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Introduction:
The Strange Death
of Republican America











 


On May 3, 2007, ten Republican candidates aspiring to succeed George W. Bush as president debated at the Ronald W. Reagan Library, where they mentioned Reagan twenty-one times and Bush not once. By raising the icon of Reagan, they hoped to dispel the shadow of Bush. Reagan himself had often invoked magic—“the magic of the marketplace” was among his trademark phrases and he had been the TV host at the grand opening of Disneyland, “the Magic Kingdom,” in 1955. Evoking his name was an act of sympathetic magic in the vain hope that its mere mention would transfer his success to his pretenders and transport them back to the heyday of Republican rule.


Bush’s second term has witnessed the great unraveling of the Republican coalition. His radicalism has pushed conservatism to extreme claims on executive power, preemptive war, the rule of law, a one-party state, hostility to science, suppression of career staff professionals in the departments and agencies, and the hollowing out of the federal government. In my first volume on this unique presidency, How Bush Rules: Chronicles of a Radical Regime, I described and analyzed the period from the zenith of Bush’s hubris immediately after “mission accomplished” was proclaimed in Iraq through the early part of his second term, when he hyper-charged his radical agenda by attempting to privatize Social Security; asserted presidential power in the Terri Schiavo case; and pursued a military solution to the war in Iraq against the pleadings of his commanders in the field. Finally, Hurricane Katrina blew away the façade of the decisive self-proclaimed “war president.”


This book, The Strange Death of Republican America: Chronicles of a Collapsing Party, continues the story as the Republican Party, after nearly two generations of political dominance, rapidly disintegrates under the stress of Bush’s failures and the Republicans’ scandals and disgrace.


On September 10, 2001, Bush was at the lowest point in public approval of any president that early in his term. It was a sign that he seemed destined to join the list of previous presidents who had gained the office without popular majorities and served only one term. After the terrorist attacks of September 11, Bush’s fortunes were reversed, and he was no longer seen as drifting but masterful. Reflecting the tenor of the Washington press corps, David Broder, the chief political columnist for the Washington Post, after hearing Bush declare, “God is not neutral,” pronounced, “The rhetoric is Lincolnian, and so are the tragic forces that have forged the conviction in this president’s words.”1 (Lincoln, of course, had never presumed to penetrate the motives of God; his characteristic insight, delivered in his second inaugural address, was, “The Almighty has His own purposes.”)


Despite the portentous rhetoric of his speechwriters and the fractured history of the pundits, Bush overnight assumed a superior position politically. Now he appeared to take his place in the long line of Republican presidents who had preceded him. He acted as though his astronomical popularity in the aftermath of September 11 ratified whatever radical course he might take in international affairs and vindicated whatever radical policies and politics he might follow at home.


Vice President Dick Cheney assumed control of concentrating unfettered executive power, a project to which he had been devoted since he had served as the assistant to presidential counselor Donald Rumsfeld in the Nixon White House. (Cheney’s involvement with neoconservatism has been continuous for more than three decades, beginning in the Ford White House, when he was deputy chief of staff to Rumsfeld and then chief of staff, as I document in the introduction to the new edition of my book, The Rise of the Counter-Establishment.) Karl Rove, the president’s chief political strategist, took charge of subordinating federal departments and agencies to the larger political goal of achieving a permanent Republican realignment through a one-party state—another Nixonian objective, run by another Nixonian. (Rove had been among the youngest of the dirty tricksters involved in the broad Watergate scandal and was questioned by the FBI.) Cheney and Rove’s complementary efforts gave the substance to the radical theory of the “unitary executive.”


In 2004, Bush swaggered through his reelection campaign, still swept along on the momentum from September 11. He and Rove did not consider the perverse and unprecedented illogic of Bush v. Gore as anything but a rightful decision. They did not see the means by which he became president as artificial, making his position inherently weak and unstable. Bush took occupying the office itself and September 11 as tantamount to a resounding mandate for his radicalism. Nor did Bush or Rove view Bush’s steady and precipitous decline in popularity as cause to reconsider their preconceptions. After the Afghanistan invasion, Bush’s numbers tumbled until he ramped up the campaign for the invasion of Iraq, after which his standing dived again, only to spike once more after the capture of Saddam Hussein, only to fall again. Nonetheless, Rove drew no lessons from these warnings, except that war and terror served as indispensable political weapons to sustain Bush. On this rock, Rove proposed to build a reigning party.


After the invasion of Iraq, Dick and Lynne Cheney sent out their 2003 Christmas card embossed with a suggestion offered by Benjamin Franklin, a Deist, for a nonsectarian prayer to open the Constitutional Convention, but it was now infused with a more martial meaning: “If a sparrow cannot fall to the ground without His notice, is it probable that an empire can rise without His aid?” After the 2004 election victory, Rove’s former political deputy and Republican National Committee chairman Ken Mehlman said, “If there’s one empire I want built, it’s the George Bush empire.”2


The Bush administration was reinforced in its political mission by a press corps that admired its power, refused to recognize its radicalism, and sought to project its rule far into the future. The press had served as an essential instrument for the disinformation campaign to establish the rationale for the war in Iraq and would almost utterly misunderstand its own role in the fallout occurring during the investigation and trial of Cheney’s chief of staff, I. Lewis “Scooter” Libby, covered in detail in these pages.


On the eve of his second inauguration, Newsweek published a cover story about Bush that portrayed him as a commanding, deeply informed, intellectually curious, and probing president: “Whether he’s remaking his team or plotting his second-term policies, Bush’s leadership style belies his caricature as a disengaged president who is blindly loyal, dislikes dissent and covets his own downtime. In fact, Bush’s aides and friends describe the mirror image of a restless man who masters details and reads avidly, who chews over his mistakes and the failings of those around him, and who has grown ever more comfortable pulling the levers of power.”3


A week after the 2004 election, David Broder knowingly assured readers in the Washington Post that “before throwing yourself over a cliff or emigrating to Sweden,” they should understand that Bush had appointed moderate White House aides and the Republican Congress would act as a moderating force. “Checks and balances are still there. The nation does not face ‘another dark age,’ unless you consider politics, with all its trade-offs and bargaining, a black art.”4


Perhaps the most considered, comprehensive, and boldest analysis after the 2004 election came from two English journalists, writers for The Economist magazine, John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge. In their book, The Right Nation, they conflated Bush’s unilateralism, the religious right, and the conservative counter-establishment of think tanks and foundations with American exceptionalism. “Today, thanks in large part to the strength of the Right Nation, American exceptionalism is reasserting itself with a vengeance.”


They categorically declared that the realignment Rove was seeking had at last appeared. Bush’s reelection was the crowning moment of the entire Republican era, setting it on a firm foundation for a generation to come. “Who would have imagined that the 2004 presidential election would represent something of a last chance for the Democrats?” they wrote. “But conservatism’s progress goes much deeper than the gains that the Republican Party has made over the past half century or the steady decline in Democratic registration. The Right clearly has ideological momentum on its side in much the same way that the Left had momentum in the 1960s.”5


The Economist’s correspondents were Tories in search of a promised land after the Labour Party became the natural party of government in Britain with the post-Thatcher crackup of the Conservatives. The United States was a fantastic canvas for their thwarted dreams. They were delirious to discover that while conservatism had fallen from grace and favor in Britain it held every lever of national power in the New World. “Thatcher could never rely on a vibrant conservative movement to support her (unless you regard a couple of think tanks as a movement) while American conservatism has been going from strength to strength for decades,” they wrote with undisguised envy.6


At least in one way the Republican triumph in 2004 echoed British political history, resembling that of the British Liberal Party in 1910. “From that victory they never recovered,” wrote George Dangerfield in The Strange Death of Liberal England.7 But the strange death of Republican America, the supposed “Right Nation,” cannot be attributed to the same reasons as the decline of Liberal England, a complacent faith of good intentions bypassed and trampled by events that it presumed to understand as it drifted into the dark passage of world war.


Bush willfully and heedlessly tempted the fates. He built a grand palace of Republican dreams that crashed down upon his party. Casting aside all caution, he believed that he could reorder the entire Middle East; imagined he could invade Iraq and remake it in his image; spread democracy easily through the region; settle the Israeli-Palestinian conflict with no peace process; forge a one-party state at home; replace professionals throughout the federal government with political appointees regardless of the legal, practical, or human impact (as was seen in Hurricane Katrina); regard the rule of law as an obstacle to a commander in chief who presumed the right by fiat to make, obey, or disobey any law he wished, including the right to order torture (which he euphemistically called “enhanced interrogation techniques”); and hold facts, evidence, and reality in contempt as though they would never have consequences. An anonymous senior White House aide, apparently Karl Rove, explained the administration’s credo to journalist Ron Suskind, writing in The New York Times Magazine: “We’re an empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality. And while you’re studying that reality—judiciously, as you will—we’ll act again, creating other new realities, which you can study too, and that’s how things will sort out. We’re history’s actors . . . and you, all of you, will be left to just study what we do.”8


Much of the Washington press corps seemed to agree. The guiding assumption of American politics was that Bush’s presidency was girded by a stable conservative consensus and that politics would operate on this consensus into the foreseeable future. In this view, Bush became not only the most recent expression of Republican supremacy but also its strongest. It was a curious refraction of the consensus school of the 1950s that envisioned American politics as an unbroken thread of liberalism.


According to the consensus school, the dissimilarities between American and European politics—ravaged in the twentieth century by wars and totalitarian movements—suggested an essential consensus predating the creation of the nation rooted in the thought of John Locke. “The American community is a liberal community,” wrote the historian Louis Hartz in his highly influential The Liberal Tradition in America, published in 1955.9 That same year, William F. Buckley, Jr., launching the modern conservative movement in the first issue of National Review, wrote that conservatism “stands athwart history, yelling Stop.” By 2004, after Bush’s victory, conservatives were triumphalist. “The 2004 election was about as clear a vindication as we could have hoped for . . .” wrote Micklethwait and Wooldridge, “. . . that conservatism is the dominant force in American politics and that conservatism explains why America is different.”10 Turning the old consensus thesis on its head, they argued that the American community is a conservative community.


For long periods of time, political alignments shift incrementally and slowly. But our politics also has a volatile history, not always placid, erupting suddenly and sharply through cataclysms, and often as a result of violence. The Civil War, the Great Depression, and the Vietnam War and the civil rights revolution were earthquakes that abruptly overturned long-settled arrangements. When Herbert Hoover was elected in 1928, his landslide victory was universally seen as the peak of Republican Party consolidation, the culmination of the party’s progress since the Civil War. Similarly, when Lyndon Johnson was elected in 1964, his landslide was interpreted as the apotheosis of the New Deal. For two generations the Republicans have been running on the themes and infrastructure developed since the Democratic collapse in 1968, as chronicled in The Rise of the Counter-Establishment.


The scale of the Bush disaster is larger than any cataclysm since then. Whether or not there is a powerful geopolitical analogy between the war in Iraq and the Vietnam War, as Bush at first insistently denied, then vehemently argued, there is a pertinent domestic political analogy. Vietnam ended a Democratic era as definitively as Iraq is closing a Republican one.


Republicanism at its pinnacle—during the Reagan years—had been an easy identity for adherents to wear. With the recession of 1982 a memory, tax rates, especially for the wealthy, drastically lowered, and the country at peace amid the Cold War, President Reagan demanded no sacrifice or pain. His carefree attitude disdained the Protestant ethic, with banker’s hours that conveyed there was no relationship between hard work and reward. His sunny disposition had removed the scowl of Richard Nixon and the stain of Watergate from the party. Yet Reagan’s landslide of forty-nine states in 1984 echoed Nixon’s landslide of forty-nine states in 1972. One famous victory was built on the other, one Californian paving the way for another. Nixon’s work of realignment as well as his self-destruction made possible the rise of Reagan, who had been his rival for the Republican nomination in 1968.


Conservatives prefer to date the origins of the Republican ascent to the candidacy of Barry Goldwater in 1964. But it was his defeat followed by the shattering of the Johnson presidency over Vietnam that cleared the path for the resurrection of Richard Nixon, who was the main progenitor of the Republican rise. Only on the ruins of the Goldwater debacle was Nixon able to capture the Republican nomination in 1968. He was the author of the project for an imperial presidency. Watergate, a concatenation of plots, was an emanation of that grand design, both to create an unaccountable executive and harness the federal government into a political machine for what Nixon first called a “New Majority.” The 1974 “Final Report of the Select Committee on Presidential Campaign Activities” documented the Senate Watergate Committee’s investigation into Nixon’s effort to use “the powers of incumbency” through programs such as “the Responsiveness Program,” created to “redirect Federal moneys to specific administration supporters and to target groups and geographic areas to benefit” his campaign.11


If Nixon had succeeded in his plan, the U.S. government and politics would have taken very different forms. But his resignation shattered the center in the Republican Party, and Nixon made possible not only Jimmy Carter but also Ronald Reagan. The traditional Republican center attempted to hold under Gerald Ford, but it could not cohere, even within Ford’s own White House, where his successive chiefs of staff, Donald Rumsfeld and Dick Cheney, undermined it.


The Republican fall parallels the previous decline of the Democrats. From 1968 through 1988, the story of the Democratic Party had been its internal disintegration and reduction to its base.


The Republican Party dominance was not illusory, mere smoke and mirrors, though it did have superior image-making, too. After the enfranchisement of black voters in the South in the mid-1960s, whites deserted the Democratic Party and flocked to the Republican Party, eventually creating a GOP Solid South, as Lyndon Johnson had feared when he told his youthful press secretary Bill Moyers upon signing civil rights legislation, “We have lost the South for a generation.” The Republicans turned many urban and suburban ethnic Catholics, who had been at the core of the New Deal, into Republicans, by exploiting strategies of racial fear around issues of crime, education, taxation, and housing and by appealing to cultural traditionalism on issues such as abortion and women’s rights generally.


The Republicans also won over formerly progressive Western states, through an anti-government states’ rights Sagebrush Rebellion on behalf of local extractive industries. Running for governor in 1966, Reagan tipped California, which had been balanced for decades between liberal Democrats and liberal Republicans, toward the conservative wing of his party. The movement of California into the Republican column signaled the shift of geopolitical equilibrium to the Sun Belt, a new alliance of West and South, and consolidated the Republican Party coalition.


Kevin Phillips, a strategist for the Nixon campaign in 1968, wrote in his seminal book, The Emerging Republican Majority (published the following year), that Nixon’s victory “bespoke the end of the New Deal Democratic hegemony and the beginning of a new era in American politics. . . . Today the interrelated Negro, suburban and Sun Belt migrations have all but destroyed the New Deal coalition.” Phillips described how the alignment of the Democratic Party with civil rights (“many Negro demands”) provoked a reaction. “The South, the West and the Catholic sidewalks of New York were the focal points of conservative opposition to the welfare liberalism of the federal government . . .”12


Even as he planned to wind down the Vietnam War, Nixon painted antiwar critics and Democrats as unpatriotic and hostile to national security, and for decades the Democrats could not escape the stigma. In defense of his Vietnam policy, Nixon conjured up a “Silent Majority” in opposition to the antiwar movement. This constituency transmuted a decade later into the so-called “Reagan Democrats” included many of the same former Democrats who had defected to Nixon’s banner. A host of domestic and foreign policy motives drove them: resentment against liberal elites and minorities over social welfare policy; antagonism to the youthful university-based counterculture undermining traditionalism; and liberal softness against Communism supposedly weakening the will to win in Vietnam.


None of these themes, including the anti-Communist one, lost their vitality even after the end of the Vietnam War. Nixon’s resignation over Watergate gave the Democrats an opening, but Jimmy Carter’s presidency proved a spectacle of Democratic infighting and provided the Republican right the chance to seize control of the party in 1980 by running on an agenda against economic mismanagement and Soviet adventurism. By now, conservatism was transformed from a cranky backward-looking isolationist fringe into a vigorous, politically skillful movement that had captured and held the commanding heights of the Republican Party.


In 1984, the Democrats nominated Carter’s vice president, who, unfairly or not, bore the burden of past ineptitude, to compete with Reagan at a time of peace and prosperity. By August 1984, Gallup found that on the question of “increasing respect for the U.S. overseas,” Reagan led Walter Mondale 48 to 33 percent. Reagan’s reelection affirmed the Republican era, its national coalition and lock on the presidency.


The Republicans were the dominant political party, even when the parties appeared momentarily and evenly matched in public opinion or when the Democrats controlled one or both houses of the Congress. Democrats invariably bore the burden of defending themselves from past errors, real or imagined, and on positions from gun control to abortion Republicans used “wedge issues” to splinter the Democratic coalition and fuse the Republican one.


The exposure of the Iran-contra scandal during Reagan’s second term brought his domestic programs to a grinding halt. This bizarre scandal involved a convoluted effort to create a parallel, secret, and illegal U.S. foreign policy, offshore and underground, evading the Congress and the usual channels of the national security apparatus. In 1987, the congressional hearings into the scandal and the Senate’s rejection of Reagan’s far-right nominee to the Supreme Court, Robert Bork, who as Nixon’s hatchet man in the “Saturday Night Massacre” had fired the Watergate special prosecutor, had a further radicalizing effect on the right. Meanwhile, Reagan revived his moribund presidency by reversing his course, negotiating an arms control treaty with Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev and proclaiming the end of the Cold War. Though Republicans from both the right and the center criticized him as a naive utopian, his demarche lifted his fallen popularity and that of his vice president, making possible his election.


The political career of George H. W. Bush illustrates the contradictions of Republicanism and the growing radicalism of the party that his son would later push to an extreme. His difficulties reflected the radicalization of the party going back to 1964 and his circuitous route in navigating its currents. As much as he was overwhelmed by events, the elder Bush was also undermined by his inability to sustain a viable Republican center post-Reagan. For every gesture he made toward fiscal prudence, a traditional Republican virtue, his party punished him. In 1992, former Nixon speechwriter and conservative firebrand Patrick Buchanan challenged Bush for the Republican nomination, capturing 38 percent of the vote in New Hampshire, a humiliation for the incumbent president. Buchanan’s insurgency and the right’s obstreperousness made it necessary for Bush to lend them the stage of the Republican National Convention in Houston, a disaster for him that contributed to his loss in the general election.


The principal lesson the son absorbed from his father’s political failure was to avoid having enemies on the right. George W. Bush became what his father never could, a radical conservative, transcending the problems that had plagued the father throughout his career. The son systematically abandoned the father’s respect for fiscal responsibility, individual rights, the separation of church and state, the Congress, constitutional checks and balances, and a realistic and bipartisan foreign policy. George W. Bush saw Reagan more than his father as his model, but he was as little like Reagan as he was like his father. Bush’s radicalism has provided a vantage point for historical revisionism, causing his Republican predecessors, judged to be avatars of conservatism in their day, as more moderate in perspective. Reagan’s pragmatic willingness to negotiate with congressional Democrats on such matters as Social Security, for example, takes on another aspect. But the inexorable movement to the right is inarguable as a historical pattern.


Every time the conservative Republican period seemed to be exhausted it gained new impetus through openings created by Democratic fractiousness and incompetence in politics and governing. With each cycle, conservatism reemerged more radicalized—a steady march further to the right. After Nixon’s disgrace in Watergate came Reagan; after the conservative crackup that engulfed George H. W. Bush came the radical Congress elected in 1994, led by Newt Gingrich and Tom DeLay; and then came George W. Bush.


Bill Clinton’s presidency served as an interregnum that might have broken the Republican era for good had his vice president Al Gore been permitted to assume the office he won by a popular majority. But the conservative bloc on the Supreme Court ultimately thwarted him from occupying it. When the court in Bush v. Gore handed the presidency to Bush it gave him an extraordinary and unnatural chance to extend Republican power.


Only through the will to power in the Florida contest, the deus ex machina of the Supreme Court, and the tragedy of September 11 was Bush able to gain and hold the presidency. But he and the Republicans have been living on borrowed if not stolen time.


Karl Rove believed he could engineer a political realignment by recreating his work in Texas where he marshaled money and focused campaign technology in order to destroy the Democrats. But the analogy of the nation as Texas writ large was faulty from the start. In Texas he had the wind at his back, regardless of how elaborate and clever his machinations. The transformation of Texas in the 1980s and 1990s into a Republican state was a delayed version of Southern realignment. Yet Rove came to Washington believing that the example of Texas could be transferred to the national level. With the attacks of September 11, this seasoned architect of realignment believed he possessed the impetus to enact his theory. It apparently never occurred to Rove or Bush that using Iraq to lock in the political impact of September 11 would ever backfire. In his first inaugural address, Bush spoke of an “angel in the whirlwind,” but the whirlwind was of his own making. For all intents and purposes Rove could not have done more damage to the Republican Party than if he had been the control agent for the Manchurian Candidate.


The cataclysm has consumed Rove’s theory, his president, his party, and not only the prospects for a Republican majority, but the hope that the Republicans will become more than a remnant of what they once were. The Republicans may take years if not decades to re-create their party, but that project will have to be on a wholly different basis.


The radicalization of the Republican Party is not at an end, but may only be entering a new phase. Loss of the Congress in 2006 is not accepted as reproach. Quite the opposite, it is understood by the Republican right as the result of lack of will and nerve, failure of ideological purity, errant immorality by members of Congress, and betrayal by the media and moderates within their own party. They may never recover from the election of 2004, when they believed their agenda received majority support and they ecstatically thought they were “the Right Nation.”


Herbert Hoover did not transform his party but became its avatar through failure. By contrast, Bush has remade the Republican Party, turning it into a minority party as a consequence of his radicalism. Bush’s discredited Republicanism has further provoked the radicalization of its base where religious right and nativist elements are increasingly dominant. The party is in the grip of an intolerant identity politics—white male semirural fundamentalist Protestant—that seems only to alienate women, suburbanites, Hispanics, and young people. By the end of his presidency, Bush had achieved the long conservative ambition of remaking the Republican Party without an Eastern moderate wing. Once a national coalition, embracing New York and California, Alabama and Illinois, the Republican Party has retreated into the Deep South and Rocky Mountains.


If the Republicans lose the presidential election of 2008 they may well be a rump party, captive of the conservatives. As a minority within the Congress, rather than proposing a positive agenda, they would most likely act as a negative force, trying to block progressive legislation. Republican cadres would use their skills honed in the partisan wars to attempt to demonize a new Democratic president, hoping that piling up negative ratings will be enough to drag down that president’s popularity, regain the Congress and eventually the White House. Republicans will not get electoral traction again until the Democrats falter or collapse. In short, the Republicans are now strictly the party of reaction.


In 1952, the originator of the notion of realignment, political scientist Samuel Lubell, wrote in his seminal work, The Future of American Politics, American politics is not a contest of “two equally competing suns, but a sun and a moon. It is within the majority party that the issues of the day are fought out; while the minority party shines in the reflected radiance of the heat thus generated.”13 When Lubell wrote this, even as Dwight Eisenhower was about to win the presidency resoundingly, the Democrats were the sun and the Republicans the moon. Only after Nixon did the parties exchange place in the political solar system. Now after George W. Bush a new Copernican revolution is occurring.


The endless Republican invocation of Reagan really harkens back to the glory days of 2004. In the fallen house of cards they imagine they are still rightful owners of the White House, a fantasy of restoration that may grip them for a long time to come.


But the Democrats have not yet reached their full majority or solidified their new party. They are on the eve of becoming a majority national party for the first time in their history without conservative Southerners at their core. The Democrats can only consolidate their future coalition once in government and through successful governing. Then they will be the sun. In Bush’s final days, a new era has not yet dawned, but an old one is setting.
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The Fool











 


The most scathing public critique of the Bush presidency and the complicity of a craven press corps yet was delivered at the annual black-tie White House Correspondents’ Association dinner on Saturday night by a comedian. President Bush was reported afterward to be seething, while the press corps responded to the zingers with stone cold silence, playing the classic straight man. Subsequently, many news reports of the event air-brushed out the joker.


Stephen Colbert plays a crank conservative commentator in a parody on Comedy Central four nights a week. Performing his routine within ten yards of Bush’s hostile stare and before 2,600 members of the press and their celebrated guests, Colbert’s offense of lèse-majesté affronted the amour propre of the embedded audience. After his mock praise of Bush as a rock against reality, Colbert censured the press by flattering its misfeasance. “Over the last five years you people were so good—over tax cuts, WMD intelligence, the effect of global warming. We Americans didn’t want to know, and you had the courtesy not to try to find out . . . Here’s how it works: The president makes decisions. He’s ‘the decider.’ The press secretary announces those decisions, and you people of the press type those decisions down. Make, announce, type. Just put ’em through a spell-check and go home . . . Write that novel you got kicking around in your head. You know, the one about the intrepid Washington reporter with the courage to stand up to the administration. You know—fiction!” (Silence)


Perhaps ironically, on the day after Colbert’s performance, The New York Times published a front-page story on the latest phase of the administration’s war on the press. Now Bush is weighing “the criminal prosecution of reporters under the espionage laws.” Since the Washington Post exposed the existence of CIA “black site” prisons holding untold numbers of detainees without due process of law and The New York Times disclosed the president’s order to the National Security Agency to engage in domestic surveillance without court warrants, the administration has applied new draconian methods to clamp down.


“Has The New York Times Violated the Espionage Act?” reads the title of a lengthy article in the neoconservative journal Commentary, by senior editor Gabriel Schoenfeld, laying out the case for prosecution. “What The New York Times has done is nothing less than to compromise the centerpiece of our defensive efforts in the war on terrorism,” he writes. When the Post and the Times won Pulitzer Prizes for their stories, William Bennett, a former Republican Cabinet secretary and now a commentator on CNN of the sort satirized by Colbert, declared, “What they did is worthy of jail.”


At Bush’s orders, dragnets are being conducted throughout the national security bureaucracy in search of press sources. Government officials have been subjected to lie detector tests and interrogations. Within a week of the awarding of the Pulitzer Prizes, CIA analyst Mary McCarthy was fired for having had an “unauthorized” contact with a member of the press. At the same time, the FBI subpoenaed four decades of files accumulated by recently deceased investigative journalist Jack Anderson in an attempt to exhume old classified material.


Bush takes a different attitude on his own leaking of secrets for political purposes. Dozens of selective National Security Council documents were leaked to journalist Bob Woodward for his 2002 encomium, Bush at War. Vice President Cheney and his staff leaked disinformation to reporters to make the case that Saddam Hussein possessed weapons of mass destruction. And Bush and Cheney authorized Cheney’s then chief of staff I. Lewis “Scooter” Libby to leak portions of the National Intelligence Estimate on Iraq’s WMD to sympathetic reporters in an effort to discredit a critic, former ambassador Joseph Wilson.


In January, two officials of the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (the so-called Israel lobby) were indicted for receiving classified material from a Pentagon official who was later sentenced to prison. The AIPAC officials are being prosecuted as if they were reporters receiving leaks, and if convicted under the 1917 Espionage Act, the precedent would be ominous for journalists. “Why should persons at the Times not be treated in the same manner?” writes Schoenfeld.


Some in the press understand the peril posed to the First Amendment by an imperial president trying to smother the constitutional system of checks and balances. For those of the Washington press corps who reproved a court jester for his irreverence, the game of status is apparently more urgent than the danger to liberty. But it’s no laughing matter.
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Coup at the CIA











 


The moment that the destruction of the Central Intelligence Agency began can be pinpointed to a time, a place, and even a memo. On August 6, 2001, CIA Director George Tenet presented to President Bush his Presidential Daily Briefing, a startling document titled “Bin Laden Determined to Strike in U.S.” Bush did nothing, asked for no further briefings on the issue, and returned to cutting brush at his Crawford, Texas, compound.


In Bush’s denial of responsibility after the September 11 terrorist attacks, the search for scapegoats inevitably focused on the lapse in intelligence and therefore on the CIA, though it was the FBI whose egregious incompetence permitted the plotters to escape apprehension. Bush’s intent to invade Iraq set up the battle royal that followed.


Tenet, an inveterate staff careerist held over from the Clinton administration, had ingratiated himself with the new White House tenant with salty stories, but it was in his eagerness to please Bush on Iraq that he ensured his tenure and made himself indispensable. At first, Tenet opposed including in the president’s speech of October 2002 the disinformation that Iraq was seeking to build nuclear weaponry using yellow cake uranium Saddam Hussein supposedly sought to purchase in Niger, and the reference was knocked out. Yet, having already been discredited, the falsehood was inserted into the president’s State of the Union address of January 2003, becoming the now infamous “sixteen words.”


Tenet reassured Bush that the case for Saddam’s possession of WMD was a “slam-dunk.” At CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia, Tenet promised then Secretary of State Colin Powell that for Powell’s February 5, 2003, speech before the U.N. Security Council, the information that would be used to prove Saddam had WMD was ironclad. Powell insisted that Tenet be seated behind him while he spoke, as visual reinforcement of his statement’s unimpeachable character. Yet every piece of it was false, and the humiliated Powell later said he had been “deceived.” Tenet resigned on June 4, 2004, and shortly thereafter was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom.


After the brief interim appointment of CIA professional John McLaughlin, on August 10, 2004, almost three years to the day after the August 6 Presidential Daily Briefing on bin Laden, Bush named Porter Goss the new director of Central Intelligence. The president was looking for someone to rid him of the troublesome agency. In Goss, he thought he had discovered the perfect man for the bloody job, but the nature of the task undid Goss, and in his unraveling another scandal unfolded.


In the absence of any reliable evidence, CIA analysts had refused to put their stamp of approval on the administration’s reasons for the Iraq war. Vice President Dick Cheney and his chief of staff, I. Lewis “Scooter” Libby, personally came to Langley to intimidate analysts on several occasions. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and his then deputy secretary, Paul Wolfowitz, constructed their own intelligence bureau, called the Office of Special Plans, to sidestep the CIA and shunt disinformation corroborating the administration’s arguments directly to the White House. “The administration used intelligence not to inform decision-making, but to justify a decision already made,” Paul Pillar, then the chief Middle East analyst for the CIA, writes in the March–April issue of Foreign Affairs. “The process did not involve intelligence work designed to find dangers not yet discovered or to inform decisions not yet made. Instead, it involved research to find evidence in support of a specific line of argument—that Saddam was cooperating with Al-Qaeda—which in turn was being used to justify a specific policy decision.”


But despite urgent pressures to report to the contrary, the CIA never reported that Saddam presented an imminent national security threat to the United States, that he was near to developing nuclear weapons, or that he had any ties to Al-Qaeda. Moreover, analysts predicted a protracted insurgency after an invasion of Iraq. Tenet, despite the lack of cooperation from the CIA’s Directorate of Intelligence, acted as backslapper for the administration’s policy.


The White House was in a fury. The CIA’s professionalism was perceived as political warfare, and the agency apparently was seen as the center of a conspiracy to overthrow the administration. Inside the offices of the president, the vice president, and the secretary of defense, the CIA was referred to as a treasonous enemy. “If we lived in a primitive age, the ground at Langley would be laid waste and salted, and there would be heads on spikes,” wrote neoconservative columnist David Brooks in The New York Times on November 13, 2004, citing White House officials and “members of the executive branch” as his sources. Reflecting their rage, he called on Bush to “punish the mutineers . . . If the C.I.A. pays no price for its behavior, no one will pay a price for anything, and everything is permitted. That, Mr. President, is a slam-dunk.”


Goss combined the old-school tie with cynical zealotry. A graduate of Hotchkiss and Yale (class of 1960) and married to a Pittsburgh heiress, he had served as a CIA operative, left the agency for residence on Sanibel Island, Florida, a resort for the wealthy, bought the local paper, sold it for a fortune, and was elected to the House of Representatives in 1988. There he struck up an alliance with Newt Gingrich and his band of radicals. And after they captured the House in 1994, Goss used his CIA credential to become chairman of the Intelligence Committee.


In that position, he proved his bona fides to the Bush administration time and again. “Those weapons are there,” he declared after David Kay, head of the Iraq Survey Group, reported that there were no WMD. He blocked investigations into detainee abuse at Abu Ghraib and into prewar disinformation churned by the neoconservatives’ favorite Iraqi exile, Ahmed Chalabi. “I would say that the oversight has worked well in matters relating to Mr. Chalabi,” Goss said. He also derided the notion of investigating the outing of covert CIA operative Valerie Plame Wilson: “Somebody sends me a blue dress and some DNA, I’ll have an investigation.” Goss was onboard with the cavalier way in which Plame was outed, a breach that revealed ingrained contempt for the agency as well as the supremacy of political objectives over national security.


On April 21, 2005, his mission dictated by Bush’s political imperatives, Goss became CIA director. Immediately, he sent a memo to all employees, ordering them to “support the administration and its policies in our work.” He underscored the supremacy of the party line: “As agency employees we do not identify with, support, or champion opposition to the administration or its policies.”


He installed four political aides to run the agency from his offices on the seventh floor at Langley. Within weeks, an exodus of professionals began and then turned into a flood. In the Directorate of Operations, he lost the director, two deputies, and more than a dozen department and division directors and station chiefs out in the field. In the Directorate of Intelligence, dozens took early retirement. Four former operations chiefs, horrified by the carnage, sought to meet with Goss, but he refused.


As a result of hectoring by the 9/11 Commission, Bush established the position of national director of intelligence, a new layer of bureaucracy, but one that lacked operational or intelligence resources of its own. Suddenly, the CIA’s preeminence was shattered. Since its creation by the National Security Act of 1947 at the onset of the Cold War, the CIA had dominated the intelligence community. But now the “central” part of the CIA was handed off to the new NDI [National Director of Intelligence], whose lines of authority and power were untested and uncertain.


The “global war on terror,” meanwhile, was a boon to the concentration of power within the Pentagon, and that department gained control of more than 80 percent of the total budget for intelligence. Without its assigned place at the top of the pyramid, the CIA became disoriented and ever more peripheral. That suited Rumsfeld’s empire building. And the CIA’s plight was aggravated by the power grabs of the first NDI, John Negroponte (coincidentally an old Yale classmate of Goss’s). Without natural functions of its own, Negroponte’s office seized them from the CIA.


Acting on the president’s charge, Goss in effect purged the CIA. He was even conducting lie detector interrogations of officers to root out the sources of stories leaked to the press—to the Washington Post, for example, in its Pulitzer Prize–winning exposé of CIA “black site” prisons where detainees are jailed without any due process, Red Cross inspection, or Geneva Conventions protection. Last month, a CIA agent, Mary McCarthy, was fired for her contact with a reporter. Like others subjected to questioning, she was asked her political affiliation.


But Goss’s purging weakened the agency and his own inherent bureaucratic strength in relation to his voracious rivals at the Directorate of National Intelligence and the Pentagon. The more he served as the president’s loyalist, the less was his power. By fulfilling his mission, he diminished himself. The butcher’s defense of the integrity of the CIA from the directorate and the Pentagon lacked all conviction.


Goss’s attempt to run the CIA through his own band of loyalists proved his ultimate undoing. It turned out that the “gosslings,” as they were known at Langley (after “quislings”), had unsavory connections that trailed them into the agency. An unintended consequence of Goss’s dependence on his team of political hatchet men was that his future was dependent on their past.


As Goss parried with Negroponte and Rumsfeld, federal investigators began to close in on his third-ranked official, in charge of contracting, Kyle “Dusty” Foggo, for possibly granting illegal contracts to Brent Wilkes, the military contractor named as “co-conspirator No. 1” in the indictment of convicted former Republican Representative Randy “Duke” Cunningham, now serving eight years in prison for accepting $2.4 million in bribes. Wilkes, who gave $630,000 in cash and favors to Cunningham, remains under investigation by prosecutors. Cunningham has confessed to accepting a $100,000 bribe from “co-conspirator No. 1.” Wilkes’s business associate, Mitchell Wade, has pleaded guilty to bribing Cunningham.


For years, Wilkes hosted “hospitality suites” at the Watergate Hotel for House members and other associates that involved poker games and, allegedly, prostitutes. That, too, is under investigation. Foggo has admitted his presence, but “just for poker.” At least six House members, unnamed so far, are alleged to have participated. Goss has denied attending as CIA director, but not as an elected representative. Yet another hand at the poker table has been identified as Brant Bassett, aka “Nine Fingers.” Bassett was Goss’s staff director on the House Intelligence Committee and was hired as a consultant to the CIA’s Directorate of Operations.


Foggo and Wilkes are best friends going back to high school in suburban San Diego. They were roommates at San Diego State, where they were members of the Young Republicans, were best men at each other’s weddings, and named their sons after each other. Wilkes pays for a joint wine locker for them at The Capital Grille steak house favored by lobbyists and Republican legislators.


The White House announcement of Goss’s resignation was incredibly abrupt, without advance warning or a named successor. White House aides frenetically briefed the press that the sole reason was an internecine conflict between Goss and Negroponte. But such an internal controversy could have been managed for a smooth transition. Something else appeared to be at work.


Indeed, in March, the CIA’s inspector general had launched an investigation into Foggo’s relationship with Wilkes, who had received CIA contracts in Iraq. Three days after Goss left, Foggo quit, too. In a highly unusual development, two days later, on Wednesday, the special agent in charge of the Defense Criminal Investigative Service’s investigation in the “Duke” Cunningham case, Rick Gwin, spoke publicly: “This is much bigger and wider than just Randy ‘Duke’ Cunningham,” he told Southern California’s North County Times. “All that has just not come out yet, but it won’t be much longer and then you will know just how widespread this is.”


President Bush has nominated General Michael Hayden, the former director of the National Security Agency and currently Negroponte’s deputy, as the new CIA director. He has distinguished himself as a loyalist to the administration by using his uniform as a shield against the heat generated by the revelation of illegal domestic surveillance by the NSA.


Regardless of anodyne assurances offered in his forthcoming congressional testimony, Hayden will preside over the liquidation of the CIA as it has been known. The George H. W. Bush CIA headquarters building in Langley will of course remain standing. But the agency will be chipped apart, some of its key parts absorbed by other agencies, with the Pentagon emerging as the ultimate winner.


The militarization of intelligence under Bush is likely to guarantee military solutions above other options. Uniformed officers trained to identify military threats and trends will take over economic and political intelligence for which they are untrained and often incapable, and their priorities will skew analysis. But the bias toward the military option will be one that the military in the end will dislike. It will find itself increasingly bearing the brunt of foreign policy and stretched beyond endurance. The vicious cycle leads to a downward spiral. And Hayden’s story will be like a dull shadow of Powell’s—a tale of a “good soldier” who salutes, gets promoted, is used and abused, and is finally discarded.


No president has ever before ruined an agency at the heart of national security out of pique and vengeance. The manipulation of intelligence by political leadership demands ever tightened control. But political purges provide only temporary relief from the widening crisis of policy failure.
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The Nativist Revolt











 


President Bush’s nationally televised address on immigration Monday night was intended as a grand gesture to revive his collapsing presidency, but instead he has plunged the Republican Party into a political centrifuge that is breaking it down into its raw elements, which are colliding into each other, triggering explosions of unexpected and ever greater magnitude.


The nativist Republican base is at the throat of the business community. The Republican House of Representatives, in the grip of the far right, is at war with the Republican Senate. The evangelical religious right is paralyzed while the Roman Catholic Church has emerged as a mobilizing force behind the mass demonstrations of millions of Hispanic immigrants. Every effort Bush makes to hold a nonexistent Republican center is generating an opposing effect within his party.


Bush’s victory in 2004 depended upon the calibrated management of highly volatile constituencies. The religious right was shepherded by referendums against gay marriage in sixteen swing states. The Catholic hierarchy was carefully split so that conservatives using the abortion issue were raised to the pulpit while progressive-minded bishops concerned with a broader agenda were isolated. The fevered imaginations of nativists were captivated by hosts of enemies who appeared in the whirlwind of September 11.


Bush’s political handlers were determined to suppress immigration as an issue. Coming from Texas and hardly uninformed about the future of American demographics, they understood the immense significance of the Hispanic vote. Though Hispanic voter participation falls far below eligibility—at 14 percent of eligible voters in 2004, they made up only 6 percent of voters—the number voting among a group that will soon constitute about 20 percent of the population is increasing in every election cycle. Bush’s ability to capture 5 percent more of the Catholic vote and 10 percent more of the Hispanic vote in 2004 than he did in 2000 on the basis of social issues like gay marriage was one of the most decisive factors giving him a second term.


But as his presidency has weakened, Bush has lost his grip on his party. As Bush’s neoconservative foreign policy has been discredited, a virulent form of isolationist nationalism, always lurking beneath the surface, has filled the vacuum. Bush successfully exploited fear arising from the September 11, 2001, attacks and conflated them with Iraq. But the public has turned against the Iraq War. Fear of the Other is being displaced onto the traditional nativist target: immigrants. It need not be said that they are Catholic and dark-skinned. From the Know-Nothing Party of the 1850s to the Ku Klux Klan of the 1920s, American politics has been racked by cycles of nativism, appearing in periods of conservative reaction.


The House has approved a bill that would make it a felony to hire or even help undocumented workers. On the right, this is considered a condition for the eventual deportation of the more than 11 million such workers, and anything short of this solution is branded a treasonous “amnesty.”


Bush’s modest proposal for allowing undocumented workers to stay in the country and eventually be granted citizenship has incited nothing but anger and contempt on the right. His rhetorical sops—his risible opposition to the singing of the national anthem in Spanish, for example—have only galvanized and legitimized the nativists. And his planned dispatch of six thousand National Guard troops to the two-thousand-mile border with Mexico has inspired widespread ridicule—a “Band-Aid,” derided California Republican Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger.


Meanwhile, the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops has identified the church, body and soul, as the moral guardian of immigrants and a proponent of offering them social services and citizenship. The future of the church in the Western Hemisphere, in the pews and the priesthood, pressed by evangelical missionaries, rests with the growth of the Hispanic population. For the church, defense of the human rights of immigrants is a salient moral cause and a matter of survival. It is also the oldest heritage and bulwark of the American church.


Last month, when a prominent organization of the religious right, the Family Research Council, attempted to summon support for the House bill, the National Hispanic Christian Leadership Conference warned that it would break away, and the stunned leaders of the religious right were stymied.


The Republican Party as a whole is recapitulating the self-destruction of the California Republican Party. In 1994, Republican Governor Pete Wilson advocated Proposition 187, which threatened to deny social services, health care, and education to undocumented workers, and it aroused the Hispanic sleeping giant. From that moment, in national elections, California became one of the safest Democratic states, and only an anomaly like Schwarzenegger, an immigrant, could emerge as a viable statewide candidate.


Ronald Reagan’s party is a thing of the past.


The delicate coalition Bush put together in 2004 has shattered. But in losing control of the debate on immigration, which reflects his loss of control of the political debate in general, he has lost something more—the capacity to speak for the American idea. In 1938, President Franklin D. Roosevelt confidently spoke before the convention of the nativist Daughters of the American Revolution. “Remember, remember always,” he said, “that all of us, and you and I especially, are descended from immigrants and revolutionists.”
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Defeat Through Victory











 


When new Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri Kamel al-Maliki unveiled his government last week, five months after his country’s elections, and was unable to appoint ministers of defense and interior, President Bush hailed it as a “turning point.” And that was just one month after Maliki’s mentor, former Prime Minister Ibrahim al-Jafaari, to whom he had been loyal deputy, installed in the position through the support of radical Shiite cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, was forced to relinquish his office through U.S. pressure.


Bush has been proclaiming Iraq at a turning point for years. “Turning point” is a frequent and recurring talking point, often taken up by the full chorus of the president (“We’ve reached another great turning point,” November 6, 2003; “A turning point will come in less than two weeks,” June 18, 2004), vice president (“I think about when we look back and get some historical perspective on this period, I’ll believe that the period we were in through 2005 was, in fact, a turning point,” February 7, 2006), secretary of state, and secretary of defense, and ringing down the echo chamber.


This latest “turning point” reveals an Iraqi state without a social contract, a government without a center, a prime minister without power, and an American president without a strategy. Each sectarian group maintains its own militia. Each leader’s influence rests on these armed bands, separate armies of tens of thousands of men. The militias have infiltrated and taken over key units of the Iraqi army and local police, using them as death squads, protection rackets, and deterrent forces against enemies. Reliable statistics are impossible, but knowledgeable reporters estimate there are about forty assassinations a day in Iraq. Ethnic cleansing is sweeping the country. From Kirkuk in the north to Baghdad in the middle to Basra in the south, Kurds are driving out Turkmen and Arabs, Shiites are killing Sunnis, and the insurgency enjoys near unanimous support among Sunnis.


Contrary to Bush’s blanket rhetoric about “terrorists” and constant reference to the insurgency as “the enemy,” “foreign fighters are a small component of the insurgency,” according to Anthony H. Cordesman of the Center for Strategic and International Studies.


Patrick Cockburn, one of the most accurate and intrepid journalists in Iraq, wrote last week in The Independent of London that “the overall security situation in Iraq is far worse than it was a year ago. Baghdad and central Iraq, where Shia, Sunni and Kurd are mixed, is in the grip of a civil war fought by assassins and death squads. As in Bosnia in 1992, each community is pulling back into enclaves where it is the overwhelming majority and able to defend itself.”


While Prime Minister Maliki has declared his intention to enforce an unused militia-demobilization decree proclaimed by the now disbanded Coalition Provisional Authority in 2004, he has made no gesture beyond his statement, and no Iraqi leader has volunteered to be the first test case of demobilization. The New York Times Wednesday cited an American official on the absence of action on this front: “‘They need to begin by setting examples,’ an American official in Baghdad said of the Iraqi government. ‘It is just very noticeable to me that they are not making any examples.’ ‘None,’ the official said. ‘Zero.’”


Maliki’s inability to fill the posts of minister of defense and minister of the interior reflects the control of the means of violence by factions and sects unwilling to cede it to a central authority. Inside the new government, ministries are being operated as sectarian fiefdoms. The vacuum at the defense and interior ministries represents a state of civil war in which no one can be vested with power above all.


In his speech on Monday referring to another “turning point,” President Bush twice spoke of “victory.” “Victory” is the constant theme he has adopted since last summer, when he hired public opinion specialist Peter Feaver for the National Security Council. Feaver’s research claims that the public will sustain military casualties so long as it is persuaded that they will lead to “victory.” Bush clings to this P.R. formula to explain, at least to himself, the decline of his political fortunes. “Because we’re at war, and war unsettles people,” he said in an interview with NBC News last week. To make sense of the disconcerting war, he imposes his familiar framework of us versus them, “the enemy” who gets “on your TV screen by killing innocent people” against himself.


In his Monday speech, Bush reverted yet again to citing September 11, 2001, as the ultimate justification for the Iraq War. Defiant in the face of terrorists, he repeated whole paragraphs from his 2004 campaign stump speech. “That’s just the lessons of September the 11th that I refuse to forget,” he said. Stung by the dissent of the former commanders of the U.S. Army in Iraq who have demanded the firing of Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, Bush reassured the audience that he listens to generals. “I make my mind up based not upon politics or political opinion polls, but based upon what the commanders on the ground tell me is going on,” he said.


Yet, currently serving U.S. military commanders have been explicitly telling him for more than two years, and making public their view, that there is no purely military solution in Iraq. For example, General John Abizaid, the U.S. commander, said on April 12, 2004: “There is not a purely U.S. military solution to any of the particular problems that we’re facing here in Iraq today.”


Newsweek reported this week that the U.S. military, in fact, is no longer pursuing a strategy for “victory.” “It is consolidating to several ‘superbases’ in hopes that its continued presence will prevent Iraq from succumbing to full-flown civil war and turning into a failed state. Pentagon strategists admit they have not figured out how to move to superbases, as a way of reducing the pressure—and casualties—inflicted on the U.S. Army, while at the same time remaining embedded with Iraqi police and military units. It is a circle no one has squared. But consolidation plans are moving ahead as a default position, and U.S. Ambassador Zalmay Khalilzad has talked frankly about containing the spillover from Iraq’s chaos in the region.”


Yet Bush continues to declare as his goal (with encouragement from his polling expert on the NSC) the victory that the U.S. military has given up on. And he continues to wave the banner of a military solution against “the enemy,” although this “enemy” consists of a Sunni insurgency whose leadership must eventually be conciliated and brought into a federal Iraqi government and of which the criminal Abu Musab al-Zarqawi faction and foreign fighters are a small part.


Bush’s belief in a military solution, moreover, renders moot progress on a political solution, which is the only potentially practical approach. His war on the Sunnis simply agitates the process of civil war. The entire burden of progress falls on the U.S. ambassador, whose inherent situation as representative of the occupying power inside the country limits his ability to engage in the international diplomacy that might make his efforts to bring factions together possible. Washington, in any case, shut down Khalilzad’s tentative outreach to Iran. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, for her part, finds herself in Bulgaria, instead of conducting shuttle diplomacy in Amman, Jordan; Riyadh, Saudi Arabia; Ankara, Turkey; and Tehran. The diplomatic vacuum intensifies the power vacuum in Iraq, exciting Bush’s flights of magical thinking about victory: I speak, therefore it is.


Bush doesn’t know that he can’t achieve victory. He doesn’t know that seeking victory worsens his prospects. He doesn’t know that the U.S. military has abandoned victory in the field, though it has been reporting that to him for years. But the president has no rhetoric beyond “victory.”


Bush’s chance for a quick victory in Iraq evaporated when the neoconservative fantasy collapsed almost immediately after the invasion. But the “make-believe” of “liberation” that failed to provide basic security set in motion “fratricidal violence,” as Nir Rosen writes in his new book, In the Belly of the Green Bird: The Triumph of the Martyrs in Iraq, based on firsthand observation of the developing insurgency in the vacuum created by U.S. policy.


Indeed, Bush’s nominee for director of the CIA, General Michael Hayden, former director of the National Security Agency, in his confirmation hearings, acknowledged the neoconservative manipulation of intelligence to make the case for the Iraq war and disdained it. Asked by Senator Carl Levin, D-Michigan, about the administration’s efforts to tie Saddam Hussein to Al-Qaeda, Hayden replied: “Sir, I—as director of NSA, we did have a series of inquiries about this potential connection between Al-Qaeda and the Iraqi government. Yes, sir.”


The exchange continued:


Levin: Now, prior to the war, the undersecretary of defense for policy, Mr. [Douglas] Feith, established an intelligence analysis cell within his policy office at the Defense Department. While the intelligence community was consistently dubious about links between Iraq and Al-Qaeda, Mr. Feith produced an alternative analysis, asserting that there was a strong connection. Were you comfortable with Mr. Feith’s office’s approach to intelligence analysis?


Hayden: No, sir, I wasn’t. I wasn’t aware of a lot of the activity going on, you know, when it was contemporaneous with running up to the war. No, sir, I wasn’t comfortable.


Hayden then explained at length the difference between working from the facts and trying to cherry-pick data to support a hypothesis. He made clear that the administration had engaged in the latter. Levin asked: “Now, I believe that you actually placed a disclaimer on NSA reporting relative to any links between Al-Qaeda and Saddam Hussein. And it was apparently following the repeated inquiries from the Feith office. Would you just tell us what that disclaimer was?”


Hayden answered: “Yes, sir. SIGINT [SIGnals INTelligence] neither confirms nor denies—and let me stop at that point in the sentence so we can stay safely on the side of unclassified. SIGINT neither confirms nor denies, and then we finished the sentence based upon the question that was asked. And then we provided the data, sir.” In the language of the agency, in other words, Hayden would not lend support to the Bush’s administration’s twisting of intelligence.


On May 15, Karl Rove, Bush’s chief political advisor, gave a speech revealing one of his ideas about politics. “I think,” he said, “there’s also a great utility in looking at game changers. What are the things that will allow us to fundamentally change people’s behavior in a different way?” Since September 11, Rove has made plain that terrorism and war are the great game changers for Bush.


But while war may be the game changer for Bush’s desire to put in place a one-party state, forge a permanent Republican majority, redefine the Constitution and the relationships of the branches of the federal government, and concentrate power in the executive, Bush has only the rhetoric of “victory.” He has not stated what would happen the day after “victory.” Although a victory parade would be his political nightmare, now the absence of victory is his nightmare. With every proclaimed “turning point,” “victory” becomes ever more evanescent. He has no policy for victory and no politics beyond victory.
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The War Paradigm











 


Something that senior officials call the “war paradigm” is the Bush administration’s central organizing principle. They do not use the phrase publicly, just among themselves, but they bend policy to serve it. After September 11, 2001, they instantly adopted the war paradigm without any internal discussion. George W. Bush, who proclaimed, “I’m a war president” and insisted that he made decisions “with war on my mind,” assumed the war paradigm as his natural state and right. According to its imperatives, the president in his wartime capacity as commander in chief makes and enforces laws as he sees fit, in effect as a sovereign, overriding the constitutional system of checks and balances. Some of the paradigm’s expressions include Bush’s fiats on the treatment of “war on terror” detainees, domestic surveillance, and international law and treaties, and his more than 750 signing statements appended to laws enacted by Congress that he claims he can implement as he chooses.


In the beginning, the elements of the war paradigm appeared to be expediencies, conceived as a series of emergency measures in the struggle against Al-Qaeda. But, in fact, their precepts were developed in law review articles before September 11 by John Yoo, promoted to deputy assistant attorney general in the Office of Legal Counsel at the Department of Justice, where Vice President Cheney’s office assigned him to write key secret memos on torture, surveillance, and executive power. Once Bush approved them, the clerisy of neoconservative lawyers, at least as tightly knit as Opus Dei, put them into effect. The war paradigm is Bush’s “Da Vinci Code,” the difference being that its high priests acknowledge in private that it is real.


They fervently believe that the Constitution is fatally flawed and must be severely circumscribed. The Bush administration’s “holy grail,” another phrase officials use in private, is to remove suspects’ rights to due process, speedy trial, and exculpatory evidence. The war paradigm, which they contrast with a caricatured “law enforcement paradigm,” is to be constantly strengthened to conduct a permanent war against terror, which can never be finally defeated. There is no exit strategy from emergency.


Tony Blair’s worthy words at Georgetown University in Washington last week about “interdependence” and a “new international institutional architecture” were an irrelevancy. Bush soaks up encouragement for the war paradigm while paying no attention to gestures of wishful and unrequited sentimentality. If Blair is pleased to offer such niceties that have no bearing on Bush, Bush is pleased, too. This special relationship is dramatically unlike those Margaret Thatcher conducted in speaking her coruscating mind freely to presidents, occasionally to their benefit.


In the short run, Bush’s defense of his war paradigm could precipitate three potential constitutional crises. In the first, freedom of the press would be at issue. On May 21, Attorney General Alberto Gonzales announced the “possibility” that The New York Times would be prosecuted under the 1917 Espionage Act for publishing its Pulitzer Prize–winning article on the administration’s warrantless domestic surveillance. “It can’t be the case,” he said, that the First Amendment “trumps” the “right” of the government “to go after criminal activity”—and he then defined the Times’s printing of its story as “criminal activity.”


In the second case, the administration could assert that a wartime executive is above the law. Last week, in a federal court filing, Special Prosecutor Patrick Fitzgerald, who has charged the vice president’s former chief of staff, I. Lewis “Scooter” Libby, with perjury and obstruction of justice, made plain his intention to summon Cheney to the witness stand in order to impeach Libby’s credibility or else commit perjury himself. Will the administration defend the “war vice president” by fighting the subpoena as an infringement on the “unitary executive,” who should be immune from such distractions in wartime?


In the third case, if either house of Congress should fall to the Democrats in the November midterm elections, the oversight suppressed during one-party rule would be restored. Would the administration then refuse congressional requests for documents, as it did when the short-lived Democratic Senate in Bush’s first year asked for those pertaining to Cheney’s energy task force—whose members reportedly included Enron CEO Ken Lay, last week convicted on numerous counts of fraud?


One year after Cheney declared the Iraqi insurgency “in the last throes,” the Marine Corps is investigating the revenge murders of at least twenty-four Iraqi civilians by Marines in Haditha—and the murders’ coverup—and among the daily carnage in Iraq two members of a CBS News crew were recently killed in an ambush while a CBS News correspondent is in critical condition. “The U.S. military has become just another militia,” said journalist Nir Rosen.


Bush does not contemplate the slightest retreat from the war paradigm, which he embraces as his reason for being, regardless of the war’s unpopularity. After his 2004 victory, he claimed he had had his “accountability moment.” But the Constitution is an intricate mechanism of checks and balances that creates constant accountability. The question at the heart of Bush’s politics is whether that can be indefinitely suspended and in the meantime the Constitution radically revised.
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The Bush Way of War











 


Former president George H. W. Bush waged a secret campaign over several months early this year to remove Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld. The elder Bush went so far as to recruit Rumsfeld’s potential replacement, personally asking a retired four-star general if he would accept the position, a reliable source close to the general told me. But the former president’s effort failed, apparently rebuffed by the current president. When seven retired generals who had been commanders in Iraq demanded Rumsfeld’s resignation in April, the younger Bush leaped to his defense. “I’m the decider and I decide what’s best. And what’s best is for Don Rumsfeld to remain,” he said. His endorsement of Rumsfeld was a rebuke not only to the generals but also to his father.


The elder Bush’s intervention was an extraordinary attempt to rescue simultaneously his son, the family legacy, and the country. The current president had previously rejected entreaties from party establishment figures to revamp his administration with new appointments. There was no one left to approach him except his father. This effort to pluck George W. from his troubles is the latest episode in a recurrent drama—from the drunken young man challenging his father to go “mano a mano,” to the father pulling strings to get the son into the Texas Air National Guard and helping salvage his finances from George W.’s mismanagement of Harken Energy. For the father, parental responsibility never ends. But for the son, rebellion continues. When journalist Bob Woodward asked George W. Bush if he had consulted his father before invading Iraq, he replied, “He is the wrong father to appeal to in terms of strength. There is a higher father that I appeal to.”


The former president, a practitioner of foreign policy realism, was intruding on the president’s parallel reality. But the realist was trying to shake the fantasist in vain. “The president believes the talking points he’s given and repeats on progress in Iraq,” a Bush administration national security official told me. Bush redoubles his efforts, projects his firmness, in the conviction that the critics lack his deeper understanding of Iraq that allows him to see through the fog of war to the Green Zone as a city on a hill.


Just as his father cannot break Bush’s enchantment with “victory,” so the revelation of the Haditha massacre does not cause him to change his policy. For him, the alleged incident is solely about the individual Marines involved; military justice will deal with them. It’s as though the horrific event had nothing to do with the war. Haditha, too, exists in a bubble.


Before the Iraq War, the administration received and dismissed warnings of the dangers of a prolonged occupation from the State Department, the CIA, and the military. A month before the invasion, in February 2003, the Army War College’s Strategic Studies Institute published a paper by a team of its experts, “Reconstructing Iraq: Insights, Challenges, and Missions for Military Forces in a Post-Conflict Scenario.” Civil war, sectarian militias, anarchy, suicide bombers, and widespread insurgency—if there was a lengthy occupation—were predicted: “Ethnic, tribal, and religious schisms could produce civil war or fracture the state after Saddam is deposed . . . The longer a U.S. occupation of Iraq continues, the more danger exists that elements of the Iraqi population will become impatient and take violent measures to hasten the departure of U.S. forces.” But the Bush administration simply ignored this cautionary analysis. Among the report’s cogent warnings was that insurgents could incite violence to provoke repression, forcing U.S. troops into an uncontrollable “action-reaction cycle.” Nearly three years after the invasion, the Marines in Haditha were apparently caught up in that whirlwind.
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