Rushing to War in the Wrong Places
Official Washington’s “group think” is that President Obama is “weak” because he
doesn’t rush into wars with the abandon that talk-show favorite John McCain
would like. But Obama may actually be “weak” because he gets pushed into
conflicts that ex-CIA analyst Paul R. Pillar says only make matters worse.
By Paul R. Pillar
Andrew Bacevich has done a tally of the number of countries in the Islamic world
that, since 1980, the United States has invaded, bombed or occupied, and in
which members of the American military have either killed or been killed. Syria
has become the 14th such country. Several of the countries have been the scene
of U.S. military operations more than once.
Most of the countries are in the Middle East, although the list also includes
Afghanistan and Pakistan in South Asia, Bosnia and Kosovo in the Balkans, and
Somalia in Africa. Probably most Americans, however much they may be aware of
the latest U.S. military foray, have little appreciation for how extensive this
list has become.
Bacevich also notes the sorry record of accomplishment from all this lethal
activity, and gives one partial explanation: “American policymakers have
repeatedly given in to the temptation to unleash a bit of near-term chaos,
betting that longer-term order will emerge on the other end.”
This sort of bet often is placed in response to a desire, and political
pressure, to do something about a perceived problem, with military force being
the most visible and demonstrable way to “do something.” That is clearly a major
part of the Obama administration’s response to the perceived problem of ISIS.
The biggest instance of unleashing chaos in the hope that long-term order will
somehow emerge, however, the invasion of Iraq in 2003, the operation that gave
birth to ISIS under a different name, was not a response to such pressures but
instead entirely a war of choice. It was the leading example of the Jerry Rubin
school of political-military affairs: of destroying things and then grooving on
the rubble.
Several other reasons also account for the miserable U.S. record of military
force in that part of the world, of so often making things worse rather than
better. One is that although U.S. military force can help to accomplish some
really important and beneficial things, such as, say, winning World War II, or
in the Middle East, reversing blatant aggression as in Kuwait in 1991, it cannot
accomplish many other things, given the nature of those things.

The U.S. military is a wonderful hammer, but many of the thorniest problems in
the part of the world we are talking about are not nails. Political and social
order cannot be injected through the barrel of a gun. Creating a lasting order
is about construction; guns are about destruction. Political culture and
political will, especially the will to accommodate conflicting interests, are
essential to creating order, and they cannot be created with military force.
Much of what needs to be accomplished to create new order needs to be
accomplished by those who will be part of that order. Sometimes outsiders can
help, but no matter how powerful and well-intentioned an outsider may be, unless
a solution is owned by the locals it will not last. That’s what happened with
the “surge” in Iraq, which bought a temporary respite from the worst of the
violence but failed to accomplish its more fundamental objective of providing
the space to enable Iraqi political factions to reach an accommodation.
The current attempt to use force to counter ISIS illustrates in particularly
acute form another sort of hazard, which comes from taking sides in someone
else’s civil war that is defined in mostly sectarian or ethnic terms. The United
States has no national interest in taking sides in such conflicts. It is a
prescription for making enemies on one side and getting little better than a
“what have you done for me lately” response from the other side.
Not least important, the use of U.S. military force in internal turmoil in the
Islamic world has repeatedly fostered resentment and hatred and the sort of
anti-American extremism that thrives amid such resentment. This results partly
from the collateral casualties and damage that are an almost unavoidable
consequence of the application of military force in such situations. It is also
partly from the mere fact of the superpower exercising its power in this way.
Not putting boots on the ground helps to lessen this response, but dropping
bombs on the ground isn’t really better.
Several political and military dynamics, including the desire to double down on
a bet that hasn’t yet paid off, may drive escalation of the latest U.S. military
effort in the region. Taking a larger perspective, something similar has been
happening regarding the whole multi-decade U.S. military encounter with the
Middle East.
There is a strong inclination to believe that whatever is the current chapter in
that encounter will bring the sort of payoff that previous chapters did not.
Don’t bet on it.
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