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And every one that heareth these sayings of mine, and doeth them not, shall be likened unto a foolish man, which built his house upon the sand. The rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and slammed against that house; and it fell—and great was its fall.


—Matthew 7:26–27





CHAPTER ONE



Oedipus Tex


It was a cool, crisp day in the spring of 2004—a rarity for Houston—and George H.W. Bush chatted with a friend in his office suite on Memorial Drive. Tall and trim, his hair graying but by no means white, the former president was a few weeks shy of his eightieth birthday—it would take place on June 12, to be exact—and he was racing toward that milestone with the vigor of a man thirty years younger. In addition to golf, tennis, horseshoes, and his beloved Houston Astros, Bush’s near-term calendar was filled with dates for fishing for Coho salmon in Newfoundland, crossing the Rockies by train, and trout fishing in the River Test in Hampshire, England.1 He still prowled the corridors of power from London to Beijing. He still lectured all over the world. And, as if that weren’t enough, he was planning to commemorate his eightieth with a star-studded two-day extravaganza, culminating with him skydiving from thirteen thousand feet over his presidential library in College Station, Texas.2 All the celebratory fervor, however, could not mask one dark cloud on the horizon. The presidency of his son, George W. Bush, was imperiled.


One way of examining the growing crisis could be found in the prism of the elder Bush’s relationship with his son, a relationship fraught with ancient conflicts, ideological differences, and their profound failure to communicate with each other. On many levels, the two men were polar opposites with completely different belief systems. An old-line Episcopalian, Bush 41 had forged an alliance with Christian evangelicals during the 1988 presidential campaign because it was vital to winning the White House. But the truth was that real evangelicals had always regarded him with suspicion—and he had returned the sentiment.


But Bush 43 was different. A genuine born-again Christian himself, he had given hundreds of evangelicals key positions in the White House, the Justice Department, the Pentagon, and various federal agencies. How had it come to pass that after four generations of Bushes at Yale, the family name now meant that progress, science, and evolution were out and stopping embryonic stem cell research was in? Why was his son turning back the hands of time to the days when Creationism held sway?


But this was nothing compared to the Iraq War and the men behind it. George H.W. Bush was a genial man with few bitter enemies, but his son had managed to appoint, as secretary of defense no less, one of the very few who fit the bill—Donald Rumsfeld. Once Rumsfeld and Vice President Dick Cheney took office, the latter supposedly a loyal friend, they had brought in one neoconservative policy maker after another to the Pentagon, the vice president’s office, and the National Security Council. In some cases, these were the same men who had battled the elder Bush when he was head of the CIA in 1976. These were the same men who fought him when he decided not to take down Saddam Hussein during the 1991 Gulf War. Their goal in life seemed to be to dismantle his legacy.


Which was exactly what was happening—with his son playing the starring role. A year earlier, President George W. Bush, clad in fighter-pilot regalia, strode triumphantly across the deck of the U.S.S. Abraham Lincoln, a “Mission Accomplished” banner at his back—the Iraq War presumably won. But the giddy triumphalism of Operation Shock and Awe had quickly faded. America had failed to form a stable Iraqi government. With Baghdad out of control, sectarian violence was on the rise. U.S. soldiers were becoming occupiers rather than liberators. Coalition forces were torturing prisoners.3 As for Saddam’s vast stash of weapons of mass destruction—the stated reason for the invasion—none had been found.


Bush 41I had always told his son that it was fine to take different political positions than he had held. If you have to run away from me, he said, I’ll understand.4 Few things upset him. But there were limits. He was especially proud of his accomplishments during the 1991 Gulf War, none more so than his decision, after defeating Saddam in Kuwait, to refrain from marching on Baghdad to overthrow the brutal Iraqi dictator. Afterward, he wrote about it with coauthor Brent Scowcroft, his national security adviser, in A World Transformed, asserting that taking Baghdad would have incurred “incalculable human and political costs,” alienated allies, and transformed Americans from liberators into a hostile occupying power, forced to rule Iraq with no exit strategy.5 His own son’s folly had confirmed his wisdom, he felt.


But now his son had not only reversed his policies, he had taken things a step further. “The stakes are high. . . .” the younger Bush told reporters on April 21.6 “And the Iraqi people are looking—they’re looking at America and saying, are we going to cut and run again?”


The unspoken etiquette of the Oval Office was that sitting and former presidents did not attack one another. “Cut and run” was precisely the phrase Bush 43 used to taunt his Democratic foes, but this time he had used it to take a swipe at his old man.


Having returned recently from the Masters Golf Tournament in Augusta, Georgia,7 the elder Bush was eagerly looking forward to his celebrity-studded birthday bash in June.8 But, to his dismay, the media didn’t miss his son’s slight of him. On CNN, White House correspondent John King characterized the president’s speech as an apparent “criticism of his father’s choice at the end of the first Gulf War.”9 Thanks to a raft of election season books, the press was asking questions about whether there was a rift between father and son.10


So on that brisk spring day, a friend of Bush 41’s dropped by the Memorial Drive offices and asked the former president how he felt about his son’s controversial remarks. The elder Bush was stoic and taciturn as usual. But it was clear that he was not merely insulted or offended—his son’s remark had struck at the very heart of his pride. “I don’t know what the hell that’s about,” George H.W. Bush said, “but I’m going to find out. Scowcroft is calling him right now.”


*  *  *


The battle lines between father and son had been drawn even before the Iraq War started—a discreet, sub-rosa conflict that was both deeply personal and profoundly political. In the balance hung policies that would kill and maim hundreds of thousands of people, create millions of refugees, destabilize a volatile region that contained the largest energy deposits on the planet, and change the geostrategic balance of power for years to come.


Ultimately, it was the greatest foreign policy disaster in American history—one that could result in the end of American global supremacy.


The two men shared overlapping résumés—schooling at Andover and Yale, membership in Skull and Bones, and an affinity for Texas and the oil business. But that’s about where the similarities end. From the privileged confines of Greenwich, Connecticut, where he was raised, to Walker’s Point, the Bush family summer compound in Kennebunkport where his family golfed and ate lobster on the rugged Maine coast, to the posh River Oaks section of Houston after they settled in Texas, George H.W. Bush epitomized a blue-blooded, old money, Eastern establishment ethos that was abhorrent to the Bible Belt. By contrast, his son had been a fish out of water among the Andover and Yale elite, and scurried back to the West Texas town of Midland after graduating from the Harvard Business School. Nothing made him happier than clearing brush off the Texas plains.


People who knew both men tended to favor the father. “Bush senior finds it impossible to strut, and Bush junior finds it impossible not to,” said Bob Strauss, the former chairman of the Democratic National Committee who served as ambassador to Moscow under Bush 41 and remained a loyal friend.11 “That’s the big difference between the two of them.”


More profoundly, they epitomized two diametrically opposed forces. On one side was the father, George H.W. Bush, a realist and a pragmatist whose domestic and foreign policies fit comfortably within the age-old American traditions of Jeffersonian democracy. On the other was his son George W. Bush, a radical evangelical poised to enact a vision of American exceptionalism shared by the Christian Right, who saw American destiny as ordained by God, and by neoconservative ideologues, who believed that America’s “greatness” was founded on “universal principles”12 that applied to all men and all nations—and gave America the right to change the world.


And so an extraordinary constrained nonconversation of sorts between father and son had ensued. Real content was expressed only via surrogates. In August 2002, more than seven months before the start of the Iraq War, Brent Scowcroft, a man of modest demeanor but of great intellectual resolve, was the first to speak out. At seventy-seven, Scowcroft conducted himself with a self-effacing manner that belied his considerable achievements. Ever the loyal retainer, he was the public voice of Bush 41, which meant he had the tacit approval of the former president. “They are two old friends who talk every day,” says Bob Strauss. “Scowcroft knew it wouldn’t terribly displease his friend.”13


Well aware that war was afoot, Scowcroft had tried to head it off with an August 15, 2002, Wall Street Journal op-ed piece titled “Don’t Attack Saddam” and TV interviews. As a purveyor of the realist school of foreign policy, and as a protégé of Henry Kissinger, Scowcroft believed that idealism should take a backseat to America’s strategic self-interest, and his case was simple. “There is scant evidence to tie Saddam to terrorist organizations,” he wrote, “and even less to the Sept. 11 attacks.”14 To attack Iraq, while ignoring the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, he said, “could turn the whole region into a cauldron and, thus, destroy the war on terrorism.”15 A few days later, former secretary of state James Baker, who had carefully assembled the massive coalition for the Gulf War in 1991, joined in, warning the Bush administration that if it were to attack Saddam, it should not go it alone.16


On one side, aligned with Bush 41, were pragmatic moderates who had served at the highest levels of the national security apparatus—Scowcroft, Baker, former secretary of state Lawrence Eagleburger, and Colin Powell, with only Powell, as the sitting secretary of state, having a seat at the table in the new administration. On the other side, under the younger George Bush, were Dick Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld, Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz, and Richard Perle, chairman of the Defense Policy Advisory Board Committee—all far more hawkish and ideological than their rivals.


Of course, both Scowcroft and Baker would have preferred to give their advice to the young president directly rather than through the media,17 and as close friends to Bush senior for more than thirty years, that should not have been difficult. After all, Scowcroft’s best friend was the president’s father, his close friend Dick Cheney was vice president, and Scowcroft counted National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice and her deputy Stephen HadleyII among his protégés. And James Baker had an even more storied history with the Bushes.


“Am I happy at not being closer to the White House?” Scowcroft asked. “No. I would prefer to be closer. I like George Bush personally, and he is the son of a man I’m just crazy about.”18


But in the wake of Scowcroft’s piece in the Journal, both men were denied access to the White House. When the elder Bush tried to intercede on Scowcroft’s behalf, he met with no success. “There have been occasions when Forty-one has engineered meetings in which Forty-three and Scowcroft are in the same place at the same time, but they were social settings that weren’t conducive to talking about substantive issues,” a Scowcroft confidant told The New Yorker.19


Meanwhile, Bush senior did not dare tell his son that he shared Scowcroft’s views. According to the Bushes’ conservative biographers, Peter and Rochelle Schweizer, family members could see his torment.20 When his sister, Nancy Ellis, asked him what he thought about his son’s plan for the war, Bush 41 replied, “But do they have an exit strategy?”


In direct talks between father and son, however, such vital policy issues were verboten. “[Bush senior is] so careful about his son’s prerogatives that I don’t think he would tell him his own views,” a former aide to the elder Bush told New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd.21 When the Washington Post’s Bob Woodward told Bush 43 that it was hard to believe he had not asked his father for advice about Iraq, the president insisted the war was never discussed. “If it wouldn’t be credible,” Bush added, “I guess I better make something up.”22


Likewise, friends who saw them together found that they had absolutely nothing to say to each other on matters of vital national importance. “I was curious to see how they related to one another, and I’ll be damned,” said Bob Strauss, who shared an intimate dinner with them in the White House. “They never discussed the war, never discussed politics. We talked about social things, friendships, what was going on back in Texas. It was like a couple of old friends just gossiping about the past.”23


*  *  *


By 2006, however, tens of thousands of people had been killed in the Iraq War. Launched with the stated intention of eliminating Iraq’s weapons of mass destructions, the war had turned up no weapons whatsoever, and had instead raised profound questions about U.S. intelligence. Likewise, it had been disastrous in terms of America’s strategic ambitions. Instead of shoring up Israeli security and replacing rogue regimes in the Middle East with friendly, pro-Western allies, the war had turned Iraq into a terrorist training ground. By eliminating Saddam Hussein, the United States had sparked a Sunni-Shi’ite civil war that threatened to spread throughout and destabilize the entire Middle East. Far from creating a secular democracy, the war had empowered Shi’ite fundamentalists aligned with Iran. The Islamic Republic of Iran, America’s greatest foe in the region, had, unwittingly, been empowered. Dramatic action was necessary if Bush senior’s legacy was to be saved.


Enter the Iraq Study Group (ISG), a panel chaired by James Baker and former Democratic congressman Lee Hamilton and charged, in March 2006, with reassessing the deteriorating situation in Iraq and making policy recommendations. With Baker, the legendary Republican political operator and close friend of the former president, and Lawrence Eagleburger, who had also served as Bush 41’s secretary of state,III on the commission, and with Brent Scowcroft a consultant to it, key figures of Bush senior’s national security team finally had a politically opportune moment to present a bipartisan fig leaf that would enable the president to change course.


By now, however, Baker and Scowcroft knew that even their substantial persuasive powers would not change the president’s mind, so they devised an alternative strategy.24 The key would be to get help from one of the very few people close enough to the president who could possibly persuade him to change direction—Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice.


The forty-eight-year-old Rice was slender, perfectly coiffed, and ferociously poised—the most powerful African-American woman in the country. Having come of age working with Scowcroft and James Baker in Bush senior’s administration, she had also developed a special, if somewhat strange, relationship with the younger Bush. When Rice once publicly referred to Bush as “my husband,” it was widely seen as a Freudian slip that reflected how close they had become.25 Her predecessor, former secretary of state Colin Powell, once a trusted member of Bush 41’s circle, had proven remarkably ineffective in fighting the neocons, and was long gone. That left Rice, the only member of the old guard who had unalloyed access to the president, as the crucial bridge between 41 and 43.


So, in late August 2006, according to a report by Sidney Blumenthal, a former senior adviser to Bill Clinton, in Salon, Scowcroft met with Rice to explain that a comprehensive new approach to the Middle East was in order, including a focus on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Rice seemed to agree. “How are we going to present this to the president?” she asked Scowcroft.26


“Not we,” replied Scowcroft. “You.” He emphasized that only she was in a position to get Bush to change his policies.


*  *  *


About two weeks later, there were signs from the State Department that Scowcroft’s meeting with Rice had paid off. On September 15, Philip Zelikow, Rice’s closest aide, gave a speech asserting that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict must be addressed if Arab moderates and Europeans were to cooperate with the United States in the Middle East.27


Zelikow’s talk was widely seen as the first sign of a dramatic shift in administration policy. As the November 2006 midterm elections approached, thanks to growing antiwar sentiment, the hawks were finally in retreat. Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz and Under Secretary of Defense Douglas Feith, two highly controversial neoconservative architects of the war, had left the administration the previous year under fire. And eight retired generals had demanded Donald Rumsfeld’s resignation.28


But the neocons were not dead yet. Immediately after Zelikow’s speech, Cheney’s office responded with fierce attacks on Zelikow from inside the bureaucracy.29 Reports surfaced in the Jerusalem Post30 and the New York Sun,31 two neocon papers, undermining Zelikow’s message. Faced with the prospect of battling Cheney, Condoleezza Rice caved instantly. The State Department assailed Zelikow. “The issues of Iran and Israeli-Palestinian interaction each have their own dynamic, and we are not making a new linkage between the two issues,” State Department spokesman Sean McCormack announced.32 “Nothing in Philip’s remarks should be interpreted as laying out or even hinting at a change in policy.” On November 27, Zelikow abruptly resigned.33


But, most important, Rice never followed through after her meeting with Scowcroft. She never stepped up to the plate to try to persuade Bush to change course. Once again, the neocons held sway. As a result, Bush 41’s moderates were in a much weaker position than they had anticipated as the Iraq Study Group prepared to make its presentation.


*  *  *


The ritualized pomp and circumstance began at dawn on December 6, 2006, with the motorcade of long black sedans carrying the esteemed Wise Men (and one woman) to the White House. At 7:00 a.m., all ten members of the Iraq Study Group—James Baker, Lee Hamilton, former Supreme Court justice Sandra Day O’Connor, former secretary of state Lawrence Eagleburger, Clinton friend and adviser Vernon Jordan, former attorney general Edwin Meese, former White House chief of staff Leon Panetta, former secretary of defense William Perry, and former senators Charles Robb and Alan Simpson—arrived to hand-deliver signed copies of their report, “The Way Forward—A New Approach,” to the president.34


Bush formally received the group, thanked Baker and Hamilton, congratulated them on their work, and made a brief, pro forma statement to the press: “We applaud your work. I will take it very seriously. And we will act on it in a timely fashion.”35


Then the dignitaries climbed back in their motorcade, which made its way up to the Capitol. With police sirens signaling their arrival, they met first with the House leadership behind closed doors, and handed out copies of the report.36 Book bearers in tow, Baker and Hamilton led the way down a basement corridor, through a banquet kitchen and a locker room where waiters had donned bow ties. Dozens of photographers and about two hundred journalists were present to document the delivery of the report to Senate leaders Bill Frist and Harry Reid.


Bipartisan commissions, by their nature, tend to be bland affairs, but in the urgency of the political moment, the Iraq Study Group was different. Congressional Republicans had just been swept out of power in the 2006 midterm elections; Rumsfeld had been tossed overboard. Now came James Baker, the Bush family’s longtime friend and consigliere, to talk some sense into the president. With his steely-eyed toughness, Baker was the neocons’ worst nightmare. But to war-weary Americans, his presence signaled a moment of hope when it seemed that the president might finally accept the failure of his policies and try something new.


A reporter asked Baker if, given his close relationship to the Bush family, he thought the president could “pull a 180.” “I never put presidents I worked for on the couch,” he replied. “So I’m not going to answer that, because that would mean I’d have to psychologically analyze the inner workings of his mind. And I don’t do that.”37


In fact, Bush had no intention of acting on the report’s recommendations at all. Much of its content had leaked out beforehand, and Bush did not like what it said. With phrases like “grave and deteriorating” and “pessimism is pervasive,” its verdict was clear: America’s policies had failed. It was time to cut losses. The report highlighted the basic fallacy behind the administration’s strategy: the new Iraqi army, the police force, and even Prime Minister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki often showed greater loyalty to their ethnic identities than to the ideal of a nonsectarian, democratic Iraq. Ultimately, military solutions—that is, sending more soldiers to Iraq—could not resolve what were fundamentally political problems.


Journalists from the Washington Post and the New York Times said that, in rejecting all of its substantive recommendations, President Bush had, in private, used especially colorful language, calling the ISG study “a flaming turd.”38 Even if that account was exaggerated, it seemed to convey the feelings that led him to dismiss the report so brusquely.


*  *  *


As for the elder George Bush, he was in the news, too. On December 5, less than twenty-four hours before the Iraq Study Group report was released, the former president addressed the Florida state legislature in Tallahassee, where his son Jeb was governor. In a speech about leadership—run-of-the-mill stuff for a former chief of state—Bush told the legislators how proud he was about Jeb’s brave reaction to his defeat in the 1994 Florida gubernatorial election. “When it came down the homestretch,” Bush senior said, “[Jeb] saw some unpleasant things happen, unfair stuff, but he didn’t whine about it, he didn’t complain.”39


Then the former president grabbed the podium as if to steady himself. He paused, obviously shaken. “Barbara will bawl me out. . . .” he said wanly.


Now near tears, he continued. “A true measure of a man is how you handle victory,” he said, his voice wavering. Again, Bush grasped the podium and hesitated before going on. “And also defeat.”40


Then his voice cracked. “So in ’94 Floridians chose to rehire the governor,” he said, “but they took note of his worthy opponent, who showed with not only words but with actions what decency he had.” Fighting to keep his composure, he collapsed weeping as Jeb rushed over to comfort him.


In an earlier epoch, an inconsequential speech made in Tallahassee by a former president might not have even made the evening news. But in the era of You Tube and Internet video, it circled the globe instantly, not just for one news cycle but forever.


“It is not fully right, or fully fair, to guess about another’s emotions,” Peggy Noonan, Bush senior’s former speechwriter, wrote afterward in the Wall Street Journal.41 “But no one who knows George H.W. Bush thinks that moment was only about Jeb. It wasn’t only about some small defeat a dozen years ago. It would more likely have been about a number of things, and another son, and more than him.”


Noonan pointed out that Bush senior must have known the contents of the Iraq Study Group’s report that was being released the next day, and its damning judgment of his son’s presidency. “Surely Mr. Bush knew—surely he was first on James Baker’s call list—that the report would not, could not, offer a way out of a national calamity, but only suggestions, hopes, on ways through it. To know his son George had (with the best of intentions!) been wrong in the great decision of his presidency—stop at Afghanistan or move on to Iraq?—and was now suffering a defeat made clear by the report; to love that son, and love your country, to hold these thoughts, to have them collide and come together—this would bring not only tears, but more than tears.”42


*  *  *


Less noticed, but just as striking as the former president’s tears, was the fact that the son who had created this catastrophe was at the other end of the emotional spectrum. Far from showing signs of anguish at the horrors he had unleashed, George W. Bush displayed what Noonan called “a jarring peppiness.”43


And consider the context. A bipartisan panel had just eviscerated the centerpiece of his entire presidency. Moreover, by this time, there had been so many astounding revelations about Iraq that it was difficult to process them all. From Saddam’s phantom WMDs to the “Mission Accomplished” photo op, from the fairy-tale pluck of Jessica Lynch to the heroic martyrdom of NFL star Pat Tillman, who had been killed by friendly fire, the Pentagon had trumpeted one Hollywoodized saga of the Iraq War after another. By and large, most of them had been revealed as lies. No longer was the Bush White House able to maintain control of the narrative. The carefully managed perceptions of the Iraq War were vanishing.


How could one believe in the noble ideal of democratizing the Middle East when American soldiers—and even the Iraqi government itself—hid out in the Little America bubble of the Green Zone, the so-called Emerald City, with its discos, fast food, porno shops—and thousands of contractors from Halliburton? How could one see American soldiers as liberators after the reports of torture and horrifying abuses at Abu Ghraib that drove thousands of Iraqis not just to join the insurgency, but to cheer as the charred, mutilated bodies of dead Americans were dragged through the streets of Fallujah?44 How could one celebrate the rebuilding of Iraq’s infrastructure when at least $12 billion in cash was flown to Baghdad, shrink-wrapped in plastic, and $9 billion of it vanished under highly suspicious circumstances.45 Or when untold billions went to virtually unregulated private security firms, which brought in tens of thousands of mercenaries who were paid enormous sums.


Meanwhile, in terms of blood and treasure, the costs of war had soared beyond anyone’s worst nightmare. Billed as likely to last only a few months,46 this was a war that was to have practically paid for itself, officials had said.IV47 But with no end in sight, according to the ISG report, the war’s price tag exceeded $400 billion and Nobel Prize–winning economist Joseph Stiglitz put its “true cost” much, much higher—at more than $2 trillion.48 Far from funding the war as promised, Iraq’s oil industry was being systematically sabotaged, its oil hijacked, with billions of dollars going to subsidize terrorists.49 No wonder oil prices had more than tripled since 2002 to well over $70 a barrel.50


And then there were the gruesome and horrific human losses. Walter Reed Army Medical Center, itself a scandalous victim of neglect, was teeming with soldiers who had lost hands and arms, feet and legs, whose faces had been burned off, who had been paralyzed, who confronted lives very different from what they had imagined scant months earlier.


Meanwhile, at home, the world’s greatest constitutional democracy had implemented unprecedented secrecy and spying on its own citizens. There had been a dramatic erosion of civil liberties. The creation of a Soviet-style gulag at Guantánamo made a mockery of America’s Constitution by suspending habeas corpus and embracing the detention of prisoners—allowing them no rights whatsoever. The presidency itself had become an “imperial presidency,” consolidating enormous powers far beyond those intended by the founding fathers, effectively gutting the concepts of checks and balances.


None of which took into account the unforeseeable consequences that lay ahead for America thanks to the strategic disaster that was unfolding. Indeed, the Iraq War had accomplished precisely the opposite of its intentions. Rather than end terrorism, it created blood-drenched killing fields and vast new training grounds for tens of thousands of jihadists and Islamist militias. It created a new Iraqi state dominated by Shi’ites who saw Israel and America as their enemy. If there had been any winner at all, it had been the Islamic Republic of Iran. America’s military was being stretched thin, its troops overburdened. Ultimately, the war had resulted in a historic decline in American power and prestige.


And yet, in the midst of all this, George W. Bush was, as Noonan put it, “resolutely un-anguished.” How could he be so free of doubt in the face of such a cataclysm? As his father wept, how could he remain so serene?


*  *  *


As the situation in Iraq continued to deteriorate in the summer of 2007, the larger question of how America arrived at this moment, and precisely what that moment meant, was even less clear or understood. In the prosecution of the war, and the implementation of Bush’s broader vision, many of America’s most sacred institutions, from its judiciary to its national security apparatus, had been sabotaged and subverted. When it came to the constitutional checks and balances, to the powers of the executive branch, lines had been crossed, fundamental principles violated, putting at risk precisely what made America so special. Dick Cheney had led Donald Rumsfeld and the neocons in creating a separate, shadow national security apparatus to create a disinformation pipeline putting forth its own wished-for reality as a mechanism to start the war. As the summer of 2007 drew to an end, there was even reason to believe that the Bush administration would “double down” by bombing Iran, a potentially disastrous move that could ignite a global oil war and might spell the end of American supremacy forever. How had Americans been tricked into allowing these radical policies to be implemented? What were the deep cultural forces that had led the country to this historic catastrophe?


A hint could be found in Bush’s ready explanation as to why he had not gone to his father for advice on Iraq. “You know,” he said, “he is the wrong father to appeal to in terms of strength. There is a higher father that I appeal to.”51


Indeed, it was precisely this faith—as opposed to reason—that had made Bush such an ideal vehicle through whom to implement a revived vision of American exceptionalism, a vision shared by neoconservatives and the Christian Right, asserting America’s right to fight tyranny all over the world. But how had this shared vision, this strange alliance of faith and ideology, come to be?


Astonishingly enough, the story of how neoconservative ideologues banded together with the Christian Right to forge these radical policies under Bush has never been fully told. In part, that may be because the religious sensitivities of both evangelical Christians and Jews make deep criticism of America’s Middle East policies the third rail of American politics. Indeed, the entire topic is at odds with the way the discourse about the Middle East conflict has been framed in the United States, and so taboo that it rarely appears in the American press in any context whatsoever.


To truly understand the scope and meaning of the relationship between the neocons and the Christian Right, however, one would have to delve into subjects as varied and seemingly unrelated as theology and espionage, ancient history and the geopolitics of oil, biblical prophecy, political assassinations, and the secret ties between the Pentagon and Israel. One would have to travel in time from the exile of the Jews from the Temple in the pre-Christian era to the days of the early Puritan settlers in New England to the unending intrigue in Washington and the Middle East today. One would have to interview messianic Jews in Jerusalem and settlers in the West Bank; Likudnik politicians of the Israeli right and Rapturite fundamentalists from the Bible Belt; leaders of the Christian Right in Lynchburg, Virginia; neoconservative ideologues in Washington think tanks; CIA intelligence operatives in Langley, Virginia, and their Israeli counterparts in Mossad; and the many military officers and intelligence officials who rebelled against the Bush administration.


Finally, one would conclude that the most significant “clash of civilizations” today is not between Islam and the West at all, as the conflict is usually framed, but between fundamentalists—not just Islamists, but Christian and Orthodox Jewish fundamentalists as well—and the modern world. In other words, the most powerful enemies of our modern, humanist post-Enlightenment world may not be militant Islamists more than an ocean away, but Christian fundamentalists and their neoconservative allies who have been waging a ferocious war against “militant secularists,” and who finally became influential enough to install, for the first time, a powerful leader of the Christian Right, George W. Bush, in the White House.





I. One problem with writing about the relationship between George H.W. Bush and George W. Bush is the laborious repetition of their full names to differentiate the two men. The younger Bush is not, strictly speaking, a junior—he is missing the “H.”—so referring to him as such would be inaccurate, and, perhaps as a result, reporters have sometimes referred to him as W. or, in the Texas fashion, Dubya. Because George H.W. Bush was the forty-first president of the United States and George W. Bush the forty-third, at times they will be referred to as Bush 41 and Bush 43 in this book, at times by their full names, and at times as the elder or younger Bush.


II. When Rice became secretary of state in Bush’s second administration, Hadley took her position as national security adviser.


III. Another high-level Bush 41 appointee, former CIA director Robert Gates, served on the panel until he was nominated to be secretary of defense in 2006. Eagleburger replaced him.


IV. In testimony before Congress, Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz said, “It’s hard to conceive that it would take more forces to provide stability in post-Saddam Iraq than it would take to conduct the war itself.” He added, “The oil revenue of that country could bring between 50 and 100 billion dollars over the course of the next two or three years. We’re dealing with a country that could really finance its own reconstruction, and relatively soon.”





CHAPTER TWO



Redeemer Nation


On a scorching afternoon in late May 2005, Tim LaHaye, the seventy-nine-year-old coauthor of the Left Behind series of apocalyptic thrillers, leads several dozen of his acolytes up a long, winding path to a hilltop in the ancient fortress city of Megiddo, Israel. LaHaye is not a household name in the secular world, but in the parallel universe of evangelical Christians he is a potent cultural icon. The author or coauthor of more than seventy-five books, LaHaye in 2001 was named the most influential American evangelical leader of the past twenty-five years by the Institute for the Study of American Evangelicals—over Billy Graham, Jerry Falwell, and scores of other famous evangelists.1 With more than 63 million copies of his Left Behind novels sold, he is one of the bestselling authors in all of American history. Here, a group of about ninety American evangelical Christians who embrace the astonishing theology he espouses have joined him in the Holy Land for the “Walking Where Jesus Walked” tour.


Megiddo, the site of roughly twenty different civilizations over the last ten thousand years, is among the first stops on the pilgrimage. Given that LaHaye’s field of expertise is the apocalypse,I it is also one of the most important. Alexander the Great, Saladin, Napoleon, and other renowned warriors all fought great battles here. But if Megiddo is to go down in history as the greatest battlefield on earth, its real test is yet to come. According to the Book of Revelation, the hill of Megiddo, better known as Armageddon—will be the site of the cataclysmic battle between the forces of Christ and the Antichrist.


To get a good look at the battlefields of the apocalypse, the group takes shelter under a makeshift lean-to at the top of the hill. Wearing a floppy hat to protect him from the blazing Israeli sun, LaHaye yields to his colleague Gary Frazier to explain what will happen during the Final Days. The tour organizer and founder of Discovery Ministries in Arlington, Texas, near Dallas, Frazier has the demeanor of a high school football coach herding his charges on and off the bus during a road trip.


“How many of you have read the Left Behind prophecy novels?” asks Frazier.2 Almost everyone raises a hand.


“The thing that you must know,” Frazier tells them, “is that the next event on God’s prophetic plan, we believe, is the catching away of the saints in the presence of the Lord. We call it ‘the Rapture.’ ”


Frazier is referring to a key biblical passage, in the first book of Thessalonians, that says the Lord will “descend from heaven with a shout. . . . The dead in Christ shall rise first. Then we which are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air.”3 Because the Greek word harpazo in the original text is sometimes translated as “caught up” or “raptured,” adherents cite this as the essential biblical reference to the Rapture.


“Christ is going to appear,” Frazier continues. “He is going to call all of his saved, all of his children, home to be with him.”


In other words, “in the twinkling of an eye,”II as the Rapturists often say, millions of born-again evangelicals will suddenly vanish from the earth—just as they do in LaHaye’s Left Behind books. They will leave behind their clothes, their material possessions, and all their friends and family members who have not accepted Christ—and they will join Christ in the Kingdom of God.


Frazier continues. “Jesus taught his disciples that he was going to go away to his father’s house, but that he was not going to abandon them. . . . Jesus is going to come and get his bride, which comprises all of us who are born again.”


Frazier is a fiery preacher, and as his voice rises and falls, his listeners respond with cries of “Amen” and “That’s right.”


“I’m going to tell you with zeal and enthusiasm and passion Jesus is coming on the clouds of glory to call us home. . . . Now, ladies and gentlemen, I want you to know. . . that Christ is coming. And we believe that that day is very, very near.”


For miles around in all directions the fertile Jezreel Valley, known as the breadbasket of Israel, is spread out before them, an endless vista of lush vineyards and orchards growing grapes, oranges, kumquats, peaches, and pears. The sight LaHaye’s followers hope to see here in the near future, however, is anything but bucolic. Their vision is fueled by the Book of Revelation, the dark and foreboding messianic prophecy peopled with grotesque monsters—the whore of Babylon, the Beast with ten horns and seven heads—that foresees a gruesome and bloody confrontation between Christ and the armies of the Antichrist at Armageddon.


Addressing the group from the precise spot where the conflict is to take place, Frazier turns to Revelation 19, which describes Christ going into battle. “It thrills my heart every time that I read these words,” he says. Then he begins to read: “ ‘And I saw heaven standing open. . . . And there before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful and True. With justice he judges and makes war. His eyes are like blazing fire.’ ”


Frazier pauses to explain the text. “This doesn’t sound like compassionate Jesus,” he says. “This doesn’t sound like the suffering servant of Isaiah 53. This is the Warrior King. He judges and makes war.”


Frazier returns to the Scripture: “He has a name written on him that no one but he himself knows. He is dressed in a robe that is dipped in blood and his name is the word of God.”


What is to happen next is the moment the Rapturists fervently await. Light-years away from the lamblike, turn-the-other-cheek Christ of the Sermon on the Mount, this Jesus is an angry and merciless God, and the magnitude of death and destruction he wreaks will make the Holocaust seem trifling. Finally, when the battle begins, those who remain on earth are the unsaved, the left behind—many of them dissolute followers of the Antichrist, who is massing his army against Christ. Accompanying Christ into battle are the armies of heaven, riding white horses and dressed in fine linen.


“This is all of us,” Frazier says.


Frazier points out that Christ does not need high-tech weaponry for this conflict. “ ‘Out of his mouth comes a sharp sword,’ not a bunch of missiles and rockets,” he says.4


Once Christ joins the battle, both the Antichrist and the False Prophet are quickly captured and cast alive into a lake of fire burning with brimstone.5 Huge numbers of the Antichrist’s supporters are slain.


Meanwhile, an angel exhorts Christ, “Thrust in thy sickle, and reap.”6 And so, Christ, sickle in hand, gathers “the vine of the earth.”


Then, according to Revelation, “the earth was reaped.” These four simple words signify the end of the world as we know it.


Grapes that are “fully ripe”—billions of people who have reached maturity but still reject the grace of God—are now cast “into the great winepress of the wrath of God.”7


Here we have the origin of the phrase “the grapes of wrath.” In an extraordinarily merciless and brutal act, Christ crushes the so-called grapes of wrath. In the process, he is killing billions of people because they did not accept him as their savior. Then, Revelation says, blood flows out “of the winepress, even unto the horse bridles, by the space of a thousand and six hundred furlongs.”III


With its highly figurative language, Revelation is subject to profoundly differing interpretations. Nevertheless, LaHaye’s followers insist on its literal truth and accuracy, and they have gone to their calculators to figure out exactly what this passage of Revelation means. As we walk down from the top of the hill of Megiddo, one of them looks out over the Jezreel Valley. “Can you imagine this entire valley filled with blood?” he asks.8 “That would be a 200-mile-long river of blood, four and a half feet deep. We’ve done the math. That’s the blood of as many as two and a half billion people.”


When this will happen is another question. The Bible says that “of that day and hour knoweth no man.” Nevertheless, LaHaye’s disciples are certain these events, variously known as the End of Days, the Final Conflict, and Armageddon, are imminent.


In fact, one of them has especially strong ideas about when they will take place. “Not soon enough,” she says. “Not soon enough.”


*  *  *


If such views sound astonishing, the people who hold them are decidedly not. For the most part, the group could pass for a random selection culled from almost any shopping mall in America. There are warm and loving middle-aged couples who hold hands as they stroll through the Holy Land. There is a well-coiffed Texas matron with an Hermès scarf. There’s a duck-tailed septuagenarian and a host of post-teen mall rats. There are young singles. One couple even chose this trip for their honeymoon. A big-haired platinum blonde with a white sequined cowboy hat adds a touch of Dallas glamour. There is a computer-security expert, a legal assistant, and a real estate broker; a construction executive, a retired pastor, a caregiver for the elderly, and a graduate student from Jerry Falwell’s Liberty University. They hail from Peoria, Illinois, and Longview, Texas, as well as San Diego and San Antonio. These are the kind of people who made George W. Bush president.


Many have attended the Left Behind Prophecy Conference on one of its tours of the United States, and almost all of them are fans of the Left Behind books. In their unquestioning religiosity, however, they seem stunningly oblivious to the genocidal nature of the series’ theology.IV9 Like the angry warrior Christ in the Book of Revelation, they seem to have no problem with the slaughter of billions of people who have not accepted Christ as their savior.


Such beliefs may seem astounding to secular Americans, but they are not unusual. According to a Time/CNN poll from 2002, 59 percent of Americans believe the events in the Book of Revelation will take place.10 In addition, a January 2007 study by the Barna Group, a Christian research firm, found that there are as many as 84 million11 adult evangelicals in the United States—about 38 percent of the population.


Exactly what such surveys mean, however, is a different story. The same Barna Group poll, for example, found that when a “theological filter” of nine rigorous questions was used to find out if respondents were really “evangelical,” only 8 percent of the adult population—18 million people rather than 84 million—passed the test.12 Consequently, the actual number of evangelicals varies widely from one survey to another, and terms such as “evangelical,” “fundamentalist,” and “born-again Christian” are open to a variety of interpretations.V Perhaps most important, many millions of evangelicals belong to more than 200,000 churches, most of which are run by pastors who belong to conservative political organizations that make sure their flocks vote as a hard-right Republican bloc.


A fascination with Revelation and America’s specially ordained place in the divine plan has always been a powerful and elemental, if often unseen, component of the American consciousness, predating America itself and playing a vital role in its creation. Nor has it been confined to the pulpit. Imagery from the Book of Revelation has inspired poets and writers from William Blake and William Butler Yeats to Joan Didion and Bob Dylan. Elements of Revelation, secularized or otherwise, turn up in movies such as the Star Wars trilogies, High Noon starring Gary Cooper, The Omen starring Gregory Peck and its various sequels, Clint Eastwood’s Pale Rider, and countless others.


Likewise, the myth that Americans are a Chosen People specially ordained by God has remained alive and well in various forms over the centuries, evolving through time to fit changing economic, military, political, and historic circumstances. It has taken the shape of the Puritanical assertion that America is a Redeemer Nation with a special millennial mission. It has been called Manifest Destiny in reference to westward expansion through which the early settlers tamed the frontier and Christianized heathen savages. It has taken on the guise of American exceptionalism when the U.S. military ventured forth to make the world safe for democracy. It has been secularized and transformed into various expressions of romantic nationalism in one era after another, from the days of the Puritans to the Wild West, from the Spanish-American War when American soldiers Christianized the Philippines to Woodrow Wilson’s notion of America as the servant of mankind, from fighting Hitler in World War II to the war against godless communism in Vietnam. It has been used to rationalize a lust for power, energy security, oil, and wealth. Today it means “democratizing” the Middle East and fighting terrorism.


*  *  *


The notion of American exceptionalism began in the late fifteenth century when America itself was no more than a gleam in Christopher Columbus’s eye. A student of biblical prophecy as well as an explorer, Columbus asserted that his role in crossing the ocean was to expedite the messianic fulfillment of God’s plan for the millennial kingdom on earth. “God made me the messenger of the new heaven and the new earth of which he spoke in the Apocalypse of St. John. . . and he showed me the spot where to find it,” Columbus wrote in his diary.13


More than a century later, English theologians espoused similar messianic ideals and set about to fulfill them. With the advent of the Protestant Reformation and the first English-language Bibles came the early stirrings of Christian Zionism, the belief that the return of Jews to the Holy Land is in accordance with biblical prophecy. By the sixteenth century, theologians such as Thomas Brightman, Thomas Draxe, Edmund Bunny, and Francis Kett began calling for the restoration of the Jews in Palestine.14


Initially, such ideas were deemed so heretical that some theologians, including Kett, were burned at the stake. Nevertheless, the identification of the Puritans with the Jews was so deep that some Puritans even wanted to use Hebrew in their prayers and to have Mosaic law enforced.15 Ultimately, the most radical among them split off and, like the Israelites themselves, fled England to seek a new Zion, a new Promised Land, in America.


Then, in 1630, a wealthy attorney named John Winthrop took a group of fellow Puritans across the Atlantic to build a New Jerusalem in the New World, one that would provide the foundation for a millennial Kingdom of Christ. Just before his ship, the Arbella, made its way to Salem,16 Massachusetts, Winthrop, who later became the first governor of Massachusetts Bay Colony, addressed his fellow pilgrims with his historic sermon, “A Model of Christian Charity.” Borrowing a phrase from the Book of Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount, Winthrop characterized their new homeland as a New Jerusalem by describing it as a “city on a hill,” thereby searing in the national consciousness forever an iconic phrase to define America’s special role in the world. Famously quoted by President-elect John F. Kennedy in 1961 and President Ronald W. Reagan in his 1989 farewell address, cited by countless politicians and pastors, Winthrop’s sermon became one of the essential texts that shaped America, and the first to put forth the notion that America was a Promised Land. The term Christian Zionism is rarely used to describe the seminal myths on which America was founded. Yet the enduring power of Winthrop’s celebrated sermon lay in its ability to remake Christian Zionism into a uniquely American myth. A city on a hill, after all, meant Jerusalem—and Jerusalem was Zion.17 Christian Zionism had been transformed. America was God’s new Israel. It had inherited the spiritual legacy of the Jews.


Specifically, Winthrop told his followers that, like the Israelites being driven from the Temple, they had been persecuted and sent into exile. But God’s providence was such, he said, that they had been entrusted with enacting the final chapter in human history. They were the Chosen People and they were now on their way to the Promised Land.VI18 Winthrop’s metaphor became so deeply rooted among the early settlers that Puritan minister Cotton Mather19 preached that Christ would return once America was built into a truly righteous millennial kingdom.20 This doctrine became known as postmillennialism because it posited that the Second Coming of Christ would take place after the millennium.


As a result, the Puritans had created a powerful and lasting sense of America as part of a utopian mission in the war of good against evil, freedom against tyranny. The Puritan imprint was indelibly stamped on the map of America. Salem, Massachusetts, where Winthrop had landed, and later Salem, Oregon, Illinois, and more than twenty other states, was the New World name for Jerusalem.VII There were Goshens, Canaans, and New Canaans, not to mention various Bethlehems, Zions, and Hebrons throughout the nation.21 From Increase Mather (Cotton Mather’s father)22 in the late seventeenth century, to Ezra Stiles and Timothy Dwight,23 both of whom became presidents of Yale University, countless other theologians referred to the United States as the American Israel.24


This notion of America as the new Israel was so powerful that it transcended Puritan theology and even crossed over into the world of the far more secular, post-Enlightenment founding fathers, who, without embracing Puritan theology, found enormous value in using these biblical myths and symbols to give meaning to the colonial experience. In fact, on September 7, 1774, with the outbreak of the Revolutionary War, George Washington attended the First Continental Congress in Philadelphia and heard an Episcopal priest read Psalm 35, clearly suggesting that Americans, like the Jews before them, had earned the right to be called God’s Chosen People, and that God would fight for America just as He had fought for Israel.VIII25


The analogy was clear. The British were tyrants like the Egyptian pharaohs; the American rebels seeking their freedom were akin to the Israelites in Exodus; and America was Zion, the New Jerusalem, the Promised Land. Even to committed secularists, such as Adams, Franklin, and Jefferson, these images and biblical myths had an undeniable attraction in that they gave narrative coherence to the American Revolution, the meaning of which was indisputable: America was about freedom. It was the enemy of tyranny.


*  *  *


Of course, the Puritans were not the dominant force colonizing America. Church membership during the colonial period never exceeded 20 percent of the population,26 which also included Catholics, Quakers, Lutherans, Congregationalists, Baptists, Presbyterians, and Jews, many of whom, like the Puritans, sought their own brand of religious expression. Other early settlers included those seeking economic opportunity in the New World and escape from criminal punishment in the Old. And the more worldly Founding Fathers were the rationalist men of the Enlightenment—George Washington, John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, John Jay, James Madison, Thomas Paine, and Alexander Hamilton—who envisioned a Republic that was very different from that imagined by the Puritans.27 They rejected the idea of society’s redemption through Jesus Christ, but were able to find common cause with the Puritans in fighting British tyranny.


Meanwhile, the Puritans saw the American Revolution itself as the birth of the new millennial age.28 By asserting their identity as the Chosen People against the colonial British, they, too, played a key role in the Revolutionary War. As a result, the American struggle for independence was powered by a variety of forces.


On the one hand, the proponents of a rational, post-Enlightenment America advocated the separation of church and state, freedom of and from religion, and they explicitly asserted that “the United States of America is not in any sense founded on the Christian Religion.”29 On the other hand, the Puritans believed in a fundamentalist, theocratic state. In parts of colonial New England, they had gone so far as to make biblical law the law30 of the land—just as Islamic fundamentalists later did in making Sharia, Islamic law, the rule in some Muslim countries in the Middle East and Africa.IX Reason was their enemy. In Memorable Providences and Wonders of the Invisible World, Cotton Mather even argued passionately for mass executions of women for witchcraft.31 Even at America’s birth, we see the split between the religious conservatives and the secularists that would forever divide America.X


When it came to the founding of the new Republic—and writing the Constitution, the Bill of Rights, the Declaration of Independence—the post-Enlightenment Founding Fathers held sway. Because there was the potential for enormous discord among the thirteen colonies, they chose to accommodate religious values by stressing religious freedom over purity. “The founders’ professed goal was to establish a nation true to the spirit of divine law, a spirit some understood in Christian terms and others according to the canons of Enlightenment philosophy,” writes Forrest Church in The Separation of Church and State.32 Church concludes that “these seemingly opposite world-views collaborated brilliantly and effectively to establish the separation of church and state in America.”33


*  *  *


In the last half of the nineteenth century, American evangelicalism underwent a dramatic transformation and advanced what has become the most popular doctrine embraced by the Christian Right today: premillennial dispensationalism, a canon championed by evangelicals from Billy Graham to the late Jerry Falwell, popularized in apocalyptic bestsellers such as Hal Lindsey’s The Late Great Planet Earth and Tim LaHaye’s and Jerry Jenkins’s Left Behind series, the same doctrine espoused by LaHaye and Gary Frazier on the hill in Megiddo, Israel.


The key agent of change was a renegade Irish Anglican theologian, author, and mystic named John Nelson Darby, sometimes known as the father of premillennialism.34 As the leader of a strict fundamentalist sect known as the Plymouth Brethren, or Darbyites,35 Darby won a modest following in England.36 But when he began a series of American tours in 1859 his fame spread far and wide. Crippled and burdened by a homely, deformed face, Darby was nevertheless an intensely charismatic figure whose personality “could enslave by its sheer attractiveness.”37 He made his mark by systematically assembling the prophetic passages in the Bible into one overarching, grandiose, and intoxicating apocalyptic vision of End Times that combined divine redemption and millennial bliss with brutal justice and gruesome catastrophes into a horrifying, nihilistic fantasy.


At the heart of Darby’s doctrine was the precept that biblical prophesies from even the most convoluted and abstruse part of the New Testament, the Book of Revelation, would come to pass exactly as predicted. Specifically, Darby preached that there are seven epochs, or dispensations, in human history, starting with the Garden of Eden and ending with the thousand-year reign of the saints after the Second Coming of Christ.38 He asserted that we are now living near the end of the sixth dispensation, the period immediately preceding the Second Coming of Christ. Because Christ would return before the new millennium, this doctrine was known as premillennial dispensationalism and was a distinct break from the Puritan theology of postmillennialism, which posits that Christ will return only after a millennium of peace on earth.39 But Darby’s greatest fame came from popularizing the Rapture. The current era would end, he preached, when those who have accepted Christ were suddenly “caught up” from the earth to join the Lord in the air, thereby escaping the horrifying Tribulation that was to follow.


Much of Darby’s theology was old hat. As author Paul Boyer points out in When Time Shall Be No More, various forms of it had been around for hundreds of years, and the Rapture doctrine had been expounded in America by Increase Mather two centuries earlier.40 But Darby systematically wove diverse texts into a rich theological fabric that he diligently promoted through his writing and nationwide tours. He also revived the Christian Zionist notion of the restoration of the Jews into Palestine, an event to which he gave great prominence in his dispensational system. Once again, Christian Zionism was alive as part of American evangelicalism.


The times could not have been more propitious for America to embrace a new apocalyptic vision. Between 1780 and 1860, the number of congregations in the United States soared from 2,500 to 52,000.41 Meanwhile, America was reeling from the Civil War, a conflict so bloodily apocalyptic that the lyrics for its anthem had been cribbed from the Book of Revelation. “Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord” went the “Battle Hymn of the Republic.” “He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored.”


In the war’s aftermath, a shattered America rapidly transformed itself into the greatest industrial power in the world. “Instead of utopia, the northern states experienced the rapid and painful transition from an agrarian to an industrialized society,” writes Karen Armstrong in The Battle for God.42 “New cities were built, old cities exploded in size. . . . New immigrants poured into the country. Capitalists made vast fortunes from the iron, oil and steel industries, while workers lived below subsistence level.”


Meanwhile, even the most basic tenets about man and society were being questioned. In 1859, the publication of Darwin’s The Origin of Species, and, later, The Descent of Man, seemed to say that humans were just like animals and were not created by God. Liberal theologians in America and historians in Germany challenged the dogma that the Bible was divinely inspired.43 In 1882, Friedrich Nietzsche proclaimed that God was dead.


Many of the institutions founded to promote Puritan orthodoxy gradually became something else entirely and promoted this new brand of post-Enlightenment humanism. Among them was Yale University, which was founded with the purpose of sending its graduates on as missionaries to spread Christianity throughout the world,44 but which evolved into a training ground for a secular elite, including four generations of Bushes.XI


But each step forward taken by modernism provoked an equal and opposite reaction from fundamentalists. Far from making man more virtuous, Darbyites believed, the Enlightenment, science, and modernism had left mankind so wanton and dissolute that God had to intervene and inflict untold misery upon the human race. And part of the seductive beauty of Darbyism was that it could be interpreted to explain away contemporary social and political forces in terms of Christ and the Antichrist, that it could frame the temptations of the modern world as going hand in glove with Satan.


In response to the shattering uncertainties wrought by the upheavals of Civil War and modernism, millions of Americans accepted Darby’s emphasis on the inerrancy of the Bible and on the final conflict between God and Satan. In that context, Darby’s version of the Rapture was an alluring revenge fantasy that allowed this aggrieved class of fundamentalists to believe that ultimately they would be able to look down from the Kingdom of Christ at elite secularists who had once mocked their beliefs, but would suffer through an eternity of hellfire and damnation.


Thanks to a series of highly publicized tours across the United States by Darby between 1859 and 1877, millions of Americans, particularly Baptists and Presbyterians, eagerly embraced his apocalyptic vision.45 Dwight Moody, one of the fathers of modern American fundamentalism, became a Darbyite, and spread the word through huge tours all over America.46 Darby’s theology became an essential part of the curriculum at the Moody Bible Institute and other Bible schools that trained thousands of pastors who in turn spread the word across the land. In 1909, Congregationalist minister Cyrus Scofield published the Scofield Reference Bible, sometimes called “the most important single document in all of fundamentalist literature,”47 annotating both the Old and New Testaments with thousands of extended footnotes explicating the Scriptures with Darby’s system. It sold more than 10 million copies, and made Darby’s premillennial dispensationalism the dominant theology in American fundamentalism.


*  *  *


At the turn of the century, the growing sense that America must fulfill its destiny as a Redeemer Nation became a driving force in America’s first military adventure overseas. On February 15, 1898, the battleship Maine blew up in Havana harbor, killing 266 Americans. The explosion was probably accidental, but, spurred on by the cry “Remember the Maine!” the American military seized the Spanish colonies of Cuba and Puerto Rico before moving on to Guam and the Philippines.


“Evangelicals who [had] cheered the liberation of Cuba and the Philippines, now suddenly embraced their colonization,” writes John Judis in The Folly of Empire.48 The pro-war press, he adds, assured readers that “Americans were not acting like exploiters but in their special role as redeemers of the world.” Or, as Republican legislator Albert J. Beveridge proclaimed, the end result of the American occupation “will be the empire of the Son of Man.”49 At last, America had projected its military might abroad. And as Teddy Roosevelt demonstrated in 1908 by sending America’s Great White Fleet of sixteen ships on an unprecedented 43,000-mile voyage around the world, it was ready, willing, and able to act globally.


But the evangelicals’ victories were often pyrrhic. In 1925, fundamentalist William Jennings Bryan won the historic Scopes Monkey Trial when a Tennessee court ruled that biology teacher John Scopes was guilty of teaching evolution.XII50 In the process, however, Clarence Darrow, the celebrated civil liberties lawyer, humiliated Bryan. H. L. Mencken derided Bryan’s fundamentalist supporters as “gaping primates of the upland valleys.”51 The South and the entire fundamentalist movement emerged bruised and battered, characterized as credulous rubes and hicks, hate-filled yokels who were enemies of science and had no business in the modern world. Likewise, in 1933, Prohibition was repealed, overturning Bryan’s successful campaign to pass the Eighteenth Amendment in 1918.52 The fundamentalist foray into the national debate had turned into a devastating defeat.


In response, the religious right began a complex process of disengagement from formal national politics that lasted late into the Cold War. Increasingly, parishioners left mainstream Christian denominations for smaller sects. They regrouped and realigned themselves.53 The religious right began to see itself as a beleaguered minority,54 and embraced various forms of anti-Semitism, anti-Catholicism, and anticommunism.


In the fifties, Carl McIntire’s American Council of Churches linked godless communism to the satanic beast prophesied in the Book of Revelation.55 In 1962, Billy James Hargis, leader of the anticommunist Christian Crusade, declared that “the primary threat to the United States is internationalism.” Along with McIntire, he had been an ardent supporter of Senator Joseph McCarthy’s anticommunist witch hunts.56 There was a new sense of anger and militancy. Fundamentalists felt marginalized—and with good reason. Their faith was under attack by mainstream secular culture.57


*  *  *


By midcentury, most secularists thought such right-wing fundamentalism had been consigned to the dustbin of history. The Atomic Age had begun. For better or for worse, man had seized control over his own fate. On the one hand, with the horrors of the Holocaust and Hiroshima still fresh, both the United States and the Soviet Union were developing the H-bomb, and with it the power to destroy humanity. On the other hand, the cosmos was being demystified at every level. Thanks to Sputnik and the space race, outer space was being conquered. Jonas Salk had developed a vaccine for polio. And in 1959, James D. Watson and Frances Crick decoded the basic building block of life, DNA. By the dawn of the sixties, man could go to the moon or wage war on poverty. Reason was triumphant.


Coming as they did in the postwar boom, these scientific marvels and technological advances gave birth to and fueled a new, insatiable, and extraordinarily powerful consumer culture that dramatically transformed everyday lives. For the first time, America’s wide-open spaces were connected by newly paved interstate highways. The automobile of the fifties, festooned with extravagant fins inspired by jet-age aviation technology, became an essentially American metaphor for mobility, independence, freedom, and sexuality.


Thanks to radio and television, a vast continent suddenly became a global village. On the radio, Ray Charles transformed gospel into the devil’s music, the secular—and sexual—beat of rhythm and blues. Rock and roll was born. Elvis made its sexuality suitable for mass-market consumption. For the martini set, Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Joey Bishop, and Sammy Davis Jr. led the Rat Pack in Vegas. Hugh Hefner’s Playboy magazine was newly ascendant. In 1960, the FDA approved the birth control pill, enabling tens of millions of Americans to separate sexual behavior from procreation. The sexual revolution was under way.


And with the sixties came Bob Dylan, the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, marijuana and LSD. Powerful social movements—the antiwar movement, the civil rights movement, environmentalism, feminism, and gay rights—divided the country. With the notable exception of civil rights, which was rooted in the black church, these movements were largely secular in nature.


By 1965, secularism’s triumph seemed so complete that one of America’s best-known theologians—albeit a liberal one—was conspicuously waving the white flag of surrender. “God is teaching man to get along without Him, to become mature. . . .” wrote Harvard professor Harvey Cox, a Baptist minister, in The Secular City. “It may well be that the English word God will have to die. . . .”58


Given the cataclysmic tenor of the times in the sixties, it was not surprising how easily many Americans dismissed evangelicalism as nothing more than a gaudy, irrelevant, Bible Belt sideshow. After all, with the likes of JFK and RFK, Martin Luther King Jr., and Bob Dylan as the powerful voices of a new generation, who could take seriously fear-mongering evangelicals railing about godless communism? The fact that evangelicals staged mass burnings of Beatles albums—after John Lennon said the band was more popular than Jesus—showed how astoundingly out of step they were with the times. While their hip cohorts lined up to see Easy Rider, students at evangelical Wheaton College had to lobby college administrators—just to see the film Bambi.59 No wonder secularists saw evangelicals as quaint throwbacks to an America of country bumpkins and one-horse towns.


A case in point was Time magazine’s historic April 1966 cover60 that consisted of a black background and just three words: Is God Dead? Citing Harvey Cox and a host of European intellectuals, Time concluded that modern, secular man had realized he “did not need God to explain, govern or justify certain areas of life.”61 In other words, the game was over. Secularists had won. God was dead—except for a few Bible-thumping rednecks in the hinterlands.


In proclaiming the demise of God, however, Time had glossed over one extraordinary detail: no fewer than 97 percent of Americans believed in God.62 True, the mainline churches with which Time’s editors were familiar—Presbyterian, Methodist, Episcopal, Congregational, American Baptist, and so on—were fading. But as the country’s center shifted demographically toward the South and West, old-line religion gave way to “that old-time religion”—Southern Baptists, Pentecostalists, Assemblies of God, and a wide variety of independent evangelical and fundamentalist congregations.63


To these evangelicals, the bold scientific advances and highly prized consumer goods hailed by secularists, far from being genuine achievements, were daggers poised to strike at all that was sacred. The permissiveness of Dr. Spock’s liberal child-rearing practices combined with the newly developed birth control pill and the backseat of a readily available Chevy to make a perfect Satanic recipe for godless promiscuity. Even the most profound scientific discoveries—DNA—posed daunting threats to evangelicals, by undermining the theology of Creation.


As the sixties wore on, the burgeoning counterculture continued to assault the values of evangelicals at every level. There was drug use, the sexual revolution, and feminism. Draft cards and American flags were burned. There were militant Black Panthers, “Burn, baby, burn” riots in the ghetto, the radical Weather Underground, and one militant antiwar demonstration after another. Revered institutions such as schools, the government, the military, and the church were in turmoil. Even the family was under attack thanks to liberation movements for women and gays.


At times it was as if the United States consisted of parallel universes that overlapped, but often didn’t talk to each other, inhabited by two distinctly different peoples with different values, cultures, myths, heroes and villains, and history, one of which sent men to the moon and unraveled the human genome, the other which believes that the universe started six thousand years ago and will come to an end at any moment. Ultimately, both sides sought political power as a means of accomplishing their goals.


*  *  *


What had not been in the headlines, however, was that in the five decades since the Scopes trial, the religious right had quietly begun building a vast infrastructure of Christian colleges and Bible institutes, magazines, broadcast outlets, crusades to convert the unsaved, and thousands of new churches. Bob Jones University, founded in 1927, had become the biggest producer of fundamentalist preachers in the United States.64 By 1930, there were at least 50 fundamentalist Bible colleges.65 Two dozen more were founded during the Depression, and eventually there were more than 130 in the United States66 that were effectively “separatist” educational institutions, teaching an entirely different system of beliefs and values from that taught in secular universities.


Fundamentalist publishing and broadcasting empires took root. As early as 1934, Gerald Winrod’s Defender Magazine boasted 600,000 subscribers. McIntire’s Christian Beacon reached 120,000 homes, and countless more in his Twentieth Century Reformation Hour radio show.67 In 1950, Billy Graham, the relatively moderate face of evangelicalism during the postwar era, drew 50,000 people to Boston Common,68 and proceeded to lead successful crusades all over the world.


In 1960, Pat Robertson founded the Christian Broadcasting Network, which televised The 700 Club, eventually reaching 96 percent of the television markets in the country.69 Carl McIntire’s Twentieth Century Reformation Hour was said to have been broadcast on as many as six hundred radio stations. In 1973, Paul and Jan Crouch founded the Trinity Broadcasting Network, which ultimately became the world’s biggest Christian network, reaching six thousand stations in the United States and seventy-five countries around the world.70


For leading evangelists, the temptation to enter the political fray was overpowering. As early as 1951, Billy Graham had announced that the “Christian people of America will not sit idly by during the 1952 presidential campaign. [They] are going to vote as a bloc for the man with the strongest moral and spiritual platform. . . . I believe we can hold the balance of power.”71 In the end, however, he refrained from endorsing any candidate. Likewise, in 1972, under siege by the antiwar movement, Richard Nixon called out for the great “silent majority” to come to his aid. Graham tacitly supported him—but ultimately refrained from giving Nixon an explicit endorsement.72


At the same time, Jerry Falwell and other pastors of his generation were very much heirs to the unsavory racist legacy of the fundamentalists who had preceded them. Baptist preacher Gerald Winrod had traveled to Nazi Germany in the thirties and returned to denounce the satanic “Jewish New Deal.”73 In 1936, missionary Francis X. Buchman told the New York World Telegram, “I thank heaven for a man like Adolf Hitler, who built a front line of defense against the anti-Christ of Communism.”74 And members of the Ku Klux Klan and the racist White Citizen Councils were key parts of the fundamentalist constituency well into the fifties.75


Likewise, in 1958, Falwell, then a twenty-five-year-old pastor who had just founded the Thomas Road Baptist Church, told his congregation that if “Chief Justice Warren and his associates had known God’s word,” the 1954 Supreme Court decision desegregating schools, Brown v. Board of Education, “would never have been made. The facilities should be separate. When God has drawn a line of distinction, we should not attempt to cross that line. The true Negro does not want integration. . . . [H]is potential is far better among his own race.”XIII76


But still wounded by the humiliation of Prohibition and the Scopes trial, most evangelicals stayed on the sidelines when it came to electoral politics. “The failure of the Prohibition movement discouraged conservative religions so much that they withdrew from the battle,” Falwell said in an interview before his death in 2007.77 “Most conservative evangelicals pulled out of the political scene totally.”


In that context, nothing was more galling to Falwell than Reverend Martin Luther King Jr.’s electrifying leadership of the civil rights movement, and in 1965, Falwell took King on for crossing the inviolable barrier between religion and politics. “The only purpose on this earth [for ministers] is to know Christ and to make him known,” Falwell said. “Believing the Bible as I do, I would find it impossible to stop preaching the pure saving Gospel of Jesus Christ and begin doing anything else—including the fighting of Communism or civil rights reform. . . . Preachers are not called to be politicians, but to be soul winners.”78


On the other hand, if Falwell and his colleagues decided to tear down the wall that kept fundamentalists out of politics, all bets were off.





I. Perhaps because of its association with End Times, the word apocalypse is widely thought to refer to the end of the world. However, translated literally from the Greek, it means “the lifting of the veil”—that is, “revelation”—and refers to the disclosure to a few privileged persons of something hidden. The last book of the New Testament is sometimes referred to as the Apocalypse of John, and, in English, is known as the Revelation of St. John the Divine or the Book of Revelation.


II. The phrase comes from the first book of Corinthians, 15:52: “In a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trump: for the trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed.”


III. A furlong is one-eighth of a mile. The phrase “unto the horse bridles” has been interpreted to mean a depth of about four and a half feet.


IV. The Left Behind video game actually invites teenagers to become virtual soldiers in a Christian Taliban. As Talk to Action, a website about the Christian Right, puts it, you are asked to join “a paramilitary group whose purpose is to remake America as a Christian theocracy, and establish its worldly vision of the dominion of Christ over all aspects of life. You are issued high-tech military weaponry, and instructed to engage the infidel on the streets of New York City. You are on a mission—both a religious mission and a military mission—to convert or kill Catholics, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, gays, and anyone who advocates the separation of church and state.”


V. Nevertheless, for those who are unfamiliar with such terms, shorthand definitions can be worthwhile. The Barna Group defines “born-again Christians” as those who have made a personal commitment to Jesus Christ and believe when they die they will go to Heaven because they have confessed their sins and have accepted Jesus Christ as their savior.


As for “evangelicals,” in the American Religious Report of 2004, John C. Green of the University of Akron, in Ohio, one of the leading demographers in the United States, attributed four key beliefs to evangelicals—biblical inerrancy, salvation through faith in Jesus rather than through good works, a personal trust in Jesus Christ as savior, and a commission to evangelize and to be publicly baptized as an act of faith.


As for fundamentalism, theologian and religious historian George C. Marsden has famously described fundamentalists as “angry evangelicals.” Core fundamentalist beliefs include the inerrancy of Scripture, the virgin birth and deity of Jesus, the notion of substitutionary atonement—that is, salvation through faith in Christ because he died for our sins; the resurrection of Jesus; and the authenticity of Christ’s miracles, including his Second Coming.


Fundamentalists sometimes criticize evangelicals for a lack of doctrinal purity. But in general, for the purposes of this book, insofar as fundamentalism is a subset of evangelicalism, the difference between the two has less to do with diverging theological doctrines than with Christian fundamentalists’ more aggressive political posture in fighting modernism, especially with regard to the antiabortion movement, stem cell research, gay marriage, and other political issues.


VI. The passage to which Winthrop was referring comes from Matthew 5:14: “You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hid.” In part, he told his fellow pilgrims: “Wee shall finde that the God of Israell is among us, when ten of us shall be able to resist a thousand of our enemies; when hee shall make us a prayse and glory that men shall say of succeeding plantations, ‘the Lord make it likely that of New England.’ For wee must consider that wee shall be as a citty upon a hill. The eies of all people are uppon us.”


VII. At least twenty-three states have towns named Salem. Three ships in the U.S. Navy have been called the USS Salem, and it is the name of a cigarette brand and a nuclear power plant.


VIII. Likewise, before it adjourned on July 4, 1776, having passed the Declaration of Independence, the Continental Congress put together a special committee consisting of John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, and Thomas Jefferson to design a seal for the new nation. Inspired by the Bible, the committee came up with the idea of depicting “The Children of Israel in the Wilderness” by having a pharaoh riding in an open chariot with a sword in his hand as he and his men pursued the Israelites into the divided Red Sea. Moses was to be standing on the shore, his people behind him, extending his hand over the sea so it would destroy the Egyptians. “Rebellion to Tyrants is Obedience to God,” read the text surrounding the image.


The Great Seal of the United States was subsequently changed, but even in its final form, which can be seen on the one-dollar bill, the thirteen stars, representing each of the original colonies, are arranged in the shape of the six-pointed Star of David.


Exactly why the thirteen-star constellation is arranged in the pattern of a Star of David–like hexagram is a matter of considerable dispute. Preliminary versions of the design show the constellation taking a random pattern, which is consistent with heraldic tradition. Historians have speculated on various possible reasons for the change, including George Washington’s friendship with Haym Solomon, a Jewish banker who helped finance the American Revolution. In his description of the shield, Charles Thomson, the secretary of Congress who designed the final 1782 version of the seal, failed to answer why it was changed to a hexagram and simply wrote that the constellation “denotes a new State taking its place and rank among other sovereign powers.”


IX. Records from the Colony of New Haven in 1644, for example, say “Itt [sic] was ordered that the judicial lawes of God, as they were delivered by Moses,  . . . be a rule to all the courts in this jurisdiction in their proceeding against offenders. . . .” Likewise, the Massachusetts Bay Colony under Winthrop was effectively a Puritan theocracy based on his religious beliefs.


X. There were important exceptions, of course. In the nineteenth century, evangelicals who supported the Social Gospels by fighting poverty, crime, racism, and the like strayed to the left side of the political spectrum, as did Abolitionists who fought slavery before the Civil War, and the black church in the civil rights movement of the 1960s.


XI. Founded in 1701 as the Collegiate School, Yale won funding, and its current name, after Increase Mather, the president of Harvard, and his son, Cotton Mather, became disillusioned with Harvard’s liberalism and contacted a businessman named Elihu Yale on behalf of the new college. More than two centuries later, in his 1951 book God and Man at Yale, the founding father of the modern conservative movement, William F. Buckley, took on his alma mater for promoting secular liberalism and undermining Christianity.


XII. In 2006, right-wing polemicist Ann Coulter tried to link Hitler’s atrocities to Darwinism, just as William Jennings Bryan asserted that there were close ties between the theory of evolution and German militarism and that Darwinism played a key role in starting the First World War. “Eugenics is applied Darwinism,” Coulter said. “And it sticks out like a sore thumb that all of these German eugenicists preceding the Nazi regime were enthusiastic Darwinists.”


XIII. In 1967, Falwell founded the Lynchburg Christian Academy, which was described by the Lynchburg News as “a private school for white students”—one of the scores of segregation academies that arose in the South after the Supreme Court decision. Blacks were admitted to the Lynchburg school less than two years after its opening, and for years Falwell took issue with the Lynchburg News report. According to Jonathan Wright, author of Shapers of the Great Debate on Freedom of Religion, in founding the school, Falwell may have been motivated more by the Supreme Court rulings against school prayer than by its desegregation ruling.





CHAPTER THREE



Birth of the Neocons


Christian evangelicals weren’t the only ones to react violently to the antiwar movement and the sixties counterculture. During the same period, when the antiwar movement took hold of the Democratic Party, a group of formerly leftish Democrats began to seek other political outlets. As characterized in The Rise of the Counter-Establishment, Sidney Blumenthal’s 1986 chronicle of their ascent, the first neoconservatives were “mostly second-generation Jews torn between cultures,”1 intellectuals grounded “in the disputatious heritage of the Talmud.”2 They came of age as part of a rarefied circle peopled with liberal New York thinkers, internationally known novelists, Beat poets, playwrights, political theorists, academics, and literary critics—Norman Mailer, Allen Ginsberg, Lillian Hellman, Lionel Trilling, Hannah Arendt, Paul Goodman, the Partisan Review crowd, and the like.3 Their world was a cerebral hothouse of ferocious intellectual brawls in which ideas mattered. So did politics.


When it came to policy making, this was an era in which Ivy League scholars such as John Kenneth Galbraith and Arthur Schlesinger Jr., policy wonks at the Brookings Institute, Ford Foundation, and the Council on Foreign Relations, held sway. Within that elite, secular world, two of the founding fathers of neoconservativism, Irving Kristol, the managing editor of Commentary magazine from 1947 to 1952 and the father of Weekly Standard editor William Kristol, and Norman Podhoretz, the editor in chief of Commentary, carved out comfortable places as arbiters of taste and power. But in response to the turmoil of the sixties, in Kristol’s memorable phrase, they became “liberals mugged by reality,” made a sharp right turn—and neoconservatism was born.


It began modestly enough. In 1965, Kristol founded The Public Interest with Harvard sociologists Daniel Bell and, later, Nathan Glazer as co-editors. Podhoretz and Kristol published scores of articles questioning the conventional wisdom of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society and assaulting the shibboleths of the New Left by a host of like-minded intellectuals including Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Jeane Kirkpatrick, Diana Trilling, Seymour Martin Lipset, and Podhoretz’s wife, Midge Decter. Not every writer who published in these journals identified himself as a neoconservative, but by and large they constituted a growing but tightly knit clique with a shared political sensibility that, over time, acquired real clout.4


In part, their apostasy could be attributed to angst about their careers and social standing. Podhoretz, in particular, created a veritable cottage industry by putting his status anxiety nakedly on display in one confessional memoir after another. In Making It, he unveiled his “dirty little secrets” about social climbing and corruption in the literary world; in Breaking Ranks, he codified his split with his left-wing past in ideological terms; and finally, in Ex-Friends, he recounted an assortment of hurts, slights, and betrayals by literary hipsters and friends next to whom Podhoretz had become hopelessly retrograde. “I have often said, if I wish to name drop, I have only to list my ex-friends,”5 Podhoretz begins Ex-Friends, a memoir in which he chronicles his disaffection with Allen Ginsberg, Lillian Hellman, Hannah Arendt, and Norman Mailer. 6


Once an acolyte of Ginsberg, who was the raw, emotive voice of the Beat generation and the author of Howl,7 Podhoretz began attacking the “know-nothing Bohemians” for leading a “revolt of the spiritually underprivileged and crippled of soul” against “normal feeling and the attempt to cope with the world through intelligence.” He published articles in Commentary such as “Boys on the Beach” by his wife, Midge Decter, who ruminated about the “hairless bodies. . . and smooth feminine skin” of gay men on the beaches of Fire Island, and asked why lesbians had “a marked tendency to hang out in the company of large and ferocious dogs.”I8


At one point, Podhoretz even tried to get Allen Ginsberg to abandon his fellow Beats, an attempt Ginsberg recalled as “an epiphanous moment in my relation with Podhoretz and what he was part of—a large, right wing, protopolice surveillance movement.”9 Once part of the cultural vanguard, Podhoretz and his colleagues had become cultural cops, antihipsters.II10


*  *  *


Such cultural skirmishes were inconsequential, however, compared to the political upheavals in the works. Faced with the ascendancy of the liberal McGovern wing of the Democratic Party in the early seventies, the neoconservatives turned to Senator Henry “Scoop” Jackson (D-Wash.). A self-styled “muscular Democrat” who was sometimes known as “the senator from Boeing,” Jackson fused strong support of labor and civil rights with his staunch Cold War opposition to the Soviet Union.11 To the delight of the neoconservatives, his hawkish internationalist stance put American military power behind “moral realism” and support for democracy and human rights abroad.12


Jackson’s other great contribution to neoconservatism was the bright young staff he assembled, five members of which would later become key figures in George W. Bush’s war in Iraq and the grand neoconservative strategy to “democratize” the Middle East. They included Richard Perle, the so-called Prince of Darkness who later served as chairman of the Defense Policy Board Advisory Committee under George W. Bush; Douglas Feith, who became under secretary of defense for policy under Bush; Elliott Abrams, Bush’s deputy national security adviser;13 Abram Shulsky,14 who headed the Pentagon’s Office of Special Plans in the Bush administration and later its Iranian Directorate; and Paul Wolfowitz, the future deputy secretary of defense, who did not serve directly under Jackson but who worked with him to help persuade the Senate to fund an antiballistic missile system, and who became one of the principal architects of the Iraq War.15


Known as “the bunker” to staffers, Jackson’s office became home to a cadre of ambitious young ideologues imbued with a powerful sense of mission. “We had a vision of fighting the lonely battle against the forces of darkness,” one former Jackson aide told the Washington Post.16 Dorothy Fosdick, Jackson’s foreign policy adviser,17 was den mother to the group—staffers referred to her as bubbe (Yiddish for grandmother)—and Jackson himself played the doting father. “He was paternalistic in every sense,” Perle said.18 “He was unusually so with me because my father had just died. He felt every young person ought to have a parent. He came naturally to that protective role. I get choked up talking about Scoop even now.”


Jackson engendered such fierce loyalty because he and his acolytes shared a grandiose missionary belief that American values and principles were both virtuous and universal. This was the secular version of American exceptionalism, a romantic nationalism that saw America as a savior nation whose democratic values could save the rest of the world from communism and other sorts of tyranny—and had the moral duty to do so.


Few neoconservatives had doubts about the righteousness of their mission, in large part because many of them came of age fighting two men who embodied evil—Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin. As Douglas Feith explained to Jeffrey Goldberg in the New Yorker, “[My] family got wiped out by Hitler, and. . . all this stuff about working things out—well, talking to Hitler to resolve the problem didn’t make any sense.”19


As a result, when it came to adversaries of any sort—not just Nazis, but communists and, later, Islamist fundamentalists—neoconservatives came up with policies in which military force was the first resort, not last. The mere thought of compromise brought forth the abhorrent notion of appeasement.III20 “They go right back to Munich,” said Stefan Halper, a White House and State Department official in the Nixon, Ford, and Reagan administrations and coauthor of America Alone, a highly regarded account of the rise of neoconservatism. “There is not a neocon you will ever meet who won’t remind you of the tap, tap, tap of [British prime minister Neville] Chamberlain’s umbrella. It is use force first and diplomacy down the line.”21


On the other hand, Dorothy Fosdick,IV Richard Perle, and many others, not unlike Podhoretz and Kristol, came to neoconservativism from the Left.22 More specifically, many of them were Trotskyists—communist followers of Leon Trotsky, the Bolshevik revolutionary who lost a power struggle with Stalin and was eventually assassinated by a Soviet agent. An orthodox Marxist and Bolshevik-Leninist, Trotsky opposed both capitalism and Stalinism, and asserted that the Marxist promise of a proletarian revolution had failed in the Soviet Union because of Stalin’s treachery. “The Trotskyists despised Stalin because he betrayed socialism,” says Harvard Sovietologist Richard Pipes, a hard-liner himself who worked closely with Richard Perle, Paul Wolfowitz, and other neoconservatives, and whose son, Daniel Pipes, is a staunch neocon.23 “I can see psychologically why it would not be difficult for them to become hard-liners. It was in reaction to the betrayal.”


Critics who have pointed out the prevalence of Jewish intellectuals and ex-Trotskyists among neoconservatives, however, have done so at considerable peril. David Brooks, a neoconservative columnist at the New York Times, for example, derided detractors of the neoconservatives as anti-Semitic conspiracy nuts, “full-mooners” who believe there is “sort of a Yiddish Trilateral Commission” and for whom “Neo is short for ‘Jewish.’ ”24 “I have been amazed by the level of conspiracy-mongering around neocons,” he told the New York Observer. 25 “I get it every day—‘the evil Jewish conspiracy.’. . . We actually started calling it the Axis of Circumcision.” Likewise, in The Chronicle of Higher Education, Robert Lieber asserted that theories about right-wing “Jewish masterminds” with “a Trotskyist legacy” echo “classic anti-Semitic tropes linking Jews to both international capitalism and international communism.”26


Yet many neoconservatives honed their rhetorical skills and ideology as Trotskyists in Marxist cells of the postwar era—and were proud of it. As Irving Kristol himself put it, on graduating from City College in 1940, the “honor I most prized was the fact that I was a member in good standing of the [Trotskyist] Young People’s Socialist League (Fourth International).”27


“To a great extent, I still consider myself to be [one of the] disciples of L.D,” said Stephen Schwartz, a writer for the neoconservative Weekly Standard, referring to Trotsky affectionately by his birth name, Lev Davidovich Bronstein.28 Writing on the website of the National Review (whose early writers included former leftists such as James Burnham, Frank Meyer, and Whittaker Chambers),29 Schwartz noted that many first-generation neocons had strong ties to Trotskyism via Max Schactman,30 Trotsky’s leading American disciple, who stayed loyal to Trotsky through the thirties, but veered right afterward and became a supporter of Scoop Jackson.31 It was not a lengthy journey from Schactman to Richard Perle, who called himself a socialist when he joined Scoop Jackson’s staff,32 and as a practitioner adopted an insistent, uncompromising, hard-line Bolshevik style.


Ultimately, the neoconservative ties to the Trotskyists had nothing to do with Jewish conspiracies or fantasies about proletarian uprisings. But they are worth noting because the neoconservatives saw themselves as the intellectual vanguard of a revolutionary movement. Just like the Trotskyists, they were visionaries, hardened ideological warriors on the cutting edge of history.


And just like the Trotskyists, they were highly skilled in navigating Byzantine sectarian political disputes and bitter internecine battles. For Perle and his associates, that meant they knew how to insinuate themselves masterfully into the bureaucracy, when and how to grease its wheels—and when to throw wrenches into the bureaucracy if necessary. It meant they had learned how to create a network of allies on whom they could always rely, how to recruit true believers who would never deviate from the ideological line. It meant they knew how to identify adversaries—and how to destroy them. “Whenever [Perle] saw someone as a political problem, he’d identify a vulnerability,” an associate who had worked closely with Perle for several years told the Washington Post. “If he disagreed with a person, it was a matter of life and death. There was a willingness to play very rough. . . . There was a constant discussion of people to be promoted, people to be helped, people to be gotten rid of. This is a good Bolshevik principle. We have to build our own cadres, people who support our philosophy.”33


*  *  *


As it happened, the most influential figure in the neoconservative orbit was a Trotskyist, but not a member of Scoop Jackson’s staff. Back in the fifties when Richard Perle was in his junior year at Hollywood High School,V34 he met the man who became his guru when he was invited over to swim at the house of a classmate named Joan Wohlstetter.35 Out by their pool, Perle was introduced to her father, Albert Wohlstetter, an analyst at the RAND Corporation, the mammoth global policy think tank, who gave Perle an article to read, “The Delicate Balance of Terror,” about the strategic relationship between the United States and the Soviet Union.36 “Perle’s relationship with Joan Wohlstetter wilted, but her father became his close friend and intellectual mentor. 37


A protégé of the influential German-born academic Leo Strauss, who is often said to be the intellectual godfather of neoconservatism, Wohlstetter, who died in 1997, was an even more important force in the movement. Thanks in large part to Wohlstetter, to his methodology, his demeanor, his political know-how, proto-neocons learned how to turn their ideas into political action. “Albert Wohlstetter was one of the most important unknown men of the twentieth century, and he liked it that way,” said former Wall Street Journal economics columnist Jude Wanniski. “He was essentially, from the 1950s on, the man who played chess for our political establishment against the Soviet Union. There really was only one guy—master chess player—who was taking the hawk position. . . . Wohlstetter. . . was the mastermind. Maggie Thatcher didn’t make a move on national security unless it was cleared by Albert. . . . He was truly a genius.”38


Wohlstetter was often accompanied by his wife, Roberta, another RAND analyst who was the author of a Bancroft Prize–winning history of Pearl Harbor and was known as “the first lady of intelligence.”39 Wohlstetter was tall, animated, and self-assured, wore a white goatee, and carried himself with “a very European, very aristocratic demeanor,” said Fred Kaplan, author of Wizards of Armageddon, a 1983 study of Wohlstetter and other thinkers at RAND.40 A gourmet in a prefoodie era, he and Roberta famously served such exotic fare as fondue at their lavish Hollywood Hills dinner parties, accompanied by elaborate instructions on the optimal ratio of fondue dipping necessary to achieve maximum flavor.


Wohlstetter was as rhapsodic about his work as he was about food. “Albert waxed and never waned [when he spoke in public],” one colleague recalled. “He was an uncontrollable missile. He wouldn’t accept notes, he wouldn’t take glances, he wouldn’t take nudges.” At a talk in Los Angeles, Wohlstetter rambled on endlessly through the entire morning session and into the afternoon.41


Richard Holbrooke, who later became ambassador to the United Nations, recalled editing an article Wohlstetter had written for Foreign Policy. “It was the most difficult single editing job of my entire life,” said Holbrooke. “[Wohlstetter’s articles] were hell to edit, because. . . I kept trying to make them more accessible to the general reader, and he kept arguing the precision of language.”42


When he studied at Columbia University, Wohlstetter had been a member of an obscure Trotskyist sect known as the Fieldites that was adept at conducting run-throughs of world historical clashes in their heads.43 One of several analysts who is said to have been the model for the title character in Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove (the original working title for which came from Wohlstetter’s most famous paper, “The Delicate Balance of Terror”),VI44 Wohlstetter evolved into an expert in game theory and systems analysis. The high priest of nuclear strategy who added phrases like “fail-safe” and “second strike” capability to the nuclear lexicon,45 Wohlstetter told the national security establishment that our Strategic Air Command bombers and ICBMs were vulnerable to Soviet attack.46


Intellectually, his legacy went far beyond merely applying systems analysis to weapons deployment. “It was his analytic demeanor and his style,” said Fred Kaplan. “Wohlstetter was politically very savvy, much more so than his brethren. He would not just do a study, he would give briefings on it, hundreds of times. Nobody did this back then.”


Thanks to his briefings and his rigorous methodology, Wohlstetter was able to project the illusion of greater certainty, even when it wasn’t justified. “The veneer of scientific analysis can be very misleading,” said Kaplan. “At times, his numbers were based on extremely inaccurate intelligence, so it could be much less accurate than thought. It’s a case of garbage in, garbage out. If the inputs are all screwed up, the results will be screwed up too.”47


Wohlstetter diverged most sharply from the realists when it came to the doctrine of “mutual assured destruction” (MAD)—the notion that both sides would be wiped out in a nuclear war, that nuclear weapons had made war obsolete for all but the insane. Unlike the realists, Wohlstetter believed that we could not afford to be so Pollyannaish as to believe that the Soviet Union would behave rationally. Ultimately, his conclusion that deterrence was a much more delicate proposition provided fodder for a new breed of Cold War hawk.


As he won fame in the national security world, Wohlstetter earned a reputation as a “mad genius” of sorts, a guru who collected creative young minds. Perle was hardly his only acolyte. In 1965, when Wohlstetter taught at the University of Chicago, a young grad student named Paul Wolfowitz became his protégé,48 as did Zalmay Khalilzad, who later became ambassador to Iraq and ambassador to the United Nations under George W. Bush.49


Wohlstetter had a profound influence on them. “A key to understanding how Richard [Perle] and Paul [Wolfowitz] and I think is Albert,” said James Woolsey, a staunch neocon hawk who met Wohlstetter in 1980 and later became head of the CIA. “He’s had a major impact on us.”50 Wohlstetter’s methodology, his applications of game theory and systems analysis to national security issues, became especially crucial to Senator Jackson, who used them as key elements in his hawkish Cold War policies.51


But Wohlstetter’s influence was not merely a function of his ideas. In the national security world, being a member of Wohlstetter’s entourage was a passport to the corridors of power. Indeed, in 1969, Wohlstetter was instrumental in sending two of his protégés, Richard Perle and Paul Wolfowitz, to Senator Jackson’s office to work on a report about ballistic missile systems.52 That summer, Wohlstetter also arranged for both Wolfowitz and Perle to work for the Committee to Maintain a Prudent Defense Policy, a Washington-based group cofounded by former secretary of state Dean Acheson and former secretary of the navy Paul Nitze. Wolfowitz and Perle remained close from that time on.53 Later, in 1985, Wohlstetter introduced Wolfowitz and Perle to another acolyte, Ahmed Chalabi, who ultimately played a key role in helping them start the war in Iraq.54


As Wohlstetter’s protégés got to know him, some of them felt the Strangelovian aspect had been overstated and was moderated by idealism and moral considerations. “I thought, well, maybe he was also associated with these sorts of cold-blooded systems analysts who kind of seemed to leave the moral piece of politics and strategy as though it wasn’t part of the equation,” Paul Wolfowitz said in an interview with Sam Tanenhaus for Vanity Fair. “It was terrifically gratifying to me as I got to know him better, to realize that there were intensely moral considerations in the way he approached these issues.”55


“Albert believed he was put here on earth to be a man who would increase the security of the United States at the expense of those who threatened that security, and he was never going to be satisfied until there was nobody around at all who owned a slingshot that would allow them to be a potential David against the American Goliath,” said Jude Wanniski, a one time Wohlstetter acolyte himself. “He basically believed that was the only way for a truly secure peace and that America was the only country that could get a secure peace for the world. And part of that means, if you look down the road and see a war with, say, China, twenty years off, go to war now.”56


Not every bright analyst was the right fit for the Wohlstetter team. On one occasion, Wohlstetter and his wife unexpectedly dropped by the Pentagon offices of Colonel Patrick Lang, the director of the Defense Humint (Human Intelligence) Service in the Defense Intelligence Agency, and, not having announced the purpose of their visit, launched into a discussion of philosophy from Plato to Nietzsche. “They were both extremely Olympian,” Lang said. “They acted as though they were God-like figures who had come to visit the earth. They weren’t interested in telling me what they wanted. They just said that Paul [Wolfowitz] had wanted them to talk to me. So they sat there on my couch and we talked about how wonderful they were, their illustrious friends and associates, and did I understand world history and the classics.”57


As they went on, Lang recalled, an unspoken question hung in the air. Later, he realized he was being tested. “After a while they became impatient with my responses and left, never to return,” he said. “Clearly, I had failed the test.”58 That may have been because Lang actually had the temerity to challenge the Wohlstetters at various points in the conversation.


To join Team Wohlstetter, apparently, one had to embrace unquestioningly his worldviews, which eschewed old-fashioned intelligence as a basis for assessing the enemy’s intentions and military capabilities in favor of elaborate statistical models, probabilistic reasoning, systems analysis, and game theory developed at RAND. As an analyst put it in the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, “This methodology exploited to the hilt the iron law of zero margin of error. . . . Even a small probability of vulnerability, or a potential future vulnerability, could be presented as a virtual state of national emergency.”59


For Wohlstetter’s disciples that meant that the Soviet Union was simply too evil to be treated as a rational actor. In other words, it didn’t matter what weaponry the Soviets actually had, because they were so irrational. As one analyst summed it up, the essence behind Wohlstetter’s policy was quite simple: “Expect and prepare for the worst case imaginable.”60


It was a principle his acolytes would pursue for decades to come—with disastrous results.





I. In response to which author Gore Vidal wrote: “Well, if I were a dyke and a pair of Podhoretzes came waddling toward me on the beach, copies of Leviticus and Freud in hand, I’d get in touch with the nearest Alsatian dealer pronto.”


II. Two episodes reported about Podhoretz suggest that his sharp neocon shift to the right may have been partially facilitated by the treacherous, high-altitude social climbing he engaged in during the post-Camelot era. As reported in Sidney Blumenthal’s The Rise of the Counter-Establishment (and denied by Podhoretz), on one occasion in the middle of that turbulent decade, Podhoretz invited Senator George McGovern to dinner at a French restaurant. McGovern, who apparently had never met Podhoretz’s wife, Midge Decter, arrived early and sat alone.


When Podhoretz finally arrived and took his seat opposite McGovern, the senator sought to break the ice by pointing out some attractive women at nearby tables, as well as a couple who were less appealing. “Norman, you get to look at those good-looking [women], while I have to look at those turkeys,” McGovern said, pointing to a woman in the latter category.


After a moment of uneasy silence, the flustered Podhoretz finally responded. “That’s my wife,” he said.


The other episode involved Jacqueline Kennedy, who had moved to New York after her husband’s assassination and, thanks to her friendship with John Kenneth Galbraith, was emerging from the trauma that shook the entire country and devastated her family. As Podhoretz relates in Ex-Friends, he first met the former first lady when Richard Goodwin, the former Kennedy aide, called and asked if he could drop by with an unnamed friend who wanted to meet Podhoretz. “Within minutes, [Goodwin] showed up at my door with a jeans-clad Jackie Kennedy in tow,” Podhoretz wrote.


At the time, Jackie, still in her thirties, was the stunningly beautiful and glamorous but fragile widow of John F. Kennedy and, arguably, the most-sought-after woman in the world. Podhoretz, by contrast, was the sometimes witty and charming but less-than-stunningly-handsome husband of Midge Decter, lived on the less-than-fashionable Upper West Side, and, when it came to stylish attire, was given to dowdy brown suits and brown shoes. Nevertheless, according to Podhoretz, they struck an “instant rapport” and “at her initiative” had tea regularly alone in her Fifth Avenue apartment—which was enough, apparently, to put ideas in his head.


“He thought she was coming on to him and he had a terrible crush on her,” says someone who knew them both. “She was just trying to make new friends,” says another source with knowledge of the episode. “It was a very fragile time in her life. She wasn’t looking to have an affair. She was just trying to have a normal life. But he thought she wanted one and he was telling everyone.”


When Podhoretz finally cornered Jackie at a cocktail party and made his feelings known, the source says, she looked at him with an icy gaze the meaning of which was unmistakable. “Why, Mr. Podhoretz,” she said. “Just who do you think you are?”


III. As journalist Jim Lobe has noted, it need not take an existential crisis for neoconservatives to fall back on the Munich-appeasement trope. Lobe points out that Donald Kagan, a classicist who is the father of the Weekly Standard’s Robert Kagan, attributed his disillusionment with liberalism to an episode in the late sixties when Cornell University decided to negotiate with black students who were pressuring it into starting a black studies program. As Kagan put it, “Watching administrators demonstrate all the courage of Neville Chamberlain had a great impact on me and I became much more conservative.” In other words, in Kagan’s Manichaean, neoconservative worldview, black students, by analogy, were Nazis, and their goal of studying black history was the equivalent of world conquest and exterminating the Jews.


IV. Dorothy Fosdick was the daughter of Harry Fosdick, the famous liberal pastor of New York’s Riverside Church who was a central figure in the modernist battle against fundamentalism in the twenties and thirties. The prevalence of left-wing backgrounds among neoconservatives was not confined to Jewish intellectuals. Even Jeane Kirkpatrick, who grew up in Duncan, Oklahoma, and attended Stephens College in Columbia, Missouri, managed to join the Trotskyist Young People’s Socialist League as a college freshman in 1945. “It wasn’t easy to find the YPSL in Columbia, Missouri,” she recalled at a symposium in 2002. “But I had read about it and I wanted to be one. We had a very limited number of activities in Columbia, Missouri. We had an anti-Franco rally, which was a worthy cause. You could raise a question about how relevant it was likely to be in Columbia, Missouri, but it was in any case a worthy cause. We also planned a socialist picnic, which we spent quite a lot of time organizing. Eventually, I regret to say, the YPSL chapter, after much discussion, many debates, and some downright quarrels, broke up over the socialist picnic. I thought that was rather discouraging.”


In addition to the elder Podhoretz and Kristol, other Trotskyist neocons included nuclear policy guru Albert Wohlstetter; Penn Kemble, a former chairman of the Young People’s Socialist League (YPSL, pronounced Yipsel) who went on to found a host of hard-line lobbying groups during the Cold War; Joshua Muravchik, who also served as national chairman of the Young People’s Socialist League from 1968 to 1973 and later became a prominent neocon Middle East scholar at the American Enterprise Institute; Stephen Schwartz, a former labor organizer and member of Social Democrats USA who became a neocon journalist; Vanity Fair’s Christopher Hitchens, a former Trotskyist who ended up supporting the Iraq War and becoming friends with Paul Wolfowitz; and Iraqi exile Kanan Makiya, who is best known as the author of Republic of Fear.

OEBPS/images/9781416553595.jpg
THE FALL OF THE

HOUSE of BUSH

CRAIG UNGER

HOUSE OF BU






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
The FALL of
the HOUSE of BUSH

Tae UnTOLD STORY OF HOW A BAND OF TRUE BELIEVERS
SEIZED THE EXECUTIVE BRANCH, STARTED THE IRAQ WAR,

AND STILL IMPERILS AMERICA'S FUTURE

Craig Unger

SCRIBNER
New York London Toronto Sydney











