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At the Pentagon, the draft of a war assessment to be submitted to Congress this month cites a
shift in momentum in some areas of the country away from the insurgency.

But as a new White House review of President Obama’s strategy in Afghanistan and Pakistan
gets under way, the rosy signs have opened an intense debate at the Defense Department, the
White House, the State Department and the intelligence agencies over what they really mean.

      

Are they indications of future success, are they fleeting and not replicable, or are they evidence
that Gen. David H. Petraeus, the top United States and NATO commander in Afghanistan, is
simply more masterful than his predecessor at shaping opinion?

At the White House, so far there is uncertainty and skepticism. “There are tactical cases which
seem promising as discrete bits of evidence,” a senior White House official said in an interview
over the weekend. “What’s not clear is whether those cases can be put together to create a
strategic trend.” Marja, he added, “looks a lot better than two years ago. But how many Marjas
do we need to do and over what time frame?”

The debate centers on the resiliency of the Taliban and the extent to which the group can
rebuild from the hammering it is taking. Most involved say that there are positive trends for the
Americans, but that the real answer will not be clear until a new fighting season begins as the
weather warms next year.
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