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It will take more than stirring words to get it right on Iraq, 

says Raghida Dergham in al-Hayat

Washington’s current Iraq policy—as outlined by President Bush in a speech at Ft. Bragg last Tuesday—is a bad policy, writes Raghida Dergham in the pan-Arab daily al-Hayat.

POLICY OF DENIAL: It is a bad policy because it is based on a complete denial of the reality of the U.S. presence in Iraq as well as a denial of what military and political steps are needed to deal with the current situation.

It is a policy that has to pander to public opinion in both the United States and Iraq, not the easiest task in the world by any means. What President Bush must do is either send more troops to Iraq—even if he has to reinstate the draft to do so—or look for an exist strategy, after U.S. troops have themselves become an obstacle to Iraq’s future.

Bush’s Ft. Bragg speech contained neither. The gist of the speech which the President delivered to a skeptical military audience was this: Be patient and enlist. The speech contained no references either to a timetable for bringing the troops home, or to an intention to bolster U.S. military strength in Iraq. Regarding the latter, Bush said that he would not increase troop numbers unless asked by his generals. Increasing troop numbers—in the current climate in which the military is constantly failing to meet enlistment targets—means reinstating the draft, something the American people are extremely averse to.

So Bush had to make do with an appeal to young Americans to enlist. Using semi-missionary language, he said, ‘those watching tonight who are considering a military career, there is no higher calling than service in our Armed Forces…those who serve today are taking their rightful place among the greatest generations that have worn our nation’s uniform.’

When a nation feels itself at war, the normal reaction would be for young men to volunteer for military service. But America does not feel to be at war, and has not been behaving as if it were at war either. In his speech, Bush concentrated on the global dimension of the Iraq war, refusing to admit that the situation in Iraq has developed into a conflict between America on the one hand and anti-American forces from all over the Arab and Moslem world on the other.

An American Iraq expert recently told me: ‘I wish the President would admit that we are in a state of war; a simple admission would go a long way.’ But the Commander in Chief does not want to do that; he does not want to make decisions that give the impression that America is involved in a bilateral—rather than a global—conflict. That is why he stressed: ‘If our commanders on the ground say we need more troops, I will send them.’

It is no secret however, that serious differences exist between the generals on the one hand and senior Pentagon and administration officials (Defense Secretary Rumsfeld and Vice-President Cheney) on the other regarding the reality of the situation in Iraq. Rumsfeld-Cheney have chosen denial as a means to deflect criticism; but those who have criticized their decisions since before the invasion of Iraq see their policies as having been deliberately misleading.

What is being said behind closed doors is that the generals would dearly wish to have more troops on the ground in Iraq, simply because the military situation requires it. They might have conveyed this wish to senior administration officials like Rumsfeld and Cheney, but Bush insists that, ‘…commanders tell me they have the number of troops they need to do their job.’

‘Sending more Americans would undermine our strategy of encouraging Iraqis to take the lead in this fight,’ Bush went on. But this argument is sorely lacking both in military and in civilian logic. In order to properly train Iraqi forces to assume security responsibilities in their country they must not be sent to battle unprepared just to make up the numbers of U.S. troops. The Americans must rely on their own military—in adequate numbers—to pursue the war against the insurgency so that neither they nor their inefficient and poorly equipped Iraqi allies are bled white.

In order to reverse the current impression of weakness in Iraq, the United States must adopt a strategy diametrically different to that it is pursuing at the moment. America is doing itself no favors by giving the impression that the world’s only superpower is failing to defeat its enemies in Iraq.

Worse, there is a growing belief that the series of bad decisions the Americans have made in Iraq were part of a deliberate policy designed to plunge the country into anarchy and chaos. After all, Washington’s neoconservatives have always been in favor of spreading anarchy in the Arab world—starting with Iraq.

For all these reasons, Bush was wrong to say that, ‘Sending more Americans would suggest that we intend to stay forever, when we are, in fact, working for the day when Iraq can defend itself and we can leave.’ Bolstering troop numbers now will hasten the day when the Americans can leave, while keeping things as they are will only prolong their stay in Iraq. 

A DIFFERENT GAME: The battle over ‘impressions’ is however a different ball game altogether. Arguments over the American ‘investment’ in Iraq are at their height, especially since Bush reiterated his stance that one of the major objectives of invading Iraq was to deflect the threat of terrorism away from American cities.

Bush believes that Iraq has become the latest front in the war on terror. But the fact is that the country would never have become a battleground in this war had it not been for the American invasion. Americans might be comforted when they hear Bush say that, ‘We fight today because terrorists want to attack our country and kill our citizens, and Iraq is where they are making their stand.’ Whether this is a source of comfort to Iraqis is another issue altogether.

Among Iraqis, even those who feel grateful to the United States for deposing Saddam Hussein no longer trust the Bush administration. The failure to build a relationship of trust between the administration and the Iraqi transitional government of Ibrahim Jaafari is demonstrated by the fear many Iraqis express of the possibility of the United States suddenly cutting and running.

In short, the picture is not reassuring, especially since the administration has not yet made its decision on whether to pursue a political or a military solution. Meanwhile, American public opinion has apparently grown weary of the increasing material and human costs exacted by the Iraq war; opinion polls show a steady decline in public support for the entire Iraqi enterprise. In fact, this was what prompted President Bush to address the American people on Iraq last Tuesday.

But as the Iraq war itself has shown, the American public can be won over. Bush’s senior advisers—such as Karl Rove—understand this, and will do what they can to prevent the Democrats from making gains at the Republicans’ expense at the next congressional elections.

In Iraq itself meanwhile, attempts are being made to drive a wedge between the ‘Iraqi resistance’ and ‘foreign terrorists.’ While such efforts are driven by perfectly valid arguments, the problem is that the most painful and extensive armed attacks taking place in Iraq are carried out by Iraqis—and not by ‘jihadi tourists’ who have heeded the call to travel to Iraqi in order to kill Americans.

Those carrying out attacks against Americans in Iraq are mostly ex-soldiers who lost their livelihoods when it was decided to disband the Iraqi army in the name of cleansing the country of Baathist influence; Iraqis whose objective is to wrest power from the hands of the transitional government; Iraqis who are fighting to rid their country of any size, shape, or form of U.S. military presence.

A military solution to the conflict requires twice the number of American troops on the ground—and twice the determination. A political solution on the other hand requires a clearly defined exit strategy. Contrary to what most people believe, the broad outlines for such a strategy already exist in Security Council resolutions. The Bush administration must stress its commitment to these resolutions in a language that favors withdrawal.

For it is a fact that the continued presence of U.S. troops has become part of the Iraqi crisis; there is no way a political solution could be found without dealing with the future of the American presence. Otherwise, the United States must bite the bullet and increase the number of its troops in Iraq by hundreds of thousands if it chooses to settle the conflict militarily.

In his Ft. Bragg address, President Bush was careful to highlight Europe’s (and not Britain’s) role in Iraq by quoting German Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder. While Britain remains America’s most important ally, it did not figure when Bush said that the United States was fighting terrorists in Iraq in order not to have to fight them in American cities.

But the British have on the whole been pursuing a similar strategy to their American allies. They too have steadfastly refused to say when they plan to leave the country and have been pursuing a strategy based on mixing political and military solutions.

British ambassador to the UN Sir Emyr Jones Parry recently said that, ‘The British experience in Northern Ireland has taught us that military solutions on their own do not work; there has to be a political solution.’ Parry went on to say that, ‘Our policy on Iraq is to provide military backing for the political process.’

Iraq is a problem and a responsibility; it is as promising as it is frustrating. Dealing with Iraq requires international involvement in spite of the mistakes committed by the United States. While many Arabs have been extending covert support to the insurgency as a reaction against the United States, the majority of Iraqis and Arabs might in fact feel grateful to the U.S. for deciding to wage war on terrorism—even though it chose Iraq to do so—simply because they realize that the forces of terrorism wish to seize power in all Arab countries.

But Iraq must not be allowed to disintegrate in the name of fighting America; Iraqis must not be expected to continue paying the price. As far as the United States is concerned, denial and procrastination is not an option. The administration must choose, and quickly. If it chooses to pursue a military solution, President Bush must reinstate the draft and prepare to send at least 200,000 new troops to Iraq. If he is unable to do that, then pursuing a political solution requires replacing the current strategy of slogging it out with one far clearer and more comprehensive.
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