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Richard Holbrooke, as far as Af-Pak is concerned, has stuck to the Bush doctrine of exacting immediate results without bothering to extend too many long-term commitments: if you are not with us, you are against us! 

When Matthew P. Hoh, a top US civilian official in Afghanistan who had also had a distinguished military career earlier, handed in his resignation at the end of October, his boss at the State Department in Washington, a man two generations older, advised him in avuncular tones to take a full week’s rest in order to reflect over his decision, then come back.
Hoh did exactly that. A week later he told Richard Holbrooke he was resigning because the US military presence in Afghanistan was helping feed the insurgency, not quell it.

Holbrooke is a State Department veteran in a purely American sense. He has served every Democrat president since John F. Kennedy while regularly taking breaks during Republican administrations to concentrate, as a private investment adviser, on adding to his fortune in dollars —some 20 million so far.

Before being called back to duty by the White House in 2008 as the ‘AfPak special representative’, Richard Holbrooke’s last posting was, in the final months of Bill Clinton’s presidency, as US ambassador to the United Nations, a consolation prize after having lost the job of secretary of state he had so avidly sought to Madeleine Albright.

For a very similar reason, not too difficult to divine for the readers of these lines, the AfPak mission is Holbrooke’s second consolation prize, and most probably the swansong of his long diplomatic career.

He may not have been one of the last Americans desperately clinging to the final helicopter that took off the US embassy rooftop in Saigon in 1975, but everything about Richard Holbrooke has to do with Vietnam where he began his career in 1963 at age 22 with mentors like ambassadors Henry Cabot Lodge and Maxwell Taylor, national security adviser McGeorge Bundy, secretary of state Dean Rusk and secretaries of defence Clark Clifford and Robert McNamara.

To his credit, Holbrooke was the first State Department official to warn Washington, through a memo sent to President Lyndon B. Johnson in 1967, that the United States was losing the war in Vietnam. Though the White House did not answer his missive, he was part of the US delegation, led by ambassador at large Averell Harriman, that negotiated peace terms with the North Vietnamese in Paris in 1968.

Exactly 40 years later, the new administration in the White House, impatient to seek a decent enough way out of the AfPak imbroglio, has resolved to count on the talents of Richard Holbrooke who, to tell the truth, has always been more of a bully than a negotiator.

As Bill Clinton’s envoy during the Bosnia talks, he is on record for repeatedly hectoring Slobodan Milosevic, then deciding to bomb his country. During his one-on-one talks with Messrs Hamid Karzai and Asif Zardari he usually thinks nothing of raising his voice to holler at his interlocutor. It is also common knowledge he is a strong believer in what is known in Washington as the ‘minimalist’ approach to AfPak.

He may be a convinced Democrat in spirit, but Holbrooke, as far as AfPak is concerned, has stuck to the George W. Bush doctrine of exacting immediate results without bothering to extend too many long-term commitments: if you are not with us, you are against us!

Minimalism owes its origin to the findings of Bruce O. Riedel, a former CIA operative who has worked for years on the AfPak question. Now a Brookings Institution man, Riedel believes in ready, concrete benefits after all the billions of dollars Washington is spending, or intends to spend, on AfPak. If they demur, bomb them! Hence the now routine Predator attacks on both sides of the north-western frontier, civilian casualties notwithstanding. Holbrooke, with Vietnam never far away from his mind, strongly adheres to Riedel’s philosophy.

The minimalists themselves never deny the Vietnam connection. When pressed hard, they come up with an irrefragable argument: the Viet Cong did not threaten mainland America, the Taliban and Al Qaeda do — 9/11 is the proof!

So much for the ‘Af’ part of his mission; on the ‘Pak’ side Holbrooke tried initially to coax Nawaz Sharif and Asif Zardari into some kind of a coalition arrangement. Having failed, he suddenly switched back to Riedel’s approach. The Waziristan operations by the Pakistani forces were his idea, though it remains doubtful how effective they have been so far. 

Holbrooke is no stranger to Washington’s grander designs in Pakistan that include turning the US embassy in Islamabad into a veritable fortress with its own up to 1,000-strong armed security and intelligence personnel who are to remain beyond the reach of the law of the land. Two private agencies, the DynCorp and Xe Services (formerly Blackwater that re-baptised itself following much adverse publicity during the Iraq war) are reportedly already busy in Pakistan preparing groundwork for the project.

It is probably too early to claim whether the AfPak mission is failing or whether it is making progress. The Aug 20 election in Afghanistan and its chaotic aftermath is certainly no recommendation for Holbrooke’s prowess as an expert on the region. Unabated attacks by the Taliban within Pakistan itself despite, or probably because of, the Swat valley offensive are another proof.

During his long years in Vietnam Richard Holbrooke had learnt to knock on the door of the Viet Cong and have a dialogue whenever he considered it expedient. In the AfPak context his adversary, though hardly nameless, remains a faceless entity with no fixed address. Much worse, unlike Vietnam, America’s troubles are not likely to be over even after its forces have walked out of Afghanistan.

