What made McChrystal pour scorn on the White House 
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AS if the huge oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico wasn’t challenge enough to President Obama’s leadership, another was thrown at him, but this one from a least expected direction. 

General Stanley McChrystal was highly regarded in most military circles as a genius with an innate sense of strategy and military savvy. He’d shone bright in Iraq where as commander of ‘special operations’ for five long years — 2003 to 2008 — he was credited with breaking the back of the insurgency, That was precisely the reputation that helped propel him in the eyes of the newly-elected President Obama, who put him in charge of a much tougher challenge on the battlefields of Afghanistan. 

Obama, while disowning his bumbling predecessor’s misadventure in Iraq, had readily embraced his mission in Afghanistan with enthusiasm. It was in that spirit that he injected heavy reinforcements of troops in the Afghan theatre of war within weeks of entering the White House. Later, in October of last year, he also conceded General McChrystal’s demand for an additional 30,000 troops to beef up the fighting ranks of an army which was, till then, going nowhere despite those hefty doses of manpower into its ranks. 

So it must have come as a bombshell shock to Obama that his anointed and chosen general should choose to make fun of him and his team at the White House in unguarded remarks in an interview with the Rolling Stone magazine, a journal with little credibility, clout or traction with the Washington establishment. 

What General McChrystal said or did was obviously out of line with the chain of command and the ethics ruling the conduct between a commander-in-chief and his underlings. McChrystal should have known better; he wasn’t a novice but one who had been in the military command for so long. You don’t insult your boss and hope to get away with it. 

Why McChrystal chose to pour scorn on the White House — and that too in the midst of a war ten thousand miles away from your shore; a war in which an ambitious president, elected in a historic moment in more than two centuries, has invested so much of his popularity and political survival — is a question that will continue to engage political pundits for a long time to come, and set off trains of speculation and crystal ball-gazing aplenty. 

Did McChrystal fall on his own sword out of sheer frustration? Or did he walk into a trap laid for him by some within the administration not happy with the way he was conducting the war in Afghanistan? Or was it a legerdemain of the anti-Obama forces — legions of whom have been regularly sniping at him from the moment he entered the White House? These are all questions to which there could, and will, be more than one answer. 

The first fallout of the crisis stirred up by McChrystal has been on the general himself. Quite understandably, Obama has sacked him. That was the least the president could’ve done. McChrystal had invited this wrath upon himself by challenging the C-in-C and by shooting through the ‘lip.’ 

It isn’t the first time that a president has fired his commander in the thick of the battle. Lincoln, a role model and inspiration for Obama in more ways than one, fired not one but two commanders at a critical moment of the Civil War when the confederate army had reached the fields of Gettysburg and was threatening to march on to Washington. 

President Truman, at a juncture when the Korean War was in the balance, didn’t blink in sacking a military icon like General Douglas McArthur for insubordination. 

Much more than being piqued by McChrystal’s petulant and unwarranted conduct, Obama was clearly moved into firing a popular general because he’d mounted a challenge not only to the chain of command but, more seriously than that, on the principle of civilian control of the military, a cardinal pillar of western democracy. 

President Obama minced no words in categorically restating and asserting the obligation for a democratically elected president to guard the supremacy of institutions over individuals. ‘Institutions are stronger than individuals,’ was his assertion laid out in so many words. McChrystal simply couldn’t survive because he had tried to bring down the pillars on which the citadel of democracy has been built in the West, particularly in the US. 

There’s a lesson in it for countries like Pakistan where institutions have always been subordinate and subservient to individual power and authority wielded grotesquely at their expense. In sham democracies, individuals ignore the unassailability of institutions, and get away with it with impunity. But that isn’t the case in genuine democracies, as so recently reminded by Obama in showing the door to a military hero who had dared to flout this sacrosanct principle. 

Even in tiny Sri Lanka, where democratic institutions may not be as strong and well-entrenched as in the US, a war hero, General Fonseca, who thought he could ride above the law on the wave of popularity his handling of the Tamil challenge has earned him has been left in little doubt that true democratic norms allow no trifling with them. 

Not that Obama hasn’t been challenged and tested before; nor, for sure, will this incident be the last of the gauntlets thrown in his way. 

The macabre drama of testing Obama’s mettle, and the concomitant challenge to established democratic norms in the US, began with his first step into the august Oval Office. To the two centuries-old ruling elite — the so- called WASP establishment — he was an outsider, an intruder and a gate-crasher who had found his way to power because they had lowered their guard. 

So the assault commenced with robust vigour right on the heels of his inauguration. In what certainly has come as a big surprise even to those who didn’t vote for Obama and didn’t relish the idea of a novice like him in the White House, it was a bit of a surprise that the charge against the ramparts of the presidency — and by obvious implications on the institution of democracy — was led by former Vice-President Dick Cheney, who has since been acting as the voice of the conservative old guards with established roots in both the corporate world and that uniquely-American hydra-headed ‘monster’ called the ‘military industrial complex.’ 

It must be credited, lastingly, to the vision of President Eisenhower, a celebrated general and military hero himself, that he could foresee the rising and baneful influence of the military-industrial complex and warned his countrymen about it. But it seems that while the American people have largely ignored or under-noticed Ike’s clarion call, those operating the juggernaut have gone about their goal of taking control of the nation by relentlessly assaulting the established institutions of what’s undoubtedly the world’s most open and finest democracy. 

Coupled with the thrust and drive of special interest groups and lobbies — again an esoteric feature of US — the military-industrial complex, over the years has shaped the US Congress in its mould, given the abundant coffers of the two to influence congressional elections and, as a consequence, their policies. 

And who doesn’t know the near-complete monopoly of the news media and entertainment industry in the hands of these powerful lobbies and corporate czars? 

The only institution these power barons haven’t been able to secure in servitude, thus far, is the presidency, although they very-nearly cornered it during the stay of Bush Jr. in the White House.So Obama has been under assault and picked on, with unfailing frequency and regularity, from the word, go. 

They questioned his wisdom when he decided to cut his losses in Iraq and wind up the American military presence in that ravaged country by the middle of 2011. They painted him weak-kneed and lacking courage. 

He was also savaged when he announced he’d start the process of military withdrawal from Afghanistan, come mid-2011, although, to sweeten the impact of it he also greatly beefed up American boots on the ground there within months of his inauguration. 

But power barons, with their feet firmly planted in both the corporate and the armament production circles, don’t have withdrawal from Afghanistan as an option on their cards. They want US presence in Afghanistan to go on for decades, if not forever. They covet being there for keeps and have lately come up with reports — whose authenticity remains to be established — that Afghanistan has the makings of a minerals-rich Eldorado with deposits of badly needed Bauxite and Silicon worth more than a trillion dollars. Their bottom line says no withdrawal from Afghanistan. 

This is not to suggest that General McChrystal also subscribed to the right-wing propagandists and the neocons on strategy in Afghanistan. But his raucous disparaging of Vice President Joe Biden — who has been an outspoken campaigner for a scaled down military role in Afghanistan and earliest withdrawal from that torn up land — suggests some hard-line ideas swaying the general’s mind. 

Obama has so far refused to be daunted or distracted from his mission under the relentless assault from the right wingers and their neocon cohorts. He has parried their thrusts with remarkable finesse over the Gulf of Mexico disaster for which he bears no responsibility but has been brutally decried for alleged apathy, despite his reading the Riot Act to BP over their failures in the fiasco. 

Obama’s cool and aplomb in decisively dealing with the McChrystal saga should quiet his detractors and critics. He comes out taller from the episode. But this is unlikely to be the end of it. It’s hard to say if a line has been drawn under an unsavory and distasteful story. Obama’s nemeses among the burgeoning ranks of the American right wing and the pugnacious phalanx of the neocons will, for sure, keep coming at him. Their end-game isn’t only to sabotage his presidency but, in its guise, damage the very foundations on which this great American institution has been built over the past two centuries-plus.
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