“Tom Hanks Tells Hollywood Whopper in 'Charlie Wilson's War'”
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"We just can't deal with this 9/11 thing. Does it have to be so political?" from an anonymous source at Playtone Productions

Charlie Wilson's War purports to be the true story of a hard-partying U.S. congressman from Texas who engineered the defeat of the Soviet Union by the Afghan Mujahiddin. Now there are true stories, and there are true-ish stories. It is a given that, in creating a film narrative, sometimes the truth gets a little bent, but it's against the rules to change facts that change the outcome of history. When telling the story of Antony and Cleopatra, they gotta die at the end, n'est pas. It's
inappropriate, for example, to tell the story of World War II and pretend that, because the United States might have given a box of guns to the French Underground, there was no Holocaust. That's a pretty good analogy for what's been done in Charlie Wilson's War.

In the latter half of the movie, there is one big lie and one item of anti-Afghan propaganda. The lie is that U.S. support to the mujahiddin went only to the faction led by Ahmad Shah Massoud, the Afghan leader who was assassinated on Sept. 9, 2001. I spoke with Rep. Charlie Wilson, D-Texas, in 2002, at which time he called Massoud "a Russian collaborator." I find it disingenuous that Wilson and his Hollywood biographers now want to throw their arms around him. (Note: George Crile's book does not make this false claim.) Moreover, if this movie succeeds in convincing Americans that the U.S. support went to Ahmad Shah Massoud alone, it will have effectively let the CIA and Wilson off the hook for their contribution to the circumstances leading up to 9/11. During the 1980s, Wilson engineered the appropriation of  approximately $3.5 billion to help the Afghans fight the Soviets. According to Milt Bearden, CIA chief of station to Pakistan, Massoud received less than 1 percent of it.

So, if Massoud was not receiving the $3.5 billion that Congress was sending, who was? There were seven factions based in Pakistan who were the recipients of American largesse, but about 40 percent of it went to a blood-thirsty, fundamentalist, loudly anti-American bastard named Gulbaddin Hekmatyar.

However, instead of using the resources the United States sent him to fight the Soviets, he frequently used them to fight his mujahiddin allies. It was Gulbaddin Hekmatyarwho turned Kabul to rubble -- not the Soviets and not the Taliban. Gulbaddin Hekmatyar regularly rocketed his own capitol during his term of office as prime minister. Hekmatyar is renowned for having killed more Afghans than Soviets. He so habitually attacked his mujahiddin allies that many people suspected he was actually a Soviet agent.

Not only is Hekmatyar anti-American, but he and another anti-American fundamentalist, Abdul Rasul Sayaf, received lots of support during the 1980s from the Saudis. That support included cash and thousands of Arab
volunteers, including a wealthy young engineer named Osama bin Laden. It was Hekmatyar and Sayaf who, with bin Laden, established terrorist training camps in Afghanistan and Pakistan. That is why after 9/11, Wilson went on Fox News and said, "This was as much my fault as anybody's." He understood the link between U.S. support for these thugs and the events of that terrible day. But Wilson's mea culpa is not included in Charlie Wilson's War, nor is there any mention of Gulbaddin Hekmatyar, Abdul Rasul Sayaf or Arab volunteers. Interestingly, Hekmatyar and the Arab volunteers did make an appearance in an earlier draft of the script, making it clear that their absence from the final cut was no oversight on the part of the filmmakers.

Getting back to Ahmad Shah Massoud ...

As it so happens, Massoud did not receive any financial support from the Saudis, because they mistakenly thought he was a Shia Muslim. He was Sunni. Nevertheless, he was not altogether displeased with the situation, because it meant he didn't have to deal with the Arab jihadis. This is one of several reasons why, had we actually supported
Massoud and not Hekmatyar, there would have been no 9/11. To be sure, there were quite a few people during the 1980s, including several U.S. Senators and various journalists, trying to warn Wilson and the CIA that the consequences of supporting Hekmatyar would be globally
catastrophic. In response the CIA would always throw up its hands, exclaiming, 'We have no control over the distribution. It's all handled by Pakistan, and the Pakistanis liked Massoud even less than the Saudis.

But if, as is pointed out in Charlie Wilson's War, "He who has the gold makes the rules," then the United States had the power to control distribution. The CIA simply refused to exercise that power, and Wilson
faithfully accepted their word. Other members of Congress, such as Sens. Gordon Humphrey, Daniel P. Moynihan and Gary Hart, tried and tried to convince the CIA to take control of distribution.

So, why was so much support funneled to this scumbag, Gulbaddin Hekmatyar? This question leads to the anti- Afghan propaganda part of the movie.

In the same scene in the movie as the misinformation about Massoud is a propagandistic joke deeply offensive to Afghans. This joke (coupled with the Massoud "inaccuracy") is the reason that the Afghan Embassy is
boycotting Charlie Wilson's War.

The joke is: "When a Tajik man wants to make love to a woman, his first choice is a Pashtun man."

Why is this propagandistic? Because it supports the idea that Afghans are just too tribal to get along. They've always fought each other. As Wilson once said to me, "You put two Afghans in a room, you end up with seven factions." The trouble with this idea is that Afghanistan has been a cohesive nation for several hundred years.

So who wants the world to believe that Afghans can't get along? Pakistan. The reason for this is the Durrand Line. The Durrand Line is the border between Pakistan and Afghanistan, and it is not very stable. There are Pashtun tribal regions on both sides of the border, and at some point since the establishment of Pakistan (about 60 years ago), it was suggested that the Pashtuns on both sides of the border should unite to create Pashtunistan. This idea makes the government of Pakistan very nervous. In response, they threw their support to Gulbaddin Hekmatyar in the 1980s, because he agreed not to dispute the border, but also because he was deeply feared and disliked by Afghans, and would thus continue to be reliant on Pakistan as his source of power. Pakistan then convinced the CIA, to the cumulative tune of about $1.5 billion, that Gulbaddin was the guy best suited to whoop-ass  against the Soviet Union. Later, during the mid 1990s, when he failed to control Afghanistan on their behalf, Pakistan nurtured the Taliban into power.

So why were these two offenses included in this movie?

1. The Massoud "inaccuracy" was included because Tom Hanks "just can't deal with this 9/11 thing"; and because Wilson and Joanne Herring (played by Julia Roberts in the movie) threatened legal action after reading an earlier, more honest, draft of the screenplay by Aaron Sorkin. Herring was Pakistan's honorary consul to the United States in the 1980s, and as such, enlisted Wilson into supporting the cause of the Afghans. Neither Wilson nor Herring wants history to remember them for their contribution to the events that culminated in 9/11.

2. The really bad joke was included because, when Wilson retired from the House of Representatives, he was so copasetic to Pakistani views that he went to work for Pakistan as their lobbyist -- at the rate of $360,000 per year. Not bad for an old skirt-chasin' boozer.

[Melissa Roddy, like several of the principals in the saga of Afghanistan, is a native Texan. An actress based in Los Angeles, she is currently producing and directing a documentary film on the history of Afghanistan from 1979 to 9/11 entitled The Square Root of Terror.]
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READERS RESPOND:
From Dr. Michael Powelson:
Cudos to Melissa Roddy's article exposing the lies of the film "Charlie Wilson's War."  It's good to see that the lies of this film are being answered by people like Roddy who know better.

Yet even Roddy suffers from the delusion that had the US supported a different faction (ie., Ahmad Shah Massoud), things would have turned out differently.

The truth that none dare utter is that the US had no business supporting any of the various Islamic factions fighting to overthrow the pro-Soviet regime in Afghanistan.

While not democratic, the pro-Soviet regime in Afghanistan was a secular one that encouraged girls to attend school, women to remove the veil, and the breakup of the feudalism that mired Afghanistan in such economic backwardness.

What Charlie Wilson did (as well as Jimmy Carter, Zbigniew Brzezinski, Ronald Reagan, and a host of others) was to orchestrate the overthrow of a secular government and replace it with the most vile rule of religious fundamentalists. Massoud was no different, and was, until his assassination, an ardent Islamic fundamentalist.

The tragedy of Afghanistan has only been repeated in Iraq, where a secular regime has been replaced by medieval fundamentalist rule.

Dr. Michael Powelson 
Cal State Northridge 
Dept of History


From Jack Radey:
Uh, Hekmatyar is a scumbag and Massoud was... who again? A saint?  This arrant nonsense in the movie is not just about the US "backing the wrong scumbag."  The nonsense is that the US went riding to the rescue of the poor Afghans, after they had been invaded by the terrible Soviet empire. Excuse me?  Is history just silly putty to be formed into convenient shapes, like Gumby and Wallace & Grommet?  The facts, generally ignored, are nonetheless stubborn things.

1) Afghanistan existed through most of the Cold War in a neutral state. Both sides agreed to leave well enough alone, to make donations of aid, but not to really try to line the country up on one side or the other of the divide.  For one thing, there is not a whole lot of value in the country, and for another... well... do YOU know of any other country in the world where tribes have inherited ambush sites?  No one, from Alex the Great on down has had much luck there.  The terrain is awful for conventional armies, and the people have this tradition of making things ugly for invaders.

2) After the liberation of Vietnam, with the US on its back heel in the world temporarily, the Arch Fiend, Henry Kissinger, decided that the one place to hold on tightly to would be the Middle East.  The fact that he was an employee of the Rockefellers... that would be the Standard Oil/Exxon Rockefellers in case you missed this... of course had nothing to do with this decision.

3) The tool to be used in the Middle East, since the American Armed Forces were temporarily unavailable to do anything much (and in fact were close to disintegration), was the Shah of Iran.  Iran was armed with weapons even the US didn't have (advanced destroyers the US Navy couldn't get), and tons of our latest stuff.

4) The Shah began a little empire building of his own, having a blank check from Uncle Sugar.  He seized some islands from Iraq, leading eventually to a war that devastated both countries, but after he was gone, when the US shifted its friendships and backed Saddam in an attempt to take the islands back. But that's another story.

5) The Shah, through his CIA-trained and supported Savak intelligence agency decided to gain control of Afghanistan. He inspired the king there to support a purge of leftist organizations, including in the armed forces, in the labor movement, and among the left political parties.

6) Facing the choice of massacre, exile, or rebellion, the communists in the military chose the latter, and tossed out the king, seizing power and establishing a socialist government.  To say that the Afghan population was not prepared to support a secular, socialist government, one that wanted to grant rights to women, co-ed education, land to the rural poor, and the like, is putting it mildly.  Land owners, religious parasites, and others resisted.

7) But they had help, from the very beginning.  Zbiginew Brezinski has pointed out that as head of sweet old Jimmy Carter's National Security Council, he directed the CIA and US military to jump in with guns, money, and any other support they could muster for the mujahideen rebels, long before the first Soviet soldier set foot in Afghanistan. It was the US who backed the mujahadeen from the very start.

8) The business about "Why did we back the wrong guy?" shows a remarkable lack of understanding of Afghanistan. The country is basically tribal. People owe allegiances to family and tribe.  The US notion of "Why aren't these people cooperating to form one united resistance?" fails to show any understanding of the situation at all. The Pakistani intelligence service stole huge amounts of money and guns for themselves, and when they doled out the rest to the mujahadeen, the leaders there used it to strengthen... themselves, what a surprise. Factionalism was rife, as was poor coordination, competition, saving weapons and supplies to strengthen one faction against another for the future division of the spoils, etc.

9) Rather than the Soviets being engaged in empire building, they were appalled at the Afghan revolution, as they had had their own experiences on their side of the border after 1917. When the Afghan communists of the DRA (Democratic Republic of Afghanistan) decided to establish co-ed education, the Soviets were horrified. "It took us 20 years to get to that point" they said. Rather than wanting to seize Afghanistan, they rejected 14 separate appeals from the DRA to send troops, despite the fact that they were fully aware that what the DRA was facing was an external effort to stoke rebellion, directed through the Pakistani intelligence service, by the US and its Saudi and other allies.  The last thing they wanted was to be in a counterinsurgency war in Afghanistan. When they finally went in, they sent far too few troops to pacify the country and seal its borders.  And suffered accordingly.  As did Afghanistan.



From Bob Supansic: 
This article does not expose the full dimension of the Afghanistan fiasco because, like so much of the history of the Cold War, many "progressives" cannot overcome their antipathy toward the Soviet Union to come to terms with what really happened.  The true "big lie" about Afghanistan went unmentioned.

Zbigniew Brzezinski admits that he pushed the Carter Administration into arming the mujahidin before the Soviet troop deployment. The express intent was to force the Soviets into that deployment. . . . Note my avoidance of the word "invasion" in the above. By all evidence that I have seen, the Soviets sent troops into Afghanistan only with the greatest reluctance.  One Soviet official said Afghanistan was the last place in the world where one would expect a socialist revolution to succeed.  A Deputy Foreign Minister and Deputy Defense Minister spent nine months in the country assessing the situation before troops were sent in.  My presumption is that what pushed them over the edge was growing evidence of U.S. aid to the mujahhadin.  They wanted to prevent the creation of a hostile, US-controlled regime on their own doorstep. And it is worth recalling that the Soviets were asked to come in be the existing Afghan government. By contrast, the US deployment in Iraq was an invasion by any definition of the term and yet many "progressives" avoid using that word in relation to Iraq.

Finally, as Samir Amin noted in the most recent Monthly Review, the period of the Soviet deployment was the only period in all of modern Afghan history in which real basic reforms were undertaken, including the complete opening up of education to women.  The rollback of all these reforms was wholly due the people the U.S. financed and directly
supported and indirectly through Pakistan.  And the US leadership knew this at the time. They did not care.

Shame on you, Mike Nichols, Tom Hanks, and Julia Roberts.
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