Shortsighted Wars

By Richard Sale

“The screamers for U.S. military intervention are gaining traction. They always do when bad guys do bad things. But the real issue is what the United States can reasonably do about the horrors in Syria.  To hold off this new drumbeat toward another U.S. war in the Middle East, Mr. Obama is right to set aside his automatic “red line,” and substitute a new standard that calls for proof of “systematic” use of chemical gases. This “flashing yellow line,” however, won’t stop the hordes for long. It’s not enough to keep saying “wait, ” try negotiations, and do a little more of this and a little more of that. He has to publicly chart a far more plausible policy that shows what we can and can’t do. “
The above is from an article by LeslieGelb in the Daily Beast of Sunday.
When we decide to use force to intervene, it is usually after we get emotionally roused, have a sense of being terribly affronted  or experience a sudden explosion mass inflammability that forces irresistibly into war. In these cases, we intervene not on the basis of cautious, prudent or carefully measured deliberation and we avoid carefully thinking out what we plan to achieve. As an example, we entered an imperialist war against Spain based on our outrage over having an American warship in Cuba bombed, an allegation that later proved not to be true. We invaded the Philippines, and then waged war on their inhabitants who, at the time of our arrival, were looking forward to their freedom from foreign occupiers. Instead, we became one. 
This occurs because we don’t see our opponents accurately. We are so excitable as a people, and we are thrust forward by our belief that we are always right and act only for the good of the world, and we erect a caricature of our opponents and add hateful features in order to lay a false groundwork for our action. We Americans are alike in acting from a kind of “national self-narcissism” – the phrase belongs to George Kennan. We are victims of a collective and deluding self-love that finds no merit in the other character of nations around the world. 
What lies at the bottom of all this self-adoration I believe is a profound, national insecurity. That deep-seated insecurity blinds and misleads us, and it disables our powers of analysis because it sees other countries as being inferior to our own, rather than calmly estimating their merits and demerits compared to ours.  Americans are quick to sympathize with themselves, and we do not sympathize with others very readily. Think of Truman going to Potsdam in July 1945, and then vowing never to visit Europe again. America was good enough, he brayed.  This is all the more surprising because Truman read so much history. 
The point is that we Americans do not foresee with any clarity the results of the course of action that we take. Nor do we estimate rightly the motives, cultures and  the operations of the rest of the world. Our involvement in World War II is a good example of our defects and shortcomings. In the late 1930s, President Roosevelt wrote in a letter to Churchill that Hitler “was an enemy of the human race.”  This is magnificently concise.  But what about Stalin? No mention was made.  In the 1930s, the State Department files on Stalin were mysteriously removed and the analysts disbanded, allegedly by Eleanor Roosevelt. 
The United States was forced into World War II, just as we had been forced into World War I.  In both cases, we were forced into it by outrage or resentment or we would not have be there.  At the time of World War I, President Wilson portrayed himself as a neutral, when in fact, he was making billions selling arms to the British. His neutrality was a fraud.  His idealism took no account of the post-war national passions of vindictive revenge, territorial aggrandizement, or bankrupting financial penalties that reduced Germany to starvation and smoothed the way to Hitler. The British kept up their blockade of Germany after the armistice and many thousands of innocent Germans starved to death. They were forced to eat so many cats as food that they called them “roof rabbits.”
Once again, the aim of World War II was to spread freedom and democracy, but with no sound, dispassionate, detailed analysis of how this was to be done. Roosevelt was as amazingly naïve about Stalin just as he was detesting of Hitler. Since, at the start of the war, the American military rank 19th after Portugal, we were forced to start very late.  Once again, we ignored the murderousness of Stalin, employed him as an ally, while Roosevelt stated that “I can handle Uncle Joe.” There was no understanding of the fact that Stalin was simply an old-style Russian imperialist whose aims were more like those of a Tsar rather than truly communist. 
So we fought a war that had no carefully calculated, rational limit.  If we had been militarily prepared and invaded Germany earlier, would it have acted to keep Soviet armies from Eastern and Central Europe? The aim of Churchill’s campaign in Italy was designed to do just that. American commanders disagreed. It is clear that America did not calculate what the movement of Soviet armies might mean to the fate of Eastern and Central Europe. Once Hitler was defeated, American troops simply wanted to come home. Understandably, but once again, American polices were short-winded, starting late and ending too early.
I am not in way critical of the heroism of American troops and soldiers.  If WWII shows anything of our character it shows that we are incredibly persevering and resolute in the face of sheer horror. We are born to combat. I personally am in awe of that. (Think of the memoirs of Eugene Sledge in the Pacific.) And I am aware of the fact that key American decisions about both the war in Europe and Japan were done by terribly harassed and overburdened men.  But the defect of American strategy lay with their faulty analysis of the conditions of the world they sought to modify.
Hopefully, President Obama is hesitant to make the same, short-sighted mistakes.  I am a person of no importance, but if I were, I would urge him not to do anything on the basis of sentimental, inflammable emotion in Syria. The Americans who are most emotional about killing Assad’s soldiers will be the first to exhibit fatigue if liberation of Syria doesn’t occur quickly and conform to our national taste. Obama should not take any action that accentuates the terrible bewilderments of taking the wrong course.  We have experienced that already.
 
 


