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PRAISE FOR GARRETT PECK’S

    A DECADE OF DISRUPTION

“The first decade of the new millennium was an epochal ‘decade of disruption’ as Garrett Peck convincingly describes it, setting the stage for the rise of Donald Trump in our current age of polarization and discord. A must read for anyone who wants to understand the opportunities, challenges and fault-lines facing America and the world today, and how we got here.”

—Richard Florida, author of The Rise of the Creative Class

“A lucid history of the first decade of the twenty-first century, which set trends in motion that are with us today. What to call that time? Washington, D.C.–based historian Peck suggests that the ‘decade of disruption’ is just about right to describe an era in which technology ravaged entire industries. In his nimble yet fact-dense account, the author enumerates many errors, from gerrymandering and the expansion of the imperial presidency to the ideological sclerosis of the Republican Party and the destruction of the middle class. A valuable road map that shows us how we got where we are today.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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To Bishop Gene Robinson

Who makes a difference every day.






INTRODUCTION

The Cold War, an ideological battle between the democratic West and communist Soviet Union that erupted in the wake of World War II, ended in 1989 with the fall of the Berlin Wall. Two years later the Soviet Union itself collapsed, having been established during the darkest days of World War I as the first outpost of the proletarian revolution that was meant to sweep over the world. Instead, the communist empire fell apart and the West emerged victorious. Some thought that history was over. It wasn’t. The end of the Cold War only closed one chapter in human history and opened a new one.

The 20th century was known as the American Century. As France was the great power in the 18th, and Great Britain the global power in the 19th, the 20th century was marked by American cultural, economic, and political dominance, particularly after the United States’ victory in World War II. But by the end of the century, the U.S. had plenty of competition as other nations caught up.

America found itself in an increasingly crowded field, some of which would undoubtedly surpass the country one day. China was growing by such leaps that it overtook Japan as the second-largest economy, though still far behind the U.S. The European Union—closely allied to the Americans as democratic societies—drew ever closer economically and politically, and even launched its own currency, the euro. Russia was greatly diminished after the Cold War but still harbored aspirations to regain some of the lost glory of the Russian Empire. That said, by the end of the 20th century, the U.S. was still the only superpower on the block. But the Pax Americana was about to end.

The United States experienced a turbulent first decade of the 21st century, tumultuous years of economic crises, social and technological change, and war. The decade was bookended by two financial crises: the bursting of the Internet bubble in 2000, followed by the Great Recession in 2008. Americans earned tremendous sympathy after the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, but then squandered that global goodwill with an ill-fated invasion of Iraq eighteen months later. Banks deemed “too big to fail” were rescued when the federal government bailed them out, but meanwhile millions of people had lost their homes to foreclosure and witnessed the wipeout of their retirement savings.

Americans may have felt they were treading water economically, and they were right. The two economic crises represented years of lost opportunities: two wars paid for on the nation’s credit card, and a major federal budget surplus changed to a deficit through tax cuts that largely benefited the wealthy. The fallout from the Great Recession helps explain the sharply polarized society in the years that followed, when populists ran amok on both the left and the right, and the country seemed to divide into two separate and hostile tribes.

Like many readers, I experienced the turbulent years of the first decade. I live about three miles from the Pentagon. On the morning of 9/11, I was working from home and had the windows of my apartment open, as it was just the most gorgeous day. I had the TV on, watching the horror unfold as the second plane struck the South Tower of the World Trade Center. I called my parents in Sacramento—they were just getting up—and told them to turn the TV on. We’re under attack, I told them.

And then about forty minutes later came a loud BOOM. It didn’t initially register—it sounded like a truck tire exploding. But within a few minutes CNN announced that a plane had hit the Pentagon. Looking out the window I saw a huge plume of black smoke rising. That really struck home. The fire department sirens wailed throughout the morning as trucks came from all over the D.C. area. I’m enormously proud of the Arlington County Fire Department, which was first at the scene and provided much of the manpower to fight the blaze at the Pentagon.

My office was in Pentagon City, and my window provided a direct view of the crash site. Over the next year I watched as construction workers toiled around the clock to rebuild the damaged wing of the Pentagon. They took a great deal of pride in this, and they completed the reconstruction before the first anniversary of 9/11.

While workers were rebuilding the Pentagon, my company, WorldCom, went into bankruptcy in 2002. The constant layoffs that followed were the most demoralizing thing I have ever experienced. It felt like we were undergoing a round of layoffs every three weeks, which pretty much halts worker productivity as you wonder who is next and mourn for the friends who’ve lost their jobs. I was never let go. But every time I hear the term “shareholder value,” I shudder to think of how the company’s leaders committed fraud to increase the stock price. It gives pause to think how many companies are beholden to Wall Street, rather than to their customers.

Later that summer, I distinctly remember Vice President Dick Cheney’s saber-rattling speech before the Veterans of Foreign Wars, laying out the case for military action against Saddam Hussein and regime change. It immediately struck me that we were going to war, but as it turns out, Cheney had gotten ahead of where President George W. Bush actually was. In researching this book, I have left open the window of doubt as to when Bush actually made the decision to go to war. It’s a question for future historians.

I count myself fortunate that I dodged the housing bubble. In early 2005, several friends and I were looking at condominiums at a superb location in D.C.’s Logan Circle. The real estate market was already quite overheated and the Federal Reserve was raising interest rates. Nevertheless, the saleswoman quoted a price that was twenty percent above where I figured the market was. When I asked what justified such a high price, she responded, “We think that’s where the market will be in a year.” I walked away. As the real estate market came tumbling down, the developer foreclosed.

One of my most vivid memories of the decade was on Monday, September 29, 2008, exactly two weeks after the investment bank Lehman Brothers collapsed and the economy was in freefall. I was in Provincetown, Massachusetts, for the fiftieth birthday celebration of a couple friends. That afternoon I went to the town hall, where mobile phone coverage was good, to interview Boston Beer Company founder Jim Koch over the phone for my first book, The Prohibition Hangover. During the interview, he suddenly announced, “Oh my God—the House has just rejected the rescue package,” meaning the Troubled Asset Relief Program. “The stock market is tanking!” It was the moment that the American economy nearly went over the cliff in the Great Recession. Congress revisited TARP four days later and approved the bill. We can look back and realize just how close we came to another Great Depression.

Most of my ideas for this book came from a good read of the daily newspaper. Readers may forget that the newspaper was still delivered to the front door in the early 21st century; they gradually disappeared as content moved to the Internet. Newspapers are the first draft of history, followed by the second draft in autobiographies, biographies, and histories. This book fits squarely in the second draft, as a decade has passed and we can assess what mattered most in a decade of crowded events.

There was a remarkable amount of good literature that emerged in the 2000s that helped explain our times. It included Thomas Friedman’s The World is Flat and its sequel, Hot, Flat and Crowded; Richard Florida’s The Rise of the Creative Class; Chris Anderson’s The Long Tail; and Andrew Ross Sorkin’s Too Big to Fail. Michael Lewis published his terrific The Big Short, while Alan Blinder assessed the Great Recession in After the Music Stopped. The three men most responsible for the financial rescue in 2008—Ben Bernanke, Tim Geithner, and Henry Paulson—each published their memoirs of the bailout, a rescue that was deeply unpopular and yet necessary.

Many of the major players in the Bush administration published their memoirs within a few years of leaving the White House. Not just George W. Bush and Dick Cheney, but also Colin Powell, Condoleezza Rice, Karen Hughes, Karl Rove, Donald Rumsfeld, George Tenet, Tom Ridge, and others. In President Bush’s memoir, Decision Points, he was suitably circumspect and offered candid accounts of what went right, where he made mistakes, and how he felt about his time in the Oval Office. Dick Cheney’s memoir, In My Time, may as well have been called I Ain’t Sorry for Nothing. There was little self-reflection or admission of mistakes; rather it was a justification of the administration’s actions.

Numerous biographies of Barack Obama’s rise to the presidency have been written as well. Journalist Bob Woodward published many books covering aspects of both the Bush and Obama administrations.

On the fiction side, Junot Díaz won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction for his novel, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. And J. K. Rowling published the seventh and final book of her Harry Potter series, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, in 2007 just as the very first Apple iPhone was being released. Rowling’s books were turned into a staggeringly successful movie series.

This book is a narrative history of key events and trends that Americans shared together as part of our national experience, one that will be both fresh to readers, who largely lived through this time, but also objective, given that a decade has passed and we can reasonably weigh its historical importance. The first decade began with Bill Clinton in the White House and ended with Barack Obama, but the vast middle years belonged to George W. Bush, or “Dubya,” as many called him because of his folksy Texas twang.

A Decade of Disruption paints a broad outline of significant events in American history in this first decade, including the Supreme Court decision in Bush v. Gore, the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the Iraq War, the Enron and WorldCom scandals, Hurricane Katrina, the disruptive nature of the Internet, the winning of civil rights for the gay community, an aging population, the lack of progress on fighting climate change, the housing bubble and the Great Recession, and the historic election of Barack Obama as the first African American president. It covers the period from the start of the new millennium in 2000 to the midterm election in 2010, when Tea Party Republicans captured the House of Representatives and hobbled the Obama presidency.

So what do we call this first decade? We don’t have a name for it, like the eighties or the nineties. Some suggested the Aughts or the Naughty Aughties, but that seemed too Victorian and never took hold. Others called it the Double-Ohs for the two extra zeroes on the year 2000, or possibly the Zeros. Turning away from strict numerology, we might name it based on what happened—like how F. Scott Fitzgerald called the 1920s the Jazz Age. One might call this the Digital Decade for the dizzying pace of technological transformation, or the Decade of Disruption for how the Internet killed off so many business models and how automation eviscerated so many working-class jobs.

The Decade of Change or the Decade of Crisis were bandied about—but then again, when has there ever been a decade without change or a crisis? It could be called the Bush Decade, as George W. Bush was the American president during eight of these momentous years. Or the Borrowed Years for the massive consumer and federal borrowing—both to finance a lifestyle they couldn’t afford, and to salvage the economy in part resulting from the bust after the housing bubble burst and the consumer spending spree ended.

Perhaps the Bubble Decade is more appropriate, or possibly the Double Bubble for the two investment bubbles that burst and brought the American economy into recession: the Internet bust in 2000, and the housing market crash that led to the Great Recession in 2008. Time magazine called it perhaps most appropriately the “Decade from Hell.”1

Whatever you choose to call it, the first decade of the 21st century was a lost decade for the United States. It was an epoch of squandered opportunities, shattered economics, and increased polarization. Yet out of the crises there was always hope, and the American dream remained alive. “You can always count on Americans to do the right thing—after they’ve tried everything else,” quipped Sir Winston Churchill, who himself had an American mother. Our republic is messy and often dysfunctional, but in the end we usually get things right. Usually.






1 From Dot-com to Dot-bomb


The first decade of the 21st century began with worldwide celebrations at midnight on January 1, 2000. As the world spun on its axis, citizens were treated to spectacular displays of fireworks from notable landmarks: the Harbour Bridge in Sydney, Australia, which was hosting the Summer Olympics in coming months; the Eiffel Tower in Paris; and the Washington Monument in the nation’s capital, covered in scaffolding designed by architect Michael Graves. The celebrations were broadcast worldwide, meaning you could celebrate the New Year in every time zone from the comfort of your living room.

Or did we have it all wrong? Did the new millennium actually start a year later? Technically, yes, the third millennium started in 2001, but we still celebrated in 2000, as the counter clicked over from 19 to 20.

That counter was actually a core computer issue known as Y2K (that is, the Year 2000). Many early computers programmed the year as two rather than four digits, and thus many feared that the power grid, airplane tracking systems, water pumping stations, and more would fail when the year restarted from 99 to 00. They called it the Y2K bug, and companies and governments spent billions upgrading their equipment and software to prepare for New Year’s Eve. But when the clock ticked over from 1999 to 2000, nothing happened. It was a huge relief. The world’s computing systems in fact didn’t fail; however, there was another crisis just around the corner.

Computers were the key reason why the American economy grew so strongly in the 1990s. The technology boom had pushed productivity ever higher, and the economy in turn boomed at a 4 percent annual growth rate. “It made America’s freewheeling, entrepreneurial, so-what-if-you-fail business culture the envy of the world,” explained Federal Reserve chair Alan Greenspan. “U.S. information technology swept the global market, as did innovations ranging from Starbucks lattes to credit derivatives.”1

The nation was prosperous. Rising productivity produced a bonus of tax revenue for the federal government, which suddenly found a budget surplus in 1998 for the first time in thirty years. The surplus measured $70 billion in 1998, $124 billion in 1999, $237 billion in 2000, and was projected to grow to $270 billion in 2001. A debate ensued over how to spend it—or to return it to the taxpayers. Greenspan preferred a fiscally conservative policy to pay down the national debt, which then stood at $3.7 trillion. This was an opportunity to prepare for the retirement of the massive Baby Boom generation starting in a decade.2

The technology boom was in part driven by the adoption of the Internet. The Department of Defense created the platform in the 1970s as a communications platform that could survive a nuclear war. By the 1990s it broadened to the private sector with the widespread adoption of email and the World Wide Web, which created a graphical interface for people to find information. Websites were born, soon followed by electronic commerce. Consumers became comfortable with online transactions, such as buying books on Amazon. Internet-based companies—known as “dot-coms” for the .com on their website—claimed that they were the face of the New Economy, and that the business cycle was now a thing of the past. And presumably, so were recessions. It was a cocky time for people who worked in technology. They thought they could conquer the world.

A bull market erupted—a stock-buying binge that was nothing more than a bubble. And like all bubbles, it would burst. Investors scooped up shares in initial public offerings (IPO). Internet browser Netscape’s IPO in 1995 touched off the Internet stock surge on the technology-heavy NASDAQ exchange. The discussion at cocktail and dinner parties was all about the latest stock tip. Amazon, AOL, eBay, and Yahoo were all darlings of the era. Valuations soared, far beyond profitable brick-and-mortar businesses, hyped by the hubristic belief that stocks could only go up.

In January 2000, a New Economy company America Online (AOL) merged with an Old Economy cable television company, Time Warner, in what was thought to be a harbinger of things to come. The deal was valued at a shocking $350 billion. It was poor timing (the dot-com bubble burst two months later), and an even poorer decision, as this merger turned out to have few synergies, and AOL’s dial-up Internet business was fading. Ego-driven acquisitions made little business sense, but who cared when even secretaries were becoming millionaires with their stock options?

The Super Bowl, America’s most watched television event, had possibly its most interesting commercials in 2000. Many of these were for dot-com companies that used humor and entertainment, such as the beloved sock puppet from Pets.com, cowboys herding cats for EDS, and a risqué “money out the wazoo” ad from E*Trade. Many of these companies soon would be out of business.

The dot-com boom was really two bubbles: Internet and telecom. Telecommunications companies required massive nationwide infrastructure: building a network was expensive, and thus investment in telecom was actually far greater than in dot-coms, which tended to be small startups. The hype was that you couldn’t have enough bandwidth. Fiber optical cables had dramatically increased capacity as the Internet grew, but far more bandwidth was built than anyone needed. There were also too many competitors—everyone was overly leveraged as they had borrowed a staggering amount of money to build their networks.

Part of what fueled the dot-com boom were financial analysts like Henry Blodget of Merrill Lynch and Jack Grubman of Salomon Smith Barney, who were hyping stocks in public while panning them behind closed doors. There was supposed to be a firewall—what many referred to as a Chinese wall—in financial firms between analysts and traders, a wall that turned out to be nonexistent. Securities analysts became cheerleaders for stocks, knowing their firms would rope in juicy underwriting contracts and they’d get a fat bonus. They were hardly neutral players in an industry that needed dispassionate analysis. The conflicts of interest were legion.

“Shareholder value” was the mantra of CEOs of every publicly traded company. Driving the stock price up became the primary goal, not a secondary reflection of the company’s merits. The stock option became a tool to promise rewards to managers and executives if they pushed the stock price up. This was especially popular in Silicon Valley technology companies, but soon others joined. Executives smelled money like sharks smell blood and they demanded options. Stock options were handed out to everyone from CEOs to secretaries. The rising stock market made everyone feel rich. Day-trading stocks became possible from home, and some adopted this get-rich-quick ethos that seems so destructive in human behavior. “The degree of hype was surreal,” observed Alan Greenspan.3

CEOs and corporate boards engaged in peer benchmarking, comparing their pay to the median pay of other CEOs. As every executive believed they were above average, boards raised executive pay through the roof, often without the company’s actual performance in mind. At the same time, worker compensation over the decade declined in real terms. This greatly widened the inequality gap and further concentrated national wealth at the top of the pyramid.4 “Of course, the CEO was nominally supervised by the directors,” noted Wall Street historian Roger Lowenstein. “But the typical board was larded with the CEO’s cronies, even with his golfing buddies. They were generally as independent as a good cocker spaniel.”5

Internet business centers developed around the country: the traditional technology incubator in Silicon Valley north of San Jose, California; Tysons Corner, Virginia; Boston; Raleigh-Durham; Seattle; and Silicon Alley in Lower Manhattan. These were technology hubs that attracted talent. As technology worker pay was so much higher, and often inflated through stock options, this pushed up the cost of living in technology-focused cities. California’s Bay Area became especially unaffordable. Author Chrystia Freeland called the emergence of the technologists the “triumph of the nerds.”6

The age of the Internet brought about a permanent shift in the office dress code. Through the 1990s, people generally dressed up for work. Men wore suits and ties, while women wore dresses, skirts, and jewelry. But with the advent of the dot-com era, business casual clothing was introduced into the workplace, and khakis, polos, sneakers and hoodies, and even jeans became normal. Every day became a casual day, not just casual Friday. While some expected this to be temporary, it was in fact permanent as the suit and necktie were relegated to the back of the closet, rarely to emerge again. Companies realized that relaxing work-related dress codes was good for employee morale, cost them absolutely nothing, and in turn, created a casual, hipster-friendly environment that attracted new talent. Millennials graduating college barely had to change outfits from college sweatshirts and jeans to fit right into the new workforce. And they were appropriately attired for the Ping Pong table in the breakroom.

In the dot-com boom, companies that had no earnings and no prospect of profitability saw their shares soar through the roof. Investors were simply infatuated with anything Internet-related, like the Dutch tulip mania of the 1630s. It was hubris to believe that the Internet party would never end. But end it did. And it was hubris to believe that somehow we had conquered the business cycle. The New Economy, as it turned out, was pretty indistinguishable from the Old.

On March 10, 2000, the tech-heavy NASDAQ reached an all-time high after doubling in one year. This was just five weeks after all those fabulous Super Bowl commercials ran. Stocks were far too expensive and companies too heavily leveraged with no profits. It was like someone taking the punch bowl away. Overnight the dot-com revolution turned into a dot-bomb. The bursting of the Internet bubble was as swift as it was sudden as investors raced for the lifeboats. Between the March high and year-end 2000, the NASDAQ fell 50 percent. The rest of the market was down as well, but not nearly as much: the Dow had fallen 3 percent, while the S&P 500 fell 14 percent.7

Things didn’t improve in 2001, as the market selloff continued into its second year and extended into the broader market as the economy went into recession. By October 2002, the NASDAQ had fallen 78 percent from its March 2000 high. The S&P 500 fell 50 percent, and it took six years to return to its former high. The Dow Jones Industrial Average fell 40 percent to just above 7,000. An estimated $6.5 trillion in investment had been wiped out when the dot-com bubble burst.8

A huge shakeout took place as many Internet-based startups collapsed. Venture capital dried up. Hundreds of thousands of layoffs rippled through the economy in 2000 and 2001 as dot-coms folded. Sharks circled to sweep up the salvageable remnants. It turned out that the Old Economy way of business was the only way to do business: you still needed a business plan, paying customers, and to be profitable to survive.

Fortunately, the dot-com collapse didn’t take down the broader economy—only a mild recession ensued, though many investors were hit hard. This was especially painful to future retirees, given that a growing number of Americans owned stocks in their retirement savings thanks to the 401(k). However, after the bubble burst there was no return to the heady economic growth of the 1990s. Economic growth slowed throughout the 2000s as productivity growth braked.

The Internet survived the meltdown, of course, and many dot-coms like Amazon, eBay, and Netflix continued and thrived. The survivors had good business models. The Internet launched many new successful businesses, and it had become a new channel for many existing businesses. It had permanently changed how companies operate with consumers, how consumers interact with one another, and how we research and share information. And most of all, pornography. Yes, pornography. The off Broadway musical Avenue Q had a famously ribald song called “The Internet is For Porn.” Dr. Cox from the television comedy Scrubs said in sardonic seriousness: “I am fairly sure that if they took porn off the Internet, there would only be one web site left and it would be called ‘Bring Back the Porn.’ ”

Indeed, the Internet had changed things. Customer service, information, music, publishing, research, shopping—so many things shifted online. By the end of the decade, for example, the album or compact disc would go extinct as consumers shifted to downloading music. People shifted from newspapers to the Web for their news. But these changes took time to evolve, rather than happened overnight.

In 1996, Federal Reserve chairman Alan Greenspan had warned about “irrational exuberance” in the stock market, but it took another four years before his warning came true. The phrase would be a hallmark for the first decade, not just in the bursting the dot-com bubble in 2000, but in the housing market collapse in 2007 and the stock market panic in 2008.

The New Economy meant a pink slip, a box to carry your stuff out of the office, and a humble phone call to ask if you could move back in with your parents till you got back on your feet. The thousands of stock options that would allow you to retire at thirty turned out to be worthless. The business cycle had conquered after all.






2 Dubya


The year 2000 marked many things: the supposed start of the new millennium, the Olympics, a leap year, and importantly for Americans, a presidential election. Bill Clinton, a charismatic but controversial Democrat, had been in the Oval Office for eight years, which coincided with the dot-com boom. It was said that his vice president, Al Gore, claimed to have invented the Internet when in fact it was really a Pentagon agency. This brought Gore widespread derision, even though he had said no such thing.

Every president elected since Bill Clinton has been known as a polarizing figure, but that is in part because of the increasing partisanship that poisoned the well of comity and good feelings that had existed since World War II. Americans became extremely polarized during the Vietnam War era, when the country sharply split over the war and nearly tore itself apart. The Watergate scandal created an enormous crisis of confidence and trust in the government, since President Richard Nixon had sabotaged a political opponent and subverted the constitution to get reelected in 1972. Still, politicians continued to act in a fairly bipartisan manner until the 1990s. The end of the era of good feelings in Congress coincided with the end of the Cold War.

Clinton badly stumbled in his first two years in the White House before hitting his stride. The result was a Republican Party takeover of Congress in 1994 led by Newt Gingrich, who turned the GOP into a hyper-partisan organization. Gingrich was only House Speaker for four years (1995–1998) before an ethics scandal sank him, but he forever changed the GOP into a party that shed its past as a mainstream, pro-trade, chamber of commerce party into a tribal organization geared more toward power. Four decades of Democratic dominance in Congress came to an end. With it came the rise of right-wing media like Fox News that was effectively a propaganda machine.

Clinton himself was certainly not innocent of partisanship or political shenanigans. He had an affair with a White House intern, which he lied about to the special counsel investigating him. The Gingrich-led House of Representatives impeached Clinton in 1998, a step that proved deeply unpopular to the nation. Clinton bounced back after the Senate failed to find him guilty, but the act of impeachment cemented Democrats and Republicans into their ideological corners. Impeachment is foremost a political act, and this backfired against Republicans who were scolded for prosecuting iniquity rather than illegality. “Partisan warfare had been the permanent condition of the 1990s,” observed author Steve Kornacki.1

It was against this highly charged partisan environment that the presidential campaign of 2000 began to take shape. George “Dubya” Bush, the governor of Texas and son of former president George H. W. Bush, emerged as the Republican frontrunner. Bush had an upset victory over Ann Richards in 1994, despite never having been elected to public office before, and served two terms as governor of the Lone Star State. He championed education reform, something that Texas was failing at badly at the time. He roped in Karl Rove to serve as his political architect, a man who would follow him to the White House. Bush was folksy and likeable, and his record as governor was bipartisan and practical. He ran for the presidency as a “compassionate conservative,” edging out Senator John McCain of Arizona, a Vietnam-era war hero and self-proclaimed maverick.

Dubya’s father was a New England Yankee with a patrician background who had volunteered at age seventeen to fly navy torpedo bombers against the Japanese in World War II. Later as president, he caught the flu and embarrassingly threw up in the Japanese prime minister’s lap. The elder Bush was a storied public servant. After making his fortune in oil, he served in Congress and was ambassador to the United Nations, headed the CIA, and was President Ronald Reagan’s vice president before becoming a one-term president himself in 1989. His presidency witnessed the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War.

George W. Bush was born in New Haven, Connecticut, in 1946. He grew up in Texas, where his voice took on its distinctive twang, but he was sent to his father’s elite schools, Andover and Yale, and later Harvard Business School. He was a mediocre student who had little interest in academics but much interest in people. Dubya became known for his smirk, a face he perfected as a youth. As an adult, he worked in the Texas oil industry and later bought the Texas Rangers baseball team. He married Laura Welch in 1977 and had twin daughters, named after their grandmothers.

Bush’s Democratic opponent was Vice President Al Gore. “It looked like he had been running for president his entire life,” Bush observed.2 Gore was known for his wooden façade. He had a penchant for telling fables and stories, falsehoods that were easily fact-checked—especially now that we had the Internet at our fingertips. Gore’s honesty became an issue on the campaign trail, and he ran an inept campaign, choosing not to harness President Clinton’s popularity. Gore picked Connecticut senator Joe Lieberman as his running mate.

George Bush asked Dick Cheney, former Wyoming congressman, secretary of defense, and power player in several Republican administrations, to head the vice presidential search committee. Bush ended up picking Cheney to be his running mate. Cheney had plenty of political expertise, and both men had worked in the oil industry. (Cheney was the CEO of Halliburton, which counts oil and gas as its foundation.) He had heart issues, so there were concerns over his health.

American presidential campaigns are endless and exhausting, often lasting eighteen months and sometimes longer. The 2000 election was no different. Gore often vaulted ahead of Bush in the polls, but then Gore would state something that undermined his credibility. The election was ultimately Gore’s to lose: the Clinton years had been good to the country. And then five days before the November election, the story broke of Bush’s 1976 DWI in Maine. It nearly derailed his candidacy.

Election Day arrived, November 7. Most people were just glad it was finally over. As the state polls closed and reported their results, network television began coloring Republican-voting states red, and Democrat-voting states blue on election maps. This was used for the first time in the 2000 election, and these states became known as Red States and Blue States (and sometimes Purple States if they were narrowly divided).3 However, pollster John Zogby believed the Red State/Blue State divide was artificial. He found instead a more reliable gauge for the divide: conservatives were much more likely to shop at Walmart than liberals.4

Florida became the decisive battleground. The Sunshine State was too close to call, and it was marked by controversy: some precincts still used old-fashioned paper ballots that required the voter to punch a small hole in their ballot choice. The small bit of paper did not always separate from the ballot (a phenomenon known as a “hanging chad”), and some voters were confused by the ballot layouts.

When it seemed that Florida finally settled on Bush, the vice president called the governor to concede the election. But as news came in about the hanging chads, Gore took an unusual step: he withdrew his concession and demanded a Florida recount. Thus began a thirty-six-day process that wound its way from the Sunshine State up to the U.S. Supreme Court with bitterness and rancor on both sides. Karl Rove, Bush’s political strategist, called it the “thirty-six days of political hell.” The Supreme Court decided the case Bush v. Gore on December 12 on a 5–4 decision to allow the Florida election results to stand. Bush had narrowly won the state, and thus won the presidential election.5

Al Gore won the national popular vote by about a half-million votes; however, George Bush won the electoral college by a single vote. The left-wing Green Party’s Ralph Nader had served as the election spoiler. The nearly 100,000 people who voted for him in Florida, who presumably would have voted for Gore had Nader not been on the ballot, probably would have put Gore over the top in Florida—and thus cost Gore the presidential election.

Although partisanship was nothing new, the presidential election results rankled Democrats. The Supreme Court had intervened, Democrats angrily claimed, to make George Bush president. Bush admitted that the Democrats “never got over the 2000 election and were determined not to cooperate with me,” but also acknowledged, “no doubt I bear some of the responsibility as well.”6

Donald Trump Runs for Office

A long-overlooked episode from the 2000 election was that brash New York real estate developer and media celebrity Donald Trump briefly ran for the presidency on the Reform Party ticket. His party rival was Pat Buchanan, a deeply conservative populist with isolationist views. Trump denounced Buchanan on television: “He’s a Hitler lover. I guess he’s an anti-Semite. He doesn’t like the blacks, he doesn’t like the gays.” He added: “It’s just incredible that anybody could embrace this guy. And maybe he’ll get four or five percent of the vote, and it’ll be a really staunch right wacko vote. I’m not even sure if it’s right. It’s just a wacko vote. And I just can’t imagine that anybody can take him seriously.”7

Trump published the iconic book The Art of the Deal (1987), followed by The Art of the Comeback in 1997 after facing four bankruptcies, The America We Deserve for his 2000 presidential run as a Reform Party candidate, and finally 2004’s How to Get Rich. Trump positioned himself as a self-made man, though he had inherited hundreds of millions from his real estate developer father, Fred Trump. He and his siblings had siphoned off most of their father’s estate, thus evading a half-billion dollars in estate taxes when Fred died in 1999.8 Trump had talked his way onto the Forbes 400 list of richest Americans in 1984 by leveraging his father’s assets and boosted his public profile by praising himself in interviews with media outlets as the fictional representative “John Barron.” As his casinos went bankrupt, Trump used intimidation to silence reporters who were investigating his business.9

Trump walked away from his Reform Party campaign with an op-ed in the New York Times: “I felt confident that my argument that America was being ripped off by our major trade partners and that it was time for tougher trade negotiations would have resonance in a race against the two Ivy League contenders,” George W. Bush and Al Gore. “I leave the Reform Party to David Duke, Pat Buchanan and Lenora Fulani. That is not company I wish to keep.” (Earlier in the week he had publicly stated, “So the Reform Party now includes a Klansman, Mr. Duke, a neo-Nazi, Mr. Buchanan, and a communist, Ms. Fulani. This is not company I wish to keep.”)

Trump concluded, “I had enormous fun thinking about a presidential candidacy and count it as one of my great life experiences. Although I must admit that it still doesn’t compare with completing one of the great skyscrapers of Manhattan, I cannot rule out another bid for the presidency in 2004.” Or as it turned out in 2012 and 2016.10

Bush as President

George W. Bush was sworn in as the nation’s forty-third president on January 20, 2001. He entered the presidency during the bursting of one financial bubble, and left office eight years later at the collapse of a far greater one. This was an unfortunate coincidence of history, and neither were his fault. Both were speculative bubbles in the free market that collapsed and turned this into a lost decade.

After the drawn-out election saga, Bush promised to be a “uniter, not a divider.” His track record would prove iffy on that, as he repeatedly took steps to appease his conservative political base, rather than consider what the broader country wanted. His base wanted tax cuts, a hawkish foreign policy, and a stance in the nation’s culture wars to oppose abortion and gay marriage. He called himself “the decider” for his skill at making prompt, decisive decisions. Bush was not given to self-reflection or ruminating. He slept well every night.11

Bush was never a gifted public speaker—few will remember his speeches like those of Lincoln, FDR, Kennedy, or Reagan. But he was a decent man with a strong moral compass, warm, good-humored, and self-deprecating, and at times corny. With his folksy charm and Texas twang—he was fond of saying “nucular” instead of nuclear—liberals thought him dim-witted. That certainly was not the case. He was a devoted reader who could devour a book before bedtime, and after his presidency took up painting. Donald Rumsfeld captured this sentiment best:


Presidents are often caricatured in ways that belie their true qualities. In the case of George W. Bush, he was a far more formidable president than his popular image, which was of a somewhat awkward and less than articulate man. That image was shaped by critics and by satirists, but also by his aw-shucks public personality and his periodic self-deprecation, which he engaged in even in private. His willingness to laugh at himself—and especially to poke at his occasional unsuccessful wrestling bouts with the English language—was a sign of inner comfort and confidence. Bush used humor to ease underlying tensions and was effective at it.12



James Comey, who served as deputy attorney general, witnessed the other side of Bush’s sense of humor and teasing. “President Bush had a good sense of humor, but often at other people’s expense,” he wrote. “He teased people in a slightly edgy way, which seemed to betray some insecurity in his personality. His teasing was used as a way to ensure that the hierarchy in his relationship with others was understood.”13

Bush was also gaffe-prone and at times a little too informal. He gave a very awkward back-rub in public to German chancellor Angela Merkel in 2006. For the four hundredth anniversary of the Jamestown settlement in 2007, Britain’s Queen Elizabeth II visited the United States and Bush hosted a state dinner at the White House. He accidentally added two hundred years to her age (she was eighty-one), and she quipped, “I wonder whether I should start this toast by saying, ‘When I was here in 1776 …’ ” The room erupted in laughter.14

The president may have seemed unsophisticated, but he wasn’t. “With Bush, appearances were frequently deceiving,” noted biographer James Mann. “He styled himself as a common man and tough-talking Texan, yet he came from a world of wealth, private schooling, and privilege. He was among the most unpopular of U.S. presidents, reviled by millions of Americans, yet those who met him in person usually found him to be likable and charming. He was caricatured as stupid, an impression furthered by his many malapropisms, yet those who worked with or for him often reported him to be surprisingly canny.”15

The modern executive branch is enormous, and the president makes thousands of political appointments to government positions, starting at the top with his or her cabinet. Bush had made an unusual selection for running mate: Dick Cheney, who had represented Wyoming in Congress, not exactly a populous state. Cheney was, however, the ultimate insider—he knew how the federal government worked. Bush had no experience at the federal level. “The problem was that Cheney was light-years to the right of Bush,” noted Bush biographer Jean Edward Smith. Bush delegated many special projects to him with little oversight, and the administration was pulled to the right. He also became more partisan than his time as governor of Texas.16

Cheney was bald and unsmiling, a stone-faced mandarin who didn’t like explaining himself to the public, and he was a powerful insider who could outmaneuver most people inside the administration. He was soft-spoken and a listener, but also had the president’s ear. When former vice president Dan Quayle tried to coach Cheney on the VP’s role, Cheney made it clear he had broken the mold: “I have a different understanding with the president.” The Secret Service code-named him Angler for his love of fly-fishing.17

There was another unusual factor about Cheney: he was a vice president who did not want his boss’s job. He wrote in his memoir, “I made clear early on that I would not be running for president myself in four or eight years.”18 He added:


From day one George Bush made clear he wanted me to help govern. He had given a tremendous amount of thought, time, and attention to the issue of what his vice president would do. To the extent that this created a unique arrangement in our history, with a vice president playing a significant role in the key policy issues of the day, it was George Bush’s arrangement.19



Cheney was perhaps the most powerful vice president in American history. He admittedly limited the press’s access to him, which made him seem secretive. Cheney wrote, “It became something of a journalistic sport during my time in office to portray me as the all-powerful vice president.” History may judge the man harshly for his secrecy, bureaucratic maneuvering, and promotion of legally dubious policies during the War on Terror.20

“Dick didn’t care much about his image—which I liked—but that allowed the caricatures to stick,” noted Bush in his memoir. “One myth was that Dick was actually running the White House. Everyone inside the building, including the vice president, knew that was not true. But the impression was out there.” Bush was not Cheney’s puppet—not by a longshot.21

Cheney’s biographer, Barton Gellman, noted that, “He styled himself no more than an adviser to Bush, but unlike every other adviser, he did not serve at the pleasure of the president,” as Cheney was an elected official, just as the president was.22 For example, he steered his own policy on global warming, contrary to the president’s—and eventually pulled the president to his side. In the first months of the Bush administration, Cheney had chaired a secret energy task force. He refused to discuss the decisions the task force made, which in turn drew controversy, since Cheney came from the energy industry and many worried what he might have given away to Big Oil.

Cheney knew he wasn’t politically popular, but he didn’t care. He was there to serve the president and expand executive powers. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld wrote about his friend: “The combination of keeping his opinions to himself, and yet being influential, gave Cheney an air of mystery. And for people who concluded that they did not like the substance of his views—or concluded they did not like the views attributed to him by others—this could make him seem to be a negative influence.”23

The vice president was always loyal to Bush. He was more of a hawk than the president, and would have acted more aggressively, yet always backed the president despite his private beliefs. Gellman concluded about Dick Cheney, “He did not defy the commander in chief, but he certainly did not always wait for orders.”24

Cheney’s closest ally within the administration was Donald Rumsfeld. They were longtime friends who had served in Republican administrations since the 1970s. Rumsfeld was secretary of defense under President Gerald Ford. As Bush’s secretary of defense, Rumsfeld came in to transform the Pentagon, which was still oriented toward a Cold War footing with heavy armor and heavy divisions. He often wore a disbelieving scowl on his face, and carried an acerbic, combative streak when he faced off with reporters. He was a man who asked deep, probing questions, but who seemed irritated when the same was done to him. Rumsfeld biographer Bradley Graham called him the “master of the tart zinger.”25 Richard Haass of the State Department described Rumsfeld as the “confident college wrestler, one who specializes at probes designed to keep others off balance. He did it by asking questions and more often than not by introducing issues that pushed the conversation in unintended directions.” Rumsfeld earned a reputation for ruthless territoriality, an alpha dog in the cabinet who micromanaged his staff—which he constantly kept off balance with his endless memos and questions known as “snowflakes.” He wasn’t a Let’s work together to solve this problem kind of leader. It was not long before his relationship with Secretary of State Colin Powell became dysfunctional, and he never got along with National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice.26

One of Rumsfeld’s more famous remarks was about the mind-bending knowns and unknowns. He spelled this this out in his memoir: “Reports that say something hasn’t happened are always interesting to me because as we know, there are known knowns: there are things we know we know. We also know there are known unknowns: that is to say we know there are some things [we know] we do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns—the ones we don’t know we don’t know.” This was the Rumsfeld intellect that drove many a Pentagon staffer to their wit’s end.27

Bush recruited Colin Powell to be his first secretary of state. Powell was by far the most popular person in Bush’s cabinet and the most esteemed African American in the country at the time. He had served as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff during the 1991 Persian Gulf War that liberated Kuwait from Iraq, and before that as National Security Advisor. The former soldier was popular for his long service to the country, his humility and decency, and his leadership skills. He had a compelling story, being the son of Jamaican immigrants who rose through the ranks to become a four-star general. In many ways Powell was an outlier in the Bush administration, having served in wartime and cautioned against war as a solution. The Bush administration had many hawks who viewed military intervention as a viable option for many of the world’s problems.

For his attorney general, Bush named John Ashcroft, who was popular among evangelicals for his deep faith, but controversial in much of the country. Ashcroft was a former Missouri senator who had lost his reelection bid and was thus available. He was teased on The David Letterman Show about being photographed in front of a statue of Justice—a statue whose breast was uncovered. Up went a curtain before the statue the next day. The curtain hid Justice for the rest of Ashcroft’s term, which was perhaps an apt metaphor for how far the Bush administration stretched the boundaries of law during the War on Terror.



From the moment he was sworn in, Bush governed as if he had a landslide mandate, when in fact he had lost the popular vote in the election. But he boldly moved forward with a domestic agenda around education reform and tax cuts. He quickly saw success in both areas.

As governor, Bush had reformed Texas’s failing schools, and he intended to do the same nationally. Bush bucked the GOP, which wanted to steer clear of education. He allied with liberal senator Ted Kennedy of Massachusetts, a younger brother of JFK. Within months Congress had passed the education reform bill known as the No Child Left Behind Act with strong bipartisan support. There was one immediate political consequence to the new law: when Bush refused to add additional funding for special education, Senator Jim Jeffords of Vermont abandoned the Republican Party in May 2001, shifting control of the Senate to the Democrats. This proved temporary, as Republicans recaptured the chamber in 2002.

The United States began the decade with a budgetary surplus—$237 billion—for the first time in three decades, thanks to the peace dividend at the end of the Cold War and rising employee productivity. It looked like the national debt would be paid off within a few years, a good thing given that the vast Baby Boom generation was getting older, everyday getting closer to the Medicare and Social Security entitlements that were promised them.

Bush inherited this rare federal surplus, but rather than pay down the national debt, he decided to return it to the taxpayers. This was standard Republican ideology: there was no problem that couldn’t be solved by cutting taxes. Bush pushed for a supply-side tax cut, a mantra from the Ronald Reagan era, though it made little economic sense. The reality was simpler: some wealthy people didn’t want to pay taxes for services that didn’t benefit them, though taxes are the cost of what makes a society function. The Republican Party had increasingly viewed taxes as anathema, and were driven ideologically to oppose any tax increases, even if that made for bad fiscal policy. It had become a litmus test for Republican candidates: taxes could only go in one direction—down. Some ideologues even championed the idea of “starving the beast,” that is, if federal revenue could be slashed, the government would be forced to downsize to its small, pre–New Deal size.

Bush’s proposed $1.6 trillion tax cut went before Congress. He convinced numerous conservative Democrats to support the measure, though they whittled the cost down to an estimated $1.35 trillion over a decade. Federal Reserve chair Alan Greenspan endorsed the measure. Congress approved the 2001 tax cut and Bush signed it into law. And just like that, the budget surplus evaporated. Federal revenues fell into deficit as the stock market continued to fall in the wake of the dot-com collapse (the S&P 500 fell 20 percent in the first nine months of 2001), but federal spending continued apace. The economy was in recession, which would have wiped out the surplus anyway, but the tax cuts magnified the deficit. The Federal Reserve responded to the recession by lowering interest rates all the way down to 1 percent.28

The tax cut also reduced the estate tax, implemented after the Gilded Age to prevent the national wealth from accumulating in just a handful of families. Republicans framed the estate tax as the “death tax,” a remarkable public relations coup in that they made the tax into a populist cause, though only the very rich were impacted by it. The estate tax was cut through 2010, then it was to revert to its full tax. The administration hoped to make the tax cut permanent, but first had to demonstrate that the budget would eventually be balanced. (It never was.)

Bush’s second tax cut passed Congress in May 2003 as the Iraq War was unfolding. It is unusual to cut taxes during war when expenditures rise so much, but that is what Bush did. His 2003 tax cut was smaller, but it especially favored the wealthy with a cut to capital gains and dividends taxes to 15 percent. The wealthy made most of their money from their investments, rather than from salaries, and Bush had just significantly reduced their taxes. The rich could now have a lower de facto tax rate than many working Americans. This tax cut in particular widened inequality and worsened the federal budget deficit. The billionaire investor Warren Buffett famously remarked in 2006, “There’s class warfare, all right, but it’s my class, the rich class, that’s making war, and we’re winning.”29

If tax cuts fuel growth, then why did the American economy do so poorly after the Bush tax cuts? One would think all that extra income would have led to increased investment and many more jobs, but it did not. Instead, CEOs automated assembly lines, created jobs in China and India, offshored American talent, then rewarded themselves with big stock option grants for improving their company’s profitability. The supply-side, trickle-down effect didn’t work.30

The Bush tax cuts may have been ideologically beneficial to the political right, but they failed as economic policy. They did not stimulate the economy or foster new jobs. The country stagnated economically, with worker pay barely keeping even over the course of the decade. The biggest impact was on mounting deficits. The federal government cut its ability to raise revenue, even while it entered into three expensive wars (Afghanistan, Iraq, and the War on Terror) and contended with an aging population that demanded services. These things had to be paid for somehow.

In late 2003, Bush seized on a traditional Democratic program and made political hay: he convinced Congress to pass a prescription drug benefit for Medicare recipients, a crucial demographic of senior citizens, who are more likely to vote. Congress had no way of paying for it, as raising taxes was anathema to the GOP. They simply added it to the federal deficit. And it gave proof that George W. Bush was a big-government conservative.

Always a deficit hawk, Alan Greenspan pointed out that President Bush did not exercise a veto once in his first six years in office. This signaled profligacy. “To my mind, Bush’s collaborate-don’t-confront approach was a major mistake—it cost the nation a check-and-balance mechanism essential to fiscal discipline,” Greenspan wrote. But deficit-fighting wasn’t on the Bush White House’s agenda. Dick Cheney said, “Reagan proved that deficits don’t matter.”31

No presidential administration within living memory was as politicized as the Bush administration. Ideology and party loyalty were more important than competency. While this may be fair under winner-take-all politics, it doesn’t make for good government. The result, as we shall see, was disastrous with the federal response to Hurricane Katrina in 2005.

This politicization became all too apparent in the Justice Department. Conservatives feared they were losing the culture wars to liberal judges, so the White House set about recasting the judiciary with more conservative jurists. The Bush administration worked diligently to reshape the federal courts, appointing conservatives to appeals court positions until the system was heavily weighted. As many judiciary positions are lifetime appointments, it was a way to imprint a permanent conservative face on government.

Bush replaced two conservative Supreme Court justices in 2005, one of them a swing voter, Sandra Day O’Connor, the first woman to serve on the court. O’Connor announced her retirement and Bush appointed John Roberts to replace her. And then unexpectedly, Chief Justice William Rehnquist died. Bush shifted Roberts over to the chief justice position, and now had to find a second replacement for O’Connor. On an impulse, he nominated his personal counsel, Harriet Miers, who had no experience as a judge. Even the right cringed over this. It was one of Bush’s few misfires. After Miers came under fierce criticism, she politely stepped aside, allowing Bush to appoint Samuel Alito to the bench.

In December 2006, Bush’s second attorney general, Alberto Gonzales, fired seven United States attorneys and two others after they were determined not to be conservative enough. He came under a firestorm of protest and was hauled before Congress. Gonzales seriously waffled in his testimony. The damage was done, and he had to go. Gonzales and a dozen aides resigned under a cloud in 2007.32

In 2008, the Justice Department’s inspector general’s office revealed the extent that political appointees had illegally screened career applicants for positions under Gonzales. These jobs weren’t political appointments, but rather career positions that the law required be selected on a nonpartisan basis. DOJ political appointee Monica Goodling screened out applicants, no matter how good their credentials, if they showed any liberal bias, such as by asking their opinion about abortion or same-sex marriage. Again, ideology trumped competency. The report also revealed that Gonzales’s chief of staff, Kyle Sampson, had likewise politicized the process of hiring up to forty immigration judges.33

Protecting the environment had become a grassroots issue to Americans across the political spectrum, but the Bush administration sought to undermine environmental policies not by writing new laws, but rather in changing how they were enforced. This was especially apparent within the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). Bush’s allies in the energy industry wanted less stringent enforcement of the Clean Air Act, such as curtailing the states’ ability to set more stringent pollution requirements, as it would cost them more money to produce clean energy. However, a series of court challenges by environmentalists rejected the administration’s reinterpretation of the laws. The Supreme Court ruled in 2007 (Massachusetts v. EPA) that greenhouse gases were a pollutant under the Clean Air Act, and therefore the government had to regulate it.

Bush had acknowledged during the 2000 campaign that greenhouse gas emissions were warming the planet and that the U.S. needed to chart a fossil fuel–free future. However, once he entered the Oval Office he backtracked. Bush rejected the Kyoto Protocol, a 1997 international agreement to reduce green gas emissions. The fossil fuels industry were key Republican donors who stalled for time, even in the face of overwhelming scientific evidence, knowing that any action to fight climate change might be expensive or hurt the interests of their industry. Bush didn’t become a climate-change denier, but he fell silent on the issue until near the end of his presidency, and he never put forth a plan for a carbon-neutral economy.



As a born-again Christian, President Bush was close to the evangelical community, and they were an important part of his political base. He established what he called faith-based initiatives, social programs run through churches that were funded by federal dollars, which awkwardly blurred the line separating church and state. The values voters of the religious right focused on social issues, such as abortion, gay marriage, and the divorce rate, rather than bread-and-butter economic issues.

One of the key demands from religious conservatives was to ban or limit abortion. They wanted to restack the Supreme Court with conservatives to overturn the controversial 1973 decision Roe v. Wade that legalized national abortion. This was their holy grail. Women getting abortions tended to be lower income and minority women who could not afford a child. According to the Centers for Disease Control, the number of abortions performed declined from 857,475 in 2000 to 765,651 in 2010, and the trend continued downward. This was for a number of reasons, including education and access to contraception, such as the morning-after pill and RU-486, the so-called abortion pill.34

The religious right also believed that sex should be limited to marriage. It often opposed sex education in public schools, believing it promoted promiscuity, rather than arming students with the knowledge to make effective life choices. Abstinence was their only message. They believed that sex education should be taught at home by the parents, rather than by schools. The problem was, parents had proved terrible at providing sex education at home. No parent in this world has ever relished having a conversation with their child about sex—and children are mortified at having to discuss sex and their changing bodies with their parents. Most of society agreed: leave sex education to the education experts.

In order to appease its conservative Christian base, however, the Bush administration pushed abstinence-only sex education. Over time, the abstinence education movement was discredited as states moved away from federally funded abstinence programs. Independent studies of federal data showed that teenagers were not abstaining from sex, even if they had pledged to abstain until marriage. Instead, teenagers who had pledged to abstain had sex just as much as teenagers who had not pledged—and worse, they were far more likely to have unprotected sex, get pregnant, or contract a sexually transmitted infection (STI). The U.S. had the highest rate of teenaged pregnancies in the industrialized world.35

Even though the majority of Americans were Christian, the country continued its increasingly pluralistic streak. Americans modified their language, for example, by wishing others “Happy Holidays” instead of “Merry Christmas.” The generic term holidays took over, such as “I went to Charleston for the holidays,” as Americans gained a greater appreciation that the person they were speaking with might not share the same faith. Some called that being politically correct, while others said it was being culturally sensitive. Others angrily called it a “War on Christmas.”

Another cultural debate emerged in the 1990s with the intelligent design, or ID, movement. It was the latest battle in a culture war that had gone on at least since the Scopes Trial of 1925 between fundamentalists who believed the Biblical creation story was literally true, and Darwinian evolutionists who had the weight of science behind them. ID believed that life forms were so complex that some higher being must have designed it. It attempted to repackage creationism into a more secular package in the hopes that it could be taught in public schools, at least alongside the prevailing theory of evolution. President Bush believed both ID and evolution should be taught in schools.

Conservative columnist Charles Krauthammer denounced this kind of thinking. “Let’s be clear. Intelligent design may be interesting as theology, but as science it is a fraud.”36 ID was simply Creationism Lite. Journalist Ray Suarez noted poignantly in The Holy Vote, “The same Americans who throng school board meetings demanding religious instruction cannot, by a vast majority, even recite the Ten Commandments.”37

A court battle fairly silenced the nationwide debate over intelligent design. In 2004, the school board of Dover, Pennsylvania—a heavily Republican suburb of Harrisburg—became the first school district to require ninth grade biology teachers to teach ID. School board members acknowledged that they supported the concept of Young Earth creationism, an idea that the earth was only around six thousand years old. Eleven parents filed a lawsuit against the school board, and voters evicted eight of the nine school board members, replacing them with a board that supported evolution. Meanwhile, the lawsuit continued, and U.S. District Judge John E. Jones III struck down intelligent design teaching in no uncertain terms in December 2005. “The overwhelming evidence is that Intelligent Design is a religious view, a mere re-labeling of creationism and not a scientific theory,” he wrote.38

The religious right had swung solidly behind George W. Bush, only to find it did not fully get what it desired in the way of public policy. Roe v. Wade was not overturned. ID was trashed in court. Although Bush governed as a “compassionate conservative,” many religious conservatives saw him as a moderate. They grew disgruntled and channeled their disappointment into a new movement at the end of the decade, the Tea Party. Much of the country distrusted or simply tired of the evangelicals’ uncompromising worldview, and other evangelicals rose from across the political spectrum to assert that the religious right did not speak for all of God’s children.

Such were the major accomplishments and debates around the first years of the Bush administration. Dubya had expected to focus on domestic issues, and he had little foreign policy experience, but all that changed on a beautiful September morning in 2001.






3 9/11


September 11, 2001, was the most unbelievably beautiful day. The sun came up to warm the day into the low 70s across the mid-Atlantic states. There wasn’t a touch of humidity in the air. It was the kind of day you opened up the windows to let the fresh morning air in. But within hours, the air was filled with smoke, terror filled the sky, and the nation stood aghast, for nineteen Arabic men had evil designs for this day.

Two jihadists from the al-Qaeda terrorist organization, Abdulaziz al-Omari and ringleader Mohamed Atta, set out that morning from the airport in Portland, Maine, where security was less stringent. They flew to Boston’s Logan International Airport, where they joined three other terrorists and boarded American Airlines Flight 11. Another five terrorists boarded United Airlines Flight 175 in Boston.

At Dulles International Airport outside Washington, D.C., five terrorists boarded American Airlines Flight 77. In Newark, New Jersey, four terrorists boarded United Airlines Flight 93. All four airplanes were intercontinental Boeing 757 or 767s, and all were bound for Los Angeles or San Francisco. They were loaded with fuel to make the long-distance flight. The terrorists knew these planes were large enough to bring down a building, and with their fuel reserves they would burn all that much more intensely. The terrorists intended to turn the airplanes into fuel-filled missiles.

The al-Qaeda operatives sat in business class where they could be close to the cockpit. Once aloft, the terrorists stabbed airplane crew members with box cutters and stormed the cockpits, killing the pilot and copilot and taking over the controls. Trained at U.S. flight schools, they shut off the transponders and redirected the planes to their prearranged targets. The two Boston-based planes veered for New York City, aiming for the World Trade Center near the foot of Manhattan.

The World Trade Center was famous for its Twin Towers, two 110-story buildings that towered 1,350 feet above the city. About 50,000 people worked in the two buildings. The al-Qaeda terrorists intended to kill as many of these people as possible in a massive strike against the United States.

At 8:46 A.M., American Airlines 11, piloted by Mohamed Atta, crashed into the North Tower of the World Trade Center. At first there was great confusion in the media, as many people thought a commuter plane had accidentally crashed into the building. But there was no mistaking what happened seventeen minutes later, when United 175 struck the South Tower. This was caught on live television. When the plane hit, the top third of the building erupted in an enormous fireball. Hundreds of people were killed instantly, just like at the North Tower. It suddenly became clear that the nation was under attack.1

Aboard American 77, Solicitor General Ted Olson’s wife Barbara called him from the flight to tell him that they had been hijacked. That flight had reached airspace over Ohio when the terrorists took control, turned the plane around and roared back toward the nation’s capital. The terrorist pilot circled once over Washington to reduce his altitude, then followed Interstate 95 to the Pentagon, slamming the plane into the building’s southwest face at 9:38 A.M., killing 184 people.

The fourth aircraft, United Airlines Flight 93 out of Newark, was delayed by heavy airport traffic. Aboard were seven crew members, thirty-three passengers, along with four hijackers. The terrorists had planned for all four planes to take off within a twenty-five-minute window. The delay had a major impact on the passengers: once they were hijacked, they started making phone calls from the plane and learned that three other planes had crashed into targets. They bravely took action, deciding to attack the hijackers.

As the passengers prepared to fight back, one of them, Todd Beamer, said—recorded over a telephone conversation—“Let’s roll.” Their assault on the cockpit finally resulted in the terrorist at the helm pitching the plane on its back and down, plowing into a field in Shanksville, Pennsylvania. The plane was probably targeted at the U.S. Capitol or White House. The bravery of the passengers and crew had saved possibly hundreds or even thousands of lives.2

The Air Force scrambled fighter planes to protect the cities. F-15s took off from Otis Air Force Base on Cape Cod, as well as fighters from Langley Air Force Base in Virginia. Vice President Dick Cheney, who had been moved to a secure location near the White House, gave the order for the fighters to shoot down any hijacked plane; however, the fighters were too far away to reach any of the planes.3

Hundreds of workers were trapped in the Twin Towers above where the planes had struck. They couldn’t evacuate: the heat below them was too intense, and most, if not all, of the fire escapes were destroyed. Television cameras recorded a number of people poking out of windows, trying to breathe through the stifling heat. Eventually the heat and smoke grew so intense that some did the only thing they could do: they jumped. It was reminiscent of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire in 1911 when burning workers leaped to their deaths as onlookers looked on helplessly—in this case, an entire nation on television. The sight of watching people jump to their deaths as the lesser of two evils was heartbreaking.

What probably saved more people than anything was the fact that the first plane hit the North Tower fairly high in the building, and that the attacks struck during the rush hour, before the World Trade Center was fully staffed. Many employees were still commuting to work. Of the 50,000 people who worked at the center, the 9/11 Commission estimated that 16,400 to 18,800 were actually in the WTC when the first plane struck at 8:46 A.M. For those already in the complex, New York’s Fire Department (FDNY), Police Department (NYPD), and Port Authority Police Department (PAPD) worked feverishly to evacuate people from the burning buildings. The first responders had quickly arrived to help in the chaos. As workers scrambled out of the buildings, police and firemen climbed upward into the Twin Towers to evacuate people.4

Then the unthinkable happened. The South Tower collapsed, fifty-six minutes after being hit. It was the second building struck, but lower in the building than the North Tower, and the intense heat from the burning jet fuel had so weakened the structure that the floors above began to pancake downward, one after the next, until the entire building collapsed in a huge cloud of smoke, steel, and concrete. Television cameras caught it live as the collapse created a tornado of dust that enveloped lower Manhattan.

Twenty-nine minutes later, the North Tower collapsed at 10:28 A.M. The huge antenna atop the building seemed to keel over as the building fell under its own burning weight. It soon disappeared in a huge cloud of dust and smoke like its sister. The finance company Cantor Fitzgerald was nearly wiped out. It lost 658 employees in the North Tower, more than any other company that day.

The day became known as 9/11. It was a day of unspeakable tragedy but also remarkable human courage. “On September 11, the nation suffered the largest loss of life—2,973—on its soil as a result of hostile attack in its history,” concluded the 9/11 Commission, a bipartisan group that investigated the attack. More people died on 9/11 than died at Pearl Harbor. A significant proportion of the casualties were first responders—firefighters and police—who had rushed into the Twin Towers to help evacuate people once the World Trade Center was hit. “The FDNY suffered 343 fatalities—the largest loss of life of any emergency response agency in history,” the commission noted. “The PAPD suffered 37 fatalities—the largest loss of life of any police force in history. The NYPD suffered 23 fatalities—the second largest loss of life of any police force in history, exceeded only by the number of PAPD officers lost the same day.” Americans gained a new appreciation for first responders.5

The Federal Aviation Administration ordered all flights over the country to land immediately. Some 4,500 planes landed at the closest airport they could find. The nation’s skies were shut down. Travelers were stranded for days.

Since the start of the communications revolution that enabled nearly instant sharing of information through radio, television, and the Internet, people have been able to learn about important events in real time. An earlier generation could tell you exactly where they were when they learned that Pearl Harbor had been bombed on December 7, 1941. The same thing for President John F. Kennedy’s assassination in 1963, or when the space shuttle Challenger blew up after takeoff in 1986. A similar moment impacted American society on September 11, 2001, which was the defining moment of the decade.

Telephone lines that day were swamped with people calling home or calling friends in the affected cities. Offices emptied out as employees scrambled home, lest their buildings be attacked like the World Trade Center. The subways were closed in New York and Washington, D.C. Workers were left stranded, and many of them had to walk all the way home. In any case, most Americans stopped working that day—and the next day and the day after that, as they were glued to their televisions, watching the crisis unfold as they tried to fathom what had happened. And everyone asked, Who did this, and why do they hate us?

The Pentagon reopened the day after 9/11, even though it still burned for days. The damage to the infrastructure of lower Manhattan was so severe that the New York Stock Exchange shut down for the rest of the week. The collapse of the Twin Towers had heavily damaged the surrounding buildings. Most of the area would have to be rebuilt. A new phrase entered the nation’s lexicon: Ground Zero. It began as a phrase to indicate where the Twin Towers fell—the hallowed ground where so many died.

President Bush had started the day in Sarasota, Florida, where he was visiting an elementary school. The Secret Service quickly pushed him onto Air Force One headed for Louisiana, then on to Nebraska, before Bush insisted on returning to Washington, D.C. Two hours after touching down at Andrews Air Force Base, Bush addressed the nation from the Oval Office at 8:30 P.M. “Our way of life, our very freedom came under attack in a series of deliberate terrorist acts,” he stated. “Terrorist attacks can shake the foundations of our biggest buildings, but they cannot touch the foundation of America.” Bush ordered the intelligence and law enforcement communities “to find those responsible and to bring them to justice. We will make no distinction between the terrorists who committed these acts and those who harbor them.” Though the perpetrators, al-Qaeda, were not mentioned, the message was clearly targeted at the Taliban, the Islamic fundamentalist movement that hosted al-Qaeda in Afghanistan.6

So began the War on Terror, an undeclared war that would have an indeterminate—and possibly no—end.

Who Was Al-Qaeda?

We can trace the beginnings of Arabic resentment toward the West to the end of World War I in 1918. The Arabs had been promised self-determination from the collapsing Ottoman Empire, but instead France and Great Britain drew the borders of the modern Middle East and won League of Nations mandates to govern them, in part because oil had been discovered in Mesopotamia. It was colonialism by another name. The creation of the State of Israel in 1948 in Palestine, a British-controlled mandate, drove further resentment. Radical Islamists built a hateful ideology that stoked Arabic anger. While a large number of groups could be considered Islamists, such as the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, none quite captured the world’s attention as al-Qaeda.

Osama bin Laden, the son of a wealthy Yemeni-born Saudi developer, founded al-Qaeda in 1988 to fight against the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. Once the Soviets withdrew from that country, he turned his sights toward the United States. The U.S. had increased its presence in the Persian Gulf region toward the end of the Cold War to counter the Soviet Union and revolutionary Iran. After the Gulf War liberated Kuwait from Iraq in 1991, some American armed forces remained in Saudi Arabia to patrol the no-fly zone over Iraq. Bin Laden resented this, believing that Saudi soil was sacred and that American forces were infidels.

After being expelled from Saudi Arabia, bin Laden took refuge in Sudan in 1992, where he directed and financed terrorism operations around the world with his group, al-Qaeda (meaning the base or foundation in Arabic). His goal was a radical form of Islam that would reestablish a caliphate and force the world to convert. The 9/11 Commission reported, “The extreme Islamist version of history blames the decline from Islam’s golden age on the rulers and people who turned away from the true path of their religion, thereby leaving Islam vulnerable to encroaching foreign powers to steal their land, wealth, and even their souls.” Al-Qaeda had a litany of grievances against the United States.7

In 1993, al-Qaeda bombed the World Trade Center parking garage. This was a tempting target, and they would hit it again. Three years later, bin Laden moved his operations to Afghanistan at the invitation of the Taliban, an extreme Islamist militia that had seized control of the country. There he began strengthening al-Qaeda and trained 10,000–20,000 terrorists in his camps for jihad, or holy war. Two years later, bin Laden and his Egyptian lieutenant Aymin al-Zawahiri issued a fatwa, an Islamic religious pronouncement, effectively declaring war against the United States and saying that jihad was every Muslim’s duty. Neither bin Laden nor al-Zawahiri were clerics, nor did either have the religious authority to issue such pronouncements.8

It is difficult to believe that any just god would reward mass murder, but such is what the jihadists believed. The 9/11 Commission noted that al-Qaeda’s “purpose is to rid the world of religious and political pluralism, the plebiscite, and equal rights for women. It makes no distinction between military and civilian targets. Collateral damage is not in its lexicon.”9

On August 7, 1998, not long after issuing the fatwa, al-Qaeda exploded two massive truck bombs at the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, killing hundreds of innocents. Just before the turn of the century, a terrorist cell was uncovered, thanks to alert U.S. Customs agents near Vancouver, Canada, that planned to detonate bombs at Los Angeles International Airport. Al-Qaeda bombed the destroyer USS Cole in Aden, Yemen on October 12, 2000, killing seventeen crew members and nearly sinking the ship. This was less than a month before the presidential election.

President Bill Clinton stepped up the nation’s counterterrorism efforts, naming Richard Clarke as national coordinator for counterterrorism. Clarke served in the White House for a decade. In his 2004 book chronicling the rise of al-Qaeda and America’s efforts to defend itself, Against All Enemies, Clarke painted a picture of the Bush administration, in its first eight months, as recalcitrant and disbelieving that al-Qaeda was a threat. He had worked for years to defeat al-Qaeda, yet claimed that the Bush administration was hard of hearing on the issue until after 9/11.10

Not so, countered National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice. “When threat levels began to spike in the summer of 2001, we moved the U.S. government at all levels to a high state of alert,” she wrote in her memoir. However, “the intelligence assessment was that an attack would most likely come in Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Israel, or in Europe.”11 Much of the chatter pointed to an impending al-Qaeda attack against American interests outside the United States. George Tenet, the director of Central Intelligence, told the 9/11 Commission, “the system was blinking red.”12

Tenet led the CIA under Bill Clinton and stayed on under Bush. He was criticized for not anticipating and stopping the 9/11 attacks, and letting the Bush administration roll over him in the runup to the Iraq War. His agency provided faulty intelligence in both cases. Tenet’s memoir, At the Center of the Storm, was widely criticized. It was an apology of sorts, written to defend his record in the face of the 9/11 Commission report.

Like Richard Clarke, Tenet noted that there were very clear signals that al-Qaeda was preparing a major terrorist attack. The problem was deciphering where that attack would come. Tenet wrote, “We—CIA, the intelligence community, investigative bodies, the government at large—missed the exact ‘when and where’ of 9/11. We didn’t have enough dots to connect, and we’ll always have to live with that.”13

Several explicit dots were missed. Zacarias Moussaoui was arrested on August 16, 2001, after a Minnesota flying school alerted the FBI. Moussaoui demonstrated strange behavior: he only wanted to learn how to fly jumbo jets, but not how to land them. He may have been a backup or replacement pilot for one of the 9/11 hijackers. And two of the hijackers were on a government watchlist, yet they slipped into the country.

Richard Clarke had requested a meeting of principals within the Bush administration on January 25, 2001, to discuss the al-Qaeda threat, but this did not take place until September 4—just a week before 9/11. National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice countered that she had given Clarke “a green light to develop a strategy,” noting that Dick Cheney, Colin Powell, and Donald Rumsfeld had already been briefed separately on the terrorist organization. Briefed, yes, but they had made no coordinated decision on how to respond until it was too late. Rice concluded, “There was no silver bullet that could have prevented the 9/11 attacks.”14

Why did the terrorists target the World Trade Center and the Pentagon? The Twin Towers were the largest, most potently visible symbol of American financial power, while the Pentagon reflected the nation’s military might. Striking at those power centers was both symbolic and also very real. And al-Qaeda wanted to strike inside the United States, showing the country how vulnerable it was. The 9/11 attacks declared war on the U.S., and the country would be at war with the terrorist organization for at least the next decade.

The War on Terror

George Bush had championed a domestic agenda, but less than eight months into his presidency found himself as a wartime leader, facing an unconventional enemy. He would lead the United States and much of the world in the War on Terror. He penned in his memoir:


The war would be different from any America had fought in the past. We had to uncover the terrorists’ plots. We had to track their movements and disrupt their operations. We had to cut off their money and deprive them of their safe havens. And we had to do it all under the threat of another attack. The terrorists had made our home front a battleground. Putting America on a war footing was one of the most important decisions of my presidency.15



After 9/11, Bush quickly gathered a group of allies for the effort ahead. He traveled to the Ground Zero site to speak with the rescue workers who were digging through the rubble for any survivors and for the victims. A retired firefighter, Bob Beckwith, helped the president climb atop a truck, bullhorn in hand, so Bush could speak to the crowd among the wreckage. When a person shouted back that they couldn’t hear the president, Bush responded, “I can hear you. The rest of the world hears you. And the people who knocked these buildings down will hear all of us soon.” It was an electric, defining moment for his presidency.16

Besides the first responders, New York mayor Rudy Giuliani became known as “America’s Mayor” in the wake of 9/11. In his first term as mayor (1994–1998), the hard-charging Republican and former prosecutor had cleaned up New York’s finances, Times Square, and its streets. Tourists flocked back to what had been an ungovernable, unfathomable city. His second term (1998–2002) was marked by nannyism as Hizzoner tackled jaywalking, ticketed taxis, and settled petty scores. Giuliani was combative with a take-no-prisoners approach to governing. He had a temper, liked to grandstand, and was a bully, and he was not the kind of mayor who shared the limelight. Then 9/11 hit at the very end of his second term, which redeemed Giuliani in the public’s eye and set in motion his continued political career on the national stage.

The 9/11 attacks showed that Giuliani was an impressive leader in a crisis. He was calm and resolute. He was one of the first politicians to enter the Ground Zero site. His daily press conference every morning in the aftermath of 9/11 reassured people that things were going to be okay, that the authorities were making strides in clearing the wreckage, as well as finding and identifying the bodies.

The United States is a complicated, heterogenous country, and national unity is difficult to achieve. The 9/11 attacks brought the country together, at least for a time, before partisanship reared its head again. The nifty World War II slogan, United We Stand, was trotted out. Confessional patriotism was everywhere, with people wearing the red, white, and blue on their lapels, raising a flag in front of their house, or posting a flag sticker on their car. This would be the last moment of national unity for the decade—and the decade after.

That said, the nation’s culture wars still flared up on the wake of 9/11. Conservative evangelist Jerry Falwell, appearing on Pat Robertson’s television program, The 700 Club, blamed American liberals for the terrorist attacks. “I really believe that the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians who are actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle, the ACLU, People for the American Way—all of them who have tried to secularize America—I point the finger in their face and say, ‘You helped this happen.’ ” Falwell claimed that God withdrew his protective cloak from America because of American liberalism.

Robertson responded: “Well, I totally concur, and the problem is we have adopted that agenda at the highest levels of our government.” Falwell was widely denounced for this remark. Even President Bush weighed in, calling Falwell’s comment inappropriate for blaming fellow citizens rather than the terrorists for 9/11.17

National Public Radio broadcaster Scott Simon eloquently rebuked Falwell and Robertson. Noting that a gay rugby player, Mark Bingham, was on American Airlines Flight 77 and was likely part of the group that attempted to storm the cockpit, he asked: “Let me put it in the bald terms in which many Americans may be thinking right now: If your plane was hijacked, who would you rather sit next to? Righteous reverends who will sit back and say, ‘This is God’s punishment for gay Teletubbies,’ or the gay rugby player who lays down his life to save others? And by the way, which person seems closer to God?” Simon might have also mentioned Father Michael Judge, a gay Catholic priest, who was delivering the last rites to victims when he was killed by falling debris from the Twin Towers.18

Much of the nation’s national security efforts were now directed toward Afghanistan, where the Taliban militia harbored Osama bin Laden and his al-Qaeda terrorist network. Theirs was a symbiotic relationship. Just two days before 9/11, al-Qaeda suicide assassins, posing as journalists, blew up Ahmad Shah Massoud, the leader of the Northern Alliance. Bin Laden did this to help the Taliban, which was preparing an offense against the alliance.

Afghanistan was known as the Graveyard of Empires. It was a deeply conservative, multiethnic, and tribal society. The British Empire had disastrously attempted to conquer the lawless region in the 19th century, while the Soviets suffered their own version of the Vietnam quagmire after they occupied the country in 1979. They pulled out a decade later after losing tens of thousands of soldiers at the hands of the mujahideen, Islamic freedom fighters such as bin Laden.

On September 18, 2001, Congress passed a near-unanimous joint resolution, authorizing the president to use force against al-Qaeda and its allies. Bush addressed the nation before a joint session of Congress two days later, the most important speech of his presidency, a speech that painted the struggle in black and white terms: “Every nation, in every region, now has a decision to make: Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists.” Bush was now a wartime president.19

In rallying the country to fight terrorism, Bush made a vital appeal for Americans not to blame or discriminate against Muslims. The U.S. had a small Muslim population which felt embattled after the 9/11 attacks, and many Americans had a distrust of Islam. (Some went so far as to fear that Muslims were trying to establish sharia law in the country, an unfounded and irrelevant claim.) The U.S. had engaged in a vicious wave of anti-German hysteria during World War I and interned 120,000 Japanese American citizens during World War II. Bush was intent not to repeat that mistake.

On the other hand, Bush made a verbal misfire, calling the American effort against terrorism a crusade. That was a loaded term in the Middle East. While World War II was a crusade against fascism, this wasn’t a proper term for the Islamic world. In the Crusades of the 11th through 13th centuries, European Christians sent armies to conquer Palestine from the Muslims and built a Crusader Kingdom. They were ultimately evicted. The Islamic world had largely forgotten about the Crusades—it had won those wars, after all. The memory of the Crusades was resurrected in early 20th century colonialism. Al-Qaeda referred to American forces as Crusaders and Zionists. American armed forces stationed in Saudi Arabia were always going to be a lightning rod to Islamists. Over the decade, the Pentagon quietly pulled out of its Saudi bases and redeployed to other countries throughout the Persian Gulf region.

The U.S. put enormous pressure on Pakistan—the Taliban’s sponsor—to break with the militia group. Pakistan’s President Pervez Musharraf agreed to support the American efforts, which was a diplomatic coup. The U.S. then delivered an ultimatum to the Taliban: evict al-Qaeda from Afghanistan, shut down the terrorist camps, and hand over bin Laden for trial—or else. The Taliban refused.

On October 7, four weeks after 9/11, the U.S. attacked Afghanistan. The CIA developed an ad hoc plan against the Taliban known as Operation Enduring Freedom that proved remarkably effective and low cost. It sent in a small group of agents and Special Forces, while the U.S. Air Force pummeled Taliban defensive positions. The CIA allied with the Northern Alliance—the strongest anti-Taliban force in the country—and also bought off Afghan warlords, convincing them with briefcases full of money to switch sides. The Taliban soon found itself outnumbered and on the defensive.

The brunt of the fighting was left to the Afghans, who overthrew the Taliban in about two months, then cornered bin Laden at the Tora Bora cave complex near the Pakistani border in December. Bin Laden and his deputy, Ayman al-Zawahiri, slipped away, vanishing for years. At least Afghanistan was now lost as an al-Qaeda haven. Hamid Karzai was installed as head of the interim government, and later elected president of Afghanistan.

Meanwhile security forces began rolling up al-Qaeda’s networks, but like the mythical hydra, new terrorist cells popped up to replace the old ones. One cell kidnapped and beheaded Daniel Pearl, a journalist for the Wall Street Journal, in Karachi, Pakistan in early 2002. Thus began a spate of al-Qaeda-related beheadings that eventually turned much of the Muslim world against the group for its extreme violence.

After overthrowing the Taliban, the U.S. left 13,000 soldiers in a country the size of Texas. They didn’t want to be seen as occupiers, as Afghanistan was still scarred from the Soviet-era occupation. President Bush observed, “This strategy worked well at first. But in retrospect, our rapid success with low troop levels created false comfort, and our desire to maintain a light military footprint left us short of the resources we needed. It would take several years for these shortcomings to become clear.”20

Most of the Special Forces in Afghanistan, who are so critical for counterinsurgency, were pulled out as the United States prepared to invade Iraq in 2003. Afghanistan was unfinished business, an unstable country that allowed the Taliban to reorganize and renew the fight. The trail of Osama bin Laden went cold. In 2005, Afghanistan turned violent as the Taliban rebounded from its hideouts in Pakistan. The U.S. quietly increased its forces in the county to protect the Afghan government and international development organizations. Afghanistan was destined to become the longest war in American history, a low-level Taliban insurgency funded by opium poppies that seemingly had no end and left the country permanently destabilized.

While the CIA led the effort to overthrow the Taliban, Congress swiftly passed the USA Patriot Act with little discussion, which Bush signed into law on October 26, 2001. The law was a national security act that gave federal agencies like the CIA and FBI broad powers for enhanced surveillance against possible terrorist conspiracies. In addition, it allowed federal agencies to better share information. (This was how Bradley—later Chelsea—Manning got access to so much intelligence that she leaked to WikiLeaks in 2010.) Attorney General John Ashcroft was the father of the Patriot Act, which came under heavy criticism for trouncing civil liberties, and at its reauthorization in 2005 numerous changes were made.

Just days after 9/11, Cheney remarked on television that the Bush administration would have to work on the “dark side.” That came to epitomize the vice president as a Star Wars villain. He became the driving force behind the unprecedented electronic surveillance that would follow. Bush secretly authorized the National Security Agency to listen in on communications traffic within the United States without a warrant. The program was known as the Terrorist Surveillance Program. The legal justification for TSP came from John Yoo in the Department of Justice’s Office of Legal Counsel, who produced eleven memoranda that gave Bush permission to bypass the strenuous court process set up under the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA). This was intended to ferret out future terrorist attacks that might come from within the country. The NSA’s charter was to listen in on foreign rather than American communications, but with this broad expansion in surveillance, the NSA collected a huge swath of data from its citizens, far more than was practically useful. In the fight to preserve our freedom, did we yield too much of our own freedom?

When TSP came up for reauthorization in March 2004, Deputy Attorney General James Comey was serving as AG while his boss John Ashcroft was in the hospital. Comey rejected the full reauthorization without some changes to the collection of Internet metadata. White House staff attempted an end run around Comey by visiting Ashcroft in the hospital. Learning about this, Comey rushed to the hospital, with a crew of Department of Justice lawyers and FBI director Bob Mueller, and got there before the White House staff arrived. When the Oval Office replaced the attorney general’s name as the approving authority with White House counsel Alberto Gonzales, DOJ’s leadership threatened to resign en masse. Bush himself was blindsided by this—the episode revealed that the president had delegated too many critical decisions. The president wisely steered away from this cabinet revolt, agreeing to curtail parts of the surveillance program and to give it better legal standing.21

Vice President Dick Cheney had developed the administration’s surveillance policies, but he glossed over the mutiny. “Faced with threats of resignation, the president decided to alter the NSA program, even though he and his advisers [e.g., Cheney himself] were confident of his constitutional authority to continue the program unchanged,” he wrote. He offered no further explanation, nor how he had kept the president in the dark about the Justice Department’s objections until the attorneys threatened to resign. That got the attention of the president, who did not know about the internal machinations behind reauthorization.22

The New York Times revealed the existence of the warrantless surveillance program in 2005, nearly four years after it started. The Obama administration continued many of the Bush-era surveillance programs. In 2013, Edward Snowden would reveal far more details of how invasive the NSA’s surveillance programs actually were.23

President Bush reorganized a host of twenty-two federal agencies into the brand-new Department of Homeland Security. Pennsylvania governor Tom Ridge was appointed to lead this huge new 180,000-person bureaucracy. DHS was focused on preventing terrorism, not on responding to natural disasters. Sorting through the new federal bureaucracy took years, as New Orleans discovered when Hurricane Katrina struck in 2005, catching DHS unprepared.24

Just two weeks after 9/11, some malcontent began mailing anthrax-contaminated letters from Princeton, New Jersey. These were particularly directed at Capitol Hill and members of the media. Five people died and seventeen were sickened. The Brentwood postal facility, which routed mail for the U.S. Capitol, had to be shut down and decontaminated. Some people stocked up on Cipro, a super-strength prescription antibiotic, just in case. The anthrax scare also fostered a series of copycats who wanted to get even with their exes or childhood bullies. A single anti-abortionist mailed envelopes with white powder to 550 abortion clinics around the country.25

There were fears that al-Qaeda had access to biological weapons; however, the FBI soon focused its investigation on Fort Detrick, Maryland, home to the country’s anthrax research. The FBI named Steven Hatfill as a person of interest, hounding and investigating him for several years before concluding that he was innocent of mailing anthrax. Hatfill sued, and the FBI settled for $5.8 million. Investigators then closed in on another Fort Detrick scientist, Bruce Ivins, who committed suicide in July 2008 just before the FBI could bring criminal charges against him. The FBI released its evidence, which was largely circumstantial but taken together quite compelling. It had taken seven years to close the anthrax killer case.26
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