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To the men and women working on behalf of the U.S. government around the world





PREFACE





When work began on this book, in the middle of 2012, pundits of all stripes were declaring Barack Obama to be unusually strong on national security. Admirers, of whom Obama still had a great many, hailed the President for obliterating the long-standing perception that Democrats were second best to Republicans when it came to national defense. Given the stagnation of the economy and the unpopularity of Obama’s signature health care legislation, the conventional wisdom held that Obama’s foreign policy record constituted the greatest single asset of his reelection campaign.


Daniel Klaidman of Newsweek, for instance, could be heard opining that two generations had elapsed since “a Democratic president has been as strong on national security as Barack Obama.” 1 In an article for the American Conservative, Michael Desch credited Obama with “exorcising George McGovern,” the presidential nominee whose antiwar platform had saddled Democrats with the “soft-on-defense” label since 1972.2 George Packer, one of the nation’s most distinguished journalists, was predicting that if Obama lost the election, “he’ll be remembered most for his foreign-policy achievements,” and if Obama were reelected, “he’ll have a chance of being a great foreign-policy President.” 3


Aside from the Republican base, most Americans held Obama’s national security record in similarly high regard during 2012. Obama’s public approval rating on national security hovered near 50 percent throughout the year, with the disapproval rating roughly 10 percentage points lower. Although national security was not the decisive factor in Obama’s electoral victory of November 2012—that distinction went to the tearing down of challenger Mitt Romney by Obama and others—these perceptions certainly helped him on election day.


It was my conviction in 2012, as it is now, that the widespread acclaim of Obama’s foreign policy was undeserved. During his first term, Obama had been ineffective in promoting U.S. interests abroad, and his actions were increasing the risks to the American people. Consequently, one of this book’s initial objectives was to persuade Americans that the glossy veneer on Obama’s national security record masked corrosion blisters that were in danger of rusting through.


During the more than two years required to write the book, opinion on Obama and his national security policies experienced a remarkable reversal, comparable in magnitude to the change in opinion on Jimmy Carter during 1979 and 1980. The leading cause was the rusting through of international problems that Obama had created or exacerbated. Most spectacular among the catastrophes were the killing of the U.S. ambassador at Benghazi, the territorial conquests of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), and the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Democratic congressmen, centrist pundits, and even some of Obama’s former cabinet officials started bemoaning the President’s weakness in the international arena. The President’s approval numbers on national security fell below his disapproval numbers in the middle of 2013, and by the fall, the approval figure had plunged below 35 percent, while the percentage of Americans disapproving approached 55. Among American military personnel, Obama’s approval rating fell from its peak of 35 percent to just 15 percent in late 2014, while his disapproval rating reached 55 percent.4


Thus did world events conspire to steal some of the book’s originally scheduled thunder. Disabusing Americans of an undue admiration for President Obama’s policies, however, was never the sole objective of this book. Indeed, my concern was less with any one individual than with policies that were leading the nation and the world toward disaster. Most of what follows should still be of intense interest to Americans, for several reasons.


For one, the innumerable news stories and cable TV debates on the biggest overseas catastrophes have disseminated only snippets of each catastrophic event to the American public. This book fills in the missing sections, and corrects segments of the media-driven narrative that are inaccurate or misleading. It also explains which elements of the story are truly important, and which are unworthy of endless repetition by television’s talking heads. The analysis reveals that the flaws in current policies are broader and deeper than most Americans know, and that they reflect misguided assumptions that are not peculiar to Obama but are shared by the leading pretenders to the next Democratic presidential nomination—Obama’s vice president, Joe Biden, and his first secretary of state, Hillary Clinton.


For another, the risks that Obama’s policies have created go well beyond the few countries that have figured prominently in the news. Every continent in the world has been affected. This book takes the reader from the remote peaks of North Waziristan and the fishing cities of Somalia to the contested waters of the Scarborough Shoal and the drug-smuggling routes of Central America.


Third of all, this book shows that the deterioration of America’s strategic position did not commence in Obama’s second term, as public opinion polls and political punditry would suggest, but instead began as soon as Obama took office in January 2009. The strategic decline accelerated in 2011, as White House insiders increasingly took charge of national security policy and the defense budget sustained its first big cuts. Some of the poor choices and resultant setbacks were concealed in the first term because of luck, which among other things thwarted several attacks on the U.S. homeland, or because of the time lag between the making of a decision in Washington, D.C., and the playing out of events in the affected countries. Other deficiencies were hidden from view by the inattention of the mainstream media, which had a tendency to avert its eyes from Obama’s early failings. The nation’s tardiness in perceiving Obama’s shortcomings should serve as a cautionary note for all those who would withhold criticism or unflattering information on account of a politician’s ideology or identity. Obama’s poor performance in his first term should advise voters against paying more heed to a politician’s campaign rhetoric than his voting record, and against expecting that someone with no national security experience and no executive experience can handle the demands of the U.S. presidency.


Fourth, this book demonstrates that Obama subordinated U.S. national security to his own political interests with alarming frequency. While it would be naïve to expect elected politicians to wipe all political calculations from their minds when determining policies, the deployment of American troops into war for reasons of political self-interest should no more be condoned than the misuse of public funds for partisan purposes. Americans deserve a president who will not jeopardize the lives of America’s sons and daughters in order to pick up a few thousand votes in swing states, and they deserve to be notified when the President commits such an offense.


Finally, the book’s last chapter draws upon the lessons of Obama’s presidency to identify a better way for U.S. national security in the twenty-first century. It calls for the U.S. government to reassert proactive global leadership, reverse cuts to defense spending, and reinvigorate American public support for the military. The ultimate objective of these changes is not to invade every hostile country or to remake the whole world in America’s image, but rather to protect the United States and maintain the international stability upon which its prosperity depends. This positive vision, it is hoped, will be of value in the debate over national security during the presidential campaign of 2016, and in the U.S. decisions on national security strategy and defense spending after 2016.
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A MAN OF CHANGE


Hand in hand, the President and First Lady strode toward the center of Hradçany Square through a cloud of rapturous applause that overwhelmed the Czech symphony wafting from the loudspeakers. Youth predominated among the crowd, and Americans among the youth, to the dismay of a blogger from the Economist who had shown up to ask Czechs their opinions of the new American president. The official cameras had been positioned to capture Prague’s medieval castle in the background, adding Old World gravitas to the excitement generated by the New World couple.


Barack and Michelle Obama circled the podium for sixty seconds, their faces beaming with the joy of people who had been in the White House for only a few months. As the First Lady took her seat, the President’s mouth opened into a wide grin that revealed two rows of large, gleaming, and perfectly white teeth. With the rectangular gray boards of his trademark teleprompters on his flanks like oversized rearview mirrors, Obama thanked the crowd and launched into the usual pleasantries.


Obama had come to Prague to deliver his first speech on nuclear weapons, a subject that had long been dear to him. During the presidential race against Senator John McCain, Obama had convinced quite a few people of high reputation that he was a foreign policy realist, cognizant that interests and force ruled international affairs. Yet he aimed the opening salvos of his Prague speech at the views of realists, including the view that nuclear weapons had become a permanent fixture on the global landscape, and the view that nuclear deterrence preserved peace. “If we believe that the spread of nuclear weapons is inevitable,” Obama said, “then in some way we are admitting to ourselves that the use of nuclear weapons is inevitable.”


Peace, Obama continued, could be achieved not through military strength, but through international cooperation on disarmament. “When we fail to pursue peace, then it stays forever beyond our grasp,” Obama intoned. “We know the path when we choose fear over hope. To denounce or shrug off a call for cooperation is an easy but also a cowardly thing to do. That’s how wars begin. That’s where human progress ends.”


Peace-minded people needed to come together to drown out the siren songs of those counseling war. “I know that a call to arms can stir the souls of men and women more than a call to lay them down. But that is why the voices for peace and progress must be raised together.”


· · ·


Among journalists, bloggers, talk show hosts, and other political junkies, Obama’s Prague speech rekindled interest in an article he had written in college, twenty-six years earlier, on student opposition to nuclear weapons and the military. Near the end of his senior year at Columbia, Obama had decided to write about student activism for the campus publication Sundial. At the time, left-wing political activists were struggling to stay above water at America’s universities, including Ivy League schools like Columbia where they had flourished in years past. The United States was in a conservative mood, having recoiled at the radical excesses of the late 1960s and early 1970s, which had been centered on university campuses. With the end of the draft and the Vietnam War, student organizers had been deprived of issues that could easily rouse the passions of their classmates, whether they be passions of idealism or self-preservation.


In comparison with their predecessors of the late 1960s and early 1970s, the Ivy League students of 1983 were more focused on traditional college activities. They were far more likely to go to class, drink beer, or frolic with members of the opposite sex than to attend political rallies or drive to Washington to picket members of Congress. Among the politically minded, of whom there still existed a considerable number, some had figured out that more could be gained by advancing within the once-despised “system,” by getting good grades and good jobs, than by shouting slogans on the sidewalk.


Disconcerting quietude could be found even at Columbia, which had been rattled by some of the fiercest of the protests against the Vietnam War. Fifteen years earlier, student radicals had occupied five university buildings in opposition to a university administration that they considered to be too supportive of the U.S. government and its war in Vietnam. They held on to the buildings for a week, sustaining themselves on fried chicken that their supporters tossed into the windows. It took an army of New York City policemen wielding clubs and tear gas to evict them.


In March 1983, the student body was “tame if not apathetic,” in the words of Obama biographer David Maraniss.1 Obama went to interview campus organizers at Earl Hall, once the bustling nerve center of the 1968 student protests, which was now a sorry shell of its former self, like a California mining town fifteen years after the Gold Rush. The two campus organizations that young Obama was covering in his article, Arms Race Alternatives and Students Against Militarism, were both struggling to attract members beyond the single digits. Rob Kahn, a member of Students Against Militarism whom Obama would quote in his article, remembered thinking at the time, “This is a group of fifteen people that meets once a week and doesn’t do much.” In his view, the earnest student journalist with the unusual name took the group more seriously than it deserved.2


“By organizing and educating the Columbia community,” Obama wrote in his Sundial article, the campus activists were laying “the foundation for future mobilization against the relentless, often silent spread of militarism in the country.” He observed that “by adding their energy and effort in order to enhance the possibility of a decent world, they may help deprive us of a spectacular experience—that of war. But then, there are some things we shouldn’t have to live through in order to want to avoid the experience.”


Obama’s only reservation about the two campus groups was that they did not go far enough. By concentrating on freezing nuclear weapons, the members of Arms Race Alternatives were not tackling the larger problem of the military itself. “The narrow focus of the Freeze movement, as well as academic discussion of first versus second strike capabilities, suit the military-industrial interests, as they continue adding to their billion-dollar erector sets,” Obama lamented. One of the leaders of Arms Race Alternatives, Mark Bigelow, told Obama that the “narrow focus” on nuclear arms control reflected a recognition that abolishing the military entirely was excessively ambitious for the time being. “We do focus primarily on catastrophic weapons,” Bigelow explained. “Look, we say, here’s the worst part, let’s work on that. You’re not going to get rid of the military in the near future, so let’s at least work on this.”


As is customary for articles in college publications, Obama’s Sundial reportage disappeared soon after it was published. It evaded journalists and opposition researchers during the 2008 election, before mysteriously showing up on the Internet in January 2009. As soon as it came to light, Republicans pounced on its contents as evidence of Obama’s misguided views on national security. Obama’s own aides did not dismiss the article as the high-minded musings of an immature college student, as might have been expected, but instead described the opinions expressed therein as “deeply felt and lasting,” according to author James Mann.3


It would be the only early marker of Obama’s views on war and the military. Although numerous books have been written about Barack Obama already, including Obama’s two pre-presidential memoirs, the evidence on his views of the military between 1983 and 2001 is surprisingly thin. Obama chose to keep quiet on the subject, at least outside of conversations with friends and family. For nearly twenty years, Obama wrote nothing about national security and said nothing that was recorded by others.


His resurfacing came in the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, attacks, when he decided to pen an op-ed on the cataclysm in the Hyde Park Herald. A small community newspaper, the Herald served a few affluent neighborhoods in the otherwise poverty-stricken south side of Chicago, where Obama was then living as an Illinois state senator. For the Obama of 2001, the devastation of 9/11 did not provoke anger at the terrorists, as it did for so many other Americans. The attack was most significant to him because of what it said about global poverty and America’s neglect of it. Terrorism, wrote State Senator Obama, “grows from a climate of poverty and ignorance, helplessness and despair.” America needed “to devote far more attention to the monumental task of raising the hopes and prospects of embittered children across the globe—children not just in the Middle East, but also in Africa, Asia, Latin America, Eastern Europe, and within our own shores.”4


Over the course of the next year, Obama’s position on terrorism underwent a dramatic shift. When he appeared at an antiwar rally at Chicago’s Federal Plaza on October 2, 2002, Obama began by saying, “After September 11, after witnessing the carnage and destruction, the dust and the tears, I supported this administration’s pledge to hunt down and root out those who would slaughter innocents in the name of intolerance, and I would willingly take up arms myself to prevent such tragedy from happening again.” Speaking against the backdrop of a fifty-three-foot pink flamingo sculpted by Alexander Calder, Obama told the crowd, “I don’t oppose all wars. What I am opposed to is a dumb war. What I am opposed to is a rash war. What I am opposed to is the cynical attempt by Richard Perle and Paul Wolfowitz and other armchair, weekend warriors in this administration to shove their own ideological agendas down our throats, irrespective of the costs in lives lost and in hardships borne. What I am opposed to is the attempt by political hacks like Karl Rove to distract us from a rise in the uninsured, a rise in the poverty rate, a drop in the median income, to distract us from corporate scandals and a stock market that has just gone through the worst month since the Great Depression.”5


Obama never said why he shifted from decrying 9/11 as proof of America’s neglect of global poverty to invoking 9/11 as the cause of a personal desire to take up arms against the perpetrators, in accord with the strategy of the George W. Bush administration. One might surmise that his mind was changed by the discovery that the 9/11 hijackers were neither poor nor ignorant, and were instead uncompromising ideologues who could be stopped only by force. Yet other passages in his speech at the Federal Plaza indicate that he had not abandoned his belief that poverty and ignorance accounted for terrorism. “You want a fight, President Bush?” Obama jeered. “Let’s fight to make sure our so-called allies in the Middle East, the Saudis and the Egyptians, stop oppressing their own people, and suppressing dissent, and tolerating corruption and inequality, and mismanaging their economies so that their youth grow up without education, without prospects, without hope, the ready recruits of terrorist cells.”


The most plausible reason for Obama’s change in position between 2001 and 2002 was a political calculation that it would boost his chances of winning a higher office. In the spring of 2002, Obama had begun exploring the possibility of a run for the U.S. Senate in 2004, and in August 2002 he had brought on a high-powered political consultant by the name of David Axelrod. Raised in Manhattan, Axelrod had studied the political craft while on the staff of the Chicago Tribune and then had started his consultancy, Axelrod and Associates, in 1985. By 2002, Axelrod’s list of successful clients included the mayors of many of America’s major cities. As the Economist observed, one of Axelrod’s specialties was “packaging black candidates for white voters.” Axelrod believed that “the candidate is the message,” and “the important thing is to tell a positive story about the candidate rather than to muddy the narrative with lots of talk about policy details.”6


Axelrod presumably explained to his new client that anyone unwilling to offer some tough talk on terrorism would be incapable of obtaining the votes required for national office. The American voting public had no appetite for left-wing theories that blamed American inattention to poverty for suicide airplane attacks that killed thousands of Americans. Supporting America’s intervention in Afghanistan would violate some of Obama’s long-held principles, but if Obama were unwilling to abandon principles for the sake of gaining votes, he would have to join the countless others whose commitment to principles ensured that they would never win election to high office. As Axelrod must have told Obama, politicians can employ many rhetorical means to justify a major shift on an issue so that they do not appear to be unprincipled and instead come across even more favorably. The candidate could be said to have displayed open-mindedness by “reconsidering the issue in light of new developments.” The candidate would be a “pragmatist who dealt with each situation on its own merits” rather than “employing simplistic, cookie-cutter solutions.”


The new Obama messaging strategy on national security would prove to be a winning one. In the coming years, Obama raked in political points with liberals by pointing out that he had opposed the Iraq War when other leading Democrats had backed it, and at the same time he avoided accusations of weakness on national security by espousing support for the American cause in Afghanistan, which was more popular than Iraq since Afghanistan had sheltered the masterminds of the 9/11 attacks. This national security narrative would be critical in Obama’s race for the presidency in 2008.


During his first years in the U.S. Senate, Obama devoted little of his time to national security affairs and had little to say about events overseas, which would give political opponents few opportunities later to fault him for taking the wrong position on specific issues. He became chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Subcommittee on European Affairs in early 2007, but by then he was making a run for the White House, which he used as an excuse to neglect the committee work. During his tenure as chair of the subcommittee, he did not hold a single policy hearing, a fact that rival Hillary Clinton would repeatedly point out in the Democratic primary.


With the start of presidential campaigning, though, Obama had no choice but to start talking about national security. In keeping with Axelrod’s messaging doctrine, he provided few policy details and instead concentrated on the story of his support for the “good war” in Afghanistan and his opposition to the “dumb war” in Iraq, employing the latter to bash George W. Bush and distinguish himself from Democratic contenders who had voted in favor of the Iraq War. He vowed to send additional U.S. forces to Afghanistan. As both Obama’s admirers and detractors agree, Obama’s hawkish position on Afghanistan was driven by a desire to show swing voters that he could be tough on national security, not by a strong conviction about the strategic importance of Afghanistan or dissatisfaction with the current U.S. approach in that country.7


While Obama’s other foreign policy proposals were few in number, they did foretell some of the major changes Obama was to implement. Candidate Obama vowed to take unilateral action against high-level terrorists in Pakistan if the Pakistani government did not act. He promised to double spending on foreign aid for development and governance in order to reduce poverty and “roll back the tide of hopelessness that gives rise to hate.”8


Although the strategy of repeating his Afghanistan-and-Iraq narrative limited Obama’s risk exposure, even so simple a strategy was destined to trip up a candidate whose inexperience left him ill-prepared to address sensitive political and military issues. On February 11, 2007, the day he announced his candidacy for the presidency, Obama went out of his way to slam the Iraq War, which at that time was considered a lost cause by many Democrats. At a campaign rally on the campus of Iowa State University, Obama declared, “We ended up launching a war that should have never been authorized and should have never been waged—and to which we now have spent $400 billion and have seen over 3,000 lives of the bravest young Americans wasted.”


Had the media given the remark more attention, Obama’s diminution of the sacrifices of American troops might have sunk his campaign before it left the harbor. Fortunately for Obama, however, most of the major news outlets were starstruck by the young senator, and this statement received little coverage. It was a pattern that would recur during the campaign, appalling not only Republicans who watched the press ignore Democratic foibles in every presidential race, but also Democratic front-runner Hillary Clinton and her husband, Bill.


Still, the reference to the “wasting” of 3,000 lives forced the Obama campaign team into damage-control mode, not where it wanted to be on the first day of the race. During an interview with the Des Moines Register, Obama recanted. “Their sacrifices are never wasted; that was sort of a slip of the tongue as I was speaking,” he said. “What I meant to say was those sacrifices have not been honored by the same attention to strategy, diplomacy and honesty on the part of civilian leadership.”9


It would be but the first of a series of incidents in which candidate Obama’s words or deeds offended the men and women in uniform. Sheer ignorance accounted at least partially for the gaffes. As someone who knew almost nothing about the military or war, Obama had a tendency to say things that did not appear especially awful to individuals of his social background and ideological persuasion, but that came across as grossly insulting to members of the armed forces.


At an August 2007 campaign appearance in New Hampshire, Obama sparked outrage within the military in the course of vowing to get tougher in Afghanistan. “We’ve got to get the job done there,” he said, “and that requires us to have enough troops so that we’re not just air-raiding villages and killing civilians, which is causing enormous pressure over there.”10 While many U.S. military personnel agreed on the need for more troops in Afghanistan, they took umbrage at the insinuation that the American forces in Afghanistan were simply firing into villages recklessly and killing civilians. With U.S. assets on the ground and in the air collecting information on what the military called the “human terrain,” the U.S. military in Afghanistan went to considerable lengths to distinguish combatants from civilians. U.S. forces adhered to stringent regulations on the use of firepower, often putting the safety of Americans at risk for the benefit of the safety of Afghan civilians.


In July 2008, Obama’s cancellation of a visit to injured troops at the U.S. military hospital in Landstuhl, Germany, fed suspicions that he viewed the military with disdain. In response to an outcry from veterans and Republican candidate John McCain, the Obama campaign offered competing explanations for the cancellation. Campaign strategist Robert Gibbs first asserted that Obama had “decided out of respect for these servicemen and women that it would be inappropriate to make a stop to visit troops at a U.S. military facility as part of a trip funded by the campaign.” Gibbs subsequently said that the campaign had been swayed by military officials who had objected to the visit on the grounds that it would violate campaign rules.11 Military officials, however, told the press that they had not recommended canceling the visit, and had been making preparations to receive the senator when they received notice that he would not be coming. According to their accounts, Obama’s staff had canceled the visit after being informed that Obama “could only bring two or three of his Senate staff members, no campaign officials or workers” and “could not bring any media” with him except military photographers, because of rules prohibiting the use of military installations as campaign backdrops.12


Obama then sought to defuse the controversy by saying that when he was told he could not bring along retired Air Force Major General Scott Gration, a campaign volunteer, it “triggered then a concern that maybe our visit was going to be perceived as political, and the last thing that I want to do is have injured soldiers and the staff at these wonderful institutions having to sort through whether this is political or not or get caught in the crossfire between campaigns.”13 Skeptics wondered how a visitation of wounded American troops without campaign workers or media could have been construed as partisan politics, particularly given that military officers had explained what he could do to make sure the visit was not considered a campaign event. Jeff Zeleny of the New York Times, one of the few media figures to call Obama’s explanation into question, chided the Obama campaign for failing to answer this simple question: “Why didn’t Obama leave his aides behind, even the retired general, and make the visit by himself?”14


Further evidence of Obama’s aversion to interaction with the military during the campaign would emerge later in a book by reporter Michael Hastings. As recounted in the book, Hastings had been favorably disposed toward Obama early in the race, but disillusionment began to set in during the summer of 2008, when he learned that Obama had consciously avoided spending time with the troops during a visit to Iraq. After giving a talk at the U.S. embassy, Obama bristled when asked to take pictures with soldiers and embassy staffers. “He didn’t want to take pictures with any more soldiers; he was complaining about it,” a State Department official told Hastings. “Look, I was excited to meet him. I wanted to like him. Let’s just say the scales fell from my eyes after I did. These are people over here who’ve been fighting the war, or working every day for the war effort, and he didn’t want to take fucking pictures with them?”15


It may have been that Obama avoided spending time with the troops simply because he was an introvert with little appetite for small talk. In future years, his disinclination to socialize even with friends and supporters would irritate many within the White House and in Congress. Nevertheless, these episodes furthered a growing perception that Obama held the military in low esteem, if not contempt.


During the Democratic primary, Obama faced little criticism for his positions on national security or his slights of the military. Hillary Clinton agreed with most of his national security platform except for the rapid withdrawal from Iraq, and she was not going to talk much about that subject because Obama’s position on Iraq was more popular with Democratic voters than hers. Nor was she in a position to bring up the question of contempt for the military, since she had been accused of turning a cold shoulder to military personnel during her time as First Lady. She concentrated her fire on Obama’s inexperience in foreign policy and his complete lack of leadership experience.


The former First Lady would go so far as to liken Obama to the man whom their mutual party had vilified more than any other figure in recent memory, President George W. Bush. “We’ve seen the tragic result of having a president who had neither the experience nor the wisdom to manage our foreign policy and safeguard our national security,” Clinton told students at George Washington University on February 25, 2008. “We cannot let that happen again. America has already taken that chance one time too many.”16


Obama responded to these barbs with barbs of his own about how Clinton herself lacked the experience to be commander in chief. He derided Clinton’s claim that eight years in the White House as First Lady had given her valuable national security experience, and he contrasted the supposed luxuriousness of that position with his hardscrabble travel abroad. Whereas he had profited from “understanding the lives of the people like my grandmother who lives in a tiny hut in Africa,” Obama said, Clinton could boast only of “what world leaders I went and talked to in the ambassador’s house I had tea with.” Clinton backers assailed that remark with blog posts such as “Obama Turns to Sexism in Final Push,” and “Never mind that this woman has been serving this country for years, has traveled around the world giving speeches and impacting the lives of women, including in China, you know, going to places Barack has only read about in books.”17


Obama adviser Greg Craig, a high-powered defense lawyer who had represented the likes of John Hinckley, Ted Kennedy, and Kofi Annan, conducted a point-by-point demolition of Hillary Clinton’s national security resume as if she were a key prosecution witness. “There is no reason to believe,” Craig asserted, “that she was a key player in foreign policy at any time during the Clinton Administration. She did not sit in on National Security Council meetings. She did not have a security clearance. She did not attend meetings in the Situation Room. She did not manage any part of the national security bureaucracy, nor did she have her own national security staff. She did not do any heavy-lifting with foreign governments, whether they were friendly or not. She never managed a foreign policy crisis, and there is no evidence to suggest that she participated in the decision-making that occurred in connection with any such crisis.”18


National security would play only a minor role in Obama’s contest with Arizona senator John McCain in the general election of 2008. The financial crisis of the fall of 2008 drowned out national security, to such an extent that the one presidential debate that had been reserved for national security ended up covering both the economy and national security. In that debate, held at the University of Mississippi, Obama went on the attack against McCain for supporting the Iraq War.


“Six years ago, I stood up and opposed this war at a time when it was politically risky to do so because I said that not only did we not know how much it was going to cost, what our exit strategy might be, how it would affect our relationships around the world, and whether our intelligence was sound, but also because we hadn’t finished the job in Afghanistan,” Obama said. “We’ve spent over $600 billion so far, soon to be $1 trillion. We have lost over 4,000 lives. We have seen 30,000 wounded, and most importantly, from a strategic national security perspective, al Qaeda is resurgent, stronger now than at any time since 2001.” As president, Obama said, he would remove all U.S. troops from Iraq within sixteen months.


McCain parried, “The next president of the United States is not going to have to address the issue as to whether we went into Iraq or not. The next president of the United States is going to have to decide how we leave, when we leave, and what we leave behind. That’s the decision of the next president of the United States.” The senator from Arizona noted that Obama had opposed the Iraq troop surge of 2007 on the grounds that it would fail, but recently had been forced to concede that it had succeeded spectacularly in quelling the violence. McCain also pointed out that top U.S. military leaders believed that a rapid withdrawal from Iraq of the sort Obama envisioned could cause the recent gains to crumble, imperiling the United States once more.


On Afghanistan, there was considerably less disagreement between the two candidates. “We have seen Afghanistan worsen, deteriorate,” Obama said. “We need more troops there. We need more resources there.” He vowed to send two to three additional American brigades to Afghanistan. McCain concurred on the need for additional forces for Afghanistan, though he said that Obama did not understand how they needed to be used.


McCain waited until the end of the debate to hammer Obama on his lack of experience. “There are some advantages to experience, and knowledge, and judgment,” said McCain, a Vietnam War hero with decades of national security experience. “I honestly don’t believe that Senator Obama has the knowledge or experience and has made the wrong judgments in a number of areas.” McCain cited Obama’s opposition to the Iraq surge, as well as his reluctance to criticize Russia for its invasion of Georgia earlier in the year.


With the debate clock winding down, Obama had one more turn. Rather than avail himself of the opportunity to counter McCain’s remarks about experience, Obama talked vaguely about improving America’s global image through spending on education. “Part of what we need to do,” he said, “what the next president has to do—and this is part of our judgment, this is part of how we’re going to keep America safe—is to send a message to the world that we are going to invest in issues like education, we are going to invest in issues that relate to how ordinary people are able to live out their dreams. And that is something that I’m going to be committed to as president of the United States.”


According to post-debate surveys, viewers thought that Obama came across better on the economy, while McCain outperformed Obama on Iraq.19 With the economy tanking, those perceptions boded ill for McCain. Nor did it help that the incumbent Republican president, George W. Bush, had become very unpopular, or that the media made a concerted effort to tear down McCain’s vice presidential candidate, Sarah Palin.


When the votes were tallied on the evening of November 4, Obama came out the clear victor, with 52.9 percent of the popular vote and 365 of 538 electoral votes.
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THE STRATEGY OF TEAM OBAMA


Very few presidents have demonstrated equal interest in foreign affairs and domestic affairs. For presidents like John Adams, John F. Kennedy, Richard Nixon, and George H. W. Bush, foreign policy was an overriding passion that consumed most of their time and political capital. For Woodrow Wilson, Lyndon Johnson, Jimmy Carter, and Bill Clinton, domestic affairs took precedence. Domestically oriented presidents have most often viewed foreign policy as a nuisance that must be kept from interfering with the domestic agenda. They have not portrayed wars and other national security crises as momentous struggles that must be won in their own right, because of the risk of concentrating the nation’s attention abroad at the expense of change at home.


Obama very much fit into the group for whom international affairs was a secondary priority. When he took office on January 20, 2009, all of his principal objectives lay in the domestic sphere. He wanted to expand health care coverage and enlarge welfare programs. He intended to pour money into public works programs and other job-creating activities, for the purpose of combating soaring unemployment. With large banks and auto companies on the verge of collapse, Obama believed that the federal government had to step in and bail them out. He sought to increase governmental protections for minorities, women, gays, and illegal immigrants. To pay for it all, he would boost taxes on the rich. The Democrats had majorities in both houses of Congress, and might well not have majorities after the midterm congressional elections, so Obama had a two-year window into which he intended to cram his domestic legislative agenda.


Robert Gates, who had served as secretary of defense for the last two years of the George W. Bush presidency and would stay in that job for the first two and a half years of Obama’s, observed a marked contrast between the two men in their interest in national security. George W. Bush had been “passionate about the war in Iraq,” Gates observed. At military ceremonies, Bush’s eyes would sometimes well up. Not so with Obama. “I worked for Obama longer than Bush, and I never saw his eyes well up,” Gates recounted. “The only military matter, apart from leaks, about which I ever sensed a deep passion on his part was ‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell.’ For him, changing that law seemed to be the inevitable next step in the civil rights movement.”1


Obama’s lack of passion was evident in his unwillingness to deliver pep talks on the war in Afghanistan, a war to which he had chosen to send tens of thousands of additional American soldiers. He was like a football coach whose team was tied at halftime but chose not to join his team in the locker room to look them in the eye and talk about what had to be done in the second half.


“When soldiers put their lives on the line, they need to know that the commander in chief who sent them in harm’s way believes in their mission,” Gates remarked. “They need him to talk often to them and to the country, not just to express gratitude for their service and sacrifice but also to explain and affirm why that sacrifice is necessary, why their fight is noble, why their cause is just, and why they must prevail. President Obama never did that.”2


While Obama did not want to say much about national security as president, he had no choice but to devote some time and effort to the war in Afghanistan and a host of other global troubles. He no longer could succeed merely by telling the story of his opposition to Iraq and his support for Afghanistan, or by criticizing George W. Bush’s decisions. Now the decisions were his, and if he refrained from making decisions, then other countries would make the decisions for him, and the Republicans would flay him.


Both fans and critics of Obama’s national security policies as president have sought to identify a set of principles, a grand strategy, or an “Obama doctrine” that guided his decisions. One of the principles most often cited as foundational to the administration’s policies was “smart power.” As defined by Harvard professor Joseph S. Nye Jr., “smart power” was the combination of coercive “hard power,” such as military force and law enforcement, with persuasive “soft power,” such as diplomacy, development aid, and trade. The administration officials who relentlessly touted “smart power” contended that the Bush administration had relied too much on the “hard power” of the military, which in their view had alienated most of the world’s countries. Obama, they asserted, would rely much more than Bush on “soft power” solutions, which would mend relations with other countries and elicit their cooperation in multilateral enterprises.


The idea of combining hard and soft power was far less novel than the use of the term “smart power” suggested. Every leader of every nation has employed both types of power. The term was aimed more at praising liberals and denigrating the alleged heavy-handedness of the Bush administration than anything else. As James Mann noted, the purveyors of “smart power” liked to bandy the term about because it “conveyed well their conviction that the Bush Republicans had been dumb.”3 But smart power advocates did have a real impact on Obama’s thinking, by encouraging him to rely less on hard power and more on soft power than George W. Bush and most other American presidents.


Less straightforward in their impact on Obama were the two foundational philosophies of international relations: realism and idealism. Some observers have asserted that President Obama is a realist, focused on American interests with little concern for the internal affairs of other states. Others have depicted him as an idealist, committed to supporting democracy and human rights around the world. Still others have maintained that he is committed to both realism and idealism, or that he has shifted from one to the other over time.


Obama has proven reluctant to articulate and implement realism or idealism with any consistency. At times, he has intervened in countries to promote democracy, while at others he has refrained from intervening. He has used force to prevent human rights atrocities in some countries but not in others. He has been willing to violate the sovereignty of certain nations in order to eliminate terrorists, but has stayed out of other nations where terrorists lurk.


Some have sought to explain these inconsistencies by asserting that Obama has been guided by “pragmatism,” addressing foreign policy challenges based solely on the practical considerations of a situation. Thus, he supports democratization of a specific country if it is feasible and will benefit the United States and other countries. Obama’s defenders have contended that this pragmatism has prevented the adoption of a “one-size-fits-all” approach, which would be ill-suited to a diverse world. Detractors have contended that Obama’s pragmatism has sent mixed messages to other countries and resulted in violation of core American values. It has, they say, discouraged adoption of a coherent strategy that serves as the basis for proactive measures, and has led instead to a reactive foreign policy that enables aggressive enemies to take the first punches and dodge the belated counterpunches.


The modern U.S. presidents with the best records in national security—the two Roosevelts, Eisenhower, Nixon, and Reagan—studied history and took a long-term view of national security strategy. They understood that the United States, as a world power, could not always pick its enemies, nor could it always anticipate them. They understood that American military strength usually bolstered America’s international influence and encouraged other nations to help it, while military weakness invariably undermined America’s influence and caused other nations to shy away from it. They knew how to flex military muscle and deliver stern speeches to keep wars from happening, and recognized that they would need to use force on some occasions to protect the nation’s interests and maintain its credibility. They had the depth of understanding of other countries to know which ones would, for reasons of interests, culture, or leadership, make the best allies.


They invested in military capabilities to prepare for an uncertain future and to deter potential enemies, having seen that the nations that disarmed in pursuit of peace often encouraged enemies to violate that peace. Theodore Roosevelt, Eisenhower, and Reagan were able to maintain high levels of military spending at times of relative peace and with no imminent threats on the horizon. In each case, their investment paid dividends for future presidents. Theodore Roosevelt’s shipbuilding produced not only ships but also shipbuilding expertise and seafaring experience that would make the U.S. Navy a formidable naval power by the time of its monumental test in World War II. Eisenhower’s massive investments in the Air Force paid off during Vietnam, when B-52 bombers wreaked havoc on the North Vietnamese Army and precision-guided munitions single-handedly demolished bridges in Hanoi that untold numbers of unguided bombs had missed. The funding that Reagan gave the military for computers, fiber-optic cables, satellites, and stealth aircraft in the 1980s would make possible the stunning U.S. victory in the Gulf War of 1991, when U.S. forces defeated the world’s fourth-largest army in one hundred hours of ground combat and at a cost of just 147 American fatalities.


Presidents with less impressive national security report cards thought that the United States could stay out of war if it so desired. Those who presided over the ends of wars shrank the military as soon as the war ceased in the belief that no future wars would come, as in the case of Woodrow Wilson after World War I, Harry Truman after World War II, Jimmy Carter after Vietnam, and Bill Clinton after the Cold War. They believed that America could maintain a position of global leadership with less military power, by convincing others to disarm and by making better use of diplomacy, trade, and other forms of nonmilitary power. They scoffed at those who doubted predictions of permanent peace, and waited until the wolves were already nipping at Uncle Sam’s heels before readying the nation for war.


In Wilson’s case, the projected peace evaporated in two decades and was followed by the nastiest war in world history. After that war, Truman’s peace lasted a mere five years, with the United States caught off guard and ill-prepared for a war on the Korean Peninsula. Carter’s attempt to perpetuate peace through American retrenchment spurred Soviet expansionism in the third world and a global loss of confidence in the United States, culminating in the humiliating seizure of the U.S. embassy in the hitherto-friendly Iran. Clinton’s gutting of the military left the nation ill-prepared for the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.


The tendency to forsake a proactive strategy in favor of a foreign policy of ad hoc reaction is exacerbated when the president views foreign policy mainly as something that needs to be kept off the front page of the newspapers, as has been the case with most of the domestically focused presidents, including Obama. From day one of Obama’s presidency, the administration was divided between political operatives whose primary concern was Obama’s political popularity and policy wonks who wanted the government to focus on sound policies. Rahm Emanuel, Obama’s first White House chief of staff, referred to the two groups as “Tammany Hall” and “the Aspen Institute.” Tammany Hall, named after the nineteenth-century political machine that controlled New York City through patronage and graft, wanted Obama to abandon campaign promises on national security that had been popular with the Democratic base but were unpopular with the general electorate, such as trying terrorists in civilian courts and releasing sensitive information about CIA counterterrorism programs.4 The Aspen Institute, which took its name from a posh retreat in the Rocky Mountains where international elites exchanged ideas, wanted Obama to stick to those promises and, more generally, to take actions most beneficial to the American people and the world.


The first person Obama selected for his new administration, namely his vice presidential candidate, had been a member of Tammany Hall since Obama was in elementary school. Joe Biden won his first political race in 1969, and in 1973 was elected to the U.S. Senate, where he would spend the next thirty-six years. Now in his mid-sixties, with decades of service on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee under his belt, Biden had the gray hair and foreign policy experience to compensate for Obama’s youth and inexperience.


Biden was hewn from the same ideological oak as Obama, but in terms of temperament they could not have been more different. Whereas Obama liked to be alone with his thoughts or his reading materials, Biden preferred to mingle with the crowds, glad-handing with constituents or fellow politicians. Obama chose his words carefully and used them sparingly, like an artist who is keenly aware that every brushstroke counts, while Biden was prone to gaffes and had a penchant for interminable monologues that left the listeners in no doubt as to the high opinion in which he held his own intellect. In the Senate, Biden’s self-righteous grandstanding during public hearings had caused even his own political allies to look forlornly at their watches and wish that he would spend more time receiving and processing information prior to entering transmission mode.


Joe Biden organized his first presidential campaign in 1987. Trouble began when the staff of rival Michael Dukakis debunked Biden’s claims to be the descendant of coal miners and the first person from his family to attend college. Those details, the press was informed, had been stolen from the biography of British Labor Party leader Neil Kinnock. Biden’s own family tree contained no coal miners, and it did contain college graduates. Then it came out that Biden had lifted speech material from Robert Kennedy and Hubert Humphrey, and that in law school he had received an F in a course for plagiarizing five pages in a fifteen-page term paper. With his poll numbers in free fall, Biden withdrew from the race.5


Biden chose to test the presidential waters again in 2007. Competing with Obama and Hillary Clinton for the Democratic nomination, he spoiled his own chances with a string of ill-considered remarks. “In Delaware, the largest growth in population is Indian-Americans moving from India,” he said on one occasion. “You cannot go to a 7-Eleven or a Dunkin’ Donuts unless you have a slight Indian accent. I’m not joking.” Further on in the campaign, he said of Obama, “I mean, you got the first mainstream African-American who is articulate and bright and clean and a nice-looking guy. I mean, that’s a storybook, man.” Such statements would undoubtedly have spelled political death for a Republican, as had befallen Dan Quayle and Sarah Palin following lesser gaffes. It was a measure of the media’s double standard that Biden came through with his political heart still beating.


Biden never posed a serious threat to Obama or Clinton, dropping out of the race on January 3, 2008, after receiving less than 1 percent of the vote in the Iowa caucus. He reemerged on the scene in August, when Obama picked him as the vice presidential nominee based on his experience and national security credentials. If Obama had counted on the seriousness of the nomination to serve as a restraining influence on Biden’s mouth, he was to be sorely mistaken.


During a fund-raising event in Seattle, Biden committed his most egregious oratorical blunder, one that would become a hallmark of Republican attack ads. “Mark my words, it will not be six months before the world tests Barack Obama like they did John Kennedy,” Biden said ominously. “Watch, we’re gonna have an international crisis, a generated crisis, to test the mettle of this guy. . . . I’ve forgotten more about foreign policy than most of my colleagues know, so I’m not being falsely humble with you. I think I can be value added, but this guy has it. This guy has it. But he’s gonna need your help. Because I promise you, you all are gonna be sitting here a year from now going, ‘Oh my God, why are they there in the polls? Why is the polling so down? Why is this thing so tough?’ ”


Obama was not a man who angered easily—his calm demeanor often drew comparisons with Star Trek’s Mr. Spock—but Biden’s assertions at the Seattle fund-raiser pushed him over the edge. According to people who were with Obama when he heard the recording, he turned as angry as anyone had ever seen him. “How many times is Biden gonna say something stupid!” he exclaimed in a conference call with Biden’s chief of staff, Patty Solis Doyle. Obama told her that Biden “can’t be doing this,” and then called Biden to lecture him coldly on the necessity of avoiding self-defeating statements.6


Upon becoming vice president, Biden would see himself as the protector of the new president, especially on matters pertaining to national security. Biden perceived that Obama, as a young liberal Democrat with no military experience and little knowledge of national security affairs, was ill-equipped to assert control over the military or discern whether national security professionals were manipulating him. Obama’s unfamiliarity with national security also convinced Biden that Obama needed his expert advice on a continual basis.


The individuals whom Obama selected for the plum jobs within the national security apparatus—secretary of state, secretary of defense, and national security advisor—fell mainly into the Aspen Institute category. For secretary of state, he chose Hillary Clinton, who still had her own political ambitions but because of her position would have to subordinate them to sound policy. For Obama, Clinton made an appealing choice as secretary of state because her selection would please her dispirited supporters in the Democratic Party, who constituted a large section of the party, and because it would take her out of the Senate, where she could act as an independent power player.


On the day Obama announced Clinton’s nomination as secretary of state, Peter Baker of the New York Times questioned him on the wisdom of appointing someone whose qualifications he and his campaign team had mocked just a few months earlier. “Going back to the campaign,” Baker said, “you belittled her travels around the word, equating it to having teas with foreign leaders. And your new White House counsel said that her resume was grossly exaggerated when it came to foreign policy. I’m wondering whether you can talk about the evolution of your views of her credentials since the spring.”


Obama replied, “Well, I mean, I think—this is fun for the press to try to stir up whatever quotes were generated during the course of the campaign. No, I understand. And you’re having fun. And there’s nothing wrong with that. I’m not faulting it. But, look, I think if you look at the statements that Hillary Clinton and I have made outside of the heat of a campaign, we share a view that America has to be safe and secure. And in order to do that we have to combine military power with strength and diplomacy. And we have to build and forge stronger alliances around the world so that we’re not carrying the burdens and these challenges by ourselves.”7


Clinton, like Obama, had been well to the left of the American center on national security during her college years, in the sixties in her case, but then had shifted toward the middle as she strove for national office. She supported the invasion of Iraq in 2003, as Obama had relentlessly pointed out to liberal voters during the Democratic primary. By 2007, though, she had come out fiercely against the war, and was using it as a cudgel for beating the Bush administration as most other Democrats were then doing. When General David Petraeus and Ambassador Ryan Crocker briefed Congress in September 2007 on the U.S. troop “surge” in Iraq, Clinton lectured them, “You have been made the de facto spokesmen for what many of us believe to be a failed policy. Despite what I view as your rather extraordinary efforts in your testimony both yesterday and today, I think that the reports that you provide to us really require a willing suspension of disbelief.” She added that “any fair reading of the advantages and disadvantages accruing post-surge, in my view, end up on the downside.”8


For the position of secretary of defense, Obama chose Robert Gates, the only member of the Bush cabinet whom Obama retained. Gates had gained the respect of Obama and other Democrats with his low-key style, which they found a refreshing change from the overbearing, autocratic style of his predecessor, Donald Rumsfeld. Obama told aides that continuity would be helpful with Iraq and Afghanistan, especially as troops were being withdrawn from Iraq. Keeping Gates also demonstrated a commitment to bipartisanship, something that Obama had promised to deliver during the election.


For national security adviser, Obama selected James L. Jones, a retired four-star general who had served as commandant of the Marine Corps and Supreme Allied Commander Europe. The selection helped show the administration’s respect for the military, which would score political points with the public and ease the concerns within the U.S. armed forces over Obama’s attitudes toward the military. Obama barely knew Jones. In fact, Jones was surprised that Obama would give this critical job to someone whom he knew so little.9


Since the creation of the position in 1955, the national security adviser had been a central figure in national security policy, chairing meetings of the National Security Council and directing the NSC staff. Past holders of the office had included some of the biggest names in the history of U.S. national security—McGeorge Bundy, Henry Kissinger, Brent Scowcroft, Zbigniew Brzezinski, Colin Powell, and Condoleezza Rice. Jones expected to wield the same expansive powers as his forerunners. He quickly found, however, that the President had stripped away much of his authority and handed it to other individuals, who were all too eager to push Jones to the margins.


One of those individuals was Rahm Emanuel, a former congressman and a leading Tammany Hall figure. Profane, clever, and vindictive, Emanuel had littered his political path with the carcasses of those who had crossed him or let him down. In one of the most famous stories from his early career, he had mailed a dead fish to a pollster who had failed his team. At a fund-raising event, Obama had once roasted Emanuel by remarking, “Very few people know Rahm studied ballet for years. In fact, he was the first to adapt Machiavelli’s The Prince for dance. It was an intriguing piece. As you can imagine, there were a lot of kicks below the waist.”


Emanuel was prepared to pursue Obama’s political interests with the same unsentimental ruthlessness with which he had pursued his own. He did not have foreign policy expertise, and he would often sit in uncharacteristic silence at meetings on national security matters. But he gave counsel when it counted, and arranged the President’s schedule in ways that privileged the people whose views aligned with his own. One administration official told a reporter, “If you were to ask me who the real national security adviser is, I would say there were three or four, of whom Rahm is one and of which General Jones is probably the least important.”10


During the assembly of Obama’s national security team, Emanuel gave Jones strong encouragement to select Tom Donilon as deputy national security adviser. A veteran of the Carter administration and Walter Mondale’s 1984 presidential campaign, Donilon had latched on to Joe Biden in the middle of the 1980s, working on his 1988 presidential campaign until the plagiarism revelations torpedoed it. Donilon then worked at the prestigious Washington law firm O’Melveny & Myers, before becoming the chief lobbyist for Fannie Mae in 1999. Over a six-year stint at the mortgage giant, he raked in huge sums, though the scandals that subsequently rocked Fannie Mae would tarnish Donilon to such an extent that Obama would avoid nominating him for administration positions that required Senate confirmation.11 Jones met Donilon and liked him, so he agreed to take Donilon as his deputy. It was a decision he would soon come to regret.


Donilon behaved in a manner that would have earned him a pink slip in previous administrations. He routinely bypassed his immediate superior in the bureaucratic chain of command, Jones, in discussing national security policies directly with Obama and White House chief of staff Rahm Emanuel. When Jones was away visiting foreign capitals, as he often was, Donilon made decisions on national security matters without consulting him.12 Donilon was able to get away with it all because he enjoyed the protection of Vice President Biden and Obama himself.


As an indication of Donilon’s influence inside the White House, and of Obama’s preference for the Tammany Hall crowd over the Aspen Institute, Donilon was the only person from the national security realm who attended the 7:30 A.M. meeting of administration VIPs that was held in Emanuel’s office each morning. The other attendees were all top Tammany Hall operatives as well, including David Axelrod, Valerie Jarrett, Pete Rouse, and Robert Gibbs.13


Obama also put two of his most trusted foreign policy aides from the campaign, Denis McDonough and Mark Lippert, into the National Security Council. He included them and another of his favorites from the campaign, Ben Rhodes, in his inner circle on foreign policy, while keeping Jones, Clinton, and Gates outside the circle. Before and after meetings with his cabinet advisers, Obama met with McDonough, Lippert, and Rhodes, and he often made final decisions while conferring with them.


The oldest and most influential of this triumvirate was McDonough, a thirty-nine-year-old career congressional staffer. McDonough served as one of the unofficial national security advisers who wielded power at the expense of Jones. Top officials were soon saying, “If you get a request from Jim Jones, he might or might not be speaking for the president. If you get a request from Denis McDonough, he’s asking on behalf of the president himself.”14


Lippert, a thirty-five-year-old naval reservist, had also spent most of his career as a congressional staff member. In the first summer of the Obama administration, Jones concluded that Lippert was behind a series of press stories that cast Jones as ineffectual and lethargic. He went to Emanuel and demanded that Lippert leave.


“You’ll have to talk to the president,” Emanuel said. “This is his guy.” Jones went to Obama. Two months later, Obama announced that Lippert would be leaving to return to the Navy.15 Later, after the furor had subsided, Obama quietly appointed Lippert to a high post at the Pentagon, the sort of position normally held by someone of much greater seniority and expertise.


Rhodes, just thirty-one years of age, had joined the Obama campaign in 2007 and had vaulted to stardom as a speechwriter. During the Obama presidency, he continued to write speeches, but went far beyond the role of the typical speechwriter, and not just by serving as a member of Obama’s inner circle on national security. Rhodes helped script meetings of national security officials to ensure that Obama appeared organized and in command of the issues. He also crafted written accounts of those meetings to make Obama appear especially insightful and decisive, accounts that showed up in news stories and books. According to Bob Woodward, who received more of these accounts than any other author, Rhodes took notes of the President’s comments and then reorganized and embellished them to give them additional “clarity and purpose.”16


For Jones, accustomed to a military culture that respected rank and protocol, Obama’s direct dealings with Donilon, McDonough, Lippert, and others who reported to Jones were maddening. They demeaned people like him who had spent decades of hard service accumulating experience and knowledge. The circumvention of normal lines of authority also disrupted the processes by which policy decisions were made, creating an atmosphere of disorder that Obama, a novice at organizational management and decision making, was often unable to tame.


Daniel Klaidman, one of the journalists most sympathetic to Obama, noted that on tough issues, “Obama often took the path of least resistance, opting for passivity. He bobbed and weaved among his own advisers, endlessly adjusted tactics, and played for time in the ever-diminishing hope that the politics might eventually turn his way.” Klaidman also noted that Obama’s “elusiveness created confusion about who was in control of policy, what strategy should be pursued, and ultimately, what Obama really wanted or believed. In this vacuum his advisers fought brutally, each side invoking the president in support of its cause.”17


Most troubling for the Aspen Institute figures within the administration was that Obama often paid less heed to policy advice from the ostensible captains of the national security team—Gates, Jones, and Clinton—than to the political advice frrom Emanuel, Donilon, McDonough, Lippert, Rhodes, and other Tammany Hall members. Some of the acrimony was personal. No one in a senior position likes to see their subordinates hold more power than they do. The pill was especially bitter for Hillary Clinton, as it reinforced suspicions among her loyalists that Obama was intent on marginalizing her. Tina Brown, founder of the Daily Beast, would pronounce in July 2009, “It’s time for Barack Obama to let Hillary Clinton take off her burqa.”


Much more of the ill will stemmed from the subordination of policy to politics. While the Obama administration was hardly the first to politicize national security policy, it committed more flagrant fouls than most, if not all, of its predecessors. From the beginning, the Tammany Hall operatives treated the presidency like a reelection campaign, assessing every national security decision based on its impact on Obama’s poll numbers and domestic agenda. Jones referred to the Tammany Hall members of Obama’s national security team as “the water bugs,” the “Politburo,” the “Mafia,” and the “campaign set.” He recounted that “the water bugs did not understand war or foreign relations” and “were too interested in measuring the short-term political impact of the president’s decisions in these areas.” When Jones invited them to expert briefings on strategic and policy questions, they usually failed to show up.18


Other administration veterans have described the White House in much the same terms. “The president’s habit of funneling major foreign policy decisions through a small cabal of relatively inexperienced advisers whose turf was strictly politics was truly disturbing,” remarked Vali Nasr, who served as a senior official in the State Department from 2009 to 2011. “The primary concern of these advisers was how any action in Afghanistan or the Middle East would play on the nightly news, or which talking point it would give the Republicans in the relentless war they were waging against the president.”19


General David Petraeus, the commander of U.S. Central Command when Obama took office, recounted that the White House tried to get him to espouse the Tammany Hall view of the world when speaking to the press. He recoiled at the recommendations he received from David Axelrod prior to appearances on the Sunday morning talk shows, finding them “unsophisticated and political.” Petraeus told one aide that Axelrod was “a complete spin doctor.”20


Another prominent and troubling feature of Obama’s politicized national security aides was their disdain for the military leadership. Few of the Tammany Hallers had ever served in the armed forces, and most hailed from elite liberal circles that had a reflexive distrust of the military. Obama, unlike Bill and Hillary Clinton, did not openly demonstrate disrespect for the military establishment while in the White House, and he publicly professed admiration for the armed forces. But he himself never warmed to the military leadership. Rosa Brooks, a Georgetown University law professor whom Obama appointed to a Defense Department position in 2009, found that Obama made little effort to work with the generals. She recounted one general telling her that “the White House preferred the military to be seen but not heard.”21 Obama did not even pay attention to the commanding general in Afghanistan, his one major war. General Stanley McChrystal, who held that position early in Obama’s presidency, revealed in September 2009 that Obama had spoken with him only once in the last seventy days.22


Suspicions of the military within the White House received reinforcement in the administration’s early months from one of the most potent weapons in Washington—a book. Titled Lessons in Disaster: McGeorge Bundy and the Path to the War in Vietnam, the book had just been published in November 2008. It had started off as a joint effort between Gordon M. Goldstein, a scholar and former United Nations adviser, and McGeorge Bundy, who had served as Lyndon Johnson’s national security adviser during the fateful decisions of 1964 and 1965 that plunged U.S. forces into the Vietnam War. Bundy had died before the book could be completed, so Goldstein had finished it on his own, but it still reflected the biases of Bundy, who, like former secretary of defense Robert S. McNamara and other leading civilian officials of the day, had sought to shift blame for Vietnam from the civilian leadership to the military.


Tom Donilon was one of the first to read Goldstein’s book. He was so excited that he told everyone else in the White House to get their hands on the book. Many did, including Obama. Donilon, Obama, and others were particularly struck by Goldstein’s assertion that Lyndon Johnson was the victim of erroneous predictions and misguided resource requests from the military. According to Goldstein’s account, General William Westmoreland, the top U.S. commander in Vietnam in 1965, believed that the enemy would quickly succumb if subjected to greater military pressure. This confidence allegedly encouraged Johnson to enter the war and consent to an attrition strategy that produced a prolonged, bloody stalemate in the face of unexpectedly persistent enemy resistance.


Unbeknownst to the White House officials who would apply this argument to present-day affairs, Goldstein’s book was highly deficient as a history. Westmoreland had not actually given the president a rose-colored vision of the war, but instead had warned that a war would be long and costly, at least so long as it was confined to South Vietnam. Johnson’s generals had recommended intensified bombing of North Vietnam and insertion of U.S. ground forces into Laos to cut the Ho Chi Minh Trail in order to avoid protracted bloodletting, but civilian leaders had rejected those options based on doubts about their strategic risks and returns. Postwar disclosures from North Vietnamese sources would prove those doubts to have been unwarranted; North Vietnamese leaders believed that the actions recommended by the U.S. military would indeed have crippled North Vietnam.


In other words, the problem in 1965 was that the civilian leadership had paid too little heed to the military, not too much. The lesson the White House should have drawn from this historical episode was that civilian leaders would do well to listen closely to military experts before making decisions. It was an especially important lesson for administrations short on expertise in national security affairs, such as those of Lyndon Johnson and Barack Obama.


The misreading of the lessons of Vietnam was to poison relations between civil and military leaders throughout Obama’s presidency. It would also taint Obama’s handling of the most pressing national security problem facing him at the start of his first term, the war in Afghanistan.
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THE AFGHANISTAN DEBATE


In its first year, the Obama administration engaged in protracted debates on Afghanistan that would do much to shape the U.S. national security policies of the next eight years. It is much too early to produce a definitive history of these events, as critical information about wartime decisions invariably remains hidden from view for decades afterward. Nevertheless, enough information has come to light to illuminate fundamental issues and key decisions. Partisans have sought to shape perceptions of these events from the beginning and to exploit them to justify new actions, so rather than surrender the field by avoiding the subject until decades in the future, it is preferable to examine the available evidence now and draw conclusions from it.


As Obama’s own admirers have acknowledged, the new president resolved to intensify the war in Afghanistan without understanding much about either the country or the conflict. “Obama had come into office knowing little about the situation on the ground in Afghanistan,” recounted Jonathan Alter, one of Obama’s most admiring biographers. In the spring of 2009, Alter observed, Obama “stumbled into a large commitment without fully realizing what he was getting into.”1


Although Obama and his inner circle knew next to nothing about the counterinsurgency (COIN) warfare that the United States was waging in Afghanistan, there were others in the administration who understood it well. Gates had presided over the defeat of Iraq’s insurgents in 2007 and 2008, and the general who had orchestrated that effort, General David Petraeus, now held the position of commander of U.S. Central Command. Petraeus and Gates, however, were problematic for the new administration from the start. Petraeus, especially, had become a public celebrity as a result of his successes in Iraq and his careful cultivation of the media. White House aides suspected that Petraeus had political ambitions of his own. Gates was also suspect among many of Obama’s appointees because he had originally been selected by their bête noire, George W. Bush.


The new administration also received an infusion of counterinsurgency expertise from the Center for a New American Security, a think tank replete with well-known counterinsurgency thinkers like John Nagl, David Kilcullen, and Nathaniel Fick. The new undersecretary of defense for policy, Michéle Flournoy, had founded the think tank in 2008 along with Kurt Campbell as a means of preparing national security leaders for a Democratic administration. Flournoy and Campbell, both veterans of the Clinton administration who had been too young to take sides on the Vietnam War as it unfolded, belonged to a wing of the Democratic Party that rejected the knee-jerk opposition to the military of the party’s baby boom elites. They wanted to restore the centrist internationalism that had prevailed in the Democratic Party prior to the presidential nomination of George McGovern in 1972.


Nagl, Kilcullen, and other so-called COINdinistas provided intellectual respectability to COIN by emphasizing the nonmilitary aspects of counterinsurgency and the importance of obtaining popular support. The COINdinistas had helped write the 2006 Army Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual, and they had convinced the media and the public that the “population-centric” counterinsurgency doctrine in the manual had led to victory in Iraq. The same doctrine could save the day in Afghanistan, they said. Nagl and Kilcullen had mastered the art of the television and radio interview, and were able to make COIN sound appealing even to liberal NPR listeners. Flournoy and the COINdinistas from her think tank would help convince Obama and his national security team to engage in a full-fledged counterinsurgency in Afghanistan.


Three days into Obama’s presidency, at the new administration’s first National Security Council meeting on Afghanistan, Petraeus informed Obama that the United States needed more troops to achieve the U.S. objective of keeping Afghanistan from reverting to a terrorist sanctuary. He endorsed a request from General David McKiernan, the top U.S. commander in Afghanistan, to deploy 30,000 additional troops. U.S. military raids and drone-fired missiles had proven insufficient at thwarting Al Qaeda and its Afghan allies, Petraeus explained. What was required was a counterinsurgency approach, similar in its fundamentals to what Petraeus had executed in Iraq. It would involve securing the population with American ground forces, bolstering the Afghan national security forces, and inducing the Afghan government to provide services to the citizenry.


Vice President Joe Biden interjected that they needed to agree on a new strategy before sending more troops. They had to think through their strategic goals.2 Although he was not one to read weighty books or policy studies on counterinsurgency, Biden believed that he knew enough to question whether counterinsurgency was the right approach in Afghanistan. And he was convinced that he personally was obliged to prevent the military’s counterinsurgency gurus from steamrolling the novice president with their expert knowledge. A few days later, Biden told reporters accompanying him to the Munich Security Conference that he was not going to let the military “bully” the administration into sending more troops to Afghanistan with “artificial timelines.”3


Obama decided to authorize the deployment of additional troops to Afghanistan as Petraeus had recommended. The number would be adjusted downward to 17,000 troops, after the Pentagon’s math was determined to have been in error. In line with his desire to keep the war out of the public eye, Obama gave no speech or press conference to announce the decision. The White House limited its dissemination of the news to a four-paragraph written statement, released by the office of the press secretary.4


At the same time, Obama heeded Biden’s recommendation to rethink U.S. strategy. He ordered a strategic review of Afghanistan and Pakistan, to be led by Bruce Riedel, a South Asia expert who had spent thirty years in the CIA. Riedel had earned Obama’s trust during the campaign, when he had led the Obama campaign’s South Asia team. Obama gave Riedel until the middle of March to complete his review.


Riedel and his team met with U.S. officials, military commanders, legislators, and think tank analysts, and hosted delegations from Afghanistan and Pakistan. They reviewed the latest intelligence, which indicated that Al Qaeda was even more dangerous than Riedel had thought during the campaign, when he had told Obama that Al Qaeda was as dangerous now as on September 10, 2001. Al Qaeda was recruiting Pakistanis who had emigrated to Europe and held European passports that would enable them to slip through American screening.


The review team described Pakistan as an unstable bomb that could explode at any moment. If terrorists based in Pakistan attacked the United States, the President would be faced with the decision of bombing major terrorist training sites inside Pakistan, which could further destabilize the country. If the Pakistani government teetered, an extremist government could take power, or a war with India could break out, in which nuclear weapons might be used.


Riedel concluded that firing missiles from drone aircraft at terrorists in Pakistan, a practice that had begun in earnest in 2008, could cause real harm to Al Qaeda but would not solve the problem of Al Qaeda because the missiles could not take out the core leadership. While most of the core leadership was believed to be located in Pakistan, it was protected by Afghan and Pakistani extremist groups that the Pakistani government refused to eliminate. Riedel likened the drone program to the killing of bees one at a time—you could kill plenty of bees, but you would not eliminate the bee problem since the hive continues to produce new ones. In addition, Riedel pointed out, the drone strikes were not a reliable strategic weapon because they required the assistance of intelligence collectors on the ground in Pakistan, who would have to cease operations overnight if Pakistan’s government had a change of heart about the drones.


The only viable strategy, Riedel contended, was to change Pakistan’s strategy, so that the Pakistanis would voluntarily stop condoning and abetting terrorists. That outcome could not be fully achieved in two years, Riedel cautioned. It might take two decades, or might not be possible at all. Nevertheless, it had to be attempted. Riedel recommended greater U.S. assistance to Pakistan and concerted efforts to ramp up counterinsurgency in both Afghanistan and Pakistan as the best means of changing Pakistan’s strategic outlook.5


The top members of Obama’s national security team held several meetings in March to discuss Riedel’s findings. All concurred in Riedel’s recommendations except for Vice President Biden. “Just let me take two minutes here,” Biden said in a meeting on March 12. “I only have a couple of things to say, and this’ll only take me a minute or two.” Over the next twenty-one minutes, the Vice President delivered a rambling explanation of his objections to Riedel’s plan. If the Afghan government was weak, he contended, then sending more troops would be ineffective and irresponsible. Given that the main objective was defeating Al Qaeda, whose personnel were concentrated in Pakistan and not in Afghanistan, why did they need to send large numbers of troops to do nation building in Afghanistan? Biden advocated what he called “counterterrorism plus,” which would maintain a “light footprint” in Afghanistan in order to use drones and small teams of special operations forces to attack Al Qaeda along the border between Afghanistan and Pakistan.6


Gates believed that Biden’s strategic alternative was “ridiculous.”7 He and the generals contended that without a large counterinsurgency spearheaded by U.S. troops, the United States could not collect the intelligence necessary to pinpoint the terrorists in Afghanistan or Pakistan. They noted that Biden’s approach had already been tried in Afghanistan, between 2002 and 2008, and that its failure had led to the current predicament. While the United States had been conducting precision strikes against extremist leaders, the Taliban had multiplied sixfold in strength and captured large areas of the Afghan countryside.
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