The Surge in Afghanistan: Is It Working and Is This a War America Can Win?
Since 2007, the United States has significantly increased its presence in the war-torn nation of Afghanistan, but the result has not been, at least as of now, what America was hoping would occur. Casualties remain high, the Afghan government remains uncertain, the war remains unpopular at home and amongst the Afghan civilian population, the Taliban is still a dangerous and resourceful foe, and the costs of prosecuting the war are growing daily at a time when America is struggling with a substantial national deficit and with one of its worst economic downturns in generations. Yet, when looking at the situation objectively, it would be foolish to dismiss the American chances of total victory – even if victory, under the present circumstances, might take a little while. 


Notably, America still has a vast technological gap on its Taliban foe and vast resources upon which it can call if it feels the need to do so. Likewise, the Taliban have killed a large number of innocent civilians – and that, surely, at some point, will turn the general populace against the terrorist entity. Furthermore, it may be said that many countries -– even those that dislike the United States or that find American foreign policy abhorrent -– are aware of the dangers presented by organizations such as Al Qaeda or the Taliban and will not likely abandon America until such time as it is safe for their own national security to do so. Finally, getting back to the technological advantage America enjoys over its adversary, the fact the United States can strike with unmanned predator drones or can target suspected terrorists from far away with guided missiles that are, literally, laser precise, means that it can minimize casualties and ensure that the war of attrition really becomes a war between America’s willingness to prosecute the war and the terrorist political organization’s willingness to endure heavy casualties month after month. Over the next several pages, we shall discuss the challenges the United States faces and also the advantages it has and the progress it has made against an enemy that often cannot be seen and that has an extraordinary capacity for resiliency in the face of overwhelming firepower. It is an open question whether or not America is “winning” this war – but it is not yet losing it, either, and its many advantages and the constant toll it exacts on the foe suggests that it may win the war outright still. 


Clearly, there are mounting casualties in the war against this deadly and intractable foe. Most recently, eight American troops were killed in “audacious” offensive operations by Al Qaeda that included a brazen raid on a police compound (Johnson, para.1-4). An online website that keeps careful track of the casualties suffered by America and by other nations in Afghanistan now indicates that as of July 14, 2010, 1,184 American soldiers have made the ultimate sacrifice in the fight against Afghanistan’s darkest, deadliest forces; the American casualties are by far the highest of any coalition nation, though countries such as Great Britain and Canada have also suffered greatly (Operation Enduring Freedom). As the death toll climbs, there may well come a moment when America decides that the game is not worth the cost. 


And, as if all the above is not problematic enough, there are concerns about the Afghan government: right now, a popular sentiment in the media and amongst close observers is that the Afghan government is weak, corrupt, inept and largely held in place by NATO (read: American) military might; should those friendly forces leave at any time, it is not clear that the government could survive a Taliban resurgence – and things are made even worse because the government of Afghanistan has not proved itself a helpful ally and might even throw in its lot with the Taliban should it sense any loss of resolve on the part of the Americans (Reid para. 1, 16-20). A weak partner makes an already-difficult situation all the worse.   

And other factors make the future uncertain. Not least of all, there is the genuine lack of support for the war at home in America: A disturbing number of Americans believe the country is losing the war in Afghanistan as well as the broader War on Terror; more and more, people are coming to despair what they perceive will be an unhappy final outcome (“Afghanistan” para.3). Suffice it to say, as public opinion swings against the war and as that negativity becomes deeply ingrained, officials in Washington are going to have a harder and harder time justifying massive deployments to a domestic audience that apparently does not think that America has profited from its investment in blood and treasure. 

The unpopularity of the war in America is joined by the unpopularity of the war amongst Afghan civilians. It is well-known that the Afghan people are hardly going to embrace a foreign occupation that results in high casualty levels; they are, after all, the innocent men, women and children who must somehow survive and keep their loved ones alive whilst being constantly bombarded by smart bombs and strafed by artillery fire. Beyond that, the American presence is not exactly beloved in any case: A combination of factors -– including the ineptitude of the Afghan government, the difficult struggle to stay alive in Afghanistan -– has conspired to make US operations very unpopular (Langer para.1-3). Without popular backing, any US-inserted government will never survive in the long-term.


Finally, leaving aside the resiliency of the Taliban, we must note that waging a war costs money and it costs money at a time when America is dealing with a mounting deficit and with a serious economic downturn. As it stands, the cost of prosecuting the war in Afghanistan and in Iraq has climbed past one trillion US dollars –and this when the US national debt stands at around $13 trillion (Wolf para.3). At some point, the war is going to cost too much money and America will lose its stomach for the sacrifice; when that happens, the Taliban may find the Americans abandoning the war theater. And yet, for all the trouble, the war is still very much a winnable one for America. 


Most of all, this is a war America can win because America has a vast technological edge on its Taliban enemy: unmanned drones and other unmanned weapons are saving huge numbers of American lives whilst simultaneously inflicting heavy casualties on the Taliban forces (“War Machines of Afghanistan” para.1-5). If this continues, and if American technology continues to remain at the forefront, then the US will find new and creative ways of keeping its losses to a minimum whilst also inflicting massive casualties on the enemy -– and oftentimes from a safe distance. 

Adding to this advantage is the fact that the Taliban is hated in many sectors of Afghan society because it has targeted civilians as part of its violent outbursts against all who oppose it. As it stands, the Taliban is far more likely than NATO forces to kill the innocent who just happen to be in the wrong place at the wrong time (Johnson “Taliban” para.1). As those numbers mount, it is reasonable to expect that the Afghan people will finally start rising up against the Taliban rather than grumbling about American ham-handedness or clumsiness. 


Another thing that America has going for it is that its allies -– who are sometimes unfaithful allies -– will still stand beside the United States even if they have misgivings about the war because this battle against the Taliban, and against global terrorism in general, is not America’s only: The entire western world has a stake in the successful resolution of the conflict. Thus, while various countries may draw down forces and try to shirk their military obligations, it is doubtful that they will walk away entirely or will become uncooperative because, from a national security perspective, they simply cannot afford to do so. As well, America is still a powerful nation and a nation that can make life uncomfortable for nations that choose to abandon it during a time of need. 


Lastly, and this reiterates some earlier points, this war is a war of attrition between American will and the willingness of the Taliban to endure massive, ongoing casualties. With every unmanned predator attack that wipes out dozens of insurgents, with every guided missile that kills scores of key Taliban operatives, the Taliban –- and Al Qaeda, for that matter -– loses valuable human resources that cannot be easily replaced. Suffice it to say, it takes time to train someone in the nuances of guerrilla warfare and in the strategies that allow for a successful guerrilla insurgency against a militarily superior foe; when senior officials are killed, a leadership hole is filled that cannot be easily filled in again. Without question, if one party is faced with a question of how much money it wants to lose whilst the other party is faced with a question of how many more people it is prepared to lose, then the side that is just losing money is in an advantageous position. In light of the daily reports of insurgent leaders being killed, we have to assume that America is making headway because it is, literally, killing the foe outright. 


At the end of the day, this struggle is far from over: the Taliban is resourceful, highly motivated, resilient and cunning; it is also facing an American nation that may not have the desire to engage in an ugly, protracted struggle half a world away. Still, the omens do favour America because, when all is said and done, it has the firepower, it has the technological advantage, it is winning the war of attrition in terms of casualties, and the Taliban is not exactly beloved by the people of Afghanistan. Ultimately, the war can and will be won by the United States of America. The cost will be high, treasure will be lost, but the US has far more of everything it needs than the Taliban –- and both sides probably know that all too well. 
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