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Opinion

I 

t is early days yet for 
Moscow’s military cam-
paign in Syria but the 
parallels with its most 
recent overseas operation in 
Afghanistan are inescap-

able.
As with Afghanistan 26 years 

ago, Moscow is banking on — and 
planning for — just a short burst of 
activity in Syria. Russian Foreign 
Ministry spokeswoman Maria 
Zakharova has stressed that the 
operation to bolster the regime of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad 
was not a plan for “a long-term 
war”. She added, using words that 
might prove to be dreadfully 
prescient: “We are [only] provid-
ing a counterterrorism operation 
there.”

Compare this 
with the 2002 
Russian General 
Staff report The 
Soviet- Afghan war: 
How a  Superpower 
Fought and  Lost, 
which draws on 
recollections of 
senior officers who 
served in Afghani-
stan. The report 
says the Soviet 

Army’s mission when it went into 
Afghanistan on Christmas Day 
1979 was to stabilise the Moscow-

backed Afghan government, 
strengthen the Afghan Army and 
withdraw the bulk of Soviet forces 
within three years.

It was not to be. The Afghan 
campaign lasted 9 years, 1 month 
and 18 days. Its deleterious 
effects became obvious after the 
Soviet Army withdrew. The 
military had crucially lost its 
image of invincibility.

This gutted its heart, according 
to William Odom, an American 
general who headed Ronald 
Reagan’s National Security 
Agency. Odom specialised in 
matters relating to the Soviet 
Union and wrote the most 
authoritative account of the 
Soviet military’s collapse. The 
grinding failure of that long, 
debilitating engagement would 
eventually become a microcosm 
for the problems afflicting Soviet 
society in general.

Memories of that long, bloody 
war are resurfacing now that the 
Syrian operation has begun. In 
Moscow recently, songwriter 
Vladimir Mazur sang to fellow 
soldiers at an Afghan war veter-
ans’ centre: “We lost so many 
young men in Afghanistan but 
there’s no point grieving. We just 
have to make sure it never 
happens again.”

The second parallel is timing. 

As with Afghanistan in 1979, 
Russia has gone into Syria 
believing that the accretion of 
American failures in Iraq and 
Afghanistan have shifted the 
historical correlation of forces in 
its favour.

 This may be a mistake.
 In his 1994 book Diplomacy, 

former US secretary of State Henry 
Kissinger observed that Moscow 
drew its own conclusions from 
America’s failure in Vietnam in 
1975 and was emboldened enough 
to expand its theatre of interest 
into Yemen, Angola, Somalia and 
Ethiopia over the next three years. 
Then, it went into Afghanistan, a 
massive overextension that 
ultimately led to the disintegra-
tion of the Soviet empire.

But that’s where the parallels 
stop, for 2015 is not 1979 and 
Russia is not the Soviet Union. It 
no longer has any ideological 
currency worth anything. 
Anti-Westernism is a good mantra 
and Vladimir Putin’s Russia uses 
it as advantageously and strategi-
cally as possible, although there 
are limits.

Moscow’s Syrian campaign is 
also different from the Afghan 
operation in the way it is being 
conducted, almost like a video 
game. From early on, Russia 
mounted Kalibr cruise missile 

strikes on targets in Syria from 
warships 1,500 kilometres away. 
This accomplished two things.

First, it demonstrated an 
important new military capability 
in line with the United States’ 
distant forcefulness with its 
Tomahawk cruise missile strikes 
in the two Gulf wars and against 
targets in Afghanistan, the 
Balkans, Libya, Yemen and Syria.

Second, the Kalibr strikes 
provide distance from the theatre 
of war, which is important to 
Putin’s people. The independent 
Russian pollster Levada-Center in 
October found that 78% of 
Russians said they feared the 
Syrian campaign would turn into 
a “second Afghanistan”. The use 
of cruise missiles suggests this 
may not be immediate or, more to 
the point, inevitable.

That said, even at this early 
stage of Russia’s Syrian campaign, 
it is difficult to see it as anything 
other than an unwinnable war, 
waged on behalf of an unpopular 
leader, for hubristic reasons. If 
that sounds dreadfully familiar, 
it’s because it is.
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“P
eople don’t realise,” 
a wise friend of 
mine said during 
the rush of the 
George W. Bush 
administration to 

invade Iraq in 2003, “if you push 
too hard at the universe, the 
universe will push right back”.

Now, the universe has started to 
push back at 12 years of reckless US 
policies, invasions and sweeping 
efforts to remake nations across the 
Middle East.

This is not a new story: In fact it 
is a very old one.

In 1919, US president Woodrow 
Wilson crossed the Atlantic Ocean 

with a brain trust of 
eager young policy-
makers, including 
future Washington 
Post pundit Walter 
Lippmann, to remake 
the ancient borders 
of Europe in the 
name of national self-
determination — and 
he did.

“National self-
determination” 

was Wilson’s version of what the 
Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy called 
“the green stick” — the one simple, 

magic secret that will transform the 
world and bring instant happiness 
to everyone.

Eighty-four years later, Bush, 
vice-president Dick Cheney and 
defence secretary Donald Rums-
feld had a new magical green stick 
called “democracy and human 
rights”. This time they were deter-
mined to remake the Middle East.

First they conquered Iraq, using 
fraudulent intelligence about its 
alleged weapons of mass destruc-
tion as their justification. Then 
they abolished the Iraqi Army and 
imposed US-style democracy on 
the country.

Of course, what they really 
created was a hellish chaos, an 
anarchy in which Sunnis and Shias 
were pitted against each other and 
the previously dominant Sunni 
communities were smashed and 
isolated. Many of their members in 
despair turned to Islamic extrem-
ists.

The succeeding administration 
of President Barack Obama should 
have learned the lesson but it 
didn’t. Neo-conservative arrogance 
and recklessness was replaced by 
more of the same from neo-liberals. 
But it was the same green stick and 
the same old story.

During the heady days of the 
“Arab spring” in 2011, Obama al-
lowed the CIA and the Pentagon to 
funnel funds and aid to topple the 
autocratic, beleaguered govern-
ment of President Bashar Assad in 
Syria. Syria was going to get the full 
green stick treatment.

Except, as the world now knows, 
it didn’t work. Assad proved a 
tougher nut to crack than Muam-
mar Qaddafi in Libya. And the 
American people’s taste for fully 
occupying countries when Wash-
ington armchair strategists told 
them to had been drained dry by 
the ever-rising casualty figures 
from Iraq and Afghanistan.

Now the wheel has turned full 
circle. Four years of US efforts to 
produce an idyllic “secular, demo-
cratic, pluralistic, tolerant” green 
stick society in Syria have instead 
unleashed a ferocious medieval-
style jihad, uprooted 11 million peo-
ple from their homes and driven 
millions of refugees into Jordan, 
Lebanon and Saudi Arabia and even 
across the European Union.

Now it is Russia that is interven-
ing in Syria to fight the jihadists. 
But where the United States dis-
banded the Ba’athist army in Iraq 
and smashed the old state structure 

there, Russian President Vladimir 
Putin, with no delusions about 
creating any utopia or shining 
example to the world, is supporting 
the Ba’athist army of Damascus. No 
green stick for him.

The initial success of Russian 
air strikes against Islamist forces, 
including some supported by the 
United States, has clearly im-
pressed the leaders of Iraq, Saudi 
Arabia and Jordan. All three coun-
tries, close to the United States for 
generations, are rapidly boosting 
diplomatic and security ties with 
Moscow.

America’s green stick policy of 
the past 12 years is spreading chaos 
and fear through Europe as well as 
the Middle East. Everything is turn-
ing out the opposite of what it was 
supposed to be.

The 18th-century English poet 
William Blake coined a phrase to 
describe this kind of ironic blow-
back: “fearful symmetry”.
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Russian Su-24 bomber taking off for a night combat mission from Hamim airbase in Syria, in October.


