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To my parents













Preface



I’m only alive because a war dragged on too long.


My great-grandmother Charlotte Ann was born in Lancashire, England, in 1887. She worked as a weaver in the cotton mills, where she met a man named John Ethelbert Margerison. They married in 1911 and had two children, Sally and Mary.


In 1914, World War I broke out and John joined the Royal Field Artillery. In his poem “MCMXIV,” Philip Larkin wrote about the husbands heading off to the front with an innocence long since vanished: “the men / Leaving the gardens tidy, / The thousands of marriages, / Lasting a little while longer.”


The fighting on the western front quickly descended into stalemate. Trenches stretched for hundreds of miles across France and Belgium like distended varicose veins. Despite the military deadlock, both sides refused to make peace. Inspired by dreams of expansion and hatred of the enemy, the belligerents dismissed any idea of negotiating.


And so the war went on. With new technologies like machine guns and high-explosive shells, the combatants learned how to kill but not how to win. As poet Carol Ann Duffy has written, “The frozen, foreign fields were acres of pain.”


In February 1916, the Germans struck at the French fortress of Verdun but were halted by desperate resistance. They shall not pass. The ten-month storm of steel produced a collective tally of nearly one million dead and injured. In July 1916, the British attacked the German lines at the Somme River in northern France with a ferocious bombardment that was heard in London, 160 miles away. But the fearsome cavalcade failed to break the German defenses, and the British army suffered sixty thousand casualties on the first day of the battle. Still there were no peace negotiations.
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John and Charlotte Ann Margerison (Author’s collection)


And so the war went on. In 1917, the British assault on Passchendaele in Flanders bogged down in a wretched hell of mud and death. Hundreds of thousands of casualties were incurred for the capture of just five miles. British reinforcements “shambled up past the guns with dragging steps and the expressions of men who knew they were going to certain death,” one veteran wrote. “In sullen silence they filed past one by one to the sacrifice.”1


Unlike many of his Lancashire pals, John Margerison was still alive. If the belligerents had brokered a truce in 1914, 1915, 1916, or 1917, he would have returned home to Charlotte Ann. But any hope for an armistice was ground into dust as the combatants strove for a decisive victory to justify their terrible loss.


And so the war went on. In 1917, the United States entered the campaign on the side of Britain and France. The following year, in March 1918, Germany gambled everything on a massive spring offensive to win the war before American troops arrived in strength.


On April 12, 1918, John wrote to Charlotte Ann, scribbling in pencil on three pieces of paper. It was almost ten o’clock at night: “I feel that I must write a few lines to you before I lie down to sleep.” It might be “a few days before I have the chance again.” The German attack was brutal. “Things are very rough our way, as you will be aware, can’t say whether we are winning or not, just now. Certainly the Boche is sparing nothing to crush us.” But John was comforted by thoughts of home. “I am still living in hope for the time to come when we shall be united again and war shall be no more.”


Four days later, John was killed in action. He was thirty-three. According to a British officer, “a team of horses which he was driving was hit by an enemy shell and death was instantaneous.”


The Margerisons were just one of ten million European families ripped apart by the storm of war. But death sometimes brings life in its wake. Charlotte Ann eventually remarried. Her new husband was a much older man, a widower named William Tracy. She brought her two children, Sally and Mary, into the marriage. He came with six kids. And they had two more children together—one of whom was my grandfather, John Tracy. Without the shell blast that killed John Margerison in 1918, my grandfather would almost certainly never have been born.


World War I continued long past the point when the combatants should have rationally ended the fighting. The countries that lost the war were left crippled and embittered. Even the winners were physically and psychologically traumatized. The protracted conflict sowed fetid seeds of revolution and revenge that yielded a second global cataclysm just two decades later.
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John Margerison’s last letter, April 12, 1918 (Author’s collection)


Today, as we see in Afghanistan, we’re little closer to solving the puzzle of ending a stalemated or failing war. To learn how to forge a path out of conflict, we must sometimes analyze war with a dispassionate eye. But we should always remember that beneath the abstract language of strategy lie families like the Margerisons.


In his last letter in 1918, John sent a special message to his five-year-old daughter: “Tell our Sally father sends his love to her and that I am expecting to hear of her being good at school.” In 2015, Sally turned 102 years old. She’s one of the last remaining strands connecting our generation to the Great War.













PART I


THE WRONG WAY TO LOSE A WAR













CHAPTER 1



The Dark Age


At 9:44 p.m. on July 27, 1953, Private First Class Harold B. Smith had just sixteen more minutes of the Korean War to survive before the cease-fire came into effect at 10:00 p.m. You can imagine this twenty-one-year old marine from Illinois, out on combat patrol that evening, looking at his watch. Smith didn’t have to be in Korea. He had already served his time in the Philippines. But he volunteered for the fight. He also didn’t have to be on patrol that evening. But he offered to take the place of another guy who went out two nights before.


Suddenly, Smith tripped a land mine and was fatally wounded. “I was looking directly at him when I heard the pop and saw the flash,” recalled a fellow marine. “The explosion was followed by a terrible scream that was heard probably a mile away.”1 Another soldier said, “I was preparing to fire a white star cluster to signal the armistice when his body was brought in.”2


Twenty-two years later, on April 29, 1975, Lance Corporal Darwin Judge and Corporal Charles McMahon were marine guards near an air base outside Saigon in South Vietnam. Judge was an Iowa boy and a gifted woodworker. He once built a grandfather clock that still kept time decades later. His buddy, McMahon, from Woburn, Massachusetts, was a natural leader. “He loved the Marines as much as anybody I ever saw in the Marines,” said one friend.3


The two men had only been in South Vietnam for a few days. They were part of a small U.S. security force that remained after the main American withdrawal in 1973. McMahon and Judge arrived just in time for the military endgame, as North Vietnamese troops bore down on Saigon. McMahon mailed his mother a postcard: “After this duty, they may send us home for a while.… I’ll try to write when I have time and don’t worry Ma!!!!”4


At 4:00 a.m. on April 29, a Communist rocket struck Judge and McMahon’s position and the two men died instantly. In the chaos of the final American exit from South Vietnam, with helicopters desperately rescuing people from rooftops, McMahon and Judge’s bodies were accidentally left behind. It took months to negotiate their return.


On the early evening of November 14, 2011, Army Specialist David Hickman was traveling in an armored truck through Baghdad. Hickman, from North Carolina, had been in ninth grade when the Iraq War started in 2003. He was a natural athlete with a black belt in Tae Kwon Do. “He always seemed like Superman,” said one of his friends.5


A massive explosion ripped into Hickman’s truck. It was a roadside bomb—the signature weapon of the Iraqi insurgents. Hickman was grievously wounded. The next day, just before midnight, the army visited Hickman’s parents in North Carolina to tell them their son was dead.


Smith, Judge, McMahon, and Hickman were the final American combat fatalities in Korea, Vietnam, and Iraq, respectively. An unknown soldier will have the same fate in Afghanistan. These men are the nation’s last full measure of devotion. The final casualty in war is uniquely poignant. It highlights the individual human price of conflict. It represents the aggravated cruelty of near survival. It has all the random arbitrariness of a lottery. The Soviet-made 122 mm rocket that killed Judge and McMahon in 1975 was famously inaccurate. It could have landed anywhere in the vicinity. But it fell just a few feet from the marines. Sergeant Kevin Maloney found their bodies and wondered, “Why them and not me?”6


The closing casualty has particular resonance in a war without victory. Who could expect anyone to be the final soldier, as the saying went in Korea, to die for a tie? Or even worse, as former navy lieutenant John Kerry remarked during congressional testimony on Vietnam in 1971, “How do you ask a man to be the last man to die for a mistake?”7 One of David Hickman’s buddies said about Iraq, “I’m just sad, and pray that my best friend didn’t lay down his life for nothing.”8


Most of all, the final casualty underscores the value of ending a failing conflict. If we could have resolved the wars in Korea, Vietnam, and Iraq earlier—even just a few minutes earlier—Smith, Judge, McMahon, and Hickman’s lives would have been the first to be spared.


And now we can imagine Smith, Judge, McMahon, and Hickman standing in three great lines of the American dead from these wars. Arranged single file in the order they fell in battle, the columns stretch back like solemn processions. As we conclude the violence a day earlier, a month earlier, or a year earlier, more and more of these men and women are spared.


How can we end a deteriorating war? Is it possible to withdraw from a stalemated or losing campaign without abandoning our interests or betraying our values? When military victory is no longer possible, can we escape with a draw or a minor failure rather than endure a complete debacle? In other words, is there a right way to lose a war?


Today, these are critical questions because we live in an age of unwinnable wars, where decisive triumph has proved to be a pipe dream. Since 1945, the United States has suffered a string of military stalemates and defeats in Korea, Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan.


Time and again, in the face of a worsening campaign, Washington struggled to cut the nation’s losses and find an honorable peace. Following battlefield failure, the United States groped for the exit like a man cast in darkness. We’re good at getting in but bad at getting out. Or, as Barack Obama put it in 2014, “I think Americans have learned that it’s harder to end wars than it is to begin them.”9


In Korea, we spent two years negotiating a truce, even as brutal attritional fighting continued. In Vietnam, peace talks lasted for five years, with little to show for it. It took twenty-one days to capture Baghdad in 2003 and 3,174 days to leave Baghdad. We seized Kabul in November 2001—and we’re still there. The price for these failed exit strategies was paid in American lives, domestic discord, crippled presidencies, and devastation for the local people.


In an era when American wars usually end in regret, we need to think seriously about military failure: why it happens and what we can do about it. The Right Way to Lose a War is a user’s guide for ending a failing conflict. The book offers a road map for withdrawing from a difficult campaign without seeing everything collapse. And it explains how we can turn around America’s military fortunes and start winning again.


But before we consider how to get out of a military quagmire, we need to understand why we get lured into the morass in the first place.


The Golden Age


On June 5, 1944, the eve of D-day, U.S. general George S. Patton strode onto a makeshift stage in southern England to address thousands of American soldiers. “Americans play to win all of the time,” said Patton. “I wouldn’t give a hoot in hell for a man who lost and laughed. That’s why Americans have never lost nor will ever lose a war, for the very idea of losing is hateful to an American.”10


It was the golden age of American warfare. Patton could look back on a century of U.S. victories in major wars. Victory means that Washington achieved its core aims with a favorable ratio of costs and benefits.11 Major war means an operation where the United States deployed over fifty thousand troops and there were at least one thousand battle deaths on all sides.12


The golden age began in 1846, when the United States locked horns with Mexico. For eighteen months, the United States won battle after battle. In the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, Washington paid $15 million to Mexico, and assumed several million dollars’ worth of Mexican debts, in return for seizing about half of Mexico’s territory and creating the modern American Southwest. Northern Whigs recoiled at the acquisitive U.S. objectives. But the Mexican-American War was popular with most Americans, especially Democrats in the South and West, who believed in the nation’s Manifest Destiny to expand from sea to shining sea.


Two decades later, the Civil War was widely seen in the North as a heroic struggle for Union and emancipation, which saved, in Lincoln’s words, “the last best hope of earth.”13 The nation emerged through a hellfire of fratricidal slaughter to preserve the United States, in the words of a sergeant from Indiana, as “the beacon light of liberty & freedom to the human race.”14


The Spanish-American War of 1898 heralded the emergence of the United States as a new great power. The campaign was a wildly popular adventure where Washington brushed aside Spanish forces, freed Cuba from Madrid’s grasp, and annexed Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines. Theodore Roosevelt became a national celebrity after he charged up San Juan Heights accompanied by the Rough Riders and an embedded journalist. “Up, up they went in the face of death, men dropping from the ranks at every step.… Roosevelt sat erect on his horse, holding his sword and shouting for his men to follow him.”15


Not every U.S. war in this era was a clear-cut triumph. Following the Spanish-American War, for example, the United States suppressed a nationalist insurgency in the Philippines at a high cost of over four thousand American dead, and over two hundred thousand Filipino civilian fatalities—mostly from famine and disease related to the war. It was a harbinger of the darker era of warfare to come.16


But the United States soon returned to the path of victory. The country was a late entrant into World War I, joining the fray in 1917, three years after the opening salvos. U.S. intervention proved decisive in breaking the stalemate and defeating Germany. When the armistice was finally reached in 1918, the United States was clothed in immense physical power and moral prestige.


In 1944, as Patton addressed the troops, the glorious era was about to reach its pinnacle. “By God,” he said, looking ahead to D-day, “I actually pity those poor sons of bitches we are going up against.”17 World War II passed into history as the good war: a struggle of moral clarity and total commitment against the architects of the Holocaust. The campaign was a testament to the valor-studded splendor of American warfare.


The century from 1846 to 1945 was defined mainly by conventional interstate wars, where the United States fought enemy countries on a clear battlefield. Our army met their army, we won decisively, and then we imposed our terms. World War II epitomized America’s talent for overwhelming opposing states with mass production, logistics, and technology. At its peak capacity, American industry churned out a new aircraft every five minutes and forty-five seconds. The atom bomb was the ultimate expression of American technological prowess. “To say that everything burned is not enough,” recalled one witness at Nagasaki. “It seemed as if the earth itself emitted fire and smoke, flames that writhed up and erupted from underground.”18
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U.S. troops raising the flag on Iwo Jima in the Pacific came to symbolize victory in World War II. (Office of War Information, National Archives, ARC identifier: 515086)


The price of military triumph was often immense. In the Civil War alone, there were around 750,000 American fatalities—more than the deaths in every other U.S. war combined.19 The journalist Ambrose Bierce wrote about one soldier who fell at Shiloh in 1862. He had been “a fine giant in his time.” But now he “lay face upward, taking in his breath in convulsive, rattling snorts, and blowing it out in sputters of froth which crawled creamily down his cheeks, piling itself alongside his neck and ears.”20


Despite the sacrifice, from the 1840s onward, Americans consistently strode into what Winston Churchill called the “broad sunlit uplands” of victory.21 The costs of conflict were staggering, but so were the benefits. The Civil War saved the Union and emancipated the slaves. World War II ensured the survival of liberal democracy in Western Europe. If we classify the Philippine campaign as a draw, or an ambiguous outcome, the overall tally comes to five victories, one draw, and no defeats. For Americans, golden-age conflicts became the model of what war ought to look like.


The Dark Age


And then, all of a sudden, we stopped winning major wars. The end of World War II was a turning point in America’s experience of conflict. The golden age faded into the past, and a new dark age of American warfare emerged. Since 1945, Americans have experienced little except military frustration, stalemate, and loss.


The martial dusk fell in June 1950, when Communist North Korea invaded non-Communist South Korea. Fearing that the Soviet Union and China were set on world domination, Washington led an international coalition to aid Seoul. The campaign began brightly, as U.S. forces defended South Korea from invasion, and then took the offensive to roll back communism in the North. American soldiers captured Pyongyang and took photos of each other sitting behind Kim Il Sung’s massive desk.22


In November 1950, however, China unexpectedly intervened with hundreds of thousands of troops, landing a hammer blow on American forces. In one of the biggest battlefield defeats in American history, U.S. troops retreated south through an icy wasteland. The fighting in Korea descended into a grim stalemate until a truce was finally reached in 1953, at a cost of nearly 37,000 American lives. For a nation used to golden victories, Korea was a confusing and wearying experience—in the words of cartoonist Bill Mauldin, “a slow, grinding, lonely, bitched-up war.”23


Worse was to follow. In 1965, South Vietnam was crumbling in the face of a Communist insurgency. President Lyndon Johnson sent half a million American soldiers into what he called “that bitch of a war.”24 Trying to resuscitate South Vietnam, the United States found itself chained to a corpse. For the first time in American history, the nation faced outright military defeat—and, most shockingly, against North Vietnam, a “raggedy-ass little fourth-rate country,” as LBJ put it.25


Despite the deaths of 58,000 Americans, South Vietnam still fell to communism. The war sapped U.S. resources, divided American society, deepened popular distrust of government, eroded the nation’s self-identity as a vessel of goodness in the world, damaged America’s global image, and helped to destroy the careers of two presidents—Johnson and Richard Nixon. The American army that went to Vietnam was more impressively equipped than at the start of any previous war. The American army that left Vietnam was unraveling, as discipline deteriorated and drug use became rampant. Henry Kissinger, the secretary of state from 1973 to 1977, said, “We should never have been there at all.”26


The 1991 Gulf War was a successful military operation, where the United States liberated Kuwait from Saddam Hussein’s grip at low military cost. A quarter of a million American soldiers launched a surprise left hook assault across the Iraqi desert, and within 100 hours the ground campaign was over. The U.S. Army’s official history of the war described “the transformation of the American Army from disillusionment and anguish in Vietnam to confidence and certain victory in Desert Storm.”27


The Gulf War was tarnished, however—not by what we did, but by what we didn’t do. The White House portrayed the war as a morality tale, and cast Saddam Hussein as the second incarnation of Hitler. This story is meant to end with the overthrow of the ruthless tyrant. But President George H. W. Bush brought the curtain down before the final act by refusing to march on Baghdad. It was a wise decision. Bush’s own son might attest to the dangers of seeing the performance through to regime change and beyond.


For many Americans, however, the outcome of the Gulf War felt hollow and unsatisfying. Polls showed that the American public didn’t think the campaign was a victory—because Saddam remained in power.28 It was a war from the dark age rather than the golden age. As Bush wrote in his diary, “It hasn’t been a clean end—there is no battleship Missouri surrender. This is what’s missing to make this akin to WWII, to separate Kuwait from Korea and Vietnam.”29


A decade later, the United States regressed back to disillusionment and anguish. Harold Macmillan, the British prime minister from 1957 to 1963, reportedly said, “Rule number one in politics: never invade Afghanistan.”30 In October 2001, the United States swaggered into this harsh and beautiful land. Within two months, the Taliban were routed from Kabul and fled south toward the Pakistan border.


But the war was not over. The Taliban recovered and escalated their attacks, setting the stage for today’s stalemated conflict. The United States and its allies have largely rid Afghanistan of Al Qaeda and established a range of health and education services. The Afghan election of 2014 went surprisingly smoothly. The ink-stained finger was a symbol of defiance from those who voted.


But after a dozen years of fighting against a resilient insurgency, with over two thousand Americans killed and twenty thousand wounded, and the expenditure of over $600 billion, the campaign is too costly to be considered a success. Today, no one is talking about victory. Instead, many Afghans are warily positioning themselves for the post-American era and the possibility of deepening civil war. In 2014, as the bulk of U.S. forces prepared to leave the country, the UN reported that Afghan civilian deaths and injuries had jumped 24 percent from the previous year.31 Meanwhile, one poll found that only 17 percent of Americans supported the campaign in Afghanistan—making it the least popular war in U.S. history.32


An even bleaker tale played out in Iraq. On March 20, 2003, America’s “shock and awe” bombardment lit up the sky in Baghdad, as President George W. Bush declared, “We will accept no outcome but victory.”33 After Saddam Hussein was toppled, however, the mission degenerated into America’s fourth troubled war since 1945. Regime change triggered the collapse of civil government and widespread unrest, involving Saddam loyalists, sectarian groups, and foreign jihadists.


Each morning, dawn’s early light revealed car-bomb smoke drifting across Baghdad and a harvest of hooded bodies—a grim installment toward the overall tally of one hundred thousand civilian deaths. In his novel, The Yellow Birds, Iraq War veteran Kevin Powers described the pointless grind in Iraq: “We’d go back into a city that had fought this battle yearly; a slow, bloody parade in fall to mark the change of season.”34 In 2007, the surge of American troops helped pull Iraq back from the brink of catastrophe. But the balance sheet from the war remained steeply negative. Al Qaeda claimed a new battlefield, Iran was strengthened by the removal of its nemesis, Saddam Hussein, anti-Americanism surged, 4,500 U.S. troops were killed, 30,000 Americans were injured, and more than one trillion dollars was expended.


Zbigniew Brzezinski, the national security advisor to President Jimmy Carter, told me, “The Iraq War was unnecessary, self-damaging, demoralizing, delegitimizing and governed primarily by simplistic military assumptions that didn’t take into account the regional mosaic in which Iraq operates and the internal mosaic inside Iraq.”35


The U.S. record in major wars since 1945 is one success (the Gulf War), two stalemates or draws (Korea and Afghanistan), and two losses (Vietnam and Iraq). In terms of victory, we’ve gone from five-for-six in the golden age to one-for-five in the dark age. Even the win in the Gulf has an asterisk because many Americans feel ambivalent about the result.36


The dark age is a time of protracted fighting, featuring the three longest wars in American history (Afghanistan, Iraq, and Vietnam). It’s a time when the ultimate price of conflict is usually far higher than Americans would have accepted at the start. It’s a time when wars are synonymous with individual presidents rather than with the country as a whole—Truman’s war, LBJ’s war, Nixon’s war, Bush’s war, Obama’s war—as we blame the White House for a divisive adventure. It’s a time when military heroes are thin on the ground. It’s a time when movies and novels about war describe political conspiracy and futile struggle. It’s a time when the signature illness for veterans is post-traumatic stress disorder. It’s a time when the most resonant images of conflict are children napalmed, helicopters rescuing Americans and Vietnamese from rooftops, and intertwined naked bodies at Abu Ghraib. It’s a time when Walter Cronkite’s famous summary of Vietnam in 1968, “we are mired in stalemate,” provides an apt motif.37


The dark age is a far cry from the “Veni, vidi, vici” of the golden age. Like Joe DiMaggio, victory in war seems like the relic of a bygone era. Why do we keep struggling on the battlefield? There are always unique reasons why wars deteriorate. Human error or simple bad luck may derail a campaign. But such an abrupt reversal in the nation’s military fortunes calls for a deeper explanation. Americans didn’t suddenly become less competent or brave after 1945. So what did change?


To find out the answer, let’s turn the clock back two thousand years.



Into the Wild


In AD 9, three Roman legions—cogs in the greatest war machine the world had ever known—marched into the Teutoburg Forest in Germania. The woods swallowed them up.


The Roman governor of Germania was Publius Quinctilius Varus, a prominent senator with little repute on the battlefield. When Varus was informed that a small number of Germanic tribesmen had rebelled, he decided to quash the rising with shock and awe: three legions plus auxiliaries, amounting to over twenty thousand men.


The supposed rebellion, however, was a trap laid by a Germanic nobleman named Arminius. Like a sleeper agent, the twenty-five-year-old Arminius pretended to be a trusted ally. He grew up in Rome, fought for the imperial cause, and became a Roman citizen. Now he plotted an insider attack.


A conventional contest on open ground between Roman legions and Germanic tribes would be a killing field. The legionnaires were highly skilled with the gladius sword and the pilum javelin. They wore body armor and wielded large rectangular shields. They fought in a formidable triple-line formation that smashed through most opponents. By contrast, the Germanic tribesmen entered battle with minimal protection, carried spears and small swords, and were untrained in large-unit warfare.


But Arminius had no intention of fighting on open ground. He knew his enemy. He had lived with Romans and fought with Romans. He understood their tactics and how to beat them. Arminius gathered an alliance of Germanic tribes and lured the Roman force into an ambush in unfamiliar terrain.


Providence smiled on Varus one last time as whispers reached him of Arminius’s treachery. But Varus refused to believe that Rome’s loyal servant would turn traitor, so he set out confidently into the Teutoburg Forest. Expecting no opposition, Varus’s troops were stretched thin along a winding path. Eventually, the army reached a choke point: a narrows between marshland and hills. It was here that Arminius struck, attacking the Romans from the flank. According to Roman historian Cassius Dio, “They came upon Varus in the midst of forests by this time almost impenetrable.”38


The battlefield environment gave the Germanic tribesmen a decisive edge. Arminius’s men knew the paths. Lightly equipped, they could move swiftly and strike in hit-and-run style. In the narrow boggy ground, the Romans couldn’t maneuver effectively. Violent rain soaked many of the large wooden Roman shields and made them too heavy to use. Still, Arminius resisted a single decisive battle. Instead, he spent four days wearing down the Roman troops with attritional raids and a hail of spears.


In the shadows of the dark forest, almost the entire Roman force was killed or captured. Witnessing the army’s doom, Varus took his own life. When Emperor Augustus heard news of the catastrophe, he proclaimed, “Varus, give me back my legions!”39 The tide of empire receded in the north. Rome never again tried seriously to conquer Germania.


Varus’s calamitous defeat in the Teutoburg Forest was the result of Roman power and the changed battlefield environment. Rome’s military strength, unparalleled road system, and talent for organization and logistics propelled its armies into distant Germania. But the unfavorable terrain and weather at Teutoburg diminished Rome’s edge, and even turned its strength into a liability. Power sent Roman soldiers into the forest; the harsh setting ensured they never left.


It was a similar story for the United States after 1945. American power projected U.S. forces into far-flung conflicts. But the new era of civil wars and unconventional fighting tempered the benefits of material strength, and even rendered it counterproductive. Power cast American troops into distant wars; the changed battlefield environment meant the outcome was regret.
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Otto Albert Koch depicts the battle of the Teutoburg Forest in this 1909 painting entitled Varusschlacht. (Lippisches Landesmuseum Detmold; www.lwl.org)


After World War II, the United States bestrode the world like a colossus, with an economy three times larger than that of its closest rival, the USSR, and a monopoly on atomic weapons. Washington constructed an entire new architecture of national security, including the Department of Defense, the CIA, and a global system of alliances. The military-industrial complex was permanently carved into the American landscape like Mount Rushmore. From the polio vaccine to rock and roll, from Hollywood to Harvard, America’s worldwide influence was unmatched. In 1941, Henry Luce, the publisher of Time and Life, celebrated what he called the “American century.”40


These globe-girdling capabilities transformed how Americans viewed foreign threats and created a constant temptation to use force. Faraway countries of which Americans knew nothing, such as Korea and Vietnam, were suddenly seen as vital bastions of U.S. security, requiring direct military intervention.


Power tends to broaden a nation’s horizons. Robert Kagan wrote, “A man armed only with a knife may decide that a bear prowling the forest is a tolerable danger.… The same man armed with a rifle, however, will likely make a different calculation.”41 Similarly, a weak country may conclude it can live with an aggressive rival. A strong state, however, may find the same danger to be unacceptable. Blessed with the inheritance of World War II, the United States marched confidently into the forest to confront the Soviet bear.


After all, who else would take responsibility? Franklin Roosevelt had once imagined that “Four Policemen” would oversee the postwar order: the United States, Britain, China, and the Soviet Union. But Britain was bankrupt. China was devastated by civil war from 1946 to 1949, and then governed by Mao’s leftist revolutionaries. And the Soviet Union was enemy number one. Only the United States could contain the Communist threat, ensure open international trade, and protect global security.42


U.S. power also unleashed an underlying and deeply embedded missionary streak in American culture. We often see our values of liberty and democracy as universal. We assume that if you scratch a foreigner, you’ll find an American trying to get out. A newly resplendent United States could shape the world in its own image and bring freedom to the South Koreans and South Vietnamese alike. In 1961, John F. Kennedy promised to “pay any price” in order “to assure the survival and the success of liberty.”43


Following the end of the cold war, American power reached new heights. With the Soviet Union dead and buried, the United States began spending almost as much on defense as every other country in the world combined. The torrent of U.S. interventionism poured into new channels: humanitarian missions like Somalia and an expansive war on terror. Washington engaged in more major wars in the fifteen years after the cold war (the Gulf War, Afghanistan, and Iraq) than in the previous forty-five years (Korea and Vietnam).


It’s no coincidence that Washington’s most intemperate military adventure—the invasion of Iraq in 2003—occurred during the time of America’s greatest and most unfettered power. Iraq was a luxury war: an optional extravagance that only a hegemon might consider. The United States had so many resources it could choose to fight a vague and distant threat on the far side of the world. “We’re history’s actors,” said a senior advisor to George W. Bush, “and you, all of you, will be left to just study what we do.”44


Of course, there’s more to the tale of American interventionism than simply material capabilities. Domestic politics, economic pressures, presidential personalities, and other forces all played a role. But power is the vital catalyst that spurred Americans to seize the sword: Could intervene so easily became should intervene.


If material strength encouraged the use of force, what kind of conflict was the United States getting itself into? After 1945, Americans discovered the same lesson as the Romans two millennia before: The battlefield environment can suddenly change and throw even the most capable military off balance.


First, the good news: Since World War II, countries have almost stopped fighting each other. The traditional model of conventional interstate conflict—where governments declare war on each other, departments of war oversee the campaign, armies conquer and annex territory, and empires rise and fall—has been dismantled piece by piece. Governments have ceased declaring war. Departments of war have been renamed departments of defense. And territorial expansion by force is no longer acceptable. When Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990, it was the first time that one UN member state annexed another, and the aggressor was forcibly removed by a broad international coalition.


Of course, countries have not suddenly become paragons of virtue. International politics is a contact sport, full of furious rivalry and intense competition. Interstate wars do still happen, like the conflict between Iran and Iraq in the 1980s—a particularly brutal struggle where the combatants rained missiles on each other’s cities and Iraq ran cables through marshland to electrocute Iranian troops en masse.


But interstate wars have become very rare. World War II was the thunderous crescendo that presaged what historian John Lewis Gaddis called “the long peace.”45 Great powers haven’t fought each other for over sixty years. There were no interstate wars at all from 2004 to 2007—a peaceful run that ended with a tiny border skirmish between Eritrea and Djibouti.


Many respectable countries have basically given up the war game, including America’s old adversaries like Mexico, Spain, Germany, Italy, and Japan. In much of the world, war has lost its luster of glory and honor. Which leader of a great power today would declare, as Theodore Roosevelt once did, that “no triumph of peace is quite so great as the supreme triumphs of war”?46 The good news of interstate peace is preached most loudly in Europe. In the early twentieth century, European countries “were made by and for war,” but by the end of the century, they “were made by and for peace.”47 One can now picnic safely on the Franco-German border.


There are many reasons why Pax, the Roman goddess of peace, has ascended over Mars, the god of war. Memories of the world wars diminished the appeal of using force. Nuclear deterrence stabilized relations between the major powers. The spread of democracy cultivated a zone of peace among elected regimes. The creation of institutions like the United Nations spurred the peaceful settlement of disputes. Globalization and international trade deepened the linkages between countries and made interstate conflict seem costly or irrational.


But now for the bad news: Conflict still exists in the form of civil wars, or organized violence within the boundaries of a state. Of course, the guerrilla who seeks to overthrow a constituted government by force and subversion is nothing new. The term dates back to the Spanish insurgents who battled against Napoleon. And weaker sides have used stealth, hit-and-run raids, and evasion since the earliest days of warfare.48


The insurgent, however, now dominates the military stage. The percentage of conflicts that were civil wars (rather than interstate wars) rose from 66 percent in 1896–1944, to 79 percent in 1945–1989, to 87 percent in 1990–2007.49 Warfare today occurs “amongst the people,” in the cities, in the villages, and in the streets.50


Insurgents didn’t get the memo that war is over. Following World War II, the collapse of the European empires and the creation of brand-new countries governed by strongmen and kleptocrats provoked a wave of civil wars. The end of the cold war and the disintegration of the Soviet Union spurred another spike in internal conflict. After the mid-1990s, the incidence of civil war began to fall back—but then increased again in the wake of the Arab Spring in 2011, with violence in Libya, Syria, and elsewhere. In 2014, Ukraine descended into civil war, as Russia fostered a separatist movement in eastern Ukraine and seized the Crimean Peninsula. Some insurgents fought for independence or unification. Others were inspired by religion or ideology. And still others were motivated by personal enrichment—vulture warriors picking at the carcass of a dying nation.


International terrorists also ignored the end of war. Al Qaeda seeks to carry out spectacular attacks that inspire support, provoke enemies to overreach, and shake the foundations of the international system. On 9/11, the United States was struck, not by an army, but by nineteen men. This tiny band bypassed the nation’s defenses like a virus and used America’s strength against itself—employing aircraft as guided missiles.


In recent years, the lines between terrorism and insurgency have blurred. Al Qaeda has evolved from a focused terrorist group into a broad network of militias that wage guerrilla war and seek to govern territory in countries like Iraq, Syria, Yemen, Somalia, and Mali.


Conflicts today are mainly relegated to a few dozen failed or failing states that are breeding grounds for warlords, insurgents, and criminals. For the United States, foreign civil wars are a major security danger, causing humanitarian crises, refugee flows, and terrorism. The 2002 National Security Strategy concluded, “America is now threatened less by conquering states than we are by failing ones.”51


With its unmatched power following World War II, the United States marched into the forest to confront the danger. But Washington chose an unfortunate moment to discover its inner interventionist. As the battlefield environment shifted from interstate war to civil conflict, military campaigns became ugly at best and unwinnable at worst.


Guerrillas are not invincible. In history, most insurgencies failed. During the nineteenth century, for instance, governments routinely brushed rebels aside. But in the twentieth century, the outcome of guerrilla wars began to change. After 1945, regimes defeated large-scale insurgencies only around one-third of the time. The British tried and failed to stabilize Palestine. The French lost in Indochina and Algeria. The Russians were beaten in Afghanistan. Israel struggled in Lebanon. The Dutch were bested in Indonesia. And the United States suffered a grim sequence of interventions in Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq.52


In the new battlefield environment, American power often proved ineffective or even counterproductive. From 1846 to 1945, the United States had a minuscule peacetime army but won almost every major campaign. After World War II, Washington constructed the most expensive military machine that ever existed and endured seven decades of martial frustration.


As the United States became more powerful, it increasingly intervened in far-flung lands against culturally alien enemies it didn’t understand. Early American foes—Mexico, the Confederacy, Spain—were fairly familiar. But over time, our opponents—North Korean, Chinese, and Vietnamese Communists, Afghan insurgents and Iraqi guerrillas—grew steadily more exotic.


Fighting alien adversaries on the far side of the globe hands the opponent home-field advantage. We’re strangers in a strange land. We don’t comprehend the local geography, religions, traditions, ethnic politics, or languages. In 1950, most GIs had never been out of the United States. Now they were thrown into the mud, poverty, and ancient culture of Korea. The GIs sometimes saw the enemy as an indistinguishable mass of “gooks” and “chinks.” Decades later, in 2006, there were one thousand American officials in the Baghdad embassy, but just thirty-three spoke Arabic and only six were fluent.53


For the local people, we may seem like aliens. We descend from nowhere and start reordering their society. Our destructive machines of war resemble the Martian tripods in H. G. Wells’s War of the Worlds. Shouting in a strange tongue, gesticulating widely, and armed to the teeth, American soldiers can be a terrifying spectacle. U.S. intervention may provoke an antibody response, as local traditionalists rally against the threatening intruder, creating what David Kilcullen called “accidental guerrillas.”54


America’s material strength has another curse. For a global hegemon like the United States, each war is just one of many competing security commitments around the world. For the enemy, however, the conflict is a life-and-death struggle that occupies its entire attention. It’s limited war for us, and total war for them. We have more power; they have more willpower.


During the 1974 Rumble in the Jungle boxing match, Muhammad Ali famously used a “rope-a-dope” strategy against the hard-hitting George Foreman. Ali absorbed blow after blow until Foreman punched himself out. In the same manner, the Vietnamese insurgents endured Washington’s punishment until Americans were unwilling to fight any longer. In 1965, Maxwell Taylor, the U.S. ambassador to South Vietnam, said the Vietcong “have the recuperative power of the phoenix [and] an amazing ability to maintain morale.”55


The insurgent David enjoys a further advantage over the American Goliath: The locals are not going anywhere. Everyone knows that Washington will leave in the end, so its long-term value as an ally is questionable. But after the American circus packs up and heads out of town, the insurgents will still be there, with long memories about their friends and enemies. In Afghanistan, according to diplomat Richard Holbrooke, “The biggest problem we face is that the Pakistanis know that sooner or later we’re leaving. Because that’s what we do. And that drives everything.”56


Washington was unable to wield its power effectively in the new battlefield environment. The U.S. military was stuck in the golden age, clinging to an old playbook based on conventional interstate war. Mass production, high technology, and big unit warfare had delivered victory time and again against enemy countries. Washington tried the same tactics against insurgents with free-fire zones and enemy kill counts. William Westmoreland, the U.S. commander in Vietnam, said the solution to the insurgency lay with one word: “firepower.”57


But these tactics proved disastrous in the era of civil wars. Counterinsurgency is very different from interstate war and requires a unique skill set. Defeating guerrillas means winning hearts and minds. Counterinsurgents should move among the people as the fish swim in the sea—securing the population, developing networks of human intelligence, and boosting the legitimacy of the regime. Indiscriminate firepower can cause collateral damage and recruit more enemies. One study found that areas of South Vietnam bombed by the United States tended to shift over to insurgent control.58 The U.S. military believed that with enough high explosives it couldn’t lose the Vietnam War, but as defense analyst Andrew Krepinevich pointed out, more likely it couldn’t win.59


The United States also failed to learn from its experience fighting insurgents. According to historian Russell Weigley, the U.S. military has repeatedly battled guerrillas, but each time it “had to relearn appropriate tactics at exorbitant costs” and viewed the experience “as an aberration that need not be repeated.”60 In the wake of Vietnam, the U.S. Army decided it would never fight guerrillas again and threw away the manual—literally destroying its notes on counterinsurgency. Instead, the top brass planned incessantly for an interstate war against the Soviet Union in Europe.61


After the cold war ended, the U.S. military continued to neglect counterinsurgency and nation-building. Stabilization missions were dismissed as “military operations other than war,” or MOOTWA. The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff reportedly said: “Real men don’t do MOOTWA.”62


The United States perfected its mastery of conventional interstate war—even as this kind of conflict became increasingly obsolete. A new generation of communication systems, smart bombs, and stealth weapons produced a “revolution in military affairs” that could “find, fix, and destroy” opponents at long range and high speed. The George W. Bush administration pursued a vision of military “transformation,” where agile high-technology warfare guaranteed swift victory. Washington spent vast sums on big-ticket hardware designed for interstate campaigns—the F-22 Raptor, the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter, and the Virginia-class fast attack submarine. Against a decaying tin-pot dictatorship like Saddam’s regime, it was all too easy.


These new capabilities, however, were ineffective against a complex insurgency. The U.S. military could hit almost anything with pinpoint accuracy—but what if we couldn’t see the enemy? American troops also lacked some of the more mundane equipment needed in dark-age wars. At a town-hall-style meeting in 2004, one soldier told Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld that the troops deploying to Iraq didn’t have armored Humvees. “We’re digging pieces of rusted scrap metal and compromised ballistic glass that’s already been shot up… picking the best out of this scrap to put on our vehicles to take into combat.” Rumsfeld replied, “You go to war with the army you have… not the army you might want or wish to have at a later time.”63


But the army you have is the result of the choices you make. In 2007, Robert Gates, the secretary of defense, said that after Vietnam, “the Army relegated unconventional war to the margins of training, doctrine, and budget priorities.” As a result, “it left the services unprepared to deal with the operations that followed: Somalia, Haiti, the Balkans, and more recently Afghanistan and Iraq—the consequences and costs of which we are still struggling with today.”64


Whereas the United States failed to adjust to the new era of war, guerrillas raised their game. These are not your great-grandparents’ insurgents. Modern rebels searched for America’s weak spots. And unlike the U.S. Army, the guerrilla is a quick study.


Mao Zedong and others developed a blueprint of revolutionary war that inspired insurgents around the world. Guerrillas should engage in protracted war: playing defense, hiding within the population, consolidating their strength, before finally taking the offense. Patience was a virtue. The Chinese Communists fought for twenty-seven years. The Vietnamese Communists fought for thirty years. In the words of French military theorist Roger Trinquier, the insurgent would be “invisible, fluid, uncatchable.”65 More recently, radical Islamists have adopted guerrilla warfare as part of a revolutionary strategy to defeat what they call the “near enemy” of apostate regimes in the Middle East and the “far enemy” of the United States and the West.


In a counterrevolution in military affairs, insurgents devised innovative tactics to overcome American power. When U.S. aircraft carpet bombed Vietcong positions, the guerrillas took the war underground, building an extensive network of tunnels outside Saigon (now expanded in size so that larger Western tourists can squeeze through).


Today, the Taliban survive on estimated revenues of just $250 million per year. Harvard University’s annual operating budget of $4 billion could bankroll sixteen Taliban-style insurgencies.66 But the Taliban—whose name means “students”—did their homework. They learned about American tactics. Copies of the U.S. military’s counterinsurgency training manual were found in a Taliban camp. The Afghan guerrillas built networks with Iraqi rebel groups and honed their use of improvised explosive devices, which caused almost two-thirds of coalition casualties.67


After 1945, insurgents played an ace card: national self-determination. The idea that every nation should decide its own fate free of external compulsion has become widely accepted—and is even inscribed into the UN Charter. During the cold war, Communist insurgents in Vietnam and elsewhere fused together nationalism with Marxism in a “national liberation movement.”68 More recently, the Taliban combined nationalistic appeals against the foreign occupier with demands for stricter forms of Islam. As the French discovered in Algeria and the United States found in Vietnam, trying to hold back the tide of nationalism can be a futile endeavor.


Rebel movements also proved skillful at securing backing from outside countries. Foreign aid is vital to the success of an insurgency. With external support, insurgents are twice as likely to win as the regime. If insurgents lose this outside assistance, the regime is four times as likely to win.69


Guerrillas benefited from a snowball effect, as each rebel victory created new potential allies. After the Communists won the Chinese civil war in 1949, Beijing became the arsenal of insurgency in the developing world. Ho Chi Minh spent years living in China and was profoundly influenced by Mao’s revolution. Ho said the relationship between the Chinese and the Vietnamese was like “ten thousand loves.” China’s aid to the Vietnamese Communists was critical in the defeat of France and the United States—although the ten thousand loves would ultimately wither and fade.70


In summary, after 1945, civil war emerged as the dominant kind of conflict and guerrillas became more formidable opponents. Inspired by nationalism, willing to learn and adapt, and utilizing new sources of international support, the insurgent presented a significant new challenge. But the United States was slow to adjust to the new era and continued to prioritize an outmoded model of conventional interstate war. As a result, weaker opponents repeatedly threw the U.S. military to the mat, judo-style.


The Paradox of War


We live in an age of power, peace, and loss. Since 1945, the United States has emerged as the unsurpassed superpower, relations between countries have been unusually stable, and the American experience of conflict has been a tale of frustration and defeat.


This raises the first paradox: We lose because the world is peaceful. The decline of interstate war and the relative harmony among the great powers is cause for celebration. But the interstate wars that disappeared are the kind of wars that we win. And the civil wars that remain are the kind of wars that we lose. As the tide of conflict recedes, we’re left with the toughest and most unyielding internal struggles.


It’s also hard to win great victories in an era of peace. During the golden age, the United States faced trials of national survival, like the Civil War and World War II. The potential benefits were so momentous that Washington could overthrow the enemy at almost any cost in American blood and treasure and still claim the win. But in wars since 1945, the threats are diminished. Since the prize on offer is less valuable, the acceptable price we will pay in lives and money is also dramatically reduced. To achieve victory, the campaign must be quick and decisive—with little margin for error. Without grave peril, it’s tough to enter the pantheon of martial valor.


There’s a second paradox: We lose because we’re strong. U.S. power encouraged Americans to follow the sound of battle into distant lands. But the United States became more interventionist just as the conflict environment shifted in ways that blunted America’s military edge. As a result, Washington was no longer able to translate power into victory. If America was weaker, its military record might actually be more favorable. With fewer capabilities, the idea of invading Iraq would have stayed in the realm of dreams.


Indeed, the two paradoxes are connected. American power helped usher in the age of interstate peace, as Washington constructed a fairly democratic and stable “free world” in the Western Hemisphere, Western Europe, and East Asia, fashioned institutions like the United Nations, and oversaw a globalized trading system. But this left intractable civil wars as the prevailing kind of conflict. And American power also tempted Washington to search for monsters to destroy in far-flung locations. In other words, power and peace are the parents of loss.


No one wants to go back to the days of weakness, war, and winning. A favorable record in major conflict is poor compensation for global catastrophe. But as we enjoy the fruits of power and peace, we should steel ourselves for more battlefield setbacks. The dark age of American warfare looks set to endure. In the future, conflict will likely remain dominated by civil wars. American strength will continue to lure presidents into foreign intervention. The U.S. military will resist preparing for counterinsurgency. Guerrillas, by contrast, will learn and adapt—and bloody the United States.


Exit, Pursued by a Bear


During the golden age, the problem was how to mobilize American might to destroy an enemy state, and where to hold the ticker-tape parade. In the dark age, our challenge is different. Most major wars turn into unwinnable conflicts, and we must learn how to extricate the country from a quagmire, escape with a tolerable draw, or even find the right way to lose. In the wake of battlefield failure, how can we leave without seeing everything we fought for crumble into ashes?


What we need is an exit strategy. The term first arose in the business world to describe how investors or business owners could sell their stake in an operation. The phrase later gained currency in the political realm after the U.S. intervention in Somalia in the 1990s, and refers to a responsible military withdrawal. An exit strategy is designed to remove U.S. forces, protect our core interests and values, and leave behind some measure of order and stability.71


In the wake of military loss, the stakes are incredibly high. Losing the right way—or the wrong way—may mean life or death for thousands of American soldiers. Battlefield failure can easily turn into a catastrophic rout. The Prussian military theorist Carl von Clausewitz described how the “feeling of having been defeated” could spread like a virus through an army, suddenly breaking its will.72 During the American Civil War, Confederate troops were remarkably committed through four long years of fighting. But in 1865 a cascade of pessimism suddenly afflicted Southern soldiers and officers. They resisted President Jefferson Davis’s order to launch a guerrilla campaign, and the Confederate war effort collapsed.73


America’s reputation and global image could also be at risk in any withdrawal. If we tear up our treaty commitments in a bid to end the fighting, we could undermine the credibility of our promises elsewhere. As a result, allies may desert us and enemies may no longer be deterred.


Furthermore, military debacles can cast a long shadow over the American home front. In a best-case scenario, wearied Americans will tune out the war. In a worst-case scenario, the exit strategy could spark domestic uproar and congressional rebellion. Opponents may accuse the president of treason for ending the campaign, or ruthless aggression for extending the fighting. There could even be blood on the streets, like the killing of four protesters at Kent State University in 1970. The withdrawal plan may have a dramatic impact on a president’s career. Just look at the fate of LBJ, who won a landslide triumph in 1964 and then decided not to run for reelection in the wake of Vietnam.


Following battlefield loss, the future of the target country is on the line, whether it’s South Korea, South Vietnam, Afghanistan, or Iraq. Our decisions may condemn thousands to death and millions to tyranny. Worsening civil war in Afghanistan, for example, threatens to extend the country’s long national trauma, allow Al Qaeda to return in force, or spread violence to neighboring Pakistan—which has the sixth biggest population in the world, deep social divisions, and a nuclear arsenal.


The moral stakes are momentous. Do we have an obligation to fix what we broke and save our allies in Afghanistan and elsewhere? Or, at some point, must we betray our friends? After South Vietnam fell to communism, hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese were imprisoned, killed, or fled the country as “boat people.” But to keep fighting in Vietnam would also have been morally questionable, risking more death and destruction in a futile venture. How can a president make this kind of ethical calculus?


Withdrawing from a losing military campaign is the ultimate test of leadership. For two hundred years, no American president has ever managed to end his own major failing war. Truman in Korea, LBJ in Vietnam, and Bush in Afghanistan and Iraq, all ended up handing the problem over to their successors.


Following battlefield failure, leaders can face what chess players call Zugzwang, or “move anguish.”74 In chess, you can end up in an unfortunate situation where every possible move worsens your position. You might prefer not to move at all, but you have to do something—and that something hastens your downfall.


Military failure can also trigger a kind of move anguish. There are no easy choices, just bad and worse. Leave too quickly and everything might collapse, potentially forcing our return. Leave too late and we may expend blood and treasure only to alienate the local population and step further into the mire.


A successful exit strategy requires the entire constellation of leadership skills: courage, wisdom, guile, a capacity to see the big picture, a ruthless streak, and an ability to inspire American and allied support. Presidents must appoint the right people to key positions, spot opportunities and constraints in the environment, and make tough decisions. Extricating the United States from a military debacle won’t win a president many awards. But it may be the president’s greatest service to the country. In this sense, losing the right way is a victory.


In Case of Emergency, Break Glass


In 2006, as Iraq disintegrated, Donald Rumsfeld, the secretary of defense, came to face the music before the Senate Armed Services Committee. When Hillary Clinton accused Rumsfeld of pursuing a “failed policy” in Iraq, Rumsfeld replied, “I don’t know that there’s any guidebook that tells you how to do it. There’s no rulebook, there’s no history for this.”75


Rumsfeld was right about one thing: There’s no manual for handling battlefield defeat or withdrawing from a deteriorating war. Far more is written about how wars begin than how they end. And there are almost no books on how to deal with military failure. Difficult conflicts like Korea often become forgotten wars. Ending a difficult conflict is the forgotten part of the forgotten war.76


The truth is that we dislike envisaging any kind of loss. American culture is a victory culture. Coded into the American DNA are the fear of failure and the celebration of winning. Writing about Americans in the 1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville described “the most imperious of all necessities, that of not sinking in the world.”77 Today, in the United States and Canada, $3 billion a year is spent on trophies and awards.78 We’re comfortable with loss only when it proves a temporary setback on the road to ultimate triumph, whether it’s a Christian prevailing over sin, a pioneer mastering the natural world, or a sportsman reaching the pinnacle. As Patton said, “The very idea of losing is hateful to an American.”


Our distaste for thinking about failure is especially true with regard to war. Armed conflict is an expression of American identity and a trial of national vitality. General Douglas MacArthur said, “There is no substitute for victory.”79 In 2006, when Iraq and Afghanistan spiraled downward, prominent books were published with titles like America’s Victories: Why the U.S. Wins Wars and Will Win the War on Terror.80 The whole notion of exit strategies, or cutting losses and finding a responsible withdrawal, runs counter to the nation’s image, forged in the golden age, of war as a quest for decisive triumph.


How long can we deny a simple fact? We keep losing. When America’s record at major war is one-for-five, the victory culture starts to look like wishful thinking, unhealthy braggadocio, and illusory triumphalism—good for the nation’s self-esteem, perhaps, but not good for handling reality. As the dark age of American warfare approaches its eighth decade, it’s time to face up to the hard truths of conflict.


This book is a guide to help the United States—or indeed, any country—march backward out of a quagmire and end a failing war. Much of the advice is aimed at U.S. presidents and senior officials. Other suggestions are for ordinary Americans. Handling battlefield loss requires a collective effort.


The challenges of crafting an effective exit strategy stretch far beyond the traditional battlefield. We must travel from the halls of Congress to the living rooms of America and the courts of global opinion. And we must draw on many different disciplines, including history, military strategy, political science, psychology, leadership, negotiation studies, and communications.


We need to hear from those who personally faced a deteriorating war. This book therefore includes material from dozens of interviews with leading generals, diplomats, and policymakers, including Stanley McChrystal, the U.S. commander in Afghanistan from 2009 to 2010; John Allen, the U.S. commander in Afghanistan from 2011 to 2013; George Casey, the U.S. commander in Iraq from 2004 to 2007; Ronald Neumann, the U.S. ambassador to Afghanistan from 2005 to 2007; Ryan Crocker, the U.S. ambassador to Iraq from 2007 to 2009 and the U.S. ambassador to Afghanistan from 2011 to 2012; Marc Grossman, the Special Representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan from 2011 to 2012; John Abizaid, the commander of United States Central Command from 2003 to 2007; John McLaughlin, the acting director of the CIA in 2004; Zbigniew Brzezinski, the national security advisor to Jimmy Carter from 1977 to 1981; George Shultz, the U.S. secretary of state from 1982 to 1989; and Sir Graeme Lamb, the commander of the British Field Army from 2007 to 2009.


The book focuses on recent American stalemates and defeats in Korea, Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq. But we will also look at other countries’ experiences of ending difficult conflicts, including Finland’s attempt to extricate itself from an alliance with Nazi Germany in World War II, France’s savage war of peace in Algeria, and the Soviet Union’s bleeding wound in Afghanistan. And to get a wider perspective, I traveled to Israel and the Palestinian territories to talk to senior officials from both sides about Israel’s withdrawal from Gaza in 2005—and the lessons learned.


The first part of the book, chapters 2–3, explains why the United States handles battlefield failure badly. Here, we’ll look more closely at Washington’s exit strategies in Korea, Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan, and see how psychological, domestic, and other forces can trigger dangerous missteps.


The middle part, chapters 4–9, outlines a new exit strategy called “surge, talk, and leave,” designed to help Washington withdraw without seeing everything collapse. Chapter 10 shows how the United States can start winning again, by laying out six principles for using force in the dark age of American warfare.


Can’t we just skip ahead to the last chapter and discover how to avoid defeat? After all, if we stop losing, then we don’t need an exit strategy after loss. But this is like training people in fire prevention—and then shutting down the fire department. To be fully prepared, we must try to avert disaster, and also be ready when a crisis occurs.


Today, attention is naturally focused on the war in Afghanistan. But this is not a book about Afghanistan. It’s really a book about the next war. We can use America’s experience in Afghanistan (as well as Korea, Vietnam, Iraq, and other conflicts) to understand the inherent dilemmas in handling loss, and create guidelines for future quagmires.


Some of the advice may sound like common sense. But common sense is often lacking. Other recommendations are counterintuitive—like determining how the war is going by finding out where a local governor sleeps. Along the way, we’ll encounter fascinating stories: how the Founding Fathers were better at ending the War of 1812 than fighting it; how French president Charles de Gaulle dealt with an attempted coup and a potential loose nuke to resolve the conflict in Algeria; and how weeks of diplomacy in Vietnam were spent arguing over the shape of the negotiating table.







OEBPS/images/Art_Px.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P9.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P17.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780316254878.jpg
THE RIGHT WAY
T0 LOSE
A WAR N\

AMERICA IN AN
AGE OF UNWINNABLE o
CONFLICTS
DOMINIC TIERNEY 388"

AUTHOR OF HOW WE FIGHT






OEBPS/images/9780316254878_c.jpg
THE RIGHT WAY
T0 LOSE

HWAR\\





OEBPS/images/Art_Pxii.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
THE RIGHT WAY
10 LOSE
A WAR

AMERICA IN AN
AGE OF UNWINNABLE
CONFLICTS

DOMINIC TIERNEY

Little, Brown and Company





