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			Praise for National Insecurity

			“National Insecurity . . . could lay claim to being the definitive book on how 9/11 affected US foreign policy. As the author of Running the World—the most authoritative history to date of the National Security Council—David Rothkopf has interviewed all but one of the NSC advisers since the role was established. . . . There is pretty much no decision maker . . . who has not opened up to Rothkopf. . . . As an account of post-9/11 policy making it is unlikely to be surpassed.”—Edward Luce, Financial Times

			“Many books have been written about America’s response to the Sept. 11, 2001, attacks; few are as insightful, as compelling, or as useful as National Insecurity.”—Washington Post

			“An inside look at how foreign policy was made under the two presidents since 9/11 . . . the real star of the book, the übershaper of everything, is this ‘age of fear’ that so warped our institutions and policy priorities. Will it ever go away or will bin Laden be forever the gift that keeps on giving?”—Thomas L. Friedman, New York Times

			“Rothkopf, the preeminent historian and analyst of the crucially important and usually misunderstood National Security Council (NSC), argues that, ‘It is not strategy to simply undo the mistakes of the recent past.’”—Jeffrey Goldberg,  The Atlantic
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			“America is a great power possessed of tremendous military might and a wide-ranging economy, but all this is built on an unstable foundation which can be targeted with special attention to its obvious weak spots. If America is hit in one hundredth of those weak spots, God willing, it will stumble, wither away and relinquish world leadership.” 

			—OSAMA BIN LADEN

		

	
		
			

			“At what point then is the approach of danger to be expected? I answer, if it ever reach us, it must spring up amongst us. It cannot come from abroad. If destruction be our lot, we must ourselves be its author and finisher. As a nation of freemen, we must live through all time, or die by suicide.”

			—ABRAHAM LINCOLN

		

	
		
			Introduction: The Enemy in the Mirror

			Carrie: I’m just making sure we don’t get hit again.

			Saul: Well, I’m glad somebody’s looking out for the country, Carrie,

			Carrie: I’m serious. I, I missed something once before. I won’t, I can’t, let that happen again.

			Saul: It was ten years ago. Everybody missed something that day.

			—HOMELAND, SEASON 1, 2011

			Midway through the second decade of the twenty-first century, America faces a world in turmoil. We are uncertain of our place in that world and of what role we are to play going forward. 

			For all of our native confidence and fundamental optimism, we have spent much of the past decade shaken and unsteady. Many of the events that created these circumstances have origins far outside America’s borders. Some, though, are of our own making. Faced with not one but two major crises and their aftershocks, our leaders responded at times with actions that put us or our interests in greater jeopardy. If we are to fully recover, we have to ask what went wrong. We also must try to understand where we made gains, and why. 

			Doing so requires a closer look at our leaders. It requires the discipline to set aside politics and the reflexive reactions it breeds. It demands a willingness to see our presidents and their senior advisors in their totality, the good and the bad, to know that those who blunder one day can make major contributions the next. And because so much of what happens in the American system and the world happens within the closely knit, often opaque world immediately around the President of the United States, it requires a concerted effort to pull back the curtain and truly understand what is going on in that rarified environment.

			Exploring this vantage point makes it possible to take a story that seems very familiar—that of the past decade, of Presidents Bush and Obama, of Iraq, Afghanistan, terror, financial crisis, and the rise of new powers—and to see it in an entirely new and often unexpected way. We can then come to see how the forces that have over the past few decades led us to concentrate more and more power within the White House may be as responsible for many of the challenges we have faced as any individual or distant event. In the same way, it becomes possible to understand that very often what goes on behind the scenes, from personality struggles to issues of character, from the choices presidents make as managers, as chief executives, to the processes by which they reach decisions as commanders-in-chief, can be as important to preserving and advancing America’s interests as all the speeches and summit meetings, the high-profile actions of our leaders that we are more accustomed to seeing on the news or reading about on the Internet.

			This book is an effort to tell that story, to give the reader a glimpse into what it was like in the innermost circles of American power at a moment of unprecedented challenges, a moment in which America felt more vulnerable and adrift than at any time in modern memory, and to draw concrete lessons from this period for rejuvenating US global leadership in a rapidly changing world.

			***

			The war that began for America on the morning of September 11, 2001, was the first in the country’s history that began with an image. It was a scene that within hours of taking place was almost universally observed.

			In the past, wars were triggered by actions that were reported in dispatches, recounted in newspapers, described in speeches—whether before the Congress, in local meeting halls, or on radio or television. They were presented in prose, couched in arguments that, even when infused with emotion, appealed to citizens through their intellects. Yes, populists and demagogues and newspaper publishers sought to tug at heartstrings and stir anger, but the path to these reactions always traveled through the mind before it reached human hearts.

			The gallery of images presented on the morning of al-Qaeda’s attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon was something else again. Jetliners piercing the glistening glass skin of towers that had been targeted precisely because they were longstanding symbols of American vibrancy and strength. Another plane smashing into the side of the headquarters of our military. Desperate souls, tiny silhouetted dolls, plunging helplessly, horrifyingly, to their deaths rather than face incineration in the jet-fuel-fed fires that melted the Trade Center from within. And then, ultimately, the indelible, unthinkable sight of the crumbling towers, seemingly consumed by great steel-grey clouds of dust and rubble.

			As the crowds ran from the disaster, pursued by those almost demonic clouds snaking through the streets of lower Manhattan, what we saw on their faces we felt in our hearts. There was no need for words. Indeed, commentators were left speechless. We were shaken. We were made afraid. We could hardly believe our eyes.

			This moment electrified us, firing neurons that often bypassed the reasoning lobes of our brains and pumped adrenaline to our hearts. This spoke without translation or dilution to our animal selves. September 11 challenged basic feelings that our parents, our society, had worked from our births to nurture in us—the feeling of security in our homes, order in our lives, a sense that this nation was safer than others, beyond the reach of such attacks. Even the palpable fears of the Cold War years—when some of us lay awake in our beds imagining the sound of Russian boots marching down our streets, or sat crouched beneath our school desks with our coats over our heads wondering if they would provide protection from thermonuclear attacks—seemed abstract and remote, diminished by this brutality that played as if on a loop on our televisions and in our minds, by the blackened scars the attacks left on the bedrock of Manhattan, the walls of the Pentagon, and in that field in Pennsylvania.

			Few Americans saw images of Pearl Harbor before war was declared and, when they did, what they saw were grainy newsreels of a place far, far away. The torpedoing of the Lusitania was just a headline, as was the sinking of the Maine. There were no cameras at Fort Sumter, even though the Civil War was to become the first during which Americans far from battlefields got a sense of the losses through the photographs of men like Mathew Brady. News took so long to travel that the Battle of New Orleans was fought weeks after the peace treaty was signed that was supposed to have ended the War of 1812. Pamphleteers tried to stir anger in the wake of battles at Lexington, Concord, and Bunker Hill. In those older instances, slogans and caricatures of our enemies were used to fuel the will to fight in ways that were entirely unnecessary after what Americans saw for themselves that very morning in September 2001.

			We had been touched, and we trembled and we boiled. But little did we realize that those images and what they etched on our hearts would usher in an age more defined by emotion than any other in memory. We were entering an era in which emotions—from fear to an appetite for revenge—more than reason, would dictate our actions, invite our errors, and in the end transform how the world would view us and how we would view ourselves.

			Consider the contrast that 1945 provides. Fewer than five years after America declared war on Germany and Japan, despite the bloodiest conflict in the history of mankind, despite the Holocaust, despite losses that touched every family in America, we not only signed armistices but we immediately began the process of helping our enemies to rebuild, of forgiving, and, over time, forgetting. Yet for more than a decade after 9/11, the war continued, having morphed to include the furtive arsenal of drones and special operations and cyber-attacks and unprecedented global surveillance—and the almost paranoid search for potential enemies among allies, friends, and even American citizens. This book describes how an age of fear transformed the process of making American foreign and national security policy. It examines, through the words of many who shaped those policies—including many that were enacted behind the scenes and outside the public eye—how our sense of vulnerability drove us and changed us. This is the story of how the best and some of the most obscure among our public servants strove to contain that insecurity, put it into perspective, and set America back on a course guided by our aspirations. And it is the story of others, many also well intentioned, who were too driven by that welter of emotions or who capitalized on them, to create policies that in the end only undermined our safety further or, in key circumstances, even undercut our standing as a nation.

			Beyond that, it is also a look at how the character of our leaders is translated into action. The United States government is the largest and most complex organization on the face of the earth. But at its heart it is people. When it works well—as it often has in the past—it enables presidents to sort through the recommendations of professional policymakers, make informed choices, and ensure their effective implementation. When it does not—and in the past decade it sometimes did not—it is because those in power did not take advantage of its inherent strengths and neglected to learn the lessons of the past. This book is also an effort to understand where the National Security Council process worked and where it did not, and why.

			On September 11, 2001, in the hours immediately after the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, a dreadful silence fell over Washington, DC. Many officials and business people had returned to their homes, gathering up their children from school, unsure of what would happen next. (I left my children in their school near Georgetown, thinking they would be safer there. By the time they were picked up they were almost alone save for a few teachers. They have yet to fully forgive me for this.) The White House complex was pulsing with activity, the nerve center of a national security apparatus that had just been so shocked that, even as it was responding to the day’s events, it was beginning a process of reassessment and reinvention that is not yet complete at the time of this writing more than a dozen years later.

			At lunchtime that day, I sat at an outdoor table with three colleagues from the small advisory firm at which I worked. We were at Café Milano in Georgetown, a place that itself would later be targeted in a terrorist plot that was foiled by the US anti-terror operations that were born on that crystal clear September morning. As I recall, we too were almost alone. We had been watching reports of the attacks all morning, speculating about their origins and their impact, calling around DC for real-time insights, checking in with our own families.

			With me were Anthony Lake, former US national security advisor; John Gannon, former deputy director of the Central Intelligence Agency; and Susan Rice, a former State Department official who would later herself become US national security advisor. Earlier, as we stood in our offices watching on television as the second plane struck the World Trade Center, Tony Lake had turned to John and said simply, “al-Qaeda.” They had both been tracking the organization for years, and both were certain no other terrorist organization could have managed such an attack.

			The eerie stillness of the city made every distant noise ominous. Flights had been stopped nationwide, so when the occasional rush of a jet engine was heard it was hard not to wonder if another attack was on the way. It was rumored several aircraft were unaccounted for. There were a lot of rumors that day.

			Not much, in fact, was clear. Our lunch conversation, like millions of others that day, tried to sort out what had just happened and what might come next. If it was an attack, as it seemed it was, President Bush would have little choice but to move to a war footing. Just where that war would be fought and against whom was an open question, but it seemed very likely that the Middle East would be in the crosshairs of any retaliation. What was not contemplated was the degree to which those attacks would trigger changes that would transform America and the world.

			A dozen years later, with Osama bin Laden lying at the bottom of the Indian Ocean, we have learned that it would not be a matter of strike and counterstrike, identification of a threat and its elimination. Losing 3,000 people and watching an iconic symbol of the United States crumble into dust had instilled Americans with an unfamiliar but palpable sense of looming risks, feelings that would in turn lead the country’s leaders to take actions that even more than the attacks themselves would weaken us and produce bouts of national introspection and self-doubt that would alter our worldview and our sense of our nation’s role in the world. Our strength and our distance from the rest of the world had given us a sense of security that had now been shattered, making it difficult for us to absorb the blow, respond in an appropriately tough but measured way, and simply go on about our business, as governments and peoples more accustomed to such attacks, from Israel to Colombia, typically did.

			Not inconsequentially, the actions we would take while decapitating the old al-Qaeda that had launched the 9/11 attacks would indirectly result in new, greater, more diverse terrorist threats. Although at the time of America’s invasion of Iraq in 2003 there were essentially no elements of bin Laden’s organization in that country, at the time of the writing of this book there are thought to be perhaps more than had belonged to all of al-Qaeda in 2001, and they were threatening the very existence of the country, killing thousands, and controlling large swaths of territory. There are estimated to be as many as 10,000 more extremists in neighboring Syria, according to Director of National Intelligence James Clapper, with at least 7,000 of them having shipped in from Europe. (Estimates by Israeli intelligence and our allies on the Arabian Peninsula suggest the number may be two or three times that.) In fact, a Rand Corporation report published in June 2014 asserted that the number of Salafi-jihadist groups had grown from just 28 in 2007 to 49 in 2013, that the number of Salafi-jihadists, which was between 18,000 and 42,000 in 2007, had grown to between 44,000 and 105,000, and that the number of attacks attributed to these groups had increased more than ninefold in the same period, from 100 to 950. Northern Mali is the largest al-Qaeda controlled territory on earth. In fact, al-Qaeda in North Africa and al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula have grown to be threats on a par with what we once found in Afghanistan and on the rugged mountains of neighboring Pakistan.

			None of us that day in Georgetown could possibly have imagined the degree to which the al-Qaeda attacks would achieve their goals of shaking America to its very foundations. Indeed, it hardly seems possible that bin Laden himself could have imagined that the superpower against which he had struck would so consume itself with a desire for revenge and to restore a sense of security that it would spend trillions of dollars it could ill afford, deplete to the point of near inoperability its armed forces, violate the most fundamental principles for which it had long stood, alienate its allies, and ultimately turn inward. Nor could bin Laden have dared hope that the United States and indeed the international system would eventually largely abandon Middle Eastern battlefields, leaving them to descend into a void that Islamic extremists battled to fill. (Although that is the strategy he implied in the quote that appears among those that begin this book.) Further, none of us, nor our attackers, could have imagined the greater costs associated with ill-conceived reactions to the perceived new threat to a degree that made it impossible for us to truly identify, debate, or respond to the greater next-generation threats to American leadership and prosperity.

			In 2005, I wrote a book called Running the World: The Inside Story of the National Security Council and the Architects of American Power. It was a history of the modern US national security establishment since its creation in the wake of the Second World War. As the title indicated, it was published at a time when President Bush’s initial reactions to the events of 9/11 had produced the most massive deployment of American force since the system I was writing about had been created. It was a period in which terms like “shock and awe” and concepts like “us versus them” and brazen unilateralism were not only common but were so widely embraced by the American people that, even with setbacks on the ground in Iraq and Afghanistan, even with scandals in Abu Ghraib and doubts about Guantanamo and the Patriot Act, Bush won a renewed mandate from American voters.

			Running the World traced the evolution of a system developed in the wake of a world war that left America as the only major power in the world that was unscathed—the clear victor and principal architect of the new international order. The book followed that post-WWII growth from the remarkable flowering of creativity and institution-building that led to the creation of the UN and the Bretton Woods institutions globally, and to the birth of the Department of Defense, the CIA, and the National Security Council in the United States, through the first term of the administration of President George W. Bush. Throughout that period—through the Cold War and its immediate aftermath and on to the first years after the 9/11 attacks—America may have been threatened from time to time and stumbled not infrequently, but the country’s strength and resolve were such that there was a belief at home and abroad that this was a nation in a commanding position, with leaders who regularly demonstrated a willingness, for better or worse, to wield that power.

			The men and women at the top from the days of Truman through those of Bush ran the world if not literally then figuratively, dominating their respective eras. American presidents, paramount symbols of that strength, were typically called “the most powerful man in the world.”

			But in the decade since that book was finished, from the second term of the Bush administration and the Obama years, something has changed. Suffering self-inflicted wounds in Iraq and Afghanistan as a result of unilateralism and violation of international laws, reckless military spending, and fecklessness and political division at home, our perceived power waned, and the wellsprings of real power sputtered. Backlash against those policies produced an era in which America pulled away from her leadership role more strongly than at any time since the aftermath of World War I. The financial crisis, the rise of new powers, and geopolitical shifts for which we were unprepared compounded the problems. 

			During that same period, the past decade, there have also been changes in the way the national security apparatus of the United States was used. At times, leaders appeared to heed the lessons of the decades since its establishment that I wrote about in Running the World—notably that the president’s national security team in the White House focused on their role of helping the president to make decisions by bringing together the best views from all the relevant agencies of the US government and then helping to ensure the decisions the president made were implemented by those same agencies. When this happened, the system worked well. But at times, especially recently, the president’s White House advisors and an ever more bloated national security staff played a role that history should have warned them would cause problems—they supplanted the agencies they were supposed to lead, attempted to do their jobs for them, micromanaged decisions, and as a result did not have time to do the strategic planning and coordination work that only they could do. This, too, undercut American leadership.

			Indeed, for reasons including these, it may well be that Barack Obama is the first American president of the modern era who is not universally perceived to be the most powerful man in the world. Nowhere has the change to America been felt more sharply than among the inner workings of the US national security establishment—it has impacted the president and his advisors, collaborators, and rivals within the political realm of this country, who together shape US policies worldwide. By the second term of the Obama era the National Security Council was ten times the size it had been during the Nixon-Kissinger years; the Directorate of National Intelligence (DNI), Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), National Security Agency (NSA), Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA), and the massive new bureaucracy portentously named Department of Homeland Security, plus the tiers of political operatives and those who influence their thinking, had overwhelmed the other agencies of government. They had become the national psyche, for better or worse.

			The world of senior officials, generals, spies, and spin-doctors from the Cabinet Room to the Situation Room, from the warren of offices on the White House grounds to those scattered across Washington and its outposts around the world, is worth viewing up close because it is the stage for every real-life espionage drama, international incident, and war and peace initiative that fills headlines and provides fodder for Hollywood. But it also demands consideration because there is a direct correlation between how it works, how well it works, and how the US government performs, whether Americans and citizens worldwide are secure or not, and which issues are addressed and which are ignored.

			Other books may take a more theoretical approach, focusing primarily on policy and process, but I have discovered that you cannot understand either of those aspects of the story without understanding the personalities driving them. They are fascinating characters, in part because so many of them are so ordinary, so much less special and exalted than they are made out to be in dramatic treatments or novels. They are also constantly surprising either in their inspiration or their pettiness, their creativity or their duplicity. Furthermore, in an age that is characterized by an overriding emotion—fear—personalities matter much more than process.

			One characteristic of this otherwise widely diverse group of men and women runs contrary to both conventional wisdom and the tenor of the headlines and cable news commentaries that shape that dubious “wisdom.” In the course of the many years I have spent studying them, working with them myself both when I was in government and afterward, getting to know a great many as friends and even getting to dislike a few of them (for good reasons, I’d like to think), I have been struck by one thing above all else. For the most part, the people who occupy senior jobs in our government, our military, and our intelligence community, the policymakers who have devoted their lives to grappling with some of the toughest issues on earth, are just the kind of people you would like to see in those jobs. They are, largely, smart and hardworking, exceptionally dedicated, and committed to doing what is in the interests of the American people and the world.

			Because they differ on what our best interests are and how to achieve them, there are divisions among them. And because we live in a polarized and dysfunctional political moment, one that is seen through media lenses that focus primarily on conflict and crisis, the divisions between these most senior government officials, and their relative risings and fallings, are what typically dominate the stories we hear about them. Some have made great mistakes, some even catastrophic ones. But very, very few have been evil in their intent, even if the consequences of some of their actions have effectively been so in many other respects.

			I’ve interviewed well over one hundred of them, about half from the Bush administration and half from the Obama administration. And while I will, of course, provide my own perspectives in telling the story of the past decade, I have tried to let as much of the story as possible unfold in their words.

			In the same way that the defining event of the first half of the first decade of the twenty-first century—the period during which my last book on this subject concludes—was 9/11, the defining event of the next decade for US foreign policy was the subject of the first chapter of this book, our ill-fated prosecution of the war we chose to wage in Iraq. Our reaction to being attacked was so overheated, so ill-considered, of such scale, and so broad in its unintended consequences that it became more defining, constraining, and damaging than the original event to which it was intended to respond. It was a second-order catastrophe. The desire to get out of it ultimately led Barack Obama, the president who was effectively elected to get out of it, to “double down” in Afghanistan to make the political point he was not “weak on terror.” That in turn became a third-order calamity. The desire to move away from conventional means of fighting our enemies, and embrace instead drone warfare, cyber-attacks, and more special forces operations violating the sovereignty of other states than any previous post–World War II president, produced fourth- and fifth-order calamities. Still another set of calamitous consequences is associated with the fear that another big attack might come, particularly one that might employ weapons of mass destruction. That singular concern grew so great that it was used throughout both the Bush and the Obama years to justify the creation of a massive global surveillance apparatus, which in turn triggered a global backlash of cyber-nationalism that is Balkanizing the Internet and undercutting its globalizing, unifying, democratizing capacity. We only truly began to realize the scope of those surveillance operations and their potential risks thanks to the random if utterly predictable set of leaks produced by former intelligence contractor Edward Snowden. Snowden himself was one of a vast army of contractors hired in the wake of 9/11 that, in order to combat the perceived risks associated with a terror threat that was and is grotesquely overstated (as we shall see in the course of this book), grew to encompass more than half a million people with top secret clearance. That is a group so large that it invited a leak more surely than we would have had, had we left open the front doors of the CIA each night after work.

			So the NSA scandal and the aftershocks that unfolded during 2013 and into 2014 might itself be seen as a kind of sixth-order disaster—or, regardless of how you might order such knock-on effects, it is one of many cascading consequences of 9/11 that illustrate how creating terror works and is such an effective tactic. Add to them, depending on your view of the damage they may have done to America and its interests, the violations of longstanding principles of American law associated with the use of torture, the abuses in Abu Ghraib prison, Guantanamo, the Patriot Act, kill-lists, and ordering the deaths of Americans and others without due process.

			Zbigniew Brzezinski, among the most strategically gifted and intellectually rigorous of all former US national security advisors, famously noted that the so-called war on terror was the first in US history to have been conducted against a tactic rather than an enemy. He was right, of course, to a degree. But as it happens sometimes, the label we gave the war ultimately became a self-fulfilling prophecy. Our greatest enemy—the one capable of doing us the greatest damage—quickly ceased to be the several thousand often poorly armed, poorly trained, cobbled together members of al-Qaeda or any other extremist group that existed in the years immediately after 9/11. It was in fact terror itself. The fears within us drove us to take actions that were so profoundly costly in economic, human, political, and diplomatic terms that only one or two major powers on earth could have inflicted them on us. Indeed, given the circumstances, the damage we did could only have been a self-inflicted wound, much as was prophesied by twenty-eight-year-old Abraham Lincoln in 1838 in his famous Lyceum speech in the quote that also appears in the front of this book.

			The main reason to read any history is, of course, not simply to indulge in the blame games so popular in America’s dysfunctional capital these days. There is, after all, as this book shows, both plenty of blame to go around, and indeed, a great deal of credit to accrue to public servants who, after all, were typically simply trying to advance US interests as best they could. But the value in following the events of a decade is in finding the lessons and identifying trends that will be important to America and the world going forward. By listening to the words of those who have had their hands on the tiller during this unprecedented era, we may find ways to avoid prolonging it or, worse, going through it again. This is especially important because one of the inescapable conclusions is that we’re not very good at anticipating the future. On the one hand, senior policymakers, especially those closest to the President of the United States and the White House political apparatus, are trapped in a bubble that often isolates them from views that might benefit them, and they are also trapped in the present, fighting the news cycle. In fact, during the past decade, that news cycle, cited as a pernicious constraint on strategic thinking in my last book and in the work of many other students of how the national security apparatus works, has actually grown more constrained. Twenty-­four hours seems luxuriously extended. Thanks to Twitter, Facebook, Reddit, and other social media, political messaging battles are fought out on a global scale against legions of critics in multiple languages in real time. Minutes are all it takes to turn a slip of 140 characters into a diplomatic incident or a political wound that resists healing. It is surely not a coincidence that the TV drama that was most redolent of this era, launched as it was in November 2001, was the frantic disaster aversion drama, 24, in which the clock is visibly ticking down throughout every episode. So it was in policy circles.

			Given that the business of managing America’s international interests has steadily grown more complex over time and the tools by which they and threats to them can be monitored with ever greater detail, the problems associated with the now-now urgency of the bubble world of the White House have been compounded by what are nearly impossible challenges to the bandwidth of those at the top. This is especially true in the early years of any administration when senior officials who have been out of the loop for a long time, many of whom are not practiced managers of complex organizations, are often overwhelmed. Further the pressures of the jobs nearest the president himself are so intense that not only do family lives suffer in a city that often champions “family values,” but perspective is lost. Exhaustion is one consequence of never leaving the confines of your workplace; spending all your time talking to few beyond a small, like-minded group of colleagues makes groupthink another.

			Condoleezza Rice, in fact, confided to me in her Stanford University office after she ended her tenure as secretary of state that “in the aftermath of 9/11, we were essentially just reacting. It took some time before we could stop, catch our breath, and make a critical reappraisal of what we were doing.” Her comment was echoed over the course of my interviews by many on both the Bush and Obama teams.

			Beyond being trapped in the present, however, one of the other disturbing lessons of a historical look backward is that it also reveals that the only thing that rivals the attention the Washington policy community gives to “right now” is the degree to which it devotes its attention to what has just happened. If America is a car, those entrusted with driving it tend to focus almost entirely on what the gauges on the dashboard tell them and on the rearview mirror. Far too seldom do they look upward through the windshield to see what’s ahead. Just as, famously, generals fight the last war, so do policymakers interpret the next crisis in terms of the last one. Indeed, not only is government policy the ultimate lagging indicator of events but even those parts of the US government tasked with anticipating trends—like the National Intelligence Council, which produces regular outlook documents peering a decade or more into our future—consistently produce work that tells more about what happened in the past year than that which is likely to emerge as important in the years ahead.

			I remember reading such reports when I was a senior official in the Clinton administration. At the time, we felt that the end of the Cold War was a watershed, just as for most of the past dozen years, most people you asked would have described 9/11 as such a defining moment. But the broader changes affecting the world, likely changing it fundamentally, are often overlooked: in 1990, for example, there were 11 million cell phones in the world, and at the time of the writing of this book there are 7 billion. Within a couple of years, for the first time ever, virtually every man, woman, and child on earth will be linked in a man-made system via which every aspect of their life will be affected—education and politics, how they shop, and how they pay for goods. What is more, in the past few years, the national security establishment has discovered that many of the most complex issues it faces have to do with the rules of this emerging global digital commons—about how we fight cyberwars and by what rules, about the nature of privacy and surveillance, about taxation and who controls the Internet. None of this depends on the Cold War or 9/11—it is the big canvas against which those events played out.

			It is striking that during the Bush and Obama years the government was utterly ill-prepared to anticipate these developments or their implications. The consequences of this lack of consideration have been profound. The same is true with regard to the rise of new powers on the planet or how we deal with environmental challenges that seem a long way off but require very urgent attention today.

			The company that I was working with at the time of those 9/11 attacks was a little advisory firm called Intellibridge. Its goal was to use the burgeoning information riches of the Internet to provide open-source insights to companies and governments. The big idea we thought we had was that we could go to any organization and answer whatever questions they might have by mining data from the constantly expanding ocean of web-based information. What we discovered fairly early on, though, was that the problem for most organizations was not that they lacked the answers they needed. They didn’t even know the questions they should have been asking.

			It is clear that this is a problem in many big organizations today, and in few is it so pronounced as our national security apparatus. (This dearth of understanding is not helped by the fact that our ugly and dysfunctional political process has dissuaded so many who could help frame and answer these questions from ever seeking a career in public service.) For that reason, some of the story that follows contains an effort to identify those questions that recent events should be posing, but which we are not yet grappling with sufficiently. The last chapter of the book focuses on that particularly.

			The reason for focusing on these emerging issues is because it is my strong belief that in order for America to return to the kind of growth and leadership that its people expect and deserve, we must bring an end to this Age of Fear—a period in which responding to perceived and often overstated threats, like terrorism, has distracted us from looking to the horizon as we should. The blame for not doing so does not in my mind lie exclusively with the policymakers, generals, and politicians. It also lies with those who seek to influence them in the opinion-leader community, like the media or think tanks, and with their bosses, the American people who have a much greater responsibility to lead than they are currently fulfilling.

			In preparation for this book I wanted to see just what the intellectual context has been for the kind of setbacks and mistaken priorities that have marked the last decade. These organizations are supposed to be on the cutting edge of policy issues, and they regularly interface with government officials both to do their research and to present their findings so they can influence outcomes. They also are a kind of landing zone for once-and-future officials, a place that former government executives can reflect on what they have done and prepare for future jobs. I once rather uncharitably joked that in this respect they are rather like giant meat lockers for storing ex-government officials until you need them again. It is the revolving door between these organizations and folks in top jobs that gives them such influence and makes what they are thinking such a useful proxy for how the mind-set of the policy community works.

			As Washington has become more polarized and the process of vetting and approving nominees has become just another part of the blood sport of winning points by destroying the reputations of others, the effect on the policy community has been chilling. Potential job seekers in some future administration dare not write or say anything for the public record that might be seen as too extreme or controversial lest an opponent use the statement as reason to hold up or block a nomination, or some potential hirer see it as making the applicant just too risky to be offered a job. That is why so many articles you see by distinguished names who are whispered to be on the short list for the big jobs of tomorrow are so bland and boring, mere exercises in reputation management, in which the main goal is to indicate that one is cleaving to the party line with perhaps a creative flourish of a deviation from past statements by a new heading of three or four degrees to port or starboard.

			Similarly, think tanks tend to focus their efforts on those issues most in the news and relevant to the debate of the moment because those are the ones most likely to garner attention and win the institution or its people a “seat at the table.” It contributes to the sense that Washington is, as it has often been described, a game of peewee soccer with all the kids on the pitch crowded around the ball. Sometimes this analogy is used to describe the way members of an administration all scramble to get close to the president or his top aides or their immediate agenda. But it also can mean the scramble to be engaged on the issue of the moment.

			So you take a fairly conservative town—not politically speaking, but in terms of the instincts of the players, their aversion to risk—add in a political atmosphere that discourages risk-taking, and compound it with an intellectual context in which a narrow focus on a few issues with political traction is rewarded—and the result is an institutionalized aversion to creativity. This is a system that steadfastly resists thinking outside the box and, as we shall see, in some cases is almost incapable of even the most basic analysis or monitoring of developments.

			My research assistants at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, led by my excellent senior researcher Tara Chandra, compiled an analysis of every single study, paper, and event produced by ten of Washington’s leading think tanks between January 2005 and mid-April 2013. The think tanks spanned the political spectrum; the ones we examined were the American Enterprise Institute, the Brookings Institution, the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (with which I have been associated for about a decade and a half), the Center for American Progress, the Center for Strategic and International Studies, the Council on Foreign Relations (with which I have been associated for over two decades), the Heritage Foundation, the New America Foundation, the Peter G. Peterson Institute for International Economics, and the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars.

			I know these organizations well. They perform many valuable services and periodically offer forward-looking insights that are of value to policymakers, legislators, and other active stakeholders in US foreign policy.

			We looked at every event, report, and commentary produced by these organizations over the eight-year period in question, one roughly corresponding to the period of time that is the focus of this book. Just a list of every item covered filled a three-inch-thick binder to bursting. The total number of entries is 9,858.

			The top individual countries covered included China with 878 items, Russia with 618, Afghanistan with 405, Iran with 334, Iraq with 286, India with 262, Pakistan with 256, Israel-Palestine with 204, Turkey with 194, Brazil with 125, North Korea with 109, and Egypt with 92. Stragglers included Syria with 54 and Libya with 27. The regional foci of events and papers included the Americas with 611, Africa with 590, the Middle East with 547, non-EU Europe and Eurasia with 526, the EU with 484, East Asia with 429, Central Asia with 203, and Southeast Asia with 142. In terms of broader themes you find national security and defense (as a general topic) with 619, the economy (as a general topic) with 611, the war on terror with 341, international organizations with 261, and nuclear non-proliferation with 169.

			Although this distribution seems to cover the world, there are some clear biases in what are apparently the subjects of greatest interest to the broader Washington policy community. Some seem to be related to a kind of generational bias among a cadre of academics brought up during the Cold War. This helps to explain, in part, the attention given to Russia or the former Soviet Union (1,340 total events and papers). Clearly, another bias is to the news of the day and during this period of war on terror and related conflicts and unrest in the Middle East we find that there were 2,740 events with regional or general topics in that area and perhaps another 300 that touched upon related themes through lenses like non-proliferation or the impact of extremism on other regions. In short, almost a third of all work was done on these areas. For the sake of comparison, more than five times as many events or reports were done on the EU and the Eurocrisis as were produced on Africa or the Americas.

			That said, other anomalies are also worth noting because they underscore the tendency of the policy community to either focus on the news or to follow trends. Between 2005 and 2007 Afghanistan was, literally, the forgotten war, with only a total of 63 events or papers during that period. As the election and then the promises of President Obama to return the national focus there resulted in a renewed interest in that country, the number rose from 28 in 2008 to 70 in 2009. (It was down to 28 again by 2012 when it was clear the United States is leaving and interest again waned.)

			More worryingly, however, and of central interest to the overall thrust of this book is the tendency to focus policy through a primarily political and regional lens with economic and scientific issues getting much less attention. Given the economic roots of the Arab Spring, the economic components of peacekeeping, the growing threats driven by inequality worldwide, and, of course, the degree to which technology is remaking global affairs at every level, this lack of attention is both glaring and revealing. Of the 619 events and papers in the broad category of national security, only 32 pertained to cyber issues and of these 19 came from one institution, the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS). Also, during the period we examined, only one such event was specifically on the issue of China and cyber-security. Only six events took place during this period focused on the issues, ethics, and consequences of drone warfare. Only five mentioned science as a headline issue, and only ten were focused on technology and the future of the US national security.

			Of 119 economic events that took place in the three years leading up to the financial crisis, precisely none were focused on or raised as a central point the risk of a major financial crisis. (But in the reactive mode of this community, during 2009 and 2010, the financial crisis was the most discussed topic, ceding leadership back to the Middle East only after the events of the Arab Spring took place—with events on Egypt rising from 7 in 2010 to almost five times that in 2011.) Eleven events took place between 2005 and 2009 on the future of the Eurozone and the Euro. Just one such event took place in 2009, though by 2011 and 2012, the number rose to 17 one year and 18 the next. Arguably, of course, the risks posed to the United States and to the world economy were far greater from our financial crisis or from that in Europe than those posed by terrorists or unrest in the Middle East (or by Russia) but, even in the midst of the reactive surge of interest in them, they lagged well behind the focus given to even secondary issues associated with the global war on terror or the big countries of the Greater Middle East. (It should also be noted that we are not helped by a ghettoized system in which economic policymakers and thinkers too seldom interact with their political or national security or science and technology counterparts. This produces discussions within silos that miss critical factors, risks, and opportunities.)

			In short, not only have we been driven by our fears for over a decade, we have done so in an atmosphere in which we are trapped either in the present moment or in the past, and we lack the tools and inclination to either consider or creatively analyze possible scenarios for the future. It is no wonder that the single most common lament of the national security advisors with whom I have spoken—and I have spoken with all but one of those from the past half century—is the inability of the national security apparatus of the United States to foster strategic thinking or cultivate useful ideas about the future. The intellectual community surrounding that apparatus—the rest of the US policy ecosystem, if you will—is no better. The result helps explain how we have gone from a brief moment of US triumph as the victor in the Cold War and the world’s sole superpower, to a period in which decline seems a real possibility and the United States has had a string of notable, disturbing, and interrelated international policy failures, misfires, and duds.

			To consider this trajectory from the perspective of those entrusted with primary responsibility for shaping America’s role in the world is the objective of this book. The approach to doing so will be through a structure that is both chronological and topical. The great issues of the day will be organized in the order of where their centers of gravity came, when they dominated the narrative.

			This book is not primarily about the process of how the national security apparatus works or has evolved—although I will, of course, touch upon those issues. Instead the focus in each chapter will be on the central decisions that have shaped recent US foreign and national security policy and the influences that shaped those decisions—getting inside the drama of how American foreign policy was shocked into a series of missteps, what it tried to do to recover, and what it must do to emerge from this era that certainly will go down in history as a low-point in the story of America as a leading world power.

			Chapters One and Two begin with Iraq, the great carryover issue from the first term of the Bush administration, and the one that was viewed as perhaps the greatest immediate challenge by the president and his team as they began their second term. The next chapter looks at the makeover the Bush administration got in the second term and how it did and did not change the character of its international policymaking. The fourth chapter examines the role national security issues—including a great economic shock to our system—played in the 2008 election, the role the election played in influencing national security policy choices, and ultimately the transition between administrations. The fifth chapter looks at Afghanistan and Pakistan, the first big national security initiative of the Obama team. Chapters Six and Seven deal with the evolving relationship with a great Cold War rival that may be our great rival in the century ahead, China, and the one that is not likely to be but is still a source of regular consternation, Russia. The story of the Arab Awakening and the enormous complexities it and the aftershocks associated with it posed for US policymakers comes next. Following that is a chapter that circles back to look at two big events tied to where this period started and where it may be going—the death of Osama bin Laden and the advent of the cyber-era, including notably the NSA surveillance scandal. Finally, in the conclusion, we look at emerging challenges both for President Obama and for the future of US foreign policy, and we consider whether or not the US national security system is evolving fast enough to address them and what must be done to ensure that we are ready for the next generation of challenges we are likely to face.

			One lesson of the era just past is that America has a very special place among nations. As unhappy as many around the world are with what is sometimes seen as American bullying or arrogance, there is an equal hue and cry when America chooses not to lead or fails in its leadership role. Even when we and others think we are in retreat, many in the rest of the world still look to us. Even when the American people are weary of war and the costs and risks of leadership, there is still palpable discomfort when we are seen to be falling behind, losing our unique international standing. As a consequence, there is a presumption of leadership that American presidents and their advisors cannot shirk or shrug off. This perception, and the responsibilities that come with it, creates a special urgency to ensure we have the people, the institutions, the resources, and the strategies we need to play that unique role. The purpose of this book above all is to seek lessons in the recent past that may help us rise to that special challenge. 

		

	
		
			1. Iraq: Debacle Accomplished

			To him who is in fear, everything rustles.

			—SOPHOCLES

			Few things so divided the first two American presidents of the twenty-­first century as did Iraq. George W. Bush bet his legacy on an invasion of that country and Barack Obama won his presidency by promising to end Bush’s war. Yet, few things so link the presidents as the way that distant land, the “cradle of civilization,” bedeviled them and their national security teams.

			Bush got in too deep. Obama got out too quickly. The cost in both cases was high for the United States, for our national standing, and for the region. The story of the aftershocks of America’s invasion of Iraq in 2003 is still unfolding as of the writing of this book. The country is in chaos, ancient enmities fester, and it is now painfully apparent that the dangers Iraq may have posed under Saddam Hussein have been swept aside only to reveal perhaps greater threats. Today it seems likely that history will view this period as one of continuous warfare and upheaval in the Middle East, not of the discreet wars that we talk of, but perhaps as the Gulf Wars, a decades-long struggle between Shias and Sunnis and among moderate and extremists within both groups. America’s interventions and withdrawals in that protracted conflict may someday be seen as peripheral—catalysts around which opponents might rally. But they will also provide a telling window into how, even among their innermost teams of advisors, America’s leaders grappled with differing visions of this country’s role and how it should set its priorities. 

			In my previous history of the National Security Council, there were clear illustrations of how those advisors work together best, as in the decision by the team of President George H. W. Bush to cease hostilities in Iraq without continuing to Baghdad to topple Saddam Hussein, and how imbalances and presidential inexperience can lead to serious errors, as was the case when President George W. Bush made the decision to invade Iraq. But as we pick up where that book left off, in 2005, and continue ahead, we see that this issue will not go away, both educating and entrapping presidents and their teams, testing them, revealing their strengths and weaknesses, and ultimately having a major impact on how the world views the United States.

			The warnings Bush and his team received upon taking office in 2001 that Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda posed an imminent threat to the United States were not sufficiently appreciated by many, and were prioritized by few, other than the likes of counterterrorism experts like Richard Clarke. Within weeks of the 9/11 attacks, the focus of the country’s national security leadership shifted from addressing the original sources of the attacks—al-Qaeda cells based in Afghanistan—to finishing old business in Iraq and doing so under what later proved to be the false pretext that Iraq was developing large stockpiles of weapons of mass destruction (WMD). The national security team around the president was riven almost from the start by rivalries between the State Department and the Department of Defense. The team lacked a cohesive process because the new president didn’t demand one. Further, it suited some of his inner circle, notably Vice President Richard (“Dick”) Cheney and Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, to circumvent the decision-making process that first-term National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice sought to create, and they gave the president bad advice concerning the bad choices they offered him. 

			As a direct result of the Iraq disaster, a series of cascading calamities also befell the United States, from insufficient prosecution of legitimate national security goals in Afghanistan to abuses perpetrated in the Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo Bay prisons and on the battlefield. Of course, financial and human costs for the United States were enormous. However, perhaps the most damaging fallout of the mismanaged, misconceived wars in Iraq and Afghanistan were their effects on the American people. So deep was the public disaffection with the costs and complexity of international engagement that Bush’s successor, Barack Obama, presides over a period of global affairs in which American timidity is as disquieting now as the misuse of America’s strength was feared in the early Bush years.

			But administrations are neither robotic machines nor the caricatures that emerge in the press or in the context of charged political debates. They are collections of people—typically people committed to doing what is best for the country and eager for approval, just like most of the citizens they represent. And people are changed by their experiences, they grow, and they learn. George Bush, like Bill Clinton before him and Barack Obama after him, entered office with very limited international experience. As is the case for most presidents, little that Bush had experienced in his life had prepared him for running the world’s largest and most complicated organization. Further, the blow sustained by the United States on 9/11 had rocked the national psyche as it had not been unsettled since the onset of the Second World War. Not only Bush but his team followed an all-too-familiar Washington pattern in the wake of a crisis. First they had an emotional reaction, then they took action. Only later, in the wake of the consequences of their impulses, did they consider more thoughtfully their options and the processes by which longer-term success might be achieved. In their case, that process really did not begin to show effective results until after Bush’s reelection and the beginning of his second term in January 2005.

			Stephen (“Steve”) Hadley, the man who became President Bush’s national security advisor in January 2005, reflected on the policy processes that led him, like most of the Bush team, to believe it was necessary to make the signature error that has defined America’s early twenty-first-­century foreign policy—the invasion of Iraq. “Thinking back, I now wonder if our mistake may have been in not considering whether the reason Saddam Hussein was so secretive about his weapons of mass destruction capabilities was not because he had the weapons and wanted to conceal them, but because he did not have them and he wanted to hide that.” 

			“From the Iranians,” he posited. “From us.”

			Hadley is a thoughtful man. In many ways, if you were to describe the epitome of the modern US national security professional (at least of the seasoned, Ivy-league educated, white male variety) he would look, sound, and act like Hadley. By virtue of his experience, his cool, and his seriousness of purpose, he is precisely the kind of person you would want making or influencing America’s biggest policy decisions. Hadley was once an aide to Henry Kissinger. He served as the general counsel on the Tower Commission that led to the reinvention of the National Security Council after the Iran-Contra affair. He was a long-time colleague and protégé of the man who is the acknowledged standard by which all US national security advisors are judged, General Brent Scowcroft. However, as deputy to National Security Advisor Rice, Hadley was also a key part of the team that oversaw one of the most troubled periods in US foreign-policy history between 2001 and 2005.

			There is a lesson in that seeming contradiction that resonates with key moments in both the Bush and the Obama years and back through Rwanda, Vietnam, the Bay of Pigs, and other US policy calamities of the previous century. The best—and the best intentioned—are subject to forces, circumstances, failures of leadership, process, and team chemistry that can produce devastating outcomes. It is too often forgotten that the title of David Halberstam’s book, The Best and the Brightest, an account of how America slipped ever deeper into the quicksand of Vietnam, is infused with bitter irony. Robert McNamara and his team of “whiz kids” were brilliant; nonetheless, they made a series of ghastly miscalculations.

			Although neither Hadley nor almost any of his other senior colleagues are yet willing to repudiate those first-term decisions completely, it is clear that many of them understand that the several years immediately after 9/11 were marred by misjudgments. Each member of the senior national security team—Bush, Cheney, Rumsfeld, Rice, and Bush’s first-term secretary of state, Colin Powell—and supporting players like Hadley, Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage, and top military leaders have publicly and privately reflected on what happened. They don’t all agree, and there is an inevitable degree of finger-pointing and blame-shifting. Battles among them continue to be fought out in the press, in dueling recollections of big events, in cocktail party conversations in Washington. But the second term of the Bush administration suggests that from the president on down, there was an awareness that mistakes had been made and that midcourse corrections were called for—some quite significant in their consequences. This often happens in second terms. As former national security advisor Sandy Berger once said to me, “experience is really the only way to learn how to be president of the United States. There is nothing that prepares you fully for the job.” 

			One of the most important and least appreciated aspects of the US national security process is that it contains the seeds of its reinvention. Indeed, paradoxically, it is the system’s connection to the volatile, overly emotional world of American politics via the mechanisms of democracy that force even those in power to question their decisions and to recognize that their power is related to the degree of popular support for their actions. In other cases, it is simply the desire to serve combined with self-awareness that leads some administrations to seek to change both people and approaches to challenges as time goes by. Gerald Ford, in his continuation of the Nixon years, saw that having one man, Henry Kissinger, as both secretary of state and national security advisor represented too much concentration of power. He emphasized to me during a conversation late in his life that he viewed redistributing that power between Kissinger and a separate national security advisor, Brent Scowcroft, as the single most important contribution he made to the foreign-policymaking process as president. When Ronald Reagan’s mismanaged National Security Council produced the Iran-Contra scandal, a reappraisal followed that led Frank Carlucci and Colin Powell to introduce significant and much-needed reforms that got the NSC out of the business of supporting the kind of independent operations without adult supervision that marked the early and mid-Reagan years. Bill Clinton fielded a significantly upgraded national security team during his second term, moving to a national security advisor in Sandy Berger with whom he had a stronger relationship than he had with predecessor, Anthony Lake; a more effective secretary of state in Madeleine Albright than he had in the competent Warren Christopher; and to cite another example, a most effective CIA director, George Tenet. Further Berger introduced key process steps within the NSC and among the national security principals that helped enhance cooperation and comity. 

			Among the contrasts between the Bush and Obama years is the degree to which the Bush team and its president learned from its first term and was willing to embrace change and personnel adjustments that made a positive difference, and that to which Obama resisted such changes. Unlike Bush, Obama actually saw his national security team substantially decline in effectiveness (despite the tireless efforts of many on that team) during at least the first two years of his second term. 

			A decade after Bush’s reelection it is becoming clear that the response to the failures and missteps of his first term produced a period of turmoil and gradual reinvention at the outset of his second. Central to that process were a series of critical changes to the president’s team and a reconsideration of the processes by which Bush’s wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and against al-Qaeda were being managed. As a direct result, especially in the last two years of Bush’s eight in office, an administration still best known for its early foreign-policy failures nonetheless became home to one of the more high-functioning, successful, national security processes in the past quarter century—one with Hadley in a central and importantly constructive role. But its primary task was to recover from a disaster of its own making.

			No Time to Think

			Hadley’s boss for the first four years of the Bush administration was Condoleezza Rice. She was the national security advisor; he was her deputy. Both are reserved by nature. Both are also tenacious and loyal to a fault. Today, they continue to work together in a consulting firm that includes, as a third partner, their former colleague from both Bush administrations, former CIA director and secretary of defense Robert Gates. Rice is still extremely protective of the president. Nonetheless, in a conversation in her office in Palo Alto—she also continues to teach at Stanford where she served as provost before entering the Bush administration—she admitted that “it was not until some time had passed that we really had a chance to gain any perspective.”

			One of her top aides at the State Department, who still holds her in the highest regard, echoes his boss’s assessment: “she was not very reflective during her tenure. And I don’t think that was a personality flaw. I think it was a defense mechanism. I mean—because you know, the pressures of these jobs are enormous, and if you were to spend your time sitting there gazing at your navel you would just drive yourself mad.”

			He continues, “when you think about it, it was dysfunctional. It didn’t work. For one brief shining moment at the beginning it came together with our first steps in Afghanistan. And they succeeded. And then the flaws and the divisions and the bad judgment showed [themselves] during Iraq, around the decision to go into Iraq.”

			One senior member of the Bush national security team put it more bluntly: “the policy process was broken for much of the first term.” This insider made it clear that Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld wielded too much influence and worked outside the national security policy process, abetted by others who failed to challenge some of their critical assumptions, like whether to go into Iraq in the first place, what the goals of the invasion should be, or how many troops would be needed to achieve the goals once the decision was made to go.

			One former member of the cabinet of Bush’s immediate predecessor, Bill Clinton, also laid a portion of the blame for this dysfunctional process at Condoleezza Rice’s feet, saying that, as Bush’s first-term national security advisor, “she either was incompetent, or culpable for Iraq. She can’t have it both ways. And I really think what happened was that she was more interested in being friends with the president and she was incapable of making all those mega-personalities work together and that Cheney had established a separate channel for influencing policy outside of the NSC [National Security Council]. And, as is obvious to anyone who is familiar with the situation, she and Colin Powell do not get along. And she was a little too concerned with fitting in, with finding a role, with what it was like being the first woman national security advisor.” 

			Another regularly recurring critique of the Bush first term was that the president and his team were too willing to accept military plans that were underdeveloped or misguided. One of Bush’s top NSC officials with direct responsibility for key dimensions of the wars in the Middle East observed ruefully that “it took three years before we stopped to question whether the generals had a plan for anything beyond the first stages of the invasion.” Or, as former National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski observed, “what arose in Iraq was that the end of the war wasn’t the end: it was just the beginning of the next phase—which was counterinsurgency, stabilization, politics, how to cope with fragmentation, how to deal with a huge influx of Americans into Iraq who were really there to enrich themselves. . . . And that became more messy.”

			Brzezinski continued: “In the initial phases, the military operated well. And they operated well because they were fighting a traditional war against an army. And an army can defeat another army by being intelligently run by generals. The problem arises when you’re no longer fighting an army but you’re beginning to fight a people. And for that the US Army wasn’t all that ready. I’m not even sure that it’s ready yet, even in Afghanistan.”

			This book concerns itself with the period after the first term of the Bush administration and, thus, will largely leave discussions of the earlier stages of American involvement in Iraq to others elsewhere. But in all such conversations a central focus is naturally on the president himself. As Brent Scowcroft, the former national security advisor to both Presidents Gerald Ford and George H. W. Bush, observed to me in his spacious office overlooking Farragut Square in downtown Washington, “in the end, you must look to the president. In our system, he is the one who drives the process, shapes it, determines who has a role and who does not. Others, like Dick Cheney and Don Rumsfeld may have been influential, but responsibility lies in the Oval Office.” Or as another senior Bush administration official with decades of top-level national security experience summarized the problems he associated with Rice, “for a while I was quite harsh on Condi Rice’s job as national security advisor because I was used to a different type of national security advisor—more like Frank Carlucci or Colin Powell, where everyone had complete trust that they would honestly put their views forth. But,” he said, “I’ve mellowed on that a bit because I finally realized that I didn’t get the national security advisor I wanted but there’s only one nationally elected president and he got what he wanted.”

			Bush himself had seemed to give clues about how he might handle the kinds of challenges that he faced during his first term while on the campaign trail. As early as September 1999, in a speech at The Citadel in South Carolina while campaigning for the Republican Party nomination for president, he outlined a focused, reasoned, strong defense argument. He carefully contrasted his policies with a Clinton administration that, he asserted, sent the US military on “endless and aimless deployments” and that wanted to “launch today’s new causes with little thought of tomorrow’s consequences.” He condemned the fact that the United States was overextended worldwide and promised that under a Bush presidency “we will not be permanent peacekeepers dividing warring parties.” With a prescience for which he is not often credited, Bush also asserted that “terrorists may try to disrupt finance, communication, transportation, and public health. Our first line of defense is a simple message: every group or nation must know that if they sponsor such attacks our response will be devastating.”

			But of course, in retrospect, Bush’s Citadel speech is as noteworthy for the ways in which he deviated from its focus as for its elements of foresight. In part, this is linked to the critique offered by Brzezinski that the US military was not suited to the missions it was assigned; it was unable to follow early military success with stabilization of the situation on the ground and “winning the peace” as it had “won the war.” From within the GOP itself, one critique of the missteps of the early Bush years was linked to the fact that, despite the swipes at the Clinton administration’s predisposition to “nation-building,” Bush had fallen into the same trap, particularly in Iraq.

			Former deputy secretary of state Armitage observed, “I think the vision that the president outlined in his Citadel speech was the correct one. But the Iraq invasion was not only poorly planned, it was improperly resourced. And among the reasons was precisely because we didn’t want to do nation-building. . . . I think Rumsfeld was dead on not interested in it but he was caught in the middle after not having resourced the Iraq invasion properly.

			“When that statue of Saddam Hussein came down,” Armitage continued, “everybody looked at George Bush like he was a freaking genius. And then things turned to hell very quickly. And then we had to decide what to do.”

			Rumsfeld’s antagonism to nation-building conflicted with his desire, as defense secretary, to control whatever went on in Iraq. He wanted the command, but not the mission, or as Armitage put it, he “grabbed it then walked away.” The defense secretary and the national security advisor sniped at each other over who was responsible for the fact that US control in Iraq was falling apart: “one day I was coming out of the White House Situation Room and Condi was right in front of me. And Don was right behind me. And she was like on the top step where you head out to go into the West Wing. And she turns back and so I stopped and Rumsfeld stopped. And she said, ‘Don, would you call Jerry [Paul “Jerry” Bremer, the head of the Coalition Provisional Authority, the post-invasion entity responsible for running Iraq] and tell him X, Y, and Z?’ And he said no. And she looked and said, ‘why not?’ And Don said, ‘he doesn’t work for me.’ She said, ‘for whom does he work?’ And Rumsfeld said, ‘oh, he must work for the NSC, because I understand you folks have been talking to him.’ So part of it was a predisposition against the policies we found ourselves needing to implement, and part of it was the people, the process, and pure bureaucratic pettiness.”

			“Colin [Powell] said he heard the same thing,” said Armitage, “heard the same kind of thing on a different day. If I had been national security advisor, I’d have been in the president’s office and said, ‘him or me, him or me.’” Others, including Bush cabinet members with whom I spoke, confirmed that the problems involved bureaucratic squabbles and personality differences as well as some “bad policy calls by some of the folks at the top.”

			By then—with America committed but under-resourced in Iraq and with a burgeoning insurgency breaking out across the country—the die was cast. The administration was stuck with a prolonged commitment it had never planned for, one that would dominate the day-to-day life of the rest of the Bush presidency. So why did the president and his team choose to intervene in Iraq in the first place?

			When the Threat Assessment Is More Dangerous Than the Threat

			In his perceptive book, The Longest War: The Enduring Conflict between America and al-Qaeda, terrorism expert Peter Bergen asserts that the Bush administration’s national security team was unprepared for 9/11 because of “their inability to comprehend that an attack by al-Qaeda on the United States was a real possibility, much more so than attacks by traditional state antagonists such as China or Iraq.” As a consequence—and even though their initial impulse was probably correct to treat the danger as more limited than threats posed by traditional nation-state enemies—they soon reverted to doctrines, approaches, and false analogies with which they were more familiar. In fact, rather than treating the attack as a manifestation of a new, different, and more limited type of threat, they reflexively responded with the strategies and traditional warfare approaches that had once been reserved for states. The old maxim is that, when all you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail: we had an army designed to attack and invade nations, so we transformed a struggle between state and non-state actor into a war between state and state. 

			Then, in the short span of eighteen months, we committed to what in retrospect might seem like breathtakingly sweeping mission creep—from responding against the non-state actor (al-Qaeda) that had attacked us to invading the state (Afghanistan) that harbored al-Qaeda to occupying another state (Iraq) that had nothing to do with the 9/11 attacks. From the perspective of the Bush national security team at the time, however, each step made sense. In Afghanistan, to destroy the threat posed by al-Qaeda, it was necessary to depose the Taliban government that protected them. Further, as 9/11 had shown that the nation was vulnerable to terrorist attack and it was believed that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction that might be transferred to terrorist organizations, there was little choice but to act. Additionally, Saddam had flaunted seventeen UN resolutions designed to contain his WMD programs and the US was, in the view of the Bush team, acting to support the will of the international community. Perhaps on another level it was because victories against small bands of terrorists in the mountains could not expiate the pain or trauma of 9/11. Perhaps we needed to enlarge the enemy to be commensurate with the damage done to our national psyche. We needed to gun down a big, recognizable, bad guy. In any event, while the decision to broaden the scope of US actions in the region as rapidly as we did is widely discredited in retrospect, both Pew and Gallup polls from 2003 show almost three-quarters of the American people supporting military action against Iraq and there was substantial Democratic as well as Republican support for the action on Capitol Hill.

			We had a ready-made portfolio of theories and plans about the threat Iraq represented. Such well-worn theories and plans concerning Iraq were more conveniently available than were any new conceptions the administration would have needed to create in order to respond against the actual source of the World Trade Center and Pentagon attacks. As Bob Woodward notes in Bush at War, before 9/11 “the Pentagon had been working for months on developing a military option for Iraq. Everyone . . . believed Iraq President Saddam Hussein was a menace, a leader bent on acquiring and perhaps using weapons of mass destruction. Any serious, full-scale war against terrorism would have to make Iraq a target—eventually.”

			So, what was the actual threat posed by the two states that we attacked? At no point since 9/11 has anyone argued that the government of Afghanistan posed any material threat to the United States other than allowing al-Qaeda to operate within its borders. It hardly could. Estimates suggest that the Taliban military organization in the years immediately prior to the 9/11 attacks possessed perhaps 400 tanks, 200 armored personnel carriers, and 15 fighter planes. The country was one of the world’s poorest with a GDP of only $2.5 billion (roughly half the cost of one Nimitz-class US aircraft carrier) and suffered, as it does today, from significant shortages of jobs, water, electricity, and other necessities.

			Although Iraq was seen as a potential threat to its neighbors, no study conducted by any reputable organization has ever suggested that it posed any direct threat to the United States. The United States had constrained Iraqi air strength by creating and maintaining no-fly zones since the First Gulf War. According to a 2001 assessment conducted by Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) regional and military expert Anthony Cordesman, “Iraq’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has been cut sharply since before the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait with per capita income (around $587 in 1999) and living standards far below pre-war levels. . . . In 1999, inflation was estimated at 135% and unemployment was high as well.” In other words, in the moment before we attacked, Iraq was an impoverished country, and not one that could project any protracted threat to anyone.

			Of course, a primary justification for the US attack was the possibility that Iraq had WMD and would be capable of delivering a deadly blow in the region or of offering deadly support to terrorists anywhere around the world. However, two years before our invasion, Cordesman wrote with regard to chemical weapons that “the Gulf War and subsequent UN inspection regime may have largely eliminated some stockpiles and reduced production capability.” UN inspections and sanctions were also believed at the time to have had a significant impact on whatever capabilities the Iraqis may have had. Furthermore, although the entire Iraqi army was estimated at between 300,000 and 375,000 troops at the time of the US invasion, only approximately 50,000 to 60,000 were elite Republican Guards, and only about half of the army’s divisions were appropriately manned and “in a fair state of readiness.” Most Iraqi soldiers fled and did not fight when the Americans invaded, and much of their equipment was, in the words of a Council on Foreign Relations assessment from early 2003, “aging and outdated.” Perhaps 1,800 of its tanks were considered combat-capable but the CSIS assessment found that “Iraq has no modern tanks by U.S. standards.” Also in the words of the CSIS report, its air force had perhaps 300 combat aircraft, “although many have little, if any, sustainability or effective combat capability.” Its navy had just nine ships.

			Entering a “New World”

			One state trapped in the fourteenth century. Another state so devastated and impoverished by a war a decade earlier that it posed no sustainable danger, even to its immediate neighbors. Those were the true nature of the threats the United States faced as it embarked on the longest and most expensive conflicts in its history. Never before in American history, or perhaps not since the genocidal wars against the native peoples whose lands we claimed as the country expanded, has such disproportionate force been applied.

			George W. Bush and his administration framed the US response to the attacks of 9/11 as an immense threat analogous to those we faced in the great wars, hot and cold, of the twentieth century. On September 20, 2001, during an address to a joint session of Congress, Bush said:

			The terrorists’ directive commands them to kill Christians and Jews, to kill all Americans and make no distinctions among military and civilians, including women and children. This group and its leader, a person named Osama bin Laden, are linked to many other organizations in different countries including the Egyptian Islamic Jihad [and] the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan. There are thousands of these terrorists in more than 60 countries. They are recruited from their own nations and neighborhoods and brought to camps in places like Afghanistan where they are trained in the tactics of terror. They are then sent back to their homes or sent to hide in countries around the world to plot evil and destruction.

			“We watched the twin towers collapse before our eyes,” said President Bush in a speech five years after the attacks, “and it became instantly clear that we’d entered a new world and a dangerous new war.” In Peter Baker’s Days of Fire, his exceptionally well-reported account of the Bush-Cheney collaboration, he quotes Bush speechwriter David Frum as observing that “until September 11, Bush lacked a big organizing idea,” and then concluding that the war on terror became that central concept thereafter. This expansive concept was supported by effectively every member of the president’s national security inner circle—whether by the vice president because it conformed to his long-simmering sense that peril was looming for the United States from extremists, or by Defense Secretary Rumsfeld because he felt that only a big response to 9/11 could ensure our self-defense. Even sometimes dissenters within the administration, such as Colin Powell, who had been persuaded of the existence of Saddam’s WMD, embraced the idea of a wide-ranging threat when he made the case against Iraq to the UN Security Council.

			The power of the images and rhetoric generated in the aftermath of bin Laden’s attacks, the visceral nature of the impact of that moment on the country and its people, persists throughout this story. In the Obama presidency, long after America lost its taste for conventional conflicts, its leaders still felt that the threat posed by a band of terrorists roughly the size of an average American high school was sufficiently great to warrant spending billions of dollars and violating the sovereignty of untold millions of people worldwide. At the very least, this suggests a belief that the political cost of not waging a vigorous war against the terrorist threat would be too great, should any future attack materialize.

			In the early days of the wars against these still mysterious enemies, support for the president and his plan was as widespread and enthusiastic outside the White House as it was within. Bush had an average Gallup poll approval rating of 62 percent during his first four years in office. It peaked at 90 percent in the immediate wake of 9/11 but still exceeded 70 percent as he ordered the invasion of Iraq. A Wall Street Journal NBC News poll taken shortly after the beginning of the war showed almost two-thirds of Americans supported the war. By May 2003, after the initial invasion had appeared to be a success, more than eight in ten Americans thought the war was justified (in a CNN/USA Today poll), “with or without conclusive evidence of illegal weapons.”

			It was not until over a year later, in August of 2004, that the mood began to shift and two-thirds of those responding said they felt the war was based on incorrect assumptions. By 2005, almost six in ten Americans said they didn’t think the Iraq war should have been fought. And by April 2006, in a CBS News poll almost two-thirds said they did not approve of the way the president was handling the war, a level of disapproval that dogged the Bush administration for the remainder of its term.

			The shift in mood was not due, however, to a recognition by the American people that we had gotten our priorities wrong. Rather, it was linked to a more pragmatic, very “American” perception that something was going wrong on the ground in Iraq. While it may seem a sentiment worthy of the Frank Underwood character in television’s House of Cards, it is nonetheless an axiom of American politics with over two hundred years of history to back it up: the American people are willing to be lied to, and even misled, if it makes them feel good about themselves. But make them feel like losers, inferior, like our standing in the world is slipping, and no amount of rhetoric—truth or lies—will help. They will demand change.

			The First Course Correction

			A series of developments during the first term of the Bush Administration sent the American people precisely the message they did not want to hear.

			The first discordant rumblings emanated from within the administration and were not resolved by either the president or the policy process. One top NSC official from the period told me that Rumsfeld was “imperious, cavalier, and impossible to deal with.” General Norton (“Norty”) Schwartz, former Air Force chief of staff, highlighted differences between the top military brass and Rumsfeld, observing that on one issue critical to success in Iraq, “he believed that it was possible to do the mission with far fewer troops than much of the uniformed leadership was comfortable with, and we were never able to overcome that presumption.” When asked if he felt Rumsfeld was off base on this point, Schwartz—who would ultimately come to be known as one of the architects of America’s drone programs—said, “yeah, he was mistaken. I think he might acknowledge that today.”

			As Bob Woodward has reported, “Rice found that Rumsfeld at times would not return her phone calls when she had questions about war planning or troop deployment.” What’s more, the president brushed off her concerns, suggesting that she “try to be playful with Rumsfeld instead.” In her own memoirs Rice called the Defense Department’s early management of its Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Aid “high handed” and “dismissive.”

			State Department relations began warily with Defense and many in the White House and went downhill rapidly. In part this may have had to do with Powell’s standing as a nationally known figure, an independent political entity with his own base and great popularity. Powell’s deputy, Richard Armitage, said as much when he asserted that “the fundamental rift between Powell and . . . some in the White House and at Defense had to do with the overwhelming popularity of Powell. In particular for the neocons, I think it bothered them a lot.” Part of it had to do with Powell’s doubts about some of the fundamental beliefs at the core of the invasion. Rumsfeld’s decision to proceed with smaller invasion forces ran counter to Powell’s well-known doctrine requiring overwhelming force. 

			In the view of top officials at State, the neocons too complacently swallowed the blandishments of certain favored advisors, notably the Iraqi exile Ahmed Chalabi. For years, Chalabi had actively and effectively networked among Washington national security policymakers, seeking another intervention against Saddam Hussein, hoping to advance his own role within Iraq. One high-ranking State Department official observed, “one of the things with Ahmed Chalabi was that he used to say that the invasion of Iraq will be—my word—a cakewalk, easy, people will love you, they will throw candies at you, and we will be a beacon of democracy in the Middle East. And once we’re established in Iraq, we will be able to use the bases there to pressure the Iranians. And that they would recognize Israel. Now all this sounds good. But in reality—it was absurd, absurd.” Armitage in fact, cited the appearance of Chalabi in the president’s box at the 2004 State of the Union address as proof of this point. He also was sure that Chalabi occupied that spot for one reason only: “now there was only one person who could have made that happen and his name was Dick Cheney.”

			Further differences arose over the fundamental policy question of what would happen after the invasion of Iraq had been successfully completed. Rice wrote that “the President wanted the United States to lead in the aftermath of the war.” She notes that in one NSC meeting in the Situation Room, the president made it clear he felt America owed the Iraqis a chance to build a democratic future for themselves. But she told me directly that with regard to the post-invasion phase of Iraq operations, “we simply couldn’t penetrate the Pentagon.” Rumsfeld has argued that the approach was clear: get in and get out. “If the Iraqis wanted to adapt their government to reflect the liberal democratic traditions espoused by Thomas Jefferson and Adam Smith, we could start them on their way and then wish them well,” he wrote in his memoir, Known and Unknown. He then added “in discussions of postwar Iraq, the toughest challenge was the tension between the two different strategic approaches. The debate between them was legitimate, but it remained just that—a debate. It was never hashed out at the NSC and never finally resolved.” 

			These divisions continue to echo in the books that the principals all published after they departed. Cheney wrote: “a question that came up early and often in our discussion of a government to follow Saddam was whether we were committed to establishing a democracy in Iraq. I believed we had no alternative.” Rice recalls: “Don argued we had no such obligation. If a strongman emerged so be it.” Rumsfeld’s encapsulation of his commander-in-chief’s views seems a bit acid in retrospect: “Bush often expressed his belief that freedom was the gift of the Almighty. He seemed to feel almost duty-bound to help expand the frontiers of freedom in the Middle East.” These extracts don’t suggest a coherent point of view for the simple reason that there wasn’t one.

			Operational rifts, not surprisingly, followed strategic ones. Former members of the Bush NSC recall principals meetings in which petulant or prideful cabinet members would make presentations and then willfully ignore those of their rivals. In other instances, some, like Rumsfeld, would come to meetings unprepared to advance issues openly, planning instead to deal with them later, via back channels. With antics like these, it is no wonder that disputes arose over controversial decisions such as eliminating Saddam Hussein’s Baath party and disbanding the army. Indeed, it is striking to this day that, in speaking to top officials from the period, almost none can trace the origins of these two decisions, many suggesting that Bremer effectively chose to implement them on his own. Bremer has told me that both initiatives had been approved by both the Department of Defense and the White House prior to his executing them. A good many others assert that the decision was made to take one path (comparatively minor cuts of key players at the top of the Baath party and the military) and that this decision was, in the words of one cabinet official, “lost in translation” on the way to Bremer. 

			To get a sense of the breadth of the frustrations with the execution of this phase of the Iraq occupation, the Hoover Institution published an assessment by Michael O’Hanlon that called Iraq “the least well-planned American military mission since Somalia in 1993, if not Lebanon in 1983, and its consequences for the nation have been far worse than any set of military mistakes since Vietnam.” However the decisions might have been arrived at, it quickly became clear that the disbursal of almost all of those Iraqis with any sense of how to organize or run the institutions of national life was calamitous for the Americans. Disbanding and alienating both the Baath party and the military set the stage for the insurgency that followed and, indeed, for problems that would linger long after American forces ultimately left Iraq. Some members of that disbanded army’s leadership ended up working with extremist groups like the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS, also known as the Islamic State in Iraq and al-Sham, or the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant), which would wreak havoc in Iraq during President Obama’s second term.

			In fact, in the months between June and October 2003, insurgent attacks in Iraq nearly doubled to approximately 1,000 a month. General Stanley McChrystal, a senior Iraq war planner at the Pentagon as vice director of operations and, as of September 2003, commanding general of the Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC), wrote that “the initial post-invasion elation of April and confidence of May had quickly muddied, turning to growing unease by June. By August, nervousness tempered the halls and offices of the Pentagon.” While the team in the White House was careful not to refer to the prospect of Iraq falling into a civil war because it was felt that the US public would be reluctant to have American troops caught in the middle of such a fight, it was clear that the situation in Washington was combining with very complex and fast-moving conditions on the ground in Iraq to produce an extremely volatile and dangerous environment. 

			George Bush may have objected to the use of the word insurgency in the White House, but on the ground in Iraq there was no mistaking it as a central and growing concern. (A rule of thumb for future policymakers might be that if an idea seems too dangerous even to be referred to in policy discussions, it really ought to be the first issue addressed.)

			The insurgency was complicated by the fact that multiple actors were on the ground. The biggest were al-Qaeda, led by Musab al-Zarqawi, and Muqtada al-Sadr’s Jaish al-Mahdi Militia. Zarqawi’s group was composed of representatives of Iraq’s Sunni Muslim minority; Sadr’s supporters were drawn from the country’s Shia majority.

			The fact that the White House was simultaneously “surprised”—to use the president’s term—to discover that Saddam Hussein did not in fact have stockpiles of WMD contributed further to erosion of popular support for the war. After all, the premise that such weapons existed had enabled the administration to build what limited international support it could muster for the invasion. (The administration shopped a wide variety of alternative rationales over several months, lighting on the WMD approach only after that seemed to resonate especially well with the Europeans with whom State and Defense officials were meeting.) One former senior official in both multiple Democratic and Republican administrations recalled international arms inspector Hans Blix rhetorically asking, “How can a country that is so sure that Iraq had stockpiles of weapons of mass destruction be so unsure of where they were?” 

			Nicholas Burns, an exceptionally well-respected career diplomat, served as US ambassador to NATO during this period. Sitting in his office at the Kennedy School of Government years later, he recalled, “NATO was terribly divided with France and Germany very much opposed to what we were doing. And it really was very harmful to the alliance, that whole episode. And then there was Guantanamo and there was torture. There was Abu Ghraib. It was all of that that really produced growing public opposition from Europe to the United States. There was tremendous public dissatisfaction.”

			One senior official who served in the White House during the first Bush term and later at the State Department said that “things started falling apart in late 2003. It was a total shock. And we were really ill-equipped to deal with it. . . . I would sit through these briefings about, you know, where we were with pipelines or restoring electricity in Iraq and it was like the movie Groundhog Day. You kept hearing the same reports about falling short in the same ways over and over and yet we were failing to respond. There was a problem that was clearly hard-wired into our process.” At the time, and even for years afterward, it seemed—like the commercials for vacations in Las Vegas promise—that the mistakes being made in Iraq would stay in Iraq. Only later did it become clear that the toll would be more widespread, with disbanded army members and Sunnis—alienated by the Shia-dominated regime that the United States later put in place—embracing extremism that would fuel civil conflict in Iraq and Syria and actually become a magnet for the kind of terror threat that had only really existed in American rhetoric about Iraq prior to our destabilization of the country. 

			A Crucible and a Prism Called Fallujah

			Sitting in the heart of Iraq’s Anbar province, the city of Fallujah has gone by many names since its birth in antiquity. Because the Euphrates River was rechanneled into a canal there, one of its names, Pallgutha, meant “division”—a meaning perhaps sadly emblematic of the rivalries and battles that have brought the city into almost constant focus for the past decade. Once also known as Pumbeditha, the city was the home for a millennium to one of the most important seats of Jewish learning in the world. More recently, it has been known as the “city of mosques,” due to the over two hundred places of worship found within its limits and nearby.

			Sitting in the midst of what came to be known as the “Sunni Triangle,” forty-three miles from Baghdad, Fallujah is known to US policymakers as a vital strategic location as well as a symbol of the virulent insurgency that emerged among radicalized Sunnis in the wake of America’s invasion of Iraq. The initial onslaught largely spared the city. But due to the insurgencies, it has since been the site of three, arguably even four major battles, one producing the worst US casualties since the Vietnam War, and several producing claims of atrocities committed by insurgents and US troops alike. In the most recent battle, beginning in late 2013 and continuing into 2014, the city was claimed again by extremist insurgents, suggesting that the three previous conflicts, brutal though they had been from the perspective of the US and the Iraqi governments, may have gone for naught.

			On April 28, 2003, two days before President Bush stood before a shipboard banner emblazoned with the words “Mission Accomplished,” a defiant crowd in Fallujah protesting the closing of a local high school came under fire from soldiers of the US 82nd Airborne Division. The nearly ninety Iraqi casualties included seventeen deaths. Two days later another protest resulted in two more fatalities.

			These incidents would later be seen as warning signs of the volatility that lurked within the streets of the city of 300,000 inhabitants. Roughly a year after the first incident, insurgents attacked a convoy delivering supplies to US troops. Four contractors from the Blackwater firm were captured, brutalized, burned, and hung from a local bridge. This triggered what is today known as the First Battle of Fallujah, called Operation Vigilant Resolve by the military. 

			McChrystal argues the mission was hampered from the outset. Ill-will against Americans was high in the city. Anti-American rumors were rampant, even fancifully concocted: one suggested that the night vision goggles of US troops enabled American soldiers to see through the clothing of local women. Rumors of American atrocities spread and were hard to contain, given the experiences a year earlier. Marines surrounded the city, but then political pressure from American allies and from the interim Iraqi government, which threatened to disband if the Americans did not withdraw, grew so intense that the president was forced to order the troops to stand down.

			Efforts to arm local Iraqi forces were unsuccessful and many members of a hastily assembled “Fallujah Brigade,” armed by the United States, had soon melted into the insurgency. Zarqawi saw the situation as an opportunity to make a stand with the strong support of the populace.

			Behind-the-scenes efforts to remove political obstacles proved successful enough that by November 2004 Operation Phantom Fury was unleashed. The resulting Second Battle of Fallujah was the most intense fighting of the Iraq War for the United States. Military accounts detail intensive artillery and aerial bombardments that resulted in the deaths of over 1,000 insurgents. The attacks included the use of white phosphorous anti-personnel munitions that melted the skin of victims, another example of the brutality of US troops that stirred further resentment among the people of the city. The battle was won, but at the cost of taking another step toward losing the war. The anger was, of course, further stoked by the damage and destruction wreaked on the vast majority of the homes and buildings of the city. About a third of the two hundred mosques were destroyed. The devastated city was calm for a period, but by 2005 almost daily attacks had resumed.

			Sweating and Fretting

			During the summer of 2004, after a season of growing unrest, the United States effectively shifted its civilian leadership on the ground in Iraq from an occupation government to a US embassy (the largest in the world) committed to helping the Iraqis establish a self-sufficient state. The leadership transition was from Bremer to John Negroponte, a sophisticated diplomatic veteran who had been trained as a young man in a number of Foreign Service posts, including the US embassy in South Vietnam. Like Bremer, Negroponte had worked beside Henry Kissinger, and he subsequently rose to become US ambassador to the UN immediately prior to his Iraq service. At the same time, George Casey became the US commanding general of the Multinational Force in Iraq. Casey’s father was a West Point–educated general who had served in both the Korean and Vietnam wars before dying in a helicopter crash during the latter conflict.

			Although Cold War experience may have influenced the way the United States chose to cast the threat from our extremist enemies during the war on terror, it was a fear about repeating the errors of Vietnam and suffering the consequences of its aftermath that has most influenced US military actions and national security policy. Powell’s experience in Vietnam led to his adherence to the concept of the use of overwhelming force, and to his strong arguments during the First Gulf War that the United States stop short of an invasion of Baghdad lest it be caught in a Vietnam-like quagmire. The sense that it was vital to counteract America’s post-Vietnam humiliation and division influenced Republican national security policy from Reagan onward. Rumsfeld’s allergies to nation-­building and his advocacy for quick-in, quick-out actions also trace to this period. The fear of “a defeat like we suffered in Vietnam” drove President Bush to push his team to seek new strategies and tactics in Iraq, beginning an improvement in US performance on the ground there. Most of the military’s top leadership during America’s Gulf Wars were trained during the Vietnam era or in its immediate wake, soaking up, debating, and writing about its lessons. Nonetheless, the failure to understand and apply Vietnam’s lessons well enough led to errors in Iraq, Afghanistan, and the war on terror—errors that in turn are likely to influence the next generation of American leaders much as Vietnam has influenced recent leadership. America’s hesitation to get involved decisively anywhere during the Obama years is certainly one clear sign of that.

			Unlike Bremer, who famously had multiple reporting responsibilities, to Powell at State and to the President, Negroponte went into Iraq solely as a representative of Secretary of State Powell. Many on the NSC staff in the White House were frustrated that the career diplomat Negroponte insisted on reporting up through traditional State Department channels. Negroponte notes that one of those most irked was Bob Blackwill, another career Foreign Service officer. Blackwill had been Bush’s ambassador to India earlier in the first term and then joined the White House as deputy assistant to the president and coordinator for strategic planning under Rice. He was known for his rough personnel style, including even a pushing incident with a staffer who worked for him. One person who worked very closely with him commented that “he’s a very brilliant guy with zero people skills. Not zero. Subzero.” 

			Negroponte commented on Blackwill’s reaction to his and Powell’s resort to traditional channels for reporting relationships: “Bob was very frustrated with me. You know, he’d sometimes call me, and he’d just say, well, you know, we wish we’d hear more from you about what’s going on. And I’d say, ‘Hey, Bob, ask Colin Powell.’ Or read my cables. I multiplied by a hundred the number of telegrams that were going from Baghdad to Washington.”

			Negroponte continues, “the first thing that Colin asked me to do when I went out was to evaluate the quote unquote reconstruction program and come back with recommendations as to how it should all be modified.” Negroponte and Bill Taylor, who went on to become ambassador to Ukraine, recommended “reprogramming” certain types of training for the Iraqi army and policy, motivated by Negroponte’s belief, based on his Vietnam experience, “that we started Vietnamization in Vietnam too late.” In other words, they wanted to get the Iraqis involved as early as possible in ensuring their own security.

			From Vietnam Negroponte brought “a civilian military model of cooperation.” He had seen how General Creighton Abrams didn’t really emphasize Vietnamization “because Westy [General William Westmoreland] wanted the U.S. to do all the fighting.” So Negroponte fortified an already good relationship with General Casey—“I mean, we’re really best friends”—a collaboration that right from the beginning focused on the integration of civilian and military efforts at the earliest possible stage, from top to bottom. It helped because Jerry Bremer and his military counterpart General Ricardo Sanchez “were barely on speaking terms.” Another high-level Bush national security insider was less diplomatic: “they couldn’t stand each other. And I’m not sure either of them really knew what they hell they were doing.”

			To get a better understanding of the elements that comprised the insurgency, Negroponte and Casey established a “red cell” (also known sometimes in the government vernacular as a “red team,” a group convened to challenge and test scenarios, plans, and assumptions)—a team of analysts composed of both military and embassy staff. They reported in September of that year that “the principal danger came from the Sunni tribes who needed to be lured into the political system before they fully bonded with [Zarqawi’s] insurgents.” The analysts estimated that insurgents numbered between eight and twelve thousand and concluded that “the insurgency is much stronger than it was nine months ago and could deny the Interim Iraqi Government (IIG) legitimacy over the next nine months.” The group urged an effort to pursue political reconciliation as a priority.

			Negroponte credits the White House and the NSC team led by Blackwill with playing a constructive role in the January 2005 elections. The objective was to convene an assembly to write a new constitution for the country and advance the country toward self-rule. Negroponte and his team in Baghdad noted, however, the frustrations associated with micromanaging the process from Washington. “The elections were carried off rather effectively under difficult circumstances. However, we did have to deal with NSC staffers at the White House working for Meghan O’Sullivan,” then a senior director at the NSC, later deputy national security advisor for Iraq and Afghanistan. Said Negroponte, O’Sullivan “would be giving the President questions to ask me on the video teleconferences. Like, you know, why can’t they vote by mail? Or why can’t they vote by Internet? It was a bit frustrating—they were just sweating and fretting it.”

			Negroponte also notes that General Casey did a “masterful” job in managing the security side of the elections, although Casey himself recalls that there were “almost 300 attacks on election day.” Nonetheless, 58 percent of eligible Iraqi voters showed up at over five thousand polling stations, which gave the election sufficient credibility for the newly elected assembly—even though the vast majority of voters were Shia and Kurds. Sunni turnout was just 2 percent. “The elections,” Casey wrote in his memoir, were successful because of “turnout and security efforts.” But “the lack of Sunni participation meant that they would have limited influence in the development of the constitution.” In his view, however, the fact that al-Qaeda had been unable to “prevent the vote” suggested that there was “little support for the enemy.” (The full short-sightedness of ignoring the potential risks associated with Sunni disenfranchisement and alienation was realized with growing impact during the years after the American pullout from Iraq and would fuel unrest and future battles between Sunni extremists and the Baghdad government they distrusted—again in Fallujah and later all across western and northern Iraq.)

			Casey’s perspective was therefore, to be charitable, rather optimistic. It would be challenged as the insurgency gained steam during 2005 and would ultimately lead to the one major Iraq policy innovation that at least momentarily turned the tide for the Bush initiative in that country, staved off perceived defeat, and created the conditions necessary for US troops to begin their departure from the country. In later years, that initiative—called “the surge”—would be hotly debated and then misapplied in Afghanistan. As a new insurgency emerged during the second term of the Obama administration, it would be seen as a measure that was not sustained (or sustainable) long enough to have lasting results. But it also offers a good example of how a new Bush team learned from the missteps of the first term and laid the foundations for important progress in other areas during the last years of the administration.

		

	
		
			2. A Very Different President

			I love the man that can smile in trouble, that can gather strength from distress and grow brave by reflection. ’Tis the business of little minds to shrink, but he whose heart is firm, and whose conscience approves his conduct, will pursue his principles unto death.

			—THOMAS PAINE

			Given the deteriorating conditions on the ground during 2004 for George Bush’s signature endeavor in Iraq and the level of fractiousness within his team, it was inevitable that change would come should the president win reelection. He did so on November 2, 2004, when he edged out his Democratic opponent and a future secretary of state, John Kerry, by just over 3 million popular votes, 50.7 percent to 48.3 percent.

			But the groundwork for the process of transition had been laid even earlier. General Colin Powell had begun the process of identifying the flaws in the national security team and envisaging a new lineup. According to a source familiar with the exchange, Powell was straightforward with Bush: the secretary of state conveyed to his boss “on a couple of occasions that the NSC system simply wasn’t working right. Personalities and views of personalities were too far apart. [Bush’s] response was, ‘well, it’s just like [Caspar] Weinberger and [George] Schultz,’” secretaries of defense and state, respectively, during the Reagan years. Powell reportedly replied that it was not like Weinberger and Schultz, that he was there with Weinberger and Schultz. In the exchange, Powell is said to have asserted that Weinberger and Schultz “could figure out a way to resolve things. But now it’s just not working well and it isn’t serving you well. And so you know, you really need to make some changes after the election and I think you really ought to shake up your national security team, bring in new people, and it starts with me. I should go.”

			Those close to Powell say he affirmed to Bush that he had only ever intended to serve as secretary of state for one term, but that his departure would have been essential anyway. Powell reportedly argued that he had to be the first to go because he was “so philosophically different from the rest of them. And they have the same view of me. And so it’s not functional.” Bush was reluctant to accept Powell’s message, “but he heard it.”

			The chill between Powell and Rumsfeld had by 2004 grown as dysfunctional as any State-Defense relationship, ever. A top military aide to Rumsfeld told me the SecDef was “counting the days” until Powell left. In his memoirs, Rumsfeld’s silence is thunderous. He does not address the issue at all except to say that Powell “departed” his post as secretary of state. Rumsfeld’s former protégé and lifelong friend, Vice President Cheney, was more explicit. “Getting a new Secretary of State was a top priority,” he wrote, saying that while he had once supported Powell’s nomination, a transition was in order because he was “disappointed in the way [Powell] handled policy differences.”

			Continuing, Cheney wrote, “time and again I heard he was opposed to the war in Iraq. Indeed, I continue to hear it today. But never once in any meeting did I hear him voice objection. It was as though he thought the proper way to express his views was by criticizing administration policy to people outside the government.” 

			Powell had a discussion with Andrew Card, Bush’s chief of staff, in the period after Bush’s reelection. Card told Powell that the president wanted his resignation, as had been discussed. Powell offered to stay on a couple of months to finish up on some projects and attend several upcoming meetings, including a high-level NATO gathering, but Card stated that Bush wanted the resignation immediately. Powell was told that, subject to her confirmation, his successor would be Condoleezza Rice, whereupon he would depart. Powell reportedly noted that in his prior discussion with Bush he had envisaged a wider reshuffling of the national security team, but Card brushed off the comment and said that he didn’t want to get into that. While Powell left, Rumsfeld, who Powell and others saw as a particular impediment to an effective and cohesive process, remained in place. It was clearly galling to the ex-general. 

			A little later Rumsfeld’s deputy, Paul Wolfowitz, would leave and Rumsfeld himself left the administration late in 2006, but those moves were not yet apparent at the time Powell left. 

			Rice recalls, “when the president was reelected the first conversation we had was . . . we’ve broken a lot of china in response to the worst attack on the American homeland since the War of 1812, but you know, we’ve got to leave something in place. We can’t just go on breaking china.

			“And so, when he asked me to be secretary of state,” she recalled, “that’s what this was about. We were going to have to reestablish these relationships with allies. That we were going to have to find a way to leave some architecture in place. He wanted to do something major in the Middle East with Palestinians and the Israelis. . . . And he laid out a whole agenda of things that in many ways during the first term never quite got to the surface because we were reacting, reacting, reacting and because 9/11 had had such a huge impact on how we saw the world.”

			Rice had been exceptionally close to Bush as national security advisor, sometimes spending as many as six or seven hours a day with him. In this respect, she performed, arguably to a fault, one of the two central jobs Brent Scowcroft has said are the top priority of a national security advisor: staffing the president. But she also had, for the same reason, less time for the other job—managing the interagency process—a task made much more difficult both by the divisions within the national security cabinet and the president’s first-term unwillingness to enforce the discipline of working within the system.

			“There’s no doubt,” Rice said in a candid and self-aware reflection, “that going to State with the experience of having been national security advisor and having seen some of the problems State had been having, was an advantage. And it helped of course to have Steve Hadley at the NSC, who was a way better national security advisor than I was because he was the right personality for it. And I think I was the right personality to be Secretary of State. I always laughingly say, we finally got into the right positions. And of course, I had the president’s confidence.”

			Condoleezza Rice knew that there was another factor that would shape the new national security team: George Bush himself. He was no longer the neophyte president. In Rice’s words, “the president had grown.” She saw evidence of this in particular with Bush’s newfound ability to corral the Defense Department. He would “demand things from the Pentagon. He was so much more confident, for instance, in putting together the surge than he was in the questions he would ask of the military going into Iraq.” And as Bush took a firmer hand on the policy in Iraq he gradually dislodged the iron grip of his vice president (who one senior Bush NSC official described as wanting to “keep breaking china.”) The official continued, “And the president—he doesn’t want to do anything militarily at that point with North Korea, he doesn’t want to do anything militarily with Iran. He wanted to engage in diplomacy. The president was in a different place.” Rice is clearly protective of the president, but many top officials who were close to the president also support her viewpoint. So too do the actions of the administration. Other than the surge within Iraq, there were no new major confrontations during the second term of the Bush administration, even in the face of provocations like the deteriorating situation in Afghanistan or Russia’s aggression in 2008 into Georgia. Wherever possible, diplomatic or much more limited and ideally covert military responses were sought.

			Rice’s sense is echoed by Hadley’s recollection of a discussion of the differences between the first and second terms he had with Joe Nye, a distinguished political science professor, former dean at the Kennedy School, and former chairman of the National Intelligence Council during the Clinton administration. Nye told Hadley, “I have a theory that when people contrast the challenges Condi faced at the NSC with the challenges you faced, that your big advantage was that you were dealing with a second-term president. He knows what he thinks. He has been through two wars, 9/11, the war on terror, knows every world leader, has met with them a bazillion times, largely has developed his policies for better for worse and is confident in himself. That’s a very different president.”

			In recounting the transition, Rice also said she addressed the issue of the Powell-Rumsfeld dysfunction. “I don’t think Colin had full rein as secretary of state where he could be fully effective. And I remember telling the president point blank: I do not intend to spend my time at State debating foreign policy with Don Rumsfeld. I’m not going to do it. If that’s what you want, find another secretary of state.

			“And, you know, we had a relationship where I could say that.”

			Rice was determined that as secretary of state she would be empowered and not “get nitpicked to death.” She credited Hadley for his supportive management of the NSC’s core responsibilities such as coordinating the interagency process by which policy options for the president were developed, advising the president directly, and overseeing the implementation of the policy decisions the president ultimately made. Rice insists Hadley performed much better than she had been able to for Powell: “Steve’s role was essential.”

			Given his decades of experience within and around the NSC apparatus, Hadley came with a clear philosophy of the job. He observed two ways of running an interagency process. “On the domestic side, it always has tended to be very White House staff–focused. The White House staff has some dialogues with the president and comes up with policy initiatives. And then, when policy was essentially cooked or well along, the cabinet secretaries were brought in to get them bought in and to get them involved in the implementation program.”

			Things were usually different on the national security side, however, where Hadley noted a more “principle-centric process” in which “we developed the policy with the national security principals, the secretary of state, defense, you know, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, intelligence folks, and then, collectively, we brought our recommendations and choices to the president.” In an aside, he observed that in his view, the Obama administration often adopted the traditional White House–driven domestic policy approach for use on a wide range of foreign policy and national security issues.

			Hadley also underscored that the approach he described was the one Bush wanted. Especially in the second term, the president realized, with what Hadley characterizes in a complimentary way as a “businessman’s” perspective, that he wanted to empower his cabinet members.

			Hadley both advocated and implemented changes to a Bush NSC process that was not firing on all cylinders. In fact, he too says that he had gone to Bush and Card and argued for the complete replacement of the national security team because of the dysfunction during the first term. “There was clearly tension between State and Defense. There was clearly a kind of back door in the policy process that was being taken advantage of by key players. There were clearly policy decisions that were mistakes,” he recalls. His suggestion was also brushed off at first, and so when he began as national security advisor in 2004 he still had to contend with prospective conflicts of the kinds that had dogged the first term. He saw two ways of dealing with this, both of which were forms of very deft, bureaucratic jiu-jitsu. Rather than trying to muscle through an outcome based on the force of his own personality, Hadley would try to use the clout of others—the president or other cabinet secretaries—to produce a better outcome.

			He illustrates these approaches with vignettes. “The president used to have an NSC meeting, think about it overnight, and come in the next morning at 7:10 and say, ‘Hadley, I just concluded X, go call Gates’ [Bob Gates, who replaced Donald Rumsfeld as secretary of defense in 2006]. . . . And I would say, ‘no, no, Mr. President. You’ve got a phone right on your desk that has a button on it that says ‘SecDef.’ You push that button and Bob Gates will be there, trust me. And he’s in the chain of command that goes from you to the military, and I’m not.” Says Hadley, “I really felt that was important as was encouraging regular weekly meetings with the key cabinet secretaries, the president, the vice president, and [new] chief of staff Josh Bolten. So he could communicate his views directly and hear from them directly.”

			Hadley describes a second situation that offers an excellent insight into his management philosophy and a useful model for future national security advisors who want to be able to serve the president and guide the process but also maintain the trust and support of other senior members of the president’s national security team: “assume you arrive at the office at 5:15 a.m. You look at the newspapers. And there’s a story based on a leak that comes from the State Department. There’s two ways you can handle that. You can go to the president at 7:10 in the morning and say, ‘Mr. President, I’m sure you saw the article in the Post. It’s a leak from the State Department. I’ve called Condi to say she’s got to get a hold on that building. So don’t worry about it, I’ll get it fixed.’ That’s always a temptation for the national security advisor because you always want to please the teacher, the boss. The alternative, which is my recommended option, is you call up Condi at 5:30 a.m., when she’s on her Stairmaster. And you say, ‘Condi, have you looked at the paper yet? There’s a front page leak from your building. Take a look at it and call me back.’ And she calls back fifteen minutes later and says, ‘I’ve read it. Here’s the problem. Here’s what I’m going to do about it.’ And I would say, ‘Great. Why don’t you call the president at 7:00, and as soon as he gets into the office, bring it to his attention, tell him how it happened and what you’re going to do about it.’ She’s no fool. She knows she’s got to stay close to him. She does it. You walk in at 7:10. The president’s on the phone. With his hand over the receiver he says, ‘It’s Condi. She’s talking about that leak in the Post.’ That’s making the system work in national security advisor terms that does not undermine the relationship between the cabinet secretary and the president and makes everyone look good at the same time.” 

			As an aside, the best US national security advisors approached the job with well-developed, well-thought-out management strategies such as this one. Although each was different, they had the common characteristic of seeking to empower staff and, typically, to do so while resisting the temptation, despite their proximity to the president, of upstaging their peers in the process. Brent Scowcroft was a master of this, in part because he entered office during the administration of George H. W. Bush having done the job once before and having confidence in his close relationship with the president. This allowed him to sit with James Baker, the secretary of state, in advance and delineate clearly defined roles. Baker would be the spokesperson for the administration and Scowcroft would defer to him in that respect, but requiring that Baker, who also had an exceptionally close relationship with the president, would work within and not around the national security process. Zbigniew Brzezinski, who had a notably rougher relationship with Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, nonetheless employed several carefully conceived and effective management strategies as well. For example, he would host a weekly meeting of his senior staff, then consisting of about forty people (a little more than a tenth of what the NSC staff would grow to be during the Obama years), at which he would recount his personal exchanges with President Carter because “I knew that gave everyone present a certain kind of currency within Washington, a sense of being valued and having access.” He also would receive from each senior staffer a daily summary of their accomplishments and questions for him. He had these assembled in a binder that he would read in the car on the way home from the White House. He would annotate the one-pagers and return them with comments and questions to the staffers. In this way he was able to remain connected with the entire team and manage its activities. But, understanding the sensitivities of Washington insiders who are constantly wondering what their colleagues are up to, he would take the unannotated version of the daily reports and put them in a binder that was available to all on his secretary’s desk in the outer office of his suite in the West Wing of the White House. In this way, he created complete transparency and minimized backbiting. During the Clinton years, National Security Advisor Sandy Berger hosted weekly ABC meetings (Albright, Berger, and Cohen) to ensure smooth relations between the secretary of state, himself, and the secretary of defense. Later, Tom Donilon would act similarly during the Obama years.

			Hadley describes his first meeting with the national security press as national security advisor. “They were very nice. But the implicit question was, ‘If Condi, a powerful personality, the closest person to the president, couldn’t knock heads between Colin and Rumsfeld and Cheney, how can a wimp like you do it?’”

			“How,” he continued, “are you going to deal with these 700-pound gorillas? How are you going to knock heads? My answer was, ‘I have no intention of trying.’ When 700-pound gorillas disagree, I’m going to walk down the hall about forty feet to the 1,200-pound gorilla who is the best strategist in the administration. And he’s going to hear the arguments and he’s going to make the decisions. And because all my colleagues are professionals, if I give them the hearing, they will salute whatever the position of the president is.” 
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