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Abstract
The US is on the road to Damascus – the metaphorical one, that is. The administration has no incentive to admit it, but the failure of unilateral preventive intervention as a means to combat terrorism or rogue states, combined with the military, fiscal, electoral and diplomatic costs of Iraq, precludes any similar action in the immediate future. Faced with considerable difficulties in Iraq, the United States is undecided as to whether dramatically increase or drastically reduce its commitment. The second option is more likely in the medium term, though this will have to be disguised rhetorically. For Europe, the lesson to be learned from the Iraq experience is not the need for integrated armed forces, but the need to make the most of its true comparative advantage: civilian power.
Since midsummer, the United States has witnessed an astounding shift in rhetorical tone, public opinion and, increasingly, government policy. Back then President Bush stood in the White House garden and proclaimed that “conditions in most of Iraq are growing more peaceful,” success was at hand in “dismantling the al Qaeda operation,” and “pretty good progress” was being made toward resolving the Arab-Israeli dispute within two years. Today, with efforts at Iraqi reconstruction and stabilization stalled, the Arab-Israeli peace process in shambles, bombings in Israel, Gaza, or Afghanistan daily, and a rising military death toll in Iraq, such claims seem absurdly inflated.
  Instead the us is in the process of learning the same vital lesson eventually learned by every imperial power in recorded history — from Pericles’ Athens to the present —: namely, that it is more costly to keep the peace than to wage war. 
The primary purpose of the state is to assure basic security and political order, and it is here that the us-led state-building effort in Iraq has failed most completely. The us appears unable to protect itself, its allies, or its moderate supporters in Iraq. Black hawks are down again. Coalition forces face twenty attacks a day; the death toll has reached one to three American servicemen every twenty-four hours. Effective strikes have been launched against us allies — un headquarters, Jordanian embassy, and the Shia leadership.
 The bombings of the un headquarters in Baghdad and the Shiite holy place in Najaf signaled to the world community that no foreign troops, whether American or European, and whether unilaterally or multilaterally authorized, will be safe. One presidential adviser remarked that the blast in Baghdad, along with that in Jerusalem, marked “by far the worst political day for Bush since 9/11.”
 Since then the International Red Cross and the UN are withdrawing to skeleton forces. France, Germany and Turkey have refused to send troops—the latter wisely, as the result might well have been destabilizing. 
These challenges will persist. The us predicament is created by what Iraqi and other Middle Eastern enemies of the us learned from the war itself. Wartime combat was brief, to be sure, but in large part because the Saddam government did not — could not or would not — pursue the urban guerrilla strategy that us military planners feared most. Instead they waged set battles between concentrated forces on open terrain — a field dominated by the us. Today, by contrast, the enemies of the us, though much diminished, have turned to guerrilla tactics — just as their anti-colonial and anti-Western predecessors have done in places like Algeria, Lebanon, and Afghanistan — and with considerable success. There is little prospect that this will change anytime soon.
The Wages of War: Soldiers, Dollars, Votes
US policy failure in Iraq is inexorably advancing despite an extraordinary commitment of resources. Militarily, the US has stationed 140,000 troops in Iraq (of 170,000 coalition forces). This level of commitment comprises 60% of available us combat troop strength and, according to one administration official recently observed, troops are “stretched thin.”
 Estimates of the true number of troops required vary from 200,000 to 500,000.
 
Even an inadequate commitment is costly. Fiscally, the Bush administration’s request to Congress for $87 billion in supplemental appropriation for Iraq — deftly designed to squeeze the Bush administration, one eye always on spin, through the 2004 election — totals roughly $1000 for every American household. This sum greatly underestimates the total cost of the war, much of which is buried in an (expanded) defence budget. And if it is to be successful, the commitment must be sustained, if we are to believe administration officials about the future of us involvement in Iraq, for decades. 
In domestic political terms, the lesson of the Vietnam war — that support for military action declines as the body-bags and fiscal deficits piled up — is being relearned. Unease is spreading among the us public and politicians about the basic strategy underlying these costly and open-ended commitments. In response to the administration’s budget request, numerous Congressmen and Senators insisted on a clearer statement of administration policy in Iraq. Republican Representative Henry J. Hyde, Chairman of the House International Relations Committee, insisted on the need to “combat a sense of drift.” Numerous Senators and Representatives expressed worry in public opinion — citing an “amazing turnaround … from tremendous support [to] questioning,” a shift from “exhilaration to deep concern,” and a feeling of “something between resignation and determination.”
 Colin Powell has announced that he will not serve as Secretary of State in a second Bush administration; Condolleezza Rice has voiced her ambivalence.
Electorally, Bush’s standing in the polls has plunged from high levels nine months ago to the same levels they were before 9/11. Recent opinion polls show that 49% of voters do not want George W. Bush to be re-elected, compared with 44% who do. (In a June Newsweek survey, 52% backed Mr. Bush, with 38% opposed.)
 A Pew Research poll in September showed that Mr. Bush’s approval rating had fallen to 53%, near pre-9/11 levels. Both were down from the mid-70s when Mr. Bush went to war with Iraq. True, he still gets high ratings for his personal handling of the situation in the Middle East, and he far out-polls Democratic challengers when it comes to his leadership in the war on terrorism.
 In August, exactly 50% of those expressing an opinion thought the Iraq war was not worth the costs. Almost exactly the same percentage think the war is going “somewhat” or “very” badly. A majority of Americans believe the us is not in control. 33-46% of Americans, depending on the poll, believe that the us should decrease its troop presence, a percentage that is significantly greater than the number who favor increasing the number of troops. Less than 20% of Americans believe that the Iraq war has reduced the terrorist threat, 40% fewer than believe it has been increased. Americans are no more confident in the long run. Nearly 55% believe the president has no plan for extricating the us from Iraq. 76% of Americans are very or somewhat concerned about being bogged down in Iraq. Democrats are growing bolder. Support grows for candidates like former General Wesley Clark and Vermont Governor Howard Dean, who are sceptics about the administration policy in Iraq.

Diplomatically, all this does not begin to count the inestimable long-term harm to the US diplomatic position and the reservoir of global support. The US is now less well-liked around the world than at any time since Ronald Reagan was president. This could prove the highest cost of all, should assertive action be required in North Korea, Iran or Pakistan. Even essentially friendly governments like that of Chile and Turkey could not support the US in Iraq; were the US to attempt a similar intervention again, it is clear – though it is in no one’s interest to make this public – that even the British would be unlikely to sent troops to assist the US. The UN is now a less useful tool than it was before. Even those governments and international officials that would like to help the US may prove unable to do so. Anti-Americanism has become a global movement, and the question is not whether critics are right or wrong, but how much harm they can do. The US has leveraged all its diplomatic resources.
Why war?
These high costs might be justified if the war had advanced US foreign policy interests. But it is increasingly clear that Iraq was the wrong war at the wrong time against the wrong enemy. The basic justifications for the war have now dissolved. Close to a majority of Americans already believe that the Bush administration misled the country about weapons of mass destruction. It has emerged that both Prime Minister Blair and President Bush were warned that there was little evidence of a connection between Saddam Hussein and al Qaeda, and that us intervention might lead to the dispersion of what weapons of mass destruction there might have been in Iraq and to an increase in terrorist activity world-wide.
 It is clear that the Bush administration rebuffed Iraqi proposals to permit armed inspection to verify the absence of such weapons were rebuffed by the Bush Administration. Any plausible link between Iraq and al Qaeda has collapsed, whatever the American public believes. After the fact, it is increasingly clear that the Iraq war, far from dampening terrorism, has bolstered it by giving terrorists a golden opportunity to wage a new jihad in Iraq. Terrorist activity in Iraq and elsewhere has increased rather than decreased as a result of the us intervention. 
With the collapse of any argument based on non-proliferation or terrorism, the assurance of a peaceful transformation of the Iraq and the Middle East to democracy has become the main — indeed, now nearly the sole — justification for war. Recently President Bush described himself as taking “a tough decision to make the world more peaceful.” One commentator noted that Bush apparently acknowledged the political importance by giving himself a deadline for showing results. “We’ve got a year and a while during my first term to make the world a more peaceful place, and we’ll do it,” he said earlier this month.
 Ironically for an administration that once prided itself on its “realism,” it is a Wilsonian argument. And now, like Woodrow Wilson, the Bush administration appears unable to deliver on its idealistic promises. This is good politics, of course, since this goal that generates some considerable support among those in the center of the American political spectrum. Some, like Thomas Friedman of the New York Times, are now cast in the position of attacking the French and Germans more vociferously than the administration – as if the absence of 30,000 Euro-troops is the critical problem in Iraq. Overall, the rhetorical equation of defeating al Qaeda, dealing with the proliferation of wmd, and coping with Iraq that underlay the administration’s policy of unilateral pre-emption now seems expensive, divisive, and ineffective.
 

Escalate or withdraw?
So we are left with the occupation in Iraq. The us faces two medium-term options, the same two it faced repeatedly during the nightmarish decade of the Vietnam War: escalate or withdraw. Neither is attractive.
Option One is to escalate the commitment. US National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice now speaks of “a generational commitment to helping the people of the Middle East transform their region” – a commitment that it increasingly appears that she herself will not be making.
 If we take this view seriously, the commitment would not just be long; it would be massive. In a speech during the summer, Rice compared the United States’ commitment to rebuilding Iraq to the Marshall Plan for reconstructing Europe after World War ii. Yet, as a proportion of gdp — 2.5% to 5% — such a commitment would total on the order of $200 billion a year today. 
The problem with such a long-term US commitment in Iraq — as with imperial commitments more generally — is not that it is beyond the means of a unilateral superpower. Powerful imperial states are nearly always able to prevail in peripheral conflicts, should they so choose, and the US could do better than that, funding a complete reconstruction and rejuvenation of Iraq. The problem, instead, is that prevailing in such an endeavor costs more than it is worth to the superpower — particularly if the central power has to make good on more than one threat at once. This was the lesson of the British and French empires, which became overstretched as imperial concerns came into direct conflict with domestic economic and political stability.
 
This is now the circumstance faced now by the US. Mortgaging 60% of us military might to stabilizing a third-rate power in an unstable region of the world — with crises of considerably greater importance possible in Pakistan, North Korea, China, Iran, or Israel — is not coherent policy. As Ivo Daalder of the Brookings Institution has noted, there is a “huge disconnect between the stakes that are implied [by the administration’s justifications for the war] and the commitment this administration is making to bring the transformation about.” Still, it is possible — indeed likely in the short-term — that the Bush administration will use the Iraq War, just as President Nixon used the Vietnam War, to solidify a narrow conservative majority in the us. The nation would be polarized but the basic support in the us for military action and patriotic identification with the nation would facilitate the electoral goals of the administration – an eventuality that will lead many in Europe to lose all hope in US leadership.
Option Two, far more likely in the medium-term, is for the administration to cut and run in Iraq, more or less as it has done in Afghanistan. It will seek to turn governance over to an Iraqi regime. This is somewhat perverse, since such a transition to Iraqi governance is just what the French government — with its uniquely irritating combination of narrow self-interest, inflated symbolic rhetoric, and utter disregard for the consequences among the Iraqis themselves — currently proposes as a quid pro quo for a un resolution.
 While the French and Americans disagree on the timetable, they do not disagree on the strategy. The US has already announced the decision to begin withdrawing troops from Iraq.
Such an Iraqi successor regime, particularly one established on the one-month timetable proposed by Paris, is unlikely to be democratic in anything more than name – though it should most likely be possible to establish a regime more just than that of Saddam Hussein. There is no viable democratic option in Iraq today, and there is unlikely to be one in the immediate future. We can set aside Washington’s sanguine “supply-side” scenarios based on post-World War II Germany, whereby a couple of years of occupation, modest aid, a quick transition to an interim government, and postwar economic boom based on sales of privatized oil will render democracy, reconstruction and development self-fulfilling, self-financing, and self-legitimating—resulting in a reliable US ally. The US option of setting up an emigé strongman, whatever that was meant to entail, also seems unpromising. More appropriate—and alarming—analogies are in the region. The real choice is among an Islamic Republic like Iran, civil war like Lebanon, a warlord state like Afghanistan, military rule like Algeria, or perhaps populist authoritarianism like Egypt. Skepticism is not, as the administration has proclaimed, racist; it is just realistic.
The lack of a viable medium-term democratic option in Iraq is an important point, and not simply because it calls into question the public idealism of would-be reformers from Paul Wolfowitz to Thomas Friedman. It is also important because it forces most of the players – Iraqi moderates, European humanitarians, and, above all, the Bush Administration – into the role of hypocrites. All will be forced to mouth platitudes about democratization in Iraq while they seek to establish a regime that can quash terrorism, provide personal security, keep ethnic and religious tensions under control, and reestablish public services. It is already clear that this will require the reestablishment of the Iraqi army and the reentry into politics and administration by many who once served Saddam. This is as it should be, but it requires some political finesse. The Bush administration is adept at the use of rhetoric, and the spinning has already begun, with President Bush recently giving a prominent speech calling for a transition to democracy in Iraq, deftly coinciding with the announcement of the first withdrawals of US troops. 
Going it alone.  All this has led to a questioning of the us strategy, hardly a year old, of preemptive unilateral military intervention. From the beginning, a majority of Americans preferred multilateral rather than unilateral action. But this concern has grown urgent. If the First Gulf War of 1991 is any indication, unilateralism has cost the us about $100 billion, or roughly the same $1000 per American household in the supplemental spending request.
 It is now clear, moreover, that in reconstruction, state-building, peacemaking and peacekeeping, the United States is critically dependent on Europe for civilian and low-intensity military power. The Bush administration submitted a draft Security Council resolution, currently under discussion, that would give the un a larger role in military and reconstruction activities in Iraq. The reported goal is to end what has been described as a “virtual diplomatic boycott” by countries like France, Germany, India, and Pakistan.
 It was not successful at generating anything except domestic political cover for the Bush Administration. 

The diplomatic disaster has distracted observers from the real story. The lessons of Iraq have already begun to influence thinking about future peace and war. In Europe, analysts are still stuck in the anti-Iraq paradigm – seeking to constrain the hyper-puissance from realizing the promise in the National Security Strategy Document (now hardly a year old) of “preemptive” military intervention. Yet Americans have moved on. The real consequence of Iraq, the real road to Damascus, leads in the opposite direction. Talk of invading Syria, Iran and North Korea — “real men want to go to Damascus” — has all but disappeared inside the Beltway, as the administration grasps at multilateral, negotiated solutions to other crises. Unless the us hand is forced, intervention elsewhere will almost surely not occur before the 2004 elections, and it is unlikely to happen afterwards either. Only a president with a penchant for political suicide would attempt another Iraq. After all, simple arithmetic tells us that if 60% of available forces are committed, perhaps for decades, no further intervention is possible. The fiscal, electoral and diplomatic costs only reinforce this central lesson. 
This was inevitable. One way or another, however, policy-makers and publics with big financial and electoral investments at stake, like those in America today, tend to be fast learners. Thus the sacrifice of hundreds of American lives and hundreds of billions of American dollars is teaching even the most rabid neoconservatives a measure of humility.
 The us is on the road to Damascus — and, fortunately, in the figurative rather than literal sense. 

But what of Europe?
The critical question for the future of the transatlantic relationship is, therefore, not whether the United States will learn anything from their experience in Iraq. It is whether Europeans – with little invested in terms of money and lives, no sense of an imminent security threat, and public opinion more concerned with process than outcomes in world affairs – will learn anything from it. 
European policy during the year preceding Iraq was, after all, characterized by a remarkable lack of seriousness of purpose. No country seemed willing to devote even modest financial or political capital to the construction of realistic policy alternatives to a us invasion. The question still remains: How is the West to combat terrorism, proliferation, and Islamic extremism? If Europe is to play any global role at all in this regard — and isolationism is, as Robert Kagan has argued, perhaps the most likely future for Europe — it must choose among two options.

The first, and perhaps most widely advocated today, is to establish a unified European military force. In an exchange in the NATO Review, former eu official and current director of studies for a leading Brussels business think-tank, Fraser Cameron, argues that Europe “needs to pursue its own aims and develop its own comprehensive capabilities” – a view he associates with Jacques Chirac.
 Dozens of European politicians, not only in France, have aligned themselves, at least rhetorically, with this aspiration.
No doubt an eu military wing would make for “feel-good” politics – Joschka Fischer, Tony Blair and Javier Solana can compete for the job of eu “foreign minister” while mustering a multinational militia. Yet it would do nothing to alter us-European relations, let alone the situation in the Middle East. It is unlikely that Europeans will spend the money, or approve the wrenching industrial and political upheavals, necessary to create a serious high-intensity force. Even if they did, it would have few if any plausible scenarios for autonomous use, most of which — Chechnya, Algeria, Egypt? — are unsavory. And it is unclear why any such force, deployable or not, would have an impact on the us, except to encourage conservatives to withdraw more troops from Europe for deployment elsewhere. The seemingly hard-headed option of a European army would be, ironically, the ultimate triumph of rhetoric over reality.

Far more attractive would be a second option, namely to strengthen European “civilian power”. Trade, development aid, peacekeeping, international inspection and monitoring, multilateral legitimization — in such instruments of civilian power lies Europe’s real comparative advantage. Even modest progress on more difficult civilian tasks – like tightening ties with Turkey, developing eu flexibility on the Israel-Palestine question, establishing a multinational coercive inspection force for wmd, or cutting agricultural subsidies – would contribute far more to world peace and security than a Euro-force. And this is what the us, for domestic reasons seemingly unable to fund and deploy robust civilian power options, needs most. 
Revitalizing the alliance through a transatlantic division of labor
Were Europe to pursue this strategy, a division of labor to emerge, with the us specializing in high-intensity military power and the Europeans in civilian power. Indeed, such a division already exists. It may well be an attractive option to Americans. Some believe it is too tempting, because it implies that the us gets to take the initiative, and gets the more tempting tasks, while Europe has to handle the unpleasant repercussions. In the most polite colloquial formulation, the Americans do the “cooking” and the Europeans are left with the “cleaning up.” 
Yet the metaphor of cooking and cleaning is misleadingly applied here. The relationship I propose would give Europeans equal initiative and input. Europeans could use their superior civilian power resources to take greater initiative in pre-war crisis-prevention measures – so military intervention never takes place. Deployment of a more robust un-European coercive inspection force six months before the Iraq War, for example, would have done far more to restrain the United States than would ten battalions of high-intensity Euro-troops. More importantly, in coming to realize that it is harder to wage peace than war, most Americans (perhaps even in the Bush administration) have concluded that cookers and cleaners have to plan the menu together – otherwise the dishes won’t get washed. This division of labor is also consistent with deeply held values on both sides of the Atlantic, whereby Europeans favor civilian power and the Americans military power.

Smooth pre-conflict consultation and planning are most likely to occur if Europe focuses on its strong suit – civilian power; and it is most likely to occur if military deliberation can happen through nato – an organization with which even us conservatives are comfortable. Even from the narrow perspective of European integration, strengthening civilian power (where the European Union has an unquestioned authority) would do more to thrust the European Union into a leading role in transatlantic deliberations. This is the best way forward — arguably, the only way forward — to revitalize the Atlantic alliance.
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