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PRESIDENT Barack Obama is locked, on the home front, in a battle of nerves with his Republican detractors backed by powerful interest groups, lobbies and cartels. These power brokers see in his proposed national health care programme a serious challenge to their long-entrenched monopolies, the euphemism for mass exploitation. 

However, a more testing time for Obama is building up on the Afghanistan front where he has staked so much of his reputation and popularity and where the Republicans have no direct hand in stoking the fires. It’s Obama’s own chosen commander in Afghanistan, General Stanley McChrystal, who is crying uncle within weeks of taking over the reins in the embattled country. McChrystal has thrown up his hands and warned that the battle against the Taliban in Afghanistan will be lost within a year if the war front wasn’t beefed up with another 20,000 soldiers. 

Obama, as expected, hasn’t conceded right away on his commander’s alarm but promised to review it very carefully. And cogitate and ponder deeply he must on what’s undoubtedly a very tough and challenging issue for him, one that could so easily snarl his infant presidency and throw one more spanner in his works, besides the partisan controversy of national health care. 

Obama had entered the White House on his publicly avowed determination that in marked contrast to the Bush-botched Iraq adventure the war in Afghanistan against the Taliban 

and their side-kick, Al Qaeda, was winnable. Buoyed by that brimming confidence, he quickly injected 22,000 additional troops in Afghanistan to bring the American troops strength there to nearly 55,000. A little mentioned, but so very relevant, fact is that there are at least as many, if not more, ‘contracted’ security men — the U.S. euphemism for mercenaries — deployed on the ground in Afghanistan, along side the regular troops. So if Obama accedes to the latest request for troop reinforcements, the number of regular US troops in Afghanistan will be raised to nearly 75,000 men in uniform, not counting the mercenaries in mufti. 

But Obama, with his keen sense of history ought not to overlook the fact that Pentagon and its generals are conjuring up a virtual re-run of the Vietnam scenario of the ’60s. It was , then, President Lyndon Johnson who was inveigled by the defence ‘experts’ and wizards into believing that the Vietnamese resistance to the US onslaught could be broken and pulverised with the influx of more troops. So Johnson went on throwing as many troops into the Vietnam cauldron as demanded by his commanders. 

But the result was just the opposite: it steeled the valiant Vietnamese into fighting the well-armed aggressors with all the resolve, grit and determination and ultimately forcing them to sue for peace on terms that were humiliating for a superpower. Those images of desperate helicopter rides out of the American embassy compound in Saigon are still seared on memories around the world.Obama distinctly runs the risk of getting sucked into the bottomless pit that Afghanistan is proving to be, a la Johnson in Vietnam, and being meted out a similar denouement. 

He shouldn’t also lose sight of the historical evidence that no foreign invader ever succeeded in subduing the Afghans and the US with all its might in hi-tech weaponry and state-of-the-art fighting machines is not going to be an exception. He also can’t afford to shut his eyes to the rising sentiment of disgust and weariness with a war that’s losing its appeal to the American people. They are getting tired of a war, now in its 9th year, which has gone on longer than WWII and is draining American resources and public patience at a time of severe economic squeeze. 

Reflective of this somber public mood, the latest Washington Post-ABC News public opinion poll indicates that 51 per cent of the American people are clearly opposed to the war in Afghanistan and think it hasn’t been worth the cost that has gone into it. And only 26 per cent of those surveyed have come out in favour of responding positively to General McChrystal’s wolf cry and send more troops to Afghanistan. 

The recent drama of a tainted presidential election, still incomplete and inconsequential, is reinforcing serious concerns and doubts that eight years of such an ostentatious American presence in Afghanistan has incubated a culture of democracy or due regard for human rights of the Afghan people. President Hamid Karzai has only succeeded, with his electoral shenanigans, in refuelling public perception in the US that a morally corrupt and undemocratic system has been nurtured under American wings in Afghanistan, just as was the case with an even more expensive and monumentally bankrupt experiment in Iraq. 

Both Obama and his military commanders are also guilty of adding to confusion in the minds of the American people about their war objectives in Afghanistan and the end-game with regard to it. 

Even though Obama and his military planners and strategists still harp on ‘winning’ in Afghanistan the victory rhetoric has been muted, at least in the policy syntax of Obama; he has lately been laying greater emphasis on the relevance of the Afghan war to the over-arching objective of US homeland security. In marked contrast to his campaign rhetoric categorically aiming at ‘victory’ against the Taliban, and defeating them on their home turf, Obama is now talking more and more of ensuring that the Taliban and their cohorts are crippled and defanged enough so as not to pose a threat to US homeland security. The possibility of enlarging the radius of the dreadful drone incursions into Pakistani territory — an obvious tactical ploy — is part of this new strategy. 

In other words, Obama, in a muffled sense, is suggesting that he may be ready, at some point down the road, to sue for peace with a resurgent Taliban, thus borrowing a leaf from Henry Kissinger and Nixon who, notwithstanding their gung-ho war-mongering, conducted lengthy peace negotiations with the Vietcong behind the scene. 

This prompts many an observer of the Afghan situation to conclude that General McChrystal is trying to emulate the tactics of General Petraeus in Iraq. Petraeus had likewise asked for a heavy military ‘surge’ in Iraq, two years ago, with reinforcement of troops in order to gain the upper hand against the ‘insurgents,’ who in actual fact were those resisting the American military onslaught. But Petraeus’ surge was focused largely on Baghdad where it ultimately gave him the upper hand. 

The limited military success in cooling down the insurgency in and around Baghdad enabled Petraeus and Bush to declare ‘success,’ if not outright victory, on the battle field. It provided them the much-needed cover to declare that US military objective had been realised, which then paved the way for Obama to announce a timetable to draw down and withdraw all the American troops out of Iraq in stages. 

General McChrystal’s battle field blue print looks like a duplication of the plan that made Petraeus a hero and provided Bush the fig-leaf to cover his harrowing failures on both military and diplomatic fronts in Iraq. The new focus in Afghanistan could well be precisely similar: concentrate on the troubled south in Afghanistan, particularly in and around Kandahar and the region bordering Pakistan’s tribal belt, inflict some punishing, if not exactly, crippling, body blows on the Taliban resurgence there and declare victory to pave the way for a face-saving withdrawal from Afghanistan. McChrystal, apparently, wants to walk off Afghanistan in the haze of dubious glory. 

Reinforcement to this likely strategy comes from some recent Obama pronouncements that he’s not seeking to stay on in Afghanistan indefinitely. But there’s one caveat in this putative end-game scenario. When Petraeus launched his ‘surge’ offensive in Iraq the local resistance in and around Baghdad had largely run out of steam and was petering out. The Afghan spectacle is just the opposite of that. The Taliban, according to all western analyses, are resurgent and buoyant; their potential to inflict heavy damages on a hundred-thousand-plus-strong US and Nato combined force, has exponentially increased. 

General McChrystal, himself, is wary of turning back the tide of the Taliban. The Washington Post of September 21 published a leaked, August 30, report by the general alluding to his dilemma in so many words: “Failure to gain the initiative and reverse insurgent momentum in the near-term (next 12 months)…risks an outcome where defeating the insurgency is no longer possible.” 

Obama and his military planners could be deluding themselves by relying too much on the Iraqi template. The history of Afghanistan is replete with examples of the most careful and grandiose plans of foreign invaders licking the dust of ignominy in the face of a ferocious Afghan backlash. Obama may, unwittingly, have bitten more in Afghanistan than he could chew. 

