people too.[738]



The U.S. has spent at least $8.4 billion in Afghanistan
trying to abolish poppy farming since 2001. As NBC News reported in 2015, over
this same time frame Afghan opium had grown from 70 to 90 percent of the world
black-market supply.[739] It is now a more than $3
billion per year industry.[740]


SIGAR explained, “Afghan farmers are growing more opium than
ever. The Afghan insurgency receives significant funding from participating in
and taxing the illicit narcotics trade, raising the question of whether the
Afghan government can ever prevail without tackling the narcotics problem.” Yet
U.S. attempts to clamp down on poppy cultivation, and Afghan officials’
increased ability to extort bribes from those seeking exceptions, have also
helped drive Pashtun peasant farmers into the arms of the Taliban insurgency
for protection.[741] 


For this reason, among others, “tackling” the problem of
opium farming in Afghanistan has proven virtually impossible. As SIGAR
admitted, other important reconstruction projects have only helped to make the
opium problem worse:


Certain reconstruction projects such as improved irrigation,
roads, and agricultural assistance can actually lead to increased opium
cultivation. SIGAR found that affordable deep-well technology turned 200,000
hectares of desert in southwestern Afghanistan into arable land over the past
decade. Due to relatively high opium prices and the rise of an inexpensive,
skilled, and mobile labor force, much of this newly arable land is dedicated to
opium cultivation. Poppy-growing provinces that were once declared “poppy free”
have seen a resurgence in cultivation.[742]


It was U.S. and Pakistani support for Gulbuddin Hekmatyar
and his mujahideen allies in the 1980s that had gotten the ball rolling on
creating a new opium industry in Afghanistan and Pakistan to replace the
traditional agriculture that the Soviet war was destroying.[743]
The civil wars of the 1990s made matters even worse.


As historian Alfred McCoy explained:


During this seemingly unending civil war, rival factions
leaned heavily on opium to finance the fighting, more than doubling the harvest
to 4,600 tons by 1999. Throughout these two decades of warfare and a
twenty-fold jump in drug production, Afghanistan itself was slowly transformed
from a diverse agricultural ecosystem — with herding, orchards, and over 60
food crops — into the world’s first economy dependent on the production of a
single illicit drug. In the process, a fragile human ecology was brought to ruin
in an unprecedented way. …


During these two decades of war, however, modern firepower
devastated the herds, damaged snowmelt irrigation systems, and destroyed many
of the orchards. While the Soviets simply blasted the landscape with firepower,
the Taliban, with an unerring instinct for their society’s economic jugular,
violated the unwritten rules of traditional Afghan warfare by cutting down the
orchards on the vast Shomali plain north of Kabul.


All these strands of destruction knit themselves into a
veritable Gordian knot of human suffering to which opium became the sole
solution. Like Alexander’s legendary sword, it offered a straightforward way to
cut through a complex conundrum. Without any aid to restock their herds, reseed
their fields, or replant their orchards, Afghan farmers — including some 3
million returning refugees — found sustenance in opium, which had historically
been but a small part of their agriculture.[744]


It seems like there may be no going back for Afghanistan.
The laws of economics will always counteract attempts to eradicate opium in a
country where poppies are not simply the largest cash crop,[745]
but the largest domestic industry by far,[746] comprising as much as 50
percent of Afghanistan’s entire economy.[747] But the DEA was also up
against Ahmed Wali Karzai, the notoriously corrupt[748]
CIA asset,[749] half-brother of the Afghan president,
leader of the Kandahar City provincial council, and one of the biggest heroin
kingpins in the whole country.[750] Like his president-brother,
Wali Karzai’s ties to the CIA predated September 11th and the subsequent
invasion. And though McChrystal’s then-assistant, Colonel Michael Flynn,
compared him to Al Capone and said Wali Karzai’s removal from power would be
necessary for the installation of good governance in Kandahar City,[751]
the generals quickly changed their minds. They were too dependent on his
network for intelligence about alleged high-level Taliban targets and needed
his help to operate one of the many paramilitary forces working for the CIA in
and near Kandahar.[752] 


Wali Karzai was eventually murdered in the summer of 2011,
reportedly by a friend and trusted CIA asset who was turned and recruited by
the Taliban.[753] Regardless, throughout the
war, Afghanistan has been beating its own world records for domination of the
global black market for narcotics. As mentioned, by 2015 Afghanistan supplied
90 percent of the world’s heroin.[754] In many cases, U.S. soldiers
and marines found they had “no choice” but to guard poppy fields for local
warlords throughout the country.[755] These criminals were often
the best people the U.S. could find to “serve” in desired roles. For all the rumors
about top secret CIA missions to sell drugs to pay for their covert operations
as they had done during previous wars in Southeast Asia[756]
and Central America,[757] in Afghanistan there was no secret
to the conspiracy. The drug dealers often were high-level government officials
themselves.[758]


Reporter Michael Hastings once told a story of having a
“heroin dealer” introduced to him at an Afghan wedding. “That’s interesting,”
Hastings replied. “Do you have any trouble with the law?”


“Not at all,” replied his new acquaintance, “I have one
brother in the police and another brother in the Taliban. No problems.”[759]



In 2016, even the New York Times described a
“narco-state administered directly by government officials,” from Helmand to
Kabul:


More than ever, Afghan government officials have become
directly involved in the opium trade, expanding their competition with the
Taliban beyond politics and into a struggle for control of the drug traffic and
revenue. At the local level, the fight itself can often look like a turf war
between drug gangs, even as American troops are being pulled back into the
battle on the government’s behalf, particularly in Helmand, in southern
Afghanistan.


“There are phases of government complicity, starting with
accommodation of the farmers and then on to cooperation with them,” said David
Mansfield, a researcher who conducted more than 15 years of fieldwork on Afghan
opium. “The last is predation, where the government essentially takes over the
business entirely.”[760]


Virtually every year since the very early years of the
occupation has seen records set for poppy crops in Afghanistan.[761]
This has led to a huge increase in opium supply worldwide, used mostly for
black-market heroin instead of badly needed medicine. Heroin abuse and related
overdose deaths are a growing problem in Afghanistan,[762]
the U.S.[763] and globally.[764]
Prohibition and efforts to subsidize the production of other crops have
completely failed to rid Afghanistan of its poppy industry. As Voice of America
admitted in the spring of 2017: 


Afghan authorities said poppies, which traditionally have
been grown in southern provinces, have found fertile lands in several northern
and northeastern provinces, including Balkh and Jawzjan.


A large-scale increase also is expected in provinces with
previously little opium crops, such as northwestern Badghis and Ghor.


“Opium is cultivated in almost half of the province,
including areas under the government influence,” a resident in northeastern
Baghlan province told VOA on condition of anonymity for safety concerns. “Poppy
crops are seen everywhere in the northeastern region. Badakhshan — which borders
Tajikistan and China — is the epicenter of narcotics in the north.” …


The Afghan government says it, along with aid agencies, has
been trying to help Afghans find a sustainable alternative crop source. But
those efforts appear to be failing. … Experts say worsening security and
immediate economic benefits for farmers are major reasons for the rise in poppy
cultivation. …


“[N]arco-entrepreneurs” control large portions of government
lands in several provinces where they cultivate poppies.[765] 


This raises the question of whether it would be better to
legalize the production and trade in opiates and to invite the global
pharmaceutical market to try to find a way for Afghan farmers to continue to
survive, while diverting their product to productive medicinal uses.[766]
This model has already been proven successful in India and Turkey.[767]
But the U.S. government will never allow this, citing the “fight” against the
opium trade, “for which there are no shortcuts.”[768]







Tossing COIN


The decision to continue to tolerate Wali Karzai was the
first major indication that while the increase of troops might come to Kandahar
City, COIN and its nostrums would be discarded in favor of a renewed emphasis
on targeted night raids against alleged insurgent leaders and mid-level coordinators,
as opposed to making any real effort at “changing their entire society.” But
the “clear, hold, build and transfer a whole new world” counterinsurgency
campaign was to have had its true showcase in Kandahar City, after the
“proof-of-concept” test-run in Marjah. As Hastings wrote, Kandahar City “was
supposed to be a decisive turning point in the war – the primary reason for the
troop surge that McChrystal wrested from Obama.” But now it was canceled in
favor of escalated night raids and a “rising tide of security” provided by now
better-funded Afghan soldiers and police. McChrystal gave a huge boost to the
Afghan militia program in the north and in Kandahar, in conjunction with Wali
Karzai.[769]


Hastings explained that during the “surge,” American G.I.s
were in way over their heads and they knew it. Morale was low because soldiers
“didn’t sign up to be cultural anthropologists” and street cops. In
Afghanistan, we “have the ‘surge,’ without the ‘awakening,’” he said, in
reference to the effort in Iraq to bribe Sunni tribal chiefs to turn against al
Qaeda in Iraq in 2007. In this case, no matter how many local police forces the
U.S. tried to create, they could never be the natural power in the region
compared to the Taliban and related insurgent groups. This being the case,
Hastings confirmed, U.S. forces were already abandoning the pretension of COIN
and the establishment of “good government” in Kandahar City in favor of simply
expanding night raids against alleged high- and medium-level targets instead.
The discussion and indecision about what to do with Karzai’s half-brother Wali,
such as, for example, “whether or not we should try to kill him,” just showed
how much trouble the U.S. was having working with their allies. If that was
true, Hastings asked, how would the Americans ever be able to successfully come
to terms with the Taliban?[770]


Mainstream media coverage of the escalation of the war in
2010 was as ridiculous as it was predictable. Minor victories were cited as
clear signs of long-term progress. “We have seized the initiative” and “sapped
the momentum” from the Taliban, they reported. The U.S. is occupying space [the
Taliban] have ruled for years, “at least for the moment.”[771]
The generals on the ground certainly took these temporary results as first
steps in a great success story.[772] In fact, many of the
retreating Taliban did not even flee to Pakistan, but had instead only
temporarily gone to hide out in Kandahar City and other surrounding areas.[773]
As Hastings explained, U.S. forces are from North America, on the far side of
the planet, and will one day have to go home, and the Taliban knows this. All
the insurgents have to do, as a guerrilla army, is “not lose,” and they know
that, too.[774]


Adding an increase of troops inevitably means putting them
in more areas where they are not wanted, which leads to more casualties. The
plan, however, was that the increase in casualties as a result of the
escalation would reach an “inflection point” where, after making significant
progress, casualties would start decreasing. Rather conveniently, this meant
that any decrease or increase in the numbers of casualties would serve
as an indication of substantial progress. But the “inflection point” never
occurred. For all the talk of “protecting” the population to win them over and
build their nation under the new counterinsurgency doctrine, casualties for
civilians and fighters on both sides went up overall from the time McChrystal
took over in 2009.[775]


This was despite the fact that McChrystal had greatly
restricted the rules of engagement for U.S. troops during the escalation. “The
Afghan people are the insurgency,” he explained. If U.S. troops kill the people,
then there is no one left to protect. American forces must go into battle so
“heroically restrained” in their mission of “population protection” that the
local civilians will choose them instead of choosing to fight against them.
McChrystal even cited what he called “insurgent math” at a 1:10 ratio: if U.S.
forces killed two insurgents, they were likely to end up having to face twenty
more in the future. McChrystal taught his men, “Those two that were killed,
their relatives don’t understand that they’re doing bad things. Okay [they
think,] ‘a foreigner killed my brother, I[’ve] got to fight them.’”[776]


The U.S. Army and Marine Corps stationed infantry to stand
around like targets on far-flung street corners, under these comparatively
restrictive new rules of engagement, pretending to be Officer Friendly out “protecting
civilians” during the day — doing “armed social work,” as COIN “expert” and
Petraeus adviser Kilcullen put it[777] — while special operations
forces attacked supposed Taliban and other alleged “High-Value Targets” (HVTs)
at night. Again, this was not meant to defeat the insurgency, just weaken it so
much in the space of eighteen months that they would come to the negotiating
table to accept American terms. The U.S. was supposed to convince the local
population to turn against the Taliban and accept the Afghan army as their
security force. Instead, as Hastings reported, these tactics led to growth in
the ranks of the insurgent enemy and low morale — even near-mutiny — on the
part of some U.S. soldiers, who had received new rules so restrictive after
being passed down through the chain of command that they felt they were
helpless to return fire even when fired upon and in imminent danger.[778]


McChrystal was relieved of command in June of 2010 after a Rolling
Stone article by Hastings detailed McChrystal and his staff’s total
contempt for the U.S. government’s civilian leaders and the soldiers in the
field’s total contempt for McChrystal and his restrictive and incoherent rules
of engagement.[779] Even though McChrystal had
already conceded that Marjah was a disaster and had abandoned his planned COIN
operation in Kandahar City, his early dismissal might have meant that in the
history of the era, the COINdinistas would not have to face judgment for their
failure. But President Obama cleverly ambushed the Godfather of
Counterinsurgency, the lionized Gen. David Petraeus himself, with the task of
finishing the project McChrystal had started, demoting the general from commander
of Central Command to lead the Afghan war, “boxing in” Petraeus for a change.
Who better to finish the student’s task than the master himself? In this way,
Obama was attempting to ensure that their coming failure would forever be
remembered as the generals’ as well as the president’s.[780]


But where his protégé McChrystal had attempted to actually
apply the new counterinsurgency doctrine in Petraeus’s Field Manual and
restrict the rules of engagement on the ground, as well as the use of air
power, in the hopes of winning over the loyalty of the local population,
Petraeus ironically seemed to abandon his own COIN doctrine right away,
loosening the rules of engagement, especially unleashing the use of night raids
and air power against alleged Taliban and other insurgent targets, with the
predictable effect of radicalizing even more fighters against the U.S. and the
government it backed. Petraeus likewise abandoned any pretense of carrying out
a counterinsurgency campaign in Kandahar City. McChrystal, the special
operations expert in targeted killing, had tried to implement Petraeus’s
“people’s war” counterinsurgency doctrine, while Petraeus himself, who had
pushed so hard for the escalation in the name of counterinsurgency, abandoned
it outright once he was put in charge of the war, instead focusing on simple,
useless or even counter-productive “anti-insurgency,” as Col. Flynn deridingly
called it[781] — a heightened focus on increased
targeted killings and airstrikes.[782]


For most of Afghanistan, the new COIN strategy was never
implemented in any real sense. The “surge” mostly just meant vast increases in
violence, signifying nothing. The military and CIA started a new program of training
unaccountable local militias, the “Counterterrorism Pursuit Teams,” and further
empowered heroin traffickers and warlords, such as Petraeus-favorite Abdul
Razzik in southern Kandahar Province,[783] while U.S. special
operations forces embarked on an expanded program of night raids on family
homes of supposed high-value insurgent targets of the Taliban and Haqqani
Network. The loosened rules of engagement led to increased mass-casualty
attacks by ISAF forces, including apparent accidents such as airstrikes launched
against local policemen.[784]


The new militia program, the Community Defense Initiative,
was a failure. The same went for the Public Protection Force, the Local Defense
Initiative and the Afghan Local Police. No matter the title, none of these amounted
to much more than the military passing out cash and AK-47s to local militias
and strongmen in the hopes they would fight the Taliban. Training, command and
control were never truly established. But some money and time were spent, and
as in much of the Afghanistan project, that seemed to be the most important
thing.[785]


The most effective part of the 2009-2012 escalation, with
its renewed focus on counterinsurgency, was said to be the expanded focus on
night raids of suspected “High-Value Targets.” Many Americans may only be able
to imagine such missions from the point of view of U.S. special operations
forces as they embark on such daring, far-away missions as shown through the
green-tinted night vision footage of cable TV documentaries. This limited view
may also be part of what has prevented U.S. military forces in Afghanistan from
achieving their mission: they cannot imagine what it is like to be on the
receiving end of one of these raids either. Frankly, it is probably true that
Americans, by and large, do not care about how Afghans feel, particularly when
their terror is at the hand of U.S. soldiers. But this was supposed to be the
big COIN campaign: Clear, Hold, Build! Hearts and minds! Befriend the nice
folks and protect the people from their real enemy, the Taliban, so we can
build a new nation together! But how could their hearts and minds possibly be
won when black helicopters full of special operations shock troops raid their
homes and neighborhoods in the middle of the night, killing or capturing men in
their bedrooms, in front of their wives and children, pointing weapons in their
faces, shouting at them in a foreign language, scanning their irises with
high-tech gadgets and shooting any neighbors who might come outside to
investigate the commotion or defend their town from attack, like some nightmare
dystopia out of science fiction or the totalitarian regimes of the twentieth
century? This night raid program amounted to what former Petraeus staffer, CNAS
director, and lead COIN salesman John Nagl bragged was an “industrial strength counter-terrorism
killing machine.”[786] It was certainly an
industrial strength killing machine, though the “counter-terrorism” boast was
little more than that.


In 2012, the historian and investigative reporter Gareth Porter
was awarded the Martha Gellhorn Prize for Journalism, in part for his
assessment of the night raid program:


Although the raids have undoubtedly killed a large number of
Taliban commanders and fighters, it is now clear that they also killed and
incarcerated thousands of innocent civilians. The failure to discriminate
between combatants and civilians flows directly from a targeting methodology
that is incapable of such discrimination.[787]


The military, desperate for some decent intelligence, would
come to simply redefine the term. Since the Americans never really knew who was
who on the ground, they would instead rely on “link analysis” to discover who called
who and which phones had ever been co-located. The generals believed that
combined with drone surveillance, “network science” was a close to certain way
to identify and roll up the Taliban’s leadership, dealing them a desperate
blow. 


As Porter explained, during the second Iraq war, McChrystal,
Flynn and JSOC had used hovering drones and cellphone data to target insurgent
leaders. The generals also used Woodward from the Post[788]
to convince the American public that these efforts had led to decreased
violence in that country. The plan was to replicate this alleged success in
Afghanistan. The military would use supposedly advanced “social network
analysis” to decode enemy identities and movements. And that was it. Rather
than attempting to verify their conclusions with new and human-based
intelligence, the priority was simply on speed — true efficiency be damned. As
Porter wrote:


The key to JSOC definition of a given insurgent “network” was
the decision to maintain long-term aerial surveillance of a particular
location. McChrystal’s intelligence chief Col. Michael Flynn liked to call
surveillance by drone aircraft “The Unblinking Eye” — an image suggesting a
godlike power of observation. The implication of the new intelligence
methodology developed by McChrystal and Flynn was that anyone who visited a
location under surveillance or who communicated with a mobile phone associated
with that location could be considered to be part of the insurgent network.


In October 2009, when JSOC was carrying roughly 90 raids per
month, the target list for SOF night raids, called the Joint Prioritized
Effects List (JPEL), included 2,058 names, according to one of the Afghan war
logs documents released by WikiLeaks. A large proportion of the targets on the
list were not identifiable individuals at all, but mobile phone numbers.[789]


By the summer of 2010, special operations forces were doing
20 raids per night. A year later it was as many as 40 raids per night, or more
than 1,000 per month. In an interconnected world where even the lowliest
Pashtun tribesman is hardly more than six degrees of separation from actor
Kevin Bacon,[790] how could anyone expect
military computers to guess which calls, locations and relationships are
meaningful enough to justify capturing or killing people? As Dana Priest and
William Arkin wrote in their “Top Secret America” series for the Washington
Post, “JSOC’s success in targeting the right homes, businesses and
individuals was only ever about 50 percent, according to two senior commanders.
They considered this rate a good one.”[791] In practice, this meant,
even by the military’s own estimation, only 14 percent of those captured in the
raids had any real links to the insurgency.[792]


For a period in the early part of 2011, it became an
important talking point that U.S. forces under Petraeus had captured thousands
of Taliban fighters in their night raids and, therefore, were proven to be getting
something accomplished. However, their own numbers later showed that
approximately 90 percent of those captured were released within an initial
two-week limited time frame, demonstrating the fact that the officers in charge
of their detainment could not show credible evidence of their ties to the
insurgency.[793] There is no reason to
believe those killed in the same night raids were any more guilty than the
arrested had been.


One terrible example was a Delta Force raid on the house of
a policeman which resulted in the killing of five people: the policeman, his
brother, two pregnant women — one of them a mother of 11 children — and a
teenage girl. The soldiers and commanders lied, claiming they had found the
women bound and shot in an “honor killing,” when in fact they had done it
themselves. The Delta Force operators even tried to dig the bullets out of the
women’s wounds to complete the cover-up.[794] McChrystal’s assistant,
Flynn, had previously written a report famously criticizing the low quality of
U.S. intelligence about Afghanistan,[795] but the new methods of Flynn’s
“intelligence revolution” proved no better at distinguishing fighters from
civilians or diminishing the strength of the insurgency.[796]


Later, an anonymous whistleblower leaked top secret
documents regarding much of the U.S. drone program to Jeremy Scahill, which he
reported for the Intercept in “The Drone Papers,” later published as The
Assassination Complex. This reporting, by Scahill, Ryan Devereaux and
others, covered the broader terror war across the Middle East. In the section
about Afghanistan, they showed that from 2011-2013, JSOC, supported by the CIA,
ran an operation known as Haymaker, a series of targeted killing operations
against Taliban and Haqqani Network targets in the northeastern Afghanistan
provinces of Kunar and Nuristan, near the Pakistan border. “The vast majority
of those killed in airstrikes were not the direct targets.” During one
five-month period, nine out of ten people killed were simply innocent
bystanders. According to leaked slides, this Task Force 3-10, otherwise known
as Task Force Green, launched more than 2,000 missions over the course of a
year, yet by “February 2013, Haymaker airstrikes had resulted in no more than
35 ‘jackpots,’ a term used to signal the neutralization of a specific targeted
individual, while more than 200 people were declared EKIA — ‘enemy killed in
action.’” But even then, as military sources told Devereaux, “If there is no
evidence that proves a person killed in a strike was either not a MAM, or was a
MAM but not an unlawful enemy combatant, then there is no question, they label
them EKIA.”[797]


The military’s argument against Vice President Biden’s much
more limited plan had been that “CT+,” Counter-terrorism Plus Training, could
never work without a full-scale counterinsurgency campaign and immersion of
U.S. forces with the population. Only then could accurate intelligence be
developed for use in counter-terrorism operations. Yet even at the height of
the “surge,” the military never had good human intelligence, instead mostly
relying on the paper-thin evidence of electronic tracking of cell phone sim
card data. This framing by the military amounted to an ironic admission that
they were largely attacking innocents when the deployment of COIN in Kandahar
City was later abandoned and Gen. Petraeus doubled down on night raids and
drone strikes instead.[798]


The CIA had even warned in a report in July 2009, just as
the escalation was being debated in the administration, that targeted killing
of alleged “High-Value Targets” does not work any better than counterinsurgency
doctrine. 


Potential negative effects of HVT operations include
increasing insurgent support, causing a government to neglect other aspects of
its counterinsurgency strategy, provoking insurgents to alter strategy or
organization in ways that favor the insurgents, strengthening an armed group’s
popular support with the population, radicalizing an insurgent group’s
remaining leaders, and creating a vacuum into which more radical groups can
enter.


HVT operations may, by eroding the “rules of the game”
between the government and insurgents, escalate the level of violence in a
conflict, which may or may not be in a government’s interest.


Specifically, the CIA warned against applying the doctrine
in Afghanistan:


The Coalition has led a sustained effort since 2001 to target
Taliban leaders, but the government’s limited influence outside of Kabul has
impeded integration of high-value targeting (HVT) efforts with other military
and nonmilitary counterinsurgency elements, such as reconciliation programs.
Afghan Government corruption and lack of unity, insufficient strength of Afghan
and NATO security forces, and the country’s endemic lawlessness have
constrained the effectiveness of these counterinsurgency elements. Senior
Taliban leaders’ use of sanctuary in Pakistan has also complicated the HVT
effort. Moreover, the Taliban has a high overall ability to replace lost
leaders, a centralized but flexible command and control overlaid with
egalitarian Pashtun structures, and good succession planning and bench
strength, especially at the middle levels, according to clandestine and U.S.
military reporting.[799]


In 2010, Col. Flynn wrote in his famous paper calling for
the further adoption of counterinsurgency doctrine and more sophisticated
intelligence collection in the Afghan war, 


The … inescapable truth asserts that merely killing
insurgents usually serves to multiply enemies rather than subtract them. This
counterintuitive dynamic is common in many guerrilla conflicts and is
especially relevant in the revenge-prone Pashtun communities whose cooperation
military forces seek to earn and maintain. The Soviets experienced this reality
in the 1980s, when despite killing hundreds of thousands of Afghans, they faced
a larger insurgency near the end of the war than they did at the beginning.[800]


But the only two options Petraeus had allowed for was
full-on COIN deployment or a return to air attacks and night raids. In
Washington, D.C.’s view, the latter was the more restrained approach. Afghans
might be forgiven for not regarding being bombed from the sky and having their
doors kicked open in the middle of the night in quite the same way.[801]



Importantly, the use of air power was not restricted to
drone strikes and Black Hawk helicopters delivering SEALs to their target civilian
homes at night. The bombers went back up in the air as well. In one case, U.S.
Army Lt. Col. David Flynn, the commander of the Combined Joint Task Force
1-320th in Kandahar Province and no relation to Col. Flynn,[802]
was happy to boast about ordering the complete obliteration of the towns of
Tarok Kolache, Khosrow Sofla and Lower Babur in the nearby Arghandab River
Valley in October 2010. According to Lt. Col. Flynn, there were too many
improvised explosive devices and snipers there, leaving the army “little
choice” but to completely destroy the three villages in order to save them,
since they wanted to avoid “losing momentum” in their attempted pacification of
the rest of the province. In an article in Wired magazine, Lt. Col. Flynn
assured readers that all the civilians had long since fled and that the only
casualties were Taliban fighters. Since they dropped nearly 50,000 pounds of
bombs on the tiny village of Tarok Kolache alone, it is doubtful much would
have been left of the people caught in the bombing that day if anyone wanted to
verify Lt. Col. Flynn’s claims.[803] Pictures published at the Foreign
Policy website in a puff piece by public relations flack Paula Broadwell —
who was later revealed to be General Petraeus’s mistress with whom he was convicted
of sharing a large volume of documents classified at the highest levels of
secrecy — showed the town to have been completely obliterated. Nothing but
craters remained. Broadwell promised this was not a problem because a local
“approved contractor” had been hired to rebuild the entire village — they had
surveyed for culverts and everything — as she mocked a local man’s “fit of
theatrics” over the total annihilation of his family’s property.[804]
“Sure they are pissed about the loss of their mud huts … but that is why the
BUILD story is important here,” she later added on her Facebook page by way of
explanation.[805] One “surge” supporter
nevertheless wrote:


I still have a hard time believing that the Taliban would go
to the expense and trouble of lining every vertical and horizontal surface with
explosives in a town they had already spent a lot of money to occupy without
violence. It’s just so… wasteful, and while the Taliban are many kinds of evil
they are not profligate. I don’t understand where they would see the utility in
doing this, at least to the extent [Broadwell] says. Furthermore, there is the
appeal to sympathy — [Lt. Col.] Flynn, the U.S. commander, was gun-shy because
he lost some men under him. Without minimizing that — and I know how this sounds
— but war sucks. It sucks hard. Losing men in war sucks even worse, and I am
not in any way ignoring or writing off the grief and pain that causes. But that
does not give you an excuse to burn a village to the ground. Part of what makes
war suck, especially for Americans, is that we do not scorch the earth when we
suffer losses, however tempting it may be.[806]


According to the Washington Post, three years later,
Tarok Kolache was nothing but a “sandy ruin,” with just a few unlivable
concrete buildings where the people’s homes — their home — used to be. While a
few families had returned, the community has been obliterated. The population
has mostly moved away in hopes of finding better luck somewhere else.[807]


In November of 2010, then-Nation reporter Jeremy Scahill
reported from Taliban country on the state of the war from their point of view:


Contrary to the rhetoric emanating from NATO and Washington,
the Taliban are not on the ropes and, from their perspective, would gain
nothing from negotiating with the United States or NATO. As far as they are
concerned, time is on their side. “The bottom line for [NATO and the U.S.] is
to immediately implement what they would ultimately have to implement … after
colossal casualties,” stated the Taliban declaration after the recent NATO
summit. “They should not postpone withdrawal of their forces.”


It was clear to Scahill then that


along with Afghan government corruption, including a cabal of
war lords, drug dealers and war criminals in key positions, the so-called
Petraeus strategy of ratcheting up airstrikes and expanding night raids is
itself delivering substantial blows to the stated U.S. counterinsurgency
strategy and the much-discussed battle for hearts and minds. The raids and
airstrikes are premiere recruiting points for the Taliban and, unlike Senator
Graham and the Obama administration, Karzai seems to get that. In the bigger
picture, the United States appears to be trying to kill its way to a passable
definition of a success or even victory. This strategy puts a premium on the
number of kills and captures of anyone who can loosely be defined as an
insurgent and completely sidelines the blowback these operations cause.[808]


By the summer of 2011, Michael Hastings reported, soldiers
on the ground in Afghanistan were convinced their efforts and lives were going
to waste. It was the lowest level of morale he had ever seen, and he said
everyone agreed COIN was failing. Hastings reiterated that the alleged success
of the “surge” was a mirage. When U.S. forces are concentrated, they can
certainly run the enemy off and stabilize things for a short period of time,
but the Americans were spending so much money and time that it was apparent to
all that the strategy was not sustainable. Insurgents would simply move to
another part of the country to wait them out in an endless game. Importantly,
Hastings also said that by this time — July 2011, right when the success of the
“surge” was supposed to have brought the Taliban crawling to the table to
negotiate with the U.S. and Afghan national government on Washington’s terms —
the U.S. had given up on the idea of creating a strong central government in Kabul.
They would just pretend the various criminals, heroin kingpins and warlords
ruling their provinces were part of some real central government, and accept
them — as long as they were not Taliban. As horrible as it was, this at least
made more sense than the previous policy, but was only accepted in the face of
reality’s total victory over previous American goals.[809]


Robert Pape’s predictions that the troop increase and counterinsurgency
campaign would succeed only at inaugurating a massive increase in the number of
suicide attacks across Afghanistan soon proved to be correct. According to a UN
report released during the height of the “surge” in the summer of 2010, their
had been a massive increase in the insurgency’s use of suicide strikes. The New
York Times summarized:


With an average of an assassination a day and a suicide
bombing every second or third day, insurgents have greatly increased the level
of violence in Afghanistan, and have become by far the biggest killers of
civilians here, the United Nations said. …


The most striking change has been in suicide bombings, whose
numbers have tripled this year compared with 2009. Such attacks now take place
an average of three times a week compared with once a week before. In addition,
two of three of those suicide attacks are considered “complex,” in which
attackers use a suicide bomb as well as other weapons.[810]


The claims by the U.S. Army and Marine Corps about
“progress” achieved in this or that district in Helmand and Kandahar Provinces,
based on statistics showing a relative increase or decrease in violent attacks
by the insurgency, started to become something of a sick joke, even in
mainstream media.[811] But if the Taliban had not
been defeated, and they had not been brought to the negotiating table to sign
on to American terms, then they had won the war.







“Surge”-Era War Crimes


In 2009, 33 civilians were killed in two separate massacres
in the village of Garloch. The first was an airstrike that targeted the wrong
house in a case of mistaken identity. In the second, U.S. forces attempting to
raid a home shot a dog and then a concerned neighbor who had come out to
investigate the noise or intervene to help, and then another, and another,
ultimately killing 17 civilians. After the government backed down from their
initial claims that “most” of the dead were “militants,” they offered
“condolence payments” of $2,000 to the survivors of the second attack. “That’s
what our lives are worth to you Americans — two thousand dollars? You want to
kill us and then pay to keep us quiet?” Malek Hazrat railed to journalist Anand
Gopal. “My daughter is buried in the ground!” a nearby old man added. “You can
give me every dollar on earth, but I won’t touch it. It won’t bring her back.”
The rest of the village gave up and fled their homes en masse to a makeshift
refugee camp “of tarps and plastic” on the side of the road to Pakistan, where
they have been left to scavenge and beg to survive.[812]



In February 2010, drone operators launched an attack on some
families on the side of a road, which killed 23 men, women and children and
wounded more than a dozen more.[813] This one was unique in that
the transcript of the drone pilots and their decision making was published in Andrew
Cockburn’s book, Kill Chain,[814] and later dramatized in the
documentary National Bird,[815] revealing how dehumanizing
military jargon and technology help to contribute to bad decision making and
the slaughter of innocents.[816] Filmmaker Sonia Kennebeck’s
interviews with the survivors convey just a small sense of the pain and grief
Afghan civilians have suffered at the hands of their supposed liberators and
protectors.


In February 2011, when a U.S. offensive killed 64 innocent
people in Kunar Province, Gen. Petraeus infamously claimed in a meeting with
Karzai and other Afghan dignitaries that the survivors had really killed and
burned their own children just to make the U.S. look bad. Later, backpedaling
slightly, a Pentagon spokesman denied the general had said anything beyond
something about how everyone knows Afghans like to burn their kids sometimes,
an assertion which the military continued to insist upon.[817]


A few days later, nine young boys between the ages of 9 and
15, mistaken for insurgents, were massacred by U.S. attack helicopters while
out gathering firewood. One boy, Hemad, lived to describe the experience: 


We were almost done collecting the wood when suddenly we saw
the helicopters come. There were two of them. The helicopters hovered over us,
scanned us and we saw a green flash from the helicopters. Then they flew back
high up, and in a second round they hovered over us and started shooting. They
fired a rocket which landed on a tree. The tree branches fell over me and
shrapnel hit my right hand and my side.


Hidden by the fallen tree branches, Hemad watched as the
helicopters “shot the boys one after another.”


“News of the attack enraged Afghans and led to an
anti-American demonstration … in the village of Nangalam, where the boys were
from,” reported the New York Times. “We are deeply sorry,” Gen. Petraeus
assured the boys’ families.[818]


The Afghan war has also seen outright deliberate atrocities
by rogue American soldiers such as the “Kill Team,”[819]
a group of U.S. Army infantry from Bravo Company who went on an atrocity-spree,
beginning with the cold-blooded murder of a 15-year-old farm boy, and then the
mocking, desecration and mutilation of his corpse. The same group went on to
murder and mutilate at least three more innocent civilians in the coming
months. Eleven men were eventually convicted.[820]
According to journalist Mark Boal,


[A] review of internal Army records and investigative files
obtained by Rolling Stone, including dozens of interviews with members
of Bravo Company compiled by military investigators, indicates that the dozen
infantrymen being portrayed as members of a secretive “kill team” were
operating out in the open, in plain view of the rest of the company. Far from
being clandestine, as the Pentagon has implied, the murders of civilians were
common knowledge among the unit and understood to be illegal by “pretty much
the whole platoon,” according to one soldier who complained about them. Staged
killings were an open topic of conversation, and at least one soldier from
another battalion in the 3,800-man Stryker Brigade participated in attacks on unarmed
civilians. “The platoon has a reputation,” a whistle-blower named Pfc. Justin
Stoner told the Army Criminal Investigation Command. “They have had a lot of
practice staging killings and getting away with it.”[821]


On March 11, 2012, a steroid-raging, drunken,
revenge-obsessed U.S. Army staff sergeant, Robert Bales, infuriated the local
population when he murdered 17 innocent Afghan villagers — nine of them
children, including a two- and a three-year-old — and desecrated many of the
corpses by burning them.[822]


As recently as 2015, Bales was still insisting the people of
Afghanistan had no right to resist his and the U.S. Army’s righteous domination
of their neighborhoods, even if (since he has been sentenced to life in prison)
he now says he regrets slaughtering their toddlers.[823]


That autumn, a group of Special Forces stationed in Wardak
Province, Operational Detachment Alpha 3124, known as the “A-Team,” along with
their translator, murdered at least 18 civilians in cold blood, first
kidnapping and torturing 10 of them, and then buried most of their bodies in
different spots just outside their base’s fence. Other villagers were also tortured,
but later released.


While the military insisted the translator had acted alone
and that the locals must all be lying, journalist Matthieu Aikins found many
civilian witnesses to Special Forces’ complicity “scattered across Nerkh
District” telling the same story and found it “difficult to believe … dozens of
illiterate Afghan villagers … could have maintained an elaborate and consistent
set of lies over a period of months.” In fact, Aikins showed the villagers
photos of the soldiers and interpreters from ODA 3124 mixed with pictures of
random Green Berets and Afghans from the internet, as in a police photo array,
and they consistently recognized the soldiers involved, as well as their
interpreter. An Afghan government investigation, led by an official who
initially disbelieved the claims, later found them to be credible. Separate
investigations by the International Committee of the Red Cross and United
Nations agreed. Three different U.S. military investigations have exonerated
the soldiers completely. A fourth remains unresolved. As Aikins later said, it
“stretches the limits of credulity to think that someone above these guys didn’t
understand that crimes had been committed and that it took the Red Cross to
open a criminal investigation. How could there not be some official complicity
in what amounted to an official cover-up?”[824]


“There is compelling evidence that [these] U.S. soldiers
were involved in war crimes,” Joanne Mariner of Amnesty International told the Guardian
newspaper. One former Green Beret explained to Aikins, “Too many deployments
with too many friends lost. And the locals get it every time, especially in
Afghanistan.” As Hazrat Mohammad Janan, the former deputy head of Wardak’s
provincial council, told the Guardian, when protests broke out after the
discovery of the bodies of the disappeared, “We tried to get them to hand over
the bodies to resolve the protests peacefully,” but were unsuccessful. “As a
result, people’s hatred of the government grew. … It strengthened the Taliban.”[825]


SEAL Team 6, or the Naval Special Warfare Development Group
(DEVGRU), considered to be among the top tier of U.S. special operations forces
— the men who eventually killed Osama bin Laden in Pakistan in 2011 — have
committed war crimes against the people of Afghanistan since the very beginning
of the war. Journalist Matthew Cole has reported their use of supposedly ceremonial
hatchets to kill and dismember their victims, as well as the practice of “canoeing”
dead men with a shot to the very top of their head which splits it open,
spilling brains out, as a special kind of trademark of the team. And they
commit these atrocities with near-total impunity. The SEALs invoke plainly
bogus excuses about the efficacy of such brutality and depravity as
“psychological warfare” that will convince the enemy to give up their
resistance, when, of course, it only hardens their determination, the same way
American soldiers react when the Taliban does it to them. A former SEAL told
Cole,


When you see your friend killed, recover his body, and find
that the enemy mutilated him? It’s a schoolyard mentality. “You guys want to
play with those rules?” “Okay.” You ask me to go living with the pigs, but I
can’t go live with pigs and then not get dirty.


“Most SEALs did not commit atrocities,” Cole reported, “but
the problem was persistent and recurrent, like a stubborn virus,” because there
was no accountability:


[A]fter 9/11, [a] code emerged that made lying — especially
to protect a teammate or the command from accountability — the more honorable
course of action.


“You can’t win an investigation on us,” one former SEAL Team
6 leader told me. “You don’t whistleblow on the teams … and when you win on the
battlefield, you don’t lose investigations.”[826]


In 2011, the UN put out a report documenting systemic
torture of prisoners at Afghan detention facilities at the hands of Afghan
police and intelligence officers,[827] causing a small hypocritical
controversy over the transfer of detainees by the U.S. to the forces it was installing
in charge of the country. Soon the media’s interest faded and the captured were
sent on to their fate. The infamous Bagram prison was finally transferred to
Afghan control in 2013. CIA-backed militias have also continued fighting and
committing war crimes at least through 2015, and likely to this day.[828]


So-called “collateral damage” to Afghan civilians during the
counterinsurgency “surge” escalated as the numbers of soldiers and marines in
the country grew. Gen. McChrystal himself conceded that at various checkpoints
on Afghan roads, “We’ve shot an amazing number of people and killed a number
and, to my knowledge, none has proven to have been a real threat to the force.”
Sgt. Maj. Michael Hall instructed soldiers, “There are stories after stories
about how these people are turned into insurgents. Every time there is an
escalation of force we are finding that innocents are being killed.”[829]







Losing Anyway


Throughout his reign in Afghanistan, Petraeus continued to
insist the escalation was working. Despite the fact that the overall numbers of
attacks by insurgents[830] and civilian casualties[831]
had only increased, these seeming setbacks were actually indications of real “progress,”
he said, though always “fragile and reversible” at best.[832]
For a general who emphasized the importance of “information operations” —
setting the narrative within which the escalation would be fought — this
framing simply highlighted the fact that, as Michael Hastings reported, the
U.S. Congress and the American people were considered targets of his
information war as much as the Taliban-led insurgency was.[833]
“Fragile and reversible progress” is the perfect public relations cop-out
phrase. Real progress, by definition, would not be fragile or reversible.


In February 2012, U.S. Army Lt. Col. Daniel Davis wrote a
classified whistleblower report to Congress and then released an unclassified
version to the public[834] along with an accompanying
article in the Armed Forces Journal.[835] Davis had a unique job in,
and view of, the Afghan war. A veteran of the first two Iraq wars, and a
previous tour in Afghanistan, Davis spent his final tour as an acquisitions officer
in the army’s Rapid Equipping Force, making sure the soldiers in the field had
all the equipment they needed without getting caught up in departmental snafus
and delays. In this capacity, he traveled the entire country and talked with
hundreds of troops and commanders from all different branches, brigades, platoons
and battalions, including both regular infantry and special operations forces.
They virtually all told him the same thing: this is not working now, and it is
not going to work eventually either. At least a few of these soldiers were
tragically killed in battle shortly after expressing their reservations about
the war to Davis. When Davis came home and heard Gen. Petraeus proclaim his
supposed success to the public and Congress, he decided enough was enough. As
Davis put it, the general was not just spinning or putting on a brave face in a
tough situation, he was lying — engaging in “information operations” against
U.S. lawmakers and the American people to convince them there was progress
being made or a light at the end of a tunnel. It was simply false that the
Afghan National Army could ever be built up to hold its own or that the Taliban
or other insurgent groups had been defeated or weakened to the point of marginalization
in the society, or at least to compliance with American wishes. The truth,
Davis wrote, had become “unrecognizable.”


In fact, the number of shootings and IED attacks had
increased across the country from 2010 to 2011. While Gen. Petraeus pretended
he was halting the insurgency’s momentum, he was actually just swelling their
ranks in opposition to the expanded occupation with devastating effect. Even
small successes could only ever be temporary, Davis warned in his report.


There are three key factors which must go our way in order to
succeed in this war: 1. We must militarily degrade the insurgency to a
sufficiently low level of capability that will enable the Afghan security
forces to handle them alone; 2. The ANSF must concurrently be trained to a sufficiently
high level that they are able to handle the weakened insurgency; and 3. The
GoIRA [Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan] must be minimally
corrupt and sufficiently able to govern, providing a viable economy, secure
environment, and a fair judiciary. It is reasonable to assume that if the
American public came to believe that even after 10 years of effort we were no
closer to success in attaining those three requirements than in 2007 or 2008 —
even after two full years of a 30,000-person troop surge — support would almost
certainly come into question.


The Davis report went on to demonstrate the impossibility of
the mission on those terms. The Afghan National Army was a complete joke that
constantly reached cease-fires and non-aggression deals with the insurgency and
would abandon their positions at the mere rumor of impending Taliban attacks.
In one example cited by Davis, dozens of Americans were killed in two separate
battles to take control of the Marawara Valley in Kunar Province. Yet when the
U.S. passed authority over to the ANA to hold the territory, they immediately
turned and ran. By 2012 the valley was permanently back in the hands of the
insurgency.


The Afghan National Army was plagued with rampant drug use,
and a large percentage of soldiers on the rolls were just “ghost soldiers,”
no-shows who either appeared a couple of times for the free rifle and boots and
then went home or never even existed except as a name on a padded roll-call
sheet for the purpose of raising the take-home pay of the commanding officers.


As Davis warned in 2012, American forces had nothing but
contempt for the incompetent and unmotivated ANA and never believed government
forces would be able to accept and sustain whatever supposed security gains the
U.S. had made.


In August [2011], I went on a dismounted patrol with troops
in the Panjwai district of Kandahar province. Several troops from the unit had
recently been killed in action, one of whom was a very popular and experienced
soldier. One of the unit’s senior officers rhetorically asked me, “How do I
look these men in the eye and ask them to go out day after day on these
missions? What’s harder: How do I look [my soldier’s] wife in the eye when I
get back and tell her that her husband died for something meaningful? How do I
do that?”


Davis was so concerned that decisions were being made based
on bad information, he felt compelled to break the chain of command and go
straight to Congress and the American people.


Davis later elaborated that in the late-“surge” era, when he
served his second Afghan tour, violence was increasing, not diminishing, and he
clarified that this was certainly not incidental, but directly due to the
movement of troops into areas where they had never previously been stationed, creating
situations “where people who would [normally] never join the Taliban” did.
Davis told the story of one Taliban regional commander who got angry under
questioning and told his interrogators, “Hey, I didn’t want to join the
Taliban, but you guys came in and as part of your operations, more violence was
brought into my area, some of my family members were killed [by U.S. or allied
Afghan National Army forces or police],[836] and I have an obligation to
try to protect them. So you drove me into the Taliban.”[837]


Davis was adamant that the “surge” was a “fool’s errand”
from the very beginning, which could never have worked, even with different
generals making better decisions and having more infantry to deploy.[838]
Even Petraeus’s limited goal of hitting the Taliban so hard they would come to
the negotiating table after a year and a half, like in the deal he had promised
Obama and the American people, was an impossibility. The simple arithmetic of
the situation precluded it: fight the insurgency and it grows; fight them
harder and it grows even faster. At some point, we have to recognize that the
Taliban is not the invading army: we are. The reason the enemy does not run out
of soldiers is that they are not soldiers. They are the people of the land
America has failed to conquer. 


The U.S. has been sending the most highly trained, elite
military forces on the planet after mid-level nobodies in a rag-tag insurgency,
and look at the results: the U.S. still cannot even beat them. America’s
military and intelligence services have shown that there is nothing they can do
to decide the future of Afghanistan.


The entire “surge” was a disaster for everyone but the
undertaker and the Taliban.[839] In Little America,
Rajiv Chandrasekaran reported that President Obama refused to read a CIA
assessment of Afghanistan explaining the situation there was already “trending
to stalemate” in mid-2011, right around the time Petraeus had promised Obama
the Taliban would have been brought to heel. The White House claimed they were
concerned the report would be used to thwart the president’s proposed timeline
for withdrawal. This seems like an unnecessary dodge since it could have been
just as easily interpreted to indicate that the whole thing should never have
been tried and that it was already time to call it off.[840]



But America must keep fighting this impossible,
self-defeating mission because if we quit, al Qaeda will come back, the media
insists, forever invoking the safe-haven myth. What if they attack us again? In
reality, there was no reason to think al Qaeda would come back to Afghanistan were
the Taliban to return to power, especially considering the trouble they had
brought the last time around. When the authors Alex Strick van Linschoten and
Felix Kuehn contacted representatives of the Taliban’s Quetta Shura after bin
Laden was killed in May 2011, they did not seem to care in the slightest that
he was dead or how he had died. “We are fighting for Mullah Muhammad Omar. He
is our emir. We have never fought for Osama bin Laden. His death does not
matter to us. We will continue with our struggle.” In fact, al Qaeda did not
have a single representative on the Quetta Shura council.[841]
Vice President Joe Biden, Special Representative Holbrooke and then-head of
counter-terrorism, later CIA director, John Brennan also conceded that there
was no reason to believe that even if the Taliban did come back to power, that
they would allow al Qaeda back into Afghanistan as well.[842]



Just six months into the official beginning of the 2010
troop “surge,” CIA director Leon Panetta finally admitted to ABC News that when
it came to numbers of al Qaeda fighters in Afghanistan, “I think at most, we’re
looking at maybe 50 to 100, maybe less. There’s no question that the main
location of al Qaeda is in tribal areas of Pakistan.” It is too bad the
reporter did not press a little more to get Panetta to confess that he could
not prove there had been a single Saudi or Egyptian mujahideen fighter left in
the whole country for years, much less any real associates of Osama bin Laden.
But his concession should have been enough to cause a scandal: If “maybe less
than 50” illusory al Qaeda fighters can keep us in the country for now, is
there any possible future context in which the government could actually
declare victory over al Qaeda there, much less the Taliban? And if their
presence was the reason for the war, why was eliminating them not the focus of
the escalation instead of the broader, obviously impossible,
Pashtun-pacification effort?[843]


Later, Panetta, by then the secretary of defense, in
announcing the end of the post-“surge” drawdown, claimed that at least the
escalation had given the U.S. the chance to really train up the Afghan National
Army to take over for U.S. and allied forces there. It is possible that he
meant, but forgot to say, “at least for long enough to let me retire and get
the heck out of town.”[844] In addition to the problem
of “ghost soldiers,” continuing problems with retention, training, morale, drug
abuse, and insider — or, “green on blue” — attacks by trainees against U.S.
troops and each other remained.[845] The ANA’s ability to secure the
government’s rule in the country was never in anything but doubt. This was as
obvious then as it is today. Richard Holbrooke had previously complained that
low retention rates meant training and equipping new soldiers was “like pouring
water into a bucket with a hole in it.”[846]


Like Robert Gates and Leon Panetta, David Petraeus also
escaped any accountability for his failed “surge” and the loss of the Afghan
war by bailing out after just one year in charge to head the CIA in the summer
of 2011 — just as the Taliban were supposed to be meekly submitting to U.S.
demands at the point of his bayonet. While at the CIA, Petraeus, who had
already tried to manipulate the National Intelligence Estimate process and
conclusions while still deployed to Afghanistan,[847]
ordered analysts to “consult more closely with commanders on the ground as they
put together future war zone intelligence estimates,” to put a “separate agency
approval” gloss on his failed policies in the war. “The directive,” reported
the Washington Post, “was seen by some as an affront to the agency’s
mandate to provide policymakers with independent, fact-based analysis.”[848]
This gambit by Petraeus to “grade his own homework”[849]
on the war may have played a role in the other scandal which served to obscure
Petraeus’s disastrous legacy in Afghanistan, the previously mentioned
revelations he was guilty of exposing sensitive information classified at the
very highest degrees to his mistress and biographer, including “above top
secret” level papers describing discussions of war policy with the president.[850]
Some former CIA officers believe it was “the agency” itself that fed evidence
of his indecencies and illegalities to the FBI, leading to the scandals which
brought Petraeus down in mild-compared-to-what-he-deserved disgrace.[851]


Michèle Flournoy, co-founder of CNAS, had been a key COIN
promoter and the deputy secretary of defense for policy in charge of
implementing it during Obama’s Afghan “surge.” Flournoy left the Department of
Defense in humiliation after her failure, claiming the old “spend more time
with my family” excuse, usually only invoked by disgraced politicians. But once
former Republican senator Chuck Hagel, Obama’s third secretary of defense, was
forced out in an apparent bureaucratic struggle over Syria policy,[852]
Flournoy’s name was floated as a possible successor. Apparently seeing how
quickly her name had been rehabilitated — who cares about Afghanistan? — she
let it be known in the papers that she did not seek and would not accept the
nomination of her president to replace Hagel. Flournoy, who her friends called
the “Defense Secretary in Waiting,” was holding out for the position in the
assumed-to-be-upcoming Hillary Clinton administration instead.[853]



In December 2013, a post-Petraeus National Intelligence
Estimate, representing the consensus of all seventeen U.S. intelligence
agencies, assessed that the Afghan “surge” had been useless after all. Every
bit of their supposed success there would be lost by the time Obama left
office, even if he decided to leave a few thousand troops behind, they
predicted. “Some have interpreted the intelligence assessment as an implicit indictment
of the 2009 troop surge,” according to those who leaked it to the press. For
all the media hype about the escalation’s necessity back in 2009, this official
pronunciation of the policy’s failure a few years later went almost completely
unnoticed.[854] 











Chapter Five: Falling
Action


 


“Can you believe that the Afghan war is our ‘longest war’
ever — bring our troops home, rebuild the U.S., make America great again.” —
Donald Trump, January 14, 2013


 


“We’ve spent $2 trillion in Iraq, probably a trillion in Afghanistan.
We’re destroying our country. We owe $19 trillion. We’re bogged down. Russia
was bogged down in Afghanistan, meaning the Soviet Union. It broke up the
Soviet Union.” — Donald Trump, October 4, 2015


 


“I think you have to stay in Afghanistan for a while.” —
Donald Trump, March 4, 2016












Criminal Cops


In 2013, media company Vice produced the documentary This
Is What Winning Looks Like, revealing U.S. Army efforts to persuade
powerless peasant villagers to resist the Taliban themselves in the post-“surge”
era since local police forces would not. The film showed that the national
police force that the U.S. has built up in the predominantly Pashtun areas of
the country is, in fact, made up of the worst criminals of all.[855]
As just one example, Pashtun and larger Afghan culture has long had a terrible
problem of systemic sexual abuse of children, particularly by those with petty
amounts of power like tribal chiefs, soldiers and cops.[856]
The U.S. troops shown in the video are clearly furious about the role they were
being made to play: installing the lowest kind of criminal to be police chief
over the people they were supposedly there to help. When America and its allies
create these new police forces, they become complicit in the crimes these men
commit. The worse it gets, the greater the pressure on Western forces to engage
in cover-ups on their behalf. NATO even suppressed Canadian soldiers’ reports
of child rape committed by members of the Afghan National Army, rather than
having to own up to their involvement in creating the situation.[857]


A U.S. Army Special Forces sergeant and his commanding
officer were both punished after the sergeant punched an Afghan militia
commander for raping a young boy. He was nearly kicked out of the army until a
public outcry and congressional intervention prevented it. However, his captain
was still relieved of command.[858] This problem remains “endemic”
to Afghan National Security Forces,[859] and American and NATO
politicians and generals continue to act as accomplices to it as they, once
more, artificially build up the power of those who could not maintain it
otherwise. In the mid-1990s, the Taliban had actually come to power by
arresting kidnappers and rapists of women and young boys, and when they ruled the
country, they had enforced the laws against it.[860]
It is easy to see why people would welcome any armed group capable of putting a
halt to such depravity. It is unquestionably a reason why many areas of the
country are tolerating the return of the Taliban now.


By 2016, America had done so much to empower serial child
rapists that the Taliban decided to start using “honey traps” of children to
lure, ambush and kill Afghan police. Three American marines have also been
murdered by one of their Afghan National Police ally’s young sex slaves, though
it is unclear if he was recruited to do so by the Taliban or other insurgent
groups, or had just taken the opportunity to do so on his own.[861]
The “bacha bazi,” or dancing boys, are the police chiefs’ “biggest weakness,” a
former official told French media in June 2016, explaining how the Taliban
would recruit these young boys, who would then drug, poison and even shoot
their U.S.-backed slave-masters.[862] If these policemen cannot find
a steady supply of boys to rape who will not suddenly turn around and kill them
in their sleep, then they could be alienated from their U.S. partners,
undermining the military’s entire strategy there.[863]


This is what military strategist William S. Lind identified
as the “operational art” of the Taliban insurgency against U.S. and allied rule
in Kabul: the use of scores of deadly insider attacks against American and
Afghan National Army targets.[864] When the U.S. Army’s
strategy became reduced to a doubled focus on the continued training up of the
Afghan army, the Taliban went straight for the gut, sending recruits to join
up, begin training, and then ambush their trainers or fellow recruits on base.
This rapidly led to further isolation between American trainers and their wards
and increased demoralization on the part of both the trainers and trainees.
These insider attacks continue to undermine U.S. training efforts and threaten
the long term stability of Afghan security forces.[865]


Despite all the claims on the TV news, progress on the
advancement of women’s rights in Afghanistan under the Karzai regime was
largely “illusory,” according to journalist Ann Jones. For instance, the
“Shi’ite personal status law” regarding the Hazaras, which was passed in 2009,
legalized marital rape, denied women rights to divorce or inherit property, and
treated the rape of women and children only as property crimes against the
victims’ husbands or fathers.[866] In fact, U.S.-trained Afghan
National Police spend more time chasing runaway women and girls than criminals.[867]
Afghanistan is a real rape culture, north and south. The U.S. cannot change
this, but it can at least cease being part of it. Even if the Taliban does
return to power, with their long record of oppressing women, at least on this
issue it might be an improvement over the situation as it stands now.[868]







Attempts to Negotiate


The Afghan insurgency was never going to negotiate with the
United States. As a Taliban commander explained to reporter Jeremy Scahill in 2010,
“We don’t want to fight after the withdrawal of foreigners, but as long as
there are foreigners, we won’t talk to Karzai.”


“While Taliban leaders acknowledge that commanders are
regularly killed,” Scahill wrote, “they say the targeted killings are producing
more radical leaders who are far less likely to negotiate than the older-school
Taliban leaders who served in the government of Mullah Mohammed Omar. ‘If today
Mullah Omar was captured or killed, the fighting will go on,’ says [Abdul
Salam] Zaeef, [a former senior member of the former Taliban government],
adding: ‘It will be worse for everyone if the [current] Taliban leadership
disappears.’”[869]


The closest the U.S. ever came to a settlement with the
Taliban was after blowing nine full months negotiating with — and handsomely
paying — a complete impostor who presented himself as high-level Taliban leader
Mullah Akhtar Muhammad Mansour. The man, it turned out, was not Mansour and had
no ties to the Taliban or insurgency, much less authority to negotiate on their
behalf.[870]


In early 2010, the Pakistani government arrested a handful
of Afghan Taliban leaders in Quetta. On the surface, this was a blow to Taliban
power, but rather than the kind of help the U.S. had long been requesting from
the Pakistanis, this move was seen as an attempt by the Pakistani intelligence
agency, ISI, to prevent the Taliban from cutting a deal with the U.S. or Kabul
that did not also include them.[871] As a result, in 2011 there
was a brief series of meetings held in Qatar that went nowhere. The Americans
and the British apparently had the idea that if they made specific offers to
the Taliban, while cutting out their primary, Pakistani patrons, they could
accentuate the distrust between the two and angle for a better deal later. And
yet the Americans refused to allow the Taliban to have a permanent office in
Turkey or Qatar where they could have had a base from which their negotiators
could operate free from Pakistani influence. Regardless, the Taliban, and the
Pakistanis along with them, continued to behave as though time was on their
side, refusing to change their position that they would not agree to further
talks until the U.S. and its allies agreed to withdraw all forces — an
obviously poison-pill ultimatum to which the U.S. and its allies would never
concede.[872] As the deputy secretary of defense
for policy, CNAS’s Michèle Flournoy testified to Congress on March 15, 2011,
the U.S. military would be staying past 2014, no matter what, for
counter-terrorism operations from “joint bases,” a certain deal-killer for any
negotiations with the insurgency.


In 2013, 2015 and 2016, the same false start to negotiations
began and stalled. In 2013, this was over petty objections by the Kabul
government over protocol. In the latter two, it was due to the continued
Taliban insistence that they would not even begin formal discussions with the
Kabul government until all foreign forces left Afghan soil — a promise it could
never make or enforce against the will of the U.S. administration, which itself
would never give in to such demands. The Taliban’s bet remained, as always, on
winning the longer game.[873]


In 2014, Hamid Karzai finally stepped down from power after
another disastrous election. Huge portions of the population were excluded. Voting
had not even really taken place out in the countryside.[874]
The process was so crooked both opponents succeeded in stealing it from each
other, one on the first ballot, the other on the second.[875]
The contest came down to Ashraf Ghani, an ally of General Dostum, against his
nemesis, Abdullah Abdullah, who himself is aligned with Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s
Taliban-allied Hizb-e-Islami movement. After initial fights over ballot counts,
recounts, runoffs and assassination attempts,[876]
Obama’s secretary of state, John Kerry, flew in and forced the opponents to
compromise and agree to a completely ad-hoc and unconstitutional co-presidency.
Ghani, who had previously been the Obama administration’s first choice in the
crooked election of 2009,[877] would be president while
Abdullah Abdullah would become the new “Chief Executive.” 


The Voice of America conceded in April 2017, 


The September 2014 deal led to the creation of a Chief
Executive Officer position, which was given to Abdullah, while Ghani became
president. The CEO post was supposed to be turned into the role of prime
minister within two years by a constitutional Loya Jirga or Grand Assembly.


That never happened and differences in the way supporters of
Abdullah and Ghani interpreted the agreement led to infighting.


Abdullah believed the agreement gave him an equal share in government,
while Ghani thought the ultimate authority rested with him. Many Afghans
complained the “genuine and meaningful partnership” the agreement was supposed
to generate between the two was missing from the start.[878]


The major question seems to be when, not if, the “National
Unity Government” will unravel, which leaves them in a very weak position from
which to negotiate, if they ever get the chance. If the “co-presidents” cannot
figure out how to get along, how can they be expected to negotiate peace with a
broad-based insurgency?[879]







Taliban Back in Force


American hawks argue that since the Taliban-led insurgency
will not negotiate, and especially considering they currently control more of
the countryside than at any time since the turn of the century, the only option
is to escalate militarily again, and forever.[880]
There is another choice: just forget the whole thing. If the United States
withdraws the last fifteen thousand[881] troops, airmen, spies and
mercenaries, there is little doubt the insurgency could seize control of at
least the predominantly Pashtun areas in the south and east of the country
along the border with Pakistan in relatively short order. It is even possible,
perhaps likely, that the capital city of Kabul could be lost soon thereafter.
The Taliban’s shadow government — the “Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan”[882]
— already has the run of much of the Pashtun tribal lands as it is.[883]
The National Unity Government can meet in their parliament all day long, but
without the U.S. there to fund their entire operation, it would cease to exist
in no time. Yes, the next phase of the Afghan civil war will probably be a
bloody disaster, but that is in great measure due to the distortions of power
the U.S. has created. Whether the U.S. government throws in the towel now or
years from now, the result will be the same: the Pashtun population will throw
off whatever degree of rule the national government attempts to maintain over
them, and then, in all probability, they will be right back where they were in
the 1990s, with a bloody civil war, possibly leading to Taliban dominance in
all but the far north of the country.


The Taliban may refrain from pushing their luck and trying
to assert dominance in non-Pashtun areas, possibly having learned the lesson of
the difficulty of doing so from their previous rule over those areas, as well
as witnessing the trouble the other major ethnic groups’ coalition government
has had in extending its rule over the Pashtun areas over the past 16 years.
There is little doubt, though, that the Pashtun regions will remain independent
of Kabul, at the very least. This is especially true considering America’s
renewed efforts to bring in India to support the Afghan National Army’s fight
against the Taliban is certain to provoke a further reaction from the
Pakistanis.[884] 


In the end, the country may just split apart. Afghanistan
was never a truly unified state to begin with. After forty years of war,
divisions are as deep as they have ever been. There may not be much to hold
together. Trust requires peace and vice versa.


It is clear President Ghani’s regime desperately needs
Western troops and air power to survive.[885] This is why he constantly
invokes the presence of the Taliban and local alleged ISIS affiliates for
virtually any significant attack that takes place, in order to get the
reinforcements for the 10,000 U.S. troops stationed there.[886]
In 2014, a small insurgent faction claimed the name of ISIS, “the Islamic State
Khorasan Province,” or “ISKP,”[887] and declared their loyalty
to its “caliph,” Omar Bakr al-Baghdadi.[888] This new ISIS affiliate is
really just comprised of former members of the Pakistani Taliban — local
Pashtun tribesmen, not international Arab terrorists[889]
— who had fled from a Pakistani army offensive back in 2010. They had even been
supported by the Afghan government for a time, reportedly in the hopes that
they could be used against the Pakistani government in revenge for Pakistani
support for the Afghan Taliban, and against the Afghan Taliban as well.[890]
As Dutch reporter Bette Dam lamented, we are seeing the rest of the exact same
dynamic play out with them as with the entire insurgency over all these years
as well: seeing this new threat, the army and air force have launched a massive
response against them. Since January 2015, the U.S. has been bombing the
eastern Nangarhar Province in an attempt to fight this small insurgent faction
now claiming ISIS’s name. As a result, “they are creating unrest, hopelessness
and new enemies” for the future. The anti-occupation violence Dam predicted has
continued to escalate.[891]


In the meantime, it was revealed that Taliban leader Mullah
Omar had died back in 2013,[892] though the rank and file
Taliban fighters had been told he was alive and still their leader.
Interestingly, it turned out that Omar had been in Afghanistan, not hiding in
Pakistan as had been assumed. As Dam explained, Omar had not been in control of
the Taliban part of the insurgency for quite some time, but had instead been
sitting quietly at home, studying, for the last decade or so before his death.[893]


Omar’s successor as leader of the Taliban, the previously
discussed Mullah Mansour, was assassinated by a JSOC drone strike in Pakistan
in May 2016. Revealingly, the strike took place in the southwestern Pakistani
Baluchistan region. This again raises questions about why the U.S. had spent so
much time and effort on the drone war in that country helping the Pakistanis
hunt and kill members of the Pakistani Taliban, a separate group up in the
Northwestern Federally Administered Tribal Areas, North and South Waziristan,
and the Swat Valley, all hundreds of miles away from where the Afghan Taliban
had been hiding, which was in the land adjacent to Afghanistan’s southern
Kandahar and Helmand Provinces, the latter of which is now almost entirely
controlled by the Taliban.[894] 


If killing Mansour was intended to throw the Taliban off
balance, it seems to have backfired. It turns out that the controversial
Mansour’s successor, Mullah Haibatullah Akhundzada, had previously been a
mentor to Taliban founder Mullah Omar and commanded far more respect among the
rank and file than his immediate predecessor. His appointment apparently helped
unite the group. Shortly after Mansour’s assassination, a suicide attack on a
bus outside of Kabul, which killed 11 and was attributed to the Taliban,[895]
seemed to show that they remain nowhere near ready to negotiate with the Ghani
government.[896] 


As foreign policy analyst Micah Zenko wrote, one year after
the killing of Mansour, the stated objectives of the strike had not been
achieved. As the State Department’s Office of the Inspector General had
reported, the Taliban were still refusing to negotiate,[897]
and would continue to refuse as long as U.S. forces remained in the country.[898]
And insurgent violence had only grown worse:


According to Department of Defense bi-annual Afghanistan
progress reports released in June and December 2016, the number of “effective
enemy-initiated attacks — that is, attacks that resulted in casualties” totaled
4,480 in the six months before Mansour’s death. In the six months after (from
June 1 to November 20, 2016), there were a total of 5,271 effective
enemy-initiated attacks. Those 791 additional attacks represent an increase
following the killing of the terrorist leader.[899]


The Taliban’s strength in the north of the country was
demonstrated in September 2015, when they took over the provincial capital of
Kunduz in northern Afghanistan for more than two weeks before finally being
driven out by the Afghan National Army and American special operations forces.
Though far from traditional “Pashtunistan,” Kunduz has had a strong minority
Pashtun population since the early twentieth century.[900]
During one of the battles, U.S. special operations forces flying an AC-130
Gunship blasted a Doctors Without Borders hospital. Approximately 42 people
were killed with more than 30 injured. Patients burned in their hospital beds,
their surgeons alongside them.[901]


The building was of a unique and highly recognizable shape
and clearly marked as a hospital. Among the first half dozen excuses offered by
officials was the claim U.S. forces had believed there to be Taliban forces in
positions around the hospital, or alternatively, that a Pakistani spy had been
helping the Taliban from inside the hospital. Since these excuses amounted to
admissions that this had been a deliberate assault against an international
volunteer hospital full of non-combatants, they were quickly abandoned in favor
of blaming local Afghan National Army units for giving bad information and the
hasty actions of the air crew instead.[902]


A year later, the Taliban were back and nearly seized the
city once more. Only the late arrival of U.S. Army special operations forces
could again beat them back.[903]


Even when the Taliban do not control the city outright, ANA
forces in Kunduz remain under constant attack, with the Taliban making four
major attempts to take the city in the year between their two semi-successful
attempts. The German daily Der Spiegel complained, “In September and
October of last year, the Islamists were able to occupy Kunduz for 15 days —
enough for them to plunder and burn down almost everything the Germans had
built up over the course of a decade.” They explain also that the anti-Pashtun
violence of Vice President Dostum’s lawless militias had been driving more and
more people into the arms of the rising insurgency for protection.[904]
By May 2017, they had the town completely surrounded, and only last-minute
reinforcements of ANA Special Forces troops kept the city from falling to the
insurgents once again.[905]


Just a month before, Taliban suicide bombers and gunmen, in
Afghan National Army uniforms, kicked off the 2017 fighting season by
infiltrating a base in Balkh Province in Afghanistan’s far north near the city
of Mazar-e-Sharif, where they killed over 135 soldiers.[906]
While the U.S. may have never lost a battle in the Afghan war — though they
have come close[907] — they certainly have not
won it.


Finally, in May of 2017, Gen. Dostum left Afghanistan for
Turkey. The previous December he had ordered his bodyguards to hold down a
former governor of the northern Jowzjan Province and rape him with the barrel
of an AK-47. According to the Guardian, though President Ghani had
claimed that the prosecution of Dostum for his crimes was essential to the
establishment of the rule of law, he, in fact, had urged Dostum to temporarily
leave the country instead.[908] Dostum remains Vice President and has made it
clear that he is far from retirement.[909]


In early August 2016, the U.S. announced it was suspending
$300 million in military aid to Pakistan, which was to be reimbursement for
their costs in allowing the U.S. to use their ports, roads and other
infrastructure to transport goods through Pakistan to U.S. and ISAF forces in
Afghanistan, as a punishment for their long-standing support for the Afghan
Taliban and Haqqani Network. Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter refused to
certify their cooperation to Congress and suspended the aid around the same
time the U.S. was also announcing it was stepping up cooperation with India and
requesting the Indians help the U.S. work around its own sanctions against
Russia by purchasing even more MI-25 attack helicopters from them for the ANA.[910]
India’s continued willingness to train and equip Afghan National Army forces in
their fight against the Afghan Taliban and the Haqqani Network amounted to
nothing less than a “proxy war” between India and Pakistan in Afghanistan, in
the words of reporter Charles Tiefer, a proxy war in which the U.S. remains on
both sides.[911] All this virtually
guarantees the Pakistani state will increase aid to their favored insurgent
forces in response. The Americans could not be employing a more self-defeating
strategy at this point if sabotage was their actual goal.[912]







A Trojan Horse?


In the autumn of 2016, the “Butcher of Kabul,” Gulbuddin
Hekmatyar, the infamous, formerly CIA-backed Pashtun warlord, former Afghan
Prime Minister and insurgent leader, signed a peace deal with the new
government in Kabul without the precondition of full foreign withdrawal.
Betting the occupation was as good as over at that point, Hekmatyar had
apparently decided that he and his Hizb-e-Islami group were better off
consolidating their position in the capital before his sometimes-allies, the Taliban,
beat him to it. As the New York Times reported, he made a pretty good
bet. According to the deal, Hekmatyar and his entire group received protection,
money, homes and offices as well as his group’s removal from U.S. and UN
terrorist lists. His captured soldiers were released from Afghan prisons, and
Hekmatyar himself will get a high-level advisory position under President
Ashraf Ghani.


While on its face this deal takes one of the smaller
insurgent groups off the battlefield, and could set a precedent for
negotiations with the Taliban, having Hekmatyar and 20,000 of his followers
suddenly return to Kabul means he will either need to adjust to the new reality
in the capital, or the new reality in the capital will need to adjust to him.
For example, either Hizb-e-Islami is going to have to learn to accept the
increased role of women in public life, or the women are going to have to get
used to trying to dodge acid attacks again.[913] The whole thing could also
be a Trojan horse, a clever ploy by Hekmatyar to position his men inside the
capital city for the day he attempts to seize power for himself.[914]
One day after returning to Kabul, Hekmatyar held a rally in front of thousands
of supporters denouncing the National Unity Government and “co-presidents”
Ghani and Abdullah.[915]


Politicians in Kabul have already begun to express second
thoughts on the matter since, they say, Hekmatyar refuses to disarm thousands
of militia men loyal to him and has already begun agitating against the Shi’ite
Hazaras, complaining that they are being granted unfair privileges. “We
welcomed the peace deal, but instead of surrendering to the government, Mr.
Hekmatyar is acting as if the government has surrendered to him,” a rival told
the Washington Post.[916]


Shortly after his return, a group of Afghans petitioned the
United Nations to ignore the immunity deal and prosecute Hekmatyar for war
crimes. There is no doubt his victims deserve justice. As many as 50,000 people
were killed by his forces during the 1990s civil war.[917]
However, this is another example of the intractability of so many of
Afghanistan’s problems. If the deal is not respected, and Hekmatyar is jailed,
it could make it that much harder for any other armed groups to come in and
negotiate with the government the next time the opportunity might arise. Yet
failing to hold him accountable now could just as easily lead to a disaster of
a different kind.[918]


Even as Hekmatyar and his part of the Hizb-e-Islami group
comes in from the cold, the Afghan government’s enemies keep multiplying. There
are now the various groups of Pashtun tribal fighters, the Taliban, the Haqqani
network, the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan and the groups now declaring
allegiance to ISIS.[919] In August 2016, Taliban and
Islamic State forces announced a temporary alliance in the fight against the
Afghan National Army and allied militias in eastern Afghanistan,[920]
though their infighting soon resumed.[921]







Staying Forever


On March 12, 2014, Gen. Joseph Dunford, then commander of
U.S. efforts in Afghanistan, conceded to the Senate Armed Services Committee
that despite the tens of billions of dollars spent to build up the Afghan
National Army, it could not hold territory where the U.S. had made temporary
gains and had attempted to “transfer” that ground to them. Dunford warned
against the president’s planned drawdown, “If we leave at the end of 2014, the
Afghan security forces will begin to deteriorate. The security environment will
begin to deteriorate, and I think the only debate is the pace of that
deterioration.”[922]


True believers in American interventionism, like Dunford and
former National Security Council staffer Paul D. Miller, cannot admit they were
wrong to support escalating the Afghan war. No, Miller insists, it was just
that more money should have been spent and longer commitments should have been
made. The “surge” really did work, he says, citing, like Petraeus, statistics
that actually only show Afghan guerrilla fighters learned to melt away to fight
another day when faced with the full force of the U.S. military. The “surge”
was doing great and would have worked even better, Miller is certain, if only
Obama had given in to McChrystal’s full request for 80,000 to 85,000 more
troops, instead of just the 30,000. If only they had stayed longer and
“invested” more aid in the national government, then, at some point, everything
would have been fine. The central failure of the Obama administration, Miller
says, was their inability to understand that political violence in Afghanistan
will continue until “the creation of an alternate, just political order.” What
he and other hawks seem unable to understand is that the United States
government, which has been fighting for a minority coalition against the
country’s plurality population for more than a decade and a half now, does not
have the slightest idea how to achieve such results. The best and the brightest
had their chance to try to give the Afghans a “government in a box,” and it was
a complete failure. Petraeus and McChrystal swore they could force the Taliban
to submit to U.S. demands and have the Afghan army ready to take over for the
Americans to maintain whatever supposed gains they made against the insurgency.
They were wrong. But we’ve just got to give them another chance now! Have you
not heard? ISIS![923] How could any president
withdraw in such a situation?[924]


In May 2017, the Council on Foreign Relations’ journal, Foreign
Affairs, ran an article describing America’s “four options” for
Afghanistan: (1) spend another 25 years building a state in Kabul, (2) increase
“kinetic efforts to secure a negotiated peace settlement,” (3) continue
containment and counter-terrorism strikes, and (4) focus on establishing
permanent bases. As the article itself acknowledges, these approaches have
already been tried and have failed, and there is little reason to believe that
present circumstances would lend themselves to better outcomes. The author is
also quite candid about America’s imperial interest in southern Central Asia:


The basing strategy with an open-ended American military
presence would ensure sufficient forces to defend important population centers,
retain bases critical for counterterrorism, and maintain a U.S. foothold in
Central Asia. Although little has been explicitly written, a range of arguments
imply that some strategists are thinking seriously about a semi-permanent
Central Asian foothold from which to counter terrorism, monitor developments
ranging from increased influence of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization to
China’s Belt and Road Initiative, and potentially pressure the more vulnerable
flanks in any future contingency with China, Iran, or Russia.


But the author then concedes the inherent futility of that
mission as well:


The downside, of course, is that the United States would
necessarily accept a state of long-term instability in Afghanistan because a
permanent U.S. presence in Afghanistan will incentivize regional actors to
competitively back proxies. For example, they could support new militant groups
and inject new capabilities into the conflict, similar to what the United
States did in the 1980s against the Soviet Union. Moreover, the Afghan
government’s acquiescence to a permanent foreign occupier could very well
weaken its own legitimacy in the eyes of the Afghan public. Finally, without
alternative lines of communication, a sustained American presence in
Afghanistan would only deepen its dependence upon Pakistan, frustrating U.S.
cooperation with India as a balance against China.[925]


Never can proponents of government action entertain the
possibility that intervention was the wrong thing to do in the first place. The
conclusion of interested parties is always that the government should do more.
And when more does not work, it only proves to them that more should have been
done sooner and more must be done now and in the future. It is acceptable to adjust
strategies or excuses, sure, but never to give up.[926]


But as Col. Bacevich observed about the war in Afghanistan,
and the broader War on Terrorism, “We’ve done counterinsurgency, we’ve done
counter-terrorism, we’ve done advise-and-assist, we’ve done targeted
assassination, we’ve done nation-building… We have run the gamut of approaches
in terms of tactics and methods, and none of them have yielded the success that
proponents have argued that we would achieve. So you come back to that basic
question, maybe the entire enterprise is misguided.”[927]


Who really believes that if only the U.S. Marine Corps stays
a few years longer they’ll turn Lashkar Gah, Helmand Province into Cleveland,
Ohio?[928] Gen. McChrystal’s original
high-end plan, which he did not even bother submitting to Obama, called for an
increase of another 100,000 troops and an indefinite commitment to
counterinsurgency.[929] The fact that McChrystal was
willing to go forward with less than a third of the increase he believed he
needed just serves to emphasize the political, rather than strategic, nature of
the “surge” decision in the first place. According to Col. Gian Gentile, going
by the standard ratios, a true counterinsurgency project with successful
results that lasted would require at least 300,000 U.S. soldiers and marines
and decades longer to accomplish.[930] Some estimates said the U.S.
would need more than 500,000 troops[931] — more than the U.S. Army’s
entire active force[932] — to achieve victory. Even
then there is no reason to think the Afghans, especially the Pashtuns, would be
somehow “won over” by American power in their country. As Elizabeth Gould and
Paul Fitzgerald point out in Crossing Zero, judging by the results in
Marjah, where the occupation ratio was one U.S. marine per two civilians
and the results were disastrous, even if the U.S. sent its entire million-man military
to Afghanistan to stay, it could still never “work.”[933]
There would continue to be terrible violence and civilian deaths — and even
more war crimes. There is every reason to conclude that any war against the
Afghans short of genocidal annihilation will only ultimately fuel further
reaction and insurgency against U.S. rule, even if America stayed for another
100 years. 


In June 2016, many of those responsible for waging,
escalating and losing the Afghan war signed an open letter to President Obama
urging him to freeze troop levels. The letter was signed by former ambassadors
to Afghanistan like Ryan Crocker and Zalmay Khalilzad, as well as military
commanders, such as Generals John Allen, Stanley McChrystal and David Petraeus.
Without admitting the slightest bit of failure, much less taking responsibility
for those who had been killed on their watch for no good reason, the hawks
instead continued to invoke the terrorist safe-haven myth and, much more
realistically, the threat of increased Afghan civil war if the U.S. were to
withdraw. The 5,000 Afghan soldiers and police killed each year over the “past
several years,” are invoked as martyrs to the cause of progress instead of
cited as proof of failure in one big, bloody, decade and a half-long, sunk-cost
fallacy in action. “Afghanistan is a place where we should wish to consolidate
and lock down our provisional progress into something of a more lasting asset,”
Petraeus and friends insisted.[934]


The hawks did not have to worry. Just four days later, on
June 7, 2016, Obama announced that he had decided it would be necessary to
leave 8,400 troops in Afghanistan through the end of his presidency in early
2017.[935] He had previously climbed
down from his promise to have all troops out of the country by the end of his
second term, even though the war had supposedly ended in December 2014.[936]
Back in May 2012, Obama had signed a deal with Afghan President Karzai to leave
U.S. forces in Afghanistan “until the end of 2024 and beyond,” for the purpose
of continuing to train the Afghan army and police forces and protect them with
counter-terrorism units and air power stationed permanently in the country.[937]
Therefore, when the promised “end” of the war, or “formal combat operations”
came and went at the end of 2014 without the final withdrawal of U.S. combat forces,
it came as no surprise to those watching closely — nor did President Obama’s
effort to prostrate himself before the great American fraud, Gen. David
Petraeus, one last time before leaving office. The U.S. presence in Afghanistan
will continue to prevent the negotiated settlement with the Taliban that the
U.S. itself says must be the ultimate goal of any administration in Kabul.


These remaining forces are still accompanied by thousands of
CIA officers and agents, mercenaries and other contractors, not to mention the
presence of JSOC operators and U.S. Air Force bombers and drones. The
Washington, D.C., consensus remains that the U.S. can never leave Afghanistan
because all of its gains have been, in the immortal words of Gen. Petraeus, “fragile
and reversible.” The military and State Department have built nothing that can
stand on its own after all this time. And so, they stay. Though the numbers of
troops remaining are small enough to raise the question of whether they have
enough firepower for much more than their own force protection.[938]


If 2015 had been considered the worst year of the war so
far,[939] 2016 would prove to be
worse. In January, one full year after the “end” of the war, President Obama
authorized U.S. Air Force strikes against ISIS targets “under any
circumstance,” according to the Air Force Times.[940]
In May, at a press conference held after a briefing with new Afghan war
commander, Gen. John Nicholson, the Supreme Allied Commander of NATO, U.S. Army
Gen. Curtis Scaporrotti, invoked the old safe-haven myth, declaring that NATO
troops would be staying until they “realize [their] objective of a stable and
secure Afghanistan that is not a haven for terrorists any longer.”[941]
In July 2016, Obama ordered the air force to loosen rules of engagement against
all targets and vastly increase air support for the Afghan National Army just
as he was announcing that the final drawdown of troops on his watch would stop
at 8,400, rather than the previously planned 5,500.[942]
B-52 Stratofortress heavy bombers were brought back into the country for the
once-again expanded mission as the Taliban continued to make major gains.[943]
This led to mass casualty attacks such as one in Nangarhar Province in
September that killed 15 civilians.[944] By April, the Taliban
already controlled nearly half of the country.[945]


In June 2016, Obama lifted restrictions on U.S. ground
troops fighting insurgents. “Under the new rules, airstrikes will no longer
have to be justified as necessary to defend American troops,” reported the New
York Times. “United States commanders will now be allowed to use air power
against the Taliban when they see fit, Pentagon and administration officials
said. American forces will also be permitted to accompany regular Afghan troops
into combat against the Taliban.”


The justification for this shift in policy was explained:


The Afghan Army and police, riddled by corruption and
hampered by poor leadership, have proved outmatched by the Taliban. The Afghan
government remains weak and unstable, despite tens of billions of dollars in
American aid. …


The fight against the Taliban was intended to be left to
Afghan forces, not Americans, who were supposed to strike the insurgents only
if under direct threat. But in the 18 months since, the administration has
allowed the self-defense rationale to be stretched to its limits. … 


American officials insisted that the new rules would not pull
United States troops back into the kind of daily fighting that they saw before
the end of the combat mission in 2014.[946]


By returning U.S. troops to the front lines in the battle
against the insurgency, the government was again exposing them to murderous “green
on blue,” insider attacks at the hands of their supposed allies in the Afghan
National Army.[947]


And things keep getting worse. After a massive suicide
attack at a hotel in Kabul on August 1, 2016, CNN reported, “The rash of
kidnappings and Taliban bombings have heightened security fears in Kabul. U.S.
and other diplomats have been barred from traveling by road the short distance
from the city’s international airport to their diplomatic missions. Instead,
they’ve been ferried by helicopter.”[948] Never mind the countryside,
Americans and their collaborators are not even safe driving around in the
capital city. Security in Kabul is as precarious now as it has been at any time
since 2001.[949] 


The insurgency is reported to now have as many as 25,000
fighters in Pakistan and southern Afghanistan. Though there is really no need
for them to hurry, with a committed effort, some clever planning and a little
bit of luck, they could even threaten Kabul.[950]


In the summer of 2016, the chief of police in Helmand
Province himself complained that half of his policemen were “ghosts.”[951]
In October, near the capital city of Lashkar Gah, the last part of the massive
province not under full control of the Taliban, approximately 100 ANA and ANP
troops were double-crossed and massacred by Taliban forces who had pretended to
accept their surrender and offered them a safe retreat from the battlefield
before gunning them down.[952] Just in the second quarter
of 2016, 4,500 ANA soldiers were killed and another 8,000 were wounded. The
entire army was falling apart, desertions were rampant, recruitment rates down
through the floor.[953] As SIGAR warned in early
2017, “the ANDSF [Afghan National Defense and Security Forces] has not yet been
capable of securing all of Afghanistan and has lost territory to the
insurgency. As of August 28, 2016, USFOR-A [U.S. Forces-Afghanistan] reported
that only 63.4% of the country’s districts were under Afghan government control
or influence.”[954] [emphasis added]


In early summer, 2017, the Wall Street Journal
reported:


The Taliban wielded significant control over 8.4 million
Afghans — almost a third of the population — at the end of 2016, up from 5
million a year earlier, according to a confidential United Nations report reviewed
by The Wall Street Journal. The report showed that the territory over
which the insurgents have significant influence or control increased from 30%
to 40% of the country over the same period.[955]


In July of 2017, SIGAR reported that more than 12,000 ANA
soldiers were AWOL or non-existent. The ones fighting were still being killed
at a rate of 5,000 per year.[956] Though the government still
claims at least nominal control over the country’s provincial capitals, chaos
reigns over the capital of Kabul itself. On May 31, 2017, a massive car bomb
was detonated in what was believed to be a secure area of Kabul near the
Presidential Palace, killing more than 150 people.[957]
Two days later, security forces opened fire on a crowd protesting the lack of
security, killing seven more.[958] And the bomb attacks
continue.[959] SIGAR complained in July
2017 that “U.S. officials, whether at State, USAID, Justice, Treasury, Commerce
or elsewhere, cannot oversee the billions of dollars the United States is
dedicating to Afghan reconstruction if, for the most part, they cannot leave
the U.S. embassy compound.”[960]


U.S. forces under Donald Trump have stepped up the level of
air strikes, dropping bombs at a higher rate in the first half of 2017 than at
any time since the Obama “surge” ended in 2012.[961]
Partly due to this bombing, a record number of civilians have been killed in
violent attacks in this same timeframe, according to the UN.[962]


As previously mentioned, though the Taliban-led insurgency —
and planeloads of American dollars — have helped to solidify the National Unity
Government alliance between the Tajiks, Uzbeks, Hazaras and other tribal and
ethnic factions in Kabul and the north, this is still Afghanistan; loyalties
are so divided, hatreds are so bitter and power allocations so distorted that
at any time alliances could change and multi-sided civil war could break out
again. Without that money, it is virtually guaranteed.[963]



Nizamuddin Nashir, the district chief of Khanabad, told
journalist Dexter Filkins in 2012, “Mark my words, the moment the Americans
leave, the civil war will begin. This country will be divided into twenty-five
or thirty fiefdoms, each with its own government. Mir Alam will take Kunduz.
Atta will take Mazar-e-Sharif. Dostum will take Sheberghan. The Karzais will
take Kandahar. The Haqqanis will take Paktika. If these things don’t happen,
you can burn my bones when I die.”[964]







Costs and Consequences


The occupation of Afghanistan and fight against the
insurgency has become, by far, the longest foreign war in American history.
Osama bin Laden must have died content, knowing that his plan to bog the U.S.
down in such a long, bloody and expensive war that cannot possibly be won was
at the very pinnacle of its success at the time he was finally put down by the
Navy SEALs in Pakistan in the spring of 2011.[965]
The financial cost has been over a trillion dollars, with unimaginable
and incalculable sacrifices made in terms of opportunity costs. Again, as the
special inspector general and others have pointed out, the “reconstruction” of
Afghanistan has cost more than the entire Marshall Plan for aid to Western
Europe after World War II.[966]


Twenty-four hundred American soldiers and marines have been
killed in the Afghan war — the vast majority of them during Obama and Petraeus’s
useless “surge” — along with more than 1,000 from the UK and other NATO-allied
countries.[967] More than 17,000 U.S. troops
have been wounded.[968] Tens, possibly hundreds, of
thousands of Afghans, a large proportion of them civilians, have also been
killed in the violence of the war, though no one really knows.[969]
The wounded certainly number in the hundreds of thousands. Unlike in Iraq War
II, no one has been able to do a reliable survey of the overall “excess death”
rate in Afghanistan since the U.S. invasion in 2001.[970]
Of course the country was in the middle of a generation-long civil war by that
time, and had suffered a very harsh famine in the late 1990s, so such a survey,
were it ever to take place, may not show very much change — but that itself
would show a total failure of American policy for the last 15 years and
counting. Laura Bush and John Nagl promised they were going to change Afghan
society into the kind of place where young women in miniskirts would be able to
fly their kites on the way to vote in their local party primaries at their new
government schools in peace and security. Instead, the country is still in
chaos, and when the U.S. eventually does leave Afghanistan — whether in 2024,
2034 or 2044 — the civil war there will likely continue without us.


The signature weapon of the Afghan war has been the
improvised explosive device, makeshift landmines, usually made from old
artillery shells or household chemical explosives.[971]
The corresponding signature wounds of the war for U.S. soldiers and marines,
therefore, has been lost legs and genitals.[972] Modern medical technology
has made it possible to save lives that would surely have been lost in any
previous era, but this also means many thousands of Americans have been
horribly and permanently maimed, including in ways that make quality of life
very poor and guarantee dependence on public welfare and military medicine for
the rest of their lives.[973]


Suicide is a phenomenon so wrapped up in individual pain and
shame that it remains largely taboo and undiscussed in our society. With some
great exceptions, this is all the more true in military culture where the
crisis is even more widespread than in the general population. From traumatic
brain injuries, to “shell shock,” or Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), to
“survivors’ guilt” and “moral injury,” many American men and women have been
unable to cope with the consequences of the war on their lives. Their suicides
multiply their grief, transferring it to all those who knew and cared about
them.[974] 


Many others face broken families and marriages.[975]
Children grow up in broken homes. Mothers and fathers lose their sons and
daughters. Young men and women, who had been promised that military service
would give them an edge and a head start on adulthood and a career, often come
home physically and mentally wounded, unemployed,[976]
deep in debt,[977] disillusioned and changed
for the worse. 


Another of the major dangers facing U.S. troops, Afghans and
Iraqis alike has been the military’s obscene “burn pits” where all manner of
toxic material is “disposed of” in ways that ultimately douse the soldiers and
population in carcinogenic smoke. There is strong reason to believe former Vice
President Joe Biden’s son, Beau, died due to his exposure to the smoke from
burn pits on the bases where he was deployed in Iraq. His death is only the
most prominent of many, though no one really knows for sure just how many. War
is hell, as they say. What is the Pentagon supposed to do, bring Greenpeace and
the EPA into battle with them? (We should not give them any bright ideas.)
Perhaps inevitable environmental devastation should get more attention as a
reason to oppose these wars in the first place. However badly the Americans
have felt the terrible effects of these poisons, the people of Afghanistan and
Iraq have gotten it that much worse. As with the Gulf War Illnesses in the
1990s, the Pentagon would prefer to deny the problem even exists.[978]


According to the UN, the year 2015 set a record for most
civilians killed in a year for the entire war, at more than 3,500, “a quarter
of them children — and nearly 7,500 [were] wounded.” Nearly a fifth of these
casualties were from attacks by Afghan security forces.[979]
In 2015, U.S. airstrikes in Afghanistan were killing civilians at the highest
rate in seven years, according to the Bureau of Investigative Journalism.[980]
The numbers for 2016 were even worse.[981] The population of this
desperately poor country remains mired in violent conflict, with no end in
sight. More than half a million Afghans were forced to flee the violence,
becoming “internally displaced” refugees, in 2016 alone.[982]
According to the United Nations, the violence is only getting worse. There were
5,243 civilian casualties in the first half of 2017, which they blamed
primarily on insurgent bombings as well as Afghan and U.S. airstrikes. [983]
Another 2,531 Afghan troops and police were killed in action, with 4,238
wounded.[984] 


So many people have died in this pointless war, Operation
Enduring Freedom, now Operation Freedom’s Sentinel. It was a waste. All in
vain. All along. A “useless sacrifice,” as one of America’s more thoughtful
founders might have put it.







Backdraft


As far as the American people know, the whole thing must
have worked out fairly well. They certainly have not heard much news out of
Afghanistan lately. Nor did they have a chance to hear the future of the war debated
in the 2016 presidential electoral campaign. In fact, if the American people
have heard anything about Afghanistan at all lately it was probably from the
2016 popcorn flick, Whisky, Tango, Foxtrot, where we learn that
Afghanistan is a place where older, single women can go to at least find
themselves if they cannot find a husband. And they can get drunk and party and
have a great time, too. The Afghanistan war is a fun little rite of passage for
a North American white person to go through, like hiking up Machu Picchu or
going on the scariest roller coaster at Six Flags. The war is not brutal and pointless,
but very exciting. “Oorah! Get some, Tina Fey!” cries Marine Corps Capt. Billy
Bob Thornton. Hey, why not?


But reality is catching up to the U.S. and its allies. Gone
are the days when Western countries could invade and dominate the poorer parts
of the globe with impunity. That could have been the lesson of the September
11th attacks if anyone had wanted to admit the truth behind the attackers’
motives. But now we can see the direct consequences right before our eyes.


In December of 2009, just after Obama had announced the
launch of the “surge,” journalist Patrick Cockburn explained that the continued
occupation of Afghanistan, rather than preventing terrorist attacks by denying
our antagonists safe-haven, actually increased the likelihood of attacks in
Western countries.[985] Granted, this was obvious
enough, especially since just a month before, a U.S. Army major named Nidal
Hasan, due to deploy to Afghanistan and upset both about the reports of war
crimes being committed against civilians there and the prospect of being made
to kill fellow Muslims himself,[986] instead killed 13 soldiers
and wounded 30 others in a massacre on base at Ft. Hood in central Texas.[987]
It was later revealed that Hasan had been in contact with prominent American al
Qaeda preacher Anwar al-Awlaki.[988] Insistent on pretending they
had won the terror war, and to deny that blowback from U.S. policies was to
blame for this “lone wolf” attack, the Obama administration tried to spin the
entire thing as “workplace violence,” as though Hassan had simply “gone postal”
under the work-a-day pressures of his job.[989]


But this was not truly “blowback,” properly defined as
long-term consequences of secret foreign policies returning to haunt the United
States, surprising the population and leaving them vulnerable to misinformation
about the context of the conflict.[990] A more accurate way to
identify this phenomenon would be to call it “backdraft,” when the direct
consequences of the government’s openly declared foreign policies blow up right
in all of our faces, undeniable to anyone but the most committed war hawks. This
is borrowed from the term used by firefighters for when their ax-wielding or
door-kicking intervention inadvertently provides oxygen to a heated and
fuel-filled room, causing a massive explosion.


Approximately a month before Hassan’s attack, Najibullah Zazi,
an Afghan-American who traveled to Pakistan in 2008 and received training in
making bombs, supposedly from al Qaeda members, was arrested along with two
others, thwarting their plot to attack the New York subway system. One of the
small number of “al Qaeda” or “ISIS” terrorism plots in the U.S. that was not[991]
originally cooked-up by undercover FBI informants,[992]
Zazi later told the court the motive for his “martyrdom operation” was not some
abstract religious duty to attack innocents. “I would sacrifice myself to bring
attention to what the United States military was doing to civilian [sic]
in Afghanistan by sacrificing my soul for the sake of saving other souls,” Zazi
explained during his confession in court. Of course, Zazi is a horrible
hypocrite, who himself was targeting innocent civilians, but the conclusion
remains the same. He was radicalized against the U.S. in political terms, not
religious ones, because of the conduct of our government in the ongoing
occupation of his former country. It was fortunate that in this case no one on
this side was killed.[993] 


Just a few months later, a young Pakistani-American named
Faisal Shahzad attempted to detonate a truck bomb in crowded Times Square in
New York City — an attack that, luckily, failed. Shahzad, never known to be a
religious fundamentalist, was living the American dream. He had an advanced
degree, a professional career and a family. But then he took a trip back to his
home country of Pakistan where he reportedly saw the results of an American
drone strike first hand. Shahzad then offered his services to the Pakistani
Taliban — who had never attacked the United States before — to take revenge inside
the United States on their behalf.[994] At his sentencing in federal
court, Shahzad said he was avenging the innocents killed by the U.S. drone war
in Pakistan, part of the Obama administration’s combined “Af-Pak” war. When the
judge excoriated Shahzad for risking the lives of innocent children, he
replied,


Well, the drone hits in Afghanistan and Iraq, they don’t see
children, they don’t see anybody. They kill women, children, they kill
everybody. It’s a war, and in war, they kill people. They’re killing all
Muslims.


The judge and the terrorist continued to go back and forth:


Judge: Now we’re not talking about them; we’re talking about
you.


Shahzad: Well, I am part of that. I am part of the answer to
the U.S. terrorizing the Muslim nations and the Muslim people. And, on behalf
of that, I’m avenging the attack. Living in the United States, Americans only
care about their own people, but they don’t care about the people elsewhere in
the world when they die.


Similarly, in Gaza Strip, somebody has to go and live with
the family whose house is bulldozed by the Israeli bulldozer. There’s a lot of
aggression…


Judge: In Afghanistan?


Shahzad: In Gaza Strip.


Judge: I see.


Shahzad: We Muslims are one community. We’re not divided.


Judge: Well, I don’t want to get drawn into a discussion of
the Qur’an.


Who said anything about the Qur’an? Just how obtuse can a
federal judge be? We may have found the limit.[995]


Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, co-conspirator in the deadly Boston
Marathon attacks with his brother Tamerlan,[996] told investigators they were
motivated by the U.S. wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.[997]


Omar Mateen, the American-born perpetrator of the horrific
Orlando Pulse nightclub massacre of June 2016, explicitly told witnesses he was
taking revenge for the continuing U.S. war in Afghanistan, the country of his
family’s origin. “When I saw his picture on the news, I thought, of course, he
did that,” a co-worker of Mateen told New York Newsday. “He had bad
things to say about everybody — blacks, Jews, gays, a lot of politicians, our
soldiers. He had a lot of hate in him. He told me America destroyed
Afghanistan.”[998]


A young woman named Patience Carter, who was shot in the leg
by Mateen and held hostage in the bathroom of the club for three hours with the
gunman, said, “The motive was very clear to us who are laying in our own blood
and other people’s blood, who are injured, who were shot. Everybody who was in
that bathroom who survived could hear him talking to 911, saying the reason why
he’s doing this is because he wanted America to stop bombing his country.”[999]


In the middle of committing his atrocity — Mateen
slaughtered 49 people and wounded 53 — he stopped to post on his Facebook page:
“You kill innocent women and children by doing us airstrikes… now taste the
Islamic state vengeance.” [errors in original][1000]
The transcript of his call to 911, released much later after all the attention
died down, is more explicit. As Mateen declared his loyalty to the leaders of
ISIS, he explained his demands:


[Y]ou have to tell America to stop bombing Syria and Iraq.
They are killing a lot of innocent people. What am I to do here when my people
are getting killed over there. You get what I’m saying? … You need to stop the
U.S. airstrikes. They need to stop the U.S. airstrikes, okay? … You have to
tell the U.S. government to stop bombing. They are killing too many children,
they are killing too many women, okay? … I feel the pain of the people getting
killed in Syria and Iraq and all over the Muslim [world]. A lot of innocent
women and children are getting killed in Syria and Iraq and Afghanistan, okay?[1001]


As it turns out, there is little doubt Omar Mateen was a
wife-beating psychopath and bully who apparently had issues with his sexuality
and that particular nightclub,[1002] but context matters. Mateen
could have gotten in drunken fistfights his whole short life long, but instead,
he chose to sign on with the agendas of Syrian al Qaeda and the Islamic State
and attack a crowded nightclub as a strike against the United States. Mateen
specifically cited the perpetual occupation and bombing of Afghanistan as he
slaughtered dozens of innocent Americans, showing the strong possibility that these
kinds of plots and attacks will keep happening. The government said U.S. forces
were “fighting them over there so we don’t have to fight them here.” Instead,
the war over there is causing more and more of this deadly backdraft against us
here.[1003]


Long-time Afghan-war partner Germany was hit a month after
the Orlando attack when a young Pakistani refugee, Riaz Khan Ahmadzai, a.k.a.
Mohammed Riyadh, who by all accounts had been adjusting quite well to his new
life in Germany over the previous year, took out a hatchet and started
attacking people on a train in northern Bavaria. He then attacked one more
innocent woman during his attempted escape, wounding a total of six people,
several of them severely. It was, police said, revenge over a friend who had
recently been killed in an airstrike in Afghanistan. In a video released by the
Islamic State group soon after the attack, Ahmadzai says, “I am one of the
soldiers of the Islamic Caliphate, and I am going to conduct an attack in
Germany. It is about time to stop you from coming to our homes, killing our
families, and getting away with it. Our apostate politicians have never tried
to stop you, and Muslims have never been able to fight you back or even speak
against what you do. But these times are gone now.”[1004]


Back in 2010, WikiLeaks released a CIA document describing
the propaganda techniques and pressure they would bring to bear against the
governments and populations of NATO allies France and Germany out of fear that
rising casualties in the “surge” could cause their withdrawal from the war. The
document identified appeals from Obama, threats to women’s rights and the risk
of civilian casualties as the best issues to highlight while appealing to the
liberal French to ensure their support of the occupation, while Germans would
be more susceptible to threats of an influx of terrorists, heroin and refugees
from Afghanistan.[1005] They stayed, the war was
still lost and the CIA’s threats all came true anyway.


In September 2016, an Afghan-born U.S. citizen named Ahmad
Khan Rahami set off two bombs on public streets, one in New York and one in New
Jersey — thankfully, again, killing no one. Just like Zazi and Shahzad before
him, Rahami seemed to be happy and well-assimilated into American culture. His
family owned a small restaurant in New York, and he spent most of his free time
souping up Honda Civics and racing them.[1006] Then he traveled to
Afghanistan and Pakistan. It is unknown whether he had any actual contact with
members of al Qaeda or any Taliban faction while there, but he reportedly came
back a changed, much more “serious” man, and soon went to war on their behalf.[1007]


On June 21, 2017, a Canadian Muslim named Amor M. Ftouhi
attacked and wounded a police officer at a Michigan airport with a knife, but
was thankfully subdued by other police and a maintenance man before he could
get the cop’s gun and do any more damage. According to police, during the
actual stabbing, the attacker yelled, “You have killed people in Syria, Iraq
and Afghanistan and you are going to die.” He also yelled “Allahu Akbar,” while
he was being taken down.[1008] The latter statement
received far more attention.[1009]


Every time this happens, foreign policy hawks and social
media commentators announce that their biased expert opinions have been
confirmed again: Islam makes people into insane killers! The deeper their
religious devotion, the more dangerous they are! But people can only persist in
this belief as long as they presume, even after 16 years of war, that it is
impossible that anyone on America’s side could do anything to provoke such
hatred, a premise that cannot withstand an honest scrutiny of the history of
U.S. intervention and the words of our enemies: killing them makes their
survivors want to kill us.


The U.S. government is perfectly content to blame foreign
policy blowback, rather than religious extremists’ hatred of freedom, even for
ISIS attacks, when the victims are from countries that are designated American
adversaries, going so far as to imply that the innocent victims deserved it. In
one example, after the killing of 224 people in the October 2015 bombing of
Russian Metrojet flight 9268 out of Sharm El Sheikh, Egypt, U.S. officials “delighted”
in its destruction.[1010] After the June 2017 attacks
on Parliament and the Ayatollah Khomeini’s tomb in Tehran, Iran, the Trump administration’s
official statement read, “We underscore that states that sponsor terrorism risk
falling victim to the evil they promote.”[1011]


A 2011 report written by the Los Angeles office of the FBI
determined that an increase in attacks against U.S. targets was due to “a
broadening U.S. military presence overseas and outreach by Islamist
ideologues.” The outreach they refer to was the propaganda of those like
American al Qaeda preacher and propagandist, Anwar Awlaki, who consistently
framed terrorism as a defense against the U.S. military waging war in the
Mideast.[1012]


To be sure, when the FBI launches an entrapment sting on a
target here in America, they virtually always prey on their victim’s sympathy
for people dying in the wars overseas — and desperate need for money.[1013]
Never in the history of all 800-plus terrorism cases the U.S. government has
successfully prosecuted since September 11th has anyone claimed to have been
motivated by a hatred of the freedom and innocence of the American people. They
only ever cite the U.S. government’s tyranny and violence.[1014]


Additionally, all these domestic attacks are driving the
massive expansion of the American government’s police powers in the name of
security to protect us from terrorism. With the rise of the Department of
Homeland Security, the war is coming back home.[1015]
Police are becoming more militarized and are turning the arms and equipment
procured in the name of fighting terrorism against the American people. From
military-style, rifle-toting deputy sheriffs in combat fatigues, to the endless
groping of men, women and children at the airports, to new restrictions against
free speech and assembly, the public is becoming well accustomed to the rituals
and practices of arbitrary and unaccountable tyranny.


The unleashing of the surveillance powers of the CIA[1016]
and National Security Agency (NSA)[1017] against Americans and the decreased
legal restraints on the sharing of information with other agencies[1018]
has given the federal government a much greater ability to intrude on ordinary
Americans’ lives. While the PATRIOT Act has helped to erode our Fourth
Amendment protections against unreasonable searches and seizures,[1019]
the less well-known National Defense Authorization Act of 2012 has language
which permits formerly Bill of Rights-protected “U.S. persons” — including
American citizens — to be detained by the military indefinitely, without
charges. Really.[1020] 


Barack Obama even assassinated an American citizen, Anwar
Awlaki, with a drone attack in Yemen, with barely the slightest pretension that
the law authorized him to do so.[1021]


There are fewer separations of police power than ever in the
United States as the different levels of government join together in
multi-jurisdictional task forces, fusion centers, information sharing and
military training programs, while courts uphold this dismemberment of constitutional
federalism and the Bill of Rights in the name of the emergency. This is what
Osama bin Laden called “the choking life,”[1022] which he wished to see the
U.S. government inflict on the American people, primarily to cause a reaction.


Do we really want to give up our freedom when all we have to
do to guarantee our safety is call off the unnecessary interventions in the
Middle East? The U.S. should not capitulate to the demands of terrorists. But that
is, ironically, exactly what the government has done in waging this war,
provoking so many new enemies and destroying so much of our privacy and freedom
that they claim to be fighting to protect.


It is the right thing to stop doing the wrong thing, and
ceasing intervention is the best first step in deterring the terrorist attacks that
have cost so many lives and driven so much of the expansion of government’s
powers in recent years.







Another World


A couple of weeks or so after the September 11th attacks,
the author saw the strangest thing on TV. A reporter asked two young American
brothers about what they thought the new war meant for their future, and
whether they were now looking forward to a life of military service fighting
America’s enemies. The older of the two boys may have been around 16, but his
younger brother was no more than 12 years old — a child. It should have been an
absurd proposition to ask these boys if they planned, as adults, to fight in a
war just getting underway against a few hundred outlaws hiding in Afghanistan.
But, it turns out that this reporter was right to assume it would still be
going on years later. Indeed, everything had changed. It was the start of a war
with no end: a conflict set, in the words of the Bush, Obama and now Trump
administrations, to last for “generations” — a “long war” to be fought for
decades into the future against rag-tag militiamen in their mountain hideouts,
fighting for their own territory, on the far side of the planet from here.


There was such a feeling of unreality back then. Remember
it? “Everything changed on September 11th!” “United We Stand!” From coast to
coast, reason was disregarded in favor of feelings, symbols and slogans. Even
after the single greatest failure of the national government in U.S. history,
the September 11th attacks, the Bush administration, through its compliant
media, demanded the presumption of total legitimacy, total knowledge and total
capability from everyone. “You are either with us, or you are with the
terrorists!”[1023] We will “fight for freedom”[1024]
and “rid the world of evil,”[1025] the government vowed. The
media, led by the major papers and TV networks, were all happy to toe the line.
“U.S.A.! We’re Number One!” they chanted. “Countdown to the Next Conflict!”
blared the fancy, twenty-first century cable-TV news graphics. There is nothing
our government can’t accomplish, in Afghanistan or anywhere else, they
promised. To challenge the consensus was blasphemy against the state religion
and its priests.


But now, after more than a decade and a half of failure, reality
is impossible to ignore any longer. There is no reason to think the current
mess would be any better if the occupation was 30 years old instead of 15.
Before he died, even establishment oracle Zbigniew Brzezinski had finally
become convinced that America had overreached in the Bush and Obama years and
desperately needed to retrench, cooperate more with Russia and China and
deputize more of the imperial law-enforcing to smaller allied nations before
the entire thing fell apart.[1026]


The real lesson of America’s war in Afghanistan is that we should
never have had one. Even if all negotiations truly had broken down, leaving the
U.S. no choice but to send in troops after Osama bin Laden and Ayman al
Zawahiri and their few hundred friends, they could have been caught or killed
by the end of 2001 had the government kept the target narrowly defined to those
guilty of orchestrating the attacks on our country. As it was, U.S. forces had
great success against al Qaeda in Afghanistan in December 2001, bin Laden’s
escape notwithstanding. As one intelligence officer involved in the initial war
against al Qaeda in the winter of 2001 told journalist Robert Dreyfuss, “We
came in with B-52s and F-16s, and at Tora Bora, we dropped a 15,000-pound
device on them. We blew them to bits. If you wanted to do a body count, you
would have needed to pick up the pieces with Q-Tips.” Even after 180 or so al
Qaeda escaped into Pakistan, the group was virtually defeated. Brian Jenkins, a
veteran intelligence expert at the RAND Corporation, estimated that by 2006,
the top leadership of al Qaeda, “that is, bin Laden and the boys,” was “a core
of only tens to scores of individuals involved in managing this thing.” Old
“core” al Qaeda — not including Abu Musab al Zarqawi’s then-new “al Qaeda in
Iraq” — had been “virtually eliminated as a threat,” thanks to good police work
based on intelligence gathered early in the war: 


In Afghanistan, the CIA reaped an intelligence bonanza,
seizing al Qaeda’s computers, files and organizational records. “Once we got Al
Qaeda’s hard drives, our knowledge expanded exponentially,” says a retired CIA
station chief. That intelligence has enabled counter-terrorism officers to
target al Qaeda operatives around the world, all but eviscerating the group’s
foreign presence. “We’ve killed or captured at least one or two terrorists a
day for five years, all over the world,” says an experienced CIA hand. “More
than 4,000 in all.”[1027]


The ranks had been blasted, bin Laden was “marginalized,” as
Bush had put it, and Khalid Sheikh Mohammad, chief planner of the September
11th attack, and his associate Ramzi bin al Shibh, who had helped run the
operation, had been captured in Pakistan.[1028] That was pretty much it.
The Terror War had been won. The Bush administration instead portrayed the
terrorist threat as a huge ongoing menace that threatened to establish a
totalitarian terrorist caliphate in all the territory “from Spain to
Indonesia.”[1029] In fact, al Qaeda had no
true state sponsors in the world aside from some Saudi and other Persian Gulf
princes who financed them under the table. The Iranian Shi’ite regime was their
enemy,[1030] as was the Ba’athist
secular-socialist government in Iraq[1031] and every corrupt king,
emir, sultan and “president” in the region. That was what al Qaeda was so angry
about in the first place. But on TV in the United States in 2002, there were
constant “Orange Alerts” warning us there could be an attack here, there or any
place CIA captives could be tortured into pretending was threatened, at any
time.[1032] The terrorists were dead or
gone, but they were also everywhere — and the war was just getting
started.


President Bush, who liked to talk about al Qaeda as though
it had already conquered large areas of the earth, at one point conceded the
truth, that the group was really just a “loose network with many branches,”[1033]
suitable to be rolled up by a little bit of simple police and intelligence
work, such as we had seen with the early arrests of so many al Qaeda figures in
Pakistan.


But he would fix that. 


By turning one small manhunt into the Global War on
Terrorism, complete with regime change campaigns against al Qaeda’s enemies
such as Saddam Hussein in Iraq, Muammar Ghaddafi in Libya and Bashar al-Assad
in Syria, the George W. Bush and Barack Obama administrations have served the
interests of these only true enemies of the American people. Bin Laden’s goals
were to bog us down and bleed us dry, radicalize the people of the region,
swell his ranks, destabilize America’s Arab satellite dictatorships and ultimately
create a new caliphate in Arabia, Mesopotamia and the Levant. The U.S. has
spent trillions, which has helped to break our economy and that of the entire world.
Local groups of fighters claiming loyalty to al Qaeda and its leader Zawahiri
continue to spread, with factions now in Iraq, Yemen, Libya, Syria and even
Mali, in the western Sahara Desert, where consequences of the 2011 Libya war
have spread.[1034] Governments have been
destabilized or have been overthrown in Yemen, Egypt, Tunisia, Bahrain, Syria
and, of course, Iraq. The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia still stands, but, in
2014-2017, the predominantly Sunni Arab parts of western Iraq and eastern Syria
actually did fall to the forces of the so-called Islamic State,[1035]
the Iraqi-dominated faction of “al Qaeda in Iraq,” a spin-off of bin Laden’s
original al Qaeda, which had only come into being in late 2004, a full year and
a half into America’s invasion and occupation of that country. The regional
sectarian war touched off by America’s overthrow of minority Sunni Arab power
in Iraq in 2003 will continue to rage for decades to come, even long after the
current versions of al Qaeda and the Islamic State have been sidelined and
replaced.


In the aftermath of the monetary and political
destabilization set off by the U.S. war in Iraq, the loyal dictatorship of
Hosni Mubarak in Egypt was overthrown in a popular revolution in 2011, which
ended when the conservative Islamist Muslim Brotherhood won the presidency and
a bare majority in Parliament. America and Saudi Arabia’s allies in the
Egyptian military overthrew the new government in a violent coup and bloody
massacre a little more than a year later.[1036] This proved, al Qaeda
leader Ayman al Zawahiri then claimed, that he was right all along that the
United States would never allow democratic election results in Arab countries
to supersede their declared “interests,” that the conservative old Muslim
Brotherhood were damned fools for even trying to participate in Western-style
processes and that the “far enemy” would have to continue to be targeted.[1037]
Since then, terrorist attacks in Egypt have increased and an insurgency has
broken out in the Sinai Peninsula in resistance to the revived military regime.[1038]


In short, America “fell for it.” U.S. political and military
leaders exploited the September 11th attacks to get away with pursuing
unrelated agendas, ultimately to the point of imperial over-extension and the
detriment of American power, just as Osama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri were
hoping and betting they would. By granting these leaders the writ to “keep us
safe” at any cost in this new, fearful age, the people of this country have
instead placed themselves in much greater danger. Our government helped create
this international terrorist movement that they then provoked into turning
against the American people. Then they exploited the blowback terrorist
attacks, using them as an excuse to spread the war to countries that had
nothing to do with al Qaeda or their war against America. In playing the role
of the rampaging empire, America’s leaders have not only created the space for
the spread of bin Ladenite fighters across the Middle East, but have allowed
some of these most savage and formerly marginal groups of criminals and
terrorists on earth to portray themselves as brave heroes who saw the danger
first and would dare to stand up to such overwhelming military power. In doing
so, America’s leaders have helped to add tens of thousands of combatants to the
enemy’s ranks and guarantee blowback and backdraft against the U.S. and its
allies into the indefinite future, all the while using terrorism as an excuse
for further erosions of our freedoms. And they did it all in the name of
keeping us safe.


Instead of reacting the way our enemy wanted us to, America
should have played it smart and cool. President Bush could have focused
diplomatic or military efforts very narrowly on the few hundred true associates
of bin Laden hiding in Afghanistan and then pulled right back out again. He
could have announced that, on second thought, the U.S. was sorry for its
military presence in the Middle East and interference in Arab domestic politics
— that we had only been trying to protect them from the dark forces of
international Soviet Communism after all, we swear, but that, yes, the USSR is
long gone now, and it is past time to close up the foreign bases and come home.
Americans could have insisted that he do so.


The United States could have made its best intentions clear
to the world right then and there. Those few who were guilty of attacking us
would pay, but otherwise America would prove that we were exactly who we
claimed to be. We could have refrained from unleashing America’s virtually
limitless military power and taking advantage of our newfound victimhood to
accomplish other, unrelated goals. We could have closed our bases and withdrawn
our troops from the Middle East, where they had overstayed their welcome and
were only causing problems.


Instead, America has given itself another Vietnam in
Afghanistan and beyond. The impossible pipe-dream of Osama bin Laden and his
few hundred associates at the turn of the twenty-first century has been brought
to life by the Bush and Obama administrations. Further battlegrounds have been
seeded across the Middle East and northern Africa. The Ba’athist regime in
Syria and the revolutionary Shi’ite government in Iran — both of which Osama
bin Laden would have loved to see America overthrow[1039]
— remain under threat of regime change.[1040]


And the U.S. has proven the terrorists right about us. They
attacked, saying Americans were hypocrites and barbarians who lie and murder
and support dictators, while claiming to be champions of human rights and
democratic values. In reaction, our government bombed and shot and tortured and
made refugees out of millions of people[1041]
who had nothing to do with attacking us whatsoever. America has invaded
nations, overthrown regimes and fomented chaos, national and regional civil
wars and mass deprivation for a thousand miles in every direction.


Bin Laden’s ultimate desire[1042]
is now in danger of being fulfilled. The War on Terrorism is becoming an
escalating conflict between Western and Islamic civilizations, which could
continue to destroy the Middle East while driving more people to adopt al Qaeda
and ISIS’s point of view and further divide humanity from itself..[1043]
There are plenty of factions in American politics that have an interest in
pushing a similar narrative as the terrorists — that the bin Ladenites are the
true representatives of Islam, just as they claim, and that their existence
proves this world is not big enough for their civilization and ours.[1044]
In fact, while most Muslims in the world oppose American foreign policy, they
consistently answer that they admire the American people and our society and do
not support terrorism.[1045] U.S. Muslims remain
well-assimilated, loyal Americans.[1046] But if the terrorists and hawks’
common version of recent history continues to gain influence, we could be in
for a very long war, indeed.







Mattis and McMaster’s
War


Donald Trump consistently denounced the Afghan war for at
least five years before becoming president[1047] and was clearly hesitant to
continue to sacrifice lives and dollars on an obviously impossible mission,
before he gave in to the generals and ordered a new escalation in August of
2017. The president seems to understand that by sending more soldiers and
marines back to Afghanistan to reinforce those attempting to hold the line
there, he is only prolonging this deadly exercise in wishful thinking and
government make-work.


Trump won the election partly on a platform of stated
reluctance to get involved in new conflicts and regret over the last decade and
more of war. He was correct when he said the U.S. would have been better off if
we had never gone over there in 2001:


We’ve spent trillions of dollars overseas, while allowing our
own infrastructure to fall into total disrepair and decay. In the Middle East,
we’ve spent as of four weeks ago, $6 trillion. Think of it. And by the way, the
Middle East is in … much worse shape than it was 15 years ago. If our
presidents would have gone to the beach for 15 years, we would be in much
better shape than we are right now, that I can tell you. Be a hell of a lot
better. We could have rebuilt our country three times with that money.[1048]


But Trump also warned,


I would stay in Afghanistan. It’s probably the one place we
should have gone in the Middle East because it’s adjacent and right next to
Pakistan which has nuclear weapons. So I think you have to stay and do the best
you can, not that it’s ever going to be great but I don’t think we have much of
a choice. That’s one place, frankly, instead of going to Iraq we probably
should have gone there first. I would stay in Afghanistan and only, again,
because of its location next to Pakistan. … I hate doing it. I hate doing it so
much. But again, you have nuclear weapons in Pakistan, so I would do it.[1049]


By this, the president apparently means the U.S. must
maintain a military presence within striking distance to protect Pakistan’s
nuclear weapons from falling into the hands of extremists. However,
hypothetically accepting the necessity of such a policy and all other things
being equal, he ignores the fact that U.S. special operations forces, marines,
and navy aviators can remain stationed on aircraft carriers off Pakistan’s
coast in the Indian Ocean on a permanent basis for use in such an emergency. Ten
or fifteen thousand troops busy hunting insurgent fighters in Afghanistan next
door would seem to make little difference.


But the military leadership apparently decided they did not want
to take any chances with the unpredictable new president. Just before the
inauguration, in January 2017, the Marine Corps announced a new deployment back
to Helmand Province to “advise and assist” Afghan forces desperately trying to
hang on to control of Lashkar Gah.[1050] In February, before Trump
had seen the results of any formal review or received any official
recommendation, Afghan war commander, Gen. John Nicholson publicly told Sen.
John McCain’s Armed Services Committee that “thousands” more troops needed to
be sent back to Helmand Province immediately to “break the stalemate” between
the insurgents and the Afghan National Army there.[1051]
Gen. Joseph Votel, the current commander of Central Command, publicly agreed just
a few weeks later.[1052] This seems to have been the
beginning of the military’s attempt to “jam” Donald Trump the way they did to Barack
Obama in 2009.


This was probably unnecessary, and may have even backfired somewhat
on the military leadership. Trump ran for office opposing nation-building and regime
change operations against secular Middle Eastern governments, but promised to
completely destroy “radical Islamic terrorism” in short order. Upon taking
office, Trump quickly authorized expanded special operations[1053]
and CIA[1054] strikes against al Qaeda
and ISIS targets across the Middle East: he has launched major strikes against
al Qaeda,[1055] as well as their enemies, the
Houthi movement in Yemen;[1056] sent the army to fight the
al Qaeda-linked militia al Shabaab in Somalia;[1057]
sent the marines to fight the Islamic State in western Iraq and eastern Syria;[1058]
launched airstrikes against al Qaeda[1059] and against government
targets in western Syria;[1060] bombed ISIS in what used to
be Libya;[1061] and presumably sent troops
to many more places we do not know about.[1062] Trump’s reluctance to
escalate the war in Afghanistan seemed to be the exception to his overall point
of view about the War on Terrorism.


Possibly in part as a reaction to his military advisers’
presumptuousness, in the first months of his presidency, the president
repeatedly delayed the decision to escalate troop strength and ordered his
National Security Council to continually return to the drawing board to come up
with a new strategy to justify doing so.[1063] 


Virtually the entire Principals Committee of President
Trump’s National Security Council is heavily implicated or invested in
America’s failed war in Afghanistan: Secretary of Defense Mattis was a Marine
Corps general in the initial invasion,[1064] helped Petraeus write the
new counterinsurgency manual[1065] and was later commander of
Central Command in charge of the war overall;[1066]
National Security Advisor, Army Lt. Gen. H. R. McMaster helped advise
Petraeus’s staff during the rewrite of the army’s counterinsurgency doctrine[1067]
and was formerly in charge of anti-corruption efforts in Kabul during the Obama
“surge”;[1068] Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, Marine Corps General Joseph Dunford was commander of ISAF and
U.S. forces in Afghanistan from February 2013 to August 2014;[1069]
Chief of Staff and retired Marine Corps Gen. John Kelly’s son, Robert, also a
marine, was killed by an IED on patrol in Helmand Province in 2010.[1070]
Former Representative, now CIA director, Mike Pompeo,[1071]
and former Senator, now director of national intelligence, Dan Coats,[1072]
have also both been big war supporters in Congress. For these men, to concede
that America’s longest foreign war has failed, to cut and run in a fight where
staying forever means never quite losing, to suffer disgrace by admitting
defeat and allowing the Taliban to openly rule the predominantly Pashtun parts
of the country in the U.S. military’s absence is unthinkable.


As Kelly put it,


If you think this war against our way of life is over because
some of the self-appointed opinion-makers and chattering class grow “war
weary,” because they want to be out of Iraq or Afghanistan, you are mistaken.
This enemy is dedicated to our destruction. He will fight us for generations,
and the conflict will move through various phases as it has since 9/11.[1073]


With the principle of perpetual conflict established, coming
up with an actual plan that made sense would have to come second. In the
meantime, the fighting continued. After a Green Beret was killed fighting ISIS
in Nangarhar Province in April 2017,[1074] U.S. Special Operations
Command took revenge by dropping a 21,000-pound MOAB, “Massive Ordnance Air
Blast” or “Mother of All Bombs,” on an enemy position. Since B-52s still
regularly bomb ISIS and Taliban targets — U.S. forces dropped more bombs in
April 2017 than any other single month since 2012[1075]
— the use of the MOAB in this instance seemed to be more about sending a
message than anything else, though the military said the use of a fuel-air bomb
was necessary to reach fighters hiding in tunnels deep underground.[1076]
The military also claimed there were still hundreds of ISIS fighters left to be
dealt with in eastern Afghanistan, giving the safe-haven myth a whole new lease
on life. We can forget the threat of long-dead al Qaeda leaders one day
returning from Pakistan, now local Afghan and Pakistani Pashtun tribal fighters
resisting the occupation and Kabul-based government, while declaring themselves
part of ISIS, provide another enemy to fight into the indefinite future.[1077]


However, as one expert wrote shortly afterward,


Having been eclipsed by the Taliban, the Islamic State seems
to be focused on marketing itself to potential and active jihadists. For that,
it needs publicity. President Trump’s big bomb provided exactly that. The
destruction of a network of caves is the perfect advertisement to lure radicals
undecided about joining a jihadist group and attract members from other groups.


After the bombing and the subsequent military operations, the
Islamic State in Khorasan’s radio station in Nangarhar has been roaring. One
preacher called the bomb a blessing from God that affirmed the group’s jihadist
status. This is a message skillfully tailored for young radicals, since for them
American hostility is a stamp of a group’s credibility. The more a group is
targeted by the United States, the greater its jihadi legitimacy.


The United States military’s increased engagement will
attract more foreign militants to Afghanistan to wage a jihad against the
Americans. A less prominent role for the United States on the battlefield and a
less passionate rhetoric of confrontation would perhaps improve the chances
that Afghan forces will vanquish the group.[1078]


But the illogic of further escalation remains irresistible
to the foreign policy establishment, despite the fact that U.S. troops have
never, in 16 years, achieved anything but “fragile and reversible” gains in
rolling back the insurgency in certain areas, while driving up long-term enemy
recruitment in response. Stephen Biddle of the Council on Foreign Relations —
one of McChrystal’s advisers from his review during the summer of 2009 — told
the media in April 2017 that the failure of the last Afghan counterinsurgency
“surge” was that it ended too soon. He called for the addition of 90,000
soldiers and marines, which would bring troop levels back to their 2010-2011
high of 100,000 — indefinitely.[1079]


Former Deputy Secretary of Defense for Policy Michèle
Flournoy, while taking no personal responsibility whatsoever for her role in
the failure of the last escalation, continues to claim that her and Obama’s
“surge” was working great, but that the former president had sabotaged his own
victory by announcing withdrawal dates and encouraging the enemy to bide their
time. That is the only reason the Taliban decided to keep fighting. The
only way to get it right, Flournoy also insists, is for the U.S. to escalate
and make an “indefinite” commitment to Afghanistan.[1080]
Much of the rest of the “expert” foreign policy commentator community was quick
to agree. It’s not that the policy they had supported was wrong, the military
just hadn’t implemented their ideas quite hard enough. The “surge” had been
temporary. That was the problem before. No wonder it didn’t work. But once the
U.S. announces — after 16 years — that it is staying forever, no matter what,
then the Taliban will finally stop resisting.[1081]


The plan the generals had in mind was more modest than
sending another 90,000 men, though perhaps Biddle’s recommendation was more of
an example of the “art of the deal.” By proposing to rehash the entire “surge,”
he was helping to make the increase they later requested sound more reasonable
by contrast.[1082] Though Nicholson and Mattis
made it known that they meant to ask for between 3,000 and 5,000 more troops in
the spring of 2017 — seemingly a fairly small and last-ditch response to shore
up a failing status quo — by summer, the high-end plan being talked about at
the Pentagon was for as many as 20,000 additional soldiers to be sent to
attempt to slow and then reverse the Taliban’s gains.[1083]
Whether this represented real panic on the part of some of those reviewing the
war or simply another attempt to play the game of providing the president with multiple
options with an emphasis on the middle choice is unknown. One official complained
that the Obama administration had left the Afghan government “losing slowly”
and that “the Taliban will overrun the government eventually” if the escalation
was not approved.[1084] But this increase in troop
numbers would only be required for the time it takes to again train an Afghan
National Army powerful enough to “sustain [the fight] and bring the stability
that is needed to bring the Taliban to negotiation,” Gen. Curtis Scaparrotti,
the NATO supreme allied commander Europe, insisted. He did not make the mistake
of saying how long that might take.[1085]


National Security Advisor McMaster has reportedly made a
“do-over” against the Taliban insurgency and long-term war in Afghanistan his
“personal mission.” His war strategy is said to be built around a “four-year
plan to push back the Taliban” — a plan that is not even meant to “yield
significant results,” in terms of forcing the Taliban to the negotiating table,
“until its later stages.”[1086] No more promises of results
in 18 months as before. The plan is just keep fighting, and maybe, someday
years from now, negotiate with an insurgency that has no intention of doing so,
from a position of strength that cannot be achieved. 


The military got a head start on the new escalation before
it was even decided. In May, the U.S. announced they were giving 159
sophisticated Black Hawk helicopters to the ANA to assist in their fight
against the Taliban. This was either a subtle indication of the coming
escalation or total ineptitude. As one expert told the Military Times, “Given
that it takes substantial U.S. support to maintain the airframes that the
Afghan Air Force has already, it doesn’t seem feasible that they would be able
to support that many Black Hawks without a significant contribution from NATO.”[1087]
Reuters reported that this was part of a “four-year, $7 billion expansion plan
… aimed at training more flight and maintenance crews and increasing the number
of aircraft in the Afghan Air Force (AAF).”[1088]


The military also expanded their mission criteria so that
U.S. infantry could once again join special operations forces in returning to
the front lines to fight the insurgency.[1089] Though the initial increase
of four or five thousand troops did not sound like much of a “surge” at first,
it turned out the generals’ plan included delegating the setting of troop
levels from the White House to the Pentagon in the future as well.[1090]
They made it clear that further eventual increases were intended from the
beginning.[1091]


The center-left Brookings Institute scholar, Michael O’Hanlon,
argued in his May 2017 case for renewed escalation that, though there is no end
to the Afghan war in sight, “maybe that’s okay, given how
relatively modest in scale and risk the mission has become, and how modest it
will remain even if President Trump adds several thousand more troops to the
mix.” [emphasis added] Though O’Hanlon concedes parenthetically that “Afghan
forces have been taking 5,000 or more fatalities a year in recent years, akin
to U.S. losses in Vietnam … [and] are not as far advanced as we would like. We
have remedial work to do.”[1092]


Laurel Miller, the State Department’s Special Representative
for Afghanistan and Pakistan (SRAP) until the Trump administration closed her
office down, later seemed sympathetic with the non-interventionist view,
conceding to the press that, “I don’t think there is any serious analyst of the
situation in Afghanistan who believes that the war is winnable. It’s possible
to prevent the defeat of the Afghan government and prevent military victory by
the Taliban, but this is not a war that’s going to be won, certainly not in any
time horizon that’s relevant to political decision-making in Washington.”[1093]


Though this view seems to be near-universal, and even when
the administration was all but admitting failure was inevitable, they continued
to plan to escalate the war anyway. A senior administration official told the
media that their “victory problem” could not seem to be resolved. “Not everyone
agrees on how to define it, and definitely not everyone agrees on how to pursue
it. We don’t completely agree on ends, and we definitely don’t completely agree
on means. And we won’t, even after a strategy rolls out.”[1094]


Director of National Intelligence Dan Coats testified before
the U.S. Senate Intelligence Committee on May 12. Arguing for the troop
increase, he admitted that “Afghan security forces’ performance will probably
worsen due to a combination of Taliban operations, combat casualties,
desertions, poor logistics support and weak leadership. … [Security will]
almost certainly deteriorate through 2018, even with a modest increase in the military
assistance by the U.S. and its partners.”[1095]


Forced to concede that defeating the Taliban was out of the
question,[1096] the generals insisted that
if only the U.S. would escalate again, they could at least force the Taliban to
the table to negotiate.[1097] Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff Dunford was optimistic. “The goal is not to defeat the Taliban,
but to convince them they cannot win and are better off seeking a negotiated
end to the war. … It comes down to which side cracks first. We can be tired,
but war is a clash of wills, right? So who wins? And who loses? Who loses is
whose will is lost first.”[1098] Dunford said that if the
Taliban think the U.S. is leaving in one year, then they will hang on, “but if
there is an extended commitment by the international community that says we are
prepared to do what has to be done as long as it takes to get the Afghans where
they need to be … that’s a different story.”[1099]


But the story was not different. As though in answer to
Dunford, the Taliban simultaneously announced the beginning of their spring
offensive[1100] like it was just another
day at the office.[1101]


While McMaster was showing slides of women walking in skirts
in 1970s Kabul as though the former communist era represented the true
status-quo ante in Afghanistan and that this would somehow soon translate to
modern Western capitalism and democracy if only he had a little more time to
defeat the insurgency, Trump was reportedly in “no mood” to give in to his national
security advisor’s plan, putting off the decision for months. Trump had reportedly
been complaining to his staff “about how great powers throughout history — from
Alexander’s Macedonians to the British Empire — have failed to pacify the
country.”[1102]


With these statements Trump has shown that, like Obama
before him, he could differentiate between international anti-American
terrorists and local resistance fighters battling for their own territory on
their own territory, and that he knew better than to believe the mission to
subdue them could ever succeed. 


Part of the delay in announcing the escalation was
reportedly due to major disagreements within the White House “over whether
sending more troops would make a decisive difference, how much NATO allies
should contribute and whether the United States should pressure Pakistan to
rein in Taliban insurgents believed to be operating from safe havens there.”[1103]
Some of the president’s political advisers had been pushing back against the
generals and recommending a much more limited strategy.


On the [political advisers’] side are those who want to
maintain the current level of troops but limit U.S. involvement in the war.
That option would leave it up to the Afghan government and the Taliban to
resolve the conflict, but assist the Afghan government with a minimal
train-and-advise mission, also known as “foreign internal defense,” and assist
local partners in fighting extremist ideology. It would also include a
counterterrorism presence to target high-value targets. It would take notably
longer than the kinetic plan but would be significantly cheaper.


“We don’t fight other people’s wars,” the official said. “We
help our friends fight their own wars for themselves.”[1104]


Just as when President Obama could have resorted to Vice
President Biden’s much more limited and realistic “Counter-terrorism Plus
Training” option instead of ordering the troop increase of 2010-2012, this
project would also fail. It remains impossible that the U.S. could ever build a
national army that would be able to dominate Afghanistan’s plurality Pashtun
population. The ANA could not even fend off the Taliban insurgency without
indefinite U.S. assistance. But at the very least, the civilian advisers
staking out this minimalist position are arguing from an acknowledged reality
that the Afghan National Army can never be expected to hold ground they cannot
take for themselves in the first place.


Trump’s political advisers, his son-in-law and senior
advisor, Jared Kushner, and former chief strategist, Stephen Bannon, even went
so far as to advocate a new strategy where the U.S. would withdraw all forces
only to replace them with mercenaries under the command of firms such as
DynCorp International, run by Steve Feinberg,[1105]
and Frontier Services Group (FSG), the latest project of notorious Blackwater
founder Erik Prince. This was referred to as the “Laos option,” after the CIA’s
practice of supporting mercenaries there during the Vietnam war.[1106]
Prince had proposed in a piece for the Wall Street Journal that the U.S.
should appoint a “viceroy” to rule Afghanistan on the model of the old British
East India Company.[1107] Mattis and McMaster both reportedly
opposed this idea due to their previous history of dealing with Blackwater
forces in Iraq War II, where they remained outside of the military chain of
command and operated with such lawlessness that they caused extra problems for
U.S. forces.[1108] According to journalist
Mark Perry, the DynCorp plan would have put the company under the control of
the CIA instead of the military.[1109]


Bringing in Steve Feinberg may have been the trick that
turned Trump around and bridged the gap between the president’s military and
civilian advisers. Appealing to Trump’s “to the victor go the spoils”
mentality, revealed by his many statements that the U.S. should have somehow
“taken” Iraq’s oil after invading in 2003, as well as his competitiveness
toward China, Trump’s aides have once again brought up Afghanistan’s supposed
trillion dollars-worth of rare earth minerals as a reason to continue the
occupation. A company has already been lined up to develop the mines, and Feinberg
has reportedly indicated that his DynCorp contractors would like to take the
contract to guard them. This was reportedly music to the ears of a president
who the New York Times said was “searching for a reason” to keep U.S.
forces there. One catch: many of these minerals were said to be in the Taliban
stronghold of the southern Helmand Province where the marines and their charges
in the Afghan National Army, facing insurgents armed to the teeth with American
weapons bought or confiscated from the Afghan National Army,[1110]
are desperately trying to simply hang on to the capital city. Even though the plan
to extract any resources located there is unrealistic, the argument may satisfy
both sides of the dispute in the administration, those who wish to increase the
numbers of contractors there, and those hoping to give the U.S. Army and Marine
Corps something to do for a while longer.[1111] 


It turns out that Trump was more willing to resist the generals’
advice to escalate than anyone might have guessed, holding out for months
against their pressure to escalate. The fact that his political advisers had
gone so far as to come up with a plan to hire mercenaries to replace the troops
left in Afghanistan represented the president’s hesitance to adopt the
recommendations of Lt. Gen. McMaster when they were originally proposed in May.[1112]
But the generals kept the heat on Trump through the media to send more soldiers
and marines, just as they had done eight years before. Retired Army Gen. Jack
Keane, Gen. Petraeus’s mentor and a powerful force in arguing for the 2007
“surge” in Iraq as well as the 2010-2012 “surge” in Afghanistan, told Fox News
that Trump would have to send at least 10,000-20,000 more soldiers to reinforce
and expand the mission there, and implied that perhaps a full escalation back
to 2010-levels would be necessary. Arguing from the presumption that the only
problem with the war was that Obama had ever reduced troop strength, Keane
maintained that, “when we took the 100,000 plus troops out of Afghanistan –
just left 8,000 – we took all the support that the Afghan Army had,” including
“attack helicopters and anti-IED intelligence, communications and logistics. We
have to put that back if they’re going to be effective.”[1113]


As another part of the military’s drumbeat for Trump’s new
escalation, the Pentagon and the Ghani government in Kabul began making vague
accusations that the Russians had “perhaps” recently begun arming the Taliban.[1114]
In March, General Joseph Votel, commander of Central Command, testified before
the House Armed Services Committee. “I think it is fair to assume [the
Russians] may be providing some sort of support to [the Taliban], in terms of
weapons or other things that may be there,” he claimed, though his statement
was loaded with disclaimer and deniability. This was an interesting take since
the U.S. had been backing the Russians’ friends among the northern tribes in
Afghanistan against the Taliban since 2001, and the Russians had been helping
the U.S. do it by allowing access to their territory for a supply route for
U.S. and NATO forces.[1115] In fact, those making this
claim provided no evidence that the Russians had turned around and begun to
support their enemies in the Taliban. Accusations in the press seemed to be
almost completely speculative or based solely on the claims of local government
officials.[1116] The Russians[1117]
and Taliban[1118] both immediately denied it,
though the Taliban readily admitted to being in contact with the Russians,
saying simply that communication with regional powers was important for
protecting their interests. After the initial media hype had died down, Marine
Corps Lieutenant General Vincent Stewart admitted to the U.S. Senate that, “I
have not seen real physical evidence of weapons or money being transferred.”[1119]


One thing Russia actually had done, perhaps under the
mistaken impression that the American mission in Afghanistan really was winding
down, was hold a series of peace talks in Moscow with various groups from
inside Afghanistan and interested nearby governments. The Americans and the
Taliban both boycotted the talks, with the U.S. saying that it was merely an
attempt by Russia to gain influence in the region.[1120]
The reality seems to be that the Russians have decided that focusing on support
for the military of Tajikistan and the buffer states of Central Asia makes more
sense than continuing to rely on the U.S.-installed government in Afghanistan
to keep a lid on the rising Taliban or the new groups declaring loyalty to
ISIS.[1121] In any case, the Afghan,
Pakistani and Indian governments actually agreed that U.S. participation in the
talks was essential. The Taliban echoed the Trump administration, telling the
Voice of America that “this meeting stems from political agendas of the
countries who are organizing it. This has really nothing to do with us, nor do
we support it.” The report continued, “The spokesman reiterated insurgents’
traditional stance that U.S.-led foreign troops would have to leave Afghanistan
before any conflict resolution talks could be initiated.”[1122]



They certainly seemed to make little progress without the
participation of the most powerful players in the game. Though one account of
the talks on the Indian website the Wire seemed to reveal a completely
intractable situation where, even if all sides within Afghanistan and all their
foreign backers truly wanted peace and a fair deal for all, they could never
agree to a common vision in a hundred years.[1123]


For one example, China and Pakistan are extremely worried
about India’s gains and designs on Afghanistan and vice-versa.[1124]
Just as China has supported the Afghan mujahideen against India’s allies in
Afghanistan in the 1980s, in the 1990s and very early 2000s, India and the U.S.
have both trained and supported Muslim Uighur fighters in Afghanistan for use
against the government in the Western Chinese Xinjiang Province — possibly some
of the same men who were later detained in Guantánamo Bay prison.[1125]
These facts can perhaps serve as reminders that the problems of Afghanistan
cannot be solved by American intervention. All of America’s friends and
adversaries on all sides of this war have their own interests, issues and
history that will be worked out much faster when the 800-pound American gorilla
is no longer tilting the scales and determining unsustainable outcomes.


But that’s not what the administration believes. Lisa
Curtis, a former CIA analyst and scholar at the conservative Heritage
Foundation, and her co-author, former Pakistani ambassador to the U.S., Husain
Haqqani, wrote a paper just after the Trump presidency began making the case
that the Obama government’s attempts to encourage the Pakistanis to cease their
support for the Afghan Taliban, Haqqani Network and other insurgent groups with
increased aid and high-level talks had failed. Instead, they recommended, it
was time to get tough.[1126] As a result, Curtis was
hired by Lt. Gen. McMaster to be senior director for South and Central Asia on
the National Security Council at the White House where she could help to shape
the new strategy.[1127]


But none of the relatively mild measures the authors propose
in their paper would seem to be enough to convince the Pakistanis to abandon
their primary national interest in keeping friendly forces in play in
Afghanistan. Curtis and Haqqani write that if the Pakistanis refuse to cease
support for the Afghan Taliban, Haqqani Network and other Afghan insurgent
groups or intervene in any possible talks between the U.S. and the Taliban in
an attempt to secure their interests, the U.S. should threaten to cut off
military aid and revoke Pakistan’s status as a “Major Non-NATO Ally” (MNNA).
They further suggest that certain individual Pakistani military officers could
be banned from traveling to the United States. Additionally, the administration
could threaten to begin a new drone war against Afghan Taliban targets inside
Pakistan, withhold aid money and, eventually, even designate them a state
sponsor of terrorism. If all that does not work, Curtis and Haqqani suggest
asking China to pressure them on our behalf. 


The fact that Pakistan has a core national security interest
in continuing to support these groups is barely raised, and then only to be
dismissed without proper context or argument. American interests, they write,
are not “fully compatible” with Pakistani “desires to … counter India’s role”
in Afghanistan. But why would China pressure Pakistan for the U.S. when the
reason the U.S. supports India is to balance against China in the first place? The
authors write that if, as a result of these actions, the U.S. predictably
pushes Pakistan into a deeper alliance with China, it would still have been
worth a try: “In any case, Washington’s policy should not be constrained by
fear that other countries will displace the U.S. role in Pakistan.”


It seems as though Mattis began implementing Curtis’s
strategy before Trump announced the new strategy in August. In late July,
Mattis announced the U.S. would be withholding $50 million in military aid to
Pakistan as punishment for their continued support for the Afghan insurgency.[1128]
When the Obama administration did the same in 2016, it apparently did not
achieve the desired result. The administration has also said they are
considering increasing support for an Indian role in “providing stability” in
Afghanistan as part of their broader strategy.[1129]
As part of Trump’s speech announcing that he was finally adopting Mattis and McMaster’s
strategy, the president invoked America’s trade relationship with India,
seemingly demanding further intervention on their part, while at the same time insisting
that Pakistan cease all support for the Afghan insurgency.[1130]
Rather than solve any problems, these types of actions are more likely to only
push the government of Pakistan back toward the military hard-liners’ position
and increased support for the Afghan Taliban and Haqqanis.[1131]


Despite the administration and Pentagon’s repeated
statements that only a political, diplomatic solution could solve the Afghan
crisis, in June 2017, Secretary Mattis quite clearly dismissed the idea of a
deal with the Taliban. He based this not on the reality that the insurgents are
winning and feel no pressure to give in to American demands, but on the
completely false claim that the insurgents have no legitimacy among the local
population — like the U.S. apparently has — and so America’s war must continue
on behalf of the Afghan people:


We’re up against an enemy that knows that they cannot win at
the ballot box, and you think — we have to sometimes remind ourselves of that
reality. That’s why they use bombs, because ballots would ensure they never had
a role to play, and based upon that foundation, that they cannot win the
support, the affection, the respect of the Afghan people. We will stand by
them. They’ve had a long, hard fight … and the fight goes on. But the bottom
line is we’re not going to surrender civilization to people who cannot win at
the ballot box.[1132]


With this statement, Mattis is apparently ruling out the
very “negotiated settlement” his colleagues all say is the only solution to the
violent conflict. At least he’s honest. Can anyone imagine the U.S. or, for
that matter, the other major political and ethnic factions that control the
government in the capital making a deal to bring the Taliban, or any of the
other major insurgent groups, into a power-sharing arrangement with Kabul at
this point? Could the current form of the government survive such a deal? When
American politicians and policy makers do invoke a future “diplomatic solution”
to Afghanistan’s problems, they almost never elaborate about what they imagine that
would look like and often seem to imply a belief in the same old policy that by
building up the civilian government and police of the country, they will
somehow win over the people and make the insurgency obsolete, driving it out of
existence.[1133] Some, like former Special
Representative Miller, push for an honest compromise, but this is wishful
thinking. As she concedes, “the tools for implementing these kinds of policies
do not change. No one has any new, quick fixes that people before failed to
consider.” [1134]


In mid-July, months after the review was supposed to have
been complete, Secretary Mattis announced that the administration was kicking
the can down the road on the troop decision yet again. It later became clear
that Trump was still not convinced to go ahead. The July 19 Principals
Committee meeting had turned into a “shit show,” where “words were exchanged,”
and President Trump refused to sign off on the plan the rest of the National
Security Council had approved[1135] and repeatedly suggested
that Mattis fire Gen. Nicholson.[1136] The president publicly
expressed more doubts in McMaster’s strategy when he explained that he had
brought some Afghan war vets to the White House to “find out why we’ve been
there for 17 years,” and refused to commit beyond “we’ll see,” in response to a
reporter’s question about the pending escalation.[1137]
In fact, at the very end of July, the Wall Street Journal reported that Trump
was considering his political advisers’ minimal strategy of withdrawal of all
but special operations forces and drones for a “limited counter-terrorism
strategy.” A senior administration official told the Journal that
full-scale nation-building “doesn’t work unless we are there for a long time,
and if we don’t have the appetite to be there a long time, we should just
leave.”[1138]


Though Trump tried to pass the buck by authorizing the
secretary of defense to raise troop levels by up to 5,000,[1139]
Mattis decided to wait to deploy them until after the new strategy was
approved.[1140] In the end, the pressure on
the president to escalate was intense enough, and his instincts already hawkish
enough, that Trump finally, despite his obvious misgivings, gave in and signed
off on the new increase of about 4,000 additional troops and the larger
regional strategy proposed by the military.[1141]
It is remarkable that Trump put up as much resistance as he did. In the end
though, he rolled over for the military just as Obama had done before him. Trump
announced the new plan on August 21, in a speech invoking no good reason to
fight, just safe-haven myths and sunk cost fallicies.[1142]
Seeming to entirely adopt McMaster’s narrative of the reasons for the failure
of Obama’s “surge,” Trump said that the U.S. would no longer have timetables of
any kind since that would be equivilent to announcing to the insurgency in
advance what our plans are so they can wait us out. Instead the U.S.’s help for
the Afghan government would be “conditions-based,” meaning, on the face of it, that
the U.S. can never withdraw, since the conditions under which they have deemed
it proper to do so have already been proven unattainable. Meanwhile, the
Taliban-based insurgency has nothing but time. This change in semantics means
nothing to them, as they made clear in their response to Trump’s speech.[1143]


The president also seemed to accept McMaster’s line on
negotiations with the insurgency, saying, “nobody knows if or when that will
ever happen.” Instead, Trump promised a “clear definition” of “victory,” and then
went on not to describe an end-state of any kind, but instead simply gave a
list of ever-present tense “-i n g words,” amounting to not much more than
slogans: “attacking our enemies, obliterating ISIS, crushing al Qaeda,
preventing the Taliban from taking over the country, and stopping mass terror
attacks against Americans before they emerge” — in other words, the new
strategy is the same strategy in place since the end of the “surge” in 2012:
just hold the line a while longer.


The endlessly threatened return of Qaeda has not taken
place, though as far as the local Pashtun insurgency is concerned, Gen.
McChrystal’s old “insurgent math” still applies. The more people the U.S.
kills, the more fighters join the ranks of their enemies. So increasing
American troop strength is far more likely to make matters worse by driving a
whole new generation of young men into the insurgency to oppose it. This is
especially true considering that Trump has also ordered the loosening of the
military’s rules of engagement in the conflict.[1144]
This may protect him from criticism that during his term he did not allow the
army to do its best job fighting, but in the end will probably make their task
even more difficult. The Afghan National Army remains a dysfunctional, corrupt
and ineffective force, who provoke more resistance wherever they go as well.


Trump had been right to resist the military’s insistence on
escalation. But short of ending the war, it would seem to make little
difference either way. After all, even if the president gave the generals full
authority to escalate troop levels back up to 100,000, what difference could
they make in terms of accomplishing U.S. objectives? At the height of Obama’s
troop “surge,” there were more than 100,000 soldiers, marines and special
operators in the country, along with another 40,000 troops from NATO coalition
countries. Their goal of “clearing, holding, building and transferring” the
predominantly Pashtun south to the rule of the central government in Kabul was
not achieved. Democracy has not taken root, as shown by the disastrous
elections of 2009 and 2014. Nor was the U.S. able to force the Taliban to
negotiate, even at the height of the last escalation, as Gen. Petraeus assured
us he would. Is holding Bagram Air Base, bombing Nangarhar and Helmand and
sending checks to Kabul the Pentagon’s long-term plan?


Better would be to just call the whole thing off.







Come Home


The occupation of Afghanistan is not just America’s longest
foreign war. It may also have the distinction of being both the least supported[1145]
and least opposed[1146] war in our history.


Regardless, the permanent war system in Washington, D.C., is
like a big snowball rolling downhill. The incentives are all set up for the war
to continue forever. A major part of this is policy makers’ fear of being
accused of being soft on terrorism or weak on protecting the security of the
American people. Doing something must always be preferable to doing nothing,
even when doing something is not working. Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton’s
political careers certainly have demonstrated the way this dynamic is
particularly strong when it comes to Democratic leaders in power, since they
are thought to be the less-hawkish of the two parties. The pressure on Hillary
Clinton in Washington to prove how tough she was ended up costing her support
among the general public in the election of 2016,[1147]
where seemingly counter-intuitively, the Republican candidate took a somewhat
softer line on at least some foreign policy issues. More importantly, Trump turned
Clinton’s hawkishness against her, characterizing her as reckless “Trigger-happy
Hillary” and threatened more chaos and a worsening refugee crisis were she to
win.


The fact that the American people are tired enough of war that
it caused Hillary’s hawkishness to undermine, rather than bolster, her support
also highlights the opportunity that Trump could still have to make peace. As
they used to say, “Only Nixon could go to China.” If a Democratic president had
gone to China to end that part of the Cold War, as Nixon did in 1972, Nixon
himself would have red-baited them, or at least implied they were soft on
defense against communism. But when Nixon, a Republican and well-known anti-Communist,
made the trip, it went without saying: the president is doing this because he’s
smart; because he decided that the time had come to make peace. His move was
not interpreted as weakness or a blunder somehow benefiting the Communist bloc,
but instead was an ingenious plan to break it for the patriotic good of
America’s security interests. This decision by Nixon, like his détente with the
Soviet Union at around the same time, has gone down in history as a brave and
brilliant move by an otherwise infamous president to make a major step forward
for peace. The same dynamic was at play when the governments of Ronald Reagan
and George Bush Sr. negotiated a final end of the Cold War with the USSR 17
years later, and for that matter, when George W. Bush ran for president
promising to back down from the dangerous interventions of the Bill Clinton
years and adopt a “more humble foreign policy” in 2000.


This is why Trump was able to characterize Clinton’s
“toughness” as highly risky and reckless, turning her hawkishness into a
national security liability instead of an asset, and his presumed reluctance to
be not weakness, but characteristic of his superior understanding of the limits
and proper uses of U.S. power. In other words, like other Republican
politicians, Trump can afford to be peaceful. Where a Democrat like Obama must
spend all of his political capital to temporarily withdraw from Iraq or make a
nuclear inspection agreement with Iran, a Republican — particularly one seen as
very nationalistic, as President Trump is — should be able to cut deals and
make peace wherever he wishes and only gain politically from doing so. There is
no real faction of prominence to the right of President Trump in a position to
try to attack him and his national security cabinet as being anything less than
patriotic Americans or as wimps and pushovers who would turn and run from an
enemy, as Republicans might do to a Democratic president in the same position. 


What the Trump administration could do, rather than concede
defeat, is simply announce a change in priorities to a real America First
foreign policy in regard to Afghanistan: declare that the Pashtun militiamen of
that poor country are no longer our enemy and the Bush-Obama government in
Kabul is no longer our responsibility — loose ends be damned. They cannot be
tied up at a reasonable price, if any. It would be wrong to ask more young people
to kill and die, and more mothers and fathers to lose them, for a mission that
was ill-conceived from the start. Remaking Afghanistan is impossible. Fighting
there does not prevent terrorism, but provokes it. America’s true national
interests lie far from Central Asia. Invasion, regime change, occupation and
disruption across the so-called Muslim World is no way to fight terrorism. Not
anymore. The best way to prevent terrorism is to cease intervention. It is time
to return to peace, to return to normalcy. It is time to just come home.


If the Taliban took all of Afghanistan, the U.S. still only
has nothing to lose but face. But why should Donald Trump worry about that? This
president is known for changing his positions regularly. In fact, it was
reported that his military advisers were afraid that Trump would change his mind
between the time he approved the new strategy at their meeting at Camp David
and time he announced the plan two days later.[1148]
Though he has missed his first opportunity to separate his Afghan policy from
his predecessors’, Trump could still turn around and correctly place the blame
for their failures on the previous administrations and make a clean break with
the past. Just as when President Obama was in the same situation in 2009, we
know that Trump knows better than to continue waging this disastrous war. But
the American people will ultimately have to force the issue and create an
overwhelming demand for complete withdrawal from Afghanistan, ideally before the
new escalation makes things there much worse. 


In 2009 when Obama was deciding on Petraeus and McChrystal’s
“surge,” virtually all of the political pressure was coming from the Pentagon,
Republicans in Congress and the media. The American people remained opposed, by
and large, and yet the rank and file of the Republican Party were pro-military
enough that they did not object too strongly to the mission, while members of
the Democratic Party were too infatuated with the new president to oppose it.
So, politically speaking, it seemed there was no real downside to the
escalation since the “the people” had mostly fallen silent on the issue.


But in the summer of 2013, when the Obama government was
threatening airstrikes against the Bashar al-Assad government forces in
Damascus, Syria, in response to his alleged use of chemical weapons, virtually
the entire American public rose up to demand that Congress stop him. The
massive audiences of American conservative talk radio found common cause with
liberal, left and libertarian groups of every description. Republican and
Democratic representatives and senators were deluged with negative calls and
letters, and people turned out in large numbers to various town halls and
meetings across the country. The people made their voices heard — and they won.
The escalation of American intervention in Syria at that point was stopped in
its tracks. It truly was a remarkable victory for the antiwar movement and average
citizens of all parties over Washington, D.C.’s consensus for more war.[1149]


So it is possible for the American people to have their way,
even on issues of foreign policy, which are usually left to the so-called
experts to decide. 


If the Trump administration could be certain that the American
people were overwhelmingly opposed to the war[1150]
and that we would stand by his decision if and when he ordered the generals to
pack it up and come home, it would, at least theoretically, give him a context
in which it would make political sense to do so.


There are many important issues that face and divide the American
people. But so many of these problems — economic cronyism, disruption and
hardship, deepening enmity between those of left and right cultural and
political distinctions, and the growth of government police power at the
expense of so many of our natural and civil rights and liberties — have, at
their root, America’s permanent war system and the demands it makes on society
to perpetuate itself at the expense of the people and our way of life.


It does not have to be this way. 


Americans must prioritize opposition to the destructive war
in Afghanistan and work together to end it now.
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ANA: Afghan National Army


ANSF: Afghan National Security Forces


ANP: Afghan National Police


CENTCOM: Central Command


CIA: Central Intelligence Agency


COIN: Counterinsurgency doctrine


COINdinistas: People who make coin selling COIN


DOD: Department of Defense


EKIA: Enemy Killed in Action


HVT: High-Value Target


IS, ISIS: The Islamic State in Iraq and Syria


ISKP (ISIS-K): Islamic State Khorasan Province


ISAF: International Security Assistance Force


ISI: Pakistani Inter-Service Intelligence 


JSOC: Joint Special Operations Command


MAM: Military Aged Male


NATO: North Atlantic Treaty Organization


NGO: Non-Governmental Organization


SIGAR: Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction


UBL: Osama (Usama) bin Laden


USAID: United States Agency for International Development


USFOR-A: U.S. Forces-Afghanistan
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Al Qaeda: (alphabetical by last name)


Mohammed Atta: lead hijacker, leader of September 11th
plot in the U.S.


Anwar al Awlaki: American al Qaeda propagandist, killed
in drone strike in Yemen in 2011.


Abdullah Yusuf Azzam: founder “Afghanistan Services
Bureau.”


Omar bin Laden: Osama’s non-terrorist son.


Osama bin Laden: former leader of al Qaeda (1990s-2011).


Khalid Sheikh Mohammed (KSM): Ramzi Yousef’s uncle;
ringleader, September 11th plot.


Abdul Hakim Murad: Yousef’s associate.


Mohammad al-Qahtani: would-be 20th hijacker, denied entry
to U.S., tortured at Guantánamo.


Omar Abdel Rahman, “The Blind Sheik”: leader Egyptian
Islamic Jihad.


Ahmad Salem: FBI informant.


Wali Khan Amin Shah: Yousef’s associate.


Ramzi bin al Shibh: Atta’s friend, helped plan September
11th attacks.


Ramzi Yousef: bomb maker, WTC 1993, ringleader “Bojinka”
plots.


Abu Musab al Zarqawi: former leader of al Qaeda in Iraq.


Ayman al Zawahiri: current leader of al Qaeda (2011- ).


Abu Zubaydah: accused, tortured, but actually not a
member of al Qaeda.


 


ISIS:


Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, a.k.a Caliph Ibrahim: ruler of
Islamic State/leader of ISIS (2014- ).


 


Afghan Taliban: (alphabetical by last name)


Mullah Haibatullah Akhundzada: current Taliban Leader.


Mullah Mohamed al Mansour: former Taliban Leader.


Wakil Ahmed Muttawakil: former Foreign Minister.


Mullah Omar: former Taliban Leader.


 


Afghan Mujahideen/Warlords: (alphabetical by last name)


Rashid Dostum


Mohammed Fahim


Abdul Haq


Mawlawi Jalaluddin Haqqani


Sirajuddin Haqqani


Gulbuddin Hekmatyar


Ahmed Wali Karzai (AWK)


Jan Muhammad Khan (JMK)


Ahmad Shah Massoud 


Abdul Razzik 


Pacha Khan Zadran (PKZ)


Hajji Zaman


 


Regional Politicians: (alphabetical by last name)


Abdullah Abdullah: Chief Executive Officer of Afghanistan
(2015 - ).


Ashraf Ghani: president of Afghanistan (2015 - ).


Saddam Hussein: former dictator of Iraq (1979 - 2003).


Hamid Karzai: former president of Afghanistan (2001 -
2015).


Ruhollah Khomeini: former supreme leader of Iran (1979 -
1989).


Pervez Musharraf: former dictator of Pakistan (2001 - 2008).


Jaber Al-Ahmad Al-Sabah: former king of Kuwait (1977 -
2006).


Fahd bin Abdulaziz Al Saud: former king of Saudi Arabia
(1982 - 2005).


 


U.S. Politicians, Generals, Intelligence Officers,
Journalists:


 


Presidents: (in chronological order)


Jimmy Carter


Ronald Reagan


George H. W. Bush


Bill Clinton


George W. Bush


Barack Obama


Donald Trump


 


Secretaries of Defense: (in chronological order)


Dick Cheney (H. W. Bush)


Donald Rumsfeld (W. Bush)


Robert Gates (W. Bush, Obama)


Leon Panetta (Obama)


Ashton Carter (Obama)


James Mattis (Trump)


 


Secretaries of State: (in chronological order)


Madeline Albright (Clinton)


Colin Powell (W. Bush)


Condoleezza Rice (W. Bush)


Hillary Clinton (Obama)


John Kerry (Obama)


 


National
Security Advisors: (in chronological order)


Zbigniew Brzezinski (Carter)


Gen. Jim Jones (Obama)


H. R. McMaster (Trump)


 


U.S. House of Representatives:


Rep. Ron Paul (R-Texas)


 


U.S. Senate:


Sen. Lindsey Graham (R-South Carolina)


Sen. John McCain (R-Arizona)


 


Selected Military Leaders: (alphabetical by last name)


James Cartwright: presented minimal escalation plan to
Obama.


Karl Eikenberry: after leading Afghan war became Ambassador
to Afghanistan, COIN dissenter.


Michael Flynn: McChrystal’s deputy in Iraq and Afghan
wars, Trump’s first National Security Advisor.


Tommy Franks: botched the initial war.


Jack Keane: major force behind Iraq, Afghan “surges.”


James Mattis: Marine Corps general in initial war,
current Secretary of Defense, decided 2017 escalation.


Stanley McChrystal: Obama’s first “surge” general,
dropped COIN after Marjah failure.


David McKiernan: fired by Gates so he could re-start
troop request.


H. R. McMaster: Petraeus protégé, part of Obama “surge,”
current National Security Advisor, pushed for current “surge.”


Mike Mullen: as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, tried to prevent Vice-Chairman Cartwright from presenting minimalist
plan to Obama.


John Nicholson: current general in charge of Afghan war,
requested 2017 escalation.


David Petraeus: escalated, lost Afghan war, hailed as genius.


Joseph Votel: current commander of CENTCOM


 


State, Defense Department Whistleblowers, Dissenters:
(alphabetical by last name)


Daniel L. Davis: whistleblower during the “surge,” in
2012.


Gian Gentile: author of articles, book dissenting from
COIN doctrine.


Matthew Hoh: whistleblower before the “surge,” in 2009.


Anthony Walker: witnessed war crimes in 2008 and 2009.


 


 


CIA:
(alphabetical by last name)


Gary Berntsen: second commander in charge in Afghanistan,
began Tora Bora fight.


Henry Crumpton: commander of initial invasion based in
U.S.


Robert Grenier: Islamabad Station Chief during initial
war.


Leon Panetta: Obama’s first CIA director.


David Petraeus: as CIA director, reviewed his own performance
as general.


Bruce Riedel: retired officer, did Afghan policy review
for Obama government.


 


Neoconservatives: (alphabetical by last name)


Zalmay Khalilzad: helped pick Hamid Karzai for interim president,
later Ambassador to Afghanistan.


Laurie Mylroie: promoter of “Saddam Hussein backs bin
Laden” theory.


Richard Perle: promoter of Mylroie’s “Saddam Hussein
backs bin Laden” theory.


Paul Wolfowitz: Deputy Secretary of Defense under W.
Bush.


 


Highly Cited Journalists: (alphabetical by last name)


Matthieu Aikins


Abdel Bari Atwan


Andrew Cockburn


Patrick Cockburn


Alan Cullison


Bette Dam


Anand Gopal


Michael Hastings


Ann Jones


Sebastian Junger


Felix Kuehn


Frank Ledwidge


Alex Strick van Linschoten


Jean MacKenzie


Eric Margolis


Gareth Porter


Ahmed Rashid
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