Afghanistan: Wh at ’ s N e xt ?

(erroneously) credited with the counsel
to “git thar fustest with the mostest” as
a guarantee of military success. Today,
the key is to “git thar fustest with the
bestest”—be swift and precise. Keep enemies off balance, exploit surprise, rely
on air- and space-borne intelligence, disrupt their command and logistics networks (yes, even irregulars have supply
lines), immobilize them, keep them from
massing, avoid “collateral damage.” Deny
them sanctuaries and stay away from
the population, which also means: Forget nation-building. There is no nation
in Afghanistan.
No, you can’t “win” that way—in the
sense of enshrining a preferred political order or routing the enemy for good.

But you can constrain and deter your
foes by maximizing their costs and minimizing yours. Best of all, a combination
of watchful presence and nimble offensive can be sustained indefinitely. And indefinite the twenty-first century’s “Great
Game” will be. The tactical payoff is the
enemy’s growing conviction that we
won’t go home. The strategic benefit is
that he might eventually reconsider and
start talking in earnest. That’s the best we
can do, and it is better than throwing in
the towel in round six.
Josef Joffe is editor of Die Zeit, a senior fellow at the Institute for International Studies,
and an Abramowitz Fellow at the Hoover
Institution.

Unshackle the Troops
A m i ta i E t z i o n i

M

any good people who have
never fought in a war find
something appealing in America’s willingness to take more casualties
in order to spare innocent civilian lives.
For those, like me, who have been in
combat, the choices at hand look somewhat different. Consider the following
likely scenario.
A platoon of Marines is patrolling
an area in Afghanistan. To avoid IEDs,
the Marines stay off the roads and advance through a field. At the edge of the
field is a row of huts. Suddenly, two Marines are hit. The Marines take cover, although there is little to protect them in
the open field. Another one is hit. The
snipers’ fire is clearly coming from the
huts. The Marines are fully prepared for
such a situation, having positioned artillery and tanks nearby before they took
to the field. Their platoon leader calls for
the huts to be shelled. But a higher ranking commander disagrees; he fears, with
good reason, that there are civilians in
the huts. The platoon leader is bitterly
disappointed, but orders are orders—
and, hence, he instructs the Marines to
get up and storm the huts. On the way,
the Marines take more casualties. When
they finally reach the huts, the platoon
leader reminds them that, under the
rules of engagement, they must first call
on the residents to leave before they can
attack. These warnings give some snipers ample time to move on, while others
fire a few more rounds.

For the past year, U.S. troops in Afghanistan have been operating with such
constricting rules of engagement. The
idea, put forward by former American
commander Stanley McChrystal, was
that we could not wage a campaign for
hearts and minds if we were killing many
innocent Afghans. Under these rules,
American soldiers have sometimes been
ordered not to fire until they are fired
upon, and it is harder for them to get
permission for an airstrike. An officer of
the Fifth Stryker Brigade explained to me
that all the rules can be set aside if soldiers claim that they had to do so in selfdefense. However, few are willing to risk
being reprimanded, let alone court martialed, and all pay mind to the “climate”
that the rules of engagement foster.
At some level, these measures have
worked: Afghan civilian fatalities are
down sharply, from 332 in the year before the rules were introduced to 197 in
the year that followed. But American
casualties have increased significantly
over the same period. It is not known
how many of these are due to the increased number of troops and intensified engagements, and how many are
due to the new rules. But the troops
themselves are troubled. “We can’t engage until fired upon,” Specialist Jeffrey
Cole recently told NPR, “and it’s not really giving us a fair chance.”
Now, America’s new commander in
Afghanistan, David Petraeus, is considering revising these rules. It’s a wise idea.
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Restrictive rules of engagement do little
to win hearts and minds. And the key
to minimizing casualties, Afghan as well
as American, lies elsewhere: in finding a
way to stop fighting this war.

T

he source of our dilemma surrounding the rules of engagement
is not the way we fight but the way
our opponents fight: Insurgents are violating the rules of war, while demanding to be protected by them. The rules
and traditions of war directly address the
issue at hand—by requiring those who
engage in warfare to separate themselves
from the civilian population. Fighters are
to wear uniforms or some other insignia
that clearly mark them (and, by the way,
the authority, typically a national government, that is accountable for their acts).
Their vehicles and bivouacs are also to be
clearly separated from those of civilians.
What is at issue here is not a small matter of a logo on one’s hat or sleeves. It is
a matter of enabling adversaries to separate the fighters from the civilians and to
spare the latter.
Insurgents and terrorists in many
parts of the world have discovered that,
by violating these rules of war, they gain
major advantages. They fire on soldiers
from residential areas, store ammunition in mosques, and employ ambulances
to transport bombs and fighters—in all
these instances, using civilians as human
shields. Hamas, Hezbollah, and the insurgents in Iraq and Afghanistan are
among the many who practice this form
of warfare. Indeed, a recent report reveals that, as the Taliban learned about
the new rules of engagement, they increased their use of civilian homes as
posts from which to fire at our troops.
The main responsibility for causing civilian casualties, in short, is on the Taliban. Yet, for reasons I cannot fathom,
instead of making this case whenever
civilian casualties take place, American generals apologize time and again. I
am not against expressing regret about
the loss of life, any life, including those
of the Taliban. However, in this context,
the generals who speak for America, nay,
for the free world, reinforce the precept
that the casualties are our fault, period.
We ought to be clearer in our own minds,
and more articulate in addressing others,
about why innocent civilians are killed
and how such deaths can be minimized.
Moreover, even setting aside the use
of human shields, the Taliban cause
many more civilian casualties than the
Americans because they often set out
to deliberately kill innocent Afghans,

attacking mosques, weddings, and funerals. If counterinsurgency theory
were correct, and body counts made a
significant difference in the competition for hearts and minds, then the Taliban would have no supporters left. The
notion that what is at issue are statistics ignores other realities—especially
the ethnic loyalties of the Pashtun, who
are the Taliban’s kin and who live in Afghanistan’s most contested area. It also
ignores, or at least underestimates, the
role of communication. The Taliban
have been astonishingly successful at
escaping blame for the civilian deaths
they cause. Like our generals’ repeated
failure to forcefully point out that terrorists use human shields—and that accidental civilian deaths are, therefore,
usually their responsibility—this problem can be countered not by changing
the statistics, but by changing those in
the Pentagon who are in charge of communication aimed at Afghans.
None of this is to suggest that we
should take civilian casualties lightly.
Even if killing innocent civilians is not
the prime problem with our strategy, it
is still—for moral reasons—deeply regrettable. We can and should seek to
minimize such fatalities by improving our intelligence and learning more
about the local culture. However, we
should not ignore that the main moral
turning point is before we commit to
fighting. We should heed one of the central principles of just war theory: Never
wage war unless all other means have
been exhausted. This principle suggests
that we should also discontinue fighting
when other options are available. Thus,
instead of asking our troops to fight this
war under rules that increase our losses
in the vain hope of gaining popularity,
we should offer to withdraw our forces
as long as the Taliban agree not to harbor terrorists who threaten us or our allies. And we should make clear that our
bombers, drones, and Special Forces
will stand by to punish those who violate
this understanding. (A similar position
has been advocated by Vice President
Biden.) If the Taliban honor this agreement, it will mean an end to the war and,
of course, to civilian casualties. If not,
then we will have to fight. However, in
that case, even as we do our best to limit
collateral damage, let us also ensure that
our troops are not constrained by excessively strict rules.

Rescue the North
A n na B a d k h e n

I

Naubad, Afghanistan

n a wheat field in northern Afghanistan this spring, beneath the
Cretaceous convulsions of the Hindu
Kush mountains, a village elder named
Ajab Khan shared with me the unsentimental math of his region’s farmers. An
acre of wheat, Khan said, yields $400.
An acre of opium poppies yields $20,000.
The people of his village, Naubad, had
grown exclusively poppies until 2004,

when the government of Hamid Karzai
asked them to stop. In return, the government promised to hook up the village’s 200 or so homes to an electric grid;
build a clinic, a school, and a communal well; and, in order to help the farmers take their crop to market, pave over
the tentative parallel ruts that connected
Naubad to the rest of the world.
That winter, and the winters that followed, the farmers of Naubad sowed
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