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WAR OF NECESSITY WAR OF CHOICE








1. A TALE OF TWO WARS




FOR TWO WEEKS, the U.S. intelligence community had monitored the gradual buildup of Iraq’s armed forces along its southern border with Kuwait. The prevailing view within the administration of George H. W. Bush was that Iraqi military activity constituted a crude attempt to bludgeon Kuwait—oil rich, loaded with cash, and widely resented for the arrogance often displayed by its leaders—into lowering its oil output and dropping its objection to a higher price for the precious commodity. It was a view that I shared, much to the consternation of Charlie Allen, the crusty, veteran national intelligence officer for warning, who was convinced before anyone else that the Iraqis were not bluffing.

By August 1, 1990, however, it had become clear to all of us working on the issue that what we were seeing unfold was a good deal more than simply another act in the long-running theater of Arab diplomacy. Iraq had amassed too many troops and was doing too many of the things it would have to do if it were actually going to attack Kuwait rather than just threaten it. The Central Intelligence Agency issued an alert that predicted an attack was imminent. A special meeting of the “deputies” (the subcabinet group of senior officials representing the principal departments and agencies most involved in foreign and defense policy) was convened in one of the seventh-floor conference rooms at the State Department to discuss what was known and what the United States might do about it. It being August, many of the most senior people were away, escaping Washington’s notorious heat and humidity. Secretary of State James Baker was off meeting in Siberia with his Soviet counterpart and was scheduled to go to Mongolia; Larry Eagleburger, his deputy, was taking the day off. Bob Kimmitt, normally the number three person at State but that day the acting secretary, chaired the session, as Bob Gates, the deputy national security advisor and the normal chair of the deputies, was on vacation. Besides others from various bureaus at State, there were representatives of several of the intelligence agencies and from both the civilian and military sides of the Defense Department. As the senior director for the Near East and South Asia on the staff of the National Security Council (NSC) and special assistant to the president, I was the principal person in attendance from the White House.

The meeting dragged on for most of the day as intelligence reports, ever more alarming, dribbled in. Saddam Hussein was up to something, although what that “something” was no one in the room knew. By late afternoon, a consensus had formed that we ought to make one last effort at dissuading the Iraqis from doing anything military. Given that Iraq was essentially a one-man show and that our ambassador was out of the country, this meant getting President Bush to contact Saddam. I was called upon to persuade the president to do so.

Normally I walked the half mile or so between the State Department and the White House, as time for exercise was hard to find given the long hours inevitably required by jobs such as mine. But with Iraq poised to attack Kuwait, the day was hardly one for a leisurely stroll. I got into the first cab I could find and rushed over to the West Wing office of my boss, Brent Scowcroft, formally the assistant to the president for national security affairs, commonly known as the national security advisor. I quickly laid it all out for him. He agreed that while it was a long shot—it was the middle of the night in Baghdad and it would be next to impossible to reach Saddam, much less affect his thinking—it made sense at least to present the option to the president.

By then, it was early evening in Washington. Brent picked up the phone, got the president on the line, and asked if the two of us could come to see him. Bush instantly agreed. We walked over to the sick bay on the ground floor of the residence, where the president was lying facedown on a doctor’s examination table, having heat applied by the White House nurse to several joints sore from hitting a bucket of golf balls. I summarized the situation as best we knew it. An Iraqi attack of unknown scope and purpose seemed imminent, and the interagency group concluded we had nothing to lose by trying to reach Saddam and get him to call it off. The president shared our wonder that Saddam would actually do such a brazen thing as well as our skepticism that we could accomplish anything at this hour. But he agreed to try. The three of us then began to discuss just how to reach Saddam—whether it was best to go through our embassy in Baghdad (headed up at the time by Deputy Chief of Mission Joe Wilson, who years later would find himself a political target of the second Bush presidency when he questioned that administration’s claim that Iraq was seeking to buy the raw material for a nuclear bomb) or through their embassy in Washington—when the phone rang. It was Bob Kimmitt on the line. He gave us the news that our embassy in Kuwait was reporting that firing had been heard in the streets. Iraq had invaded, although little else was clear. Our plan to phone Saddam had just become OBE—overtaken by events. Promising to stay in close touch with the president as we learned more, Brent and I returned to his office to discuss what steps needed taking right away. We then walked down to the Situation Room in the basement and convened a senior-level interagency meeting over the secure, closed-circuit television system that had been installed not too long before. The Gulf crisis, what would become the first major test of the post–Cold War world, was under way.

Nearly twelve years later, in early July 2002, I again found myself going from the State Department to the same West Wing office, now inhabited by President George W. Bush’s national security advisor, Condoleezza Rice. It was one of my regular meetings with Condi, whom I had gotten to know well when we both worked on the NSC staff for Brent Scowcroft and with whom I’d stayed in close touch.

I was seeing Condi in my capacity as director of the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff, a position I had accepted with Colin Powell, whom I had also gotten to know well when we worked with each other in the previous Bush administration. Most of my job involved being an all-purpose advisor and counselor to the secretary of state as well as the person who oversaw his in-house think tank. I also drew special assignments in my other role as a roving ambassador for the United States, something that made me the U.S. envoy to the Northern Ireland peace talks and, after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the U.S. coordinator for the future of Afghanistan. My meetings with Condi were not part of any formal interagency process but rather something informal, reflecting more than anything else our personal relationship.

As usual, I prepared on a yellow pad a list of the half-dozen or so issues I wanted to discuss during what normally was a thirty-to forty-five-minute meeting. At the top of my list was Iraq. For several weeks, those on my staff who dealt with Iraq and other Middle East issues had been reporting back that they sensed a shift, namely, that those at their level working at the Pentagon, the NSC, and the vice president’s office who favored going to war with Iraq were sending signals that things were going their way. I did not share this enthusiasm for going to war, believing that we had other viable options and fearing that going to war would be much tougher than the advocates predicted. My related concern was that it would take an enormous toll on the rest of American foreign policy at the precise moment in history that the United States enjoyed a rare opportunity to exert extraordinary influence.

I began my meeting with Condi by noting that the administration seemed to be building momentum toward going to war with Iraq and that I harbored serious doubts about the wisdom of doing so. I reminded her that I knew something about this issue given my role in the previous Bush administration and my background in and with the Middle East. So I asked her directly, “Are you really sure you want to make Iraq the centerpiece of the administration’s foreign policy?”

I was about to follow up with other questions when Condi cut me off. “You can save your breath, Richard. The president has already made up his mind on Iraq.” The way she said it made clear that he had decided to go to war.

I was taken aback by the blunt substance and tone of her answer. Policy had gone much further than I had realized—and feared. I did not argue at that moment, for several reasons. As in previous conversations when I had voiced my views on Iraq, Condi’s response made it clear that any more conversation at that point would be a waste of time. It is always important to pick your moments to make an unwelcome case, and this did not appear to be a promising one. I figured as well that there would be additional opportunities to argue my stance, if not with Condi, then with others in a position to make a difference.

Also accounting for my uncharacteristic reticence was the fact that my own opposition to going to war with Iraq was muted. At a recent dinner with two close friends, I had said I was 60/40 against initiating a war. My opposition was not stronger because of my assumption (derived from the available intelligence) that Iraq possessed both biological and chemical weapons. I also believed that if we went to war we would go about it in a way reminiscent of how we had gone about the previous Iraq war, that is, only with considerable international and domestic backing and only with enough forces and sensible plans. Had I known then what I know now, namely, that there were no weapons of mass destruction and that the intervention would be carried out with a marked absence of good judgment and competence, I would have been unalterably opposed. Still, even then, I leaned against proceeding, fearing it would be much more difficult than predicted given both the ambitious aims that would inform any new war and the nature of Iraq.

Condi and I went through the rest of my list in a desultory fashion. I rushed back to the State Department, calling Colin Powell’s secretary, Marjorie Jackson, and asking to see him as soon as he was free. Told to come right over, I quickly went down the hallway into the reception area, through his large outer office that he rarely used except for formal meetings, and then into the small study in the back where he sat at his desk. Sitting on the small couch there, I told Powell what had happened in my meeting with Condi. He was typically relaxed, skeptical that things had gone so far, thinking either Condi was exaggerating or I had misread “my girlfriend,” as he teasingly tended to refer to her in my presence.

He was wrong. By the time Colin Powell had his dinner meeting in the White House residence with the president and Condi a month later, the issue on the table was not whether to go to war against Iraq but how. Should the United States go beforehand to the U.N. Security Council? What about Congress? In the end, these proved to be important but second-tier issues. The fundamental decision to go to war against Saddam’s Iraq had effectively been made by a president and an administration with virtually no systematic, rigorous, in-house debate. Less than a year later, the second Iraq war in just over a decade had begun. It was a war that would prove to be one of the most contentious, unpopular, and costly in American history.

At first blush, the two wars appear similar. Both involved a president Bush and the United States in conflicts with Iraq and Saddam Hussein. There, however, the resemblance ends:


	The first was a limited, in many ways traditional war, one that sought to reverse Iraq’s external aggression and restore the status quo ante; the second was an ambitious, even radical, initiative designed to oust and replace Iraq’s leadership and, in so doing, create the foundations for a very different Middle East.

	The first war was essentially reactive and consistent with the universally accepted doctrine of self-defense; the second was a case of preventive war that enjoyed far less legal underpinning and political support.

	The first Iraq war was a truly multilateral affair, with dozens of countries ranging from Russia and Japan to Egypt and Syria forming an unprecedented international coalition and contributing in ways both varied (diplomatic, military, economic) and significant; the second war was for all intents and purposes unilateral, with the United States supported meaningfully by Great Britain and few others.

	The first Iraq war came about after more than a dozen U.N. Security Council resolutions failed to dislodge Saddam from Kuwait. The second war was launched with the backing of one new Security Council resolution and after the United States concluded it could not gain support for a second.

	For the first Iraq war, the United States went to the United Nations to gain backing that the administration believed would make it less difficult to build domestic and above all congressional support for using armed force; for the second war, the United States went to Congress first and then sought U.N. authorization.

	The first war made use of more than 500,000 U.S. troops and was premised on the Powell Doctrine’s bias toward employing overwhelming military force; the second war was designed by Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld to minimize the number of U.S. armed forces (approximately 150,000) committed to the effort.

	The first Iraq war began with a prolonged phase in which airpower alone was used by the United States; the second war involved U.S. ground forces early on.

	The first war took place against the backdrop of a “false negative,” in which most intelligence analysts and policy makers believed (incorrectly, as it turned out) that Saddam would not invade Kuwait; the second war took place against the backdrop of a “false positive,” in which most intelligence analysts and policy makers believed (again incorrectly) that Saddam was hiding weapons of mass destruction. Indeed, in the run-up to the first war, the United States and the international community placed relatively little emphasis on weapons of mass destruction, although it later became clear that the world had badly underestimated the scale of Iraq’s programs; in the run-up to the second Iraq war, considerable emphasis was placed on weapons of mass destruction, although it later became clear that U.S. officials badly overestimated Iraqi capabilities.

	Those who opposed the first Iraq war underestimated the costs of allowing the status quo to stand and overestimated the costs of going to war to evict Iraq from Kuwait; those who favored the second Iraq war underestimated the costs of going to war and overestimated the costs of allowing the status quo to stand.

	The first Iraq war proved to be controversial at home at the outset but ended up being wildly popular; the second Iraq war was initiated with broad congressional and public backing but over time became widely unpopular.

	The first Iraq war cost considerably less than $100 billion and, because of the contributions of coalition states, cost the U.S. government next to nothing. The second war has cost the United States as much as $1 trillion and possibly (depending on the accounting) considerably more. The tab is still rising and there is no chance of getting anyone to share more than a modest piece of it if that.

	The first war claimed a few hundred American lives; the latter more than four thousand.



What else can be said about these wars? Wars can be defined any number of ways: civil wars, wars of national liberation, world wars, cold wars, counterinsurgencies, a global war on terrorism, wars of attrition, defensive wars, nuclear wars, limited wars, just wars, and preventive wars all come to mind. What these and other such descriptions tend to reflect is scale, purpose, duration, the means employed, the nature of the conflict, and/or the nature of the undertaking.

There is, however, another way to think about war. Wars can either be viewed as essentially unavoidable, that is, as acts of necessity, or just the opposite, reflecting conscious choice when other reasonable policies are available but are deemed to be less attractive.

History offers us numerous examples of each. Any list of modern wars of necessity from the American perspective would include World War II and the Korean War. Wars of choice undertaken by the United States would include Vietnam, Bosnia, Kosovo, and, a century before, the Spanish-American War.

The distinction is by no means confined to the United States. Menachem Begin, the former prime minister of Israel, differentiated between what he called “wars of choice” and “wars of no alternative.” Speaking in 1982 during Israel’s war in Lebanon (Operation Peace for Galilee), he stated his view that Israel had fought three wars of necessity: its 1947–1949 struggle for independence, the “war of attrition” between Israel and Egypt in the Sinai Peninsula during the late 1960s, and the October 1973 Israel-Arab war. He described the 1956 Suez war (in which Israel, France, and Great Britain acted jointly against Egypt) as a war of choice. More surprising was his decision to describe the 1967 “Six Day” war as one of choice. “The Egyptian army concentrations in the Sinai approaches do not prove that [Egyptian president Gamal Abdel] Nasser was really about to attack us. We must be honest with ourselves. We decided to attack him.” He even anticipated the argument that Egyptian actions left Israel with no alternative. “While it is indeed true that the closing of the Straits of Tiran was an act of aggression, a casus belli, there is always room for a great deal of consideration as to whether it is necessary to make a casus into a bellum.”

What characterizes wars of necessity? The most common situation involves self-defense. More generally, wars of necessity involve the most important national interests, the absence of promising alternatives to the use of force, and the certain and considerable price to be paid if the status quo is to stand. Wars of necessity do not require assurances that the overall results of striking or resisting will be positive, only the assessment that the results of not so doing will be unacceptably negative and large.

Wars of choice tend to involve stakes or interests that are less clearly “vital,” along with the existence of viable alternative policies, be they diplomacy, inaction, or something else but still other than the use of military force. One result is that wars of choice tend to increase the pressure on the government of the day to demonstrate that the overall or net results of employing force will be positive, that is, that the benefits outweigh the costs. If this test cannot be met, the choice will appear to be ill-advised and in fact most likely is.


The distinction between wars of necessity and wars of choice is obviously heavily subjective, inevitably reflecting an individual’s analysis and politics. I introduced the phrases into the Iraq war debate in an op-ed in the Washington Post on November 23, 2003, five months after I left the administration. The piece argued that the first Iraq war was a classic war of necessity, the second a classic war of choice. Not surprisingly, President George W. Bush did not share my views. Asked by Tim Russert on NBC’s Meet the Press on February 8, 2004, about my contention, the president protested, arguing that the second Iraq war was in fact a war of necessity. The full exchange merits quoting. Russert began with a question. “In light of not finding the weapons of mass destruction, do you believe the war in Iraq is a war of choice or a war of necessity?” The president seemed perplexed and had clearly not thought about the war in these terms. “I think that’s an interesting question. Please elaborate on that a little bit. A war of choice or a war of necessity? It’s a war of necessity. We—in my judgment, we had no choice when we look at the intelligence I looked at that says the man [Saddam Hussein] was a threat.” History, I believe, will show otherwise.

As it turns out, the concept of wars of necessity and wars of choice was less original than I thought. (Note to self: Just because something appears new does not make it so.) Maimonides, one of the great scholars in the annals of Judaism, wrote more than eight centuries ago of wars he judged to be obligatory and those he termed optional. The former were those waged by the king for narrowly defined religious causes and in self-defense, i.e., “to deliver Israel from the enemy attacking him.” He distinguished such necessary wars from those discretionary conflicts undertaken by a king against neighboring nations “to extend the borders of Israel and to enhance his greatness and prestige.”

The two Iraq wars also constitute two fundamentally different approaches to American foreign policy. The first represents a more traditional school, often described as “realist,” that sees the principal although not sole purpose of what the United States does in the world as influencing the external behavior of states and relations among them. It is the external actions of others that most directly affect U.S. interests, while U.S. power is more suited to affect what others do rather than what they are. What goes on inside states is not irrelevant, but it is secondary. This is a U.S. foreign policy that focuses on foreign policy, and was the bias of the country’s founders, of FDR and Harry Truman, of Dwight Eisenhower and Richard Nixon, and of Gerald Ford and George H. W. Bush.

The second Iraq war reflects an approach to foreign policy that is at once more ambitious and more difficult. It believes the principal purpose of what the United States does in the world is to influence the nature of states and conditions within them, both for moral and ideological reasons as well as for practical ones in the sense that mature democracies are judged to make for better and more peaceful international citizens. This is the foreign policy of Woodrow Wilson, to some extent that of Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan, and clearly that of George W. Bush.

The difference between a foreign policy designed to manage relations between states and one that seeks to alter the nature of states is critical, and constitutes the principal fault line in the contemporary foreign policy debate. The two Iraq wars are of great import, both for what they were (and are) and for what they represent: the two dominant and competing schools of American foreign policy. They thus constitute a classic case study of America’s purpose in the world and how it should go about it.

For me, all this is as personal as it is political. I have been contemplating writing a book about the United States, Iraq, and the broader Middle East for some three decades now. My interest goes back to the summer of 1974, when I first went to Washington, D.C., as something other than a tourist. I had just completed my first year of graduate school in England and was looking for a summer experience that would bring me back to the United States and, if all went well, provide me with an idea for the thesis required for an Oxford graduate degree. Thanks to an introduction, I got a job as an intern in the office of U.S. senator Claiborne Pell, a liberal Democrat from Rhode Island and a member of the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations. Against the backdrop of the final days of Richard Nixon’s presidency, I was assigned the issue of Diego Garcia, a small Indian Ocean island owned by Great Britain that the U.S. Navy wanted to develop for ships that would be spending time in and around the Persian Gulf. Although the money at stake was small by Pentagon budget standards—only some $26 million for a modest logistic support base, subsequently reduced to a limited communications facility in the face of congressional resistance—the request triggered a surprisingly intense debate. Many in the Senate saw this request as the proverbial camel’s nose in the tent, fearing it would only be a matter of time before the Defense Department would be back asking for much more. However, what made the debate so heated was not so much the funds per se but rather what they symbolized. Many believed that what was at stake was nothing less than the course of U.S. foreign policy after Vietnam, where U.S. involvement was fast approaching its inglorious end. Following debate and votes, the coalition opposing the new commitment lost, and the Navy got its funds for the facility. And I had my thesis topic.

I went back to Oxford to complete my doctorate and, in 1977, joined the staff of the first of many think tanks at which I would work over the years, the International Institute for Strategic Studies, located in London. There I wrote about U.S.-Soviet naval arms limitation talks in the Indian Ocean, one of a number of arms control initiatives launched by President Jimmy Carter. By 1979 I found myself back in Washington, in this case the Department of Defense, where I was one of several relatively junior civilians (working in a windowless office in the bowels of the Pentagon) tasked with developing contingency plans and U.S. capabilities for crises in the Persian Gulf. Much of our time was taken up with planning how best to stop a Soviet offensive across the Zagros Mountains of northern Iran; in the wake of the Iranian revolution that ousted the Shah and brought Ayatollah Khomeini to power, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and the taking of the American hostages in Tehran, the focus of the planning shifted and the urgency increased.

With the election of Ronald Reagan, I shifted from the Department of Defense to the Department of State. Although Iraq and Gulf-related issues constituted only a small percentage of my job (first in the Bureau of Politico-Military Affairs, later in the Bureau of European Affairs), at times they dominated the administration I worked for and, in the case of Iran-Contra, almost brought it down. Following nearly five years at State, I moved to Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government, where I spent three and a half years teaching graduate students about decision making and American foreign policy. Little did I realize that I was about to become my own case study.

This book is the result of all these experiences, but principally those that came after and were associated with my time working for George H. W. Bush, the forty-first president, and George W. Bush, the forty-third. I was the principal Middle East hand on the staff of the National Security Council for the initial President Bush, and for the first time, I had a significant role in shaping significant history—or, in this case, histories, as I was heavily involved in the making of U.S. policy toward Iraq before and after the 1990 Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and toward Israel and its Arab neighbors both before and after that crisis.

I departed government in January 1993—along with others working for the forty-first president of the United States, I received, in the immortal words of Winston Churchill, “the Order of the Boot” upon the inauguration of Bill Clinton. I returned to government eight years later, in January 2001, and once more a good portion of my time was devoted to Iraq and the Gulf region. It was a very different experience, though: I was at the State Department, not the White House; I was on the periphery rather than at the center of policy making; I was uncomfortable with the policy, not one of its principal champions. I stayed for two and a half years, until June 2003, when I took up my current position as president of the Council on Foreign Relations, an independent, nonpartisan membership organization, think tank, and publisher based in New York.

The Iraq war, which had begun just months earlier, was still very much going on when I left government, with results all too much in line with my pessimistic predictions. I was increasingly unhappy with the policy, one that I believed was threatening to undermine a rare moment in which the United States could reshape the world, an idea that informed a general book on U.S. foreign policy that I published in 2005, The Opportunity. Some of my frustration with Iraq policy surfaced in a chapter in that book, some in the op-ed already mentioned. Called “Wars of Choice,” the piece argued that the Iraq war was a manifestation of an imperial foreign policy, in that the United States went to war for reasons other than vital national interests. “The debate can and will go on as to whether attacking Iraq was a wise decision, but at its core it was a war of choice. We did not have to go to war against Iraq, certainly not when we did. There were other options: to rely on other policy tools, to delay attacking, or both.”

I have written hundreds of op-eds over the years, and few generated the reaction or garnered as much attention as this one. It was this combination of concern on my part and interest on the part of others that led to my decision to write this book. It is the first time I have ever written a book of this sort. Most of my previous work could be described as foreign policy analysis, about the ends of American foreign policy, how it is made, or the military, diplomatic, and economic tools used to implement it. This is different. It is foreign policy analysis and history to be sure, but also personal reflections and recollections. I was one of only a few individuals, along with such disparate people as Colin Powell, Dick Cheney, and Paul Wolfowitz, to be involved at relatively senior levels of government with both Iraq wars. I want to give a sense of why things happened and their consequences. My intention, however, is not to settle scores or to say “I told you so” on those occasions when I may have been more correct than others. It is not simply that it is too soon to make confident judgments as to who was right, but also that I made my share of mistakes and then some.

Last, I am well aware that events in Iraq are still unfolding as I write this. My own thinking continues to evolve as well. My late dear friend David Halberstam said it best: “A book like this does not have a simple, preordained linear life. A writer begins with a certainty that the subject is important, but the book has an orbital drive of its own—it takes you on its own journey, and you learn along the way.” This has been quite a journey, and I have learned a great deal.









2. THE WINDING ROAD TO WAR




NOTHING IN THE history of the United States and Iraq suggested that the two countries would one day fight two wars and become so central to each other’s modern narrative. The best place to pick up the story, though, is with the U.S. response to the gradual and often lurching British withdrawal from “East of Suez,” which gained pace in the 1960s. C. L. Sulzberger, one of the leading columnists of his day, wrote in 1967 that “the ultimate implication to our foreign policy east of Suez of Britain’s decision is bound to be as significant as the ultimate implications west of Suez were when London shed Greek responsibilities twenty years ago.” Few observers at the time shared his view that what would happen in the Persian Gulf would prove as important as the events that had led to the Marshall Plan, NATO, and the Cold War. A half century later, however, Sulzberger looks more than a little prescient.

The British withdrawal came to a head in the late 1960s and was resisted by the United States, then concerned with possible Soviet and Chinese expansion into the oil-rich Persian Gulf and preoccupied with and burdened by its own vast commitment in South Vietnam. But no amount of American persuasion could dissuade the British, who could only reach a sustainable equilibrium between overseas commitments and available resources by reducing the former. Something of a debate ensued in Washington. The State Department, after noting “regret” with the British decision, added that “the United States has no plans to fill the gap.” Senate majority leader Mike Mansfield remarked, “I am certain we will be asked to fill the vacuum east of Suez. I don’t know how we are going to do it because I don’t think we have the men or resources for it.” It was simply inconceivable then that two decades later a half-million American troops would be dispatched to the region to protect Saudi Arabia and liberate Kuwait. It was just as difficult to predict that events in this region would come to materially affect the legacies of four of the modern presidents of the United States.

With its hands full in Southeast Asia and with both communist powers, the incoming administration of Richard Nixon and his national security advisor, Henry Kissinger, accorded little attention to the part of the world dominated by Iraq, Iran, and Saudi Arabia. Kissinger recounts in his memoirs a meeting in December 1968 between the then president-elect and the visiting emir of Kuwait:


“I assumed that the Arab-Israeli conflict would be at the forefront of the Amir’s [sic] concern and prepared an erudite memorandum on the subject. Unfortunately, the Amir wanted, above all, to learn what plans the new administration had for the Persian Gulf after the United Kingdom vacated the area, as it had announced it would do in 1971. What were America’s intentions if, for example, Iraq attacked Kuwait? Nixon gave me the glassy look he reserved for occasions when in his view the inadequacy of his associates had placed him into an untenable position. Manfully he replied that he would have to study the matter, but that, of course, we were interested in the territorial integrity of all states in the area; what tactical measures we would adopt would of course depend on circumstances. The Amir seemed content with this Delphic utterance.”




In July 1969, as a means of preparing for the British retreat, Kissinger ordered a review of U.S. policy toward the region. He asked that the review include a discussion of the problems created by the British withdrawal, “including the possibility of an Arab-Iranian confrontation in the region,” and consider options for U.S. policy and naval presence. The now declassified interagency study rejected 1) trying to reverse the British decision, 2) cutting a deal with the Soviets in which both superpowers would stay aloof, or 3) ignoring the region. Instead it looked closely at taking over the British role, choosing one local country to be America’s “chosen instrument,” fostering Saudi-Iranian cooperation, and creating a regional security pact. In the end, the centerpiece of what emerged from National Security Study Memorandum 66, “Future U.S. Policy in the Persian Gulf,” was the “twin pillars” policy. A heavily burdened United States would strengthen Iran and Saudi Arabia so that they could take the lead in looking after the stability of the oil-rich region. Billions of dollars of the most advanced conventional (nonnuclear) arms were sold to the two, in part to absorb petrodollars they were accumulating after the Arab members of the OPEC oil cartel brought about the first oil price increases in the context of the 1973 Middle East war, and in part to offset the gathering strength of “radical” Iraq, which in 1972 had signed a friendship treaty with the Soviet Union.

Iran and Saudi Arabia effectively became the poster children of the new foreign policy doctrine, announced by Richard Nixon in late July 1969. Nixon and Kissinger were flying to the Philippines when, during a stop in Guam, the president talked about how the United States, heavily obligated militarily, economically, and politically because of the Vietnam War, could maintain order and bolster its allies at one and the same time. The comments were later codified into a three-part doctrine. First, the United States would keep all of its treaty commitments. Second, it would provide a shield if a nuclear power, that is, the Soviet Union or China, threatened the freedom of an ally or a nation whose survival was deemed vital. And third, “in cases involving other types of aggression we shall furnish military and economic assistance when requested and as appropriate. But we shall look to the nation directly threatened to assume the primary responsibility of providing the manpower for its defense.” The doctrine was devised as a means of maintaining stability and American influence at a time when the United States (and the U.S. Army in particular) was stretched thin in Southeast Asia. It was thus a foreign policy based on indirectness, in which favored allies would assume the immediate burden of maintaining order and the United States would limit itself to ensuring they had the means and providing backup should they appear overwhelmed. As Kissinger later wrote in his memoirs, the Nixon Doctrine provided a coherent answer to domestic critics who feared U.S. overextension at the same time as it reassured friends in Asia and elsewhere who feared American withdrawal not just from Vietnam but the entire region.

In the Persian Gulf, the twin-pillar policy remained U.S. policy so long as the pillars remained stable and pro-American. Indeed, the policy largely worked for a decade following the British withdrawal, through the Nixon, Ford, and early Carter years. The Carter administration continued the flow of substantial amounts of modern arms to both countries (and Iran in particular) despite its own declared bias against arms transfers to developing countries.

Iran appeared to be stable. The possibility of the monarchy’s collapse was not on the horizon when Jimmy Carter assumed the presidency in January 1977. Months later, on a visit to Iran, Carter publicly described Iran as “an island of stability in one of the more troubled areas of the world.” A year later, the Shah was gone. It is not clear that any U.S. policy could have saved him at that point, given his weakness and vacillation, his deteriorating health, and the depth and breadth of domestic political opposition that had developed over the years. His political prospects were not enhanced, though, by divisions within the Carter administration and the split between those who sought to cobble together some sort of coalition government with a reduced role for the monarchy and those who advocated firm backing of the Shah and a pro-Shah military coup if need be. By 1978, when it became clear just how bad things had become, National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski was correct when he argued “a policy of conciliation and concessions might have worked, had it been adopted two or three years earlier, before the crisis reached a politically acute stage…. But once the crisis had become a contest of will and power, advocacy of compromise and conciliation simply played into the hands of those determined to effect a complete revolution.”

In January 1979, the Shah gave up what little power he retained and fled the country. One of the twin pillars of American policy was gone. Brzezinski was not exaggerating when he described this as the administration’s greatest setback and a political calamity. But it was only the first of several strategic setbacks for the United States that year. Ten months later, in November, U.S. diplomats in Tehran were taken hostage. And in December, the Soviets invaded Afghanistan.

The three events galvanized the Carter administration and led the president to articulate a new doctrine in his January 1980 State of the Union address. “Let our position be absolutely clear: An attempt by any outside force to gain control of the Persian Gulf region will be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the United States of America, and such an assault will be repelled by any means necessary, including military force.”

These events combined to form a watershed. Traditionally, Europe and Asia were the two great theaters that drew the bulk of the attention of U.S. policy makers, since those areas had dominated the twentieth century’s two world wars as well as the Cold War. These were also the two regions that were home to the other great powers of the day. But with the events of 1979, the Persian Gulf had emerged as the third theater of American strategic preoccupation, a reflection of both its inherent importance (largely a result of energy resources) and the multiple threats to its stability.

Amid this transformation, there were still elements of continuity. The declared focus of the new Carter Doctrine was on an outside threat, that is, the Soviet Union. This was understandable, given the recent Soviet invasion and subsequent occupation of Afghanistan. This tendency to view events through a Cold War lens was widely shared; writing about the world of 1981, Alexander Haig, Ronald Reagan’s first secretary of state, noted, “The Persian Gulf was now threatened by a theocratic regime in Teheran that seemed to have abandoned reason, and the moderate Arabs wondered who would protect them if the Soviets gained control of the fundamentalist movement.” But this perspective was also too narrow and backward looking, for as time would quickly demonstrate, the emerging threats to U.S. interests in the region were local, namely Iran and Iraq, both of whom were increasingly beyond the ability of either Moscow or Washington to control. Although it was anything but obvious, elements of what would come to characterize the post–Cold War world were already beginning to emerge.

I had no role in the decision making surrounding any of these events, since I only joined the Defense Department, and in a relatively junior position at that, in September 1979. My formal position was to work with Daniel Murphy, a retired admiral who held one of the longer job titles I can recall: the Deputy Under Secretary of Defense for Policy Review. (Murphy later ended up as chief of staff for Vice President George H. W. Bush.) He essentially oversaw intelligence policy issues for Secretary of Defense Harold Brown. I mostly worked directly with Murphy’s boss, Under Secretary of Defense Robert Komer, as part of a small office of civilians and midlevel military officers who were given license to get involved in virtually every aspect of defense policy. Komer, known as “Blowtorch” from his Vietnam days, was one of the more difficult people and bosses I ever knew. But he could get things done. Confidence and energy count for a lot. In this case, he spearheaded work on creating a capacity to intervene in the Persian Gulf, work that led to the March 1980 creation of the Rapid Deployment Force, established at MacDill Air Force Base outside Tampa, Florida. At the time, it seemed a modest innovation, an empty shell of a command without dedicated forces at its disposal, but years later it morphed into the Central Command, the military organization that oversaw both Iraq wars as well as the war in Afghanistan.

THE REAGAN YEARS

I somehow survived the transition from President Carter to Ronald Reagan; being junior has its advantages. I spent the first eighteen months of the Reagan administration heading up the regional security affairs office of some fifteen people in the State Department’s Bureau of Politico-Military Affairs. Given Haig’s military background and his preference for working closely with a few favored staffers, this position actually brought me into fairly regular contact with the secretary of state on important policy issues, including countering what Cuba and Nicaragua were doing in Central America; Libya; the Falklands war; and the Middle East. I then spent three years in the State Department’s Bureau of European Affairs (which then covered all of Europe as well as Canada and the Soviet Union) heading up ties with Europeans on issues falling outside Europe (in particular Lebanon and elsewhere in the Middle East) and overseeing U.S. policy toward Greece, Turkey, and Cyprus in addition to being the U.S. envoy to the Cyprus negotiations. The first position tracked with the tenure of Haig as secretary of state, the second with that of George Shultz.


Interestingly, the first item of business facing the new administration involved Iran. I remember being tasked to write a memorandum to Secretary of State Haig that provided the background to the subject of one of the first National Security Council meetings of the Reagan administration. The question was whether to honor the agreement negotiated by the Carter administration with Iran that resolved the hostage crisis. Most in the room voiced opposition to the agreement or were silent. My own view was that it would be folly to reject the accords. The hostages had already been released. Abrogating the agreements would make the United States look like the party acting illegally and would encumber the president and U.S. foreign policy with an issue that was a sideshow. It is important for a major power to demonstrate continuity, since predictability is reassuring to friends and can restrain others. Haig was onto something when he wrote, “Of the many destructive effects of Vietnam and Watergate, none is worse than the tendency for a new administration to believe that history began on its inauguration day, and its predecessor was totally wrong about everything, and that all its acts must therefore be canceled.” It was Haig, the new secretary of state who came to be much ridiculed in some quarters, who carried the day on Iran. It was also Haig who averted a crisis between the United States and its closest allies in Europe by insisting the administration see through both dimensions of the two-track policy of countering Soviet “Euro-missile” deployments and supporting an arms control proposal that would place a ceiling on the competition. And it was Haig who preserved the budding and still fragile U.S. relationship with China in the face of calls to expand the U.S. relationship with Taiwan.

Iraq surfaced in an unanticipated way: the result of a surprise Israeli preventive attack on the Osirak nuclear facility in June 1981. The reactor designed to produce nuclear fuel that could be used to generate electricity but also fill bombs was about to be activated, something Israel sought to avoid. This was a classic preventive attack, one undertaken to interrupt a gathering threat. It is to be contrasted with a preemptive attack, which is an action designed to interrupt an attack judged to be imminent. The difference is significant, both legally and politically, as only the latter (preemptive) is recognized as a form of self-defense and enjoys considerable legal and political support. More than two decades later, the administration of George W. Bush described and tried to justify the attack on Iraq as preemptive, but in fact it was nothing of the sort. Like the Israeli attack on Osirak, it was preventive. Preventive attacks are by their very nature wars of choice; preemptive attacks by their nature almost invariably are wars of necessity.

The U.S. reaction to the Israeli strike on Osirak was quite negative. In addition to public and private criticisms, the Reagan administration delayed the shipment of additional military aircraft sought by Israel that were similar to those used in the Osirak attack. My reaction at the time to the U.S. stance was one of some surprise. I didn’t see what was so wrong about Israel’s limited and precise use of military force to destroy the Iraqi nuclear facility before it could manufacture bomb material, particularly in light of Iraq’s decision a year before to attack Iran and its close ties to the Soviet Union. In the end, Israel dismissed U.S. criticism, while the military sanction imposed by the U.S. government didn’t last for long: a far greater number of high-performance aircraft were provided to Israel in order to win congressional acceptance of the controversial sale of AWACS (warning and battle management) aircraft to Saudi Arabia.

The Reagan presidency coincided almost exactly with the Iran-Iraq War, which began some four months before Ronald Reagan became president and ended some six months before he left office. The war was initiated by Saddam Hussein in an apparent bid to assert his and Iraq’s primacy in the region at a time when Iranians were consumed with the domestic political aftermath of the ouster of the Shah. Saddam may also have been motivated by Iranian-sponsored terrorism in Baghdad, but if so, he both overreacted to and misjudged his adversary. Initially, Iraq gained the upper hand, but by 1982 the Iraqi assault had stalled. Iran went over to the offensive, gaining control of significant portions of Iraqi territory. This development triggered alarm in the United States, a reaction captured well by George Shultz in his memoirs: “Iraq’s retreat as the numerically far greater Iranian forces swept forward was all too apparent. If Iraq collapsed, that could not only intimidate but inundate our friends in the Gulf and be a strategic disaster for the United States.”

The war itself, which lasted some eight years, was costly by any measure to both sides. Estimates are that half a million or more Iranians and as many as several hundred thousand Iraqis lost their lives. Iran spent more than $50 billion on the war and Iraq some $80 billion. Indirect economic costs were several times those amounts for both protagonists. What could not be known at the time was that it sowed the seeds of war between the United States and Iraq in two ways. First, the effort left Iraq, if not impoverished, at least far from able to fund Saddam’s ambitions. This was the root cause of his intimidation and subsequent invasion and absorption of Kuwait. Second, the fact that Iraq emerged from its long war with Iran as depleted as it did lulled many American analysts and policy makers into concluding that Iraq would opt for years of tranquility (in order to regain its strength) rather than initiate yet another potentially costly military adventure.

Henry Kissinger probably came close to capturing the privately held view of many U.S. officials at the time when he wryly commented that it was a pity both sides couldn’t lose. In reality, the United States sought to stop the war, both through diplomacy and through denying weapons to both protagonists. Diplomacy would not bear fruit until July 1987, when the U.N. Security Council unanimously passed Resolution 598, which called on Iran and Iraq to “observe an immediate cease-fire, discontinue all military actions on land, at sea and in the air, and withdraw all forces to the internationally recognized boundaries without delay.” The U.S. attempt to thwart arms transfers, Operation Staunch, was at most a partial success, one reason being that the United States violated its own policy.

Beneath this official posture was the realization that the war would likely go on for some time and that revolutionary Iran was the more dangerous of the two protagonists. Shultz was characteristically honest about this. “While the United States basically adhered to the policy of not supplying arms to either side, our support for Iraq increased in rough proportion to Iran’s military successes: plain and simple, the United States was engaged in a limited form of balance-of-power policy. The United States simply could not stand idle and watch the Khomeini revolution sweep forward.” The memories of the hostage crisis, together with Iran’s role in bolstering Hizbollah, the group behind the 1983 bombing of the marine barracks in Lebanon, reinforced the inclination to make sure that Iran did not emerge victorious from its struggle with Iraq. It is interesting to note that members of the preceding administration, in this case National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski, were prepared to signal Iran that the United States was inclined to provide military aid to Iraq if it were necessary to pressure Iran to release the American hostages.

What emerged was a U.S. tilt toward Iraq. Donald Rumsfeld, then a former secretary of defense brought into the Reagan administration as the president’s special Middle East envoy, was dispatched to Iraq to float the idea (one put forward by Israel) of building an oil pipeline that would run from northern Iraq to Haifa. Iraq turned it down. More seriously, the United States took only limited diplomatic action after receiving reports in 1983 that Iraq had used chemical weapons against Iran; a year later, in November 1984, following a White House visit by Iraqi foreign minister Tariq Aziz and an Iraqi decision to close the Baghdad headquarters of the Abu Nidal terrorist group, the United States and Iraq reestablished diplomatic relations after a break of seventeen years.

Establishing diplomatic relations was the right thing to do despite Iraq’s bellicose behavior toward its neighbors and Saddam’s repressive behavior toward Iraqi citizens. As a rule of thumb, diplomatic ties and talking with other governments should not be judged as a favor or, more broadly, as a sign of approval or endorsement of another country’s nature or its policies. Rather, relations and talking should be premised on a judgment that communication is preferable to the alternative and that the other government has the capacity to modify its behavior if it so chooses. Not talking and not having a diplomatic presence denies the U.S. government the opportunity to observe and influence developments inside another country—and should only be U.S. posture in rare circumstances when the government’s behavior is so extreme as to render communication useless.

The most significant manifestation of the pro-Iraqi bias of U.S. policy was the reaction to a Kuwaiti request in late 1986 that outsiders protect its tankers from the threat posed by Iran. After months of diplomatic back-and-forth, including a Kuwaiti invitation to the Soviet Union that it take on a major role in deterring Iranian attacks on local shipping, the United States agreed to place American flags on eleven Kuwaiti tankers. The U.S. Navy would beef up its presence and activity in the region commensurate with that action. The Reagan administration went along with the “reflagging” of tankers (Operation Earnest Will) in May 1987, but only after months of debate and in the face of considerable congressional opposition. Shultz explains why. “I did not want to let the United States get drawn into the Iran-Iraq War. But it was critical that Iran not come to dominate the Gulf and therefore the Arabian Peninsula.” Ironically, the event that may have sealed the deal stemmed not from Iran but from Iraq. On May 17, the USS Stark was struck by two Iraqi missiles, with some three dozen U.S. sailors dying as a result. The Iraqis apologized and years later paid fair compensation, although whether it was in fact accidental remains unclear.

This attack by Iraq was soon followed up by intentional attacks on shipping by Iran. The United States responded forcefully, by boarding a vessel laying and carrying mines, by sinking a number of Iranian gunboats, and by destroying an Iranian oil rig. An American naval cruiser (the USS Vincennes) shot down a civilian Iranian airplane (killing all 290 civilians on board) when crewmen confused it for a warplane, an explanation rejected by many in Iran. These actions, coupled with setbacks on the battlefield and a decaying economy, led Ayatollah Khomeini to reluctantly accept peace in July 1988, an action he described as “more lethal for me than poison.”

Another aspect of U.S. support for Iraq was economic and largely involved two programs. The first, involving Commodity Credit Corporation (CCC) guarantees, was designed to promote sales of agricultural products by U.S. farmers to Iraq. Some $4 billion in credit guarantees were approved by the Department of Agriculture during the Reagan years. These guarantees were extended to U.S. exporters as a form of protection in the event Iraq did not pay them for items (wheat, rice, soybeans, etc.) received. No U.S. government money was provided to Iraq under this program, and, as it turned out, Iraq tended to pay its bills in full and on time, so the credit guarantees did not have to be converted into cash.

The second economic program introduced during the Reagan years involved licensing the sale of so-called dual-use items to Iraq. Dual-use refers to any product that could have a military in addition to a civilian or nonmilitary use. Dual-use items can range from trucks to transport aircraft to communications systems. Prior to 1989, approximately $1.5 billion in licenses for dual-use exports were approved, although less than $500 million worth was actually exported to Iraq. Even assuming the worst, that all of these items were diverted for military use, it was a tiny percentage of the billions and billions of dollars Saddam spent on military procurement during this decade.

It is worth going into some detail on all this to make clear that while the United States did in fact tilt toward Iraq during the Reagan years, the degree of the incline and the scale of the relationship should not be exaggerated. This was a limited relationship, one that was mostly diplomatic and commercial. It did involve the provision of some useful military intelligence to Iraq, but not the sale of arms—other than, that is, two revolvers and one pistol, worth $913, purchased from an American source by Saddam’s son Qusay. On balance it was a justified relationship, one that got things about right: on one hand, sufficiently pro-Iraqi to help offset Iran given the reality that revolutionary Iran constituted the greater threat at the time to U.S. interests in the region; on the other, sufficiently limited so that the United States did not get too close to a government that was clearly repressing its own people and had a history of working against regional stability.

It is also impossible to write about the Reagan years without noting one other dimension of U.S. policy toward the region, namely, the U.S. decision to provide arms to Iran as part of what became known as “Iran-Contra.” Even with the advantages of two decades of hindsight it is a baffling, jaw-dropping episode. In direct contravention of both U.S. counterterrorism policy and Operation Staunch (the commitment to block arms reaching either Iran or Iraq), the Reagan administration provided arms to Iran via Israel in (depending upon whom one believes) an effort to win the release of American hostages being held in Lebanon or to achieve a diplomatic breakthrough with Iran that its advocates argued would compete in significance with the opening to China some fifteen years before. What is more, the “profit” earned on the sales to Iran of various systems was used as an off-the-books means of financing the “Contras” fighting the government in Nicaragua. No legal means of financing was available owing to congressional fiat. These actions came close to bringing about the impeachment of Ronald Reagan and the unraveling of his presidency. If anyone ever needed a case study showing the dangers of a National Security Council staff becoming overly operational, this was it.

This strange episode should not be allowed to obscure the prevailing pattern of a U.S. preference for Iraq over Iran. The United States was correct in the main (if not in all the details) to do what it did to deny Iran a victory over Iraq. Not coming down hard on Iraq for using chemical weapons to stave off waves of Iranian troops, while arguably deplorable, was at least understandable; allowing Iraq to use chemical weapons to repress its own citizens with impunity was something quite different. At a minimum, significant sanctions against Iraq were warranted. As history would later show, however, the U.S. tilt toward Iraq and away from Iran was not enough to change Iraq’s fundamental orientation; my first rule of the Middle East is that the enemy of your enemy can still be your enemy.

THE GEORGE H. W. BUSH YEARS

George H. W. Bush was inaugurated as the forty-first president of the United States on January 20, 1989. As is often the case, history unfolded in ways that were far from what people were thinking that day. It was impossible to predict that over the next few years the world would witness the conclusion of the Cold War and the unification of Germany within NATO, the end of apartheid in South Africa, the outbreak of a major war with Iraq, and a conference that for the first time brought Arabs and Israelis face-to-face to negotiate peace.

My own role in the Bush administration was anything but a sure thing. I came to be involved in the Bush presidential campaign in 1988 as a foreign policy advisor only after I crashed and burned with the Bob Dole campaign in New Hampshire. Soon after, Bush campaign chief Jim Baker got in touch with me and before long I was a member of the foreign policy team of George H. W. Bush. I divided my time between Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government, where I was teaching public policy and international affairs, and the campaign, where I wrote position papers, worked on speeches, and often debated those individuals (in some cases my fellow professors) performing similar functions for Democratic candidate and Massachusetts governor Michael Dukakis.

Once Bush won that November, I got involved in transition work, which was clearly dominated by Baker when it came to the future State Department. Brent Scowcroft would be the national security advisor, a position he had held under President Gerald Ford. John Tower would get Defense if he could survive all the questions about alcohol and alleged womanizing. (In the end he could not, which paved the way for Dick Cheney, then in Congress, to return to the executive branch, where years earlier he had been chief of staff to President Ford.) It wasn’t clear what if any job I would end up with. For a while it looked like it would be the assistant secretary for Latin America post at State, but then a story appeared in the Miami papers about how a Bush advisor was anti-Contra. In fact I was not anti-Contra, but had argued in a paper that the United States would be unwise to predicate its policy upon the notion that the Contras would win a military victory over the Nicaraguan government. In Washington, however, analysis is often equated with advocacy. Baker made it clear to me that I was too controversial for the Latin America job. I was getting antsy, as I had promised the dean at the Kennedy School that I would let him know by January 30 if I would be around to teach in the second semester. I was also getting frustrated, since I was ready to leave academia and this administration seemed a natural fit for me given my centrist political leanings. Above all, I was hungry for more government experience. Baker and Brent Scowcroft were looking at me for several other posts, including the European position at either State or the NSC. Finally, on January 25, Brent called and offered me the position of special assistant to the president and senior director for Near East and South Asian affairs on the National Security Council staff, in part because (he later told me) he wanted someone who was not “declared” on the Arab-Israeli issue. We never had a substantive exchange about my views on the region. I asked for two days to think it over, but after only one called Brent back to accept. I flew up to Boston, packed several dozen boxes (mostly of books), flew back, and started work on Monday, January 30.

There is a good deal of confusion about the structure and role of the National Security Council and its staff. The NSC was established in 1947 with only four statutory members: the president, vice president, secretary of state, and secretary of defense. This formal NSC rarely if ever meets. Instead, each president creates his own NSC, one that tends to include such others as the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the head of the intelligence community (formerly the director of central intelligence, now the director of national intelligence), selected other cabinet secretaries, the White House chief of staff, and the assistant to the president for national security affairs, usually known as the national security advisor. This individual—Brent Scowcroft under George H. W. Bush—is both a counselor to the president and the traffic cop overseeing the process by which the executive branch makes foreign policy. Wearing that second hat, he must make sure that the executive branch addresses the essential issues, the necessary agencies are involved in the decision-making process, all policy options are developed and vetted, and presidential decisions are communicated clearly and implemented faithfully. The trick is to make sure that the role of counselor does not get in the way of the guarantor of due process; if it does, the system breaks down as everyone does end runs to get to the president. Brent managed this balance of advisor and coordinator better than anyone who has held this job before or since.

To help him do this, the national security advisor oversees the NSC staff, which varies in size from administration to administration but always includes a number of more senior aides responsible for a part of the world such as Latin America or Asia or some functional area, such as arms control or nuclear proliferation. Each of these senior aides then has a few persons assigned to them to share the work. I was responsible for the stretch of countries from Morocco in the west to Bangladesh in the east, or more simply North Africa, the Middle East, the Persian Gulf, and South Asia. I had two assistants: David Welch, a young but experienced and tough-minded foreign service officer who more than a decade later would be the U.S. ambassador to Egypt and then the principal Middle East advisor to Condi Rice during her tenure as secretary of state, for North Africa and the countries directly involved in the Arab-Israeli equation, and Sandra Charles, an experienced and hardworking civilian who had served in the Pentagon, for the Persian Gulf and South Asia.

The national security advisor and his deputy (initially Bob Gates, who went on to head the CIA under Bush 41 and the Defense Department under 43) occupied offices on the ground floor of the West Wing; actually, the deputy’s office was closer to a closet. The rest of us were in the Old Executive Office Building, or the OEOB as it was then known. (It is now the Eisenhower EOB.) The OEOB was and is one of the grand buildings of Washington, with its high ceilings and marble floors and history. It once housed the departments of state, war, and navy; the fact that all three departments could easily fit into one modest-sized building underscores just how much the size and role of government has changed. The OEOB was also where Richard Nixon kept his hideaway office as president and where Oliver North devised and carried out his plans to trade arms for hostages and use the profits to fund the Contras.

What was missing was any manual on how to do the job. I can still remember showing up on my first day of work, just a few days into the administration, and making my way past the security guards and metal detectors and door locks to my office on the third floor. Bill Burns, then a midlevel foreign service officer who had served in the Middle East directorate of the Reagan NSC and who years later would go on to be the U.S. ambassador to Russia and undersecretary of state for political affairs, was about to leave. The bank of four-drawer metal files was empty, as all the Reagan memos and documents had been carted off, presumably for sorting en route to their final resting place in the future Reagan presidential library. Bill and I spoke for a short while, after which I was pretty much alone. If this was the handoff between two Republican administrations, it was hard to imagine what one would be like between those of different parties.

I began by putting together a list of issues that needed attention: Pakistan’s nuclear program and whether the U.S. government could certify (as required by law if Pakistan was to continue receiving foreign aid) that it did not possess a nuclear explosive device; what to do about Afghanistan once the last Soviet troops departed as scheduled in mid-February; Libya; the Persian Gulf; arms sales; Lebanon; hostages; and the Arab-Israeli peace process. My strong sense was that the last of these issues, the relationship or lack of one between Israel and most of its Arab neighbors, would consume the bulk of my time and energies given its domestic and international political importance. I was right, but only when it came to the first eighteen months of the administration and then again for the last eighteen months. In between, there was the year dominated by Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait and the U.S. reaction to it.

Starting a new job is always difficult, requiring among other things establishing a relationship with and the trust of one’s new bosses. I knew Brent a bit, but not all that well, and mostly in the context of issues dealing with arms control. I did not know Bob Gates other than by reputation. What complicated things was a call early on from syndicated columnist Rowland Evans to Gates in which Evans suggested that some of my writings rendered me unfit for my new position. What made him particularly unhappy (in addition to rumors that I was “too much of a Zionist,” code for being Jewish and overly sympathetic to Israel) was one piece I had written for Commentary and another I had done for the more academic journal Survival suggesting that diplomacy premised on a return to the 1967 borders and the “territory for peace” formula was not an immediate option given the absence of local leaders both able and willing to compromise. So I sent Gates a sampling of my published pieces with a cover note that explained that a few years back, diplomatic prospects did in fact appear bleak, but that owing to changes in Palestinian politics as well as in Israel there was now a somewhat greater chance to advance peace. This must have been enough, as Evans and his partner Robert Novak then published a column claiming I had privately recanted my earlier views, suggesting I was now an acceptable choice for this sensitive position. What makes all this more than a little ironic is that before the four years were over I had earned considerable enmity from some on the other side of that issue for being too hard on Israel and too sympathetic to the Palestinians. Another rule of the Middle East is that it is just about impossible to win.

The big issue in the first weeks of the administration turned out to be Afghanistan. The last Soviet troops were due out February 15, 1989, and the United States needed a policy for what would soon be a new situation. I am not sure we got it right. The United States never quite moved from the anti-Soviet era, in which support was channeled to those Afghans who had proved their mettle at fighting Soviets, to the post-Soviet era, when we needed to think more about strengthening the hands of those Afghans we wanted to favor in order to shape the new political order in that country. There was an understandable aversion about getting overly involved in internal Afghan politics and playing favorites, but by avoiding them and granting the Pakistanis as much influence as we did, the United States may have unintentionally contributed to the sorry history that characterizes so much of modern Afghanistan.

The first stirrings about the Persian Gulf during the opening weeks and months of the administration tended to emanate from the Pentagon, where the U.S. Navy was anxious to reduce the size and pace of its presence in the area now that the Iran-Iraq War was over and the threat to shipping was mostly a thing of the past. I was reluctant to go back to the status quo ante when we had precious little presence, but figured these and other issues would be hashed out in the policy review that would get under way in the spring.

Iran also garnered some notice, mostly because of the mention in the inaugural address that “goodwill begets goodwill,” a clear reference to the American hostages in Lebanon and a signal to Iran that its help in getting them freed would redound to Iran’s advantage. But any chance of a quick improvement in ties was nipped in the bud by the fatwa issued against Salman Rushdie following the publication of his novel The Satanic Verses. The surprising good news was the robust nature of the European response, as many European Union countries withdrew their ambassadors from Tehran as a sign of protest.

Even with the passage of time and the release of several American hostages held in Lebanon, the improvement in U.S.-Iranian ties suggested in Bush’s inaugural address never materialized. Although Iran clearly was behind the decision to free these individuals, the taking of new hostages by Iran-backed groups and evidence of Iranian-sponsored terrorism undermined the case for building a better relationship. This didn’t stop the Iranians from feeling that we had moved the goalposts and that they had been misled. Years later, I met the Iranian foreign minister at a conference. Hearing my name, he smiled as he extended his hand, saying, “Ah yes. Mr. Goodwill begets goodwill.”

Ninety percent of my time and energies were focused that first spring on the Middle East and trying to get a diplomatic process going between Israelis and Palestinians. There was a succession of Israeli visitors: cabinet secretary Eli Rubenstein, Foreign Minister Moshe Arens, finally Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir himself. It was clear even before the visits that the situation did not lend itself to—or, using the term I developed in one of my first books, the situation was not “ripe” for—a major diplomatic undertaking on the scale of the 1982 Reagan plan or the earlier Rogers plan, named for Richard Nixon’s decent but oft-ignored first secretary of state, William Pierce Rogers. Solving the Israeli-Palestinian dispute was not in the cards at this time. As is often the case, this was not because of the absence of reasonable formulas so much as it was the absence of political leaders on either side of the impasse who were inclined to make meaningful compromises and were sufficiently strong politically to sell them to a reluctant public. But neither was there reason to believe that doing nothing would help matters; neglect would likely be malign, as actions inevitably would be taken by both sides that would pose additional obstacles to peace if and when a promising moment arrived to pursue it with greater intensity. The decision, therefore, was to think small, to try to demonstrate some progress on the ground, and to establish momentum so that we could avert the worst and conceivably create conditions where more ambitious diplomacy might be possible.

What made things particularly difficult was the situation on the ground: the Palestinian intifada was raging, and the conservative Israeli government was in no mood to sit down and talk with the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) even though the United States in the final weeks of the Reagan administration had opened up a direct dialogue with the PLO once the organization had at long last forsaken the use of terror to advance its political agenda. The interlocutor for the U.S. side was our ambassador in Tunis, where the PLO had set up shop after it had been exiled from Lebanon a few years before. Israel, however, was still not prepared to deal directly with the PLO. A good deal of time was thus devoted to finding Palestinians whom Israel would talk to and whom Palestinians would see as credible. Israeli hopes that the moderate government in Jordan could speak for the Palestinians was a nonstarter given the strength of Palestinian nationalism and identity. Another more promising idea was to hold elections in the West Bank and Gaza that would produce an “alternative” leadership that would be acceptable to the PLO but not formally part of the PLO.

Matters came to something of a head in early September 1989 when Israeli prime minister Shamir visited Washington in the wake of a visit by Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak. Both visits included black-tie White House dinners, my first. The Mubarak visit also included a trip to Baltimore for opening day of the baseball season. I can’t remember whom the Orioles were playing, much less who won. What I do recall is feeling silly showing up at the stadium in a suit and tie, sacrilegious about leaving after five innings, getting an autographed ball from Ted Williams, and being amused by the announcer’s introductions before the game: “The president of Egypt, Hosni Mubarak, a baseball legend…Ted Williams.” The pause made it sound as if Mubarak was the legend, which must have confused the Egyptians almost as much as the game itself.

Going to the game turned out to have an unanticipated effect. It made the Israelis angry at the special treatment for Mubarak. Israeli cabinet secretary Eli Rubenstein complained to me, “You hug Mubarak like your bubalah [little grandmother], take him to a game, and us you treat like shit.” Also unhappy with what we planned to say in public during Shamir’s upcoming visit, the Israelis demanded that the president do something equally “friendly” with Shamir. So I asked the Israeli ambassador if the prime minister, someone who had spent his entire life either fighting or in politics, had any hobbies. Neither he nor anyone else could think of any. In the end, the president and the prime minister took a walk around the Rose Garden.

More serious (although none of us realized it for months) was the breakdown of trust between Bush and Shamir. It stemmed from their initial conversation in the Oval Office. It was just the two of them, along with Israeli ambassador Moshe Arad and me. The president raised the matter of Israeli settlements in the occupied territories, long considered an “obstacle to peace” by every U.S. administration and inconsistent with international law by some. Shamir waved his arm and waved away the president’s concerns, saying in English, “no problem.” Bush thought he had an understanding from Shamir that the Israelis would not cause any problems with their settlement activity, meaning that they would cease building new ones. Shamir, I later learned, thought he was telling the president that the settlements were causing and should not cause any problem and that all the debate was much ado about nothing. Shamir thus continued authorizing them; Bush thought the Israeli leader had broken his word. When Arad and I unraveled all this and I explained the misunderstanding to the president, I met with a reaction that fell somewhere between skepticism and disbelief. It was a good if painful lesson that a lack of clarity can cause real harm; contrary to what is often alleged, not all diplomatic ambiguity is constructive. All this history made the ability of these two leaders to work together during the Persian Gulf War a year later all the more remarkable.

Israeli-Palestinian issues continued to dominate my attention that spring, although my colleagues elsewhere in the administration were focusing on a deteriorating security situation in Panama and problems with West Germany over whether to modernize nuclear forces in Europe. In May I took my first trip to the region in my new capacity, along with Dennis Ross (head of the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff, and who also oversaw the Middle East for Jim Baker) and several others. Much of the focus remained on how to structure elections to choose a Palestinian leadership that was credible and acceptable. There was (appropriately enough) a theological element to all this, as everyone knew that the Palestinian leadership would have to be supportive of and blessed by the PLO even if they could not be formal members of the organization. We went to Israel, the West Bank, Cairo, and Amman, and then I returned through Europe to brief the European allies on what we’d learned.

During the trip, Dennis and I, along with Dan Kurtzer (a respected foreign service officer who would become ambassador to Egypt and then Israel) and Aaron Miller (an academic who would work these issues in government for some two decades), drafted the speech Secretary Baker was slated to give on May 22 to the annual meeting of the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC), the core of the so-called Israeli or Jewish lobby. The end result was crisp and clear. Baker called upon the Arab world to end its economic boycott of Israel, stop its challenges to Israel’s standing in the United Nations, and repudiate the outrageous notion that “Zionism is racism.” He asked Palestinians to renounce all violence. But what garnered the bulk of the coverage was his calling on Israelis “to lay aside, once and for all, the unrealistic vision of a greater Israel” and both “forswear annexation” and “stop settlement activity.” In retrospect, it was a mistake to have the secretary of state say this, since the speech was not linked to any policy initiative and was not given against the backdrop of a strong relationship between the United States and Israel. It is one thing to pay a political price to achieve diplomatic gain, quite another to pay a price for no obvious purpose.

The rest of the world was not standing still while the protagonists in the Middle East pursued their familiar struggle. The Chinese government cracked down hard on the students and others gathered and protesting in Tiananmen Square; in so doing the government forfeited sympathy and legitimacy alike. As much as anything else, what the confrontation highlighted was the disparity between China’s economic dynamism and its political stagnation. At some point China would either have to slow its economic development or accelerate its political reform. Either would entail risks for social and political stability and above all for the continued position of the Communist Party.

The contrast with the Soviet Union could not be greater. There, with Mikhail Gorbachev, we were seeing political change that was far outstripping economic developments. For me the question at the time was whether Gorbachev could prosper if his country did not—and whether he could manage change within bounds, that is, without losing control of the Soviet empire or the country itself. Clearly, he could not.

In the greater Middle East, there was the death of Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini. He was a living contradiction: the medieval figure who came to power thanks to modern cassettes of his sermons and who arrived in Tehran from Paris on a jet plane. It was not clear whether his death would present any opportunity for an improvement in U.S.-Iranian ties. I was somewhat skeptical, thinking it more likely that we would face a period of contested leadership in which the various claimants would likely compete for who could be the most rabidly anti-American. As it turned out, there was a relatively smooth transition to the new leadership “team” of President Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani and Supreme Leader Ali Hoseyn Khamenei. U.S. options remained limited and essentially what they were. Regime change, however desirable, was not attainable, which tended to leave us with containment. The question was whether we would be willing to leaven that basic approach with some signals of a willingness to enter into a more positive relationship. A number of possibilities existed: offering compensation for the accidental U.S. Navy shoot-down of an Iranian civilian airliner, continuing to deal with each side’s financial claims, restrained public rhetoric. My own view was that it made sense to keep some lines out to a country that, for better or worse, would likely continue to be a major regional actor for years to come.

I took a few days off around Labor Day, but returned feeling less than refreshed. It is not easy to work hard day in and day out on a set of issues that never seem to show signs of progress. The Middle East was getting lost in numbers: a 21-point election proposal, an Egyptian 10-point plan, a Mubarak 4-point letter, a May 14 Israeli plan, a 5-point Baker proposal. Unfortunately, they added up to nothing. Conversations between Bush and Shamir tended to make matters worse. It was difficult to avoid comparing the Middle East with how things were going in South Africa. There, with Nelson Mandela and F. W. de Klerk, the sides were blessed with one leader prepared to forgo violence and move beyond the injustices of the past and another who was willing to make the case to his public about why they should be willing to give up many of the advantages that for decades had defined their lives and instead accept a very different relationship with South Africa’s blacks. Such people can create ripeness and the potential for diplomatic accomplishment. The contrast with the combination of PLO leader Yasir Arafat and Shamir could hardly have been more stark—or depressing.

My interest was also focused on Afghanistan. I traveled that fall to India and Pakistan and came back anything but reassured. Six months had passed since the Soviet withdrawal, and the regime in Kabul was still in place and the war was continuing. Predictions of a rapid transition to something new and better had not been realized.

History is likely to record that the most significant moment in 1989 came on November 9, with the dismantling of the Berlin Wall and, with it, the Cold War. The president was restrained in his reactions, limiting them to answers to questions at a press conference and even then doing all he could to drain the moment of import and impact. Partially this was his style, partially it was a conscious decision not to say or do anything that would undermine Gorbachev. Over the next eighteen months this approach would pay substantial dividends as Gorbachev and the Soviet Union were remarkably supportive of U.S. policy during the Iraq crisis.

At the time, though, there was no thought of an Iraq crisis. Nineteen eighty-nine was drawing to a close with the president and others heading off to Malta for a summit with the Soviets. I did not go; my role was limited to preparing papers on regional issues. I was feeling somewhat sorry for myself, wondering why I had allowed myself to move away from European issues just when they were getting interesting and immersing myself in the Middle East when it seemed more hopeless than ever.

I have gone on at considerable length here in order to provide a relatively developed picture of what constituted the backdrop to the making of U.S. policy toward Iraq. It is important to make this clear, for all too often historians, journalists, politicians, and others focus on a particular issue and take it out of the context in which policy involving that issue was made. The reality is that policy makers have to juggle issues competing for their time and attention. Often it is only in retrospect that the relative importance of an issue emerges with any clarity. For the first year and a half of the Bush administration, the president and his senior aides focused for good reason on the fall of the Berlin Wall and the peaceful end of the Cold War, Germany’s unification and its entry into NATO, political repression in China, challenges to the U.S. position in Panama, and the risk of war in South Asia. Iraq was barely on the radar (literal or figurative) of any midlevel much less senior official.

This even applied to me for much of the eighteen months. Within the part of the world for which I was responsible, I spent most of my time dealing with efforts to find Palestinians whom Israel would talk to and who were worth talking to; working with Afghans on a post-Soviet government; keeping Indians and Pakistanis from going to war with one another; and trying to get the American hostages out of Lebanon. Iraq was not a top priority.
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