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Judging is our oldest faith.


FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE1

















A NOTE ON SOURCES AND METHODS



This book is an account of a government policy decision, drawn from open sources and over one hundred interviews and informal conversations with participants at various levels in the decision process. I have consulted published secondary sources, especially the memoirs of government officials who have had access to detailed government records of the decision process. I have looked for every declassified document available, from both the US and British governments.


The book does not, as far as I have been able to ensure, contain information that remains classified. Every government document cited here has been declassified through official US or UK procedures. In places where the book describes the activities of US intelligence agencies, I have verified the events using memoirs that have been cleared through the CIA’s publications review board. In my interviews, I asked questions about the decision process and the origins of key policies but did not try to unearth secret information about intelligence findings, US military operations, or other issues. Because I was a Department of Defense employee during the time that I did some of the independent research for this book, I submitted the draft manuscript for security clearance. It has been cleared by the official DoD process.


All of my interviews were conducted on an anonymous basis; any former officials quoted by name in this work are being cited from other published materials. In quoting from those interviews, when I use the term “senior official,” I am referring to people serving at the time in positions of deputy assistant secretary or higher, including equivalent positions at the NSC or in intelligence agencies. The opinions expressed in this book are solely my own.
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CHAPTER 1



UNDERSTANDING A TRAGEDY




But where is the man, where is he so keen as to cheat the snares of the gods with a leap? Calamity lures him, smiles, seduces him, into her net, and no escape.


AESCHYLUS, THE PERSIANS1






This is a profound truth: The interacting processes that propel the world produce outcomes that no one intends. The fatal conceit—fatal to the fecundity of a spontaneous order—is the belief that anyone, or any group of savants, is clever and farsighted enough to forecast the outcomes of complex systems.


GEORGE F. WILL2






There is, I think, in Reinhold Niebuhr’s political thought a self-limitation which is the very reflection of the subject matter of politics. It is the awareness, to put it in different words, of the tragic character of the political act. We plan a political strategy in order to achieve a certain result, but the result, more often than not, has only a very remote relation to what we intend.


HANS MORGANTHAU3




Despite being the official retreat of American presidents, Camp David is a curiously bare and rustic facility.4 Tucked into the forested northern edge of Maryland, it consists of a handful of low-slung, wood-sided lodges set among stands of soaring trees. The camp’s working areas have the feel of a kindly, if second-rate, family resort, at least according to publicly available photographs: rudimentary wood paneling, exposed brick or stone walls, and bare working tables. Former CIA official Michael Morell described one room at Camp David as “a comfortable, homey getaway filled with leather couches, overstuffed chairs, and a big, well-used fireplace.”5


Presidents since Franklin Roosevelt have valued Camp David as an escape from the capital’s hustle and grind. One famous picture taken at the camp shows Nancy Reagan having just stepped off a horse, leaping into the arms of her husband; both are wearing cowboy hats. But some presidents and their families have not taken to the austerity of the compound. Harry Truman reportedly found the facility remote, and his wife, Bess, considered it dreary. George H. W. Bush enthused, on the other hand, that “the quiet mountain setting, the trees, the trails, the movies, and the varied sports activities… contributed to frank conversation and the chance to get to know guests on a personal basis.”6


His son George W. also enjoyed the place. He would write in his memoirs that Camp David, though just a thirty-minute helicopter trip from Washington, “feels much more removed than that.” The crisp air and natural environment, he concluded, “[foster] reflection and clear thinking.”7
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On September 7, 2002, President George W. Bush gathered his National Security Council (NSC) at Camp David to decide whether to seek United Nations (UN) approval for attacking Saddam Hussein.8 It was unseasonably warm, with temperatures pushing into the mid-eighties. Official photographs depict a brilliant, sunlit day, with officials in shirtsleeves and sportcoats.


The previous day, the NSC had heard the emerging war plan from General Tommy Franks, chief of the United States Central Command (CENTCOM). Then the cabinet principals (the secretaries of state and defense, the national security advisor, the vice president, and others) had debated the issue without the president. Dick Cheney, continuing a theme he had struck beginning shortly after 9/11, argued for rapid military action. Colin Powell pressed for another UN resolution to provide more legitimacy.9 The session turned into a contentious affair in which these two great elephants of the administration openly butted heads. In Bob Woodward’s telling, Powell “detected a kind of fever in Cheney.… The vice president was beyond hell-bent for action against Saddam. It was as if nothing else existed.”10


Powell’s concerns notwithstanding, the debate was no longer about whether to go to war. One senior official with knowledge of Powell and Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage’s thinking confirmed that both fully supported the idea of removing Hussein. The question was when, and under what conditions.11 Donald Rumsfeld would later claim—with much justification—that while Powell quibbled about the scheduling and ornamentation of war, he never disputed the need for action.12


The debate reopened on September 7 at a full NSC meeting chaired by President Bush. Cheney argued for a thirty- to sixty-day ultimatum to Saddam—that he must leave power and open his country to inspections—or else, Cheney urged, the “United States should remove him by force if he did not comply.” Cheney believed Saddam’s weapons of mass destruction (WMD) programs were accelerating so fast that the United States had no time to spare. “It is time to act,” he said. “We can’t delay for another year.… An inspection regime does not solve our problem.”13 Bush concluded the discussion by insisting that Saddam must be brought to heel. But the president did not issue any clear guidance.
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Within seven months of that Camp David session, US tanks would be streaming across the Kuwaiti border, headed for the Iraqi capital of Baghdad. The consequences of the resulting war remain only partly known—but what we do know is devastating. The war has been a catastrophe for the Iraqi people, at least 150,000 of whom (and perhaps close to half a million, based on the most recent estimates) died in the maelstrom that emerged after March 2003.14 The war has been a tragedy for many of the American servicemen and women and civilian officials who served in the conflict. More than 4,400 of them made the ultimate sacrifice; well over 30,000 have been wounded, many grievously.15 Tens of thousands suffer from damaging, and in some cases crippling, psychological traumas.


The war undermined the presidency of George W. Bush, whose blueprint for a moderate domestic agenda of education, immigration, and entitlement reform gave way to the fateful choice to become a war president. It drained US finances, both directly and indirectly: estimates of the comprehensive cost of the war, including long-term care for wounded veterans, replacing used-up equipment, and continuing operations in Iraq, range from narrow calculations of $800 billion to several trillion dollars. From a geostrategic standpoint, an effort to demonstrate the power and purpose of the United States ended up producing the reverse—global resentment at an America that seemed out of control and measurably less respected than before. Potential rivals, from Russia to North Korea to China, took the war as evidence of the need to intensify efforts to balance American power and influence. Within the region, the collapse of Iraq and entanglement of American power strengthened and emboldened Iran. Sixteen years after the war, the Middle East remains embroiled in chaos; the cause of democracy has not been measurably advanced, and al Qaeda boasts an order of magnitude more adherents than it did before the invasion. More indirectly, the disaster of an unnecessary war helped, along with the subsequent financial crisis, to further undermine American faith in politics and public institutions and to set the stage for today’s hyperpolarized atmosphere.


The decision to launch an ill-conceived invasion of Iraq as the centerpiece of a war on terror has therefore turned out to be a historical misjudgment of the first order. Columnist George Will commented in 2018 that




it is frequently said that the decision to invade Iraq was the worst US foreign policy decision since Vietnam. Actually, it was worse than Vietnam, and the worst in American history, for two reasons. One is that so far we probably have paid no more than 20 percent of the eventual costs of that decision that enhanced Iran’s ascendancy. The other reason is that America gradually waded waist deep into Vietnam without a crossing-the-Rubicon moment—a single, clear, dispositive decision. In contrast, the protracted preparation for invading Iraq was deliberative and methodical.16





These and other risks involved in the decision to wage war were more than evident in September 2002. But they never came up at the Camp David session—an important step on the march toward war. Indeed, there was no single meeting at which the decision to launch a global war on terror, or an invasion of Iraq, was openly, consciously, and rigorously debated.


How was this possible? How did a group of such world-wise leaders not only allow but actively cheer on such a devastating mistake? How was it that the United States, steeped in liberal values and devoted to norms of nonaggression, could fling itself into an aggressive war so easily and with apparently so little thought? Our understanding of precisely why and how that choice came to be made remains radically incomplete: more than fifteen years after the invasion, with numerous memoirs having been published and hundreds of documents declassified, we still do not know when or how, precisely, the decision took place.


That has not kept hundreds of commentators from claiming that they know the basis for it. For the administration’s fiercest critics, the war represented the rash ambitions of an aggressively militaristic clique of ideologists. Some underscore George W. Bush’s longtime resentment of Saddam Hussein and his desire to finish the work his father started in the first Gulf War.17 Others focus on Bush’s psychodramas18—his alleged desire to “prove himself.” Some view the war as an attempt to gain control of Iraq’s oil,19 bolster Israel’s security,20 or promote the fortunes of corporations with ties to Bush’s inner circle. Others see the war as a scheme to build a new capitalist state in the Middle East along American lines.21 One popular theory points to the intrigues of a “cabal” of neoconservatives who dragged the nation to war in service of imperial visions.22 Whatever the explanation, war opponents agree on one point: it was waged on the backs of half-truths, misrepresentations, and outright lies. Representative Walter Jones, a staunch Republican from North Carolina, voted for the war, but eventually “came to believe we were misled, we were lied to.”23


Closing in on two decades after the onset of the war, we still have no consensus on its causes or the motives of those who launched it. Wikipedia boasts an entire page devoted to the “Rationale for the Iraq War,” and it comes to no firm conclusions.24 “I will go to my grave not fully understanding why” Bush chose to invade, admits Council on Foreign Relations president Richard Haass—and he was working in the administration at the time.25 “Iraq is the Rashomon of wars,” George Packer lamented in 2005.26


These are the questions I have sought to understand during almost a decade of research, including reviewing both published sources and declassified American and British documents and having over a hundred conversations with former officials and military officers. I have become convinced that what many people think they know about the war is wrong—that it resulted from conspiracies, or the plotting of villainous officials, or the dreamy liberation narratives of second-tier neoconservatives, or craven motives like corporate profits—and most of all, that it reflected a self-consciously dishonest plot to hoodwink the American people. Part of my purpose has been to strip away the layers of supposed neocon cabals, pocket-lining oil industrialists, and intelligence failures and get to the heart of this event: a tragically typical example of how America’s worthy global ambitions can go terribly wrong and how senior leaders come to intuitive, moralistic judgments as one antidote to the profound uncertainty of national strategy.


The Bush administration did not invade Iraq to grab its oil or fill Haliburton’s coffers with US government contracts. George Bush was not stupid, nor was he trying to prove something to his father. The scheming of lower-level Defense Department officials adorned the process with sometimes preposterous claims and ideas but did not cause the war. Even when stretching intelligence findings to the limit of what they would support, senior officials did not consider themselves to be lying to the American people. Such arguments not only fail to match the facts, they tempt us to search for wickedness or corruption in the decision process—perversions that can be cured by a simple trade-out of people or administration.


As we will see, there was plenty of foolishness to go around, including willful negligence of historic proportions. Most fundamentally, however, my research has convinced me that two factors are especially useful in understanding how such a tragedy could occur: the fuel of American missionary ambitions and the spark of an intuitive, value-driven judgment. Those twin flaws are not the unique province of any one president or any one administration. They affect the thinking of senior officials from many eras who were trying to do their level best in the face of overwhelming uncertainty. And because they are so common, these factors lie in wait, ready to emerge in future national security decisions—a pattern that may already be recurring today in US policy toward such profound challenges as Russia, Iran, and China.
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Many of those in the room at Camp David on September 7 left convinced that something had been decided. National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice later wrote that the group “decided on a course of action. Everyone in that room heard the President say, ‘Either he will come clean about his weapons, or there will be war.’… The way ahead could not have been clearer.”27 In his own memoirs, Cheney admits that Bush “had not yet made a decision” but saw no evidence of anyone arguing “against using military force to remove Saddam Hussein from power. Nor did anyone argue that leaving Saddam in power… was a viable option.”28


Some officials told journalist Peter Baker that the September 7 session was “the turning point, the juncture at which Bush resolved to go forward.”29 Just five days later, in a seeming confirmation that the die had been cast, Bush delivered a blistering speech to the United Nations.30 “The purposes of the United States should not be doubted,” Bush proclaimed before a mostly stone-faced audience. “The Security Council resolutions will be enforced… or action will be unavoidable.”31


All of this would seem to suggest that the “decision” to go to war had been made in the meeting on September 7. And yet others involved in the process disagree. One participant in the Camp David session recalled that President Bush’s body language seemed to suggest that he was “still debating in his mind what to do.”32 No formal order to begin military operations emerged. Bush himself has insisted that he did not decide on military action until much closer to the invasion; one very senior official privy to the president’s thinking, when asked when the decision was made, instantly replied, “March [2003]”33—six months after the September 7 meeting.


Bush’s secretary of defense didn’t seem to think a final choice had been made. The day after the United Nations speech, Donald Rumsfeld dictated a memo dismissing the need for a public relations campaign to justify war. Such an effort, he said, “doesn’t come into play until and unless the President makes a decision to do something in Iraq from a military standpoint,” implying that Bush had not yet done so.34 The same day, in a different memo, Rumsfeld stated categorically that “the President has not yet recommended invading Iraq. Therefore, I do not think I should go up [to Congress] and make the case for invading Iraq.”35


Yet such quibbling makes no sense in light of the fact that the Bush administration had been busily planning for war—if not actually deciding on it—since at least December 2001. The idea had floated to the surface amid the smoke, haze, and fury of September 11 itself, in part because many in the administration had long been convinced of the need to dethrone Saddam Hussein. Even among the small library of documents so far declassified, a tidal wave of evidence can be found that many senior officials assumed war was inevitable long before September 2002.36 Two months earlier, in July, for example, Richard Haass, then director of policy planning at the State Department, visited Condoleezza Rice. “I raised this issue about were we really sure that we wanted to put Iraq front and center at this point,” Haass said later. “And she said, essentially, that that decision’s been made, don’t waste your breath.”37


In important ways, then, the essential judgment to invade was in place at least two-thirds of a year before March 2003 and eight weeks prior to the September meeting at Camp David—long months during which the administration routinely dismissed the idea that it had already decided to go to war. Even as the NSC was “debating” the choice of war at Camp David that September, for example, and whatever Rumsfeld’s hesitations, the administration was already rolling out an elaborate public relations campaign. It was a “meticulously planned strategy,” as the New York Times put it, “to persuade the public, the Congress and the allies of the need to confront the threat from Saddam Hussein.” The campaign, like the battle plan for invasion, had been in the works for months.38
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In evaluating the decision to go to war in Iraq, we must account, first and foremost, for the beliefs, the perspectives, and ultimately the choices of the man whose highly idiosyncratic decision-making style drove the character of that judgment.


Many of those who worked for George W. Bush describe his private kindnesses. There are hundreds of examples of his spontaneous emotionalism and graciousness in the presence of Iraqis or US servicemen. I have spoken with a number of US military officers and former White House officials who described scenes such as a visit to a US Air Force base. There, after the ceremonial part of the visit was concluded, Bush held back to spend time with a family who had lost a son in Iraq. He dismissed everyone else from the room. He dropped all artifice and spoke humbly, authentically. He shared their pain and took responsibility for the decision that cost their son his life. The visit got no media coverage and received no credit beyond those who attended.


Bush did these sorts of things, I am certain, all the time. One senior official explained that when he asked the president what he most enjoyed about the job, Bush replied that he liked touching people—touching their lives with the office of the presidency.39 Yet such episodes only highlight the tragic paradox: How was it that a man who on an individual level possessed such a caring touch could be so disconnected from decisions affecting the lives of millions?


Officials who observed George W. Bush closely typically portray him as thoughtful and astute, entirely capable of telling insights and rapid-fire questions that drove to the heart of issues. But he could also be bewilderingly disinterested and uninformed; in a number of key planning meetings about the Iraq war, for example, he asked no substantive questions. Bush could have a brilliantly untaught sense of large trends in history and yet be spectacularly blind to the risks of his own policies. He was the son of one of America’s most powerful political dynasties—and yet someone who, as part owner of the Texas Rangers, eschewed luxury boxes for regular seats behind the dugout, calling peanut vendors by name, gobbling down cheap hot dogs, chatting with fans, and bonding with Hispanic players by sputtering through conversations in his high school Spanish.40 This fan of the energy industry and skeptic of global climate treaties built a Crawford ranch house that was, his speechwriter David Frum marveled, “a showcase of enviro technology,” with passive energy, extensive water conservation systems, and propane-fueled trucks.41


Journalist Frank Bruni writes that he asked Bush if he believed one of the goals of 9/11 was to kill him. Bush replied, in all likely sincerity, that he was not thinking of himself but of the families of those who had lost loved ones, and of “the children. I am a loving guy.” He then proceeded to tear up.42 He cried when he took John Kerry’s concession call; he cried when his press secretary Scott McClellan left the White House.43 After 9/11, even as Bush endorsed a global strategy of targeted assassination and sometimes celebrated the results in brutal and seemingly callous language, his was one of the first, and ultimately one of the most consistent, voices opposing the conflation of a war on terrorism with prejudice against Muslims.


“Bush defied easy description,” his former White House aide David Kuo wrote upon first meeting the man who was then Texas governor. “He seemed not just charming, but weighty, seductive yet pure, likable yet mysterious.” Kuo was astonished in particular by Bush’s encounters with men struggling with substance abuse. Bush would “slow down. His cadence would change. He would put both of his hands on the man’s shoulders and look into his eyes. Any swagger disappeared. Something softer and perhaps more genuine took its place. He listened to each story and nodded.… It was one of the more Christ-like things I had ever seen a powerful man do.”44 The qualities—and flaws—of this swaggering, thoughtful, disinterested, sensitive, indolent, and deeply committed man help explain how the United States came to launch an ill-conceived and ill-planned invasion that would count as perhaps America’s greatest foreign policy tragedy of the modern era.


Bush’s dominant goal—in fact, his overriding motive, especially after 9/11—was to fulfill what he viewed as his sacred obligation as president: to keep the American people safe. But his personality and worldview formed a very particular vision of how best to do that, a vision that strongly reflected America’s missionary tradition and proved vulnerable to the appeal of passionate moral imperatives that overrode conceptions of risk and cost. The result was, as many commentators have noted, a form of astonishing certainty. “I know it is hard for you to believe,” he told Bob Woodward in 2002 about the ballooning war on terror, “but I have not doubted what we’re doing.… There is no doubt in my mind we’re doing the right thing. Not one doubt.”45 Fueled by such visions and certainty, he would seek to smite America’s enemies and to achieve an impossibly idealistic transformation of Iraq and the broader Middle East—objectives that were destined to crash headlong into the limits of American power and the realities of a complex world.
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This book tells the story of the Iraq decision in mostly straightforward chronological terms, beginning with the moment after the first Gulf War when the US relationship with Iraq began its downward slide from wary engagement into bitter hostility. Each chapter tells the story of one key phase of the process that led to March 2003. Chapter 9 then offers a brief recapitulation of the vital weeks after the first US troops crossed the Iraqi border, when the easy dreams of a quick war gave way to a recognition of the long and bitter task ahead.


In telling this story, I have taken an approach that is at times more impressionistic than linear, dividing each chapter into a number of chronological but sometimes independent vignettes that accumulate to form a mosaic of the whole road to war. I hope by this approach to mirror in narrative style the way in which the decision itself emerged: gradual, piecemeal, with arguments and memos and events piling atop one another and building toward a final judgment. The actual decision process was emergent, indirect, and intuitive, and any telling of the story must share some of these characteristics.


The resulting narrative—emerging as it does in between the initial accounts and the eventual and more complete flood of declassified documents some years hence—does not pretend to offer the final word on every meeting, every thought, every event along the road to war. There is surely much not captured here, and some claims that future historians will need to correct. But my research convinces me that the big picture can be sketched out with some confidence—that we know enough, from interviews, memoirs, and documents, to make an updated judgment, one that builds on the important early treatments to tell the story of the origins of this war in more comprehensive terms.


Yet some will rightly ask: Why another book on the Iraq war? Haven’t there been hundreds? Aren’t all the questions answered?


A new treatment is important for three main reasons. First, while much information relevant to the decision has been published, it is scattered across early journalistic accounts and later memoirs, dozens of published interviews, and hundreds of so-far declassified documents. A number of early treatments—Bob Woodward’s astonishing three-volume feat of reporting, George Packer’s thoughtful archaeology of the decision in the first third of The Assassin’s Gate—told bits and pieces of the story. But we know much more than we did in 2004 or 2008 or even 2010, and no single volume has assembled all that we know in one place.


Second, a new assessment is important because what many people think they know about the origins of the war is wrong. Stubborn and erroneous mythologies persist to this day—that the war was produced by a conspiracy of neoconservatives, that it was waged for oil or Israel or Haliburton, that George Bush was a puppet in the hands of Dick Cheney. One thing this book offers, I hope, is an antidote to some of the most misleading legends about this profound event in US history.


But the most important reason for a new look at the judgment to go to war is to deepen our understanding of the pattern that brought it to life so that we might recognize the next tragedy before it occurs. The decision-making lessons so far mined from the Iraq case are at best incomplete and, in some cases, even mistaken. The conventional narrative has long relied upon theories of deception and conspiracies, the rash belligerence of a clownish president, and the sinister machinations of senior officials. The typical story told of the origins of the Iraq war, in other words, is of a sort of malicious crime perpetrated on the American people.


Just about none of this is right. It is true that the administration concealed some of its planning and preparation—but most of the march to war was right out in the open; was advertised in State of the Union addresses, United Nations resolutions, and hundreds of news reports; and, eventually, became an appeal to Congress for formal authorization. Though inattentive, sometimes incurious, and too convinced of his God-given destiny, Bush was no fool. Invalid statements about weapons of mass destruction were made and endlessly repeated not in order to bamboozle the American people, but because—based on years of seemingly iron-clad intelligence reporting—American senior officials unquestioningly believed them. Partly as a result, its advocates were convinced that the war had to be undertaken for a single reason: their commitment to safeguard the American people, as they interpreted that duty, demanded it.


Author Jim Rasenberger has written an engrossing history of the Kennedy administration’s Bay of Pigs fiasco called The Brilliant Disaster. He explains that “of the many extraordinary facts about the Bay of Pigs, the most surprising may be that it was the work of mostly decent and intelligent people trying their best to perform what they considered to be the necessary emergency procedure of excising Fidel Castro.” To condemn the effort “as an act of idiocy or evil perpetrated by fools and sinners is to miss the point; worse, doing so puts more distance between ourselves and those who undertook it than either we or they deserve.”46


In a very similar way, to dismiss the Iraq war as a bizarre outlier traceable to awful individuals is to miss its most important lesson: the judgment reflects an all-too-common case of American foreign policy decision-making gone wrong, undertaken by senior officials hoping to sustain American power and safeguard the American people and yet producing outcomes that undermined both of those goals. The scholar Patrick Porter comes to a parallel conclusion in his own recent history of the British decision for war: “Mischiefs and falsehoods can facilitate war,” he points out. “They were not its driving force.… Britain’s ‘deciders’ are remembered as deft propagandists, but were idealists at the core.”47 The Iraq case, properly understood, can offer us—as citizens, and in some cases as journalists, experts, and senior officials—clues about what to look for so as to be on guard against future disasters.


To be sure, this decision remains a tragic misjudgment of the first order. There is responsibility to assign, culpability to be accepted; I will build the evidence for this culpability in the course of the coming chapters, and Chapter 10 offers a framework for evaluating the degree of negligence involved. But if my conclusions are valid, far more important than blame is understanding—understanding of the pattern in American foreign policy that so consistently precedes tragedies.


Some of the reasons for this mistake can be found in the factors specific to this case, the events and personalities that fueled this particular decision. Nine-eleven’s transformative effect on the risk calculus of senior leaders, described in Chapter 4, has no parallel in modern American history since Pearl Harbor. The particular blend of personalities in the Bush administration, a cast of characters examined in Chapter 3, helps to explain the ultimately dangerous way in which the judgment was made and carried out. But I will also argue that the Iraq case highlights two more general tendencies that conspired to bring about this disaster. Together they form a recurring pattern: the dangerous marriage of deeply embedded national beliefs about the country’s role in the world with a passionate, urgent, even desperate imperative to act—a feeling that overrides concerns about risks or costs. These two factors provide the essential context for understanding the US decision to invade Iraq.


The dominant national belief system at work was the vigorous missionary impulse that has come to characterize America’s approach to international affairs. This instinct is far from illegitimate; it stems from an aspiration to make the world a better and more peaceful place and from a willingness to act in decisive, and sometimes costly, ways in service of that purpose. In more pragmatic terms, the urge to transform the world flows from a critical insight that forced itself on American leaders in the 1940s: in an increasingly interconnected global system, it was no longer possible to achieve security by isolating the country from the world’s travails. To keep itself secure and prosperous, the United States would henceforth have to work to transform the world around it—an aspiration that doubled down on the essentially idealistic values inherent in the American national identity. Left unchecked, however, this missionary impulse can produce a theological and absolutist conception of America’s responsibility as well as a romantic conviction that America can renovate other societies at will, a mindset that has contributed to some of the most disastrous blunders in US foreign policy.


The power of this missionary sensibility has waxed and waned over time. Not all presidents or senior foreign policy officials share it to equal degrees, and it is not responsible for every decision or debacle. And yet, as we shall see, various aspects—both hard-edged and idealistic—of this messianic conception are central to any understanding of the judgment to go to war in Iraq. For most countries the idea of invading, occupying, and forcibly modernizing a far-off and culturally alien land of twenty-five million people would be viewed as absurd. That it was not seen that way in Washington—that so much of the US national security establishment, media, and congressional leadership endorsed what much of the rest of the world saw as an adventuristic crusade—points to the influence of the aggressively idealistic concepts underlying US national security strategy. We can learn from Iraq, then, the perils that lurk within the broadly welcome instincts of American global leadership.


Second and in a closely related sense, the pattern of misjudgment behind the war stems also from the essential character of national security decisions regarding highly complex problems clouded with vast amounts of uncertainty. Rather than a rigorous focus on consequences and careful cost-benefit analysis, major national security judgments are often much more unconscious, instinctive, and emergent; and in certain circumstances, they reflect something far closer to the application of moral imperatives than reasoned analysis. The second element of the pattern I hope to illustrate is, therefore, the concept of moralistic and value-based, rather than instrumental or outcome-oriented, decision-making.


The disaster at the Bay of Pigs, Rasenberger reminds us, “was not ginned up by a nefarious band of agents in the bowels of the CIA, but rather produced by two administrations, encouraged by countless informed legislators, and approved by numerous men of high rank and intelligence, even brilliance.” And nearly all of them, he explains, were “operating under conditions that made the venture almost impossible to resist. At a time when Americans were nearly hysterical about the spread of communism, they simply could not abide Castro. He had to go.”48 So it would be, four decades later, with another enemy of America who “had to go”—Saddam Hussein. It was another time of hysteria, this time about the claimed nexus between terrorists and state sponsors. The result was a similar degree of conviction, a belief bordering on faith, a feeling of obligation so strong that it bulldozed through any objections or warnings. The leaders who advocated for and eventually decided upon the invasion of Iraq did so out of an emergent sense, built up over many years and brought to a fever pitch by 9/11, that it was the right and necessary thing to do.


One of the most notable hallmarks of such imperative-driven decision-making is that planning for the resulting action is often muddled and incoherent. Once the direction is set by such value-driven considerations, the system tends to go into a passive mode, almost as if on a form of autopilot. This is one reason why the story of postwar planning will feature prominently in the coming chapters: the pattern I am describing here produces a doubly tragic outcome—the basic judgment itself is first flawed, and then the planning to accomplish the mission becomes corrupted as well.


These themes of US foreign policy mindset remain urgently relevant today. Americans have elected three presidents in a row who have promised to bring more humility and restraint to US international endeavors—and in all cases, those presidents have ended up being pulled into foreign wars and adventures of various scope and character, almost as if by a gravitational force. It is critical that Americans understand the impulses that shape this persistent adventurism, and that senior officials take seriously the degree to which their choices often sidestep a serious analysis of consequences in favor of what come to be seen as “sacred values.” The sense of strategic self-righteousness so characteristic of debacles in places like Iraq is rushing through the US national security community in torrents today, propelled by the perceived authoritarian challenge from Russia and China. The even more elaborate impulse to engage in messianic, transformative campaigns is bubbling to the surface again with regard to Iran and North Korea. As the Iraq case shows, these twin characteristics pose tremendous dangers. If the United States finds itself at war again, these two traits will be at least part of the reason for it.


David Kaiser concludes his brilliant history of decision-making about Vietnam, American Tragedy, by saying that the war revealed to him “my nation as it really was: not a new and unique civilization marching ever forward down the road to progress, but a great nation like every other, driven, at bottom, more by emotion than by reason, cursed at the moment by an excess of certainty, and liable to make mistakes on the same scale as its triumphs.”49 That is the nation we continue to inhabit. The risks remain—indeed, they may be greater than ever. It is critical that we reacquaint ourselves with the pattern of thinking and action that produced the Iraq disaster for one major reason: to help make sure that we as a nation do not make the same mistake again.















CHAPTER 2



THE ORIGINS OF A CONVICTION




In the history of conflicts and wars, there are few instances that match the invasion and occupation of Iraq for complexity of motive and ambiguity of purpose.


ALI ALLAWI1






There is a final result of Vietnam policy I would cite that holds danger for the future of American foreign policy: the rise of a new breed of American ideologues who see Vietnam as the ultimate test of their doctrine. I have in mind those men in Washington who have given a new life to the missionary impulse in American foreign relations: who believe that this nation, in this era, has received a threefold endowment that can transform the world.


JAMES THOMSON, 19682






In the tragedy of Oedipus, “illusion and truth [are] the opposing forces between which man is bound, in which he is entangled, and in whose shackles, as he strives toward the highest he can hope for, he is worn down and destroyed.”


KARL REINHARDT3




Bob Baer is perhaps best known these days for his numerous appearances on CNN and other television news channels, dissecting national security events of the day. After his retirement from government service he penned thoughtful op-eds and essays for Time, Vanity Fair, the Wall Street Journal, and other publications. Most recently he hosted the cheeky History Network show Hunting Hitler, each episode representing a search for tantalizing (if ultimately unpersuasive) clues that the Nazi leader did not in fact die in 1945 but was spirited out of the country. In all these venues Baer comes off as a smart and likeable figure, a straight-talking voice of pragmatic experience; trim and boyish for his sixty-plus years, curious and dogged as an investigator.


But Baer achieved his initial notoriety as a US clandestine intelligence operative, and in the mid-1990s, he was the CIA’s man on the ground in northern Iraq. Baer’s mission was to cobble together the elements of a successful coup against Saddam Hussein, an experience about which he would write an engrossing memoir. (That book became part of the basis for the movie Syriana, and the George Clooney character in the film is partly based on Baer.) In the book, Baer claims that by 1995 a senior NSC official working on Iraq, Martin Indyk, had authorized the establishment of a base of operations, whose purpose was to lay the groundwork for destabilizing Saddam.4 But US policy had not yet got around to formally seeking Saddam’s destruction, and for his part, Indyk claims that the NSC had only set up the CIA operation with explicit orders not to take action without asking for approval first. “I thought I had made myself clear” to the CIA’s Middle East operations chief and to Baer, Indyk writes.5


As it would turn out, either he’d been less clear than he thought, or Baer decided to take more initiative than anyone expected. As one former official puts it, the “destructive ambiguity” that had emerged at the heart of US policy—the desire to have Saddam gone, but the unwillingness to take the political risks necessary to make it happen—opened the door to freelancing by enterprising covert operators.6 The Iraqi exile and anti-Saddam schemer Ahmad Chalabi (about whom we will hear a great deal more) brought Baer a supposed Iraqi general anxious to turn against Saddam and insisting that whole military units were ready to defect.7 Kurdish militia in the north stood ready to help. Chalabi himself said he had thousands of Iraqi National Congress (INC) fighters ready to go, as well as commitments from Shi’ites in southern Iraq to rise up at the same moment.


Baer says he detailed all of this in several cables to CIA headquarters—and, he claims, got no response. So Baer, by his own account, in the spring of 1995 told Chalabi he may as well start the rebellion without formal US government approval. “Washington wants Saddam out,” Baer told the Iraqis, on his own initiative.8 When I asked a former senior official whether these events reflected a rogue CIA operator going off-script, he replied, “That’s certainly how it felt at the time.”9 But in Baer’s mind, the general direction of US policy—getting Saddam out of power—was clear, and he was operating totally in line with that goal. He had been sent there to do a job, and he was doing it.


A fascinating question is whether Ahmad Chalabi, the organizer of Iraqi components of the coup and entrepreneur for regime change, ever really expected his exile-based rabble-rousing to work. He appears to have assumed that the United States would intervene if the insurrection looked close to success. They just needed to get the ball rolling. If they went forward, Chalabi felt, Washington would confront a choice: “Whether or not to let us be slaughtered. I told them the Americans wouldn’t let us be slaughtered.”10


But the White House got wind of the emerging fight before it commenced, and from a curious source. On March 2, 1995, the United States intercepted an Iraqi government signals transmission showing that Saddam had uncovered a planned uprising and placed his army on alert. Indyk describes himself as “flabbergasted”; he and his team quickly informed NSC director Tony Lake.11 “Sitting behind his desk littered with baseball paraphernalia and files, Tony Lake absorbed our report with surprising equanimity,” Indyk explains, but Lake quickly agreed the thing had to be shut down. They dispatched a terse cable to Chalabi and Baer: “The action you have planned for this weekend has been totally compromised. We believe there is a high risk of failure. Any decision to proceed will be on your own.”12


Chalabi was furious. One of the two Kurdish leaders pulled out of the plan. The other went ahead, and ten thousand Kurdish troops, supported by a few hundred INC men, threw themselves at two brigades of Iraqi infantry. But Chalabi’s grand promises turned out to be—not for the last time—groundless: in the absence of Iraqi army defections or American military force, the assault promptly fizzled. In retrospect, Baer told Seymour Hersh, “There was nothing there.” Chalabi, in the CIA officer’s opinion, had been “bluffing.”13
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Such ill-fated lunges in the direction of regime change as the abortive 1995 coup attempt offer prime examples of the roots of the judgment to go to war in Iraq, which can be found in the continuing US confrontation with Saddam and the evolution of postwar beliefs about US foreign policy that occurred in the 1990s. The story of these years is one of growing conviction that a dangerous megalomaniac had been left in power and of the burgeoning influence of officials, former officials, and adventurers who dedicated themselves to bringing down Saddam and his regime. These engines of policy transformation would accelerate in 1998 and 1999, when a group of senior officials of the Clinton administration made a forceful case for regime change—a case largely indistinguishable, in rationale and tone, from the one that would be made by the Bush administration just three years later.


These years also represent the story of Saddam’s stubborn refusal to appreciate the growing hatred for his regime and the strategic dilemma that kept him from taking credit for the most profound judgment he made during this time—to mothball his weapons of mass destruction programs. It is the story of the disintegration of Iraqi society into a miasma of corruption, criminality, and decayed infrastructure. Most of all, it is the story of how Hussein’s Iraq became the singular focus of America’s expansive conception of its world role.


As a result, the evolution of US policy toward Iraq during the 1990s illustrates one of the primary engines behind the eventual decision to invade. Profound strategic judgments like the choice to go to war are usually grounded in what can be called evolved collective beliefs—about world politics, the identity and role of a nation, the character of an adversary. When dealing with complex, ambiguous choices brimming with uncertainty, as all major national security decisions will be, decision-makers rely on taken-for-granted certainties. The most influential of these can usually be traced to the essential principles that inform a nation’s foreign policy.


In the case of Iraq, the decisive collective belief at work was a messianic and adventuristic conception of American power that had become so widely accepted by the 1990s that it was hardly even debated any more. Gradually during the twentieth century, and with accelerating speed in the late Cold War and then after its end, the American national security establishment settled on the conviction that the United States, as the global leader and hegemon, had the responsibility, the power, and ultimately the right to shape the world in ways it saw fit. These intentions embodied a powerful idealism and boldness that are among the most admirable effects of the American national identity and that have underwritten many triumphs—from the small and personal, such as the release of human rights advocates in authoritarian countries, to grand and strategic victories as significant as the defeat of communism in the Cold War. But they also impelled the United States to meddle in the politics, economies, and societies of foreign nations in literally thousands of ways. They help explain events like the 1995 coup attempt, when Americans like Bob Baer end up thousands of miles from home, working with exiles and defectors and local insurgents to overthrow a foreign government.


By 2001, one of the most urgent expressions of this impulse was the commitment to overturn the regime of Saddam Hussein. Beyond the sometimes mind-numbing details of weapons of mass destruction and human rights violations, this remarkably ambitious idea made sense—not only to the Bush administration but to the larger bipartisan US foreign policy community—in part because it fit so comfortably into the implications of America’s beliefs about itself. The problem with such beliefs is that they were just that: beliefs. They had transcended the status of hypotheses to become truth. And when the time comes to act on such powerful, nearly religious beliefs, the ultimate decision has more of the character of a reflex than a choice. Judgments of that sort, grounded in creeping certainty rather than rigorous evaluation, pose one leading danger—they are all too often blind to risks and consequences.
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In 1988—seven years before Baer and Chalabi launched their ill-fated coup effort—Saddam Hussein’s disastrous decade-long war against Iran was drawing to an ignominious close with Iraq deeply in debt and socially devastated. Saddam had started the war in 1980 to tame a provocative Iranian revolutionary regime and establish Iraq as the regional hegemon. But after a bitter and prolonged conflict that ended in stalemate, with perhaps half a million dead and a trillion dollars expended by the two sides, Iraq was economically shattered. In order to recover, Saddam needed his fellow Sunni Arab states to forgive loans extended to Iraq during the conflict and for Iraq to resurrect its economy with oil revenues. In the process he intended to fulfill Iraq’s natural place in the order of things, which to him meant regional domination.14


Even in the late 1980s, Saddam hoped that Iraq could pursue these goals with American sponsorship. After all, Iraq had been a sort of quasi-partner in the effort to contain the revolutionary regime in Iran. Washington had supplied arms during the Iran-Iraq war, and after a brief flirtation with Tehran during the Iran-Contra affair,15 the United States returned to courting Baghdad. A National Security Directive of October 1989 argued that “normal relations between the United States and Iraq would serve our longer-term interests and promote stability in both the Gulf and the Middle East.”16 As a former senior US official suggested, one fundamental assumption of the pre–Gulf War US policy was that “Saddam could be managed,” that a clever and judicious “combination of carrots and sticks” could manipulate him to serve US interests.17 And so in 1989, US secretary of state James Baker met with Iraqi officials to express a desire for improved relations—just a scant few months before the two countries would be at war.18


These embraces were soon constrained by a growing suspicion of Saddam’s intentions.19 US interagency sessions and intelligence reports from this period catalogue an escalating series of disputes over human rights and Iraq’s weapons programs.20 One State Department report concluded that “we believe Iraq judges a nuclear weapons capability to be essential to meet its security needs and further its regional ambitions.”21 Still, the weight of thinking in the US government continued to point to a salvageable relationship.22


But Saddam was Saddam—belligerent, vain, autocratic, with a grandiose conception of his role in history. He directed particular fury at the neighboring monarchy of Kuwait: It refused to forgive Iraq’s loans and, Saddam claimed, exceeded OPEC production quotas and thus kept oil prices artificially low, hamstringing Iraq’s recovery. The dispute reached a boiling point in the summer of 1990.


Conditioned by years of viewing Saddam as a counterweight to Iran, few in the US government thought he would actually invade an Arab neighbor.23 Nor could others believe it: three days before the invasion, the leaders of Jordan and Egypt told Washington it was likely a bluff.24 James Baker was on a diplomatic trip in the Soviet Union; Soviet foreign minister Eduard Shevardnadze assured him that “it would be completely irrational for Saddam to do this. It’s not going to happen. Don’t worry about it.”25 When Saddam finally decided to attack, some evidence suggests, he did so reasonably convinced that the United States would turn a blind eye to the aggression.26


Such wishful thinking was typical of Saddam. Former Iraqi officials describe him as a solitary decision-maker who would retreat into private reflection somewhere in the endless expanse of his many gaudy palaces and emerge with wild-eyed proclamations based on dreams, or intuition, or religious guidance.27 CIA interrogator John Nixon—who had multiple sessions with Saddam once he surrendered to US forces in 2003—reports that “much of what Saddam did was improvisational.” There was no grand plan at work; often, “there wasn’t enough discussion of the pros and cons of a particular course of action.” And when “things finally went sour, there were no plans to clean up the mess.”28


Saddam shared these traits, as it would turn out, with those who would eventually order his destruction.
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Once Iraq’s army had taken Kuwait, the White House, after an initial moment of hesitation, moved toward ultimatums, economic sanctions, and threats of force, starting down a road that would culminate in a conflict that has become known as the Gulf War, or “Desert Storm.”29 As war loomed, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff—General Colin Powell—watched and worried. He feared the costs of an all-out conflict and hoped sanctions would be given more time to work. In one of the first national security meetings after Saddam’s invasion, Powell wanted to know just how quickly after securing Saudi Arabia they would move to liberate Kuwait. His inquiry provoked a “chill” in the room: “The question was premature,” Powell would later admit. “I had overstepped.”30 Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney brusquely reminded him to keep his advice to military matters.


The Vietnam veteran Powell wondered just what sort of war they were gearing up to fight. What would they do once they had “won” the military campaign? Powell found the planning sessions “disorderly,” with “people talking at random.… They were all looking for a military option but had no clear idea what they wanted to achieve.” They needed to “put everything on the table and have an honest discussion.” If others came to see him as the “skunk at the picnic,” that was fine with him. Everyone could “take a deep smell.”31


The Bush administration dallied with sanctions for a while, but given Saddam’s hubris and pride, economic pressure was never going to lever him out of Kuwait. By September 1990, a US attack seemed imminent. Powell decided that he had to speak his mind.32 On September 24, he phoned Dick Cheney, who agreed to let the chairman make the case to the president for sanctions as an alternative to war. According to his memoir, Powell outlined both options and the risks associated with each. Bush thanked him and said that the time for patience had passed.33


Powell’s biographer, Karen DeYoung, suggests that he walked away content that he had said his piece—that he had “done what the chiefs had failed to do in Vietnam and Beirut and that all the cards were on the table.” He had done, in other words, what “his conscience and duty required,” even though the intervention had not swayed the direction of US policy. George H. W. Bush had been elected to make these decisions, and now “Powell had his orders.”34 All these events amounted to a remarkable preview of an almost identical dialogue that would take place thirteen years later, between Powell and a very different George Bush.
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The US military campaign, when it unfolded, was a textbook use of combined arms that evicted Iraqi forces from Kuwait in a matter of days. A ceasefire was signed within a month.


Having obsessed for weeks over the plan to rescue Kuwait, the administration suddenly drifted. No one appeared to have a clear thought of what came next. The idea was to drive Iraq out of Kuwait, one official later told an interviewer, but “that was it. There was no consideration for conflict termination—Where do you want to be politically in 20 years? What are the strategic decisions for this part of the world? None of that was considered.”35


One thing was clear: no one was in any mood to rush to Baghdad and finish off the regime, an effort that looked like a quagmire in the making.36 The view at the time was “let’s not fuck it up” by persisting in the war, an official working the issue at the time later said. Besides, senior members of the administration assumed that the ignominious defeat had dealt Saddam a political death blow.37 His army would turn against him, they thought, and the long-suffering Shi’a majority would rise up. There was “a lot of wishful thinking going on” within an administration that wanted to believe its work was done, the official added. “Just how the psychology takes hold” of senior decision-makers at such moments, he said, is “often lost in histories.”38


By far the best defense of the decision to leave Saddam in power came from a senior member of Bush’s administration. “The idea of going into Baghdad… or trying to topple the regime wasn’t anything I was enthusiastic about,” he told a PBS interviewer five years later. “I felt there was a real danger here that you would get bogged down in a long drawn out conflict.”39 The interviewer persisted: Wasn’t Saddam a serious threat who needed to be removed? “Maybe it’s part of our national character,” the former official answered with the wry smile that was one of his trademarks. “We like to have these problems nice and neatly wrapped up, put a ribbon around it. You deploy a force, you win the war and the problem goes away.” This was a delusion, he suggested.




It doesn’t work that way in the Middle East, it never has, and isn’t likely to in my lifetime. We are always going to have to be involved there and Saddam is just one more irritant, but there’s a long list of irritants in that part of the world and for us to have done what would have been necessary to get rid of him—certainly a very large force for a long time into Iraq to run him to ground and then you’ve got to worry about what comes after. And you then have to accept the responsibility for what happens in Iraq, accept more responsibility for what happens in the region. It would have been an all-US operation, I don’t think any of our allies would have been with us, maybe Britain, but nobody else. And you’re going to take a lot more American casualties if you’re gonna go muck around in Iraq for weeks on end trying to run Saddam Hussein to ground and capture Baghdad and so forth and I don’t think it would have been worth it.40





This remarkable portrait of what a US invasion of Iraq would entail was drawn by none other than George W. Bush’s future vice president, Dick Cheney. The route Cheney traveled from this pragmatic and nuanced analysis to the vehement conviction that Saddam had to be immediately driven from power is one of the most important—and, frankly, puzzling—aspects of the eventual US decision to invade Iraq.
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The fleeting perception of success in the Gulf War gradually gave way to a creeping sense of unfinished business. As Saddam routed postwar rebellions with Iraqi army units thought to have been crushed, one former official described Colin Powell as having “blasted” intelligence analysts. “You guys must be smoking dope,” Powell thundered. “We killed those divisions.” It soon became clear that forecasts of Saddam’s fall from power wouldn’t be borne out, at least not any time soon.41


Over time, this frustration morphed into a powerful conviction that the hopes of 1991 had to be fulfilled, and that Saddam must go. The United States had been aware of his brutality before 1991; now his cruelty began to be seen as evidence of a megalomaniacal personality capable of any aggression. Washington had known of his pursuit of weapons of mass destruction, but now that aspiration was seen as an unacceptable risk. His intermittent flirtations with terrorists were now viewed as the machinations of someone determined to undermine the stability of other Arab and global countries. This transition—from a sense that Iraq was one problem among many to a nearly obsessive certainty that Saddam Hussein represented the single most urgent threat to US interests—became the foundation stone for a formal US regime-change policy, the origin point of the later choice to invade. And it emerged gradually, without any truly formal debate or decision.


Iraq’s behavior certainly added fuel to the fire. Postwar UN weapons inspections uncovered evidence of an Iraqi “crash program” to develop nuclear weapons. Saddam had spent between $5 billion and $10 billion and employed over twenty thousand people and seven thousand scientists on an effort that UN inspectors estimated had left him between twelve and thirty months short of a nuclear bomb.42 Nearly all of this came as a total shock to US intelligence and senior officials, and it badly spooked the intelligence community. It was, as future CIA director George Tenet would put it, “a mistake no one wanted to repeat,”43 and so the bias flipped in the opposite direction—that of being determined to not miss evidence of accumulating risk and so end up looking foolish.44


Still, these changing perceptions took time to work themselves into policy. The concept that Saddam ought to go was one thing—making it happen was quite another. Until 2001, US administrations continued to edge up to the enterprise in a half-hearted way.45 One former senior official told me that during the early 1990s the Bush administration kept “pushing [Iraq] under the rug,” and early covert efforts to go after the regime were “haphazard and helter-skelter.”46


The United States was not the only actor in this drama with a sense of regret and frustration in the wake of the war. CIA analyst John Nixon, who helped interrogate Saddam when he was a prisoner in 2003, reports that their conversations on the Gulf War represented “the closest he ever came to admitting a mistake.” Saddam “seemed to flinch” when Kuwait came up; “his face took on an anguished look, and he tried to change the subject.” One time in particular when Nixon raised the subject, Saddam “put both hands on his head and said, ‘Uggghhhhh, this gives me such a headache!’” He continued to imagine that there had been an opportunity for better relations with the United States, and seemed genuinely confused about where things went sour between two countries who ought to have been natural partners against Iran and Islamic extremists. “The West used to say good things about Saddam,” a morose Hussein told Nixon in one conversation. “But after 1990 all that changed.”47
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The case for ending Saddam’s rule by force began slowly, almost imperceptibly, gathering momentum after 1991. During the war, a handful of officials had argued for a more decisive campaign. Zalmay Khalilzad, serving in Cheney’s Defense Department and later to coordinate Iraq policy in George W. Bush’s NSC, told an interviewer that he had thought at the time that “we should have helped the Iraqis get rid of Saddam. There was of course a nightmare concern, clearly, that if we went to Baghdad we might get stuck. I remember sending memos to Cheney, saying, ‘You can’t stop! We have an opportunity to do a bigger thing.’” Khalilzad would argue for regime change in the years after 1991 because “when I left the government there was this sense that we had not done the right thing in Iraq. We had unfinished business.”48 The former defense official Ken Adelman has said that in 1995, on a trip to Vietnam, Donald Rumsfeld spoke passionately about how the United States had ended the first Gulf War badly. Bush should not have left Saddam in power, Adelman recalls Rumsfeld arguing.49


Nor was such thinking limited to Republicans: former vice president Al Gore authored an op-ed in 1991 disputing the idea that “Saddam Hussein is an acceptable part of the landscape.” The only route to regional stability, Gore insisted, was “if Saddam ceases to hold power, and his Baathist regime is dismantled as well.”50 A whole crowd of journalists, experts, and politicians from both parties would eventually join the call for regime change, some in the 1990s and others after 9/11. The decision, when it came, would reflect the emergent view not of one administration, but of most of the US national security establishment.


But arguably the most passionate anti-Saddam activist was Paul Wolfowitz. Already a senior Defense official in 1990, he served as the top policy and strategy official in Donald Rumsfeld’s Defense Department. No US analyst or official would be more insistent in the demand for action.


The son of a prominent mathematician, Wolfowitz was by many reports strongly influenced by his personal history: much of his Polish extended family had been murdered in the Holocaust.51 Bill Keller’s insightful profile in the New York Times Magazine observes that he “grew up in a household in which Hitler and Stalin were not abstractions,” that “the world’s perils and America’s moral responsibility were constant topics at their dinner table.”52


Wolfowitz undertook a career characterized by periods of senior government service interspersed with academic and research positions. He acquired a reputation as cerebral, soft-spoken, and analytical. Friends and colleagues have described him as personable and kind, and at the same time as a brilliant man who lived by his ideas and whose gentle demeanor was married to a bulldozer commitment to his beliefs.53 Wolfowitz could be stubborn and self-righteous, pushing his views to the point of annoyance.54 Nor, despite his multiple government posts, was he known for his focus on the implementation of his ideas or his bureaucratic acumen.55


Yet there is no question of his passion for liberal values, which nurtured a willingness to employ US power on behalf of oppressed peoples. Wolfowitz believed ardently in human rights. One official who was deeply angered about his stance on the Iraq war nonetheless insisted that “Paul has a conscience.”56 Even most bureaucratic rivals I have spoken with retain a soft spot for Wolfowitz, whom they view as a sincere idealist with the best of intentions. One said that he was a “great humanitarian.… Nobody fell for the Iraqis like Paul.”57 A dominant theme in Wolfowitz’s thinking, Bill Keller wrote, is “optimism about America’s ability to build a better world. He has an almost missionary sense of America’s role.”58


Wolfowitz’s family history also makes it easy to understand the other side of his ideological coin, the counterpart to his romanticism—a hard-edged commitment to the employment of American power. In a spring 2000 journal article, he wrote of the importance of “demonstrating that your friends will be protected and taken care of, that your enemies will be punished, and that those who refuse to support you will live to regret having done so.”59


Such instincts made him acutely sensitive to the risks of Saddam Hussein’s encroaching power, for both the region and the United States.60 Saddam would invade his neighbors again, Wolfowitz reasoned, and next time he would do it as a nuclear weapons state.61 One source told me he attended a small meeting in Washington during the Clinton years where Wolfowitz spoke about the need to finish the job of destroying Saddam. He was “extremely fixated about” Iraq, this source contended.62 The Iraqi exile Kanan Makiya claims he was giving a public presentation on Iraq in the mid-1990s, when Wolfowitz was out of government, serving as dean of the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies. “I remember him seeking me out,” Makiya recalled years afterward, to say that “he felt that the United States had been wrong in 1991 in the way it had handled the uprising. To have sought me out to say this thing was touching—was something special. I took an immense liking to the man because of it.”63


Wolfowitz knew that an outright US invasion wasn’t in the cards in the years after the Gulf War. So he developed a placeholder scheme: a proposal to arm insurgent Iraqis, establish protected safe havens in northern and southern Iraq where a provisional government and defecting military units could safely gather, and allow opposition forces to eat away at the regime until it crumbled.64 A million details of such concepts were never worked out, from how a few thousand ragtag opposition forces could defeat the Middle East’s most powerful army to what would happen if they somehow succeeded. Such abstraction was characteristic, many observers have argued, of Wolfowitz’s thinking, which was moved more by grand ideas than by the bothersome trivia of execution.65 In this he mirrored, to tragic effect, the president who would finally put these Iraq visions into force.
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Whatever his later regrets, in the years immediately after 1991, it seems that Saddam Hussein was convinced he had won the Gulf War, the “Mother of All Battles.” He had been pushed from Kuwait but remained in power. In his cocooned, self-created world, he believed he had saved his regime and fought off the Americans, forcing them to blink. To a thug like Saddam, America looked like a country unwilling “to engage in what he regarded as real war: straight up, direct slugging it out, mano-a-mano.”66 And the next time a showdown occurred, Saddam fully expected to be able to stare the Americans down once again.
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As the post–Gulf War conviction that Saddam had to go became more entrenched, a number of people took it upon themselves to help set the agenda for US policy. One of those people was a dapper and charming former bank manager exiled from Iraq: Ahmad Chalabi.


Chalabi, who died of a heart attack in 2015, was a balding, portly man, at once cherubic and professorial, urbane, well informed, and witty. He could discuss literature, politics, and finance with equal apparent facility. He wore expensive, hand-tailored suits; spoke fluent English in an elegant and musical accent; rented beautiful homes packed with fine art in the world’s capitals; and traveled the globe to ingratiate himself to the powerful and the connected. Those who encountered Chalabi tended to have one of two wildly divergent reactions. Some saw him as a cosmopolitan, Western-leaning Iraqi with a unique drive and effectiveness. Skeptics perceived a puffed-up charlatan desperate to amass influence and wealth, a man whose rapid, self-conscious stride and perpetual half-smile made him seem like someone forever playing a role.


Chalabi arrived on the scene as a tainted figure, a banking entrepreneur and executive who presided over a series of reportedly corrupt institutions.67 He had already been involved in anti-Saddam activities, but according to journalist Richard Bonin, his response to the banking scandal that forced him out of Jordan was to cast himself as a crusader for the liberation of his people. In this crusade he knew he needed a powerful ally. He chose the United States and set out to take his cause to the American Congress and people.68


Thus was born a campaign that would culminate with meetings in the vice president’s office, major national newspapers parroting Chalabi’s claims, and fake defectors being inserted into the stream of US intelligence. The legends regarding how important he was in bringing on the war are far greater than the reality;“I don’t think,” one former policy-maker contends, “that the Iraqi opposition had anything to do with the war.”69 But Chalabi’s machinations helped to lay the groundwork for the invasion—and for some of his wishful American friends, with the intelligence and cosmopolitanism he embodied, he became a hopeful symbol of what Iraq could become.


But he was only one man, and he was unknown to most Iraqis.
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The idea that the United States could seriously consider adventures as militant and elaborate as overturning the Iraqi regime flowed directly from a concept of American power and purpose that had, by the early 1990s, become firmly rooted in the American national security establishment as conventional wisdom. The foundations of that conventional wisdom were drilled deep into the bedrock of America’s essential sense of itself as a nation and actor on the world stage—a sense that is fundamentally messianic or missionary in character, in ways both profoundly admirable and more than occasionally self-destructive.


The essential propositions of this worldview were straightforward. The postwar world was based on ideas and institutions dictated by the United States. The stability of that world relied on American power, credibility, and principle. By the 1990s, the United States, in the minds of its leading national security practitioners and experts, had come to a pinnacle of global power and responsibility that demanded and justified a posture of global primacy.70 This primacy, two particularly ambitious advocates of US predominance argued, offered “the only reliable defense against a breakdown of peace and international order”71—and that American power could and should be used in service of values as well as interests.


The idea that the United States is a special, unique actor in world affairs is grounded in America’s very self-conception. Its national myths and narratives speak to a country brought forth to help produce a better world; it was a nation founded on an idea, not territory or blood—an idea with an inherent relevance, and appeal, to people everywhere, an idea that (some believe) represents a vision of God’s will for humankind. Any country fired by such a self-conception will develop some form of obligation to spread its reach. In both religious and secular guises, this notion has led many American leaders and theorists to see the country as a special power brought forth to lead and change the world.


For over a century, the practical manifestations of these ideas were largely confined to efforts to set a powerful example rather than directly engage in foreign adventures. An acceptance of restraint and limits, and especially a desire to hold the United States aloof from foreign rivalries, dominated US foreign policy thinking through the First World War, and in some ways until December 7, 1941. Indeed, the notion of “exceptionalism” is sometimes misread:72 the founding generation indeed considered the new United States exceptional, but in the sense of being unique and apart from, rather than determined to wade into, the community of nations. The historian Walter McDougall calls this the “Promised Land” version of American foreign policy, guided by the “Old Testament” of its bible of foreign affairs—an effort to “deny the world the chance to reshape America.”73


The gradual slide into a more ambitious interpretation of America’s destiny, one that went well beyond example setting, remained largely confined to the American continent and did not, for some time, embody broader intentions to play a major role in world events.74 Yet from fairly early on, American presidents began to weave threads of territorial expansion and religious calling into the tapestry of the young nation’s exceptionalism. The language used to justify these expansionist adventures implied a very different direction from the self-protective Promised Land. It pointed, as McDougall has argued, to a far more ambitious role—the “Crusader State,” a concept built on giving “America the chance to reshape the world,”75 an instinct that has sparked “the perennial impulses that have always tempted Americans to meet discriminate challenges through indiscriminate crusades.”76


By the 1990s, these ambitious ideas had arguably become the most dominant vein of thinking in US grand strategy.77 They became, in fact, an accepted national value, to the point that opposition to such a vision was seen as morally wrong, as breaking faith with American traditions. The missionary role had become America’s calling, and responsibility, to act in service of sacred values. Arguably the apotheosis of this sensibility was expressed in the post–Cold War exuberance of American primacy by Secretary of State Madeline Albright: “If we have to use force,” she informed the world, “it is because we are America; we are the indispensable nation. We stand tall and we see further than other countries into the future.” The increasingly theological language surrounding these responsibilities began to produce a sense of the non-negotiability of the basic issues at stake:78 When foreign policy becomes sacralized, demands become absolute, while enemies become vile and wicked—not merely competing powers to be balanced and contained, but evildoers demonized to the point of irreconcilability.79


America’s missionary sensibility is responsible for many of America’s greatest successes and proudest moments: the Berlin Airlift, the willingness to defend Europe against Soviet encroachment, the choice to fight for the freedom of South Korea and Kuwait—and most broadly, bearing the burden of a tremendously successful postwar international order. Striking the right balance is the trick—and among the most difficult acts of judgment that can be expected of a democracy is to recognize when shared collective beliefs, beliefs held because they have broadly benefited the country rather than harmed it, are impelling a disaster.


Yet the tendency of a missionary, values-driven sensibility is always toward excess, and observers have warned of this from almost the founding of the republic. Arguably the most profound critic of the messianic tradition in American foreign policy is Reinhold Niebuhr, who has written of the ironic—and ultimately tragic—results of an essentially positive outlook. The founding fathers, he argued, believed “that we had been called out by God to create a new political community.” Partly as a result, he worried, the American brand of global idealism “is too oblivious of the ironic perils to which human virtue, wisdom and power are subject. It is too certain that there is a straight path toward the goal of human happiness; too confident of the wisdom and idealism which prompt men and nations toward that goal; and too blind to the curious compounds of good and evil in which the actions of the best men and nations abound.”80


These idealistic impulses had become firmly embedded in US foreign policy by the 1990s. The emerging view by that time, Christopher Preble has explained, “was not merely that the United States could be a force for good, but rather that the United States was the engine of all that was good.”81 The Canadian writer (and later parliamentarian) Michael Ignatieff is representative of the liberal internationalists who became fired by this missionary spirit—to the point, ultimately, of endorsing the Iraq war as part of the American duty to “bear the ark of liberties of the world.”82 During this period, moreover, the missionary sensibility acquired a much more aggressive cast, asserting that it was America’s job to maintain military and geopolitical primacy on the world stage. By the time of the Bush administration, the idea had become well entrenched in hawkish foreign policy circles that the United States had been stumbling around the world fecklessly for eight years under the Clinton administration, that threats were looming, and that America had better get about the business of rebuilding and projecting power to sustain its primacy. In this worldview, the right lesson to take from Vietnam is not about the excesses of American hubris and ambition, but about the insufficient application of American power. And in this worldview, by the 1990s, rogue regimes like Saddam Hussein’s Iraq stood at the epicenter of the challenge to world peace and had to be the main focus of America’s transformative intent.83


Donald Rumsfeld relates, in his memoir, his initial conversation with President-Elect Bush on being offered the job of secretary of defense. They talked about a variety of issues (though not, according to this accounting, Iraq). Rumsfeld claims he ended the conversation on a somber note. “I had observed over the past few years,” he told Bush, “that there were ways of behaving that could invite one’s enemies to act aggressively, with unintended but dangerous consequences.” He went through the usual litany—the “Blackhawk down” calamity in Somalia, the al Qaeda attack on the USS Cole. “The cumulative effect, I cautioned, suggested to our enemies that the United States was not willing to defend our interests. ‘Weakness is provocation,’ I said to the President-elect, who nodded in agreement. ‘But so is the perception of weakness,’ I added. As I saw it, a decade of hesitation and half measures had undermined our national security.”84


Rumsfeld, like so many other members of the Bush national security team, was determined to do something about this.85 If a new provocation appeared, the response would be different. The aggressor, and the world, would be taught a lesson—partly in the name of self-protection but also, quite consciously, as a reflection of concepts of American rights and responsibilities that flowed directly from the messianic streak in the US national identity. In a different interview, Rumsfeld summarized the upshot of his conversation with Bush about credibility: he told the president, “We’re going to have a conflict, and there’s going to be a need for a decision. I am going to be telling you that I believe our country has to lean forward and not back, or else we’re going to be encouraging others to do things to us.”86


The growing conviction that the United States had to deal decisively with Saddam Hussein’s regime, then, was not arbitrary and did not emerge in a vacuum. It reflected the logical extension of the fact that America was more than a great power. It had become a missionary one, fired by an uncompromising sense of purpose. The purpose was both idealistic and punitive and, in each guise, asserted America’s right and responsibility to police the world. The direct, imminent threat posed to the United States by Saddam Hussein’s Iraq was not something, at that moment, that would have prompted most nations to act. But the United States is not most nations, and Saddam simply stumbled into the path of its unique style of geopolitical zealotry.
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These characteristics of national identity have left the United States vulnerable to the seductions of exiles from foreign lands anxious to turn America’s missionary adventurism to their advantage. In the 1990s, the latest of these adventurers was Ahmad Chalabi, whose efforts to focus this American missionary zeal on Saddam’s regime started even as the first Gulf War was getting underway. Around the time of the Gulf War, under investigation for financial crimes, he had fled from Jordan to London and had settled into a fine home in Mayfair. His first meetings with Iraqi exiles there left him dismayed at their ineptitude, and with America on the verge of amassing a huge army to liberate Kuwait, he reportedly felt that a golden opportunity was being lost: there was no meaningful anti-Saddam opposition to rush into the potential chaos and seize power.87


Chalabi thus took it upon himself to begin a courtship of American official and public opinion.88 In Washington he met members of Congress and penned op-eds, comparing the plight of Iraqis to the Jews of the Warsaw ghetto. “Democracy is possible in Iraq,” he urged in a Wall Street Journal editorial.89 And crucially, he met a number of senior US officials then working in or around the first Bush administration, establishing relationships that would serve him well in 2002 and 2003.90


Whatever his faults, Chalabi was a master political schemer, studying US politics and cultivating relationships. “He was a genius” at such efforts, a former US official who dealt with him recalls, “one of the giants in the history of political influence.”91 His emerging exile coalition wrote to President Bush offering a program of democratic change, and the letter got Chalabi a meeting with Richard Haass on the National Security Council. Haass told Chalabi that the United States would “support an Iraqi political movement that will come out endorsing such a program.” That, Chalabi claims, “was the genesis” of what would eventually become the Iraqi National Congress (INC).92


Some Iraqi exiles, such as Laith Kubba, hoped for a political organization appealing to the Iraqi diaspora. Chalabi and his allies wanted instead, as Kubba has put it, to “forget about the Iraqis and appeal directly to the American governments and agencies, and work with them, because they have the key to future Iraq—not the Iraqis.”93 Chalabi won the argument, and his focus turned the emerging exile community into an organization built to do two things: assemble Iraqi paramilitary forces to destabilize Saddam Hussein’s regime, and create the conditions under which the United States would forcibly remove Saddam from power.


Soon enough, as George Tenet and many other US officials have confirmed, the CIA began to see in Chalabi a potential asset. Thus began a tortuous, twelve-year relationship between the enigmatic Iraqi and his American patrons.94 Initially the agency appears to have thought of Chalabi as a savvy operator with a load of contacts who could help them coalesce the exile community into an effective force and gather intelligence. Ahmad Chalabi seems to have thought of himself as something else: the next ruler of Iraq.
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As the consensus against Saddam hardened during the 1990s, Chalabi and other exiles stepped up their efforts to spur action. In June 1992, the still-embryonic Iraqi exile movement held a meeting in Vienna that created what became known as the Iraqi National Congress (INC). October brought a second meeting, this one in northern Iraq, in the town of Salahaddin in US-protected Kurdistan. The resulting statement left nothing to the imagination: “The INC,” it said, “endeavors to become the nucleus of an actual provisional government that will extend its authority over parts of the territory of Iraq and seek to expand it to cover all the territory of Iraq and to overthrow Saddam Hussein and his regime.”95


Chalabi and other exiles quickly moved beyond abstract theorizing to operational planning. One early concept was dubbed the “Three Cities Plan” and called for exiles to plant the seeds of a creeping insurrection in three major urban areas.96 A critical assumption was that they were dealing with a regime that was like a block of ice frozen at a subzero temperature: at one hard blow, it would shatter into a million pieces. The army would fragment and defect into the waiting arms of the opposition. The people would rise up. All it took was the right hammer—and someone standing by, ready to take control of the resulting fragments. Chalabi nominated himself for that role. “The time for the plan is now,” he would say. “Iraq is on the verge of spontaneous combustion. It only needs a trigger to set off a chain of events that will lead to the overthrow of Saddam.”97


Had Chalabi been making this case to most officials in most governments, he would have simply been ignored. But he was making the case to the United States, a country whose national identity was essentially tied to transformative missions abroad. And more precisely, he was making his case to a group of former (and later senior) officials who saw Saddam as a profound threat and who were in the market for actions to reaffirm the extent of American power and the seriousness of American purpose.


Yet one explanation for the eventual tragedy of America’s leap of faith into Iraq is that when the moment arrived for decisive action, the US government would be relying on a deeply flawed concept. A central assumption of many war advocates was that Saddam could be toppled on the cheap: his regime was a house of cards that minimal American forces, working with Iraqi exiles and defecting army units, could knock over with little more than a nudge. Then, Washington could stand aside and watch proudly as liberated Iraqis got busy fashioning a democratic future. When this idea was broached in the 1990s, its assumptions were repeatedly shot to pieces: halfway efforts couldn’t knock over Saddam’s military; the exiles were weak and divided; any postconflict reality was likely to tumble into chaos for which America would then be responsible; and Iraqi society, warped by decades of Saddam’s brutality, would take generations to recover.


After 9/11, when American military power was brought into the equation, the first of these flaws seemed to have been addressed. But nobody took the time to do the archaeology on the others, to recall the simple fact that there is no such thing as a light-footprint approach to installing democracy. Nobody managed to remember that in thinking they could poke over a government and walk away, they were embracing a concept that had been discredited every time it was raised. By 2001, though, the Bush administration needed for this idea to be true in order to fulfill the sense of imperative its policy-makers felt so powerfully. And so, in their minds, the idea would become true.
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Even in the early 1990s, and even with extensive UN weapons inspections underway, the growing American obsession with Iraq took inspiration from the risks of Iraqi weapons of mass destruction (WMD) programs. Saddam possessed chemical and biological weapons, the growing consensus proclaimed; he hoped for nuclear weapons, as the terrifying near-miss before the Gulf War made clear. A tyrant as bellicose and brazen as Saddam could not be allowed to continue down that path.


And yet the history of Iraq’s ambitions regarding WMDs in the 1990s makes for confused and paradoxical reading. According to the Duelfer Report—the comprehensive investigation after the US invasion—Saddam viewed such weapons as essential foundations of regime survival and symbols of national pride.98 In the wake of the first Gulf War, the Iraqis initially tried to fool the inspectors—the UN Special Commission (UNSCOM) and the UN Monitoring Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC). This turned out to be devilishly hard, in part because the UN proved more dogged than Saddam had assumed.99 Meanwhile, the lingering cost of the Iran-Iraq war and the Kuwaiti adventure, combined with new sanctions placed on Iraq after 1991, crippled Iraq’s economy, which, in the words of the Duelfer Report, created a “tense and difficult period” that “threatened regime survival.”100


Saddam decided that he needed a way out. In the early to mid-1990s, he seems to have made a fateful pair of decisions. He ordered the regime to destroy existing WMD stockpiles and programs while preserving the intellectual capital needed to resuscitate the effort—and, amazingly, at the same time, he told his officials to keep the decision to end the weapons program secret.101 The fact that the second decision essentially undermined the point of the first appears to have been lost on Saddam: if he was not willing to publicly admit that the programs had ended, he would not escape sanctions. He seems to have believed that US intelligence would figure out the truth, and his complex ploy would have its intended effect even though he refused to broadcast the choice to shutter the efforts. He apparently worried, senior Iraqis claimed later, that such a public undressing would advertise Iraq’s vulnerability and emasculate his pride and prestige.


The order to dismantle the programs accounts for the lack of WMDs on the arrival of US forces in 2003. But Iraq’s refusal to admit as much, as well as a desire to retain the know-how to restart the program at a later date, explains the muddled intelligence picture that would emerge by 2001. Still, evidence reflecting the pause in WMD work began appearing as early as the 1990s. Hussein Kamel, former head of Iraq’s WMD programs, defected from the regime in 1995 and gave persuasive testimony that Iraq’s weapons programs had been shut down. UN inspectors were busily locating and removing any stockpiles of chemical and biological agents they could find. In October 1997, Hans Blix, then director general of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), reported that Iraq had no nuclear program; in October 1998, new IAEA chief Mohamed ElBaradei claimed the same thing. Such developments led some to conclude that the vast majority of Saddam’s WMDs had indeed been destroyed.102


But Iraq’s cooperation with UN inspectors remained half-hearted, and Saddam ordered scientists connected with the program to be kept on hand to “preserve plans in their minds.”103 Fueled by the resulting misimpressions, US intelligence reporting from the mid-1990s, insofar as it has been officially declassified, continued to paint a disturbing portrait of Iraq’s weapons aspirations.104 The message was colored by the intelligence community’s embarrassment after the Gulf War and the resulting tendency to overcompensate in the direction of seeing, rather than missing, potential threats.105


Saddam’s postwar FBI interrogator, George Piro, gave a 2008 interview to 60 Minutes. “He told me that most of the WMD had been destroyed by the U.N. inspectors in the ’90s,” Piro said of his discussions with Saddam in captivity. “And those that hadn’t been destroyed by the inspectors were unilaterally destroyed by Iraq.”


“So why keep the secret?” the 60 Minutes reporter, Scott Pelley, asked Piro.


“It was very important for him to project [possession of WMDs] because that was what kept him, in his mind, in power. That capability kept the Iranians away. It kept them from reinvading Iraq.”


“He believed that he couldn’t survive without the perception that he had weapons of mass destruction?”


“Absolutely,” Piro concluded.106


The upshot, of course, was precisely the opposite of what he intended. By the end of the 1990s, US intelligence—and most US senior officials—had become convinced that Saddam had resuscitated his weapons programs, that he had significant stockpiles of chemical and biological weapons, and that he was accelerating toward a nuclear capability. When the Bush administration came to make the case for war, its terrifying claims about Saddam’s WMDs—admittedly more unqualified that the intelligence itself—nonetheless reflected not a calculated lie but simply what senior officials saw as the strongest possible formulation of something they absolutely believed. Every senior national security official to whom I have spoken has said the same thing: they were all certain of this point. There were doubts about degree and timing, but almost no one doubted the basic case. And thus by keeping his WMD backtracking secret, Saddam helped to guarantee the end of his regime.
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This confused tangle of developments meant that the Clinton administration arrived in office at the beginning of 1993 faced with an Iraq policy full of contradictions—and potential land mines, strategic as well as political. The Clinton policy would waver and wobble but remain true to the line set at the end of the first Bush administration: the United States would be better off with Saddam “gone,” but no one knew what precisely that meant, or how to make it happen. The default position remained containment, while allowing the CIA to persist with futile efforts to engineer Saddam’s departure.107 America’s elaborate ambitions remained bottled up by the likely costs and risks of trying to do something decisive about them—and this was a risk calculus that, before 9/11, would not support bold strokes.


Nonetheless, this calculus was evolving even before 9/11, and indeed even before the Bush administration; many Clinton administration officials would eventually come around to the idea of taking more active steps to foment regime change.108 In his memoir, CIA analyst and NSC staffer Kenneth Pollack argues that right from the outset, the administration contained a group of Iraq hawks interested in pushing hard on several coercive levers—air strikes and covert operations—to see if they could make the regime crack.109 An early Clinton administration policy review steered clear of anything so provocative and suggested a strategy called “aggressive containment,” but even that supposedly more muted approach retained a strong whiff of regime change.


But these more hawkish sentiments remained in the background; it would take years of Iraqi provocations up through 1998 to get the Clinton administration to a place of trying more energetically to engineer regime change. For the time being, the administration settled on an approach called “dual containment,” which aimed to deter threats from both Iran and Iraq without tilting toward either. It was a relatively passive approach, and for good reason: the administration’s crowded foreign policy agenda was headed by such issues as Bosnia, North Korea, and managing the post-Soviet transition. Iraq was a “second-tier issue,” said one former senior official.110 Most top national security officials didn’t want to invest a lot in Iraq policy—especially National Security Advisor Anthony Lake. “Tony hated Iraq [policy]—it was almost a physical thing with him,” a former senior official said of his views.111


The administration thus returned to the wishful thinking of 1991, building policy on the assumption that “the combination of sanctions and covert operations would force the collapse of Saddam’s regime in five years,” according to Martin Indyk, a senior NSC staffer dealing with Iraq at the time.112 But the policy was in essence a bluff: one former senior official suggests that elements of the US government kept brainstorming ideas, but “there was zero appetite for anything [they] came up with.”113


Meanwhile, Saddam kept provoking an administration that would have been very happy to ignore him. Early in the administration, the Clinton team received intelligence suggesting that Saddam had ordered the assassination of former president George Bush during a planned visit to Kuwait. Clinton launched a cruise missile strike on Iraq in June 1993 as retaliation.114 In 1994, Saddam threatened a new invasion of Kuwait. During the interagency debates about US responses, Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbot asked what it would mean to “defeat” Iraq this time: “Is it taking out Saddam?”


According to Indyk’s notes, Secretary of Defense William Perry replied simply, “That would be my judgment. We don’t want to have to go back and do this yet again.”115 “The way forward,” one former senior official told me, “was to get rid of Saddam Hussein,” but the process ended up taking longer than anyone assumed. It would stumble through two major covert operations before reaching a crisis point in late 1998, when all the built-up frustrations of American policy finally burst into view.116
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But that call for more decisive action was still years away. For the time being, the halfhearted US covert plotting continued. In 1995 it produced the abortive coup attempt described at the beginning of the chapter. After the failure of that hoped-for revolt, Ahmad Chalabi returned to Washington, moved into a graceful home in Georgetown, and renewed his campaign to shape US opinion. But he also accelerated work on his exile-based ideas to destabilize Saddam. His newly revised plan now envisioned well-armed paramilitary groups seizing parts of southern Iraq, declaring a provisional government, requesting support from US air power, and gradually extending their reach throughout the country. The exile force was termed the “Iraqi Liberation Army” and was planned to be about ten thousand strong.117 The fact that a far-better trained force of Kurds of roughly the same size had just been mauled in northern Iraq while attempting a similar gambit does not appear to have dampened Chalabi’s enthusiasm.


Paul Wolfowitz had become enamored of such ideas at the tail end of the first Bush administration. Part of his conversion may have come while visiting northern Iraq to see the postwar relief operation, called Operation Provide Comfort, in the Kurdish areas.118 In these concepts, Wolfowitz had stumbled onto the model he would continue to advocate for much of the next decade: an “enclave strategy” using local and exile forces, supported with US airpower and small US ground units, to carve Saddam’s regime to pieces and ultimately drive him from power with very limited US assistance.119 But again, every time the plan was subject to close military analysis—by the Defense Department and Joint Staff, Central Command, or outside experts not on the payroll of the INC—the answer was the same: there’s no way this will work without massive US military engagement. More broadly, a former senior official explained, the Chalabi plan “smelled to the Clinton people too much like 1995—and besides, his plans, like the plans of many others, were always compromised to the regime.”120


Nor was anyone ready to endorse the sort of robust US role likely to be required in such schemes. Before 2001, no senior US official or expert advocated an American-led war as part of the process. The conservative former official and policy analyst Richard Perle described his pre-9/11 thinking: “If Ahmad [Chalabi] had said, ‘You’ve got to send in the marines,’ he wouldn’t have gotten very far in my view. But the demands were modest.”121 A senior Clinton official agreed that the administration’s regime change planning was based on shattering the regime’s stability, not invading Iraq. “If we gave [Saddam] enough rope,” the expectation went, “he’d hang himself.” Continued misbehavior could generate more sanctions, harassment, and strikes that would end his rule.122


Yet some of the anti-Saddam activists who pushed these enclave plans seem not to have realized the self-fulfilling momentum they were setting into motion by committing US resources and credibility to the overthrow of a foreign government. Because while Chalabi’s scheme was a war plan, it was also a lure. According to one account, when Chalabi met former UN weapons inspector Scott Ritter, he showed Ritter a version of his evolving insurrection plan. Ritter told Chalabi that larger American forces would be needed. Chalabi agreed, Ritter later claimed, explaining that the plan was “a ploy” to draw the United States militarily into Iraq. He couldn’t actually say that, he told Ritter—to admit the requirement for large US ground forces would be “too sensitive.”123 But the US determination to oust Saddam was picking up speed, and would reach a sort of fruition long before 2003—in the more determined regime change planning that started in late 1998.
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This growing momentum was stoked by former officials and scholars outside government, who in the mid- to late 1990s consistently issued the siren song that Saddam constituted the focus of evil in the world. Henry Kissinger rolled out an op-ed in 1998 that both warned about many of the practical complexities of plans to liberate the Iraqi people with exile armies and endorsed that option.124 Fred Hiatt, a Washington Post columnist, argued in January 1998 that “Saddam Hussein has declared a holy war against America” and was busily evading UN weapons inspectors. Hiatt quoted the hawkish foreign policy expert Robert Kagan to the effect that the time had come to begin thinking about an invasion.125 Another Post writer, Jim Hoagland, would become one of the most consistent supporters of Chalabi and the INC, writing as early as 1997—and then publishing numerous columns right through 2003—demanding American support for regime change.126


As early as 1995–1996, a small but growing cadre of officials inside the US government began to reflect similar views: though they remained fully aware of the risks of direct US action, they began to push for bolder actions to foment regime change. Iraq stood at its weakest point, these officials would eventually argue, according to sources working in government at the time. With the likely weakening of sanctions and Saddam’s diligent efforts to crush nascent opposition forces, he was likely to only grow stronger. Either the United States would find ways to arrest this trajectory and shake the stability of his regime, or else it would miss its opportunity.127 To be clear, this group was not proposing US military action; they had in mind a more disruptive version of containment, one capable of threatening regime stability and keeping Saddam on the defensive. The goal was still regime change—but by more aggressively strangling the Iraqi government, not by attacking it.


Even in this form, however, the plan struck others as too risky. More senior members of the administration foreign policy team—notably Secretary of State Warren Christopher and National Security Advisor Anthony Lake—denied that any radical departure was called for. They worried that a bolder effort posed the risk of escalating and pushing other issues off the administration’s foreign policy agenda. But to the advocates of a tougher policy, Christopher and Lake looked like ostriches: they knew they couldn’t keep doing the same thing and yet decided to do it anyway. One NSC official who had been arguing for a tougher line, as one participant recalled, returned from a critical meeting very upset. “The only thing we couldn’t do was refuse to make a choice,” he lamented, “and that’s exactly what they just did.”128
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Early in 1996, with broad regime change plans still on the shelf, the Clinton administration took another run at the coup option—this time under the aegis of one of the INC’s rivals in the exile community, Ayad al-Allawi’s Iraqi National Accord. According to a range of public accounts, the CIA recruited participants from the tribes of western Iraq. The coup was set to occur in August 1996, and according to some reports might have been supported by US airpower had it begun to work. Some believe it posed a greater threat to the regime than the INC effort the year before.


But as many skeptics of coups had warned for years, Saddam’s intelligence proved too capable. It uncovered the plot, rounding up dozens of conspirators and killing many of them.129 Separately and in an action apparently unconnected to the coup, Saddam launched raids into Kurdish areas in the north, where, among other things, his forces slaughtered some two hundred Iraqi National Congress operatives. These and related events seemed to confirm once again the infeasibility of pushing Saddam from power with anything short of radical US action. “If we want him out now,” CIA operative Robert Baer concluded from the incident, “it will probably take a war.”130 This was, in fact, the primary lesson that the agency took away from its bitter experiences of the mid-1990s. And the CIA would later convey this dispiriting conclusion to the incoming Bush administration in 2000: if you want Saddam gone, you will have to do the job yourself.131


At least as far as the CIA was concerned, however, it wouldn’t be doing that job with Ahmad Chalabi. After years of seeing his schemes amount to nothing, after new investigations that found his hugely expensive propaganda efforts to be Potemkin programs of empty offices, the agency soured on the dapper exile. In the process, it earned the enmity of the substantial parade of friends and admirers that Chalabi had, by then, amassed in Washington. The event “triggered his resentment,” one former US official suggests, and caused him to switch his focus yet again: instead of gaining broad-based popular and political support for uprisings, Chalabi would now focus on recruiting backers from the highest levels of the US government.132 He was determined to get Washington to take action, one way or another.
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With sanctions eroding and the US government unwilling to commit itself to formal regime change, anti-Saddam activists turned in the last years of the 1990s to urgent calls for the end of the Saddam regime. “Toppling Saddam is the only outcome that can satisfy the vital US interest in a stable and secure Gulf region,” Paul Wolfowitz wrote in 1997.133 Wolfowitz and Zalmay Khalilzad offered the details of such a program of action in a jointly authored essay later that year called “Overthrow Him.” (The article appeared in the December 1, 1997, edition of the conservative magazine the Weekly Standard, whose cover broadcast the message, “Saddam Must Go: A How-To Guide.”) They set out steps including working with regional allies, building up the opposition, and being ready to “provide military protection” to defecting Iraqi units.134


Other scholars and former officials organized two open letters to President Clinton in 1998 that accelerated the public campaign for action against Saddam. At the end of January, a group called the Project for the New American Century issued a statement arguing that the United States needed a policy of “removing Saddam Hussein and his regime from power.” It was signed by a host of people who would take up positions in the administration of George W. Bush: Elliott Abrams, Richard Armitage, John Bolton, Paula Dobriansky, Zalmay Khalilzad, Peter Rodman, Donald Rumsfeld, and Paul Wolfowitz. The letter was followed with op-eds and substantial media coverage, including an ABC Nightline segment. Several of the anti-Saddam activists secured a meeting with Clinton national security adviser Sandy Berger, where they laid out their plan for American air power backing Iraqi insurrectionists. “I listened to that,” Berger said later, “and I said, ‘I’ve seen this movie before. It’s called the Bay of Pigs.’”135


One source I spoke with, who was eventually to serve at senior levels in the second Bush administration, described this emerging consensus as a growing sense that the patient acceptance of Saddam Hussein’s regime could no longer be sustained. A determined adversary of the United States clung to power and “spent the next twelve years [after the Gulf War] breaking free of the restraints that had been placed on him.”136 The Clinton administration “just kicked the can down the road,” he concluded. “We were going to have to face this problem.” Another official agreed, in even more stark terms. By the late 1990s, it had become obvious that “the world’s poor record in trying to pressure [Saddam] to change his policies told us that it was unrealistic to think we could solve the Saddam Hussein problem without war.”137


But any time such plans would emerge, the dilemma at the core of US policy reasserted itself; every time the United States came face-to-face with what a truly effective regime change policy would entail, it backed off. A few months would pass, and the urgency would dissipate. Washington remained unalterably opposed to Saddam and willing to take some degree of bold action to remove him—but beyond the limited, covert actions that had already been tried, it still didn’t quite know what to do about that determination.
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Meanwhile, Saddam was rethinking the value of his effort to meet the inspectors’ demands. Formal sanctions were not being lifted, and it began to appear to the Iraqis that the UN teams would never be completely satisfied. And so, between August and October of 1998, after almost a year of threats, ultimatums, and games, Iraq took a bold gamble: Saddam halted cooperation with UNSCOM. “Given a choice of sanctions with inspections or sanctions without inspections,” the Duelfer Report explains, Iraqi leaders decided that “they would prefer without.”138


In response the Clinton administration launched a series of military strikes called Desert Fox, about which one hears various things. Iraqi officials reportedly told postwar investigators that if they’d known how pitiful the attacks were going to be, they would have thrown out the inspectors long before. But this may have been bravado, because US intelligence reports suggested that the raids made a substantial impact.139 Pollack writes that “Saddam panicked during the strikes”;140 General Anthony Zinni and an unnamed US military intelligence official would later tell Tom Ricks that “Desert Fox nearly knocked off Saddam Hussein’s regime.”141 Fearful of losing control, Saddam reportedly ordered mass arrests, the assassination of opposition figures, and the appointment of politically loyal officers to key posts.142


Just after Desert Fox, another Clinton administration Iraq hawk—Vice President Al Gore—gave an interview on CNN. “If you allow someone like Saddam Hussein to get nuclear weapons, ballistic missiles, chemical weapons, biological weapons,” he asked, “how many people is he going to kill with such weapons?” Gore termed the existing inspections regime a failure. The Clinton administration, he said, would in the future be ready to “use our military to degrade his ability to get weapons of mass destruction and threaten his neighbors.”143


Years later, speaking in captivity, Saddam brushed off the significance of Desert Fox. He claimed to have seen it as a typical lashing-out by US leaders. Every American president, Saddam told his army commanders, had to prove his manhood by attacking Iraq. “So I used to joke about it, saying, ‘This is our luck. Every new president has to take a whack at us!’”144 Yet Clinton was not, of course, by that time a new president. And what Saddam seems not to have appreciated was the rise of a much more determined American commitment to drive him from power. The move toward war after 9/11, when it happened, represented the culmination of an emergent conviction with very deep roots and broad-based support.
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That trend reached a high water mark of sorts in 1998. In the US Congress, the Clinton administration, the press, and the broader national security community, the idea that Saddam had to go—and quickly—achieved a new degree of urgency. The United States, many increasingly believed, would not be able to wait on events. It would have to act.


This escalation of US rhetoric and policy produced, among other things, the Iraq Liberation Act of October 1998.145 A legislative expression of American global ambitions, it took upon the US government the right and responsibility of regime change, by providing (1) assistance to radio and television broadcasting into Iraq, (2) $97 million in military assistance to “democratic opposition organizations,” and (3) humanitarian assistance to Iraqis living in liberated areas.


The act was intimately connected to the Iraqi National Congress, from its origins to its funding. “When I originally wrote this bill,” House International Relations Committee staffer Stephen Rademaker told Aram Roston, “I really just had Chalabi—well, not Chalabi—the Iraqi National Congress, the INC, in mind. That was the organization, it seemed to me, that seemed entitled to this.”146 For his part, Chalabi saw specific historical parallels at work. “I followed very closely how Roosevelt, who abhorred the Nazis, at a time when isolationist sentiment was paramount in the United States, managed adroitly to persuade the American people to go to war,” he would later explain. “I studied it with a great deal of respect; we learned a lot from it. The Lend Lease program committed Roosevelt to enter on Britain’s side—so we had the Iraq Liberation Act, which committed the American people for liberation against Saddam.”147


The act passed the House by a vote of 360 to 38, and the Senate by unanimous consent. President Clinton signed it reluctantly. Secretary of Defense William Cohen tempered expectations by saying that Clinton “was not calling for the overthrow of Saddam Hussein. What he was saying is that we are prepared and will work with opposition forces or groups to try to bring about in some future time a more democratic type of regime.”148 By the end of his administration, Clinton had disbursed only $20,000 of the $97 million approved in the law.


Behind the scenes, though, by late 1998, many in the Clinton administration had come to the conclusion that regime change was the only long-term option that made sense. “We’d all gotten there,” one senior official who worked the issues told me.149 In his December 1998 address to the nation explaining the strikes he was ordering against Iraq, Clinton himself was very clear about his justification and his goals, using language that was almost a carbon copy of what the Bush administration would employ three years later. Iraq was refusing inspections of its weapons sites, he argued, and this was unacceptable; they had been given many opportunities to comply, but “Iraq has abused its final chance.” Clinton insisted that “so long as Saddam remains in power, he threatens the well-being of his people, the peace of his region, [and] the security of the world. The best way to end that threat once and for all is with a new Iraqi government.”150


Kenneth Pollack explains that, during a job interview for an NSC post in early 1999, Sandy Berger confirmed that the Clinton team was tired of dealing with Saddam. “They had decided that the only solution was to topple his regime. Sandy told me flat out that he wanted me to come back to help the administration devise a realistic regime change policy.” And so, Pollack concludes, “starting in early 1999, the Clinton administration began to develop options to overthrow Saddam’s regime.”151


Pollack and his boss at the NSC, Bruce Reidel, got to work on regime change planning. But the recent US experience in Kosovo had created a poor precedent; the United States had used similar concepts of air strikes to help local clients push for regime change—and until the very last minute, there was a terrifying fear that it would fail and Slobodan Milosevic might hold on, sparking a drawn-out ground war. Milosevic eventually caved, but the experience was a near-death experience for the administration,152 and it cast a dark pall over proposals to go after Saddam. “I don’t think we were anywhere near that point” even by the end, a former senior official explains.153


In the meantime, US officials were having growing challenges working with their alleged partners in the scheme—the Iraqi exile community. Secretary of State Madeline Albright had appointed State Department official Frank Ricciardone as a special “representative for transition in Iraq.” One source says Ricciardone was getting pressure to do something, but he also made clear his suspicions of Chalabi. “Ahmad wants to bring us to war,” he told colleagues at the time. “I cannot bring myself to have the United States work for Ahmad Chalabi.”154 At the same time, various exile organizations had cropped up, leaving the INC as one of a constellation of acronyms competing to speak for dissident Iraqis. Even other members of the INC viewed Chalabi with a skeptical eye. “The opposition,” Ali Allawi writes, “sank back into a confused jumble of parties, each trying to cultivate its privileged status, especially with the US government or one of its agencies.”155 It was a harbinger of what the United States would find to be true of Iraqi politics as a whole.






[image: ]








A primary claim of the liberation advocates was that Iraq had become, by the late 1990s, a modern, cosmopolitan, middle-class society, ready to be freed from the yoke of a dictator who was stifling the progress of a creative and well-educated people. Remove the repressive blockage of the regime, and progress would be swift. This assumption was an essential pillar of the plans the United States would hatch in 2002 and 2003 for how to handle Iraq in the aftermath of an invasion. It represented a sort of underlying side effect of American missionary ambitions—the tendency to see in every other society an American-style democracy, struggling to break free.


At least in the case of Iraq, this convenient narrative vastly oversimplified the reality. By the late 1990s, Iraqi society had suffered through a long, slow breakdown under the impact of United Nations sanctions.156 After the first Gulf War, broken infrastructure—especially power-generating equipment—had been pieced together with spare parts, wire, tape, and ingenuity. The sanctions regime then prevented large-scale replacements or substantial refitting. Unemployment crippled Iraq’s economy, with 60 percent of the people dependent on government handouts. The situation has been described as a “plunge from a gradually advancing middle-income country to a poor and underdeveloped one.”157


The data supporting this dismal picture was right out in the open. Thick United Nations reports catalogued the ruin of Iraq’s economy.158 In January 2003, CARE International and Johns Hopkins University published a joint report describing an electrical power grid broken down for lack of spare parts; a water treatment and supply system in shambles, with 30–40 percent of treated water leaking away through broken pipes; and the gradual loss of trained civil servants.159 The relief group Oxfam issued a press brief titled “Iraq: On the Brink of Disaster,” documenting that a million tons of untreated water were being dumped into the Tigris River every day.160 These calamities were well known to US intelligence: the January 2003 CIA intelligence report, “Principal Challenges in Post-Saddam Iraq,” which has since been declassified, catalogued them in detail.161


Yet when asking officials working across the US government during 2002 and 2003 what they knew of Iraq’s social and economic situation, I found a kaleidoscope of answers. “Most of this is on the internet, if you really look around,” one State Department official said.162 A different source said the administration was aware (it was “common knowledge,” he said) that “the sanctions had had an effect,”163 but admitted that he never got many details. Others complained of minimal awareness. A senior Bush administration official involved in postwar planning explained that they had little sense of the grim state of the Iraqi economy and society.164 Another senior official said, “I don’t think anybody knew the degree to which it was a failed state.”165


Part of the problem was that the advocates of invasion had been conditioned by interactions with the urbane, middle-class exile community, most of whose leaders had left Iraq in the 1970s or early to mid-1980s, before it spiraled downward.166 Partly as a result, the war advocates’ faith in their ability to erect a secular, modern democracy relied on hallucinations of a society that had, for all practical purposes, ceased to exist. Ali Allawi, an Iraqi expatriate who became a minister in the new regime, wrote later that “in official Washington, ignorance of what was going on inside Iraq before the war was monumental. None of the proponents of the war… had the faintest idea of the country that they were to occupy.”167 A memo prepared within the Department of Defense in March 2003 would include the following among its list of things that had to go right for the invasion to succeed: “Sufficient Iraqi infrastructure and acceptable levels of technocratic talent will exist to provide a suitable basis for all Phase IV activities.”168


Some of those advocating stronger action knew these realities only too well, and tried to convey the seriousness of any scheme to refashion Iraq. On the verge of war, Kenneth Pollack published The Threatening Storm, which was taken as an endorsement of the looming conflict. But Pollack was stern in his warnings: an invasion, he wrote, “will not be quick; it will not be easy; and it will not be cheap. Indeed, to attempt only a minimal effort toward rebuilding post-Saddam Iraq would be to court disaster.” Whenever the United States made a half-hearted lunge at postconflict reconstruction, he explained, “the result has been chaos, civil war, and dictatorship.… All the signs indicate that the same would hold true in Iraq.”169


The upshot of such warnings—and the broader state of Iraqi society—was the need for a much more elaborate sort of operation from the one the Bush administration eventually embraced. But by 2003, taking the prospective costs and risks of ousting Saddam seriously was something that US officials, firmly in the grip of a sense of what they “must” do, no longer had any patience for. And the wishful visions of Iraqi society that fueled these convictions had become immune to correction. These certainties gained added power for another reason: each was in some way anchored in fundamental American beliefs about itself and its role in the world.
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The urge for action was accelerating in part because the web of sanctions and constraints cobbled together around Iraq was collapsing. This trend is essential to understanding the sense of urgency held by advocates of bold US action. Saddam, they believed, was slipping loose from the bonds imposed on him after the Gulf War. As the sanctions regime eroded, Saddam could look forward to a time when foreign investment, technology, and arms sales would return. He could look forward, the anti-Saddam activists were convinced, to a moment when he could return to the pursuit of his violent regional ambitions—this time armed with nuclear weapons. This momentum had to be arrested.


Indeed, one effect of the United Nations Oil for Food (OFF) program had been to actually strengthen Saddam’s regime by allowing his cronies to skim money off the top. One ironic result of this process was to vastly inflate the sources of money fueling the corruption in the regime and broader Iraqi society, thus accelerating the growth of the sort of kleptocracy that would prove unable to function as an effective government once Saddam’s regime was gone.170 In the last years of the 1990s, Baghdad filled with businessmen from Europe and Asia who jockeyed for the seemingly inevitable moment when sanctions finally collapsed and foreign investment rushed in.171 By December 1999, the UN Security Council removed all restrictions on the amount of oil Iraq could sell under OFF.172


Martin Indyk, Clinton’s NSC lead on these issues, concludes his account of the administration’s Iraq policy on a somber note. After eight years of hard work, “Saddam’s containment cage was disintegrating.” This line of thinking accounts for “why President Clinton and most of his senior advisors supported President Bush’s decision to use force to topple Saddam Hussein.”173 As one source intimately involved with the war preparations that led to Iraq told me, Saddam was not “in his box”—Iraq was a long-term problem in 2000 that wasn’t going away.174 The emergent conviction that Saddam should be removed from power was by then well established; all it would take was the right catalyst to light the fuse of war. When it came, the war was the product not only of the work of anti-Saddam activists, but of a whole constellation of reasons. Dominant among those was the fact that by 2000, the United States gazed down upon the international system as the predominant power, fired with a sense of almost adolescent adventuristic energy and a commitment to promote its values. It would soon be governed by a man who would reflect—for good and ill—these characteristics of the American national spirit.


In his final years as president, Bill Clinton had granted unprecedented access to the historian Taylor Branch. When the administrations had turned over, with Clinton now out of the White House and the Bush administration in place, Branch had the opportunity to ask Clinton about the new president. One thing that worried Clinton was his sense of “Bush’s strong preference to rally against a villain.… He wanted to point out the bad guys and lead a charge. ‘There are not many places in the world where that kind of leadership is going to work,’ said Clinton. ‘Including Iraq, where I know he wants to take on Saddam Hussein.’”175
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Few US officials, however, had a clear sense of what “taking Saddam on” would really entail. A disquieting lesson of the Desert Fox strikes in 1998, for example, was that if Saddam’s regime did suddenly collapse, no one had any idea what to do next. General Anthony Zinni, the top US military commander in the region, describes worried Arab leaders coming to him and saying, “You almost caused an implosion.” If the regime disintegrated, they told the American general, the United States would have to intervene. Did he have a plan? He did not, and he began assembling what would become an elaborate framework for humanitarian assistance and provision of civil order in the event of regime collapse.


The process of developing such a framework began with a large-scale planning exercise, called “Desert Crossing.” Its “After Action Report,” declassified in 2004,176 is eerily prescient. The report points out that “early establishment of a national authority to begin taking over civil functions… was deemed essential.” The US government needed a lot more information about the situation on the ground: “Conflicting reports abound, obscuring a sound assessment of the present conditions in Iraq.”


As they waded through options during the exercise, the report makes clear, US officials could not come to agreement on one essential paradox. In working to establish postcollapse governance, should the United States find a few indigenous Iraqis and quickly hand over power, or undertake “a total US/coalition occupation” under a post–World War II “Japanese model”? No consensus emerged. “Some participants argued that the United States would have such high stakes in the outcome that it must retain tight control over the progression of events,” the report explained. “Others objected, asserting that the intervention may be unduly prolonged by not encouraging the growth of indigenous leadership.” The rapid emergence of a local government could occur, the report concluded, “but a Bosnia scenario is more likely—which means US involvement could last for at least 10 years.” The most obvious bottom line was the requirement for planning. “Past experience has too often demonstrated that ignoring interagency coordinating mechanisms and planning tools can lead to aborted, prolonged, or failed missions. US end state objectives in Iraq will not be achieved through an exclusively military intervention.”


Desert Crossing took place at the end of June 1999. More than three years later, in early 2003, as war planning was heating up, General Zinni testified on Capitol Hill and saw a former military colleague then working at CENTCOM. He asked whether planners had looked into Desert Crossing. After all, it directly paralleled the postinvasion challenges they were about to assume, and so it offered critical insights and warnings.


The officer looked at him wide-eyed and responded, “Desert what?”177
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