






]>




HARD POWER 




Advance Praise for Hard Power 




“This is a particularly timely and important contribution by two of the most prolific and insightful commentators on national security in America today. While O’Hanlon and Campbell make no bones about their political affiliation—they are proud members of the Party of Roosevelt, Truman, and Kennedy—their book is anything but a partisan polemic. It is a penetrating, lively read, whose central thesis—that national security is a threshold issue in voters’ minds—cannot be ignored.”


–Congressman Steny Hoyer (D-MD),
House Democratic Whip 






“Kurt Campbell and Michael O’Hanlon, both seasoned scholars and practitioners, have provided a deeply insightful look into the current state of our national security politics. It is on these matters of war and peace that the fate of our country rests. Hard Power offers real wisdom that will help enable the United States to achieve a greater security in the years ahead.”


–William J. Perry, former Secretary of Defense 







“America won the Cold War by combining hard and soft power into smart power. Today’s Democrats need to learn more about hard power, Republicans more about soft power, and both need to re-learn how to combine them effectively. This important book tells us how America can again become a smart power.”


–Joseph S. Nye, author of Soft Power:
The Means to Success in World Politics 







“In Hard Power, Kurt Campbell and Michael O’Hanlon have provided an extraordinarily readable and provocative look inside the changing politics of national security in the United States. Combining anecdotes with analysis, Hard Power should be “top priority” reading for those wishing to understand the hard choices and heavy responsibilities that America faces in the world today. For politicians and practitioners alike, this book can provide the essential framework and important reference points in the critical debate over how best to protect the nation.”


–Sam Nunn, Former U.S. Senator,
Co-Chairman, Nuclear Threat Initiative 
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Preface


The cheering in the Pentagon hallways on that December day in 2000 was something Kurt Campbell would never forget. The Supreme Court had just decided the fate of the contested presidential election after weeks of tense indecision and uncertainty, and many of the military roaming the Pentagon decks that day were thrilled that Republicans would be back in the saddle again. Campbell had been around these people for more than a decade, working first as a Navy officer and later as a politically appointed civilian in the five-sided-puzzle palace, and yet their antipathy to Democrats always surprised him. Under a Democratic president, the United States had seen unprecedented prosperity, military successes in the Balkans, a nation at peace (but only for a few more months . . .  ), and a growing defense budget—but still most of the uniformed patriots that day could not hide their pleasure at the imminent arrival of the Republicans to power. In just a few days, they would see the backs of these Democratic pretenders, and the true professionals—the so-called A Team—would return to their rightful place as masters of the most mighty military machine on the planet. Campbell wondered, What had gone so terribly wrong for his party when the nation contemplated going to battle stations?

Mike O’Hanlon had an idea just after U.S. military forces swept to a decisive military victory in Afghanistan and chased the Taliban into the distant hills. These were some of the same guys who had helped take down the Soviet empire, and the United States had done much to dispatch them with a combination of precision weapons and Special Forces. After a bitter presidential campaign during which the Republicans had relentlessly criticized the Democratic stewardship of the Pentagon, the United States had just overwhelmingly prevailed with a military recruited, armed, and trained largely by President Clinton’s Department of Defense. To be sure, Ronald Reagan began the defense buildup that created this fine force, and the Bush team provided the civilian oversight of the Afghanistan war plan, but Democrats had played a central role too.

O’Hanlon decided to write a piece staking a claim to the Democrats’ contribution to this triumph. To his surprise, not a single Democratic strategist or spinner picked up on the idea of taking credit for the successful military venture—while Secretary Rumsfeld and the Bush administration were garnering all the public praise for the victory. O’Hanlon kept at it, hammering home the message that Democrats as well as Republicans had a clear record of competence in preparing the nation for this fight against the Taliban. But most Democrats continued to prefer to fight politically on other, more hospitable terrain such as jobs and health care. O’Hanlon worried that a nation at war was looking at different battlefields. This raised the question as to whether Americans would trust the Democrats to keep them safe? As a new politics of national security emerged in the months and years after 9/11, even some moderate Republicans—many of whom had been closely associated with the first Gulf War—were also worried about being marginalized from power. Their brand of competent pragmatism was not what George W. Bush favored in the defining period that followed the most deadly attack on American soil in the nation’s history.

Jump forward just a few years to the winter of 2006, when a group of retired senior military officers gathered in an upstairs room at a private Washington restaurant to talk about the current civilian tenants at the Pentagon. Their anger and frustration were palpable, at times threatening to boil over. Finally, one retired general summed up the harsh words and tough assessments swirling around the table with this blunt gauntlet: “Look, this whole approach is not what I signed up for. Sure, I saluted and did my duty—in Iraq and elsewhere—but not without some serious misgivings. We in the military, and hopefully in the country at large, have got to look much more carefully next time around at what we are buying. White knights on chargers are for fairy tales; we have learned this the painful way. What we want from the next group of folks who come to power is simple: Lead us well, give us the means to do our jobs, respect us for our professional advice, and, most importantly, be accountable for your actions from top to bottom. Is that really so much to ask from politicians on either side of the aisle?”

Clearly it’s not, and it is precisely this set of challenges that motivated us—Kurt Campbell and Mike O’Hanlon—to undertake this book. Hard Power is an attempt to fully appreciate the sometimes treacherous new politics of national security and to provide some advice about how to negotiate these swirling currents. Hard Power is our attempt to bridge the gaps between the legacy of the past and the performance of the present when it comes to securing the nation, and between the theory and practice of national security in all its many dimensions. With this book, we aspire to help prepare U.S. elected officials, public servants, and an informed electorate to meet the challenge posed by the retired general above.

This book grew out of a long friendship and a successful collaboration on an article for The National Interest about the Democrats’ national-security problem. The article attracted numerous comments (and not a few complaints) from friends and commentators on both sides of the political aisle. We had touched a nerve.

Our agenda goes well beyond the Democratic Party. Moderate and internationalist Republicans, too, find themselves out of favor and struggling to project a vision for how to handle hard foreign-policy matters that complements their well-earned reputation for competence and pragmatism. We hope to catch the attention of all those, irrespective of party, who might be open to new ideas and a better approach to governance on these critical questions of martial competence.

We have both been struck by the polemical and bitterly partisan nature of the debates and commentary on Iraq—and, indeed, on most other national-security issues, including domestic surveillance, the means for waging a larger struggle against radical jihadists, and worries over the spread of nuclear weapons. We wanted to write a book that, rather than simply castigating the Bush administration for the mistakes made over the course of the last several years, would attempt to put national security into a broader and historical political context. We vowed to stay away from partisan, ad hominem critiques and instead sought to explore the strengths and weaknesses of both parties when it comes to decisions for when and how the nation should take up arms. As such, we are critical of some Democratic approaches to national-security issues during recent political campaigns and hard on the Bush administration for its handling of Iraq. On the flip side, we are generally complimentary about how the Republicans have handled homeland security despite serious problems in starting up the new department, as evidenced during Hurricane Katrina, and give equal praise to those Democrats who are beginning to talk the talk and walk the walk on national-security matters.

Finally, Hard Power presents a series of coherent, credible approaches to a number of pressing security challenges confronting the nation now and in the immediate future.

This book owes an enormous debt to several friends and colleagues who assisted us along the way with both research and writing. John Hamre and Strobe Talbott have been both mentors and friends; they encouraged us through the entire process of writing this book, from early research to correcting galleys. We are grateful to the institutional support provided by each of our employers, notably the Center for Strategic and International Studies and the Brookings Institution; they have provided each of us with an intellectual home where pursuits like this book are encouraged. The Aspen Strategy Group of the Aspen Institute and Walter Isaacson also provided consistent intellectual stimulation and encouragement to undertake this project. We are deeply indebted to Richard Weitz of the Hudson Institute, Nina Kamp and David Sandalow of the Brookings Institution, Sharon Burke of Third Way, Jennifer Harris of Pembroke College of Oxford University, VincaLaFleur of the Center for Strategic and International Studies, and Virginia Liberatore of Rappahannock County for their very generous, expert assistance in research and editing. Strobe Talbott, John Hamre, Carlos Pascual, Tom Donilon, Julianne Smith, Richard Danzig, Miles Lackey, Jim Kelly, Kevin Nealer, Clark Murdock, and Dan Benjamin all provided useful critiques and suggestions for revision of earlier versions of this manuscript. Our thanks also go to our external reviewers Aaron Friedberg, David Mosher, and Stephen Biddle for their very strong suggestions for how to make this a better book. Billy Sountornsorn of the International Security Program at the Center for Strategic and International Studies helped enormously with the production and formatting of the tables and drafts. We would like to offer profuse thanks to Ellen Garrison of Basic Books for shepherding this book into print. Additionally, we would like to thank Julie McCarroll, our publicist at Basic Books. We are also both deeply grateful to Anna Stein, our most intrepid agent, for encouraging us in this entire endeavor, finding us a publisher, and helping see this into print.

Finally, we are both profoundly indebted to our loving families, notably Cathy, Grace, Lily, Frieda, Ed, siblings, cousins, and others for Mike, and Lael, Caelan, Ciara, Barbara, Viv, Karen, Craig, and many others for Kurt. You have encouraged us in this endeavor and put up with the occasional late night, early morning, and lost weekend. It is to you, our beloved families, that this book is dedicated.




Kurt M. Campbell                                                                                Michael E. O’Hanlon


Center for Strategic and International Studies                                    The Brookings Institution
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INTRODUCTION

THE NEW POLITICS OF NATIONAL SECURITY 


“The vast majority of Democrats chose a middle ground: Supportive of a war . . .  they voted troops and money for the war effort, but they were increasingly critical of the evolving goals and tactics of the Republican administration.  . . .  For their criticism of the conduct of the war, they were accused of treason. Defined as lacking national loyalty and identity by Republicans, Democrats struggled to find a role for themselves as a loyal opposition party in a democracy at war.




“The tendency to conflate Republicanism with loyalty and Democracy with treason assumed [various forms] during these war years. For radical Republicans . . .  the principles of the Republican Party had become the principles of the nation. Republican victory . . .  was the fruition of years of labor for a cause many believed to be a religious as well as national imperative . . .  loyalty to the nation could only be expressed through loyalty to the Republican Party.”



APOWERFUL DEPICTION of the Democratic Party’s recent political predicament vis-à-vis Iraq? Well, not exactly. These words may generally describe the current political context in the United States when it comes to the civil war raging on distant Iraqi battlefields, but they were actually written about the sharp political combat that animated Washington’s Republicans and Democrats during the American Civil War a century and a half ago.

In her 2002 book, Patriot Fires: Forging a New American Nationalism in the Civil War North, historian Melinda Lawson captured the expertly conceived Republican efforts during the Civil War to conflate Republicanism with patriotism and loyalty, and, as importantly, to identify Democrats in the minds of the public with weakness, dishonor, and even treachery.1Patriot Fires received quiet praise and modest reviews from the community of Civil War scholars, but Melinda Lawson also received something else: a letter of congratulations and sincere appreciation from the acknowledged wizard of modern political strategy, Karl Rove.2 

As if Rove did not have enough to do in implementing the reelection campaign strategy for President George W. Bush in the midst of an increasingly unpopular war and an uncertain economy, he found the time to send a letter of effusive praise to an obscure university professor. Why? To try to wrap his own man in the cloak of Lincoln, probably. But there was likely something else at work. Perhaps Rove felt duty-bound to acknowledge the recounting of President Lincoln’s masterful political strategy for a more direct reason—because it was a game plan that Rove had studied closely and employed effectively on George W. Bush’s behalf.3 

The blending of fear, patriotism, and military power into a potent political weapon has been the Republicans’ singular calling card in this age of sacred terror since September 11, 2001. Former president Bill Clinton captured the post–9/11 mindset of the American people—and the existential problem of the Democratic Party—when he suggested that, in choosing leaders to meet national-security challenges, the electorate would choose “strong and wrong” over “timid and right” every time. (Here the analogy to Lincoln clearly loses relevance.) This essential conundrum helps explain repeated Democratic losses in national electoral contests since 2000.

Since then, America’s approach toward national security has undergone a dramatic transformation. In less than five years, the Bush administration has launched two major military campaigns, conducted the most significant reorganization of our government’s national-security architecture since 1947, and articulated a bold agenda for the exercise of American power in the world.

Former senator Arthur Vandenberg remarked in 1948, at the beginning of the Cold War, that “politics stops at the water’s edge.” The same would prove true after the 9/11 terrorist attacks—for a time.

On the night of the attacks, Democratic and Republican members of Congress gathered on the steps of the Capitol to sing “God Bless America.” Democrats lined up behind the president on the decisions to go to war in Afghanistan and to tighten domestic security through the PATRIOT Act. Indeed, Senator Tom Daschle literally embraced George W. Bush under the Capitol dome, the emotion of the moment showing clearly on both men’s faces, as a suddenly united group of Republicans and Democrats stood nearby. The Russians and Chinese pledged assistance, and NATO invoked its self-defense clause for the first time in the alliance’s history. Even the French had a change of heart: An opinion piece in Le Monde proclaimed “we are all Americans!”

The comity would not last, of course, for either the Democrats or the French. In fact, a study undertaken by the Congressional Quarterly found that 2005 was one of the most partisan years on record when it came to votes in both the House and the Senate.4 The cohesion and discipline inside each of the parties lends an almost tribal quality to current American politics that is especially noteworthy when the two parties find themselves in positions opposite those traditionally associated with their respective philosophies. One campaign partisan, when questioned about the seeming contradictions of his candidate’s approach to a problem during the 2004 campaign, responded with some annoyance that “I may not know what the right position is on some issue or another, but I can assure you I know where my friends are, and that’s where you’ll find me.”

For close observers of American foreign policy and the general public alike, these events—and the debates surrounding them—have often proved disorienting. A president who entered office in 2000 calling for a more “humble” approach to the world and greater emphasis on traditional national interests instead of “nation building” has instead outlined a broad interventionist doctrine of preemption and placed the promotion of democracy in the Middle East and elsewhere at the heart of the foreign-policy agenda.5 

Meanwhile, many progressives who embraced the Clinton administration’s “humanitarian interventions” in Bosnia and Kosovo (and decried the non-intervention in Rwanda) are deeply skeptical of the actions taken in Iraq, even though a deeply repressive regime has been removed. And many Democrats bristle at the Bush administration’s focus on democracy promotion—even though such ideas have been articulated by Democratic presidents and strategic thinkers from Woodrow Wilson with his Fourteen Points to Bill Clinton and his policy of “democratic enlargement” (former national security adviser Anthony Lake’s slogan for NATO expansion).

This topsy-turvy debate is seen in military affairs as well. The powerful cadre of conservative strategic thinkers in the Bush administration who once warned of “breaking” the military have presided over an era of tremendous strain on the American fighting force. Indeed, the March 2006 outcry from retired flag officers created the greatest rupture of civil-military relations in a generation. In response, many Democrats who are usually thought of as focused on soft foreign-policy issues such as foreign assistance and development (and who, frankly, can be a little uncomfortable around the armed services) are rushing to embrace the military.6 

These debates within policy circles and Washington’s political corridors take place against a political backdrop marked by polarization and a deeply skeptical public. Americans’ trust in government has been declining since the 1960s, and this trend has continued in the first half decade of the twenty-first century. If anything, popular mistrust of the government has increased, especially when it comes to national security.

With the September 11 attacks and the U.S. government’s failure to find weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, Americans have witnessed two of the greatest intelligence failures in American history. The bloody occupation of Iraq and the inadequate response to the 2005 Hurricane Katrina disaster have cast alarming doubts about the government’s competence to plan and implement policies. Add to all this the unrelenting drumbeat of scandal in Washington—from the outing of CIA agent Valerie Plame to the Jack Abramoff lobbying crimes—and it’s unsurprising that many people’s cynicism about government and its motives has only deepened. While hardly becoming isolationist or defeatist, Americans are losing confidence in their government’s ability to be a consistently constructive force in world affairs.

Recent public-opinion polls illustrate these trends. In a November 2005 survey done by the Pew Research Center and the Council on Foreign Relations, 42 percent of respondents said the United States should “mind its own business” internationally, reflecting a climate similar to that of the Vietnam hangover of the mid–1970s and Bill Clinton’s post–Cold War foreign-policy difficulties of the early to mid–1990s. Only a quarter of the public favors a strong U.S. role in the world, and just a third thinks that the government has done a good job of protecting the country. Such figures are especially startling when compared to the strong consensus about America’s interests and role in the world in the aftermath of 9/11. 7

Now, with public anxieties and outright disapproval mounting in response to Republican performances from Iraq to North Korea to the Gulf Coast of the United States, there is a glimmering of hope among Democrats that the doors of the political game have finally opened again. Just as much, the door has reopened to internationalist GOP moderates such as George H. W. Bush, Brent Scowcroft, Richard Haass, and Colin Powell as they compete within their own party for power and influence against conservatives and neoconservatives.

Yet, so far, the shift in public support toward the Democrats, especially on the core Republican issues of national security, is largely due to perceived Republican shortcomings rather than the appeal of a forward-looking Democratic national-security agenda. Without answers of their own to the questions they pose to the Bush administration about how to keep the country safe and secure, Democrats are likely to find current gains in national polls to be fleeting or illusory. Similarly, internationalist Republicans who want to improve their own political fortunes may need to convey more than simple competence to compete with neoconservatives on vision.

Leading Democrats, many independents, and an increasing number of Republicans have expressed anxiety about the Bush administration’s success in claiming the political high ground on matters of national security since the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Democrats want the nation to associate their party with Roosevelt’s stoic courage during 1942 in the darkest days of the struggle with the Axis powers, Truman’s construction of the NATO alliance and strengthening of Western Europe (not to mention his “take no prisoners” pursuit of atomic weapons), Kennedy’s defense buildup, and Clinton’s resolve in dealing with the Chinese over Taiwan and his ultimately effective use of force in the Balkans. Moderate Republicans, for their part, want the GOP to be associated with Dwight Eisenhower, the soldier-statesman who kept the Cold War from turning hot; Nixon’s opening to China; Reagan’s call on Mikhail Gorbachev to “tear down this wall”; and George H. W. Bush’s skillful management of the dissolution of the Soviet empire.

Of course, neither party has a monopoly on wisdom or success. Democrats belong to the party that split over Vietnam, bungled the Bay of Pigs invasion and the Iran hostage rescue attempt, wallowed in political indecision and hand wringing on the eve of the first Gulf War, failed to see the troubling signs in Somalia, and pulled U.S. Navy warships from Haiti’s harbor when confronted by a band of ill-mannered hoodlums early in the Clinton years. Republicans Nixon and Ford failed to achieve the “peace with honor” they had promised in Vietnam; Reagan’s national-security team ran afoul of the law with Iran-Contra (and cozied up to Saddam Hussein in a manner that seems clearly mistaken in retrospect); and President George H. W. Bush failed to stop the carnage in Bosnia.

By the same token, as difficult as the post–9/11 era has been for Democrats, it has also been no picnic for seasoned Republican centrists mentioned earlier, like Brent Scowcroft, James Baker, Richard Lugar, Colin Powell, Richard Armitage, and perhaps even George Herbert Walker Bush. Several of these experienced, thoughtful public servants and national leader have been marginalized or alienated from the decisionmaking core of the Bush presidency on foreign-policy matters.

This book was inspired by a desire to provide hard-headed ideas and intellectual ammunition to both Democrats and those Republicans prepared for a new approach to foreign affairs and national security. We hope that the quality of the national conversation on these vital subjects rises considerably and that at least a modicum of bipartisanship or inter-party cooperation can be restored on the big issues confronting the country.

In addition, for the broader good of its foreign policy, the United States needs a stronger voice on national security from a group we would describe as Hard Power Democrats (though moderate Republicans and independents might find a similar worldview appealing). This group believes that military force is often needed to defend the nation’s interests, and that decisions about employing the American armed forces will therefore remain a central aspect of governance for decades to come.

Hard Power Democrats and other moderates prefer to work through alliances and the U.N. Security Council if possible, and would heed the views of others much more than the Bush administration has, but would not insist on U.N. approval or international popular support before carrying out certain military missions. They would avoid the extreme casualty aversion of much of the 1975–2000 period in American politics, being willing to risk American lives to deal with serious threats to the country before those problems get worse. Recognizing that failed states can provide sanctuary for terrorists and weaken the international system in general, they would support the use of force for stabilization and reconstruction missions—and take these missions much more seriously than the Bush administration has done. They would be attentive to military advice yet willing to challenge the uniformed services as well, taking a page from Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld without going to the extremes that have characterized his tenure at the Pentagon.

And finally, they would seek to emulate part of the broader neo-con playbook as well, focusing on big ideas and vision in developing their foreign policy agendas—though without the unilateralist tendencies and the sloppiness in execution of policy that have often characterize the Bush administration. Unlike the case with many on the left, however, for Hard Power Democrats multilateralism is a means to an end, not a sacrosanct principle or an endpoint in and of itself. Their vision for foreign policy is grounded first in thinking about how to keep America safe, while also addressing new and longer-term security threats—issues that we develop in the pages ahead.8 

The title Hard Power is inspired by our friend and former assistant secretary of Defense Joseph Nye. He coined the term “soft power” and developed the argument that a modern superpower cannot lead through brute strength alone, but must entice and attract followers around the world through its culture, values, and democracy. Nye was certainly right. It is in these areas that Democrats and moderate Republicans already generally have a greater feel for the textures and tolerances of global politics than their traditional conservative, as well as more visionary or neoconservative, Republican colleagues.

Nye was emphatically not advocating that the United States base its foreign policy on soft power alone. He favored a combination of hard and soft power. Many other Democrats, who tend to be more comfortable with diplomacy and dialogue than with military might, have had to learn the hard way that understanding soft power is not enough to wrest control of the political machinery of government in the complex post–9/11 domestic environment. Democrats must regain their confidence and establish their bona fides on matters of hard power if they are to govern effectively in the years ahead. Internationalist Republicans will have to be attentive to this matter as well, especially because they don’t want the inevitable criticisms that they—and the Democrats—will continue to levy against the Bush administration’s Iraq policy to come across as symptoms of an allergy to the use of force more generally. This book is thus, we hope, a natural and necessary complement, in both substantive and political terms, to Nye’s earlier contributions.

“Hard power” is meant to convey two meanings. In traditional foreign-policy parlance, hard power has meant the application of military power to meet national ends—that is, the deployment of ground troops, naval assets, and precision munitions to secure a vital national objective. Some Democrats in particular have tended to get a little squeamish when the nation goes to battle stations. Often this has been for good and honorable reasons. But at other times it has resulted from a deep belief in the philosophy found frequently on blue-state bumper stickers: War is not the answer. Yet, for most Americans, it depends on the question. Sometimes war is the answer. There have been and will continue to be periodic reasons to take up arms and march toward the sound of the guns. In this sense, our book aims to provide a primer on how to think about the difficult decisions associated with military power and national security.

We argue for going back to basics on defense and national-security priorities—decisions about guns, bombs, difficult military missions, and tough Pentagon budget issues—and build outwards to the more comfortable issues of multilateral diplomacy and international regimes. Without a solid defense and national-security core, Americans are likely to perceive even the most sophisticated aspects of a non-military Democratic or moderate Republican platform as being hollow at the center.

Yet, by using the term “hard power,” we are also underscoring that the enterprise is difficult. The underlying conceptual question of when an issue becomes a matter of national security is extraordinarily complex, and framing such matters is a primary challenge for this generation of foreign-policy practitioners. There have been numerous attempts, primarily by Democrats, to broaden the conception of national security or to appropriate the urgency, language, and imagery of war, from Lyndon Johnson’s “war on poverty” to Jimmy Carter’s famous dictum that achieving energy security was the “moral equivalent of war” to the common refrain of the 1990s that regaining economic competitiveness was as important as addressing traditional threats to our national security. And throughout the last decade, U.S. officials and activists attempted to rally support for a broad range of issues—including improving our schools and dealing with the health challenges of the disadvantaged and the intractable problems of global poverty—by suggesting that these were national-security matters. Even if often right, this line of reasoning created the perception that many Democrats were distracted from the most urgent and direct threats to the country’s physical safety and security.

Republicans, and especially conservatives, largely countered by going back to first-order basics. They suggested that 9/11 provided an essential wake-up call and reminder about the real national-security challenges the nation is confronting—in this case, they argued, radical Islamic fundamentalists, as well as Saddam Hussein. Under their watch in the opening decade of the twenty-first century, two wars have been launched at a cost that could approach a trillion dollars based on a belief that military power was the most useful tool—and, to some, the only requisite instrument—for dealing with the problem of global terrorism. America cannot continue to rely predominantly on the martial aspects of foreign policy. When it does employ military power, moreover, it must do so with a keen understanding of the importance of gaining international legitimacy for its actions and carrying the policy through to its logical conclusion. That means effective stabilization and reconstruction efforts are of paramount importance when hard power is used the way it was in Afghanistan and Iraq. This is something the Bush administration dismally failed to appreciate. The United States also must redirect attention to other rising national-security challenges—from energy security to China’s rise—that have achieved a new urgency while attentions have been directed elsewhere.

What is needed, whichever party prevails in the coming elections, is a more sophisticated approach to this broad array of rising transnational issues. Within the “hard power” issues, traditional uses of force must be complemented by adept diplomacy as well as responsible follow-on operations involving military power and other instruments of the state. Further, promotion of America’s own national security now depends acutely on complementing hard power with softer power on issues such as the ascendance of China and the rebuilding of our alliances. Yet Democrats and indeed moderates will not have the chance to apply such a nuanced approach unless they can master the first-order matters of traditional national security—that is, how and when to put force on targets.

This book is also divided into two parts. The first section provides a general overview of the state of American politics when it comes to national security. In this section, we examine the Republicans’—particularly conservatives’—successful strategy of linking perceptions of national-security prowess with their party, as well as the corresponding challenges plaguing Democrats who attempt to offer a countering view. We explore the new politics of national security, asking how hardheaded Democrats, moderate Republicans, and genuine independents must respond to regain their own confidence and that of the public on the essential question of defending the nation from harm. We also examine how the decision to go into Iraq and its many costly consequences will provide an essential, and in some ways limiting, context for what comes next in American foreign policy and national security.

The book’s final chapters detail how the next administration will need to do it differently. We attempt to offer a compelling, competing strategy for better managing the military, protecting the homeland, conducting the war on terror, dealing with China’s rise and Asia’s new significance, developing a serious energy policy informed not only by global climate concerns but also by the connections between energy and the terror nexus, stemming proliferation and generally running an effective foreign and national-security policy for the twenty-first century.

As such, Hard Power goes beyond the now familiar critique of Bush administration mistakes and mismanagement to identify three essential features for an alternative that should have appeal across party lines. First, a fair-minded assessment of what the incumbent Republican administration has gotten wrong but, perhaps as important, an honest account of what it has gotten right in the difficult period since 9/11. Second, an equally blunt critique of where Democrats and, to a lesser extent, many moderate Republicans have struggled or stumbled on national-security issues—and why they have done so. And third, most importantly, a concrete set of policy recommendations for dealing with both the traditional and nontraditional national-security challenges confronting the country.

As Democrats’ electoral failures and ominous poll numbers (at least around matters of confidence in national security) have mounted, many of them have begun to take a hard look at their own shortcomings—as well as their successes—with an eye toward tackling the problem directly. An essential element for Democrats in recovering their mojo on national security will be rediscovering the many things Democrats have done well when it comes to hard power. They are doing so not only for their party’s sake, but also for the sake of the nation, which needs a robust competition between the parties.

While the Bush administration has indeed mastered the politics and perceptions around national security and achieved some impressive accomplishments in this area, it has not consistently acted in the strongest traditions of the United States or the GOP. More political voices need to master the new politics of national security that Karl Rove understands so well, in order that the country may make its choices about future foreign policy based on substantive debate rather than the simple symbolisms of political campaigns and public anxieties.
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HARD POWER 





CHAPTER 1

 IT’S THE WAR, STUPID 


Why National Security Is the Essential Electoral Issue 


HOW COULD A decorated war hero, experienced senator, and outstanding debater lose a presidential race that focused largely on national security to an incumbent who had profoundly miscalculated both the urgency of the war he pursued and the way to win the peace? Given the demands the Bush administration had placed upon the U.S. armed services, how did Republicans find their most loyal demographic not among the Bible Belt voters of the South and West or the wealthy businesspeople along the country’s coasts, but rather among the country’s nearly 2.5 million current military personnel and 25 million-plus military veterans?

The 2004 election made clear that key segments of the electorate feel a profound anxiety about how Democrats in general, and Senator John Kerry in particular, would manage issues of war and peace. If Democrats learn anything from the electoral shutout dealt by President Bush and the Republicans, we hope it is that the party must grapple differently and more substantively with issues of national security and military policy.

This imperative is two-fold. First, the practical: National security is now the dominant electoral issue. During the 2004 presidential election, about 34 percent of the electorate cited either Iraq or the war on terrorism as the policy issue they were most concerned about. This marked a significant jump from the 12 percent that cited “world affairs” as the issue that most concerned them in 2000.1 Democrats can willingly embrace this shift in electoral priorities, seeing it as a popular mandate, or they can grudgingly accept it, viewing it as a political ultimatum that sets the terms for regaining control over Congress or the presidency. Either way, if party leaders are to avoid further marginalization, they must acknowledge that the electorate’s current national-security focus deserves prima facie attention.

The second, more important rationale behind this imperative is that Democrats should prioritize national-security concerns not just because so many voters do, but also because those voters are right. International stability is needed for Americans to live in security and prosperity; it is just that simple. When we have forgotten this simple truth—most notably in the 1920s and 1930s, but also to some extent in the late 1940s and 1970s—the United States has paid dearly for our oversight—and so have the political leaders associated with these times.

Moreover, the origins of overseas dangers are often difficult to predict. Who would have thought that Germany, defeated so resoundingly in World War I, would be the main cause of World War II just twenty years later? Or that the physically small island nation of Japan could dominate much of its region and set the United States back on its heels for several years in that same war? Or that a guerrilla movement in another geographically small and underdeveloped Asian country, Vietnam, could defeat first France and then the world’s most powerful country in combat? Or that one of the world’s poorest nations, Afghanistan, could serve as the base of operations for the most deadly attack on U.S. soil in the history of the United States? The only constants running through these and other cataclysmic events of the last century are the inevitability of being surprised and the centrality of national security in ensuring the well-being of American citizens.

Somehow, Democrats have missed the recent shift in electoral priorities toward national-security issues, despite a century’s worth of warning. Among the 34 percent of voters who put Iraq or the war on terrorism at the top of their priorities list, 60 percent favored President Bush in 2004; an overwhelming 86 percent of those most worried about the war on terror favored the incumbent. In the electorate at large, 58 percent said they trusted President Bush to wage the war on terrorism effectively, whereas only 40 percent trusted Senator Kerry to do the same.2 Iraq policy was effectively a draw in the election, despite steadily negative trends throughout 2004, and despite Paul Bremer’s admission in the weeks just before the election that the Bush administration had not, to his mind, deployed enough troops to stabilize the country.

Voters can often tell when a candidate takes national-security positions out of political expediency rather than core belief and conviction. Let’s return to the initial question of how a decorated veteran could lose to an incumbent whose failures in planning and executing war were recognized across political boundaries. Democrats understood the political argument for prioritizing national-security issues, but not the more essential fact of the real-world importance of these matters. Subtle as it may seem, this distinction is the difference between checking a national-security box and building a convincing national-security platform.

Mentions of Kerry’s military background may have paid deference to the issue of national security in form, but the substance of Kerry’s platform gave very little import to hard security issues. In the public discourse leading up to the election, Kerry opted to emphasize other, traditionally Democratic topics such as energy and the environment that line the security periphery. But even assuming that there was, and remains, a sizeable constituency for these traditional Democratic issues, the Kerry campaign failed to link them to pressing security questions surrounding, for instance, Iraq or terrorism. As a result, although he focused on perfectly reasonable issues, Kerry sounded flat (or even somewhat contradictory) to an American electorate seeing its sons and daughters’ being sacrificed and slogging it out in an ongoing war. Some of the more memorable utterances from the campaign include “no nation will have a veto over us”; “preemptive strike must pass a global test”; “I will never take my eye off the real dangerous threats”; “America should lead by extending a hand, not a fist”; and “America’s power comes from respect, not weapons.”3Statements such as “offer a military-modernization plan for the troops” and “need to be smarter about how we wage war-on-terror efforts” failed to outline a clear, coherent, and positive program. While every campaign contains numerous examples of empty rhetoric, Democrats could scarcely afford to have their instances of political filibustering come in that most vulnerable of areas: national security.

A smaller but still telling example of how Democratic Party heads have tended to think about national security: When Democrats thought they had a chance of winning the recent presidential election, they got far more excited about filling the post of secretary of State than secretary of Defense. The contrast was such that a military officer asked one of us, “Don’t you find it surprising to be a member of a party that at a time of war spends no time thinking about who the secretary of Defense should be?”

The problem went deeper than the Kerry campaign. In the national discourse leading up to the 2004 election, Democrats as a party stood for little more than international cooperation and multilateralism on matters of national security. The problem extended beyond Democrats, in fact, to many independents and moderate Republicans, including what might be termed the “Powell wing” of the Bush administration. Cooperation and multilateralism are important matters, but they are means for achieving a successful foreign policy, not objectives in themselves. Democrats’, moderate Republicans’, and other internationalists’ focus on the necessity of a broader foreign-affairs agenda (to include civil conflicts, HIV/AIDS, and other matters) cannot substitute for a direct and well-communicated approach to the “hard” security problems of the day. It did not require the ample help from Republican political strategists for Americans readily—and aptly—to note the deficiency in Kerry’s security platform. Whatever the candidate’s strengths, and however good a president he might have become, he and his advisers did not manage to present a national-security agenda that was cogent and compelling to the country.

Yet for all of the Kerry campaign’s missteps on security, the 2004 elections were nothing new. Since the late 1960s, a major public-opinion gap has emerged over how the country sees the two parties on matters of national security, with Republicans typically enjoying a 30 percent edge in terms of public confidence. The numbers have generally fluctuated by approximately 10 percentage points over that period, but the gap has been striking for almost four decades.4The fact that it may have closed somewhat in the course of 2005 and 2006, during a difficult time for the Bush presidency, provides an opportunity for Democrats to change this reality—but only if they demonstrate more competence and confidence in their own ideas. Otherwise, their improved position will quite likely be a temporary phenomenon. If the situation in Iraq improves even modestly, or U.S. troops there are withdrawn in large numbers, the Republican position could revert to recent norms. And in any case, the year 2006 is the last time Democrats can plausibly base their own political strategy on a comparison with George W. Bush.

This pattern has been called “issue ownership,” meaning that voters, to the extent that they consider policy issues, “are less influenced by the substance of candidates’ platforms than with their perceived competence (as representatives of their party) to ‘handle’ the issues of importance.”5 Perceptions, especially those cast and re-cast over more than three decades, are stubbornly resistant to change.








TABLE 1.1 Griffith’s Chart on National Security Preferences

SOURCE: Loren Griffith, "Where the Democrats Went Wrong," Truman National Security Project, Washington, D.C., May 2005, p. 3, available at www.trumanproject.org.
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Little in politics is permanent, and the security gap is far from immutable. Nonetheless, it is striking how resilient the gap proved in 2004—even when the Democrats ran a much-vaunted combat veteran against a president whose Iraq policy, measured by the very standards he himself had created during the planning and opening stages of the war, was flailing. It is that Democrats lost amid these prevailing circumstances, more than the simple fact of their defeat, that makes the case for a radical rethinking of the party’s approach to national-security affairs. If the party is to revitalize itself—and, for the good of the country, revitalize the national debate—in the post–9/11 political landscape, Democrats must reassess wholesale how they perceive the substance of national security and how they present its politics to voters.

Crucially, any such reassessment must include a way to reconnect with the military, for the party’s ability to reconcile its current rift with the military is essential to the health of not only the country’s Democrats, but also its democracy writ large.



A HISTORY OF DEMOCRATIC ANXIETIES ON DEFENSE AND NATIONAL SECURITY 

In the 1952 New Hampshire primary, a Tennessee populist who campaigned by dogsled, wearing a coonskin cap, defeated a sitting president of the United States. Twelve days later, Harry S. Truman announced he would not run for reelection, throwing the race wide open.6

The 2008 presidential election will be the first since 1952 in which neither a sitting president nor a sitting vice president is running. As in 1952, the party in power has been tarnished by charges of corruption and cronyism and has engaged the country in an unpopular war. President Bush’s approval ratings have not quite hit Truman’s February 1952 historic low of 22 percent, but they are getting close. Voters in 1952 were primarily preoccupied with the threat of communism, and terrorism is a top concern for voters today. While a host of domestic and economic issues will rise to the level of national debate, the politics of national security will likely determine the outcome of the 2008 election, just as they did in 1952.

In 1952, the opposition Republican Party bypassed its powerful, virulently anti-communist and isolationist wing and drafted war hero Dwight Eisenhower to run, with a campaign focused on “Korea, communism, and corruption.” He won in a landslide. Today’s Democratic opposition undoubtedly faces a similar opportunity, but has yet to find a unifying figure, comparable national-security agenda, or rallying cry.

This shortcoming should come as no surprise. Democratic weakness and relative Republican strength on national security have become well-established electoral facts in the last thirty years. This situation has historic roots, but takes a unique form in the political climate of the moment, which is defined by extreme partisan rancor and post–9/11 fears.

Up until the Vietnam War, Democrats were comfortable with hard power. The Democratic Party was, after all, the party of Woodrow Wilson and Franklin Roosevelt, who led the nation to victory in two world wars. This was the party of Harry Truman, who ushered in the era of containment and deterrence before the threat from the Soviet Union was obvious. This was the party of John F. Kennedy, whose claims of a “missile gap” helped him get elected to office. Indeed, the Republican Party traditionally has been more dominated by isolationists, right up to Pat Buchanan’s “America First” campaigns in 1996 and 2000.

In fact, it was a Democratic president’s exercise of hard power that would lead to a thirty-year credibility gap on national security for the Democratic Party. Although he came into office with ambitious plans to create a New Deal–inspired legacy with his “Great Society” programs, Lyndon Baines Johnson’s decision to step up military operations in Vietnam undermined his domestic agenda—and public confidence in the Democratic Party.

After this, the Democrats retreated from hard-power military policy. But the “Come Home, America” theme of George McGovern’s speech accepting the Democratic Party’s 1972 presidential nomination, with its cautionary tale about American imperialism, was not a complete departure for the Democrats. In fact, McGovern’s speech had deep roots in the Democratic Party establishment. After World War II, for example, a significant wing of the Democratic Party, led by former vice president Henry Wallace, saw communists as important allies in the struggle for progress. He advocated for a more cooperative than confrontational stance toward the Soviet Union.7 

And while Henry Wallace never had the opportunity to test his approach in a national election, George McGovern did. In accepting the Democratic presidential nomination in 1972, McGovern vowed an immediate unilateral withdrawal from Vietnam, adding “this is also the time to turn away from excessive preoccupation overseas to the rebuilding of our own nation.”8Despite antiwar protests across the country and polling that showed overwhelming public support for ending the war,9 McGovern lost the election in a landslide, winning only 13 electoral votes. The lopsided vote demonstrated that Americans not only blamed the Democratic Party for getting the country into the Vietnam War, but they also had no confidence in the Democrats’ ability to get the country out of the war. This latter historical point should be seen as something of a cautionary tale for Democrats now confronting what to do in Iraq. Just because it was the Republicans that took the country into Iraq and made a general mess of the post-invasion planning does not translate into meaning that Americans will trust Democrats more with managing our departure from that ill-fated place.

The McGovern loss started something of a pattern for the Democratic Party over the next two decades; in fact, when he ran for president in 1984, Walter Mondale also received just 13 electoral votes. The one exception to the rule was Jimmy Carter, elected in 1976 after the Watergate scandal. In his inaugural address, Carter sounded the Wallace-McGovern theme of leading overseas by leading at home:


“Our nation can be strong abroad only if it is strong at home. And we know that the best way to enhance freedom in other lands is to demonstrate here that our democratic system is worthy of emulation.”10 



While Carter’s emphasis on human rights, nuclear cutbacks, and negotiation did produce results, such as the Israeli-Egyptian Camp David Accords, his presidency would end with dramatic foreign-policy failures. Carter’s inability to muster a robust response to either the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan or the Iran hostage crisis solidified a public perception of Democrats as weak.

Bill Clinton did not overturn this perception as much as he sidestepped it. His 1992 presidential campaign famously emphasized the slogan, “It’s the economy, stupid.” With the Cold War over, Americans did not place a high priority on national security—and those few who were concerned about national security did not support the Democrats. Among voters who said foreign policy was important to them in the 1992 election, 92 percent favored Republicans.11Nevertheless, domestic and economic concerns trumped military matters in the 1992 election and, along with a third party candidate that arguably hurt the Republicans more than the Democrats, Bill Clinton came to power with an initial agenda that was heavily inclined towards challenges at home.

Clinton did make important advances in America’s international position during his two terms in office, including the enlargement of NATO to include former Warsaw Pact countries, the successful negotiation of the North American Free Trade Agreement, and the NATO victory in the Balkans. However, these successes did not appear to alter the underlying perceptions about Democrats.

In 2000, national security still did not rate high on the list of voters’ concerns. A 2000 exit poll asked voters what they thought the top four priorities should be for the new president. National security did not make the list.12If national security had rated higher in voters’ minds, George W. Bush certainly would have won the race by a larger margin. In an August 2001 Gallup poll, 59 percent of respondents thought the Republican Party “would do a better job [on] . . .  national defense,” and only 32 percent thought Democrats would. Party affiliation did not completely account for the discrepancy. In that particular poll, 91 percent of the Republicans surveyed felt their party would do a better job on defense; 58 percent of the independents agreed, as did 35 percent of the Democrats.13 

That discrepancy only widened after the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. An early 2002 poll showed 52 percent of respondents expressing confidence in Republicans’ ability to fight terrorism; only 16 percent had confidence in Democrats’ ability in this area. Even respondents who identified themselves as Democrats were split in terms of their confidence in Republicans versus members of their own party, with an equal number (33 percent) expressing confidence in each.14Those numbers would stay more or less the same for the 2004 election.15 

After the March 2003 invasion of Iraq, the Democratic Party saw the resurgence of an antiwar coalition that strongly echoed the Henry Wallace and McGovern tradition. This coalition is having an effect on Democratic politics, including posing significant primary challenges to established hawkish Democrats such as Connecticut senator Joe Lieberman and California representative Jane Harman.

In addition to expressing strong antipathy toward President Bush, many antiwar activists reject the overall struggle with terrorism. Filmmaker Michael Moore pointed out that while terrorists do exist, Americans are far more likely to die in a car accident or suicide attempt. “You need to calm down, relax, listen very carefully, and repeat after me: There is no terrorist threat,” he wrote in 2003.16  This is a foundation neither for a viable foreign policy nor a viable political campaign. On its Web site, the antiwar organization Code Pink notes that it “rejects the Bush administration’s fear-based politics that justify violence, and instead calls for policies based on compassion, kindness, and a commitment to international law.”17This is a more noble and principled view than Moore’s. But it also fails to pass the common sense test of showing how kindness could plausibly affect the calculations of a megalomaniac mass murderer such as Osama bin Laden.



A LEGACY OF MISCOMMUNICATION 

The U.S. military today is a highly politicized—some would even say Republican—institution. This political proclivity appears to have intensified even amid the various failures of Republican military planning and follow-through since 2001. This now-accepted political fact in American life carries much broader significance than many Democratic strategists have yet appreciated. But if, as “issue ownership” theory predicts, perception rather than substance guides the military’s recent voting habits, it is worth a brief look at how the Republicans’ deft handling of that perception compares to the Democrats’ failures.

Most political scientists and national commentators agree that the humiliation suffered by the military in Vietnam, “the ill-advised war conceived by Robert McNamara and his Whiz Kids,”18serves as a useful marker to begin tracking Democrats’ current difficulties with the military as an instrument of foreign policy. It would be too simplistic to ascribe sole responsibility for the Democrats’ struggle with the military to the “culture wars” of the 1960s, but the truth remains that, by and large, the Democrats have not been able to shake their antiwar image since. This is a handicap in a culture that holds agonistic virtues of combat and victory in near universal regard.

The 1972 presidential election illustrates how the rift between Democrats and the military began to become institutionalized. While Nixon combined rhetoric of pride in the military with a promise to restore dignity and respect, George McGovern favored withdrawal from Vietnam, which opened him up to charges of defeatism. It was a sore miscalculation, as the perceived isolationist tenor of the Vietnam protests proved more apparent than real—or at least more complex than images suggested. Tracking public opinion on whether or not the United States should concern itself with world problems, the University of Michigan’s 1972 ANES poll showed that 77 percent of those polled disagreed with the statement that “[t]his country would be better off if we just stayed home and did not concern ourselves with problems in other parts of the world.”19Despite the failure in Vietnam, it would seem that Americans were still eager to be a positive force in the world and were not, as has been claimed, inclined to indulge a “deep-seated popular American urge to turn inward.”20 

In the military’s view, the Vietnam experience had been nearly lethal to its integrity. The time was ripe for reform, and the result was a hardening of the perimeter around the military establishment itself. If fault for a demoralized military after Vietnam could be laid at least partially at the feet of mendacious Democratic civilian leadership, then the remedy would be to make it harder for civilian Democrats to carry the country to war in the first place. Toward this end, Creighton Abrams, who directed Vietnam operations between 1968 and 1972, initiated the Total Force policy that rendered the operations of the active army dependent upon the re- serves.21This amounted to a warning to the civilian leadership that they could not wage war without the consent of those they called upon to fight, since the politically difficult task of taking America to war would be almost infeasible without the active support of those in uniform. Combined with Nixon’s institution of the all-volunteer force and fresh infusions of cash, the stage was set for the rise of a newly empowered, tightly knit core of military professionals.

And yet the next Democratic president continued what was becoming a party tradition of alienating the military. Despite important advances in military technology during Jimmy Carter’s presidency—including cruise missiles and stealth aircraft—the overall period did not elicit military confidence in the Democratic party. During these four years, the Soviet military buildup continued while America’s reversal of the post-Vietnam defense budget cuts was belated and halfhearted. The problems showed vividly in 1980, when the Desert One hostage-rescue attempt in Iran never got close to Tehran and eight American servicemen died in what became that era’s most shocking symbol of post-Vietnam American military misfortune. (Although Carter bore ultimate responsibility, the tragedy reflected problems within U.S. military command and training structures as much as within the Carter administration; those military problems were later addressed through the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols bill and other reforms.)22 

Carter’s “Crisis of Confidence” speech did not win him any favor among members of a military institution characterized by a can-do attitude and a spirit of optimism. In that famous address, Carter called upon the nation to look inward for the source of freedom, to make daily sacrifices to mitigate the negative effects of a materialist culture.


We’ve discovered that owning things and consuming things does not satisfy our longing for meaning. We’ve learned that piling up material goods cannot fill the emptiness of lives which have no confidence or purpose  . . .  For the first time in the history of our country, a majority of our people believe that the next five years will be worse than the past five years.



Carter’s grim warnings stood in stark contrast to the more positive equations of sacrifice with military commitment made by John F. Kennedy and others at the height of the Cold War. Unlike these earlier, more patriotic conceptions, Carter’s negative vision of sacrifice as privation offered Americans little hope for improvement, and even less hope for improvement through military means. As a result—even though, in retrospect, Carter’s call for alternate energy sources, his focus on the Middle East as a looming problem, and his support of the Rapid Deployment Forces (the forerunner to CENTCOM) were prescient—his vision and its lack of any corresponding role for the military was not robust enough to convince the public that his party was capable of handling the perceived threats.

Ronald Reagan, with an actor’s instinct for winning over an audience, picked up the question right where Carter left it: “Are you better off now than you were four years ago?” And with that, his strategists gave Americans the vision of themselves they wanted, turning to the military for the imagery of hope and being a force for good on the world stage. The electorate responded, and Reagan carried forty-four states in 1980. Despite such an overwhelming defeat, Democrats failed to appreciate how Reagan’s success had hinged on his ability to translate military strength into a positive message of national pride and possibility. The Democratic Party thus repeated mistakes in 1984, allowing nominee Walter Mondale to be cast as weak on defense for his opposition to Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative. Whatever his political motivations, Reagan’s 35 percent increase in defense spending over his two terms helped not only to exhaust the Soviets, but also to buoy national pride in the military that had led the country in its victorious homestretch in the Cold War.

The change in the country’s mood was dramatic. The renewed surge in defense spending and renewed sense of pride and excellence among the troops reconnected Americans to their military and made them feel good about their place in the world. Andrew Bacevich notes how this was reflected in popular films and books celebrating military virtues: An Officer and a Gentleman, Rambo, Top Gun, The Hunt for Red October, Red Storm Rising, Patriot Games. Bacevich then contends:



By the time Reagan left office, Republicans had managed to brand Democrats as national-security wimps. Democrats had gotten the United States into Vietnam, had made a hash of things, and then washed their hands of the mess they had made, leaving it to the Republicans to clean up. When it came to military matters, therefore, the Democratic Party was untrustworthy. Worse, among the party rank and file, undercurrents of antimilitary sentiment persisted. Democrats didn’t understand and didn’t much like soldiers—so at least the story went.23




A look at the voting demographics of the 1984 and 1988 elections turns up some interesting evidence supporting Bacevich’s claim. Reagan’s victory in 1984 was due not to the working class, whose vote, if measured by labor-union affiliation, was 52 percent Democratic, but rather to voters who were college-educated (61 percent of this group supported Reagan), under thirty (60 percent), Southern (63 percent), and/or independents who swung to the Republicans (67 percent).24 Similarly, in 1988, George H. W. Bush took 63 percent of the under-thirty vote, and his support dropped only slightly with the other groups that had supported Reagan. The presence of such a solidly Republican cohort of young people throughout the 1980s suggests that the positive and vigorous military images so pervasive in popular culture, deployed in tandem with a rising sense of political hope, indeed helped shape public perception.

In fact, the link between popular culture and the new military had become so strong during the Reagan years that it compelled even the most unlikely of Democratic candidates to attempt a military display during his campaign. But such artless and unconvincing pandering left the Democrats with a mortifying image of wimpishness: a helmeted Michael Dukakis emerging from the hatch of an Abrams battle tank looking more like Elmer Fudd than a soldier. How in Heaven’s name could the public trust these guys? The antiwar party dressed up in a tank?

The real challenge for the Democrats’ relationship with the military, however, was yet to come.



THE CLINTON YEARS: DEEPENING THE DIVIDE 

Bill Clinton’s troubles with the military began as early as his declaration of candidacy in the 1992 campaign. Back in the 1960s, he had avoided the draft, written a letter expressing his “loathing” for the military, and, at Oxford, demonstrated against the Vietnam War. Clinton’s campaign advisers, aware of the liabilities caused by their candidate’s lack of foreign-policy and military experience, were eager to mitigate Clinton’s antimilitary image. They sought and received the endorsement of some twenty retired officers, among them a former chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Admiral William Crowe, and the deputy commander of the U.S. forces in the Persian Gulf, Lieutenant General Calvin Waller. Most of these retirees supported Clinton based on his domestic agenda, which involved matters on which they were not usually experts, but much to the consternation of their active-duty counterparts, their endorsements were used by the campaign “not to justify [Clinton’s] economic or social programs, but to legitimize his claim to be an effective commander in chief.”25 The distaste of active service personnel over Clinton’s antimilitary background was compounded by his campaign positions on military issues. Candidate Clinton promised to accelerate cuts to an already declining defense budget, to integrate openly gay men and women into the military, and to scale up the country’s military posture in Bosnia.

At the time of Clinton’s inauguration, a Los Angeles Times survey found that “only 12 percent of the active-duty force had a great deal of respect for the president.”26 The military expressed their distaste during the Clinton transition by engaging in what President Eisenhower called “legalized insubordination,” with soldiers of all ranks “letting the media know about their opposition to Clinton’s social, foreign policy, and budgetary proposals, implicitly questioning his ability to be commander in chief.”27 On a NATO base in the Netherlands, for instance, Air Force Major General Harold Campbell referred to Clinton before an audience as a “gay-loving,” “pot-smoking,” “draft-dodging” womanizer.28 

In fairness, Clinton himself did little to improve the situation. His attempts to change his antimilitary persona were halting at best, and when they occurred, could scarcely have been more counterproductive. One of the most uncomfortable images of this came “a few days into his administration . . .  as an honor guard saluted the president on the White House lawn, [and] Clinton brought his hand up in a startled half wave before scurrying up the steps of a waiting helicopter.” As one commentator observed at the time, “the wobbly salute seemed symbolic of the tenuous relationship between the new commander and his troops.”29And not one hundred days into his tenure, Clinton was met with near hostility when he donned an ill-fitting green flight jacket and addressed the crew onboard the Theodore Roosevelt aircraft carrier off the coast of Norfolk, Virginia. Brad Owens, a twenty-two-year-old Marine lance corporal from Grand Rapids, Michigan, summarized the feeling that day: “Put it this way: Bush knew the military. With Clinton, it’s all politics.”30 

President Clinton’s ample follow-through on campaign promises that were perceived as antimilitary did not help his image with the armed forces. Still, the fallout was disproportionate to the actual substance of Clinton’s military reforms, some of which—such as his initial rejection of the fatally flawed Vance-Owen plan to stop fighting in Bosnia—were well advised. Clinton’s National Security Cabinet and political team allowed his critics to carry the microphone. Among a litany of distorted complaints, critics charged that Clinton doubled his proposed defense cuts (despite the fact that his Republican predecessor, George Bush Sr., had slashed military spending by $50 billion, and that some amount of defense downsizing was natural after the dissolution of the Soviet Union); “reduced military pay by 10 percent in real terms” (in fact, real pay held steady in Clinton’s first term and went up substantially in his second term); “tampered with the military retirement system” (in reality, Clinton reversed reforms made under Reagan that were unpopular with troops and that had reduced benefits for most); and “appointed an analyst to run the Pentagon.” (That “analyst” was Les Aspin, who, aside from having served with distinction at senior levels in Congress, had actively served in both the U.S. Army and the Department of Defense. He did not have the formal, traditional personal style that tends to play well in the Pentagon and that served his successor, Bill Perry, so well. His downfall, however, was due primarily to the fact that he made his big mistakes in the use of military force during his first year in office, unlike Secretary Rumsfeld or Secretary Weinberger, whose main operational tragedies occurred in 1983 and 2003, respectively.)31 

The administration’s failure to rebuff unfair criticism was matched by its reticence to herald Clinton’s earnest military successes. The White House made little mention of the Pentagon’s demonstrable victory in Kosovo, its belated and partial but still real successes in Bosnia, or its successful deterrence of conflict through prudent military steps in Korea and Taiwan.

Clinton’s record on hard defense issues notwithstanding, it was his push to reform cultural aspects of the military that elicited the bulk of popular criticism. In what was probably his most public fray with the military, Clinton’s efforts to incorporate gays into the armed forces brought him into particular conflict with the Joint Chiefs, including the much-acclaimed General Colin Powell, who was one of the plan’s most forceful and articulate opponents. Powell began meeting with Clinton and Secretary of Defense Aspin on the issue even before the inauguration, and in the several meetings that followed Clinton’s taking office, he “emphasiz[ed] each time the threat that lifting the ban would pose to ‘good order and discipline’ in the ranks.”32 

Still, Aspin and Powell successfully worked out a compromise. President Clinton unveiled his “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy in a July 6, 1993, speech at the National Defense University:


Our military is a conservative institution, and I say that in the very best sense, for its purpose is to conserve the fighting spirit of our troops, to  conserve the resources and capacity of our troops, to conserve the military lessons acquired during our nation’s existence, to conserve our very security, and yes, to conserve the liberties of the American people. Because it is a conservative institution, it is right for the military to be wary of sudden changes. Because it embodies the best of America and must reflect the society in which it operates, it is also right for the military to make changes when the time for change is at hand.33 



Powell and the Joint Chiefs remained mum, but the announcement sparked outrage among several senior officers who had been under the impression that they would be consulted prior to any decision to repeal the ban. Concerned that “repealing the ban would wreck morale, undermine recruiting, force devoutly religious service members to resign, and increase the risk of AIDS for heterosexual troops, these leaders were furious to learn of the new approach from a news article.”34 

The polls at the time showed widespread public disagreement with the president; as President Clinton later wrote in his autobiography, 16 percent approved of lifting the ban, while 33 percent very strongly disapproved. 35 Perhaps not surprisingly, Aspin bore most of the political fallout. When these attacks on military tradition were joined by turmoil over the decision not to reinforce American troops fighting in Somalia in the weeks before eighteen American soldiers died on a tragic October day in Mogadishu, Aspin was left with little recourse. In late December 1993, concluding that President Clinton had lost confidence in his leadership, Aspin resigned, and in so doing, laid bare the strains between the military and their chief commander.

When the 1995 Monica Lewinsky affair and subsequent attempts to conceal it became public in 1998, Clinton sunk to new lows in the eyes of the military. The outcry among officers and enlisted personnel raised enough concern within the Pentagon that the Marine Corps and the Air Force each took the unusual step of reminding officers that Article 88 of the Uniform Code of Military Justice explicitly prohibits them from speaking “contemptuous words” about the president and other civilian leaders of the military.36 In one particularly well-publicized debate, the Marine Corps ultimately opted not to punish Marine Major Shane Sellers for publicly calling President Clinton an “adulterous liar” and “criminal” who should be impeached.37 

Likewise, reserve major Daniel J. Rabil, writing in a Washington Times op-ed column, called for the president’s removal, labeling Clinton a “lying draft dodger” and a “moral coward” who has “always had contempt for the American military.”38The publication of Rabil’s column was noted prominently in the Congressional Quarterly Weekly of January 5, 1999. 39 

Ironically, probably the least publicized of Clinton’s fissures with the military was in reality the most taxing on their partnership. Throughout Clinton’s tenure, the military’s budget remained the vexing issue for the Pentagon. Complaints aired before Congress in 1993—policy and programming issues, weapons delays and cost increases, difficulties over the F–22 program, and a “declining operational readiness among deployed forces”—were echoed at the end of 1999. The Pentagon’s top political appointees, however, regarded the complaints as baseless and politically charged. Defense Secretary William Cohen and others “believe[ d] the Navy, Air Force, and Army could be more gracious in victory. President Clinton and Congress this year approved a five-year, $112 billion increase, making the military the biggest beneficiary of the budget surplus.”40 

Admittedly, this came after a previous period of cutbacks under the first President Bush and President Clinton. But the post–Cold War defense drawdown was the most successful post-conflict drawdown in the nation’s history, as evidenced by the excellent performances of U.S. armed forces in Bosnia starting in 1995, Kosovo starting in 1999, and Afghanistan starting in 2001. (Previous drawdowns were followed, for example, by the rise of Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan in the 1930s, by debacle in Korea in 1950, and by the operational failure in Iran in 1980.) By 1996, real defense-spending reductions under Clinton had effectively ended, and when Clinton left office, spending was back up to about $300 billion—90 percent of the inflation-adjusted Cold War average.41 

Moreover, the 1999 Kosovo war, while it got off to a very poor start, was ultimately successful—and historic. It was the first time NATO had gone to war as an alliance. Some observers viewed the need to work with nineteen nations as a major reason the conflict got off to a poor start, and this may have colored some Bush-administration officials’ thinking about the purported perils of multilateralism. But in fact, the operation’s initial difficulties had more to do with incorrect assumptions about how Milosevic would behave that were shared in Washington as well as other NATO capitals. As such, what is most notable about the Kosovo experience, apart from its botched initiation, is how well the alliance—led by the U.S. military—recovered and performed in the end.42It is largely because of this type of impressive performance of the American armed forces that most analysts favor retaining the all-volunteer force, rather than taking the advice of distinguished military sociologist Charles Moskos and the highly respected Congressman Charles Rangel and a few others that military conscription be restored—a subject to which we return in Chapter Three.43 

Even so, as the 2000 election approached, the leading Republican presidential candidates were returning to their most loyal base, again citing the bread-and-butter issue of military reform. Both Senator John Mc-Cain and then-governor George W. Bush insisted that, even with the 1999 budget increase, the American military remained woefully underfinanced. According to the New York Times, “one candidate, Senator John McCain of Arizona, a highly decorated veteran and former prisoner of war, has routinely derided the military for paying such low salaries that record numbers of service members have to rely on food stamps.”44 (Had Democrats engaged in any friendly fact-checking, the heir-apparent Gore campaign could have countered McCain’s claims as patently false; the 20,000 U.S. troops on food stamps under Bush Sr. had fallen to 5,000 by the end of Clinton’s tenure.)

The military also figured prominently into Governor Bush’s campaign; he promised to “add $5 billion to the annual military budget to give the armed forces another pay increase and to pay research costs to develop new, modern weapons systems that would ‘skip a generation of technology’.”45 

On September 23, 1999, at The Citadel, presidential candidate George W. Bush laid out an ambitious but ultimately pragmatic vision of American power:


For America, this is a time of unrivaled military power, economic promise, and cultural influence. It is, in Franklin Roosevelt’s phrase, “the peace of overwhelming victory.” Now a new generation of American leaders will determine how that power and influence are used . . .  Our challenge is not as obvious, but just as noble: To turn these years of influence into decades of peace.46 



To achieve this overarching goal, Governor Bush vowed to “renew the bond of trust between the American president and the American military  . . .  defend the American people against missiles and terror . . .  and begin creating the military of the next century.” He also underlined the importance of “strong alliances, expanding trade, and confident diplomacy,” as well as “tough realism.”

Bush’s victory in 2000 set the stage for Republicans to pick up where Ronald Reagan had left off; once again the Democrats could be painted as inept on defense, and again Democrats played into Republican hands. Advisers to Vice President Al Gore, referring to public-opinion polls, counseled their candidate to avoid the defense issue. In so doing, they failed to appreciate what seems a truism to us: that when Americans choose a president, even when the polls do not predict or reveal it, they always rate defense matters high. Even if Americans’ security does not seem imminently imperiled, they understand the special place of America in the world as well as the special national-security powers entrusted by the Constitution to the chief executive. They also look to discussion of defense issues, which have a certain gravity and concreteness, as a way to assess the character and steadfastness of any would-be commander in chief.

Partially because they recognize the truth of this insight, Republicans generally are experts in the art of defining the current environment and the politics of the recent past as well. Not only have President Bush and his lieutenants expertly defined the current security environment in ways favorable to dominant Republican thinking and interests, they have also successfully shaped public perspectives about the past, particularly the Clinton era. This contemporary conservative interpretive commentary is one of the essential features of modern Republicanism, and significant resources have been devoted not only to the shaping of future debates but also to the rewriting of old ones.

Take, for instance, President Bush’s characterization of the 1990s during his second inaugural address, just as the hopes of a new bipartisan approach to the global challenges confronting the country were fading in the wind: “After the shipwreck of communism,” Bush declared, “came years of relative quiet, years of repose, years of sabbatical—and then there came a day of fire.” The language captures Republicans’ essential critique of the Democrats: that they are elitist in their university cocoons, unfocused on the dangerous challenges confronting the country, and essentially unprepared to meet and make the hard choices necessary to keep the country safe.

Yet this picture of Democrats’ lollygagging in the 1990s, enjoying a holiday from history, ignores some of the drama that played out almost exclusively in America’s favor during this supposedly relaxed decade. Indeed, the 1990s involved some important successes on the international scene and helped set the stage for continued American power on the global arena. Increasingly, the administration of Bush Sr. and the Clinton administration—despite coming from different parties and somewhat differing perspectives—can be seen in retrospect as essentially fitting together to complete a decade of accomplishment in a way that paints President George W. Bush’s subsequent term in office as an outlier.

Together, George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton labored to create a Europe “whole and free” through three essential efforts: the unification of Germany, the enlargement of NATO that knitted the newly free states of Central and Eastern Europe into the security mechanisms of the West, and the belated but ultimately successful efforts to stand up to ethnic cleansing in Bosnia and Kosovo. In Asia, North Korean nuclear efforts were rebuffed and largely stymied. The United States deployed aircraft carriers to the western Pacific to send a clear message of resolve and resolution to Chinese leaders in the midst of their military saber rattling against Taiwan.

The North American Free Trade Agreement was negotiated by President George H. W. Bush and secured by President Clinton to improve hemispheric trade and American competitiveness in the face of rising Asian manufacturing challenges. Both administrations sought to contain Saddam Hussein’s Iraq—a policy that despite its flaws and failings looks much better in retrospect. President Clinton also took the politically difficult route of trying to equip and prepare the American people for the enormous challenges and opportunities wrought by globalization and the revolutionary spread of technology and information.

Clinton’s Treasury Department also navigated the overheated global economy through the dangerous shoals of the Asian financial crisis and the Mexican peso devaluation. Perhaps most importantly, presidents Bush Sr. and Clinton both restored fiscal responsibility and put in place the financial preconditions for an economic renaissance that was virtually unmatched in American history.

Yet Karl Rove, Vice President Cheney, and Republican National Committee head Ken Melman have all aggressively castigated Democrats for having a “pre–9/11 worldview” that was insufficiently vigilant to the onerous task of protecting the nation from terrorist threats and rogue nations. This has proven a devastatingly successful line of attack against the generally long-winded, nuanced, and complexity-laden language of Democrats who speak on national-security matters, particularly on Capitol Hill. It plays right into stereotypes about the post-Vietnam Democratic Party. The situation has not been helped by Democrats’ general reluctance to trumpet several of Clinton’s hard-power accomplishments.

But finally, after more than thirty years, the Republican narrative may be in jeopardy. The Bush administration, whatever its early successes in rehabilitating the military’s morale, has neglected several key aspects of the Iraq operation. It ignored counsel from the Army chief of staff and most outside analysts, who urged it to plan for a difficult post-Saddam environment. It hastily celebrated a “mission accomplished” while the president himself taunted the Iraqi insurgency with his call to “bring it on.” These charges can hardly be dismissed as partisan. Richard Kohn, despite his public support for several of Bush’s military policies, admits that “the Iraq war may be what forces the officer corps to return to the old . . .  model of nonpartisanship.”47 In fact, the most damning evidence of the Bush administration’s lack of postwar planning hails from the military’s own Third Infantry Division, whose after-action report finds: “Higher headquarters did not provide the Third Infantry Division (Mechanized) with a plan for Phase IV. As a result, Third Infantry Division transitioned into Phase IV in the absence of guidance.” A broader Department of Defense report on the war similarly observed that “late formation of Department of Defense [Phase IV] organizations limited time available for the development of detailed plans and pre-deployment coordination.”48 

So, chaos ensued after the fall of Saddam; early chances to build on positive momentum were lost; political and economic reconstruction plans were patched together hastily and shoddily and then revamped; former lower-level Baathists were fired and then rehired; Iraqi military personnel were cut off from pay and then put back on the state payroll; and the United Nations, after initially being kept at arm’s length along with the international community writ large, was asked to help rescue a mission headed in the wrong direction. By 2004, with the Abu Ghraib prison scandal and Fallujah uprising dominating the images coming from Iraq, the situation was clearly going south. It has improved little since. As of March 2006, more than 77 percent of the U.S. public viewed civil war in Iraq as either an already present reality or an imminent prospect.49 Poll numbers vary on Iraq, of course, based on recent trends in the mission there, not to mention the wording of the question. But as of this writing in the summer of 2006, Americans continued to describe America’s saga in Iraq as the nation’s top problem, at a time when the overall national mood has clearly remained sour (with only one in three satisfied with the state of the country).50 

The revolt of the recently retired general officers who have spoken out against Secretary Rumsfeld and his role in the conduct of the war, combined with ongoing concerns about stresses on U.S. fighting forces, suggest that the long Republican honeymoon with the military may be coming to an end. The perceptible decreases in the president’s secondterm approval ratings among the military shown in 2006 polls might well represent a window for the Democrats. To put it differently, and less partisanly, the nation’s current problems require new ideas on national security—and the whole purpose of competitive politics in democracies is to provide new ideas for voters to consider. We need a competition.

The simple fact that the military and the public may be tiring of one party, however, does not automatically imply their allegiance to the other party. Whether the Democrats will capitalize on this narrow shift depends on the extent to which they appreciate not simply their own failings since Vietnam, but also the amount of ground they must regain as a result of those failings. And in our view, the American body politic, left and right and center, should be rooting for them to succeed. The country needs a stronger debate on national-security matters at this time of listless performance by a conservative Republican administration on the core issue of the day.

Internationalist, moderate Republicans face their own challenges. While they have been less plagued than Democrats by a public perception that they are allergic to the use of military force, they have been consistently outmaneuvered by neoconservatives during the Bush years. They need to retain their own credibility on the use of military force while projecting a fuller understanding of how to use hard power effectively in the twenty-first century—for example, by following through in situations that require stabilization and rebuilding after the kinetic phases of war. Like Democrats, they also need a bolder and bigger vision on related security matters such as the long-term struggle against terrorism and development of an alternative energy policy for the United States.



OF POLLS—AND COMMON SENSE 

A September 2004 Military Times survey showed President Bush the preferred candidate among active-duty military personnel by a rough magnitude of 73:18, a staggering ratio that was found not only among active-duty troops but also among reservists. The survey was not a scientific poll, and likely overrepresented older and more senior military personnel, but it did include enlisted ranks as well as officers. In any case, that it showed a 4:1 dominance for the president was astonishing.51 Further, despite some serious gaffes in the Bush administration’s defense policy over the last few years, predictions that the Republican sway over the military vote would diminish in the 2004 election did not come to pass. More than 60 percent of today’s military leaders self-identify as Republicans, as do 59 percent of military personnel overall. (Meanwhile, only 13 percent identify as Democrats, and 20 percent as independents.)52 This continues a trend charted by Ole R. Holsti in a 1999 issue of International Security.









TABLE 1.2 Conservative Ideological Self-Identification Among Military Officers in the FPLP Surveys of American Opinion Leaders (1976–1996): The Effects of Time and Age 
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