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To Genevieve


I don’t believe in magic.

J. K. ROWLING



INTRODUCTION

FOR A LIFETIME, AMERICA HAS STUMBLED AND STUMBLED AGAIN in its political and military dealings with the rest of the world. We have found ourselves entangled in Afghanistan, Iraq, Vietnam, and, from 1950 to 1953, with China on the frozen Korean Peninsula—these being just the worst moments of miscalculation. To pick at random, other letdowns include illusory arms control deals with Soviet Russia rather than demonstrable limitations on weaponry; “nation-building” in places where nations have never existed; attempts off and on to fine-tune, just for starters, the futures of Iran and Pakistan; and faddish intellectual obsessions with counterinsurgency or nuclear terrorism that burst forth in one decade, as they did respectively in the 1960s and ’70s, only to lie in oblivion for thirty years, then undergo frantic resurrection at one more surge of “crisis.”

Two great accomplishments happily offset this unnerving record: the ultimate defeat of the Soviet empire and the triumphant creation of a global web of trade that boosts the lives of billions of people.

These profound successes are nonetheless surrounded by a host of dangerous self-deceptions that I sum up as magical thinking. I call it “magical” because shrewd, levelheaded people are so frequently bewitched into substituting passion, sloganeering, and haste for reflection, homework, and reasonable objectives. Goodness knows that American energy and excitement have combined to cause financial boom-bubble-busts at home for some 250 years. But magical notions are much less apparent in the pragmatic ways that America goes about its domestic affairs. America would not generate unsurpassed enterprise, still be the richest nation, or now lead software and biotech innovation if the geopolitical frame of mind permeated Silicon Valley, Walmart, or the heartland’s equally cutting-edge agribusinesses.

When we think magically, we expect to produce astounding outcomes of our own design. This element of taken-for-granted power is what distinguishes magical thought from mere wishful thinking. In wishful thinking, we believe that what we wish for is actually true. We interpret events as we would like them to be, as opposed to what they really are. But the magical perspective convinces those who hold it that gigantic desires can be brought to fruition in the snap of an American election cycle—to “transform the Middle East and the broader world of Islam politically,” or to crush the Viet Cong.1 There’s nothing misty-eyed about this determined, solipsistic temperament. That degree of willfulness is also what distinguishes magic from religion, in which we implore the divine to intervene. At worship, we seek to deserve the favor of supernatural might. In the grip of magical belief, we position ourselves at the center of profound events and believe that such vast, apparently worthwhile objectives must be fulfilled out of their sheer righteousness.

Magical thinking entails seductive, familiarizing rituals. In the excitements of global policy, we court some truly grim entities as imaginary friends, such as venal client states that eventually implode and splatter us in their collapse. We put our faith in silver bullets like the Superfortress bombers confidently relied on to deliver victory in North Korea, and onward to the assault helicopters of Vietnam and today’s Predator drones in Afghanistan. We resort to bad analogies and inferior quantitative techniques while stilling our doubts with mantras of “stability” and “democracy” accompanied by the usual creepy euphemisms like “collateral damage,” “enhanced interrogation,” or percentage of “DOE,” meaning “Death on Earth.” When outcomes do not match expectations, as has been all too often the case, it is magically assumed that it was the particulars that were gotten wrong, not that the overall objective was misconceived. We misphrased the wish or bungled the follow-through: someone tripped in the war dance. How could the original proposition not have been sound? Therefore new shibboleths arise, as we repeat with a revived certainty that—next time—America will get things right.

Hubris draws on magical certainty, or indeed may derive from it. In either case, many men and women in power keep fueling hopes with unreason and calling it analysis. Magic entails illusion, whether on the stage or in National Security Council meetings where good minds prove that one’s intelligence is no better than the assumptions it works from. When uncomfortable evidence is waved aside, illusion passes into delusion—and it’s then that willfulness becomes deadly. Throughout, when we think magically, we believe that our desires override those of anyone else, peasant warriors in Asia and Kremlin apparatchiks alike.

Magical thinking simplifies. It fills in for ignorance and substitutes for critical, distanced consideration. Intricate alien phenomena are set up as more or less of one piece, like “communism” or “terrorism.” It becomes the epitome of magic to believe that the most complex of aims can be realized on our terms among people whose languages we don’t speak, whose histories we don’t know, and whose interests we have not fathomed. Yet surely if we believe with enough resolve that we’ll make something happen, it will. To believe that this country can accomplish whatever it sets its mind to is reasonable enough in business, science, and social change. That’s much less so as we advance into faraway places about which we not only know little, but hardly bother to understand.

Magical thinking is rooted in a deep mulch of culture, misused legend, and misapplied experience. All countries draw on their own forms of it. Myths have conquered logic for millennia of hopes and alarms. But since America is the superpower, its illusions are more consequential. They are also particularly robust, stemming as they do from the country’s dream-driven origins of being a City on a Hill, its unparalleled achievements of constitutional government as well as industry, and the ever-richer diversity of its people.

Of course, America doesn’t inevitably succumb to the latest waft of magic when it faces challenges abroad. If it did, it wouldn’t be the supreme power, securing the seas for global commerce and serving as the ultimate guarantor against threats to international order, as in the Persian Gulf War, when the country responded to Saddam Hussein’s conquest of Kuwait. And there are other salutary examples of American strength wisely applied. The point remains, however, that a willingness to don magical lenses usually arises once excitement, peril, and ignorance combine. Magical thinking builds up in the time between disillusionments: initially, there’s a fantastic sense of possibility, as when the obligation took hold to “liberate” North Korea on the doorstep of Mao’s China. Then a bewildered reckoning follows. Before long, however, the country gathers itself for another death-defying leap, as in Vietnam a dozen years later, and so it goes.

Magical notions get injected into U.S. decision making with an ease rarely found in other advanced democracies. In part, that’s because of the political appointments system on which America relies to staff its government. The White House has the responsibility to fill eight thousand or so senior jobs throughout the federal departments and agencies. The result is a kaleidoscope of new arrivals and random talents. The effectiveness of the country’s professional civil service as well as of its Foreign Service is diminished. In addition, the boisterous spontaneity of the decision-making process of a continental republic—with its passionate advocacy groups, endlessly recombining coalitions, and opposing branches of government—creates lots of opportunity for focused, forceful people to weigh in with burning agendas.

This union of fresh high spirits and amateur overexcitement leaves the door open to a certain type of enthusiast—whether from government, academia, the press, or think tanks—whom I call the “Emergency Man.” Such are the clever, energetic, self-assured, well-schooled people who take advantage of the opportunities intrinsic to the American political system to trifle with enormous risk. They are drawn to the national security policy arena by its atmosphere of decisiveness, secrecy, and apocalyptic stakes. A particular civilian temperament finds wrestling with decisions about fleets, Delta Force, Stryker Brigades, Moscow summitry, and regional crises a lot more exciting than the dreary disputes surrounding Amtrak or tackling African poverty.

Of course, emergency men show up in the ministries of other nations. In France, professionals at the Quai d’Orsay mutter that their boss, Foreign Minister Bernard Kouchner, is so “in love with crisis” that he openly neglects the subjects that bore him, such as the European Union.2 But, for better or worse, France—like Britain, Japan, Brazil, Germany, China—has a more constricted decision-making system, as well as intellectually impressive and usually dispassionate civil servants on the scene to lower the heat. There are strengths and weaknesses to both approaches. But the American one is well primed to inject the nation’s love of the bold, optimistic, and grand into the mix.

Emergency men come in different flavors, from the “neocons” of recent years to the “the best and the brightest” national security cadre—as that remarkable observer of the American scene, David Halberstam, forever stamped them—of the Kennedy and Johnson presidencies, determined to bring Hanoi to its knees. (And it is chilling to now to hear the media call the latest arrivals in Washington, without irony, “the best and the brightest.”) Emergency men can be found among the “daring amateurs” of the early 1950s, conspicuously in the CIA. Some were on the staff of General Douglas MacArthur, supreme commander of U.S. and UN forces during the fateful first ten months of the Korean War, and were to be found as well among his admirers on Capitol Hill. They have been repeatedly on hand to fire up resolve against perils that, to them, have never been greater than at that very moment.

Emergency men furnish an endless stream of answers, usually before the penetrating questions have been asked. They radiate an aura of intensity, though their demeanor may be cool. They are united by an uncanny ability to amplify the drama of the moment. In the run-up to war and in debates over the nation’s deepest interests, their demands for swift, vigorous action stand in for command of detail, whether of terrain, precedent, or the alleged support of allies. Oftentimes what seems the unassailably clear-cut moral quality of their convictions persuades many more of us, beyond that small part of the citizenry professionally concerned with foreign affairs, to unite behind their certainties.

How does this habit of ill judgment sustain itself, and where does its supply of bad ideas keep coming from? Why do they haunt us decade in and decade out? Why are patriotic, capable people in lofty office—as well as opinion leaders in universities, think tanks, and the press—entranced by the prospect of high-stakes action and by half-baked theories that are pretty well discredited even before the start? How does so much talent and spirit get co-opted from Main Street? How might the right discerning skepticisms be induced instead? How can we call on our better angels and apply the country’s unmatched strengths to its own enlightened self-interest?

We can go a long way to answering those questions by exploring the six compelling illusions that typically are in play when the country lunges in dangerous directions that it never intended to go. The faces of our country’s friends and foes may change over the years, as do the modes of war or parley, but the paths of folly are remarkably consistent and the language of crisis is rather unoriginal.

By dismantling the pattern of magical thought, and examining each strand of illusion, we get a sharper understanding than what has been offered to date as to how Americans imagine, confront, live with, and, sometimes, invite danger.

The individual strands are:

1. A sensation of urgency and of “crisis” that accompanies the belief that most any resolute action is superior to restraint; it’s a demeanor that’s joined by the emergency man’s eagerness to be his country’s revealer of dangers, real and imaginary.

2. The faith that American-style business management—as practiced in Silicon Valley startups soon to join NASDAQ or, not long ago, at the River Rouge plant in Dearborn or at steel mills along the Monongahela—can fix any global problem given enough time, resources, and appropriately “can-do,” businesslike zeal.

3. A distinctively American desire to fall in behind celebrities, stars, and peddlers of some newly distilled expertise who, in foreign affairs especially, seem to glow with wizardry—and whom we turn to for guidance while believing, for a fatefully long moment, that they only have to wave their wands for success to fall from the sky.

4. An expectation of wondrous returns on investment, even when this is based on intellectual shortcuts—in fact on lack of seriousness and mental flexibility, as described, for instance, in trenchant analyses of the Iraq War—though the same shortcuts were apparent in Vietnam and North Korea, as well as in many politico-military efforts in between.

5. Conjuring powerful, but simplified, images from the depths of “history” to rationalize huge and amorphously expanding objectives, a technique of foreign policy artistry resorted to by high officials, professors, and field commanders alike.

6. The repeated belief that America can shape the destiny of other countries overnight and that the hearts and minds of distant people are throbbing to be transformed into something akin to the way we see ourselves.

What has not been done before this book is to pull together these vexing compulsions in order to explain why we keep acting on them—and how to get out of them. To that end, the first chapter lays the groundwork, such as how the peculiar types of threat that America has confronted since 1945 have affected our perceptions of the world. Thereafter each strand of the pattern has its chapter. Each of those six chapters opens with a vignette that illustrates the particular illusion being addressed, followed by the key questions to be answered. Portraits of the emergency men who embody the specific problem being discussed are also included. Significant events of past decades then appear in a very different light.

By story’s end, we should have discovered how to make our way around these strange temptations and will have come to understand how the country can truly play to its strengths. We’ll recognize that America’s promise is also to be found in its faults—knowing that our country’s greatest gift is that of endless re-creation.



1.

SOURCES OF MAGIC

RALPH WALDO EMERSON CALLED OURS “THE COUNTRY OF tomorrow” because of our astounding ability to turn dreams into reality. Whether the issue at hand has been settling the continent within a nineteenth-century lifetime, the wearing down of Soviet tyranny, or assimilating the latest wave of immigrants, America has advanced confidently into the future, pressing its visions to completion.

Consider Franklin Roosevelt’s vision at the outset of World War II. Within a month of America’s entry into the greatest of wars, he pledged to double the 1942 production of tanks and planes, and then to double it again. This goal made no sense to the British, who had been fighting for more than two years and whose booming steelworks were fully mobilized. Visiting Washington in 1941, the great economist John Maynard Keynes had smiled politely at the young American planners. Like some tough-minded U.S. industrialists, he would not find Roosevelt’s vision reasonable. Yet production roughly kept tripling.1 FDR had no empirical basis to expect this achievement. But he had a rational sense of possibility and intimately understood his country and its people. He knew that U.S. manufacturing genius had been stalled by the 1930s Great Depression; this challenge offered a cause perfectly suited to American energy, speed, and enterprise.

Forty years later, Ronald Reagan understood that the Soviet Union was dying—so long as America helped with the euthanasia. No other national leader held this belief, nor did the CIA or most any foreign policy expert. He was an inheritor of both FDR’s optimistic intuition and his self-efficacy, as well as of his insouciance—FDR having remarked that most of what he knew about the world came from his stamp collection. Reagan was the first postwar president to take the offensive against the Soviet Union across each mode of power: political, ideological, economic, and military. And when the decades-long contest was just about over, in the spring of 1988, he walked the streets of Moscow through crowds chanting, “U.S.A.! U.S.A!” At a time when extremely few politicians, professors, or CEOs understood the significance of twenty-first-century information technologies, he held up a microchip to students at Moscow State University as a symbol of freedom’s power and material abundance; and when asked about the “evil” he had denounced only five years before, he cheerfully replied, “That was another time, another place.”

A vision, after all, is not magical just because every bit of previous experience and prevailing wisdom says that it is impossible. A vision only passes into magic when it has to overcome difficulty by pure assertion, or by self-hypnosis, when we refuse to accept that more than a few of our high aspirations are unlikely to be pulled off. But those shortcomings have by and large been standard procedure if we consider the deadly reversals of Iraq, Vietnam, and North Korea—and the many ancillary attempts to fine-tune the world. U.S. practice has frequently been like the Gary Larson cartoon showing a couple of scientists contemplating a blackboard that bears two series of equations wistfully linked by “Then a Miracle Occurs.” Miracles would have had to happen for the hypotheses that generate a lot of this activity to prove out.

•   •   •

First, some background before distinguishing the specific strands of illusion: How does magical thinking reveal itself in U.S. foreign and defense policy? What are the unique influences in American public life—particularly the approach to recruiting for high office—that open gateways to such intense willful dreaming? How does “Cold War” followed by what the Pentagon originally styled the “Long War” against terror shape our perceptions of the world? And how did magic begin to grip the public imagination so early in our post–World War II journey?

•   •   •

Foreign affairs by its nature is imbued with a mystique on the edge of magic: the secret dispatches, the untouchable sacredness of ambassadors, conclaves of wise men ruminating on Armageddon, the “3 A.M. phone call” to the White House that heralds the next hinge moment of history. President Kennedy called thrillingly on Americans to “dream of things that never were”—as his brother Robert would put it, quoting Shaw—whether men on the moon or, for that matter, U.S. health-care reform. But mingled with these visions of human advance were geopolitical fantasies of “America’s frontiers . . . [being] on the . . . Mekong and the Tigris and the Euphrates.”2 The notion of America holding a crucial line on Vietnam’s Mekong River marched us into a lost war. And there would be little good news some forty years further on by the time America actually deployed its army on the Tigris and Euphrates.

“Communism” was casually spoken of, as in the 1950s and early ’60s as extending from East Berlin to the China Sea, little heed being given to the ancient abrasive powers of national difference. Likewise—by the simplifying spell of magic—Al Qaeda, Hamas, Hezbollah, the Taliban, the Muslim Brotherhood, Iranian fundamentalists, and Saudi Wahhabists have been lumped together as one single evil of “radical violent Islam.” Under this spell, an amalgam of terror cells is tossed in with resistance fighters, national political organizations, a premodern religious movement, and even the secularist Baathist party, as if all wished the United States the same deadly harm.

Under the spell of one kind of magic, “friendly” dictators are believed to share our ideals. If they’re not democrats, they have democracy in their souls. In the 1970s, at the U.S. Army’s School of the Americas in Panama, the United States trained one of the most brutal of Latin America’s officer corps, the instruments of Nicaraguan dictator Anastasio Somoza. Because the modern U.S. military is the armed force of a democracy, it was somehow taken for granted that modernizing Nicaragua’s armed forces would democratize them. Yet murder and world-class embezzlement continued energetically in that country. During the 1960s, as the Kennedy administration expanded internal security funding and training to some of the world’s grossest violators of human rights, several members of the Shah of Iran’s notorious SAVAK gestapo were embedded in the Kansas City Police Department.3 The Shah was fond of speaking about his affinity with the West; therefore the State Department’s new Office of Public Safety believed midwestern values as well as constabulary teachings would rub off on his “policemen.”

Practically by definition, magic is invoked to get us there fast. The lantern is rubbed, out swooshes the genie, and wish fulfillments rain down. So a defense secretary eager to flex additional U.S. muscle against “terror” can convince himself that so Herculean a task as taking over the Arab world’s most populous oil-producing state will last “six days, six weeks”—at worst “six months”—before a satisfying departure. Or so Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld promised U.S. troops a month before invading Iraq.

That hopeful half-year timeline keeps popping up. America intended to reconstruct North Korea and meld it with South Korea in the half-year over autumn 1950–spring 1951; and that was going to be the time needed, said General Paul Harkins, U.S. commander in Vietnam, to flatten the Viet Cong, “by Christmas” of 1963. “Six months” is the same critical duration that the New York Times’ columnist Tom Friedman has offered, on a dozen occasions since 2003, to determine whether the United States has built democracy in Iraq.4 And, judging from precedent, just “six months more,” or so, will be heard from the White House in 2011, the year which President Obama has anticipated that U.S. soldiers can start to leave Afghanistan.

In Korea, in Vietnam, and on to the Tigris and Euphrates, the problem has not just been one of underestimating an enemy. Everyone has done that at least since Thermopylae. The problem is that the magical thinker has marched confidently forward, and complexity has been trampled out of sight. A great deal can be random in the “game of nations,” a term coined by famed CIA operative Miles Copeland to catch the amorality of power politics. Luck and happenstance play their roles. The way forward can be obscure. But the magical thinker proceeds with the valor of ignorance, compounding the chances of disappointment.

To that end, former secretary of defense Robert McNamara had to confess with authentic contrition, long after the Vietnam War was lost, that neither he nor others in President Kennedy’s national security cohort had “truly investigated what was essentially at stake” in Indochina.5 The national security adviser, McGeorge Bundy, was even vague as to how the beleaguered Republic of Vietnam had come into being.6 Bundy’s successor forty years later, Condoleezza Rice, would explain with surprising lack of embarrassment that, with the White House knowing so little about Afghanistan, officials on September 11, 2001, raced to the map to find out where this threatening country might be.7 Nonetheless, the magical thinker takes far-reaching action, barely inhibited by weighing the risks or well-argued alternatives.

Even basic arithmetic gets overridden. China, for example, has long been the most populous nation in the world, with limitless reserves of infantry; the U.S. Army, however, kept pressing deeper in 1950 through the eight-thousand-foot mountains and river gorges of North Korea onto that great country’s very doorstep. It was matchless ground for history’s biggest ambush. Or, midway in the Vietnam War, General Harkins’s successor, William Westmoreland, adopted a strategy of “attrition”: conscripts from Hartford, Tempe, and Macon were thrown against an opponent who had been fighting inexhaustibly on his own terrain for nearly twenty years. Commanders deluded themselves with “body counts”—statistical scorecards with minimal concern as to whether the Vietnamese bodies being counted were the enemy’s—to show victory at hand.

Six months into Iraq and with no exit in sight, Mr. Rumsfeld asked his staff, “Are we capturing, killing or deterring more terrorists every day than the madrassah and the radical clerics are recruiting?” only to turn away from the worrying reply.8 To be master of the answer before you have asked the question, ready to “stay the course” no matter what you hear, is the mark of the self-deceiver, not the public servant.

Magical thinking, in addition to trampling down complexity and mythologizing efforts “to stay the course,” nourishes false connections that entangle themselves with our best-intentioned quests. America opposes “evil,” and thus the “Axis” of World War II is drafted into the ritual analogy-making: Terror is the moment’s paramount form of evil; Saddam, unambiguously evil, consequently has “a long-standing relationship” with Al Qaeda, as said Mr. Cheney.9 No matter that on the issue of radical Islamic terror Saddam was closer to our side than to theirs—hated by Al Qaeda not as a tyrant but as a secularist enemy of Islam. The Vietnam War had its own basic false connection: Chairman Mao’s China was communist; communism is expansionist; so all of Vietnam, its neighbor to the south, would soon be swallowed. It didn’t matter that Vietnam had successfully fought the Middle Kingdom for centuries, as it would again four years after America left.

Reasonable objectives disappear under magical thinking. Resistance to one assault on a relatively well-defined U.S. interest, such as protecting South Vietnam from the communist North, or hunting down Al Qaeda, finds itself conflated into an overarching plan of action to put down all apparently connected problems—“containing China,” say, in the 1960s or “ending tyranny in our world” after 9/11.10

The most dangerous of illusions is to believe that we are working under no illusions at all. The homework has been done. Options have been weighed. Precedents have been considered, intelligence assessed. And it’s reassuring when the White House lets it be known, as in 1962, that Barbara Tuchman’s The Guns of August, about how Europe’s great powers stumbled into World War I, has been required reading in the family quarters. But such study didn’t prevent President Kennedy from taking decisions that sped us into the swamps of Vietnam. Assurances of prudent reflection were similarly pressed on the citizenry when a spokesman insisted that Camus’ The Stranger, which depicts a world more chillingly other than we can imagine, was being pondered on George W. Bush’s Crawford, Texas, ranch. But fixed thinking tends to stay fixed under the thrall of magic—at least dangerously long enough to remake the world in ways entirely different from those intended.

Whether illusion or delusion, magical thinking colors both perceptions. Illusions at least are tamer. It was an illusion when the Defense Department’s deputy secretary assumed in 2002 that any differences between Iraq’s Sunni and Shia were surely “exaggerated”; it passed into delusion when the carnage stoked by religious, economic, and political hatred was brushed off as the last efforts of “dead-enders” and “thugs.”11

Fortunately, America’s most formidable rivals keep entertaining their own fantastical scenarios. When we pay attention, those can be used to our advantage.

“I thought I would issue a few proclamations,” reminisced Leon Trotsky, commissar of foreign affairs after 1917’s Bolshevik seizure of power, “and shut up shop.” Workers of the world would unite. They didn’t. Full of delusions about the truth of Marxism-Leninism, the Soviet Union carried its brutal, irrational, collectivist economic doctrines right into the colossally dispersed information age of Microsoft, Oracle, and Dell.

Russia’s belief in the fitness of arbitrary authority endures today. That is its own version of magical thought, and one that rationalizes corruption of anything that the powerful want to touch, whether stifling the press or using Gazprom as the Kremlin’s cash cow. China, for its part, is a land with a terrifying record of magical notions. They span two millennia from the Burning of the Books to the Boxer rebels’ faith that Western bullets would melt into water against their chests, and then on to the insanities of Maoism, in which “scientific socialism” legitimized endless hocus-pocuses—infant piglets expected to spawn litters, broken glass used to fertilize crops. It’s a worrying record as that giant swells into the next candidate for superpower status. In any event, we can hardly count on an opponent’s self-deceptions to keep offsetting our own.

All nations and peoples have their magical beliefs. Magical thinking has often blinded Britain to the fact that each phase of the ongoing Industrial Revolution has ratcheted down its power. France appears to dwell on past greatness, evoked by centuries of subtle diplomacy or memories of empire, to claim a unique understanding of the present world. Notoriously, the Germans long believed themselves to be justly vengeful victims of less civilized powers, as in the 1920s and, climactically, in 1939 when an unappeasable tyrant cried “retribution” to expand his Thousand Year Reich.

For America to have an abundance of magical beliefs might seem odd for so pragmatically commercial a culture. But consider how Americans nonetheless contemplate risk at home. The country’s spasms of boom-bubble-bust offer telling implications. No other great nation has so consistently exposed itself to market turmoil, from canals in Andrew Jackson’s day to subprime in those of Goldman Sachs. This desire for miraculous payoffs has gripped us at least since the American Revolution. And these private intensities work their way into America’s gravest international undertakings. In the euphorias and letdowns can be seen an affinity for carrying the truly possible to the point of calamity. We believe that we can shirk elementary due diligence or, overseas, offhandedly squelch our very real opponents. The Iraq War itself, observes Richard Haass, who when it began headed the State Department’s policy planning office, “was equivalent to investing $100,000 and thinking you’ll make a million.”12 We build an outsized confidence in how our friends will assist us, only to plunge, when our hopes in Saigon or Kabul are dashed, into irrational despair. Plus there’s a sourly applicable truth about bubbles: smart people who’ve learned about them the hard way nonetheless line up for the next one.

•   •   •

The many appointments that the White House disburses are not just cabinet secretaries and ambassadorial postings but all the deputy secretaries, undersecretaries, assistant secretaries, deputy assistant secretaries, associate deputy undersecretaries, office directorships, and other senior positions at State and Defense, on the NSC staff and at Treasury, as well as through most of the executive branch. The CIA and other parts of the intelligence community—as America’s sixteen distinct organizations responsible for this function are called—have relatively few appointees. Yet for other reasons that we will see, they too have no shortage of self-deception.

There is nothing like this system in any other advanced democracy. For better or worse, the ministries are filled by permanent, though frequently rotating, career officials; those mandarins hold important roles sometime effectively up to cabinet level. In Britain and France, the civil service is an elite calling. In America, however, even the Foreign Service is weakly positioned, its carefully sieved career officers often cast as upper-servant types in flight from the competitive economy that rages outside the politesses of diplomacy.

There’s no harm in the fact that, since the Kennedy administration, around a third of U.S. ambassadorships have usually gone to political appointees, a practice routinely denounced by America’s professional diplomats. Some political appointees, such as President Obama’s ambassador to Japan—a Silicon Valley high-tech lawyer with a career of trans-Pacific deals—can be a better fit than a Foreign Service officer or a policy generalist from academia. However, what can become significant as a source of magical thought is our method of filling decision-making slots in Washington itself beneath the cabinet level.

Peter Rodman advanced one of the most ringing endorsements of the status quo in his penetrating analysis, Presidential Command. A Harvard-trained lawyer too restlessly imaginative ever to practice, he became an admired career noncareerist who, for nearly forty years, alternated between think tanks and government, working effectively in appointive office at the NSC, as director of the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff, and finally serving from 2001 to 2007 as assistant secretary of defense for international security affairs.

Rodman argued that a president most effectively exercises power by personalizing the instruments of state right down to the level of daily execution. In a system that depends heavily on the qualities of the one person in charge, the chief executive can only succeed, particularly in international policy, by assuring authoritative political direction over the departments. How else to make his hopefully clear-minded perceptions felt? Strong appointees loyal to his beliefs then work to fulfill his vision, perhaps compensating for his own executive inexperience. The alternative, it is feared, is that White House policies might be stymied by, say, a State Department that the Kennedy White House believed lacked “energy” or that President Nixon and Henry Kissinger found “disloyal,” or that today, Rodman has written, “can rarely ever bring itself to admit that diplomacy is not working.”13 As the line of reasoning goes, professional public servants—not just at State but also at Langley and even the Pentagon—are similarly beset by bureaucratic inertia, at best.

Yet to every victorious administration belong the legitimate spoils of government. An advantage of this practice is to pull into the system dynamic public-spirited people like Rodman who have the authority and the appetite to act on bold initiatives—in contrast, say, to the jaded career mandarins who inhabit European foreign ministries. When it succeeds, a valuable tension exists between the more original, articulate, and generally better-educated appointees, intensely alert to the short term, and an ongoing inherited staff that concentrates on longer challenges. Politically connected outsiders act as catalysts and innovators to turbocharge the process while not getting bogged down by repetition and past disillusions. In such a system, bright but relatively uninformed people interact intensely with informed but not cutting-edge ones. The results can be either creative tumult or administrative hell.

This diverse, multifaceted, adrenaline-charged method of policymaking, found only in America, can resemble a reverberatory furnace. Temperatures rise as Pentagon assistant secretaries, NSC directors, and unnamed senior officials at State alternately team up or joust with each other as well as with advocacy groups, think-tankers, policy consultants, entrepreneurial professors, and significant legislative assistants on the Hill. Lobbyists for foreign governments move back and forth to advise presidents and defense secretaries about their for now shrugged-off clients. Journalists abet this process and occasionally take high office themselves. It can even be difficult to tell who’s “in” and who’s “out.”

America’s freewheeling mode of policymaking, particularly in foreign affairs, also blurs lines of responsibility between branches of government and between government and the public. “Outsiders” can fast become “insiders,” given enough passion and resources. Coalitions within the bureaucracy, as on Capitol Hill, can quickly be formed or pulled apart by shrewd players—Senate staffers, midlevel civil servants, citizen activists, legislators themselves as well as appointees—who know the policy process. Unusual benefits can flow.

For instance, George Crile’s sardonic chronicle Charlie Wilson’s War details the bureaucratic fights and citizen influences that secretly steered about $5 billion to the Afghan mujahideen’s resistance to the Red Army in the 1980s. In this instance, a few political appointees worked closely with several farsighted career people to inflict a crippling wound on Soviet aggression. A fixated, Scotch-guzzling, hedonist Democratic congressman spontaneously gathered allies among committee staffers, political angels, and a maverick clandestine services officer at CIA to short-circuit entrenched resistance in State, at Langley, and among the Joint Chiefs.

And Wilson’s exploit, with its mix of career officials and appointees, is not unique. It is matched by equally dramatic sagas still untold—as when midlevel political appointees in the Nixon, Ford, and Carter years took it upon themselves, entirely outside official channels, to collaborate with keen, truly expert insiders to obstruct the biggest-ever Soviet espionage setup in America. The CIA had refused point-blank to believe that such a masterpiece of thievery existed, and the FBI, never having counterintelligence as a priority, showed minimal interest. These twenty men and women instead went to informants in U.S. high-tech companies, buttonholed key congressmen, got pointers from the National Security Agency’s wealth of electronic intercepts, and deployed back-channel leaks from Helene Boatner, then an officer in the CIA’s operations center and later the founder of its Office of Leadership Analysis. Vital time was bought against further Soviet penetration for about five critical years until the evidence became undeniable to all concerned. Then, of course, every part of the national security apparatus lunged forward, desperate to be part of the sub-rosa blocking and tackling.14

One drawback of a system that depends so heavily on political appointees, however, is that these men and women know they must act right now before being swept out of office. Filled with the rightness of whatever their cause may be, they push their targeted, cogently argued priorities through bureaucracies less certain or obsessed. And they do so quickly, before rival approaches are brought to the table. Dreadful ideas can ricochet through the corridors of power more easily in the absence of intellectually demanding career officials who are permanently in place to argue and, if necessary, to push courteously back.

Institutional memory becomes spotty as appointees from an earlier administration vanish after elections and as their successors serve for two or three years, then to return to law firms, lobbying shops, corporations, or academia—leveraging public service as new clients, contracts, and center directorships arrive.

This form of (un)-planned obsolescence encourages “crises” to be hurried forward, only to fade under the tinctures of time, perhaps to reassert themselves in new guises. Since few appointees combine both the durability in government and the continuously fresh-eyed acuteness of the late Peter Rodman, the decision-making system is tilted steadily against weary career functionaries who try to explain that the “crisis du jour”—a cautionary term favored by Lieutenant General Brent Scowcroft, savvy national security adviser to both Presidents Gerald Ford and George H. W. Bush—might just be the eleventh iteration of a more or less similar commotion.

The White House Office of Presidential Personnel further randomizes the deployment of top talent. WHOPP is likely to be in the hands of the latest true believers. They may not always be the sons and daughters of political donors, but usually they’re former campaign workers and people well connected through congressmen or other party nabobs. Thomas Schweich, a smart, politically active attorney who entered the George W. Bush administration as a deputy assistant secretary of state and who would serve as chief of staff at the U.S. mission to the United Nations, recalls how his own appointment was “preceded by an effort by a 20-something in personnel to place an unqualified friend in the job.” “You know you have arrived when you get interviewed by the 29-year-old instead of the 22-year-old,” a Foreign Service Officer and three-time ambassador chuckled to Schweich after having been grilled in 2005 for another top post at the State Department.15

And this type of randomness occurs in every administration.

Party affiliation may prove insignificant, provided one is of the right faction. Neocon Democrats in quantity proved useful to the last Republican presidency, and being a registered Republican—or an independent like Secretary of Defense Robert Gates—is itself no barrier to appointments under the Obama presidency. Once basic thresholds of qualifications are crossed, friends recruit friends or people they may have worked with in an earlier administration. The snag, besides the subjective assessment of appointees, is that the world is changing at an order of magnitude faster than are the thoughtful reflections of one’s associates. Meanwhile, layered patronage networks accrete over the decades with catastrophic results.

•   •   •

Other influences in American life besides the political system make the country prone to passionate, simplifying foreign policy decisions. These include such deep-rooted characteristics as America’s tempo of change, its eagerness to embrace the new, and a moralism that has taken many forms and motivations. These will be discussed later in the story. But magical thinking is also shaped by recent historical experience. Three key influences stand out over the last two generations.

One is the type of overarching global conflicts that America has faced almost continuously since 1945—the Cold War, which ended in 1991, and the response to transnational terror that began in earnest in fall 2001. By their nature, open-ended conflicts offer dangerous, diversionary enchantments. In an all-out war for survival, as much of the world experienced during 1940–45, governments are compelled to call in the most competent people to wage them. Everything is at stake and time is short. A nation submits itself to a stern, self-imposed audit of institutional focus and individual merit. In World War II, America went flat out—maximizing production, in which the country’s genius is unrivaled. The graver the issue, moreover, the faster it passes into the hands of those who command the highest trust; Franklin Roosevelt’s firmly Republican secretary of war, Henry Stimson, is a good example.

But in the ongoing, murkier struggles that have since gnawed at America, the country works itself into predicaments much less suited to its talents. Passionate agendas and mammoth objectives at best tangential to its vital concerns deflect attention. A lot more tough questions come to rest on opinions about what should and shouldn’t be proper responses. These open-ended conflicts are easily seized on by moralists and ideologues, all the more so given the U.S. political system. In practice, this foments the illusion that problems are black or white. Specific national interests get obscured. Secondary urgencies are rationalized by third-rate arguments.

America then finds itself at war in places and with people that have little to do with the country’s primary opponent. So in 1950–53 we’re fighting China in North Korea while the Soviet Union throws in money, munitions, and, behind the scenes, pilots, gunners, and technicians. The following decade we’re at war with North Vietnam, while this time both China and the Soviet Union sit back to serve as arsenals of tyranny.16 Or, as in fighting Al Qaeda yet invading Iraq, we end up in combat against the real opponent’s own enemies, who we’ve convinced ourselves are his accomplices—while leaving behind a “token” U.S. force in Afghanistan.17

A second influence from the past that helps to inject magic into decision making goes back to the total war that fell upon America in December 1941. It was a horror different from anything previously faced, not only in the number of dead but in being the first time that war rested on the mobilization of every element of the civilian complex of services and manufacturing. As the largest industrial power, America pulled it all together: leaps in aviation design; statisticians cost/benefiting Army air force bombing sorties; shipping boards run by industrialists; assembly lines retooled overnight; artillery trajectories calculated on “thinking machines”; physicists swept off to New Mexico; and a strange new kind of civilian organization for America, the Office of Strategic Services, precursor of the CIA.

In Washington, eminent lawyers, bankers, and academics began planning for postwar “national security” well before the fighting ceased. For the first time, military “defense” became just a subset of a nation’s well-being, rather than the primary focus of part of its government. With the peace, the country would find itself far deeper in world events than even proponents of “the American Century” had dreamed when that term was coined in 1941. The United States trusted neither its friends nor its former enemies to rebuild themselves properly; and it had reasons.

It was apparent that “national security” was something that had to be worked at. It became broadly defined as America’s ongoing capacity to pursue its internal life without serious outside interference. Moreover, as we will examine in depth in the following pages, the particulars of national security were increasingly to be worked out by civilians rather than by generals. And no longer would an assistant secretary at the State Department, then its third most powerful official, spend a thirty-eight-year career without once leaving the country.18

Open-ended wars like the Cold War and the one against terror, however, can make the term national security troublingly abstract. Year by year, decade by decade, “national security” has been stretched toward an endlessly receding horizon, eventually to include the country’s defense-related priorities in science, transportation, education, energy, and, in due course, environment, climate, terror, and global unemployment and crime. The problem is not that everyone’s business may be nobody’s business. Rather, over time, it is that specific necessities—destroying Al Qaeda, for instance—can end up as sprawling quests, like expecting to “transform the Middle East.” Everybody with establishment credentials can play. As U.S. politico-military involvements mounted after Korea, then to multiply on President Kennedy’s “New Frontier,” men and eventually women could increasingly commit their careers to national security, whether or not they wore uniforms. “National security policy” became a calling like any other, promising to cover a lifetime.

There is a third recent historical influence that enables magical thinking. It comes from the way the United States arose as a superpower.

Contrary to today’s hoopla about America assuming “the leadership of the world” after World War II, the country did not yet fit the definition of a “super power.”19 The political sense of that term surfaced in the conflict’s final year and meant a state that combined an armed global presence with a readiness to act in defense of worldwide interests. America, in contrast, was still a super island state, rather than the new island superstate. There was relatively little room for magic to intrude until about five years later.

Peace busts had habitually followed war booms. There was no guarantee that a renewed depression would not wither the tentative wartime prosperity. The bold commitments were, at this early point, enveloped in caution. The 1947 Truman Doctrine, largely directed again communist “terrorism” in Greece and shielding Turkey and Iran from Moscow, relied on the continuing capacities of the British Empire to an extent still unrecognized today. So did U.S. assumptions about the defense of Western Europe.20 For the time being, America had had its fill of crusades.

In the sort of reorganization that usually follows convulsion, in autumn 1947 the National Security Council (chaired by the president and including the vice president, the secretaries of State, Defense, and Treasury, the assistant to the president for national security affairs) became the focal point of the peacetime objective of coordinating all U.S. military, diplomatic, and intelligence procedures. A small group of worried practical men—notably Truman’s secretaries of state, George Marshall and his successor, Dean Acheson—were improvising a broad-scale strategic doctrine that got America’s response to a nuclear world as remarkably right as could have been hoped. It underscored the prudent generalities of holding firm in Europe, of protecting Japan while not pushing into the Asian mainland, of working hand in glove with Europe’s reviving democracies. Details could prove awkward. Mistakes were inevitable, such as offering useful refuge to scores of Nazi scientists, and ignoring petitions from Vietnamese nationalists for aid in winning independence from France. But overall strategy was sound.

Each man was of different temperament and background, yet each personified a levelheaded approach to extreme, world-risking matters: General Marshall had been the wartime chief of staff of the army and, according to Churchill, the “organizer of victory.” Acheson was an eminent corporate lawyer, former undersecretary at Treasury and at State, and accustomed to the white-knuckle negotiations of high finance; he could make a deal stick. Of course, each man had his flaws; Acheson’s anger could be epic. But along with a relatively small group of men such as Lewis Douglas (“the most important diplomat of the most powerful country in the world,” said Time magazine), Marshall and Acheson helped to create an institutional frame of mind that could hold the worst sorts of emergency stampeding in check: America would not embroil itself in China’s civil war before Mao Tse-tung won out in October 1949, nor would it attempt to corner the Soviet Union, as encouraged in wild declarations like Fortune magazine’s insistence that “the American people [have] placed their frontier in the Caucasus.”21 Each man had a sense that actions have pitiless consequences, half of them unforeseen. Each knew how to separate what was important from what was not. All were qualities that left minimal room for illusion, or for tolerating the obsessions of others in Washington.

In 1948, Marshall refused to “play with fire” with a military response to the Soviet blockade of Berlin, and in fact voiced the hypercaution of the moment by opposing an airlift as well. There was reason to hesitate. In 1949, America signed the North Atlantic Treaty, which notably lacked steps for specific transatlantic defense collaboration. The U.S. Army still deployed just twelve tanks in Europe capable of fighting anyway.22 Constricted defense budgets, the on-again-off-again draft, and a 180-degree turn in public opinion about any showdown with Moscow once Stalin indeed “got the bomb” in 1949—all fed into a nervous minimalism that was allergic to dreamy ambitions. Even the classified interdepartmental report NSC 68, completed in April 1950, and which has since received enormous attention as a founding document of the Cold War, was essentially a fantasy: there was no chance that Congress would agree to triple defense spending, let alone to directly support French and British colonial wars in Southeast Asia.

What, then, catapulted America into circumstances that have encouraged magical thinking in foreign policy for sixty years? The Korean War, which was quickly dubbed the “Come as You Are War” for America’s complete lack of preparedness. It’s a condition that has been seen again since—as in Iraq, where U.S. soldiers were ill-equipped for bloody occupation—and has been similarly described: “You go to war with the army you have,” said Defense Secretary Rumsfeld in 2004, “not the army you might want or wish to have.” The difference, of course, is that Korea was anything but a war of America’s own choice and timing.23

“The Korean conflict marked the end . . . of the Fortress America era,” wrote Matthew Ridgway, one of the few hero-generals of World War II whose fame would be polished in that hard country.24 The events of 1950–53 would institutionalize the means of open-ended conflict and marked the moment when magical thinking began regularly to insinuate itself with decisions of “national security.”

In June 1950, eight North Korean divisions lunged across the 38th Parallel to try to overrun the entire south, the new Republic of Korea having been nurtured by the United States. The assault was backed, organized, triggered, and altogether “started” by Moscow, as Truman and Acheson rightly concluded.25 With Korea only 120 miles across the China Sea from U.S.-occupied Japan, the challenge was stark. In Washington, every congressmen but one leaped cheering to his feet when word arrived on Capitol Hill that President Truman had ordered U.S. forces to intervene. Gallup reported that 81 percent of Americans agreed.

North Korea’s disciplined mechanized units easily mauled the GIs sealifted in from Japan. Raw, shoddily equipped units were rushed over from America and fed into the same meat grinder, to be cornered by superior numbers on a dwindling beachhead at the southeastern angle of the peninsula. In one of America’s ultimate military achievements, undertaken against the sober judgment of the entire Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Douglas MacArthur, supreme commander of Allied Powers in the Pacific, reversed disaster on September 15 by landing rapidly assembled Marine regiments, followed by the U.S. Army’s 7th Infantry Division, 150 miles behind the enemy lines at Inchon. The “Sorcerer of Inchon,” as Acheson described him for the spell he thereafter cast over Washington, retook Seoul within a week and swung north. Before him lay the prize of overthrowing the brutal North Korean state, as well as of putting an end to its “Great Leader,” Kim Il Sung, father of the current demigod.

And then befell what Acheson would call “one of the most terrific disasters that has occurred to American foreign policy,” entailing the longest retreat in U.S. military history. As he would lament to the former president five years after the armistice, this horrific retreat and the remaining eighteen months of war “destroyed the Truman administration.”26 For the first time since Western Europe itself had been liberated, friends abroad would ask in rising chorus “What are they thinking?” as Americans blustered about using atomic weapons against China, an ally of atomic-armed Russia since Valentine’s Day, 1950.

The conventional explanation is that disaster in Korea was plain military miscalculation, whereas Vietnam and Iraq were politically induced failures, their chief architects being civilians.27 But that is incorrect. The U.S. decision to “liberate” North Korea was no simple military misstep. War is fought for political objectives, and this was as much a political operation as had been the conquest of Japan. It was the pursuit of a “complete victory,” out of which could be forged a new united Korea—a “liberalized” north, its dams and power plants deemed essential to the postwar reconstruction of the south.28 The architects were civilians, as in Vietnam and Iraq. MacArthur was not just following his star but executing a policy behind which—briefly—stood the nation; we were all in it together.

The next chapter discusses the decisions, the men who made them, and the particular follies of that catastrophe. What concerns us here is how the initial blood-soaked war of that first decades-long, open-ended conflict set bitter precendents.

By the time the war stalled to a close in June 1953, roughly along the lines where it had begun, Beijing had thrown in its massive People’s Liberation Army of tough peasant soldiers; 36,516 Americans were dead, plus at least a half million South Koreans, most of them civilians. The compromise “die-for-a-tie” armistice left some fifty thousand U.S. troops in South Korea and a state of war with the North that technically exists to this day. The armistice terms that President Eisenhower obtained that year—and which a bellicose North Korea renounced in 2009—were ones for which Truman rightly said he would have been impeached. And when America fails at a war, further poor choices ensue.

The Korean War introduced illusions that compromised then and future U.S. policies in three truly American ways.

One has been an unreasoned emphasis on high technology. If the silver bullet of airpower didn’t deliver quick victory in Korea, there was at least no shortage of opportunities for envisioning high-tech magic thereafter. Following Korea, U.S. defense would rest heavily on the country’s nuclear forces, since no other exhausting ground war would possibly be tolerated again. The Vietnam War and the war in Iraq have had their own silver bullets, including helicopters and so-called computer-laden “net-centric warfare” respectively.

Second has been the lawyer’s magic of signing treaties, an activity that reflects the U.S. belief that getting one potentate or another to scrawl on the dotted line, or to serve as a cat’s paw for U.S. purposes, means the leader can bind his subjects to long-term American advantage. After Korea, “pactomania,” as it was called at the time, induced us to sign many such defense treaties, including the Baghdad Pact in 1955, which bound America to Iran, Iraq, and Pakistan, among other signatories, for the sake of Middle Eastern stability. More recent, Americans keep envisioning outsized roles for their NATO allies, as in Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan—roles that somehow go unfulfilled.

Third is the practice of notionally isolating an opponent—no need to negotiate, talk, or even note the existence thereof. After the Korean armistice, there arrived the true irrationality of imagining that some 500 million Chinese had departed the planet except as vaguely grasped menaces: Taiwan, to which the American-backed Nationalists had fled, would henceforth be China as far as Washington was concerned. There would be no contact of any sort with the mainland for twenty years, displaying a mind-set that has reappeared since: no talking at all to the Viet Cong or to Hanoi until 1966; shunning the Palestine Liberation Organization, which today has a mission based in Washington, for twenty-seven years; and, after 9/11, no direct diplomatic contact with Iran, Syria, and still-totalitarian Pyongyang.

With Korea also came U.S. determination not to repeat past sins in doctrine and preparedness: never again, Americans insisted, would they allow themselves to be so ill-equipped or vulnerable to surprise. Disaster south of the Yalu drove the nation to accept the inevitability of “neither war nor peace,” which after sixty years still frames our view of the world.

•   •   •

Cries of emergency in the years since Korea have not been continuous: they rise and fall in response to passing fears and excitements. America moved into its two successive long, open-ended struggles in a very American fashion. The country displayed its usual enthusiasm, fleeting attention span, and short-term welcome of the various high-energy problem solvers drawn to national security policymaking. There would be fits and starts, lots of high-toned pork-barreling, indirection, and bureaucratic tussling, as well as moments of true courage. Korea at its start had been declared a “crusade,” as would be the Vietnam War and the initial determined response to 9/11. Yet in each case every crusading quality soon evaporated. Unlike a crusade, there was rarely any sense of specific high purpose, of commitments to national unity, unlimited sacrifice, or consistent objective once reality failed to adhere to fanciful notions about what could be accomplished and how.

Korea was far from a complete loss—nor for that matter was even the Vietnam War, which arguably bought time for teetering states such as Thailand and Indonesia, confronted by subversive parties loyal to Moscow or Beijing, to fall more or less into the American orbit. The initial decision to rescue South Korea enabled Japan to recover unthreatened from its World War II devastation. And it’s not likely that Japan, now the world’s second or third largest economy, would have forgone returning to military power had all of nearby Korea become a glowering unified enemy. U.S. intervention also had the benefit of deterring Stalin from another imperial predation he had planned on the far side of Eurasia, that of bringing mutinous Yugoslavia to heel.29 Three and a half decades later, as the 1953 armistice still held, an authentically democratic South Korea would emerge as a respectable ally of the United States.

Public consciousness about the Korean War would change year by year, and in that change we find evidence of magical thinking. What had been regarded as a bloody stalemate transformed itself in Washington’s eyes; ten years later it had become an example of a successful limited war. Already by the mid-1950s, elite opinion began to surmise that it had been a victory, perhaps not a glorious one, but that the decision to fight in Korea had nonetheless been “a hard choice . . . incontestably right,” which is true if one wishes to look only at the original objective of rescuing the South. But that recollection passes over the nightmare defeat and appalling withdrawal from the frozen North. A magician’s wand has swept away the extent that the war turned out to be a hideously taxing minimization of disaster, and the fact that it took almost two years to establish our lines securely where they had been a month after Inchon. Yet “America has never lost a war” remained part of the national myth, and the notion of having “prevailed” in Korea became a justification for going big into Vietnam.30

To look now at the Iraq War, we can see similar illusions taking hold of eager imaginations. Iraq, it is to be hoped, will struggle its way into democracy or at least a not-too-oppressive oligarchic state friendly to America, and not violently opposed to Israel. Then one might conclude with the still-outspoken formulators of this adventure that “victory” can indeed be declared.31 To be sure, it would be a hard-won victory by their own standards, but “victory” nonetheless, including the ouster of one of the world’s more barbarous tyrants.

Yet the notion of “victory” in Iraq, even more so than in Korea, requires a substantial retreat into fantasy. To call the war a victory, no matter what now results from the withdrawal of U.S. combat troops, leaves the door wide open to future magical self-deceptions. Talk of “victory,” a term no U.S. commander uses to discuss Iraq, turns upside down the seven-year agony of an exploit assumed to be crowned with democratic fulfillment before autumn 2003. Dangerously, it encourages us to believe that next time we can get it right, providing we correct the mistakes of Operation Iraqi Freedom, whether ones of military tactics, diplomacy, or of all-around “management.”

Meanwhile, due largely to the Iraq War, WANTED posters for Osama bin Laden fray on the walls; nuclear-equipped Pakistan rots in place, as does ever-bloodier Afghanistan; Iran is a grimly rejoicing third party; the Israeli-Palestinian antagonism is more intractable yet; and a trillion dollars have been spent. The cornered, toothless Saddam is gone, but virtually every objective of 2003 has turned into its disastrous reverse by 2010. To portray the Iraq War as in any fashion a success is symptomatic of the magical thinking being addressed here.

Americans know what military success looks like: engagements that, for one, don’t end up unrecognizably, disastrously far from the mission declared at the start.

The Persian Gulf War in 1991 was an exemplary large-scale intervention—a classic tactical triumph of technological supremacy over a ruinously self-exposed enemy. This was a focused, deliberately restrained mission to expel Saddam Hussein’s army from Kuwait, his wretched conscripts being strung out across two hundred miles of desert. It “stands alone in over two generations of constant military engagement,” Defense Secretary Robert Gates would reflect in 2008, “as a more or less traditional conventional conflict.”32 And if the Pentagon could not accomplish that task, with more than a half-million American warriors plus sturdy NATO backing, in about one hundred hours, well, the building might as well be shuttered. Given prominent, hands-on coalition participants from nearby—such as Syria, Saudi Arabia, and Pakistan—it was clear, as Fred Kaplan, Slate’s “War Stories” columnist, reminds us in his well-titled account of the later Iraq fiasco, Daydream Believers, that this first Middle East war looked like a considered intervention for limited geopolitical objectives. And so it was, rather than an improvised crusade.

Similarly, the 1999 eleven weeks’ war over Kosovo was undertaken by a coalition of Western governments, preceded by two months of negotiation that legitimized and clarified its objectives, then followed by a UN peacekeeping mission. The presence of overwhelming backup forces nearby as well as American military leadership resting on political good sense and seasoned diplomacy further increased the chances of success. “No bomb strike was more important than maintaining NATO’s cohesion,” recalls the U.S. general in command. “The cutting off of any other alternative through diplomacy and the ultimate consequences that NATO could bring to bear against a small country [Serbia]—that brought the success.”33 Ten years later, a democratically stable Serbia applied to join the European Union. Excluded from both the Gulf and the Kosovo shoot-outs were illusions that have taken hold since Korea, including beliefs that tangible contributions from strategically significant allies are to be optional and that the theater at issue can quickly be transformed in America’s image.
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