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Lessons for an Exit Strategy
By Henry A. Kissinger

Friday, 12 August 2005

There have been conflicting reports about the timing of 
American troop withdrawals from Iraq. Gen. George Casey, 
commander of U.S. forces there, has announced that the United 
States intends to begin a «fairly substantial» withdrawal of 
U.S. forces after the projected December elections establish a 
constitutional government. Other sources have indicated that this 
will involve 30,000 troops, or some 22 percent of U.S. forces in 
Iraq. Some high-level statements from Baghdad have indicated that 
the beginning of withdrawals may be delayed until next summer. 
On either schedule, progress is dependent upon improvements in 
the security situation and in the training of Iraqi forces.

A review of withdrawal strategy therefore seems in order. For 
one thing, how are the terms «progress» and «improvement» to be 
defined? In a war without front lines, does a lull indicate success or 
a strategic decision by the adversary? Is a decline in enemy attacks 
due to attrition or to a deliberate enemy strategy of conserving 
forces to encourage American withdrawal? Or are we in a phase 
similar to the aftermath of the Tet Offensive in Vietnam in 1968, 
which at the time was widely perceived as an American setback 
but is now understood as a major defeat for Hanoi?

For someone like me, who observed firsthand the anguish of the 
original involvement in Vietnam during the Kennedy and Johnson 
administrations, and who later participated in the decisions to 
withdraw during the Nixon administration, Casey’s announcement 
revived poignant memories. For a decision to withdraw substantial 
U.S. forces while the war continues is a potentially fateful event. 
It affects the calculations of insurgents and government forces 
alike, so that the definition of progress becomes nearly as much 
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a psychological as a military judgment. Every soldier withdrawn 
represents a larger percentage of the remaining total. The capacity 
for offensive action of the remaining forces shrinks. Once the 
process is started, it runs the risk of operating by momentum rather 
than by strategic analysis, and that process is increasingly difficult 
to reverse.

Despite such handicaps, the decision to replace U.S. forces with 
local armies during the Vietnam War -- labeled «Vietnamization» -- 
was, from the security viewpoint, successful on the whole. Between 
1969 and the end of 1972, more than 500,000 U.S. troops were 
withdrawn. American involvement in ground combat ended in 
early 1971. U.S. casualties were reduced from an average of 400 
a week in 1968 and early 1969 to an average of 20 a week in 1972.

These measures were possible because, after the failure of 
Hanoi’s Tet Offensive, the guerrilla threat was substantially 
eliminated. Saigon and all other urban centers were far safer 
than major cities in Iraq are today. Saigon controlled perhaps 80 
percent of the country with relatively well-established front lines. 
Vietnamese army units were increasingly able to repel offensives 
from the regular forces of Hanoi.

When the Vietnamese army, with substantial U.S. air support, 
broke the back of the North Vietnamese all-out offensive in 1972, 
Vietnamization could be judged a success. Shortly afterward the 
North Vietnamese accepted terms that they had rejected for four 
years. (That they did, however, does not settle the debate over 
whether a different withdrawal rate -- slower, faster or none at all 
until after a settlement -- could have speeded that day). Three years 
later, these results were reversed, not because of internal violence 
but because of an external attack by Hanoi’s conventional military 
force, in violation of every provision of the Paris agreement.

America’s emotional exhaustion with the war and the domestic 
travail of Watergate had reduced economic and military aid to 
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Vietnam by two-thirds, and Congress prohibited military support, 
even via airpower, to the besieged ally. None of the countries that 
had served as guarantors of the agreement was prepared to lift a 
diplomatic finger.

All this demonstrated two principles applicable to Iraq: Military 
success is difficult to sustain unless buttressed by domestic support. 
And an international framework within which the new Iraq can 
find its place needs to be fostered.

History, of course, never repeats itself precisely. Vietnam was 
a battle of the Cold War; Iraq is an episode in the struggle against 
radical Islam. The stake in the Cold War was perceived to be the 
political survival of independent nation-states allied with the United 
States around the Soviet periphery. The war in Iraq is less about 
geopolitics than about the clash of ideologies, cultures and religious 
beliefs. Because of the long reach of the Islamist challenge, the 
outcome in Iraq will have an even deeper significance than that in 
Vietnam. If a Taliban-type government or a fundamentalist radical 
state were to emerge in Baghdad or any part of Iraq, shock waves 
would ripple through the Islamic world. Radical forces in Islamic 
countries or Islamic minorities in non-Islamic states would be 
emboldened in their attacks on existing governments. The safety 
and internal stability of all societies within reach of militant Islam 
would be imperiled.

This is why many opponents of the decision to start the war 
agree with the proposition that a catastrophic outcome would have 
grave global consequences -- a fundamental difference from the 
Vietnam debate. On the other hand, the military challenge in Iraq 
is more elusive. Local Iraqi forces are being trained for a form of 
combat entirely different from the traditional land battles of the last 
phase of the Vietnam War. There are no front lines; the battlefield 
is everywhere. We face a shadowy enemy pursuing four principal 
objectives: (1) to expel foreigners from Iraq; (2) to penalize Iraqis 
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cooperating with the occupation; (3) to create a chaos out of which 
a government of their Islamist persuasion will emerge as a model 
for other Islamic states; and (4) to turn Iraq into a training base 
for the next round of fighting, probably in moderate Arab states 
such as Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Jordan.

North Vietnamese forces possessed heavy weapons, had 
sanctuaries in adjoining countries and numbered at least a half-
million trained troops. Iraqi insurgents number in the tens of 
thousands and are lightly armed. Their most effective weapon is 
a homemade explosive, their most effective delivery system the 
suicide bomber and their most frequent targets unarmed civilians.

The Iraqi population has shown extraordinary equanimity in 
the face of this deliberate and systematic slaughter. In the end, its 
perception will determine the outcome as much as the military 
situation does. It will know how secure it is; it will determine the 
sacrifices it is prepared to make.

<http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/ 2005 
/ 08/ 11/AR2005081101756.html>.
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 interview 9 March, Jon Sopel Talks to Formers US Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger.
 He questions him about past and present US Foreign Policy and whether Iraq can
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Henry Kissinger

Monday, 8 March 2004.
Does Henry Kissinger have any regrets about America’s past 

interventions? In a HARDtalk interview 9 March, Jon Sopel 
talks to former US Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger. He 
questions him about past and present US foreign policy and 
whether Iraq can be peacefully reconciled.

US President George Bush has made the final appointments to 
a commission to investigate pre-war intelligence on Iraq’s alleged 
weapons of mass destruction, which to date have not been found.

maybe the country will break up as Yugoslavia did but our 
effort will be to try to hold it together 

Henry Kissinger Democrats are unhappy with the inquiry. 
They question how a panel appointed by the president can be 
independent, and also want the body to examine charges that the 
White House manipulated intelligence.

As the presidential election draws, events on the ground in 
Iraq are also likely to have an impact on the debate in America.

The US former Secretary of State, Dr. Henry Kissinger believes 
that the situation in Iraq is an extremely difficult problem because 
various groups have been fighting each other for a long period.

He told Jon Sopel that «you cannot suddenly expect a democratic 
reconciliation».

Mistakes
He said that although not desirable it was certainly possible 

that the country could disintegrate:
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«If these groups cannot absolutely work together then maybe 
the country will break up as Yugoslavia did but our effort will be 
to try to hold it together.»

Of course mistakes were made. Mistakes are always made 
in planning complicated operations 

Henry Kissinger Up until February this year, more than 500 
American soldiers had been killed in Iraq.

Dr Kissinger believes that the problems of post-conflict Iraq 
were underestimated:

«Of course mistakes were made. Mistakes are always made in 
planning complicated operations. I think the problem of civilian 
reconstruction was clearly underestimated».

He accepted that the turf battles between the US State 
Department and the Pentagon had been «worse than usual» because 
of personality differences.

However, he would not be drawn on who he believed had 
been responsible and added that the differences had in no way 
contributed to the effectiveness of operations in the run up to the 
war in Iraq.

enesene
d thd thththth

bee
thathathththh

dradraaw

en «n «««wowwowo
betet



(*)

.
.

.
.

(Escalate)

.

)
 Edward P. Joseph and Michael E. O’Hanlon, «The Case for Soft Partition in (*)
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The Case for Soft Partition in Iraq

Brookings Institution

June 2007

By: Edward P. Joseph and Michael E. O’Hanlon

The time may be approaching when the only hope for a 
more stable Iraq is a soft partition of the country. Soft partition 
would involve the Iraqis, with the assistance of the international 
community, dividing their country into three main regions.

Each would assume primary responsibility for its own security 
and governance, as Iraqi Kurdistan already does. Creating such a 
structure could prove difficult and risky. However, when measured 
against the alternatives—continuing to police an ethno-sectarian 
war, or withdrawing and allowing the conflict to escalate— the 
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risks of soft partition appear more acceptable. Indeed, soft partition 
in many ways simply responds to current realities on the ground, 
particularly since the February 2006 bombing of the Samarra 
mosque, a major Shi’i shrine, dramatically escalated intersectarian 
violence. If the U.S. troop surge, and the related effort to broker 
political accommodation through the existing coalition government 
of Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki fail, soft partition may be the only 
means of avoiding an intensification of the civil war and growing 
threat of a regional conflagration. While most would regret the loss 
of a multi-ethnic, diverse Iraq, the country has become so violent 
and so divided along ethno-sectarian lines that such a goal may 
no longer be achievable.

Soft partition would represent a substantial departure from the 
current approach of the Bush Administration and that proposed 
by the Iraq Study Group, both of which envision a unitary Iraq 
ruled largely from Baghdad. It would require new negotiations, 
the formation of a revised legal framework for the country, the 
creation of new institutions at the regional level, and the organized 
but voluntary movement of populations.f pof p
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البريطاني للعراق عام  لم يكنِ الاحتلال الأمريكي ـ 
كــانــتِ  الــرافــديْــن  بـــلادُ  ــدَهُ.  ــ الــعــراق وحـ 2003 يستهدف 
كلَّ  كــان  الأبــعــدُ  المتلازمُ  الــهــدفُ  فيما  المباشر،  الميدانَ 

الوطن العربي.
أخــطــر مــا فــي الـــعـــدوان، هــو مــشــروعُ تقسيم الــوطــن، 
وتفتيت المجتمع، وتدمير الدولة والجيش والمؤسسات. 
الــوطــنــيّــون الــعــراقــيــون، والــوطــنــيّــون الــعــرب عــمــومــاً، 
بالبندقية  لها  فتصدّوا  الاحــتــلال،  أهـــداف  حقيقة  أدركـــوا 
الاحتلال  ما حــاول  الوثائق  وبالقلم، وكشفوا من خــلال 

إخفاءَه.
هــذهِ  مــن  مجموعةً  نُ  يتضمَّ أيدينا  بين  الــذي  الكتاب 
صورة  متقابلتين:  صورتين  لتقدّم  تتكامل  الــتــي  الــوثــائــق 
المقاوم  الــحــراك  وصورة  الحديث،  الاستعمار  مشاريع 
الذي رفض احتلال العراق ومخططات تقسيمه وتفتيت 

مجتمعه، وعمل على نشر الوعي بها.
يــأمــل أن يكون  الــعــربــيــة  الـــوحـــدة  إنّ مــركــز دراســـــات 
للقارئ وللمؤرخ في وقت  الكتاب مصدراً مرجعيّاً  هذا 

واحدٍ.
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