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1. Introduction 
 
The 31 January 2005 election in Iraq was a milestone in the country’s postwar development and 
it has prompted many in Washington to begin debating the prospect of withdrawing US troops.  
Adding urgency to this debate have been several other, less auspicious milestones: the 
beginning of Operation Iraqi Freedom’s third year and the occurrence of the 1500th US military 
fatality associated with the mission.  Another factor is the financial cost of the mission. Counting 
the President’s January 2005 supplemental funding request, almost $200 billion has been 
allotted for military operations and reconstruction efforts in Iraq as of February 2005;{1} the total 
will surely rise significantly above $200 billion before the end of 2005.  
 
Not included in these sums are the funds that will be needed to bring the armed services back 
to their prewar readiness levels once the operation ends.  The Congressional Budget Office has 
estimated that the Army alone will require $20 billion for equipment overhaul and replacement 
due to the war.{2} The Army itself sets the figure higher: $35 billion -- although this estimate 
includes the cost of replenishing depleted war stocks.  The other effects of today’s 
extraordinarily high tempo on the armed services – which involve troop morale, recruitment, 
retention, and training – are harder to quantify.  But they are substantial.{3} 
 
Perhaps of greatest concern is that, despite two years of effort and the recent Iraqi elections, 
there is no end in sight for the mission as presently defined or for the costs associated with it.  
The insurgency that bedevils the mission seems to be both intractable and growing.{4}  And 
many critics argue that the occupation is doing more to fuel the insurgency than douse it. 



 
 
2. The Bush administration’s declaratory goals for Iraq 
 
In his 2005 State of the Union address President Bush described the US objective in Iraq as “A 
country that is democratic, representative of all its people, at peace with its neighbors and able 
to defend itself.”{5}  Regarding the withdrawal of US troops, he asserted: “[W]hen that result is 
achieved, our men and women serving in Iraq will return home.”  But each of the operative goals 
for Iraq  mentioned by the President – democracy, peace, and the capacity for self-defense – 
are generalities.  They each admit a variety of definitions, inclusions, and thresholds.  Certainly, 
the President intends the goals for Iraq to include internal stability and freedom from terrorism, 
for instance.  In November 2003 an official of the former Coalition Provisional Authority more 
fully described the desired end state as: 
 

A durable peace for a united and stable, democratic Iraq that provides effective and 
representative government for and by the Iraqi people; is underpinned by new and 
protected freedoms and a growing market economy; and no longer poses a threat to its 
neighbors or international security and is able to defend itself.{6} 

 
This statement does not specify the President’s goals so much as it unpacks them -- and then 
only partially.  And the problem of thresholds remain.  When will any of these goals be said to 
be satisfactorily and durably attained?  Many nations are pursuing development along these 
lines, but relatively few can be said to have decisively crossed the finish lines.  As long as 
military occupation is tied to goals so vaguely stated, the stay of US troops in Iraq should be 
regarded as indefinite.  (And, indeed, infrastructure preparations are underway that would 
support the stationing of large numbers of US troops in Iraq indefinitely.){7} 
 
 
3. The security threshold: a ten year mission? 
 
In other statements administration officials have linked the US troop presence – at least at its 
current levels – closely to the status of Iraqi security forces.  During her confirmation hearings, 
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice said, “Our forces will be relieved when we can get Iraq 
security forces up and running."{8} Speaking directly to questions about a timetable for 
withdrawal, President Bush said on 3 February 2005: 
 

You don't set timetables. You don't want the enemy to say, okay, we'll just wait them out. 
The timetable is as soon as possible. And it's going to be based upon the willingness 
and the capacity of the Iraqi troops to fight the enemy.”{9} 

 
Although well-constructed, these statements are less straight-forward than they seem.  What 
constitutes “up and running”?  How much Iraqi defense capacity is enough and how is it to be 
measured?   
 
At the time of her confirmation hearings Secretary Rice asserted that Iraq had 120,000 trained 
and ready security force personnel at its disposal, which was somewhat more than 40 percent 
of the stated requirement.{10}  Because serious force development efforts have been underway 
for only a year, and the Administration intends to substantially improve and accelerate these 
efforts, can we surmise that the target goal might be reached in less than 18 additional months? 
Or has the administration seriously overstated the current readiness level of the Iraqi security 
forces, as an analysis by researcher Anthony Cordesman suggests: 



 
By the end of 2004, there may not even have been the equivalent of 12,000 reliable, 
well-trained, well-equipped Iraqi troops that could engage serious insurgent resistance. 
There were only one or two battalions with any track record of operating on their own 
without extensive US support, and Iraq’s first mechanized battalion did not become 
operational until mid-January 2005.{11} 

 
If Cordesman is correct, then the Iraqi army and national guard could be years away from the 
target force of 90+ capable battalions – depending on the level of effort the coalition intends to 
invest in Iraqi force development, which is unclear.  Of course, a truly capable army would have 
to have structures and a capacity to fight above the battalion level, as well as an extensive 
support, command, and communication infrastructure.  And, if Iraq is to be able to 
independently defend itself against conventional nation-state challengers, not just internal foes, 
there will have to be among its units 40+ mechanized and armored battalions, as well as a small 
but adept air force.  Completing force developments this extensive could take ten years – 
depending on the quality sought and assuming that these developments are “from scratch”.{12} 
 
Coincidently, ten years also is a common estimate for how long it takes to beat an insurgency – 
in those cases where they can be beaten.{13} (Some insurgencies -- such as the Vietnamese, 
Palestinian, and Irish -- lasted much longer.)   
 
Will large numbers of American troops have to be on the ground in Iraq for the full duration of 
force development and counter-insurgency efforts?  If so, the total cost to America might easily 
surpass 7,000 lives lost, 40,000 casualties, and $600 billion dollars.  But it is impossible to tell 
from official statements and remarks what the Bush administration is thinking and planning on 
this count. 
 
4. The value of time lines and an exit strategy 
 
In light of the above considerations, the value of projecting a mission time line (even if 
provisional) is that it requires us to operationalize -- that is, make “testable” or “actionable” -- our 
view of a situation as well as our assumptions, goals, plans, and allocation of resources.  It 
makes an objective assessment of these easier, while encouraging clarity, discipline, and the 
early and honest disclosure of problems.  By contrast, the lack of such constraints in planning 
gives license to impractical goals, faulty assumptions, and incompetent execution. Problems 
and costs are both simply allowed to accumulate.   For this reason, no one would reasonably 
contract to have a house built, for instance, without some type of blueprint, schedule, and 
budget.{14} And the fact that schedules and budgets both tend to slip does not weaken, but 
instead strengthens this imperative. 
 
An exit strategy would not only clearly articulate the desired “end state” or threshold conditions 
that would prompt military disengagement, it would also explain how these conditions are 
supposed to be achieved.   
 
Step by step, it would relate coalition actions and resource expenditures to positive changes in 
conditions (milestones); and it would relate these in turn to a reduced demand for US forces and 
to their redeployment home.  Each step or phase would have an expected duration with best- 
and worst- case variations.  An adequate strategy would also map out alternative options or 
pathways -- “detours” that inadvertent developments might cause, and these would affect the 
time-line.  The resulting plan would have a “time goal” associated with it, but would also 
incorporate a “time range” reflecting worst-case scenarios and alternative options.  Given this 



degree of specification, the plan and its constituent parts would be more subject to plausibility 
assessments than is the case presently. 
 
Although the Bush administration refuses to publicly espouse a time line, as either a goal or 
expectation, they are most likely conducting the Iraq operation with one in mind.  This much 
would be required for budget planning purposes and in order to integrate Iraq force rotations 
with other military missions and functions. 
 
5. The Bush administration’s Iraq exit strategies 
 
Publicly, the administration does admit to a rudimentary or broad-brush “exit strategy”.  Critics 
who suggest it simply lacks one are striking at a straw man.  In fact, the Administration has had 
several, successive exit strategies.  These relate principally to the insurgency and probably are 
meant to cover most but not all of the US troops currently deployed in Iraq. 
 
The strategy that held sway from August 2003 until recently foresaw wearing down the 
insurgents through raids of increasing precision, while gradually building up indigenous force 
capabilities.  As Defense Secretary Rumsfeld stated it on 14 September 2004: 
 

At some point the Iraqis will get tired of getting killed and we'll have enough of the Iraqi 
security forces that they can take over responsibility for governing that country and we'll 
be able to pare down the coalition security forces in the country.{15} 

 
But neither leg of the “wearing down, building up” strategy worked as planned.  The Coalition’s 
counter-insurgent activities grew in scope and intensity, but so did the insurgency.  And efforts 
to build-up indigenous security forces were desultory; they received no real emphasis until 
spring 2004, after the Coalition had decided to accelerate the formation of an Iraqi government. 
The Iraqi forces that were fielded proved, for the most part, to be incapable of effective action 
against the insurgents.  The problem was not only insufficient preparation, but also poor 
motivation and uncertain loyalty. 
 
The London Times reported one senior coalition officer as recognizing in late February 2005 
that: 
 
 The coalition has become a catalyst in this mess. We have realized that so long as we 

remain we will be a catalyst for violence and unease in a society that basically needs to 
mend itself.{16} 

 
This speaks to an apparent “self-fueling” dynamic between the insurgency and the Coalition’s 
counter-insurgent efforts.  In this light, the coalition’s strategy was adjusted in early 2005.  
Henceforth, a greater effort would be made to train and deploy Iraqi forces, so that Coalition 
forces could serve in roles of diminishing visibility -- as advisors and trainers.   The political 
complement to this was the January 2005 election, which was supposed to win more support for 
the new Iraqi order both inside Iraq and internationally.  The Coalition has hoped that increased 
international support would take the form of more assistance in the training mission. 
 
The effect of the elections on the insurgency is not yet clear.  Given the high turnout among 
Shiites and the rise of a government led by Shiite parties, grassroots anti-government dissent 
among Shiites should abate – at least for a while.  And the Shiite militias may become more fully 
integrated in the security forces.  But, ever since Moqtada Sadr and his Mahdi Army stood down 
in August 2004, the principal problem has not been in Shiite majority areas, but in Sunni ones.  



Moreover, the election process, which went forward despite Sunni calls for delay, has produced 
an “ethnicized” government – one dominated by Kurds and Shiites.  This is not likely to increase 
Sunni support for the postwar order. 
 
Just as serious, the planned change in military strategy seems unrealistic -- even contradictory.  
It assumes that the demands of the counter-insurgency campaign will allow US troops to step 
back from their current forward role to assume a new one emphasizing the support and training 
of Iraqi troops.  This might have been possible if last year’s “wearing down, building up” strategy 
had been more successful.  Indeed, the new approach seems more like a second phase of the 
first than an alternative to it.  But it is the failure of the earlier approach, not its success, that 
motivated the change in strategy.   
 
From where will the needed slack in Coalition counter-insurgency efforts come in order to allow 
a redirection of resources?  How fast and how much can Iraqi unit performance be improved by 
the addition of US advisors?   If it takes six months or a year, then the supposed positive effect 
of bringing Iraqis to the fore will also be delayed.  Moreover, to the extent that Iraqi units are 
brought forward to lead the fight, their calming effect should be doubted.  After all, these units 
will likely be predominantly Kurdish and Shiite in composition -- with a mission of riding herd on 
restive Sunnis.  For these reasons, it is likely that the insurgency will not abate, but continue to 
pull Coalition troops away from the training mission and into a leading combat role.  In sum: the 
new strategy seems ridden with contradiction. 
 
 
6. Congressional alternatives: Recent Democratic proposals for withdrawal 
 
Three proposals for troop withdrawals have been offered by Democrats in Congress, although 
none are supported by the Democratic leadership.   
 

Rep. Lynn Woolsey (CA) suggests convening an international peacekeeping force to 
assist the Iraqi government in security matters and simultaneously beginning a relatively 
rapid withdrawal of US troops.{17} 

 
Rep. Marty Meehan has proposed reducing the US military presence to about 30,000 
personnel within 18 months; the remaining troops would provide the Iraqi security forces 
with ongoing training and combat assistance.{18} 

 
Senator Edward Kennedy has proposed the most elaborate plan.{19} Among its 
provisions are that the United Nations assume responsibility for guiding the further 
political development of the Iraqi government, that the United States pursue a regional 
diplomatic initiative to prevent intervention by other powers, and that the United States 
begin a phased troop withdrawal with the aim of completing the drawdown as early a 
possible in 2006.   

 
Both the Kennedy and Meehan plans place great emphasis on accelerating the training of Iraqi 
forces.  And all three take as a central premise the proposition that the US military occupation 
has become the principal motivator of the insurgency and “rejectionism” more broadly.  It is the 
announcement of a time line for US withdrawal that is supposed to significantly deflate the 
insurgency. 
 
Some Congressional Republicans have shown interest in advancing the discussion of 
withdrawal, but none seem to have suggested a withdrawal time table or called for an explicit 



exit strategy.  Rep. Howard Coble (R-NC) has said that it is time to start thinking about 
withdrawal and handing more responsibility over to the Iraqi government and security 
forces.{20}  Similarly, Rep. Jim Leach (R-Iowa) has argued for thinking seriously about a plan 
for disengaging troops gradually, after the election.{21} Senator Chuck Hagel has suggested 
that the Administration clarify when it foresees withdrawing troops. 
 
Senate Minority Leader Harry Reid (D-Nev) and House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi (D-San 
Francisco), while calling for an exit strategy with clear benchmarks, do not advocate setting a 
time table.{22}  Indeed, Reid has called that approach “unwise” and Pelosi has argued that the 
issue of withdrawal "is not about a calendar, it's about performance.”  Also opposing a time 
table, Sen. John F. Kerry has linked withdrawal to the achievement of security and stability in 
Iraq – a position surprisingly close to that of Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice.{23} Similarly, 
Senator Hillary Clinton announced her opposition to a public deadline for US troop withdrawal, 
arguing that it would send the wrong signal to the Iraqi insurgents.{24} Senator Clinton’s 
concern about “sending the wrong signal” echoes the view propounded earlier in the year by 
both William Kristol and the President himself .{25} 
 
7. Signaling what to whom? 
 
The proponents of withdrawal strategies are not insensitive to the power and importance of 
“signaling”, they simply put it in the context of a more complex set of relationships than the 
Administration’s strategy will allow.  Corresponding to its military-centric approach, the Bush 
administration fixates on the “coalition versus insurgents” couplet.  (Thus, even the issue of 
whether or not to delay the recent elections was cast in terms of its impact on the insurgency.)  
Of course, the signaling effect of any course of action would not be uniform across the spectrum 
of insurgent groups.  And the effects on other audiences would be equally important: 
 

At minimum, the relevant audiences inside Iraq include not just the insurgents, but also 
non-violent “rejectionists”, who may lend varying levels of support to the insurgency.   

 
More broadly, grassroots sentiment in the Sunni and Shiite communities is strongly “anti-
occupation” and quite sensitive to the signal sent by constant foreign military patrols 
(12,000 per week) and check-points, raids (8,000 total since May 2003), citizen round-
ups (80,000 detained since April 2003), and the collateral damage associated with these 
actions. 

 
The insurgents themselves are a varied lot comprising committed foreign extremists, 
former regime diehards, criminals, and a larger group of contingent players or “fence 
sitters”: disgruntled former soldiers, unemployed young men, tribalists, and local 
fundamentalists.  The “fence-sitters”, who are motivated by quasi-nationalist sentiments 
or a sense of injury, would probably have a response to US withdrawal that differs 
significantly from that of the committed terrorist and former regime elements.  

 
Another key constituency comprises the many groups who have elected to “work with 
the coalition” but who remain divided among themselves and susceptible to “free-riding” 
the US mission. 

 
What matters in assessing the “signal” sent by withdrawal proposals is the net effect on all these 
audiences.  Proponents of withdrawal aim to divide the insurgency, strip away its popular 
support, and impel the Iraqi governing factions to curtail their infighting and assume more 
collective responsibility for the Iraqi prospect.  Although a US withdrawal plan might also have 



the effect of encouraging hardcore fighters to “wait out” the coalition, proponents calculate that 
its net effect would be to leave the diehards less able to draw new recruits and other forms of 
local support. 
 
8. Militarizing the so-called “Pottery Barn rule” 
 
Another impediment to a wider embrace of withdrawal proposals is a sense of responsibility for 
the postwar order in Iraq.  This has been codified in the popular press as the “Pottery Barn 
Rule” – “you break it, you own it” – and it influences the thinking of both supporters and 
opponents of the original decision to go to war.  It was first expressed by former Secretary of 
State Colin Powell in his pre-war consultations with President Bush.{26}  Rep. Ellen Tauscher 
(D-CA), in stating her opposition to setting withdrawal time tables, refigures the idea this way: 
The situation in Iraq "is a mess, but it's our mess."{27} 
 
Of course, bearing a responsibility toward Iraq does not necessarily imply occupying it with 
armed forces.  Those who nonetheless understand this responsibility primarily in military terms, 
clearly assume that the occupation is not driving the insurgency, as withdrawal proponents 
contend.  If it were a key stimulus to violence and rejectionism, then it could be construed to 
perpetuate, rather than correct the process of “breaking” that began 19 March 2003.  At any 
rate, all three proposals complement withdrawal with provisions to address lingering security 
problems.  And none assume an end to reconstruction assistance.  
 
9. The potential destabilizing effects of precipitous withdrawal 
 
Former US secretaries of state Henry Kissinger and George Shultz offered a Realist 
assessment of the problems that might attend a quick US troop withdrawal in a 25 January 2005 
editorial piece: 
 

A precipitate American withdrawal is almost certain to cause a civil war that would dwarf 
Yugoslavia's, and it will be compounded as neighbors escalate their current involvement 
into full-scale intervention.{28} 

 
Only Rep. Woolsey’s proposal might be considered “precipitate” in objective terms; it aims to 
end the occupation almost as quickly as logistical matters allow.  By contrast, the Kennedy and 
Meehan plans assume a process lasting between one and two years, during which US efforts 
would focus on security- and stability-building measures.  The Meehan plan actually leaves a 
significant force in place.  However, the question remains: what if these measures fail or are 
insufficient?  What if phased withdrawal does not have as salutary an effect as anticipated? 
 
It seems in the spirit of both the Kennedy and Meehan plans that a short, ad hoc extension of 
the anticipated end dates would be acceptable -- although neither plan says so.  As long as 
such an option is viewed as an emergency measure and not a planning assumption, it should 
not detract from the intended effect of working to meet time goals, which is to motivate and 
discipline the process of preparing the Iraqis to take the helm.  Notably, both Kennedy’s and 
Woolsey’s proposal put some emphasis on internationalizing responsibility for Iraq.  Progress in 
this should at least share out the burden of dealing with residual security problems. 
 
Finally, in assessing these or any other withdrawal proposals, we should keep in mind that 
military occupation is not the only option at America’s disposal for addressing any persisting 
Iraqi security problems or needs.  Short of occupation, the United States possesses 
incomparable capabilities, both military and non-military.  Figuring how these might be applied 



to deal with various potential post-occupation problems should be part of withdrawal planning. 
 
 
10. Democrats inside and outside the box 
 
The various proposals and demands for a new or clearer course of action evince different 
degrees of disquiet with administration policy:  Some disagree with either the goals of the 
administration in Iraq or the strategy employed to achieve those goals, or both.  Others seem to 
target the administration’s incompetence in pursuing its chosen goals and strategy.  Some only 
seek greater clarity regarding Administration policy and the costs it may incur. 
 
Where the democratic proponents of withdrawal plans and other leading democrats part ways is 
in the extent to which they are willing to operate within the Administration’s framework regarding 
Iraq.  Whereas the democratic leadership calls on the administration to develop an “exit 
strategy” – a demand it has already met – the proponents of withdrawal plans challenge the 
Administration’s strategy and war assessments as delusional.  The withdrawal plan proponents 
also recognize that exit strategies cannot be meaningfully assessed without associated time 
goals. Most important, they target the “self-fueling” dynamic of the insurgent-counterinsurgent 
cycle, seeing the US military presence in Iraq as central to the current impasse.  Thus, they 
refuse to accept that continuing the military occupation is a productive way to meet Iraq’s 
security and stability need.  Finally, they break with the administration’s militarized view of the 
“signaling” problem, choosing instead to view it in a broader context. 
 
11. Uncertain sentiments: public opinion on withdrawal 
 
It is worth noting that, despite Americans’ continuing concern about the war, proposals that aim 
or seem to aim for a complete withdrawal of troops in the near-term do not offer their 
proponents any reliable political advantage.  This is made clear by recent US opinion polls on 
the withdrawal question.{29}  From a political perspective, the safest position for war critics is to 
complain that the administration’s plan lacks clarity. 
 
Recent polls suggest that, given the choice between keeping troops in Iraq until stability is 
achieved – even if that takes a long time – and bringing them all home as soon as possible, 
more Americans prefer to keep the troops in place.  However, more also feel that some troops 
can be brought home now that the elections are complete.  And a majority seem to feel that 
most can be brought home within a year.   Interestingly, a majority incorrectly think that most 
Iraqis want American troops to remain.   
 
While most Americans now think the war to have been a mistake, the President’s approval 
rating regarding the war has not really deteriorated since the 2004 US election period.  Nor is 
there a clear downward trend in how Americans view the progress of US forces; indeed, some 
polls show increased optimism regarding US military operations.{30}  Both these outcomes may 
have to do with the conduct of the Iraqi elections, more than anything else.   
 
The polling results most negative for the President have to with the administration’s exit plans: 
substantial majorities think the President lacks a clear one.{31} 
 
 
12. Our exit strategy is success – and other non sequiturs 
 
The Bush administration’s response to the withdrawal debate has been to offer curt summaries 



of its strategy or just plain bluster – like Secretary Rumsfeld’s November 2003 formulation: “Our 
exit strategy in Iraq is success. It's that simple.”{32} This is a nice rhetorical flourish, but it begs 
the question.  “Success” does not constitute a strategy of any kind; Instead, it is what results 
when a wise strategy is competently applied in pursuit of realistic goals.  It is precisely these 
three qualities that are being questioned in whole or part: the practicability of the administration 
goals, the wisdom of its strategy, and the competence of its practice.  It is no answer to say that 
the nation will simply stay the course until it succeeds, when the course in question seems a 
dead end. 
 
Along similar lines, some who support staying the current course say the nation should focus on 
a “victory strategy” not an “exit strategy”.{33}  But this framing of the issue is as evasive as 
saying that victory is our exit strategy.  Calls for an exit strategy are meant to compel a clear 
specification of (1) the desired end state that defines “victory” and (2) a credible plan for 
achieving it.  What motivates this is not an ill-founded impatience, but nearly two years of failed 
plans and expectations -- with no end in sight.  And, of course, proponents of withdrawal plans 
argue that the administration’s current strategy cannot produce victory.  Simply calling it a 
“victory strategy” in response does not improve it.  It only muddies the debate. 
 
Attention to exit strategies was associated during the Clinton administration with “humanitarian 
interventions” – such as Somalia, Haiti, and the Balkans – that some judged to involve less than 
vital US interests.  Characteristically, these operations were complex, involving limited 
objectives and less than decisive force.  Also characteristically, the potential for either 
stagnation or mission creep (due to “broad mission statements with unclear end states”){34} 
was judged to be substantial.  Thus, the emphasis on “exit strategies” was meant to limit costs 
and commitments when and where it seemed appropriate. Certainly, there are types of wars in 
which talk of “exit strategies” would be inappropriate at this stage – and the Second World War 
counts as the prime example. 
 
Should a major war be forced upon a nation, imperiling its life or independence, the appropriate 
course would be to “pay any price” in order to defeat the aggression – however long the effort 
took.  But, even then, this imperative would not apply to every individual battle or campaign of a 
war.  Nor would it apply to the pursuit of ambitious postwar settlements.  Finally, it would not 
apply to “wars of choice” or offensive wars – even when these involved advancing vital interests.  
In all these latter cases, a more normal cost/benefit calculus should apply. 
 
Nonetheless, some commentators and analysts have taken to using the example of the Second 
World War to argue against the current attention to exit strategies.  They argue that the 
commanders of the Second World War were not dogged by such complaints.  But one of the 
issues that divides the administration and today’s proponents of withdrawal is whether the Iraq 
conflict, in fact, constitutes one like the Second World War or whether it is, instead, a 
contingency, a sideshow, a distraction, or even an impediment to a more important effort – the 
broader war on terrorism.   
 
Yes, Churchill was not unduly bothered by “exit strategies”.  The relevance of this to the present 
debate hinges on whether the postwar conflict in Iraq is comparable to the whole of World War 
II.  Rather than trying to substantiate this comparison, the allusions to the Second World War 
usually just assume its validity.  In this, they resemble much of the bluster and rhetoric that has 
met the withdrawal proposals, which seems calculated not to advance debate, but to confuse it. 
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