Asking the Wong Question Can Lead to War.
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The United States has gone to war tw ce by asking the wong questions. Fortunately
for us, even though we did not "win" either of those wars (in the conventional sense,
such as the way we won World Wars | and I1), we did not |ose themeither. No eneny
cane to our shores and conquered us. But in both of those wars, we nade a terrible
mess of two countries and suffered a terrible cost of young lives of our own, costs
that we are still paying. Those two wars were the Vietnam War and the second Iragq
VAar .

The reason for thinking about questions is the 40th anniversary of our withdrawal
fromthe painful Vietnam War, with the searing i mage of the |ast helicopter taking
of f | eavi ng behind many Vi et nanese who hel ped us to the vengeance of the North

Vi et nanese shortly to arrive. It was shanmeful .

This was al so the last war in which young Anericans were drafted to fight?a system
that was designed to be fair but had been badly corrupted by then. Too nany of the
wel | connected managed to get out of it, leaving the nmiseries of that war to the
undercl ass, who returned fromthe war bitter, hooked on drugs, and alienated from an
America hostile to them A very bad war indeed, and even our political objective: to
save Vietnam from bei ng taken over by Communism failed.

Wiy did we spend so rmuch bl ood and noney on such a war with so little benefit? Wat
qguestion had we failed to ask? W were fighting a cold war with the Sovi et Union
(rightly; they were nonsters) but had wongly cut off all comrunications wth
Conmuni st China. W assumed, wongly, that Comuni smwas just one thing; that it was
a nonolith. Once we corrected that mstake, our Cold War was fought with nuch nore
finesse, and brought to a nuch better end.

We assuned that North Vietnamwas a client of Communi st China, never understandi ng
that it was a client of the USSR, and that there was actually bad bl ood between China
and Russia that we could have exploited. W never understood fromthe start that we
could have listened to our China experts who knew this. Instead, denagogue Joseph
McCarthy and his friends in Congress persecuted the China Experts and all of them had
their careers ruined.

We coul d have talked to Ho Chi M nh, who was a Vietnanese patriot first, and a
Conmuni st second, but never did. Qur Congress was so blinded on nonolithic
anti-conmuni smthat only the wong question was asked and the wrong war fought. It
cost everyone big not having asked the right question

In lrag, the sanme probl em happened. W never asked the right questions about Saddam
Hussein. The question shoul d have been: Wiy woul d he boast about having a two
mllion-man army and weapons of mass destruction? Did he really want the US to take
himon? Ws he really that stupid? O was he really directing that boast to someone
el se?

Those who know the M ddl e East have to understand the role of Iying. In a region of
constant insecurity, nobody ever has the luxury of telling the truth. I would even
guesti on denographic information fromthe region. If one asks how many children a man
has, he will tell you how nany sons (and may even lie about that). Wien a fanm|ly?s
religion can be a matter of life or death, one cannot expect truth either, hence the
skewed Sunni - Shi ?a denographi cs for so | ong. Saddam was ai mi ng his boast at Iran, and
assumed that the US would understand this. W did not, and |aunched a war that was a
huge mi st ake.

It m ght not have been such a disaster if we had not conpounded it by a second
m stake: did Iraq just need a new and better dictator or did it need denocracy? Good
guestion, bad answer.

Presi dent Obama has asked the right question this tine. "If the Ayatollas are
sui ci dal enough to go nuclear, why is their nmoney in Sw ss banks?" Good question
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