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The World After Bin Laden

Jon Meacham



To begin at the beginning: It was a good day for flying, that bright blue early autumn morning a decade ago. American Airlines Flight 11, nonstop from Boston to Los Angeles, took off at 7:59 a.m. Eastern time. A passenger named Mohamed Atta was in business class, in seat 8D. Within fifteen minutes, the jet had reached twenty-six thousand feet. About sixteen seconds later, Air Traffic Control in Boston issued a routine directive to the pilots to head up to thirty-five thousand feet.

No one replied. Flight 11 had gone dark.

Reports of what happened between 8:14 and 8:46, painstakingly reconstructed by the 9/11 Commission, come from flight attendants who called the ground as the hijacking unfolded. There were stabbings and the spraying of Mace; the taking of the cockpit; and Atta’s assumption of the controls. As the plane headed toward New York, officials on the ground thought the hijackers might be bound for Kennedy Airport. The rest of the story is in the words of Madeline "Amy" Sweeney, one of the flight attendants still on a phone line: "Something is wrong. We are in a rapid descent … we are all over the place." It was about 8:44. "We are flying low. We are flying very, very low. We are flying way too low." A pause, then: "Oh my God we are way too low." American Flight 11 struck the North Tower of the World Trade Center at 8:46:40, and the world changed.

Oh my God we are way too low: Amy Sweeney’s words marked the opening chapter of a new era in American life, one in which innocents found themselves transformed into combatants by the fiat of a faraway fanatic and his followers. That fanatic—the rich, elusive embodiment of ancient evil in a new century, the man who made a living hell of Sweeney’s final moments on Tuesday, September 11, 2001—met his own end on Sunday, May 1, 2011, when American military forces, in a nighttime raid, killed him in a walled compound at the end of a dirt road thirty-five miles from the capital of Pakistan. Osama bin Laden, a killer in his early fifties who seemed somehow ageless, was shot in the head and buried at sea. Amy Sweeney and the roughly three thousand victims of 9/11—as well as the victims of Bin Laden’s other attacks, from East Africa to Yemen—had been avenged.

Let philosophers debate whether the American operation was the means of justice or of vengeance; such questions are interesting but not, in my view, urgent. Bin Laden declared war on the West, especially on America, and war was what he got. He claimed he was doing so in the name of Allah. The extreme reading of Islam that provided his rhetoric and his ethos, however, was secondary to the more elemental force that drove him: the will to power. He chose this fight. He got it, and now, presumably, he is discovering the extent of the accuracy of his vision of the world beyond this one. I doubt he is finding the bliss of the martyr.

For those of us still among the living, the death of Bin Laden is welcome and long overdue. The failure to capture or kill him sooner flummoxed three presidential administrations, from Clinton to Obama. In retrospect (that wondrous thing), we can see how Bin Laden moved from smaller-scale bombings, especially the 1998 attacks on American embassies in Africa, to what Al Qaeda called the "spectacular" misery of 9/11. From Langley to Tora Bora to a thousand unknown points in between, men and women acting for our collective security have lived and fought and died to disrupt Al Qaeda, struggling in a common cause that was—is, come to that—all too easy to put out of mind. This is their hour.

It is fashionable in some foreign-policy circles to minimize Bin Laden’s and Al Qaeda’s significance. The argument—usually put quietly, in private, with a kind of world-weariness—is that terrorism does not represent an existential threat to the United States, and that the wars after 9/11 have vastly distorted our policies and priorities. In sum, this view holds that George W. Bush’s post-9/11 vision of the world—a vision which shapes the reality his successor faces—is fundamentally misguided. For adherents of this school, it follows that Bin Laden’s death is thought of as symbolic and, in a phrase that grew trite on television before the sun rose in the western United States on Monday morning, May 2, as a "morale boost" for the American psyche.

It is, however, more than that. Yes, Al Qaeda is decentralized, and terrorists could strike from nearly anywhere under the banner of some entity about which we know nothing at the moment. As for the boosted psyche, moments of political and communal feeling, both good and bad, come and go. President Obama’s poll numbers will rise, and they will fall.

But radical Islamic terrorism—and radical Islam itself—matters. It may not threaten the existence of the United States, but it endangers the existence of those who might be killed by its attacks, and is a force in nuclear nations such as Pakistan that are riven by radicalism. The death of Bin Laden cannot help but have a beneficial effect on our struggle against extremists, even if those extremists are driven to attempt vengeance. It underscores a capacity for persistence in the American character—a character often caricatured by its enemies as too fat and happy and decadent to focus on any one thing for very long.

Of course, to be honest, sustained public attention is not an overly abundant American virtue. That is why an hour like this one is so important. There are moments in the life of a nation, and of the world, which force an examination of familiar assumptions and offer a largely sclerotic political culture an opportunity to adjust course.

Which brings us to this book. The death of Bin Laden is an occasion to assess where we have been and where we are going. Two wars were begun in the shadow of Bin Laden’s attacks, one in Afghanistan, the other in Iraq; the former drags on interminably. Our relations with Pakistan are such that the White House did not inform its government before the assault on Bin Laden’s compound. The proliferation of weapons of mass destruction—nuclear, chemical, biological—remains disturbing and maddeningly uncontrollable. The events of the Arab Spring give hope; Muammar Gaddafi’s durability in Libya gives pause.

In the essays that follow, the contributors look ahead, beyond emotion and conventional wisdom, to suggest what the post–Bin Laden chapter in American life may be like. And it makes sense to think in terms of chapters, not wholly different stories, for what the government christened the Global War on Terror in the wake of 9/11 can never truly end. Even the "long twilight struggle" of the Cold War—the phrase is John F. Kennedy’s—reached a conclusion with the fall of the Berlin Wall and the breakup of the Soviet Union under George H. W. Bush.

Unlike Soviet Communism, terrorism will be with us always. Yet everything is a matter of degree. It would be progress indeed if terror could occupy the same place in our national priorities and imagination as it did in the 1970s and 1980s—a reality, but not a consuming one. This may not be possible, but Bin Laden’s death gives us at least a moment to ponder these kinds of scenarios.

Among the most exciting of such possibilities is that the killing of Bin Laden will give President Obama the political room to underscore issues of investment that are not traditionally thought of in national-security terms. The national challenges we face are far from limited to the threat of violence by radical Islamists. From education to infrastructure to debt, Americans have much to do, and the distinction between domestic concerns and foreign ones is largely false. No great military power has remained so in the absence of economic power. To take just one example: Our dependence on foreign oil has long distorted our foreign policy. Does anyone seriously think American leaders would care as much about the Middle East if our economy were not inextricably linked to the energy produced and sold there? More self-sufficiency in that sector alone would create a more secure nation.

As Bismarck remarked, politics is the art of the possible. Not the perfect, and sometimes not even the remotely desirable, but the possible. The attacks of September 11 opened up a world of possibilities for the leadership of George W. Bush, and what he did with those possibilities is now in the hands of history. President Obama, however, continues to live amid the obligations of what Martin Luther King, Jr. called, in a favorite Obama quotation, "the fierce urgency of now."

What he—what we—choose to do with that commission will determine the shape of the next decade, and perhaps longer. Americans like to look to tomorrow; it’s the frontier spirit in us, the restlessness that brought so many to the New World from the Old. But without remembering yesterday, we risk foreclosing learning the lessons of even the very recent past. For Americans in the nineteenth century, slavery and the cataclysm of the Civil War were shaping events; in the middle of the twentieth century there was Munich and Pearl Harbor and then Vietnam; now there is 9/11 and its fallout, not least the Iraq War.

Our central yesterday remains that now-distant Tuesday in 2001. It is the day that has affected every subsequent day, from Manhattan to Kabul to Baghdad to Islamabad. At the heart of the story of that day are people like Peter Hanson, a passenger on United Airlines Flight 175, the plane that hit the South Tower nearly twenty minutes after Amy Sweeney’s American Airlines jet struck the North Tower. In a call to his father, Lee, seconds before the end, Peter said: "It’s getting bad, Dad—A stewardess was stabbed.… It’s getting very bad on the plane.… I think we are going down.… Don’t worry, Dad—If it happens, it’ll be very fast—My God, my God."

It did happen. Now as then, the country needs to fight to keep others from suffering the same fate, and fight to become the best country we can be. Hokey? Maybe. But it has the virtue of being true.



Jon Meacham, executive editor at Random House, is the Pulitzer Prize-winning author of American Lion: Andrew Jackson in the White House and the New York Times bestsellers Franklin and Winston: An Intimate Portrait of an Epic Friendship and American Gospel: God, the Founding Fathers, and the Making of a Nation. He lives in New York City with his wife and children.












How Al Qaeda Lost the Arabs






Andrew Exum



We had all gathered in an airplane hangar in Afghanistan—aviators, trigger-pullers, planners, and logisticians from various special operations units within the U.S. military. Taking the stage before us, the general told us our mission: to kill or capture Osama bin Laden. This time, he told us, we were serious. We had assembled the very best of America’s special operations community and would take advantage of a planned Pakistani military offensive in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) to flush out and destroy Al Qaeda’s senior leadership.

It was the spring of 2004, and the general before us was Stanley McChrystal, about to earn his second star. We were confident, having captured Saddam Hussein a few months prior and with the wars in both Iraq and Afghanistan seemingly going well. We never got the chance to go after Osama bin Laden, though. A few weeks after we gathered in that airplane hangar, units from the Pakistani military marched into South Waziristan, clashed with Pakistani Taliban, and after negotiating their withdrawal, declared there to be no Al Qaeda in the FATA.1

The 2004 Shakai Agreement, as it came to be known, in which the Pakistani military largely acceded to the demands of the militants in the tribal areas, was a harbinger of things to come. Over the next five years, Pakistani military officers would strike a series of deals with militants that would cede large portions of Pakistan’s old Northwest Frontier Province as well as the entirety of the FATA to militant groups, while elements within Pakistan’s security services would arm, train, and reconstitute the Afghan Taliban and its allies.

But in retrospect, maybe the Pakistani military was right about Al Qaeda in Pakistan’s tribal areas: Seven years later, when U.S. special operations forces finally killed Osama bin Laden, they found him not in some remote cave but in a fortified compound just one mile down the road from the Pakistani Military Academy in Abbottabad.

By 2011, though, I had long since left the U.S. military. In May 2004, I boarded a military transport out of Afghanistan, turned in my equipment, and shortly thereafter matriculated as a civilian graduate student at the American University of Beirut to study the peoples and politics of the Arabic-speaking world. For most of the next five years, as the wars in both Iraq and Afghanistan worsened, I would live and study in Lebanon, Egypt, and Morocco.

The first time I visited the Middle East was just after September 11, 2001, when I deployed with my platoon of light infantry to Kuwait before later fighting in Afghanistan. And I had also served in Iraq in 2003, this time leading Army Rangers trying to kill or capture the last remnants of Saddam Hussein’s regime, in the misguided belief that a few "dead-enders" were all that stood between Iraq and peace. That kind of initiation into the Arabic-speaking world hardly set the stage for value-neutral research, but it certainly provided me with a unique perspective on the region as a scholar.

Al Qaeda was the reason I first went to the Middle East. What I find to be most remarkable today, though, in the aftermath of Osama bin Laden’s death, is how little Al Qaeda now matters. Turning on Al Jazeera the morning after the president announced the death of Bin Laden, the news of the killing led the broadcast but competed with the ongoing crackdown in Syria and the civil war in Libya for the attentions of the network. And neither of those two events, like the popular movements in both Egypt and Tunisia that preceded them, had anything to do with Al Qaeda or Bin Laden. As Ghassan Charbel wrote in Al-Hayat,

The protesters in Tunisia did not raise his pictures, and his portrait did not appear on Tahrir Square in Cairo. The protesters in Yemen or Libya did not try to affiliate themselves with him. The revolutions and protests came from another dictionary, and demanded pluralism, the transfer of power, transparency, the respect of the other’s opinion, belonging to today’s world, and taking part in building it. This dictionary is in complete contradiction to [that of Bin Laden].2

Or as the Islamic scholar Radwan Sayyid of the Lebanese University told The New York Times, "Bin Laden was the phenomenon of a crisis of another time."3

How, though, did Al Qaeda fall so far, so fast within the Arabic-speaking world? What changed?

In the end, the Middle East simply moved on from Osama bin Laden, and though Al Qaeda’s own mistakes had something to do with it, the death knell for the movement has been a generation of Arabs that, with no thanks to and little help from the United States or any other Western power, simply demanded something else.

In the Arabic-speaking world, at least, Al Qaeda is defeated. Its short, unhappy, and ultimately suicidal life in the region was in large part a response to the challenge posed by Western power, which, now on the wane in the region, has allowed Arab publics to chart new courses for themselves independent of both the West and the extremists.

If the peoples of the West have grown used to imagining Arabs living out their lives merely in response to the actions of the Western powers, that is understandable. The intellectual story of the Arabic-speaking world for much of the past two centuries has been one of competing visions for how the Arabic-speaking peoples should respond to the challenges presented by the social and political ideas of the West. Western nations have, quite literally, been invading the region since Napoleon’s defeat of the Mamelukes in 1798 outside Cairo. For over two hundred years, then, the peoples of the Middle East have had little option but to respond to the Western ideas and capital that followed along with invading armies.

The historical period Eric Hobsbawm coined the "long nineteenth century" began with the twin revolutions in France and in the factories of England, and ended in the killing fields of the Somme.4 European growth in the years between, though, both in terms of capital and the creation of new, non-monarchical systems of government, was intense, and competitions between the imperial states of Europe soon spilled into Africa, Asia, and the Middle East. For the first time in centuries, the peoples of the Arabic-speaking world were forced to adapt to or reject the norms of a European world that often arrived by force of arms.

Making matters more complicated, if the Arab peoples could claim some credit for the European Renaissance, in that they had been the ones who preserved many of the classical texts that informed European thinking and insofar as Arab thinkers such as Al-Farabi, Avicenna (Ibn Sina), and Averroes (Ibn Rushd) had influenced medieval European philosophy, the post-Enlightenment political and social ideas that sprang from Europe were alien. Arab intellectuals confronted Western ideas that had evolved in isolation from the Middle East. The first generation of Arabs to deal with the challenge posed by the West, though, were intrigued enough by new Western ideas to encourage their peers to believe that they could adopt new institutions and ideas from the West without compromising their own values.5

But the next generation, embodied by the Egyptian scholar Mohammed ‘Abduh in Albert Hourani’s classic Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, began to see the nations of Europe both as a potential threat and as forces to be respected. ‘Abduh attempted a synthesis, seeking to adapt Islamic values in a way that still had relevance to new paradigms. It was then possible for the intellectual heirs of ‘Abduh to break in two directions. As Hourani wrote:

On the one hand were those who stood fast on the Islamic bases of society, and in doing so moved closer to a kind of Muslim fundamentalism. On the other were those who continued to accept Islam as a body of principles or at the very least sentiments, but held that life in society should be regulated by secular norms, of individual welfare or collective strength.

Out of the former school, the writings of medieval Muslim philosophers such as Ibn Taymiyya on the role of fiqh, or jurisprudence, as the primary source of political thought were influential. Ibn Taymiyya’s reflections on power and governance are characterized, in the words of Tarif Khalidi, "by a powerful longing for the ‘golden age’ of the first four caliphs, a period they considered normative for all later Islamic history."6

This strand of Islamic fundamentalism, which sought an answer to the West’s challenge in the earliest days and men of Islam, lost out to the more secular regimes that came to power in Egypt, Syria, and Iraq following the Second World War and which cracked down on Islamist movements—when not cynically using those same Islamists to counter leftist parties.7 Leaders of organizations such as Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood were, once thrown into the prisons of Cairo and often tortured, radicalized to the point of advocating violent action against not just the regimes of the Middle East but the infidel societies of the West.

The attacks of September 11 opened a violent new chapter in relations between the Western and Arabic-speaking worlds. Following the attacks on Washington and New York, the United States and its allies initially limited their military response, targeting only the Taliban government that had been protecting Al Qaeda in Afghanistan, but after the fall of the Taliban, the Bush Administration soon shifted its focus onto the Middle Eastern regimes that the United States believed had been supporting terrorist movements worldwide.

If any state in the region had been supporting violent, fundamentalist Muslim terrorists, it was prominent U.S. ally Saudi Arabia, from which fifteen of the nineteen September 11 hijackers hailed. In his five-volume magnum opus Cities of Salt, Saudi novelist Abdul Rahman Munif captures the way in which the desert Bedouin communities of the Arabian Peninsula were transformed by oil wealth that in turn allowed those societies to enforce and promulgate an austere, brutal strain of Islam. The nihilistic violence of Al Qaeda was, as much as anything, the product of this uneasy marriage between austere Wahhabism and billions upon billions of dollars of oil wealth.

The United States, though, given its vital economic interests in the Gulf, could hardly challenge the country from which so much of the violent ideology fueling Al Qaeda had actually emerged. Iraq, by contrast, offered low-hanging fruit in the form of an internationally isolated regime that did not help itself by intimating that it might have active chemical and biological weapons programs. And so on a fateful day in March 2003, U.S. military forces and their allies rolled across the Kuwaiti border to depose the regime in Baghdad.

If the United States was humbled in the years to follow in Iraq, though, Al Qaeda was devastated. First off, as Thomas Hegghammer has demonstrated, Iraq soon became such an enticing conflict for would-be jihadi warriors that it distracted from other potential targets.8 But the Arabic-speaking world was largely horrified by the violence in Iraq, and if the Americans enjoyed much of the blame for the chaos Arabs saw unfold on their television screens each night, Al Qaeda’s brand suffered even more. By 2005, it was clear that those dying in Al Qaeda suicide attacks throughout Iraq were not primarily Americans but mostly Iraqis and Muslims.

In Iraq itself, meanwhile, the heavy-handed way in which Al Qaeda and its fellow travelers treated the long-suffering Sunni Arab population—ostensibly Al Qaeda’s allies in the conflict—finally wore too thin. For the Sunni population of Iraq, tribal affiliation matters more than religious affiliation, a fact appreciated by neither Al Qaeda nor, initially, the United States and its allies. Among those insurgents detained by U.S. and allied military forces in Iraq in 2006 and 2007, the U.S. military was surprised to discover that very few were religiously motivated. Most—and especially most Iraqis captured—identified primarily with their tribe rather than their religious sect, and once incarcerated, a minority of those detained even participated in daily prayers.9

The "tribal revolt" against Al Qaeda, then, began when it attempted to impose its own religious and cultural norms on the local environment, which included forcing tribal leaders to marry their daughters to Al Qaeda fighters—a tactic Al Qaeda had successfully employed in Afghanistan and Pakistan in part to increase kinship-based alliances and to embed Al Qaeda within local communities.10 When tribal leaders resisted, Al Qaeda militants assassinated those leaders, and the tribes in turn appealed to their erstwhile enemies, the U.S. military units in the area, for assistance. What followed was a series of military operations, driven by new intelligence gathered from Iraqi allies who had weeks earlier been allied with Al Qaeda, in which U.S. special operations and conventional forces decimated the ranks of Al Qaeda in Iraq and converted thousands of Sunni militiamen into "concerned local citizens" helping U.S. and Iraqi military forces improve security.

At the same time Al Qaeda was being defeated in Iraq, it suffered reverses on other fronts. In 2003, while the United States was getting dragged into the maelstrom of Iraq, Al Qaeda stepped up terror attacks in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia for the first time. Whereas Saudi citizens may have applauded Al Qaeda attacks against far-off Western targets, they were shocked and disgusted by the attacks at home, which mostly succeeded, again, in killing their fellow Muslims.

Additionally, those Saudi terrorists, who had returned home to take on what they saw as the corrupt and sclerotic House of Saud, were no longer truly Saudi.11 The norms they returned home with, to say nothing of their dress and mannerisms, made them stick out within their native society, making them less than ideal guerrillas. Over the course of 2004 and 2005, then, Saudi authorities were able to wage a comprehensively successful counterinsurgency campaign against militants in the kingdom. If Al Qaeda’s ultimate goal had been to topple the regime in Saudi Arabia, their efforts met with catastrophic defeat.

The years following the attacks on September 11 were thus a period of sustained military defeats for Al Qaeda across the Arabic-speaking world. Although Osama bin Laden was often admired as someone who stood up to U.S. hegemony, support for the tactics and goals of Al Qaeda plummeted. Jordanians, like the Saudis, may have privately applauded Al Qaeda attacks against U.S. forces in Iraq, but that support, unsurprisingly, did not extend to suicide bombers attacking Jordanian wedding parties in Amman.

At the same time, meanwhile, the spread of new media throughout the Arabic-speaking world enabled the public to gather their news and information from a wider variety of media than ever before, often independently of regime censors. As scholars such as Marc Lynch have described, the advent of Arabic-language satellite networks such as Al Jazeera transformed public discourse in the Middle East.12 Ordinary Arabs from Morocco to Oman could call in to talk shows and ask pointed questions about the regimes under which they lived. The ministries of information that are a hallmark of every Arab regime could not compete with the diffusion of satellite dishes, and regimes that worked so hard to depoliticize their publics in the 1950s and 1960s now scrambled importantly against forces beyond their borders. Nervous Arab regimes angrily remonstrated the emir of Qatar, which hosted and funded Al Jazeera, but the wily emir had taken out the ultimate insurance policy in the form of a massive U.S. air base that replaced the one in Saudi Arabia that had so angered Islamic fundamentalists.

In this new public discourse, Arabs asked embarrassing questions about their regimes—including about the relationships their rulers enjoyed with both the United States and Israel—and openly challenged the legitimacy of regimes that had been in power for decades and, in some cases, generations. Arabs had always transgressively joked about their rulers, of course, in private. Egyptians, for example, loved to tell a joke about the Angel of Death visiting Hosni Mubarak and telling him to bid goodbye to the people of Egypt. "Why," Mubarak asked, "where are they going?"13

By 2003, though, Arabs were finding ways to openly challenge their regimes while serious secular opposition groups began to stir in Cairo, providing the inspiration for if not the cadre of the popular movement that would eventually sweep Hosni Mubarak from power.14

When the Tunisian fruit vendor Mohamed Bouazizi committed suicide in the small town of Sidi Bouzid after being harassed to the point of despair by municipal officials, a spark was lit that burns to this day across the Arabic-speaking world. This fire has consumed not just the regimes in Tunis and Cairo but also the extremist vision of Osama bin Laden and his followers.

For as Khaled Saghieh observed, Osama bin Laden himself may have died at the hands of U.S. naval commandos, but Al Qaeda, the movement, died at the hands of the Arab popular uprisings.15 Osama bin Laden and his followers had struggled for years to topple the regimes in Cairo and the Gulf, but nonviolent protest movements—not armed insurrection—won the day. "What we noticed in Tunisia, in Egypt, in Yemen was the opposite of what Bin Laden stood for," the Saudi political analyst Jamal Khashoggi told the Financial Times. "The people want change but their vision is nonviolent and inclusive of all segments of society."16

A few months ago, I returned to Egypt to witness the revolution that had swept Hosni Mubarak from power after three decades and saw firsthand the pluralism on display that would have disgusted either Osama bin Laden or his Egyptian deputy Ayman al-Zawahiri. There were posters in Tahrir Square demanding the release of the radical Islamist Omar Abdel-Rahman from a U.S. prison in North Carolina, but they were carried by few, as with other posters lionizing Gamal Abdel Nasser and Anwar Sadat. Most Egyptians carried their national flag as their banner. Christian and Muslim Egyptians, who had spent the days of the revolution pausing to shield each other as they prayed, continued to gather in the square alongside secular leftists and activists from the Muslim Brotherhood. Eventually, the competing visions of these various groups must be resolved through what are hoped to be democratic processes. But for now, they still exult in their shared victories.

Going forward, the challenges facing the Arabic-speaking world are as diverse as the region’s peoples and states. Lisa Anderson, president of the American University of Cairo, has noted the important ways in which the uprisings in Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt vary and challenge the publics there differently.17 In Egypt, as Mona El-Ghobashy so eloquently put it, "The genius of the Egyptian revolution is its methodical restoration of the public weal. The uprising restored the meaning of politics, if by that term is understood the making of collective claims on government. It revalued the people, revealing them in all their complexity—neither heroes nor saints, but citizens."18

The challenge for Egypt, then, is to create accountable public institutions that represent the collective policy preferences of the Egyptian people and effectively administer and redistribute the resources of the state. No matter who is elected president, any Egyptian government that reflects the policy preferences of its people will almost certainly be a government more sympathetic to the stateless Palestinians than was the government of Hosni Mubarak, meaning rocky shoals for U.S.-Egyptian relations ahead. But as far as structural reform is concerned, for the most part, as in Tunisia, Egypt’s challenge will be to reform existing institutions rather than to create new ones from whole cloth.

In Libya, by contrast, the challenge will not so much be one of reform but of state formation ex nihilo. Against the backdrop of a state whose old Ottoman bureaucracy the Italian colonizers did their best to dismantle and a Gaddafi regime whose pie-in-the-sky ambitions always meant that institutions meant to serve a Libyan state were never constructed, the task of building a Libyan state in the aftermath of both Gaddafi and a brutal civil war will be immense.19

Elsewhere, in Syria and in Yemen, for example, the final act of the play remains to be staged. And in any of these countries, of course, the political process going forward will involve Islamist parties and factions. But these Islamists are not likely to prove as extreme as Al Qaeda, and they will be resisted every step of the way by younger, secular activists as well as remnants of l’ancien régime. The rival visions of the heirs of Muhammad ‘Abduh will continue to compete for primacy. But as Jordanian Islamist Marwan Shehadeh notes, "extremist Islamist movements are on the retreat, giving way to the more moderate currents that have a more comprehensive vision and political platform," such as the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt.20

If extremists are on the wane, though, the death of Osama bin Laden comes at a time when the power of the United States in the region is also receding. Following the implosion of western Europe in two catastrophic world wars in the first half of the twentieth century, the United States had, along with the Soviet Union, replaced the United Kingdom and France as the dominant power in a region made all the more important thanks to the discovery of vast hydrocarbon reserves in the Arabian Peninsula. In the aftermath of the Cold War and the first Persian Gulf War, the United States was briefly left supreme in the region. That hegemony, though, died in the fires of Iraq. Although the United States will leave enough military power in the region to guarantee access to the oil and gas passing through the Straits of Hormuz, a bankrupt United States exhausted by war is unlikely to project power as aggressively as it once did.

So for the first time in two centuries, the peoples of the Arabic-speaking world will be left to determine their future free from invading Western armies. Whatever path they chart, it will be their own.



Andrew Exum is a fellow at the Center for a New American Security in Washington, D.C. A native of Tennessee, he was educated in Philadelphia, Beirut, and London and served in the U.S. Army in both Iraq and Afghanistan.












The AfPak Opportunity Now at Hand






Bing West



This essay examines the implications of the Osama bin Laden raid in terms of the war in Afghanistan. Killing Bin Laden affirmed the power and determination of America, and his death offers an opportunity to greatly reduce the American effort in Afghanistan.

The successful raid on May 1, 2011, of Bin Laden’s upscale compound in Pakistan dealt a severe blow to all Islamists. It was a clear victory for the CIA and the U.S. military. As a result, nations across the globe will be more willing to cooperate with American national security operatives.

That Bin Laden was hiding in plain sight demonstrated the complicity of Pakistan’s government. President Obama informed President Zardari of Pakistan after the raid, driving home the message that Pakistan could not be trusted. An embarrassed Islamabad scrambled to excuse its hypocrisy by claiming, "Osama bin Laden’s death illustrates the resolve of the international community, including Pakistan, to fight and eliminate terrorism.… Pakistan will not allow its soil to be used in terrorist attacks against any country."

That claim, of course, was false. Pakistani officials have provided the sanctuary that has enabled both Al Qaeda and Taliban terrorists to launch murderous attacks against other countries. The successful elimination of Osama bin Laden offers the chance to change the nature of the war in Afghanistan—if it signals a shift in attitude on the part of the Obama administration. Since 2001, American officials have tolerated the two-faced stance of Pakistan, even though its granting the enemy a sanctuary has enormously complicated the war in Afghanistan. Remove the sacredness of the sanctuary, and the balance of power between the Afghan security forces and the Taliban changes dramatically, permitting a major reduction in U.S. forces inside Afghanistan.



The strategy in Afghanistan has been muddled since 2001. The United States, aided by other NATO countries, invaded Afghanistan because Al Qaeda terrorists had murdered close to three thousand civilians in New York City. After the destruction of the Twin Towers, the Taliban—then governing most of Afghanistan—refused to turn over Osama bin Laden and his Al Qaeda organization residing inside Afghanistan. U.S. airpower swiftly destroyed the conventional units of Al Qaeda and the Taliban.

But then the military force, commanded by U.S. Army General Tommy Franks, permitted Bin Laden and a substantial cadre of Al Qaeda and Taliban members to escape into the wilds of western Pakistan. Neither General Franks nor President George W. Bush nor the U.S. Congress, nor indeed the American public, seriously entertained the idea of hot pursuit across the border. We did not finish the fight while the world still trembled before our wrath. When thousands of Americans were killed at Pearl Harbor, our nation went to war. Had the Japanese claimed we could not pursue them, say, across the international date line, we would have laughed. Yet after Bin Laden killed thousands in 2001, our generals, politicians, and president stopped at the obscure Durand Line and allowed a sanctuary to Al Qaeda when the network was at its weakest.

Instead, the U.S., NATO, and the United Nations turned their collective attention to the gargantuan task of building Afghanistan into an economically viable, democratic, unified nation. In 2002, the U.S. changed its mission from counterterrorism into state-building.

The military embraced this mission. By 2006, the U.S. Army and Marine Corps had produced a field manual on counterinsurgency that declared that soldiers and marines were "nation-builders as well as warriors."1 The manual was intended to provide a framework for winning the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan; its strength was its insistence that the people be treated with respect.

The doctrine was based upon a theory of the social contract—the United States would give the people money and protection, and honest Afghan officials and the people would turn against the insurgents—that did not address the dynamics of Afghanistan. The doctrine did not say what to do when the people remained neutral and the government remained dishonest. It was silent about Islamist religiosity as the ideology fueling the enemy, It laid out no practical steps for restraining corruption, and ignored tribalism and the existence of a sanctuary in Pakistan. It accorded total sovereignty to a host government in Kabul led by the erratic president Hamid Karzai. Put bluntly, the doctrine was theory that did not accord with the realities of Afghanistan.

From 2006 through 2008, even as Iraq was stabilizing, the Taliban were gaining strength and momentum in Afghanistan. Some claimed—rightly—that the United States needed 100,000 troops in the country, rather than 30,000. A report to Congress criticized a "lack of coherence" in disbursing $32 billion in U.S. and $25 billion in NATO European reconstruction funds, pointing to the need for a comprehensive strategy.2

The failures inside the Afghan government, however, were not fundamentally due to a lack of strategy or resources. In November 2009, the U.S. ambassador in Kabul, Karl Eikenberry, sent a cable to Secretary of State Hillary Clinton. Eikenberry, who had served as the three-star commander in Afghanistan, warned against sending additional troops. He wrote, "Karzai was not an adequate strategic partner … shuns responsibility for any strategic burden, whether defense, governance, or development … there is no political ruling class that provides an overarching national identity."

The ambassador also held out little hope that Pakistan would cooperate. "Pakistan will remain the single greatest source of Afghan instability so long as the border sanctuaries remain, and Pakistan views its strategic interest as best served by a weak neighbor."3

In December 2009, President Obama announced, "It is in our vital national interest to send additional U.S. troops to Afghanistan. After eighteen months, our troops will begin to come home."4 Asked what he expected the troops to accomplish, Obama replied that our goals were not clear and that a strategy was being devised.5 "We’ve seen a sense of drift in the mission in Afghanistan … what kinds of strategies and tactics we need to put in place," he said. "I don’t think we’ve thought it through."6

In 2008, Obama had pledged "to wage the war that has to be won."7 A year later, Obama said the goal was "to deny it (the Taliban) the ability to overthrow the government." When asked if this was a change in mission, Secretary of Defense Robert Gates replied, "We are in this thing to win." Admiral Mike Mullen, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, added, "That’s certainly where I am. . . . If we’re not winning, we’re losing. Having an intellectual debate about winning and losing … I don’t think is very helpful.… I urge our troops to think carefully about how they will accomplish the mission they have been assigned."8

But the specifics of the mission were never clear. Some officials believed the strategy required fulsome nation-building. Senator Joseph Lieberman (D-CT) called for "a nationwide, civil-military campaign plan," including sending more American civilians to jump-start governmental services, plus stiff anti-corruption and anti-drug-trafficking measures. On the other hand, Gates suggested what sounded like nation-building lite. "If we set ourselves the objective of creating some sort of Central Asian Valhalla over there," he said, "we will lose."9 That seemed in line with the view of Britain’s senior commander in Afghanistan: "We’re not going to win this war," Brigadier Mark Carleton-Smith said last October. "It’s about reducing it to a manageable level of insurgency that’s not a strategic threat and can be managed by the Afghan army."10



The basic objective, according to Gates, was to prevent Afghanistan from becoming a haven and launching pad for extremists. That was less ambitious than nation-building. To achieve that minimalist end state required three tasks: 1) provide decentralized security in rural Pashtun tribal areas to drive out the local Taliban, 2) link that security system to the central government in Kabul, and 3) cope with the sanctuary provided by Pakistan.

The first task—providing local security—depended upon the morale of the fighters on both sides. War is about killing until the other side quits. The preferred American way of war, prior to the publication of the counterinsurgency manual, was to fix and destroy the opposing army. That didn’t apply in insurgencies. Instead, the population had be separated from, and persuaded to inform against, the insurgents. That required forces spread out across seven thousand Pashtun villages. The eleven million Pashtuns—about thirty percent of the Afghan population—lived in the mountains and farmlands adjacent to the fifteen-hundred-mile border with Pakistan. The Taliban were fundamentalist Pashtuns who operated in diverse gangs. Altogether, there were about twenty thousand Taliban fighters and a like number of supporters. About ninety-five percent of the fighting took place inside the Pashtun belt.

Since 2001, the basic goal of the NATO coalition and of the Kabul government had been to persuade the Pashtuns to turn against their Taliban relatives. The example cited is Iraq, where Sunni tribes came over to the American side starting in late 2006. That change in attitude, called the Awakening, provided the bedrock upon which General David Petraeus anchored his winning strategy. Shortly before Al Qaeda killed him, I asked Sheik Abu Risha Sattar, who led the Awakening, why the tribes hadn’t awakened earlier and saved bloodshed on both sides. "You Americans couldn’t convince us," he replied. "We Sunnis had to convince ourselves."

Sattar’s words were a warning about predicting when and why the tide of insurgent battle begins to ebb. We don’t know what dynamic, if any, will cause the Pashtun tribes to band together decisively against the Taliban gangs. Americans can provide a temporary glue, but eventually the Afghanis must work out their own tribal dynamics. As Ahmed Rashid’s book Taliban vividly describes, deceit among the tribes is perpetual. Our objective is to prevent the re-emergence of extremist dominance. Whether this can be achieved in the face of a weak central government—nation-building lite—remains an open question.

The second task was creating a responsive central government that merited the support of the population. The Taliban bring a fervid religiosity intensified by jihad against foreigners. Yet while the majority of Afghanis detest the Taliban, the Karzai government has degraded its own legitimacy through corruption, selfishness, and inaction.

The Iraq case showed that the U.S. government could exert leverage with tenacity and moral suasion. In Iraq, American officers and diplomats took up residence in key ministries, both mentoring and intervening when catastrophe loomed. Over ten thousand U.S. officers and NCOs were attached to the Iraqi government at every level, from the neighborhood to the prime minister’s office—a ratio of twenty or thirty U.S. military officers to one U.S. civilian. The Pentagon did not have the manpower or desire to repeat that model in Afghanistan.

The third task was the hardest: depriving Al Qaeda and the Taliban of sanctuary in Pakistan. Pakistan’s Directorate for Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) has long believed it could manipulate the Pashtun fundamentalists, collectively called the Taliban, to ensure Afghanistan did not align with India. In the ’80s, CIA contacts with mujahideen were controlled by the ISI. After the Russians were driven out of Afghanistan, the ISI provided the Taliban with equipment and advice. After 9/11, the Pakistan government claimed to reject the Taliban, but in fact did not do so. Inside the Pakistani army, officers were wary of one another’s loyalties, not knowing who among them felt a basic allegiance to the fundamentalists.

Pakistan’s leaders were often duplicitous, always cunning, and forever amber. Admiral Mullen said the problem was that "a whole generation of Pakistani military officers either doesn’t know the United States, doesn’t trust us, or both."11 The United States and Pakistan have reason to distrust each other. Congress has switched aid to Pakistan on and off, while the executive branch has alternately embraced and deplored Pakistan’s leaders, whose motivations and constancy are opaque. Pakistan has developed dozens of nuclear weapons and allowed the transfer of nuclear blueprints and equipment to Libya and to North Korea.

In 2009, Obama believed that Pakistan could be wooed with a billion dollars a year. The hope was that Pakistan would respond by attacking the fundamentalists. Instead, Pakistan objected to any U.S. ground raids against terrorist bases and complained whenever the United States launched a small strike using a unmanned aerial vehicle called the Predator.

Since Pakistan remains a sanctuary, the U.S. military has concentrated on fighting a defensive war inside Afghanistan.



In 2010, Secretary of Defense Robert Gates again addressed the military objective. "Doing things to improve governance," Gates said, "to improve development in Afghanistan, to the degree it contributes to our security mission and to the effectiveness of the Afghan government in the security area, that’s what we’re going to do." That was obfuscation, not guidance. No commander can carry out a mission that the secretary of defense cannot define.

"Our young military leaders," he said, "in Iraq and Afghanistan have to one degree or another found themselves dealing with development, governance, agriculture, health, and diplomacy."12 This suggested that nation-building was a military mission, but beyond his control. Gates had a knack for getting on both sides of any controversial debate. While he appeared stern, rational, and judicious, it was hard to know where he stood on core issues.

Army Chief of Staff General George Casey was more prescriptive about the mission. "We are not going to succeed by military means alone," he said in 2008. "You are only going to succeed when the people perceive there is a government represented by their interests, when there is an economy that can give them a job to support their families, when there are educational systems that can educate their family. All those things are essential to the long-term success of the military operation."

The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff supported Casey’s view that nation-building was the basic mission. "Moving in a direction that provides security," Mullen said, "so then we can develop governance, so then we can develop an economy and they can take over their own destiny."

The sequential approach of the chairman of the Joint Chiefs meant that U.S. commanders had to fight, then govern, and then deliver services to the population.

The commandant of the Marine Corps, General James Conway, disagreed fundamentally. "We [marines] can’t fix the economy," Conway said. "We can’t fix the government. What we can do is affect the security."

With four-star generals aligned on opposing sides of the debate, no senior civilian official had addressed head-on whether the U.S. military should shed the missions of governance and economic development. Instead, the senior leadership evaded responsibility by saying the battalions would do only the amount of governance and development that was necessary. By 2011, many American battalion commanders were devoting more effort to governance and development than to killing and arresting an enemy that held the offensive.



The fundamental governance problem was that we had given full sovereignty to a set of officials who behaved irresponsibly. When we placed ourselves in the position of assisting—by shedding American blood—officials whom we could relieve of command for corruption or incompetence, we became advisers rather than decision-makers. In Afghanistan, we have spent more than $20 billion on construction and "governance," and we don’t know whether that money was wasted. We do know that corruption was scandalous and yet we had no authority to curtail it or to prosecute the thieves.

More basically, it was not clear how corruption affected governance. The Nobel Prize–winning economist Roger Myerson offered an explanation about when corruption worked and did not work to support a state. Chiang Kai-shek’s 1949 government in China is cited in counterinsurgency theory as an example of how corruption corrodes a regime, leading to victory by the guerrillas. Not so, Myerson argued. "The problem was that highly connected government agents took profits from their positions without providing the governance and services that were expected of them."13 Chiang failed as a leader because he did not ensure his subordinates were rewarded only when they performed their jobs correctly. When they were rewarded even while failing, then those failures became the insurgents’ gains, spreading the perception that Chiang’s rule was doomed and motivating his subordinates to steal more while they could. The government did nothing to prevent the collapse they had engineered by their own ineptitude.

Conversely, the British in India in the 1860s granted local authority as a property right to landlords called zamindars. Permitted to tax and benefit, the zamindar bureaucracy ruthlessly stamped out any anti-British movements because a rebellion meant the end of their livelihoods. Similarly, Cuba, Saudi Arabia, Nigeria, and Russia had apparatchiks who understood they had to do their jobs in order to receive payoffs. Appointed and elected officials in Afghanistan expected payoffs regardless of whether they performed their jobs.

Although it offended the U.S. military to know that many Afghan officers and high officials were thieves, the behavior of officials in many countries demonstrated that a corrupt state could provide security and some meager services for the people. It was not clear how the United States, unable to resolve the issue of corruption and relegated to the role of advising a sovereign government led by an erratic president, could build a stable, democratic, economically viable nation in Afghanistan.



After a decade, we must begin to close down our open-ended commitment in Afghanistan. Nation-building will take several more decades and the commitment of hundreds of billions of more dollars. After the Great Recession and given the staggering cost of social transfer payments in the U.S. and the West in general, we don’t have the resources to invest on a continuing giant scale. Worse, after giving the Afghans billions each year and doing the fighting for them, we have created a culture of entitlement and dependency.

There is no way of withdrawing substantially from Afghanistan without accepting a degree of risk. How one assesses progress in a war, however, is highly controversial. Seven months after the invasion of Iraq in 2003, retired marine general Anthony Zinni gave a blistering speech. "My contemporaries, our feelings and sensitivities were forged on the battlefields of Vietnam," he said, "where we heard the garbage and lies, and we saw the sacrifice. I ask you, is it happening again?"14 The audience of navy and marine officers rose in applause, presumably cheering a criticism of civilian officials and not of themselves.

That was a misleading illusion. In Vietnam, generals as well as policymakers and politicians contributed to failure. In 1966, President Lyndon B. Johnson and Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara ordered General William Westmoreland, the commander in South Vietnam, to undertake a strategy to "attrit (sic) … (the Communist forces) at a rate as high as their capability to put men into the field."15 Westmoreland enthusiastically championed the attrition strategy. Inside the military, only the marines dissented. Overall, the U.S. military command agreed with a strategy that substituted physical for moral determination and led to body counts as the measure of progress. McNamara gradually came to disbelieve the military reports and quietly turned against the war.

There was "garbage" in the form of body counts inflated by the military and "lies" (deception) by a secretary of defense who did not believe in his own strategy, plus a Joint Chiefs of Staff that did not demur to a flawed strategy. Generals and civilian officials alike shared responsibility for the conduct of the war.

Similarly, in Iraq the generals weren’t on one side with the civilian officials on the other. Former secretary of state Colin Powell, who had served as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, said on Meet the Press that he didn’t think the preparations for war were adequate. But he went on to argue that both the civilians and the generals knew of the difficulties before invading Iraq. "Those that had experience in war understood," he said, "that we were taking on something that was going to be a major burden for many years, and I think the president was well aware of that."16

According to the multinational force campaign assessment written in Baghdad, the outlook in Iraq at the end of 2005 was bright. Yet a few months later, Iraq disintegrated. Excessive optimism was shared by civilian officials and military staffs alike.

Reports from Afghanistan reflected similar optimism. In 2002 the Taliban were routed, Al Qaeda driven out, and a national government elected. Things seemed good. Yet in 2008, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs said we weren’t winning and ordered a new strategy. How had the situation deteriorated over six years without warning bells clanging? How could so much "garbage and lies"—faulty assessments year after year—have accumulated in two theaters of war?

Dishonest military or civilian officials were not withholding bad news. Instead, the staffs, military and civilian alike, were wrestling to assess risk in a fledgling sovereign state racked by violence. Risk assessment was the art of relating the odds of achieving stability in a foreign country to varying levels of American military involvement.

Risk assessment—does the situation require more Americans in combat?—was poor for three reasons. The first was the culture of large guild organizations. Military officers have spent their careers preparing for battlefields where they were expected to prevail. If they didn’t have enough forces, that was no excuse. The divisions and battalions charged with winning were asked to evaluate themselves. Every commander believed he could get the job done with the forces he was allocated. Officers at all levels of command and staff knew one another; they had served together and come up the ranks together. Given that cultural context, it was unreasonable to expect even-handed candor from the commanders charged with controlling a battle space. The military rewarded progress.

Similarly, military commanders, determined to overcome all obstacles, loathe failure and rarely criticize each other, lest unit morale suffer. Although George Washington’s forces were driven from Long Island and New York City in mid-1776, his report to Congress greatly understated the disaster. Frustrated by Germany’s resistance to changing its tactics prior to World War II, Heinz Guderian, who went on to achieve fame as a brilliant commander, complained that "tacticians tell lies too, but the lies only become evident after the next war has been lost."

In addition to organizational culture, the second problem bedeviling risk assessment is irrelevant or flawed measurements. Because the mission in Afghanistan was nation-building, slogans such as "the military is only twenty percent of the problem" emerged, and plotting progress became as fuzzy as the mission itself. Assessments included an idiosyncratic range of subjects that encompassed governance, politics, polling, economic development, electricity production, unemployment rates, civilian casualties, IED explosions, fuel production, elections, and the rule of law. It was hard to distinguish between the trivial and the important.

Risk assessment and measures of effectiveness were addressed interchangeably, when in fact the two categories were quite different. Measures of effectiveness answer the question: What’s going on in this country? Data included the amount of free electric power distributed, schools opened, civilian deaths, enemy attacks, fuel delivered, political parties registered, elections held, etc. Most were lagging indicators that told you what had happened, not why it had happened or what was likely to happen.

Risk assessment, on the other hand, looks at the future. It focuses on the odds of succeeding, given a constrained number of American forces and resources. For instance, Iraq was falling apart in 2006.

But when the trends were most dire in Baghdad, the war was already turning around in western Anbar Province, because the Sunni tribes had changed sides. Although a "tipping point" critical to the war’s outcome had been reached on the ground, it was not placed within a strategic framework that would inform all interested parties, including the White House, Congress, the press, and military staffs outside Iraq.

While risk assessment can be expected to identify and highlight such tipping points, it cannot predict when they are about to occur. That’s as impossible as predicting a high or low point in the stock market.

War yields defining events, leaders, and movements that assessments cannot predict. There is a dearth of historical models showing how to nation-build successfully.



Through May 2011, our strategy has been to employ 100,000 U.S. troops and $110 billion, together with aid and 32,000 troops from our NATO allies, to build a modern Afghan nation in a vast, backward country with a subsistence economy, an uneducated work force, a flourishing drug trade, and loyalty to subtribes rather than to a functioning central government. The operational approach has been to drive out the local Taliban in selected provinces, most along the Pakistan border, by deploying small American units (averaging about a hundred soldiers) in a thousand outposts among the population and by doling out about $4 billion in local funding to gain popular support, while raising local militia and training Afghan police and soldiers to take over the protection task.

President Obama has promised to terminate the American combat role in 2014. After that, we don’t know whether the Pashtun farmers want to be protected by an Afghan army that is predominantly non-Pashtun, or whether that army will stand up against the Taliban in the mountains and in the poppy fields.

We can, however, assess the greater risk. Our objective in invading Afghanistan was to prevent terrorist attacks against the West, particularly against American civilians in the United States. The risk as we withdraw is that the Taliban would seize control of the country or provoke a civil war between the Pashtuns and the other major tribes, especially the Tajiks, that would result in a victory for the fundamentalists determined to launch transnational attacks. But the likelihood of that occurrence is low because the momentum of the Taliban has been stopped.

The role of the U.S. military is to develop an Afghan force that can contain the Taliban, allowing us to largely withdraw. Nation-building should be put aside and rejected as a military mission. Inside Afghanistan, the military effort should be gradually scaled back to advising the Afghan army so that they fight their own war. The means to do this is to deploy an adviser task force of about fifty Americans with each of the one hundred fifty Afghan battalions, while withdrawing American battalions. The adviser task forces would provide fire support and leadership example.

Pakistan must not remain a sanctuary. This does not mean recklessly widening the war. It does mean making it clear that Taliban leaders operating from Pakistan with the knowledge of Pakistani officials will be hunted down. President Obama dispatched a raiding party to eliminate Osama bin Laden because he was responsible for the deaths of thousands of Americans. Similarly, Mullah Omar, the leader of the Taliban, and his top counselors are responsible for thousands of American deaths in Afghanistan. Like Bin Laden, Omar and the leadership of the Taliban live in comfortable compounds. Like Bin Laden, the Taliban leadership is a target that should be struck.

No organization, be it Al Qaeda or the Taliban, can operate efficiently once its top leadership is subjected to constant attack. No more sanctuary.



Bing West is a former assistant secretary of defense and combat marine. His most recent book is The Wrong War: Grit, Strategy, and the Way Out of Afghanistan.












Islamabad, Washington, and the Long Road Ahead






Daniel Markey



When the United States finally found Osama bin Laden, he was not hiding under a rock in a remote mountain cave or among the anonymous, teeming crowds of one of Pakistan’s overgrown cities like Karachi. The world’s most notorious terrorist was instead ensconced far more comfortably in a large walled compound neighboring a military academy in the hill town of Abbottabad, Pakistan.

The specific circumstances of Bin Laden’s death say a great deal about Pakistan and the relationship between Washington and Islamabad. Global attention is now harshly fixed on Pakistan’s military and intelligence services, who find themselves in the impossible situation of appearing either terribly incompetent—for not knowing of Bin Laden’s presence under their noses—or profoundly compromised—for knowing and failing to act. Moreover, the circumstances demonstrate that the degree of mistrust between Washington and Islamabad is so high that the Obama administration chose to send U.S. helicopters into Pakistani airspace without alerting any local authorities, even at the risk of tripping Pakistan’s air defenses and provoking an armed confrontation.

The Bin Laden operation took place at a time when U.S.-Pakistan relations were already in a state of crisis. If Pakistan were more like Somalia or Yemen, the prospect of a rupture between Washington and Islamabad would not be nearly so worrisome. The United States could pursue a counterterror agenda by remote, launching drone strikes and commando raids with little concern for their political implications. But Pakistan is not Somalia or Yemen, and the stakes for American interests could hardly be higher. Pakistan is nuclear-armed, with an arsenal that is growing faster than any other in the world. It is a nation of roughly 180 million, projected to be the world’s fourth largest country—after India, China, and the United States—by midcentury. If present trends hold, that population will remain young, poorly educated, ill-prepared to compete in the global economy, and infested with terrorist networks and extreme ideologies. A destabilized Pakistan, or one that actively opposes the United States, poses a problem of unprecedented scale and complexity. Left to fester, it will only grow more difficult over time.

For all of these reasons, if Washington defeats Al Qaeda but "loses" Pakistan, the long-term strategic consequences will be dire.







The Meaning of Abbottabad



I visited Abbottabad in late 2007. The purpose of my trip was to meet with a group of local politicians who, I was told ahead of time, were worried about a new influx of fanatical militants in their region. Over a long family style dinner, they described how the Pakistani "Taliban" were sweeping into Abbottabad and neighboring towns, intimidating traditional community leaders and cowing the public. They said nothing about Osama bin Laden or Al Qaeda, and I did not ask. But their depiction of a community that was falling under the sway of militants, of a population that could not stand up to the threat, and of a Pakistani state that showed absolutely no intention of reversing the trend, was more revealing than I understood at the time.

Indirectly at least, Bin Laden’s long stay in Abbottabad was enabled by the fact that Pakistan’s military and intelligence services nurtured a range of jihadi outfits. For years, the area has served as a home both to Pakistan’s premier military academy and to the camps that trained so-called holy warriors for the insurgencies of Kashmir and Afghanistan. This was an open secret, but certainly not one that you would be likely to read in Pakistan’s newspapers or hear on its wide range of boisterous cable news programs. Too many Pakistani journalists have learned from tragic experience the dangers of speaking out against Pakistan’s extremists. Residents in a place like Abbottabad learn not to ask too many questions. Under such conditions, we might imagine that even the construction of Bin Laden’s massive home, with eighteen-foot walls topped by razor wire, might have blended into Abbottabad’s deceptively bucolic landscape.

To be clear, we should not assume that Pakistan’s military leadership knew the whereabouts of Bin Laden or that it engaged in any direct attempt to hide him from prying American eyes. But it is unquestionably true that Pakistan’s army and Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) officials have created, over the course of decades, an environment that permits an enormous range of nefarious activities—including militancy and terrorism—fosters fear and violence, and discourages questions or dissent. Today, the prospect that Pakistan cannot control the terrorists in its midst is almost more troubling than the notion that it has masterfully pulled the wool over America’s eyes. But either way, there is a deep, deep problem.







A History of Militancy



Pakistan’s militant landscape did not take shape overnight. Its origins can be traced all the way to the foundation of independent Pakistan in 1947, when Pashtun militias fought for control over the princely state of Jammu and Kashmir. Pakistan’s wars with India, particularly in 1971 when the eastern half of the country declared itself independent Bangladesh, left deep scars on the national psyche. A pervasive sense of insecurity—justified or not—explains much of Pakistan’s regional posture to this day. As India’s smaller sibling, facing undeniably larger and more capable conventional military forces, Pakistan has pursued an asymmetrical strategy of relying upon irregular militant units and, after 1998, a rapid expansion of its nuclear and missile programs. For sixty years, Pakistan has also assiduously cultivated an alliance with China, believing it offers an external balance of last resort against New Delhi.

Pakistan’s activities in neighboring Afghanistan also have their roots in a sense of insecurity. From its founding, Pakistan has feared the potential that the Pashtun tribes of Afghanistan might unite with their ethnic compatriots in Pakistan, ripping a chunk of contested territory away from Islamabad’s grasp in the process. These fears have been compounded by the sense that India might encircle Pakistan by achieving a dominant influence in Kabul. Pakistan’s support to the Afghan mujahideen, to successive warring factions in the civil war that followed, and eventually to the Taliban, were all justified as efforts to expand Islamabad’s influence inside Afghanistan, undermine Pashtun nationalism, and gain "strategic depth" against the Indian adversary in the east.

Whatever the origins of Pakistan’s regional approach, the military’s cultivation of jihadi groups has created substantial problems in Pakistan that seem to have no end in sight. Since 2001, over thirty thousand Pakistani civilians have been killed in terrorist and insurgent attacks. Pakistan is insecure today because it rides the tiger of militancy, not because it faces Pashtun irredentism or Indian aggression. The state has less control than it once did over the groups it created and nurtured, like Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT). New groups, such as the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), have emerged that openly champion war against fellow Pakistanis and their leaders. Pakistan’s intelligence services still claim—and may even believe—that they can draw distinctions between factions. But there is stronger evidence to suggest that these terrorist organizations are increasingly entangled with each other and with international outfits like Al Qaeda.

Pakistan’s sense of insecurity has also stunted its political and economic development. By so often selecting guns over butter throughout its history, the nation has left education, healthcare, and public infrastructure chronically underfunded. Under such conditions, it is unsurprising that Pakistan’s military has emerged as the country’s most capable institution. Also not surprisingly, the army has translated its capacity into political power, ruling directly for decades and retaining a dominant role in defense and foreign policy even when nominally under civilian command, as it is today. Pakistan’s civilian politicians remain far less experienced in security matters.

Only the consolidation of Pakistan’s transition to civilian rule will produce a stable, healthy civil-military relationship. Yet that scenario remains a long way off. In the interim, we must understand that the outcome of the struggle for Pakistan’s future will be determined by the relative power of its military and civilian institutions. There will be winners and losers inside Pakistan if Islamabad chooses—or is forced—to change the way it operates. So it is not simply a matter of convincing top leaders to see the light; they would also need the power to challenge entrenched interests that benefit from the status quo.







Civil Conflicts



The divisions between Pakistan’s military and civilian leadership are by no means the only cleavages in its complex society. In fact, Pakistan can only be understood as a house divided—by differences of language, region, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, sect, tribe, ideology, and political affiliation, among others. Pakistan’s identity is unresolved in important respects, its national unity contested by separatists and pan-Islamists alike. And more than a half century after its founding as a homeland for South Asia’s Muslims, Pakistan remains bitterly divided over the meaning of Islam and its role in state and society.

These differences are too often ignored or go unnoticed by Americans, who routinely seek the answer to only one question: "Is Pakistan with us or against us?" The reality is that some within Pakistan are committed to a worldview that directly contradicts that of the United States. They are America’s enemies, and they can be found in positions of power and influence at all levels of society. In the most extreme cases, the United States must act against these groups with military force or covert operations. In most instances, however, they are better marginalized or discredited in ways that sap their capacity to hold sway in the future.

The vast majority of Pakistanis, on the other hand, are principally concerned about issues with little direct bearing on relations with the United States or the problem of international terrorism. They are simply struggling to make ends meet, and are chiefly concerned with kitchen-table issues: jobs, local disputes, and the basic inability of their government to keep the peace. Their religious beliefs are more likely to be characterized by conservatism than extremism. Indeed, having suffered significantly from nearly every form of terrorism since 9/11, the vast majority of Pakistanis—eighty percent—believe that suicide bombing is never justified.

That said, this majority holds America at least partly accountable for stirring the hornets’ nest of Afghanistan in ways that have victimized innocent Pakistanis. They are not yet convinced that America has a great deal to offer them, mainly because they have not felt the benefits of the billions of dollars in U.S. assistance that have been channeled to Pakistan. But these Pakistanis are not implacably hostile to the United States, even if they would undoubtedly prefer to live in a world where America was less directly involved in their affairs. Most, in fact, seek ends that are broadly compatible with American interests and values. According to a recent Pew survey, more than sixty percent of Pakistanis seek improved relations with the United States. In short, if the United States is to succeed in building any long-term engagement with Pakistan, it will have to do a far better job winning over this centrist, if silent, majority.

To be sure, the United States already has friends in Pakistan, some in positions of authority. Admittedly a dwindling minority, these Pakistanis need quiet American support, encouragement, and protection. They will only be marginalized if they appear U.S. stooges, but without American assistance, they make easy targets for the radicals. Pakistan’s liberals do not offer a broad enough base for the United States to found a relationship; their numbers are simply too small. But they do create an essential space for nonviolent political activism and debate, the loss of which would further tilt Pakistan’s balance to the violent extremes. Moreover, they offer a competing model for Pakistan’s overwhelmingly young population, which is clamoring for change in Pakistani society but has yet to decide whether to pursue that end by political participation or militant action.



Pakistan’s Future(s)



Contrary to the dire predictions of some American analysts, Pakistan’s internal cleavages do not mean that the country faces the prospect of imminent collapse. But Pakistanis are in the midst of a violent national debate over their core principles. The outcome of that debate will determine whether Pakistan gradually falls into a deeper morass of internal instability, takes on a far more revolutionary and disruptive foreign agenda, or manages to find its way back into the mainstream of the international community.

If present trends—demographic, economic, political, and security—hold, Pakistan is likely to lurch toward ever-greater instability. As the years go by, its military and police may lack the capacity to maintain order, not simply along the tribal borders with Afghanistan, but within Pakistan’s burgeoning cities. If today Pakistan is understood as confronting pockets of insurgency, then in the future the state may very well be reduced to holding only pockets of control. A moth-eaten Pakistan need not succumb to any one group, but its already weak governing institutions and military and political leaders would simply retreat behind the walls and gates of their own heavily fortified compounds, leaving their less fortunate countrymen to fend for themselves.

In certain respects, this future has already arrived. Most Pakistanis survive not with any assistance from the state, but through family, tribal, and community networks. But absent a reversal of negative trends, this pattern would simply be exacerbated over time, with informal local leaders asserting control over more and more functions traditionally associated with the state. And perhaps the most fundamental change would come if the military, Pakistan’s predominant state institution, were forced to accept its inability to impose order over historically stable regions. This prospect is hardly inconceivable. Pakistan’s army has been stretched thin by its counterinsurgency efforts in the hinterlands of the Federally Administered Tribal Areas. If significant unrest were to spread to Pakistan’s largest province, Punjab, the army could be pushed beyond its military and political limits and forced into retreat.

Rather than a future of gradual decay, it is possible that Pakistan could face a revolutionary movement, one that transforms latent public discontent into a fundamental change in national leadership and direction. However, it is hard to envision such a radical outcome in the near term. Not only is the Pakistani army still too strong and disciplined, but no other individual or group has the sort of national stature needed to sweep across Pakistan’s many internal divisions and promote a new vision for the state and society. In this manner, Pakistan’s fractiousness and diversity may obstruct revolution.

Yet the recent experience of the lawyers’ movement that led to the ouster of President Musharraf suggests that Pakistani civil society has a capacity to organize in ways that were previously underappreciated. That movement was steered by informal social and professional networks and new forms of communication that initially left traditional political parties in the passenger’s seat. Pakistanis also witnessed their military’s lack of will—or capacity—to crack down violently on protests from within the nation’s Punjabi heartland.

If Pakistan does see a revolutionary future, it is possible that some aspects of the lawyers’ movement will reassemble, perhaps more violently and under a very different ideological banner. Because Pakistan has already experienced democratic movements as well as the frustrations of civilian rule, it is less prone to an exuberant Tahrir Square–style uprising. As one liberal Pakistani recently lamented to me, "We’ve had our equivalent democratic movement, and what has it achieved? Far too little. The next revolution can only be led by the Islamists." Whether Islamist or simply hard-line nationalist, a Pakistani revolution is unlikely to bring it closer to the United States.

So neither the gradual decay of Pakistan’s state nor a dramatic revolution would serve U.S. interests. Fortunately, Pakistan also has the capacity for incremental growth, reform, and stability. A brighter future will, however, require major breaks with present practice. These must come not only in Pakistan’s regional security strategy, as described above, but in the way it governs. Pakistan’s massive disparities in wealth and power, which privilege a tiny elite and leave tens of millions illiterate, impoverished, and unhealthy, are inconsistent with a strategy for national economic growth.

Among many critical reforms, Pakistan must break the political logjam that impedes raising taxes even to levels common among other developing societies. Only by integrating itself in the regional economy, in particular the booming Indian marketplace, will Pakistan escape its anemic growth rates. Only by reducing corruption, streamlining bureaucracy, and improving security might Pakistan become a serious magnet for foreign direct investment. And only by improving power, communications, and transportation infrastructure will Pakistan be better able to compete in manufacturing and other industries. Many Pakistanis are fully aware of all these needs, but the political barriers that stand in the way of implementing reforms show few signs of giving way. Without external pressure and assistance, Pakistan is unlikely to overcome these obstacles on its own.



The Next Chapter in U.S.-Pakistan Relations



In the aftermath of Osama bin Laden’s killing, it is possible that existing fissures between Islamabad and Washington could push the relationship into free fall. It is also possible that both sides will find ways to patch up their immediate differences and return to a slightly modified version of the mutually frustrating pattern of cooperation that characterized the recent past. Yet the next chapter in U.S.-Pakistan relations could also be one in which the United States presses the advantages offered by Bin Laden’s death and generates the sort of positive momentum last seen in 2001.

It is worth recalling that shortly after 9/11, Pakistan’s leaders faced a clear ultimatum from Washington: Either support American efforts against Al Qaeda or consider yourselves enemies of the United States. At that time, the choice was fairly obvious. No rational Pakistani seriously doubted America’s will or capacity to avenge Al Qaeda’s attacks. To oppose the inevitable U.S. victory over Al Qaeda and its Taliban host was considered foolhardy, suicidal. As a consequence, Musharraf’s Pakistan engineered a significant, if clearly incomplete, policy shift. Hundreds of Al Qaeda terrorists and sympathetic affiliates were swept up in joint CIA-ISI operations.

But as the years passed, and as Bin Laden survived, Washington shifted its gaze to Iraq, and the Taliban reconstituted in Afghanistan’s south and east. The momentum shifted. U.S. success in the region appeared less certain, then increasingly unlikely. The powerful aura of inevitable American victory gave way to doubts about its commitment, capacity, and unity. These doubts strengthened the hand of the Taliban and convinced Pakistan’s military leadership that hedging its bets against U.S. failure in Afghanistan would best serve their long-term interests. Washington also did too little to support political changes within Pakistan that might have eased the path toward fundamental strategic change, such as bolstering the strength of reformers or demonstrating the practical economic value of U.S. partnership.

By killing Bin Laden, the United States now has the opportunity to retake the regional initiative and shift momentum in its favor. In combination with the U.S. military surge in Afghanistan, a new aura of inevitable success may be forged. A shift may occur in the terms and pace of a negotiated settlement process with insurgents who have clearly separated themselves from international terrorism.

For Pakistan, the Bin Laden operation provides a powerful reminder of Washington’s capacity to eliminate its enemies, and a demonstration of why Islamabad must cut ties with militants, root out Al Qaeda from its midst, and forge a new strategy for the future. If U.S. leaders can stress that they are similarly committed to eliminating the threat posed by other Al Qaeda affiliates, including the Haqqani network and LeT, they may finally begin to dispel Islamabad’s mistaken confidence that working with such groups serves Pakistan’s purposes. And if that message is combined with an American commitment to help secure a sound economic future for Pakistan’s masses, then Washington will have seized the fullest possible opportunity offered by Bin Laden’s death.



Daniel Markey is a senior fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations. He held the South Asia portfolio on the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff and is writing a book about the U.S.-Pakistan relationship.














Rethinking Afghanistan


Richard N. Haass



I have been involved with Afghanistan off and on for more than thirty years. I first visited as a researcher in the late 1970s in the months preceding the Soviet-engineered coup. Just over a decade later, Afghanistan was part of my portfolio of responsibility when I served as the senior director for Near East and South Asian Affairs on the National Security Council staff of President George H. W. Bush. It was in the first weeks of that administration—in February 1989, to be precise—that the Soviet military presence in Afghanistan came to an end.

Just over a decade later (in January 2001) I found myself back in government. This time around it was the State Department, where I was director of policy planning. I was sitting in the small inner office of the new secretary of state, Colin Powell, discussing what we would try to accomplish in the world over the next few years. At the end of a ninety-minute conversation, Powell asked me if there was any one thing in the world that worried me most. "Sure," I said. "Pakistan." I cited its nuclear weapons program, its weak and divided government, and links between Pakistan’s security services and both the Taliban and various terrorist groups.

My concerns were confirmed just eight months later, on 9/11. Al Qaeda depended on the hospitality and support of Afghanistan’s Taliban regime, and the Taliban in turn were heavily dependent on the support of Pakistan. The Bush administration told the Pakistani government it had to choose between supporting the Taliban and maintaining a relationship with the United States. The Pakistanis agreed to distance themselves from the Taliban government, but the Taliban never ended their support for Al Qaeda. As a result, the United States intervened militarily alongside anti-Taliban Afghans, ousting the Taliban regime in relatively short order.

Remnants of the regime, along with others, fled the country and regrouped in Pakistan; one of those who also escaped—Osama bin Laden—managed to survive and operate out of Pakistan for nearly a decade, until he was killed in May 2011. The question emerged as to what the United States would do this time around in Afghanistan; I was appointed U.S. coordinator for the future of Afghanistan by President George W. Bush. The United States helped to forge a new post-Taliban government in Afghanistan and carried out counterterrorist operations, but chose to do little in the way of providing security or creating a capable central government. I myself argued for doing more—I thought there was a possibility that in the wake of the Taliban’s ouster there was a rare and fleeting opportunity to help create at least some elements of a modern state—but most of my colleagues judged that efforts along these lines would cost a good deal and accomplish little, given Afghan divisions and traditions.

Over the ensuing years, the situation in Afghanistan slowly deteriorated. The new government failed to establish much of a writ beyond Kabul. Pakistani support for the Taliban never ended, and gradually the Taliban began to make inroads back into Afghanistan. By the time Barack Obama became president, many analysts had become alarmed at the trends. This concern over Afghanistan’s potential trajectory formed the backdrop to a series of decisions in 2009 that resulted in U.S. troop levels increasing from just over 30,000 to near 100,000 by mid-2010, and to the mission of these troops expanding from an emphasis on counterterrorism to something much broader, a mix of counterinsurgency and nation-building. It is no exaggeration to describe these decisions as the most consequential to date (at least in the realm of national security resources) of Barack Obama’s presidency.

Much of the recent debate about Afghanistan has focused on whether this policy is likely to succeed, with "success" loosely defined as bringing about an Afghan government that can hold off the Taliban with only a modest amount of continuing American help. In theory, several more years of intense U.S. military effort will provide the time and space required to train the Afghan army and police and weaken the Taliban so that they no longer constitute an overwhelming threat or, better yet, decide to negotiate an end to the conflict.

I am deeply skeptical that this policy will work, given the nature of Afghanistan (above all, the weakness of its central institutions) and the reality that Pakistan will continue to provide a sanctuary for the Taliban. Yes, U.S. forces will succeed at clearing areas of the Taliban, but the successful building of Afghan police and army units that can maintain security in these same areas on their own by the end of 2014 is a long shot at best. Afghan military and police forces will increase in number and improve in performance, but not nearly as much as is needed. Some Taliban may give up, but many and probably most will not.

Of course, I may well be proven wrong here, and I sincerely hope I will be if the decision is made to keep U.S. troop levels in Afghanistan relatively high until the end of 2014 or even longer—as is possible if the United States bases any withdrawal decision on conditions that will be difficult to bring about. But the bigger question hovering over current U.S. Afghan policy is whether it is worth it, even if it does succeed. I would argue it is not, both on the micro (local) level and the macro (global) level.

Some perspective is required. As noted earlier, American troops have been fighting in one form or another in Afghanistan for nearly a decade. But it is essential to note that today’s Afghan war is fundamentally different than the one waged immediately after the 9/11 attacks. That war was a war of necessity: The most important national interest, self-defense, was involved, and there were no promising or timely alternatives to the use of military force once it became clear diplomacy would not bring about an end to Afghan government—i.e., Taliban—support for global terrorism.

Over time, however, Afghanistan evolved into a war of choice, due to two developments. First, U.S. interests had become less than vital with the near elimination of Al Qaeda in Afghanistan. Afghanistan no longer represented a significant global terrorist threat, and certainly no more of one than several other countries (most notably Pakistan) in the region and in Africa. Second, there were other viable policy options available to the United States in Afghanistan, in particular a more narrow and limited counterterrorism strategy coupled with a degree of nation-building or capacity-building. The situation did not warrant the United States becoming a protagonist in Afghanistan’s civil war, the adoption of a counterinsurgency strategy, or the tripling of U.S. force levels to near 100,000.

Just to be clear, wars of choice are not wrong per se. But before undertaking one, it is essential to demonstrate that the likely benefits of using military force will outweigh the costs, that military force will produce better results at less cost than other policies. Afghanistan does not meet these tests. It is not a major terrorist haven, and it should not be assumed it will again become one even if the Taliban make renewed inroads. It was and is an error to equate Taliban return to parts of Afghanistan with a decision on their part to allow or facilitate the return of Al Qaeda to the country. That said, if there is some renewed terrorist presence and activity in Afghanistan, the United States can and should respond to it much as it has been doing in other countries such as Yemen and Somalia.

The Afghan-Pakistan tie is at the heart of U.S. policy and its limits. There is no way the United States will be able to persuade Pakistan to become a full partner in Afghanistan (and stop providing sanctuary to the Afghan Taliban) given Islamabad’s obsession with India and its view of Afghanistan as a strategic piece of real estate in its struggle with India. Even a solution to the Kashmir conflict would not change this—and there is no solution to Kashmir in the offing, certainly not in a time frame that would prove relevant to U.S. decision-making for Afghanistan.

At the macro or global level, Afghanistan is simply absorbing more economic, military, human, diplomatic, and political resources of every sort than it warrants. The $120 billion annual price tag—one out of every six to seven dollars this country spends on defense—is unjustifiable given the budget crisis that confronts the United States and the need for military (especially air and naval) modernization. The history of the twenty-first century is far more likely to be determined in the land areas and waters of Asia and the Pacific than it is on the plains and in the mountains of Afghanistan. Americans had also better be prepared for a number of future counterterrorist interventions (along the lines of Somalia, Pakistan, and Yemen) in Libya and elsewhere in the greater Middle East and Africa. This country also needs to make sure it has adequate forces for possible contingencies on the Korean peninsula and conceivably with Iran. Afghanistan is a strategic distraction, pure and simple. Secretary of Defense Robert Gates’s February 2011 West Point speech makes a case for avoiding sending a large American land force into places like Afghanistan. I agree. But less clear is why the United States should continue to deploy a large number of soldiers there for the present and near future.

All this is an argument for doing considerably less than is currently being done, by transitioning rapidly (by mid-or late 2012) to a relatively small, sustainable, strategically warranted deployment, one I would estimate to be on a scale of 10,000 to 25,000 troops. The precise number of U.S. troops would be determined by the terrorist threat, training goals, the role assigned to civilians and contractors, and what the Afghans were willing to accept. The future U.S. troop presence should allow for continued counterterrorist operations and for the training of Afghan forces at both the national and local level.

Such a strategy would be consistent with existing policy; the president all along has said the United States would begin troop reductions as of mid-2011. At issue is the pace of U.S. troop reductions, as the president did not commit to any particular pace or end point.

Reductions of the scale I am advocating here, and the phasing out of combat operations against the Taliban, have a number of advantages. These actions would save upwards of $75 billion a year and sharply reduce American casualties. Doing so takes into account Afghan nationalism and the understandable popular desire to limit foreign forces in number and role. Doing less with less avoids a large footprint that would be costly and risks wearing out America’s welcome. A more modest strategy is a more sustainable strategy in every way.

Continuing to do what is being done, on the scale it is being done, will not necessarily achieve more than what I suggest here, given Afghanistan’s history, leadership, demography, culture, geography, and neighborhood, in particular Pakistan. And even if substantial progress is achieved in the near term, nothing suggests those gains will endure. Strategy is about balancing means and ends, resources and interests, and the time has come to restore strategic perspective to what the United States is doing in Afghanistan.

At the same time, to say that current policy in Afghanistan is not warranted by either the stakes or the prospects is not to say the United States has no interests or can achieve nothing. There is a need for continued counterterror and counterdrug operations. There is also a case for the continued training of government and local forces. The United States has an interest in seeing human rights respected in Afghanistan. A continued U.S. military presence would provide a backdrop for efforts to persuade individual Taliban troops and commanders to give up the fight and negotiate a modus vivendi with the Afghan government. The intention of keeping some American troops after 2012 takes away the argument that the U.S. is leaving Afghanistan, something that should reassure many Afghans in and out of government, those Pakistanis who want to know the American commitment is continuing beyond 2014, and those in this country who do not want to do anything that could be interpreted as losing and thereby handing a victory to extremists.

An additional argument against withdrawing is that great powers need to be careful about making dramatic policy changes. Revising a policy is one thing; reversing it quite another. A reputation for reliability is important. This line of thinking, however, should not be employed to justify a continued commitment of large numbers of lives, dollars, and time on behalf of questionable goals.

Consistent with the desirability of maintaining a military presence in Afghanistan, I support talks between the U.S. and Afghan governments on a long-term security relationship, one that would include U.S. forces remaining in the country for some time to come. There is obviously a significant degree of internal Afghan and regional resistance to this notion. To help allay some of these concerns, there should be no permanent U.S. bases or permanent U.S. troop presence. The arrangement could be for an initial period of five to ten years and could be canceled by either side with one year’s notice.

For any number of reasons, it is impossible to discuss the future of Afghanistan without also discussing Pakistan. Pakistan is widely acknowledged to be more important than Afghanistan given its population, its arsenal of nuclear weapons, the presence of large numbers of terrorists in its territory, and the reality that developments in Pakistan can have a profound impact on the trajectory of India, sure to be one of the most important countries in the world.

More specifically, there is the widespread view that the United States has to do a great deal to stabilize Afghanistan lest it become a staging ground for groups that would undermine Pakistan. But it is Pakistan that is providing sanctuary and support to the Afghan Taliban who are the greatest threat to Afghanistan’s stability. The Pakistanis are doing so because they want to retain influence over their neighbor and to limit Indian inroads.

Why the United States should be more concerned than Pakistan that Afghanistan could one day endanger Pakistan is not clear. More important, this view exaggerates Afghanistan’s actual and potential influence over developments in Pakistan. To be sure, Pakistan is a weak state. But this weakness results more than anything from internal divisions and poor governance. If Pakistan fails, it will be less because of insurgents coming across its borders than from decay within them.

It is hard to imagine a more complicated bilateral relationship than the one between Washington and Islamabad. Pakistan is at most a limited partner; it is not an ally, and at times it is not even a partner. There are many reasons for the mutual mistrust; what matters is that it is pervasive and deep. The United States should be generous in providing military and economic assistance only so long as that assistance is made conditional on how it is used. U.S. markets should be more open to Pakistani exports. But Americans must accept that there will always be clear differences between how they and most Pakistanis see the world, and sharp differences of opinion on what is to be done. Under these circumstances, U.S. foreign policy should follow a simple guide: The United States should cooperate with Pakistan where and when it can, but act independently where and when it must. The successful operation that killed Osama bin Laden in May 2011 is a case in point.

Interest is growing in the possible contributions of diplomacy to U.S. policy. Three potential paths are receiving considerable attention. One involves the government of Afghanistan and the Taliban. There is talk of moving toward some sort of a new "shura" that would attempt to integrate the Taliban into the formal ruling structure of Afghanistan. The second path involves India and Pakistan. A third path involves neighboring and regional states, including Pakistan as well as Iran, India, China, Russia, Saudi Arabia, and others. This would resemble the "6 plus 2" forum that facilitated Afghan-related diplomacy in the past.

I judge prospects for a major breakthrough on either the Afghan/Taliban or India/Pakistan front to be poor. The weak and divided Afghan government enjoys at best uneven support around the country. The Taliban are themselves divided. Pakistan has its own agenda. It is far from clear that the situation is ripe for a power-sharing accord that would meaningfully reduce, much less end, the fighting. India and Pakistan are far apart and, again, it is not clear that the leadership in either government is in a position to undertake significant negotiations involving meaningful compromise. None of this is reason not to explore these possibilities, but expectations should be kept firmly in check. Prospects might be somewhat better for reviving a regional forum, though, and this possibility should be pursued.

I should add that I endorse talks between the United States and those Taliban leaders willing to engage. Direct communication is much preferable to either the Pakistan or Afghan government acting as an intermediary. Thus, the decision announced by Secretary of State Hillary Clinton in February 2011 to drop preconditions for talking to the Taliban was a step in the right direction. The same logic holds for rejecting any Taliban preconditions. What matters in a dialogue is less where it begins than where it ends. The Taliban should understand that U.S. forces will attack them if they associate with terrorists, and that the U.S. government will only favor their participation in the political process if they forego violence. There is a chance that the Taliban might be more open to considering such commitments in the aftermath of the killing of Osama bin Laden and the inevitable surfacing of questions about Al Qaeda’s future. It might also help influence Taliban calculations to make clear that the United States will continue to provide military training and support to the Afghan central government and to local groups of its choosing.

No one should kid himself, though: There is unlikely to be a rosy future for Afghanistan any time soon. The most likely future for the next few years and possibly beyond is some form of a messy stalemate, an Afghanistan characterized by a mix of a weak central government, strong local officials, and a Taliban presence (supported out of Pakistan) that is extensive in much of the Pashtun-dominated south and east of the country. Resolution of the ongoing conflict by either military or diplomatic means is highly unlikely and not a realistic basis for U.S. policy. Walking away from Afghanistan, however, is not the answer. Instead, this country should sharply scale back what it is doing and what it seeks to accomplish, and aim for an Afghanistan that is "good enough" in light of local realities, limited interests, and the broad range of both domestic and global challenges facing the United States.



Richard N. Haass is president of the Council on Foreign Relations and author of War of Necessity, War of Choice: A Memoir of Two Iraq Wars. This chapter is drawn from testimony he delivered to the Committee on Foreign Relations, U.S. Senate, on May 3, 2011.












The Trouble with Assassination






Evan Thomas



The director of central intelligence was narrating the show. On Sunday afternoon, May 1, the president and vice president, the secretaries of state and defense, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and a host of senior officials crowded into the White House Situation Room as CIA director Leon Panetta, speaking on a video screen from CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia, described, in real time, the hunting and killing of Osama bin Laden. The nation’s top spymaster was appropriately cryptic and discreet. "We have a visual on Geronimo," he said, using the code name for Bin Laden. A few silent minutes passed. "Geronimo EKIA," intoned Panetta: Enemy Killed in Action. "We got him," said President Obama.

It was just like the movies, or the umpteenth episode of 24. Efficient and deadly; neat and tidy, in a spooky kind of way. But in the long history of the CIA, the United States government’s attempts to capture and kill enemies of the state have rarely worked so smoothly or so well. Assassination is a difficult business. Recall that in the opening moments of the invasion of Iraq in 2003, stealth bombers struck a target near Baghdad where Saddam Hussein was supposedly hiding. He was nowhere near there; the intelligence was faulty. It took U.S. Special Operations forces another nine months to find Saddam, even though the American military was occupying Iraq. Historically, assassination has been a double-edged sword, which can cut back in dangerous and unexpected ways.

The Central Intelligence Agency, the spy service charged with doing our nation’s dirty work, once embraced assassination. In 1960, the agency, then in its high age of covert action, created an "executive action" capability, as assassination was euphemistically called. The code name was ZRRIFLE, and in the CIA’s labs a top scientist named Dr. Sidney Gottlieb brewed lethal toxins and developed James Bond-ish delivery systems like poison pens. (There was even a plot to make Fidel Castro’s beard fall out, using a woman’s hair remover.) But the CIA never actually killed anyone. The Communist dictator of Cuba will probably die in his sleep, a half century after the CIA hired the Mafia to try to slay him in a "gangland-style" murder.

The murky and sometimes darkly comic reality of CIA assassination plots is best illustrated by the story of Lawrence Devlin, the Harvard-educated CIA station chief in the Congo in 1960. That summer, CIA headquarters cabled Devlin that he would receive a visitor identified only as "Joe from Paris." Joe was the mysterious Dr. Gottlieb, who arrived in Léopoldville (now Kinshasa), the capital of the Congo, with a toothpaste tube of poison. Devlin was ordered to somehow administer the poison to Patrice Lumumba, the Congo’s leader, who was believed to be under the sway of Communist Moscow. Devlin was told that the order came direct from President Dwight Eisenhower.

Devlin thought that trying to kill Lumumba was a bad idea—immoral, impractical, and possibly dangerous. So, like any clever and experienced government servant, he smartly saluted and proceeded to stall. He hid the poison toothpaste in his refrigerator and waited. Eventually, Lumumba was killed by his political rivals. Devlin threw the poison into the Congo River.

During the mid-1970s, when the Watergate scandals forced the CIA to expose its "Crown Jewels," its record of secret dirty tricks, there was a public outcry. Assassination was outlawed, sort of, though the president could seek a congressional "finding" to kill a foreign leader. Presidents were understandably wary of the tool. During the late 1990s, as the CIA saw that Al Qaeda was a growing threat, President Bill Clinton asked why the military couldn’t get "some black ninjas" to attack Osama bin Laden in his hideout. General Hugh Shelton, then the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, threw up a host of excuses—the logistics were difficult, it might seem like an invasion of Afghanistan, etc. The CIA was, if anything, more reluctant to get back into the assassination game. CIA officials had become "risk averse," in bureaucratic jargon.

That changed after 9/11. When President George W. Bush declared that he wanted Bin Laden "dead or alive," CIA counterterrorism chief Cofer Black responded that the agency would deliver Osama’s "head in a box." But in the end, it took a decade before the agency could find Osama "hiding in plain sight," as one intelligence official put it, in a house thirty-five miles from the capital of Pakistan.

Intelligence gathering is much harder than it looks in the movies. American technology is good at eavesdropping and satellite reconnaissance. But terrorists sometimes use only couriers and carrier pigeons (Osama’s hideout had no internet connection). For critical human intelligence (HUMINT), the CIA depends on sometimes fraught or shaky liaison relationships with foreign intelligence services that use unsavory methods like torture and often distrust or mislead U.S. intelligence. Our relationship with the Pakistani intelligence service is so poor that we decided against tipping it off to the strike on Bin Laden.

The problem is not just our allies. Risk aversion dies hard in bureaucracies. After 9/11 picked up the pace of covert actions, top agency officials began buying insurance policies to pay legal fees in case they were called to testify before the inevitable congressional investigations. They did not trust their bosses or their political leaders to take the fall. Experience has taught them that blame passes down.

Working with the military, the CIA has gotten more efficient at targeting and killing suspected terrorists in recent years. Though the numbers remain classified, perhaps a thousand jihadists have been eliminated in their lairs in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen, and Sudan. The killing is usually done by unmanned airborne drones but sometimes by old-fashioned boots on the ground, like the Navy SEAL team that took out Bin Laden. But just because the intelligence and special operations community has become practiced at assassination does not make it a good idea. NATO forces specifically deny that they are trying to kill Libyan strongman Muammar Gaddafi by targeting his "command sites." But they killed some of his family members in a recent strike. Gaddafi is vengeful. In 1986, after U.S. warplanes killed some of his relations by dropping bombs on his family compound, Gaddafi ordered a terrorist attack on an airliner, the Pan Am flight blown up over Lockerbie, Scotland, in 1988. Cornered, the half-mad Libyan dictator could lash out again, possibly with chemical or biological weapons.

American political leaders need to think of the day when America no longer has a monopoly on drones with missiles. Throughout history, assassination has been a mode of revenge and a two-way street. It has never been clear if President Eisenhower actually ordered the assassination of Lumumba. The CIA, gung ho in those days, may have too literally interpreted the president’s frustrated wish to "get rid" of the Congo’s leader. But Ike surely had it right when he scolded a staffer for making a joke about "bumping off" Lumumba. "That is beyond the pale," President Eisenhower said, according to his staff secretary Andrew Goodpaster. "We will not discuss such things. Once you start that kind of business, there is no telling where it will end."



Evan Thomas is an award-winning historian and the former editor at large of Newsweek. He teaches at Princeton University and is at work on a book about President Eisenhower.












Justice Finally Has Its Day






Karen Hughes



September 10 is my wedding anniversary. On that day in 2001, my job with President George W. Bush had brought me and my family from Texas to Washington—not the best time, it seemed to me, to miss celebrating my anniversary with my husband, who had left his life in Texas to support my work. I asked my deputy Dan Bartlett to travel with the president to Florida that day, so I could have an anniversary dinner with my husband.

The next morning, September 11, I was scheduled to represent the White House at a Habitat for Humanity event. The suggested attire at the homebuilding site was blue jeans, and because we didn’t wear jeans in the Bush White House out of respect for the office, I was getting ready to leave from my home in Northwest Washington when the phone rang. It was my assistant, Jill Angelo, calling with the news that a plane had hit the World Trade Center. Odd, I thought: Must have been a small plane whose pilot had had a heart attack or some mechanical problem. I turned on the television in time to see the second plane hit the second tower, and suddenly everything changed.

Vice President Dick Cheney sent a military driver to pick me up and bring me to the White House. At this point downtown Washington was basically evacuating, and as we drove into the city, we were going against the flow. The pain and horror that started that day—then stretched into months and years—became the all-too-familiar story of our lives, no matter who we are or where we live.

Almost ten years later, on May 1, 2011, justice finally had its day. My husband and I were driving home from our traditional Sunday Mexican dinner in Austin when I got a news email alert saying that President Obama was going to make an announcement soon on an unspecified topic. I looked at the alert and told my husband, "I think we might have caught Bin Laden." He asked why my mind had jumped to that conclusion. It was instinct—an old communications director’s instinct. For a president to suddenly and personally make a national announcement late on a Sunday night meant the news was almost certainly really big and really good. If it was bad news, somebody else would be making the announcement, and the other possibility, a presidential announcement of military action, seemed unlikely. Getting Bin Laden was really big and would be really good.

At home, when the official word came from President Obama, I felt a sense of relief and some satisfaction: It was a victory for peace and justice. Two things immediately went through my mind. First, I thought of the many people I have met along the way who lost a loved one to an Al Qaeda attack, either on 9/11 or in some other gruesome bombing somewhere else in the world. Then I thought of the people I had seen in the many meetings and visits—across the river at Langley, at CIA headquarters, at the Pentagon and the Defense Department’s Central Command and Special Operations Command, in secure rooms in embassies across the world, in places like Afghanistan and Pakistan and remote islands in the Philippines—where I witnessed intelligence analysts and military personnel who made the hunt for Bin Laden their life’s mission, sorting through so many minute pieces of information, often risking their lives to follow leads and track clues. This was their day, most of all.

As President Bush has said, our inability to find and bring Osama bin Laden to justice was one of the biggest regrets of his presidency. So many people did so much, gave and sacrificed so much, to stop this mass murderer, and I know how deeply my Bush administration colleagues regretted not being able to bring Bin Laden to justice during our time in office. But in the end, the hard work that spanned two presidential administrations brought about a triumph for America and the broader peace of the world. President Obama deserves great credit for making a tough and courageous decision to act on intelligence and send the U.S. Navy’s elite Seal Team 6 into the compound to get Bin Laden. And President Bush deserves credit for making the central priorities of his administration preventing another attack on our homeland and the hunt for Bin Laden and other Al Qaeda leaders.

But Al Qaeda’s brand of terrorism is not just an American problem. It is the world’s problem. I came to understand the global nature of the threat with new appreciation when I served as under secretary of state for public diplomacy and public affairs from 2005 to 2007.

In the years immediately after 9/11, while Bin Laden was a pariah in America and many Western nations, many of the world’s populations did not share that point of view. Public opinion surveys showed shockingly high admiration for him among many audiences, especially in Muslim-majority countries. One of the priorities of the United States, the United Kingdom, and our other coalition partners was to undermine that popular support. In fact, one of the three pillars that guided my work at the State Department was to "isolate and marginalize violent extremists who threaten the freedom and peace sought by civilized people of every nation, culture, and faith."

(The other two were that America should always offer the world a positive vision of hope and opportunity rooted in our founding convictions of liberty, justice, equality, opportunity, and the worth and value of every human being; and that America should work to nurture a sense of common interests and common values with other peoples across the world.)

Our public diplomats and military personnel worked to widely publicize Bin Laden’s bombings, especially his attacks on Muslims. Slowly, and largely because of his own atrocities like the bombing of a wedding in Jordan, the world’s view of Bin Laden began to change. In an op-ed I wrote in 2007 after a Bin Laden videotape depicting him with a freshly black beard emerged, I noted that the world’s view of the terrorist mastermind was turning as dark as his newly dyed beard.

While many foreign publics, especially in Muslim-majority countries, were still angry at America because of our military actions in Iraq and Afghanistan, they were no longer supportive of Al Qaeda and its leader.

Polls in the two nations that suffered some of the worst of Al Qaeda’s violence—Afghanistan and Iraq—showed that more than ninety percent of those populations had unfavorable views of Al Qaeda and of Bin Laden himself. Polling in Turkey in 2005 found that ninety percent of its citizens believed the Al Qaeda bombings in London, Istanbul, Madrid, and Egypt were unjust and unfair; eighty-six percent thought that there was no excuse for condoning the September 11 attacks; and seventy-five percent said Bin Laden does not represent Muslims. Support for terrorist tactics had fallen in seven of the eight predominantly Muslim countries polled as part of the Pew Global Attitudes Project since 2002. In 2002 in Lebanon, seventy-four percent of the population thought suicide bombing could sometimes be justified; by 2007, that number had dropped to thirty-four percent—still too high, but a stark reversal. Similar declines in support had occurred in Bangladesh, Pakistan, Indonesia, and Jordan.

Perhaps most significantly, Muslim populations were rejecting Bin Laden’s attempts to pervert their faith. WorldPublicOpinion.org found in April 2007 that large majorities in Egypt (eighty-eight percent), Indonesia (sixty-five percent), and Morocco (sixty-six percent) agreed with the statement "Groups that use violence against civilians, such as Al Qaeda, are violating the principles of Islam. Islam opposes the use of such violence."

I told audiences across the world that Bin Laden’s strategic goal was to divide us, to try to make this a case of East versus West, Islam versus Christianity and Judaism. We must deny him that opportunity, I argued, by making it clear that our struggle is between civilized people of many faiths and cultures, and his "death cult" that perverts all faith with its acts of murder and glorification of violence. And I believe this should be our posture going forward, in a struggle that goes on.

President Obama and Secretary Clinton are right to reach out to the world, as President Bush and Secretary Rice did before them, and I hope they will stand even more vigorously for human rights and human freedom. For all his boldness in ordering the military action that got Bin Laden, many of us feel that President Obama has been slow and timid to speak up in support of brave voices standing for greater freedom. He was slow in speaking out when brave Iranians risked their lives in protests calling for greater freedom, he was slow to speak and act in Libya, and he was late and reticent in condemning the brutal murders of hundreds of protestors by the regime in Syria. America must always proudly and loudly stand with those who are advocating for their freedom.

And America must continue and expand its outreach to the peoples of the world. During my tenure at the State Department, I encouraged our diplomats to communicate more broadly with foreign audiences through the media and new blogging efforts. I expanded educational and exchange programs, bringing influential journalists, clerics, and other leaders to America to let them meet us for themselves to help counter stereotypes and misinformation. I worked to counter terrorist efforts to radicalize young people by engaging them constructively, through English language teaching, educational exchanges, and sports diplomacy. We partnered with local governments in almost forty predominantly Muslim countries to host summer camp programs to teach English and leadership and citizenship skills to young people. For most of these young people, it was the first time they had ever met an American.

When we teach English, we are not exporting cultural imperialism. We’re giving young people a skill to succeed in international business; we’re building hope. Years ago now I met with a group in Morocco, in the same neighborhood that produced the Casablanca suicide bombers of 2003. When I asked one young man what difference learning English had made in his life, he told me: "I have a job, and none of my friends do." That young man also has a reason to live rather than to kill himself and others in a suicide bombing.

And I will never forget a young man I met in Turkey, who asked a haunting question through a translator: "Does the Statue of Liberty still face out?" I think he meant, Is the United States still that welcoming country, still that land of hope and opportunity that I grew up dreaming about? I told him yes, and I believe our challenge as Americans is to make sure that our answer is always yes, that we continue to look outward and engage with the world.

And we must fight bigotry and prejudice in our own country. Muslim Americans are our neighbors and colleagues—and our fellow citizens. They are our partners in confronting the common threat of Al Qaeda terrorism, and we must not allow Bin Laden’s legacy to unfairly tarnish them. One of my Muslim friends told me that when Bin Laden’s operatives hijacked those airplanes, he hijacked her religion, too. I think of the Shakespeare quote: "The evil that men do lives after them; The good is oft interred with their bones." I can’t think of any good that went to rest at sea with Osama bin Laden, but the evil he unleashed is still with us. The world is a safer, better, more peaceful place without him. Bringing him to justice was a hugely important moment in our cause. But it was not the final moment. Our common struggle continues, and unites good and decent people across the world.
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The New Twilight Struggle


James A. Baker III



The search for Osama bin Laden ended May 1, 2011, when U.S. Navy SEALs braved a firefight inside a compound in Pakistan and killed the man responsible for the death of more than twenty-seven hundred victims on September 11, 2001. The long hunt is over. Justice has been served.

But the struggle against international terrorism is far from finished.

This somber knowledge should temper our celebrations. Osama bin Laden has been consigned to a well-deserved watery grave. But the ideas he embodied—of perverted religious impulse and monstrous disregard for human life—unfortunately remain alive and well.

Bin Laden’s death raises as many questions as it provides answers. Will it dampen the spirit and effectiveness of the leaders and followers of Al Qaeda? Hopefully. Might it simply motivate Al Qaeda leaders to respond with greater vengeance as they keep an eye on potential martyrdom? Hopefully not.

One thing, however, remains clear. This conflict is far from finished. We must remain on guard because the stakes are simply immense. In a world with loose nukes and other weapons of mass destruction, it is not difficult to imagine a scenario worse than the nightmare we suffered nearly a decade ago. Reportedly, 9/11 mastermind Khalid Sheikh Mohammed once indicated that a nuclear device would be exploded were Bin Laden killed. Hopefully, that proves to be an empty threat. But it would be naive and foolhardy not to believe that Al Qaeda will try to strike us with everything that they’ve got.

As we move forward, it would be wise to remember another lengthy encounter that took decades to win—the Cold War. At the time, some well-intentioned Americans questioned the wisdom of confronting Soviet tyranny. The United States, they said, should accommodate the Soviet empire. After all, such an approach would reduce tensions between East and West and thus lessen the threat of nuclear annihilation.

Fortunately, every U.S. president from Harry Truman to George H. W. Bush—Democrats and Republicans alike—saw things differently. So did most Americans. For more than forty years, America’s leaders and citizenry consistently stood vigilant against Soviet totalitarianism. We never abandoned our support for the captive peoples of Central and Eastern Europe. We confronted Soviet expansionism whenever possible. There were inevitable mistakes along the way. We found ourselves fighting difficult wars in faraway places, like Vietnam and Korea. But even during the toughest moments, American resolve stayed firm.

During the Cold War, American presidents articulated a policy based on fundamental values and pursued it through a pragmatic mix of military strength and tough diplomacy. In the end, freedom prevailed. On November 9, 1989, East and West Berliners began tearing down the wall that had divided them for nearly forty years. Only two years later, the Soviet Union itself dissolved. The Cold War was over without the nuclear conflagration many had feared.

We need to bear this example in mind today. The struggle with terrorism does not end with Bin Laden’s death. We must continue to work with allies to identify and neutralize terrorist threats. We need to use all the means at our disposal—diplomatic, economic, and, yes, military—to suppress those who would do us harm and strip them of their financial support. We need to remain focused and stay the course.

There is another lesson we can learn from the Cold War as we move forward—how it concluded. In its aftermath, President George H. W. Bush would not condone triumphant celebration. Figuratively speaking, he refused to dance on the ruins of the Berlin Wall. The critics were appalled. After forty years of intense competition, the West had won. Some demanded metaphorical "high fives."

But the president’s vision was larger. Under his leadership, we built strong diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union and negotiated the "mother of all soft landings"—freedom throughout Eastern Europe and Central Asia, the reunification of Germany inside NATO, and the peaceful breakup of the Soviet Union.

Today, the world is again watching to see how the United States will respond—this time to the death of Osama bin Laden. I strongly believe that we should savor this moment for what it is—a victorious step, but only one in a long journey. We should be particularly proud of the brave men and women of our military and intelligence communities who located Bin Laden and then killed him. They are our best Americans, and we can all learn from their dedication and courage. We should also acknowledge the efforts of both President Barack Obama and President George W. Bush. Partisan claims of credit are more than just unseemly. They corrode the national consensus that will be necessary for us to prevail in our struggle against terrorism.

This is no time to get caught up in gratuitous chest-thumping. We need to continue our efforts to build bridges to the Islamic world. Our greatest weapon against terrorism is the majority of Muslims who repudiate terrorism. The ongoing Arab Spring grants the United States a unique opportunity to support the just aspirations of citizens around North Africa and the Middle East. The people there must view the United States as a supporter of badly needed reform. That support will, of necessity, vary in type, amount, and intensity from country to country, depending upon the circumstances in each country and the extent of our national interest in each.

Above all, however, Americans should recognize the very real possibility that we may get hit again in a devastating way. We must keep our nerve when—and not if—terrorists strike us again.

A wicked man is dead. However, his wicked ideas live on. Will we defeat them? Yes. We will never be overcome by apostles of death who have nothing to offer but hate and destruction. But we will prevail only if our resolve remains strong and our focus sharp, as they were during the long decades of the Cold War.
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Statement from the Oval Office, September 11, 2001


President George W. Bush



Good evening. Today, our fellow citizens, our way of life, our very freedom came under attack in a series of deliberate and deadly terrorist acts. The victims were in airplanes or in their offices; secretaries, businessmen and -women, military and federal workers; moms and dads, friends and neighbors. Thousands of lives were suddenly ended by evil, despicable acts of terror. The pictures of airplanes flying into buildings, fires burning, huge structures collapsing, have filled us with disbelief, terrible sadness, and a quiet, unyielding anger. These acts of mass murder were intended to frighten our nation into chaos and retreat. But they have failed; our country is strong.

A great people has been moved to defend a great nation. Terrorist attacks can shake the foundations of our biggest buildings, but they cannot touch the foundation of America. These acts shattered steel, but they cannot dent the steel of American resolve.

America was targeted for attack because we’re the brightest beacon for freedom and opportunity in the world. And no one will keep that light from shining.

Today, our nation saw evil, the very worst of human nature. And we responded with the best of America—with the daring of our rescue workers, with the caring of strangers and neighbors who came to give blood and help in any way they could. Immediately following the first attack, I implemented our government’s emergency response plans. Our military is powerful, and it’s prepared. Our emergency teams are working in New York City and Washington, D.C., to help with local rescue efforts. Our first priority is to get help to those who have been injured, and to take every precaution to protect our citizens at home and around the world from further attacks.

The functions of our government continue without interruption. Federal agencies in Washington which had to be evacuated today are reopening for essential personnel tonight, and will be open for business tomorrow. Our financial institutions remain strong, and the American economy will be open for business as well. The search is under way for those who are behind these evil acts. I’ve directed the full resources of our intelligence and law enforcement communities to find those responsible and to bring them to justice. We will make no distinction between the terrorists who committed these acts and those who harbor them. I appreciate so very much the members of Congress who have joined me in strongly condemning these attacks. And on behalf of the American people, I thank the many world leaders who have called to offer their condolences and assistance.

America and our friends and allies join with all those who want peace and security in the world, and we stand together to win the war against terrorism. Tonight, I ask for your prayers for all those who grieve, for the children whose worlds have been shattered, for all whose sense of safety and security has been threatened. And I pray they will be comforted by a power greater than any of us, spoken through the ages in Psalm 23: "Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil, for You are with me." This is a day when all Americans from every walk of life unite in our resolve for justice and peace. America has stood down enemies before, and we will do so this time. None of us will ever forget this day. Yet we go forward to defend freedom and all that is good and just in our world. Thank you. Good night, and God bless America.












Statement from the East Room, May 1, 2011






President Barack Obama



Good evening. Tonight, I can report to the American people and to the world that the United States has conducted an operation that killed Osama bin Laden, the leader of Al Qaeda and a terrorist who’s responsible for the murder of thousands of innocent men, women, and children.

It was nearly ten years ago that a bright September day was darkened by the worst attack on the American people in our history. The images of 9/11 are seared into our national memory—hijacked planes cutting through a cloudless September sky; the Twin Towers collapsing to the ground; black smoke billowing up from the Pentagon; the wreckage of Flight 93 in Shanksville, Pennsylvania, where the actions of heroic citizens saved even more heartbreak and destruction.

And yet we know that the worst images are those that were unseen to the world. The empty seat at the dinner table. Children who were forced to grow up without their mother or their father. Parents who would never know the feeling of their child’s embrace. Nearly three thousand citizens taken from us, leaving a gaping hole in our hearts.

On September 11, 2001, in our time of grief, the American people came together. We offered our neighbors a hand, and we offered the wounded our blood. We reaffirmed our ties to each other, and our love of community and country. On that day, no matter where we came from, what God we prayed to, or what race or ethnicity we were, we were united as one American family.

We were also united in our resolve to protect our nation and to bring those who committed this vicious attack to justice. We quickly learned that the 9/11 attacks were carried out by Al Qaeda—an organization headed by Osama bin Laden, which had openly declared war on the United States and was committed to killing innocents in our country and around the globe. And so we went to war against Al Qaeda to protect our citizens, our friends, and our allies.

Over the last ten years, thanks to the tireless and heroic work of our military and our counterterrorism professionals, we’ve made great strides in that effort. We’ve disrupted terrorist attacks and strengthened our homeland defense. In Afghanistan, we removed the Taliban government, which had given Bin Laden and Al Qaeda safe haven and support. And around the globe, we worked with our friends and allies to capture or kill scores of Al Qaeda terrorists, including several who were part of the 9/11 plot.

Yet Osama bin Laden avoided capture and escaped across the Afghan border into Pakistan. Meanwhile, Al Qaeda continued to operate from along that border and operate through its affiliates across the world.

And so shortly after taking office, I directed Leon Panetta, the director of the CIA, to make the killing or capture of Bin Laden the top priority of our war against Al Qaeda, even as we continued our broader efforts to disrupt, dismantle, and defeat his network.

Then, last August, after years of painstaking work by our intelligence community, I was briefed on a possible lead to Bin Laden. It was far from certain, and it took many months to run this thread to ground. I met repeatedly with my national security team as we developed more information about the possibility that we had located Bin Laden hiding within a compound deep inside of Pakistan. And finally, last week, I determined that we had enough intelligence to take action, and authorized an operation to get Osama bin Laden and bring him to justice.

Today, at my direction, the United States launched a targeted operation against that compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan. A small team of Americans carried out the operation with extraordinary courage and capability. No Americans were harmed. They took care to avoid civilian casualties. After a firefight, they killed Osama bin Laden and took custody of his body.

For over two decades, Bin Laden has been Al Qaeda’s leader and symbol, and has continued to plot attacks against our country and our friends and allies. The death of Bin Laden marks the most significant achievement to date in our nation’s effort to defeat Al Qaeda.

Yet his death does not mark the end of our effort. There’s no doubt that Al Qaeda will continue to pursue attacks against us. We must—and we will—remain vigilant at home and abroad.

As we do, we must also reaffirm that the United States is not—and never will be—at war with Islam. I’ve made clear, just as President Bush did shortly after 9/11, that our war is not against Islam. Bin Laden was not a Muslim leader; he was a mass murderer of Muslims. Indeed, Al Qaeda has slaughtered scores of Muslims in many countries, including our own. So his demise should be welcomed by all who believe in peace and human dignity.

Over the years, I’ve repeatedly made clear that we would take action within Pakistan if we knew where Bin Laden was. That is what we’ve done. But it’s important to note that our counterterrorism cooperation with Pakistan helped lead us to Bin Laden and the compound where he was hiding. Indeed, Bin Laden had declared war against Pakistan as well, and ordered attacks against the Pakistani people.

Tonight, I called President Zardari, and my team has also spoken with their Pakistani counterparts. They agree that this is a good and historic day for both of our nations. And going forward, it is essential that Pakistan continue to join us in the fight against Al Qaeda and its affiliates.

The American people did not choose this fight. It came to our shores, and started with the senseless slaughter of our citizens. After nearly ten years of service, struggle, and sacrifice, we know well the costs of war. These efforts weigh on me every time I, as commander-in-chief, have to sign a letter to a family that has lost a loved one, or look into the eyes of a service member who’s been gravely wounded.

So Americans understand the costs of war. Yet as a country, we will never tolerate our security being threatened, nor stand idly by when our people have been killed. We will be relentless in defense of our citizens and our friends and allies. We will be true to the values that make us who we are. And on nights like this one, we can say to those families who have lost loved ones to Al Qaeda’s terror: Justice has been done.

Tonight, we give thanks to the countless intelligence and counterterrorism professionals who’ve worked tirelessly to achieve this outcome. The American people do not see their work, nor know their names. But tonight, they feel the satisfaction of their work and the result of their pursuit of justice.

We give thanks for the men who carried out this operation, for they exemplify the professionalism, patriotism, and unparalleled courage of those who serve our country. And they are part of a generation that has borne the heaviest share of the burden since that September day.

Finally, let me say to the families who lost loved ones on 9/11 that we have never forgotten your loss, nor wavered in our commitment to see that we do whatever it takes to prevent another attack on our shores.

And tonight, let us think back to the sense of unity that prevailed on 9/11. I know that it has, at times, frayed. Yet today’s achievement is a testament to the greatness of our country and the determination of the American people.

The cause of securing our country is not complete. But tonight, we are once again reminded that America can do whatever we set our mind to. That is the story of our history, whether it’s the pursuit of prosperity for our people, or the struggle for equality for all our citizens; our commitment to stand up for our values abroad, and our sacrifices to make the world a safer place.

Let us remember that we can do these things not just because of wealth or power, but because of who we are: one nation, under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.

Thank you. May God bless you. And may God bless the United States of America.
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