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COMMENTARY By DR. DHANPAUL NARINE

Dr. Dhanpaul Narine

General Petraeus Speaks 
on America’s Military Policy

General Petraeus is 
a scholar as well. He 
earned his PhD from 
Princeton University in 
International Relations 
and has held a number of 
academic appointments 
in leading universities. 
In mid-April 2017 Gen-
eral Petraeus sat with Jo-
sette Sheeran, a former 
Director of the World 
Economic Forum. The 
meeting was at the Presi-
dent’s Forum at the Asia 
Society in New York and 
it focused on General Pe-
traeus’ views on Amer-
ica’s military affairs.

Was the United 
States right to launch 
an attack on Syria af-
ter it was revealed 
that chemical weap-
ons were used in that 
country? General Pe-
traeus replied that the 
strike was the right 
action to take. He said 
that it was a very im-
portant moment for 
President Trump and 
his team and the event 
was a dress rehearsal 
for the national secu-
rity team. But General 
Petraeus says that one 
strike does not a strate-
gy make.

According to him, 
‘What I think should 
happen afterwards 
is that in addition to 
defeating the Islam-
ic State and Al Qaeda 
affi liate, which I have 
no doubt we will be able 
to do, is that we should 
literally try to end the 
bloodshed in Syria.’ But 
how does one end the 
bloodshed?

General Petraeus says 
that one has to freeze the 
battlefi eld, the lines, ‘and 
you are going to get to a 
ceasefi re at some point. 
One strike is not going 
to intimidate Bashar el 
Assad.’General Petraeus 
called for the establish-
ment of safety zones in 

means that they are do-
ing the work as opposed 
to the army. It was sim-
ply not sustainable to 
have 165,000 soldiers on 
the ground. Was Iraq a 
mistake? This was a con-
troversial question and 
General Petraeus took 
his time to answer it.

He said, ‘There are 

very few questions I 
won’t answer and this 
is one. I wrote  letters of 
condolence to America’s 
mothers and fathers than 
any other commander 
in Iraq, in recent histo-
ry. This is not a ques-
tion that I would take 
on; I feel we executed 
the policy and I think 
that America’s mothers 
and fathers should be 
very proud of what their 
young men and women 
did for answering the 
call of duty, and raising 

their right hand during 
a time of war.’ But was 
Iraq a mistake? The 
general said that it is ‘a 
question I would let oth-
er people answer.’

General Petraeus 
conceded that he stood 
on the shoulders of those 
that were there in the 
past. He said that one 

joins the army and the 
uniform means a great 
deal because of patrio-
tism. What is his opin-
ion of General James 
Mattis, the current 
Defense Secretary? 
General Patraeus says 
that Mattis is an awe-
some choice as he is 
very experienced. He 
is an incredible speak-
er with a ‘Mad Dog’ 
nickname and he is 
‘serving the country 
exceedingly well.’

General Petraeus 
is also impressed with 
Nikki Haley as US 
Permanent Represen-

tative to the United Na-
tions. He said that Ha-
ley is not afraid to stand 
up to the Russians and 
‘doing it in a delightful 
way. Who would have 
thought that the Gover-
nor of a southern State 
would have had this ex-
ceptional impact?’

There was also a 
comment on Secretary 
of State, Rex Tillerson. 
According to General 
Petraeus, the Secretary 
of State is carrying out 
his duties in a method-

ical way and is gradu-
ally taking apart each 
problem and trying to 
fi nd solutions. When 
the discussion turned to 
leadership General Pe-
traeus was incisive. He 
said that leadership does 
matter. He sees Vladimir 
Putin and Kim Jong-un 
as leaders that are having 
a negative impact on the 
world.

Prime Ministers Na-
rendra Modi of India, 
Shinzo Abe of Japan, Joe 
Widodo of Indonesia and 
Chancellor Merkel of 
Germany are classifi ed 
as leaders with vision.  
General Petraeus was 
interviewed by President 
Trump for a top spot in 
the administration. What 
happened? He replied 
that it was a good con-
versation that was most-
ly between Trump and 
himself.

It focused on trade 
but Trump also want-
ed to know if Petraeus 
supported the building 
of a wall. The General 
said that he supported 
the building of a wall 
between Mexico and the 
United States but he also 
wants comprehensive 
immigration reforms. 
General Petraeus con-
cluded his talk by pre-
dicting that one of the 
defi ning moments of the 
Trump presidency would 
be the ability of the ad-
ministration to devise 
a clear policy on North 
Korea.

Putting pressure on 
the Chinese to point 
North Korea in a peace-
ful direction is a desired 
objective to maintain a 
political balance in the 
region. In a military con-
fl ict with North Korea 
its neighbor to the south 
will become a target. 
The US should explore 
diplomatic channels to 
avoid another war.      

Syria that are guaranteed 
by different countries. 
Turkey, he said, will have 
to play a critical role. He 
added that the situation 
in Iraq is sustainable and 
that ‘sustainability for a 
commander is measured 
in blood and treasure.’

General Petraeus does 
not see a quick solution 
to the problems in the 
Middle East. He thinks 
that there will probably 
be an increase in ground 
troops in the area; he 
praised American mili-

tary artillery especially 
the multiple air power. 
‘No other military in the 
world can match Amer-
ica,’ according to the 
General.

But there is a human-
itarian side to General 
Petraeus. Ms. Sheeran 
stated that he was al-
ways available to help 
her food program. Why 
is a General involved in 
a feeding program? He 
answered that it was the 
right and smart thing to 
do. General Petraeus said 

the ‘surge in Iraq was the 
surge in ideas. This was 
an about turn in strategy 
that went from us being 
in front to allowing the 
Iraqis to take control in 
the fi ghting.’

This also meant step-
ping back and encour-
aging the Iraqi people to 
manage their affairs. At 
times it meant that the 
army had to live with 
and among the people 
as it was the best way 
to secure the human 
terrain. The General 
pointed out that prob-
lems have comprehen-
sive solutions, there 
is no silver bullet and 
people cannot drone 
strike or delta force 
their way out of the 
problems.

He outlined several 
approaches that were 
undertaken to bring 
about some degree 
of consensus in Iraq. 

They included talking 
to the enemy, building 
schools, grievance reso-
lution, local governance, 
and the construction of 
health clinics, among 
others. This mixture of 
compassion and offen-
sive attacks presented 
General Petraeus and his 
troops with a compli-
cated role that was seen 
with apprehension in the 
wider community.

He countered by say-
ing that the empowering 
of local communities 
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General Petraeus 
sees North Korea as 
a headache for the 
Trump Administration.

General David Petraeus explains his role in Iraq to Josette Sheeran, president of the 
Asia Society.


