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Introduction

The Obama Legacy

Barack Obama first garnered national attention after his 2004 speech to the Democratic National Convention. In that speech senator Obama lauded America as a place where “simple dreams” found fruition: “we can say what we think, write what we think, without hearing a sudden knock on the door…we can have an idea and start our own business without paying a bribe,” a place where people “don’t expect the government to solve all their problems,” but do understand that “with just a slight change in priorities, we can make sure that every child in America has a decent shot at life, and that the doors of opportunity remain open to all.”1

During 2008 he built upon these themes of individualism balanced with the conscientious (but necessary) use of government power, coupling them to the legacy of the civil rights movement and a defense of Free Market Capitalism. In March 2008 he spoke in Philadelphia, stating the goal of his campaign was: “to continue the long march of those who came before us, a march for a more just, more equal, more free, more caring, and more prosperous America…I believe deeply that we cannot solve the challenges of our time unless we solve them together, unless we perfect our union by understanding that we may have different stories, but we hold common hopes…”2 In speaking to the people of Berlin in July of 2008, he touted the combined defense of Europe against communist aggression, the opening of markets after the Cold War and the consequent “spread of information and technology” that “reduced barriers to opportunity and prosperity.” He spoke of the world as “more intertwined than at any time in human history.”3

What struck a chord with many listeners, however, was not Obama’s defense of capitalism or entrepreneurship; rather, they appreciated his recognition of their everyday hardships and his promise to use the power of the federal government to alleviate the many injustices that so unfairly weighed upon the working people of this country. In April 2008, speaking in Pennsylvania before that state’s primary election, he said:


We’re here because there are families all across this country who are sitting around the kitchen table right now trying to figure out how to pay their insurance premiums, and their kids’ tuition, and still make the mortgage so they’re not the next ones in the neighborhood to put a For Sale sign in the front yard; who will lay awake tonight wondering if next week’s paycheck will cover next month’s bills.

We’re not here to talk about change for change’s sake, but because our families, our communities, and our country desperately need it. We’re here because we can’t afford to keep doing what we’ve been doing for another four years. We can’t afford to play the same Washington games with the same Washington players and expect a different result. Not this time. Not now…

It is now our turn to follow in the footsteps of all those generations who sacrificed and struggled and faced down the greatest odds to perfect our improbable union. And if we’re willing to do what they did; if we’re willing to shed our cynicism and our doubts and our fears; if we’re willing to believe in what’s possible again; then I believe that we won’t just win this primary election, we won’t just win this election in November, we will change this country, and keep this country’s promise alive in the twenty-first century.4



These rousing words combined with a general distaste of the failures of Republican government – the war, the environmental destruction, the prioritization of business over people – to propel this young senator into the Oval Office, where he spent the better part of the next decade grappling with affairs both foreign and domestic. Now that his administration has come to an end, what are we to make of him, his policies, his global impact as leader of the Free World™? Opinions differ.

Conservatives were nearly universal in a dismal opinion of Obama’s time in office. National Review’s Andrew C. McCarthy painted Obama’s history of community organizing in Chicago as “gussied-up…rabble-rousing,” his political views as radically left, and in 2014 wrote a book-length case for impeaching the president, asserting Obama had been “violating his oath to preserve the Constitution, shredding the separation of powers, using the vast bureaucracy to repress his political opponents, and misleading the public about both his objectives and his failures” throughout his tenure as chief executive.5

Robert Ehrlich at the Washington Examiner admitted Obama’s charisma and charm, but characterized Obama as “hyper-partisan and ultra-liberal.” Ehrlich criticized the president for overseeing explosive spending and a sluggish economic recovery, for pushing “market-bending” policies in pursuance of one social justice cause after another, like the president’s attempts at reinvigorating subprime lending in the hope of inflating rates of American homeownership, despite the inability of these subprime buyers properly to afford this piece of the American Dream. He further asserted that Obama had damaged American healthcare with a “one-size-fits-all” top-down federal diktat, while simultaneously dragging the federal government into imposing climate change belief onto good-faith skeptics when, in fact, “the science reflects constant temperature change on earth”; this policy resulted, wrote Ehrlich, from Obama’s “anti-growth, limited horizon” left-wing politics.6

On the liberal side, assessments were mixed to positive. Ross Douthat at the New York Times looked forward to Obama’s legislative achievements standing the test of time. While admitting the deep imperfections in Obama’s chief domestic accomplishments, he pointed out that the economy did recover thanks in part to the Recovery and Reinvestment Act, and that the predictions of doom from his rightward opponents (hyperinflation and the debt crisis, for instance) never materialized. Healthcare costs had not ballooned, employers had not dumped people in droves, and “the insurance expansion [inaugurated by the Affordable Care Act] was large enough to matter.” He saw Obama’s foreign policy record as far more mixed – too hawkish in Libya, too dovish in Syria – but ultimately Obama’s policy of “don’t do stupid shit” kept America out of any Bush-style disasters. Even so, wrote Douthat, “a lot of small failures, no less than one major one, can leave the world less safe – and there were enough failures that Obama very clearly did.”7

The Atlantic’s Ta-Nehisi Coates emphasized that the symbol of America electing a black man to the presidency was not a symbol merely, but carried weight as all symbols do: “there is nothing ‘mere’ about symbols. The power embedded in the word nigger is also symbolic. Burning crosses do not literally raise the black poverty rate, and the Confederate flag does not directly expand the wealth gap.”8 He praised Obama’s ability to cross America’s racial divide through his “ability to emote a deep and sincere connection to the hearts of black people, while never doubting the hearts of white people.”9 And even with his faults and in the face of severe conservative resistance, Obama managed accomplishments: he “remade” American healthcare, “revitalized” the Justice Department’s anti-discrimination wing, and “began” dismantling the federal private prison system; he supported marriage equality, ended Don’t Ask Don’t Tell, and committed the presidency to ending the War on Drugs via presidential commutation – 944 commutations in all, more than the past 11 presidents combined.10

Farther to the Left, opinions turned back against Obama. Cornel West encapsulated this view, writing that while Obama paid lip service to many progressive issues, he ultimately preferred an unjust compromise over a just conflict. “Unfortunately, Obama thrives on being in the middle. He has no backbone to fight for justice. He likes to be above the fray. But for those of us who are in the fray, there is a different sensibility. You have to choose which side you’re on, and he doesn’t want to do that.” West elaborated: “Obama’s attitude is that of a neo-liberal, and they rarely have solidarity with poor and working people. Whatever solidarity he does offer is just lip-service to suffering but he never makes it a priority to end that suffering.”11

Who does a better job of approximating reality? In order to make some sense of a president of such immediate vintage, I have elected to view his 8 years in office through a series of topical focal points that taken together give some approximation of how his administration grappled with many of the various issues and crises that dotted his White House tenure. Despite the heated partisan rhetoric, what comes out of this analysis is a president who more than anything else desired to give America more of the same. He was not the radical revolutionary many conservatives feared and many leftists wanted. He found comfort in the liberal tradition of faith in a market with some government oversight (but not too much!), of an interventionist foreign policy, of the myth of American Exceptionalism.

He entered office wanting to distance himself from what he considered the maladaptations of the Bush II years – most especially the unrealistic grandiosity of the War on Terror. But, as his presidency got under way, he abandoned any pretense to progressive change. He would continue to fight terrorists, just with a little more circumspection. Invasion and occupation were phased out in favor of drone strikes and a reliance on local allies and proxies. Civil liberties continued to be violated at home, although with a more robust legal justification. The tactics would change, the strategic vision amended, but the underlying need for war would never seriously be questioned.

In economic terms the Obama administration continued the bipartisan consensus of neoliberalism, a form of liberalism that views markets as naturally efficient and the best method of structuring practically all human activity, economic or otherwise. He admitted that the market was sometimes imperfect, and thus his administration did make tweaks to the existing system that improved the lives of some and held the rich to some modicum of account. The Dodd-Frank Act thus created the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, among other reforms. Tellingly, however, the fundamentals of the economic system – especially the all-encompassing drive for private profit at public expense – was not addressed.

The acceptance of neoliberal orthodoxy (that markets can solve anything) affected Democratic efforts at overhauling American healthcare as well. The Affordable Care Act proved to be a bandage for some, stemming the bleeding of the body politic to one degree or another, but the disease – the false assumption that private greed would yield public good – persisted. Health insurance coverage expanded considerably, the quality of coverage continued to be ruled by the profit motive, and so insurance, drug, and hospital corporations made billions in profits while most Americans continued to be frustrated with their slapdash constellation of healthcare. And even with expanded insurance coverage, the underlying material causes of so much illness – lack of housing, poor living conditions, unsafe work environments, overwork and lack of leisure time, stagnant wages – and the flawed emphasis on specialists over general practitioners in American medicine were never addressed.

On the margins of American society some legal improvements resulted from the Obama years. Obama’s racial track record with regards to African Americans proved especially mixed. He offered no major legislative initiatives to address black economic hardship or the War on Drugs that gutted so many black communities. He talked about racial issues rarely until his second term, when police violence against minorities became a nationally publicized issue, but when he did so the Right was quick to vilify him as pandering to minority voters and needlessly dividing the nation. During his second term he did work more diligently within the confines of the executive branch to offer some meager amelioration to black Americans.

Obama’s 2008 campaign and the first few years of his term were not energetically supportive of gay rights, at least not to the extent that many in the gay community had hoped for. Indeed, his desire to compromise at all costs often put him on friendly terms with conservatives that saw non-normative sexual mores as sinful, diseased, or otherwise socially harmful. Still, he did eventually push for the repeal of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell (DADT) that brought gay people fully into the ranks of the armed forces. By the 2012 election he had come around to support the right of homosexuals to marry. Once pushed, Obama and his administration put rhetorical muscle and executive verve into supporting this marginalized group – at least within the narrow confines of the establishment – by refusing to defend the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) and penning several executive orders aimed at defending gay rights.

The gains made for trans Americans under Obama’s watch were real, they were narrowly confined, and they were dangerously ephemeral. Transpeople found some degree of representation within the administration – no meager thing; several executive orders made their lives appreciably easier in the labor market and the military. These gains, however, did nothing to chip away at the broader fundamental assumptions in the very areas that trans identity focused: personhood and its relation to the self and the broader social fabric. Instead, the mainstream narrative of trans identity as a disease in need of a cure was generally accepted, the binaries of the status quo affirmed.

In the fight against climate change Obama made some effort to promote the adoption of clean and renewable energy. At the same time, however, he continued his predecessor’s policy of promoting domestic fossil fuel production. Not only was natural gas included among the ranks of “clean” power within administration policy, but oil production continued its drastic expansion under Obama’s presidency. While congressional combativeness prevented significant climate-oriented legislation from passing, the legislation championed by the president, relying as it did upon the very “market forces” that had caused global warming in the first place, could not have solved the problem in any case.

Obama’s energy policy contradicted not only his attempts at fighting climate change but also set his administration squarely against the interests of America’s Indigenous Peoples. Rhetorically, the president pledged to defend their ancient rights and traditions against further encroachment, but in practice he only exercised his powers in their defense after immense pressure was exerted upon him from below. His default rested with the extractivist industries eager to fill their hungry maws at the expense of the First Nations.

A Note on Method and Ideology

History concerns the thoughts and actions of humans, which being social creatures act and think in relation to one another in a complex series of interconnected families, clans, municipalities, social clubs, corporations, nation states. These various groupings possess more or less power to act based upon the structures that constitute the economics and politics of a given society, which we might think of as the overarching connective web. Individual success depends upon their relationship with other people – their standing within a given association, that group’s relative influence and power among other groups, and the society’s position relative to its neighbors. No one is an island; we are all continental.12

Since individual success is a result of how one copes within group and structure, history written with a focus on the atomized individual and their “self-made” success, severed as it is from the relational truth of human existence, caters to the tastes of those already possessed of power who would prefer to consider themselves as the masters of their universe. Such history does not account for group dynamics or hierarchies of power, meaning that an individual’s success is often falsely attributed purely to their attitude, talent, or essential character. Little or no mention is made of the opportunities they had access to on account of their rank, caste, socio-economic status, location, etc. Or, if they be one of the precious few exceptional individuals who rise “from rags to riches,” they are then held up as an exemplar to which the multitude looks in frustrated longing.

I am no court historian committed to the empty chronicling of kings and potentiates, happy to pen books whose gilded pages seek through their shimmer to mask oppression and exploitation and misery. I am not interested in writing history for the powerful, but rather in critiquing power and holding it to account. To that end I have stuck to analyzing groups and structures, using individual actors as exemplars of a given trend, tendency, movement. My aim in this has been to understand the structures that undergird the various groups competing or cooperating among one another, thus to make sense of the choices individuals made under the social circumstances in which they found themselves, and in so doing call into question the prevailing narrative of radical individualism (or Great-Manism) weighing down the eyes of contemporary commentary and popular scholarship.13

Facts are infinite and human comprehension somewhat less so; no one is able to compass all the data around them. We filter this infinity through our sensory perceptions, our temperaments, our beliefs, our passions. We call this filtering process ideology, that mental framework through which we discern those facts we consider important. Looking into the past is no exception to this, as the inquirer must by necessity pick and choose the facts, statistics, examples, topics that are allowed a place within the historical narrative. The relationship between information and ideology should be a reciprocal one; mental structure guides the search for facts and the facts shape further the mental structure.14

I approached this history from the perspective of socialism, a view I arrived at about the time I finished preliminary research on the War on Terror and the Great Recession. By socialism I do not mean the authoritarian state ownership of the economy (as in the USSR), but rather a belief that economic and political democracy go hand in hand. Voting for our leaders means little when we spend most of our waking lives working in places run like dictatorships. Markets fail as a solution to this problem because they tend to favor the rich and are therefore undemocratic in nature. As much as possible I have worked to ensure that my ideology has not unduly twisted reality too much out of proportion. The facts may never speak for themselves, but I did my best to listen to what I thought they had to say.15





Chapter 1

The Forever War


1.1 The War for the Greater Middle East Begins

The United States emerged from World War Two with a level of dominance unseen in recorded history. The old powers of Britain, France, and Germany lay in ruins, as did more recent claimants to global preeminence like Japan and the USSR. Of all the industrialized nations, only the United States exited that second world conflagration more vigorous than it had entered. Over the course of the war, American products – trucks, weapons, food, oil – had flooded across the world, American bases (over 2000 of them) had dotted the globe, and Americans had filled the skies and the seas and the fields of battle. Now, with the guns all but silent, the Truman administration found itself not only possessed of its pre-war holdings (the various colonies and territories and “apportionments” in Puerto Rico, Guam, Hawaii, Alaska, the Philippines, etc.), but also occupying Japan, portions of Germany and Austria, along with former colonial possessions like the southern tip of Korea. All told, the 132 million people of the continental United States now administered some 135 million people all over the world.1

At first Truman’s administration contemplated occupation and direct government. To that end, the War Department estimated the US would need perhaps 2.5 million men to remain under arms for 1946 alone. Americans, however, jubilant in their overwhelming victory but tired of a martial existence, revolted at this prospect in a wave of protest never before seen in American history. Domestically, Truman’s office received some 60,000 postcards in a single day demanding the troops come home; and congresspeople were inundated with baby shoes all reading “bring daddy home.” More troubling still, from Truman’s perspective, troopers mutinied. A total of 20,000 GIs in Manila, not interested in garrisoning any colony anywhere, mutinied, with many declaring solidarity with the Filipino guerrillas; responding to these demonstrations, 20,000 more soldiers protested in Honolulu, 3000 in Korea, 5000 in Calcutta, with 3000 more sailors in Guam staging a hunger strike and further demonstrations breaking out in China, Burma, Japan, France, Germany, Britain, and Austria – with additional supporters staging protests in Washington DC, Chicago, and New York. American leadership did its best to brush the incidents under the rug, but they did ultimately acquiesce. Truman’s administration reduced a force of 8 million in May 1945 down to 1 million by the end of 1946. Lamented the president: “…our influence throughout the world, as well as China, waned as the millions of American soldiers were processed through the discharge centers.”2

This trend towards demobilization did not last long. The perceived threat of communism revitalized the case for American interventionism, and Truman did his level best to whip the American people into a frenzy so that never again would Americans retreat as thoroughly as they had after the First World War from the responsibilities of the world stage. The Berlin Air Lift of 1948, the 1949 communist victory in China, the USSR’s spreading influence in Eastern Europe, rising communist political power in Italy and elsewhere, all these and more primed the American people for more thoroughgoing intervention, which came when communist North Korea threw its tanks across the border into the South (then-governed by a dictator friendly to the West). Many of these “aggressive” actions had been provoked – Stalin’s blockade of Berlin that necessitated the Berlin Airlift, for example, being a reaction to the US introducing the Deutschmark into Berlin, which Stalin considered an encroachment on the USSR’s economic prerogatives in its zone of occupation, or North Korea’s attack upon the South being the climax of a mutual conflict waged by both countries, but the American government did not paint things that way, and the American people, ignorant of the complex grays of geopolitics, embarked upon an anti-red crusade.3

The focus of American power and activity was Europe, center of the nineteenth-century world, the world wars that resulted from that “glorious” century, and now the epicenter of the standoff between Russia and the United States. Other areas of the world, however, soon came to play their own special roles. Proxy wars were fought in the post-colonial regions, as emerging peoples and nations sought Soviet help against their former oppressors (and the governments those oppressors left behind), and American aid poured in to counteract these “communist” offensives. Hence our involvement in Greece and Turkey, the Korean War, our interventions in Indonesia, Cuba, Chile, and Vietnam; the prerequisite of preeminence, i.e. the exertion of power so as to dominate events to your advantage, constantly pushed US interests all around the globe. The Manifest Destiny of the previous century redefined itself in the twentieth as a crusade of liberty (capitalism) against tyranny (communism).

The Middle East fit into this new global order by a mere quirk of geology. Its nations sat atop vast quantities of oil. Since hegemony in an industrial world requires energy, this was a fact of singular importance to the West. Britain had sought control over Iranian oil fields since the early twentieth century, pursuing energy security so as to keep its fleet and therefore its empire afloat. France did the same in Algeria. America, by 1945, had taken an interest in the recently solidified kingdom of Saudi Arabia, promising support for the new king in return for favorable terms should oil be found there in noteworthy quantity.

After the Second World War, England and to a lesser degree France attempted to reassert themselves in the region but could not rekindle past glory. England’s primary contribution to local politics was the haphazard creation of the Jewish state, which was to have profound ripples across the politics of the region. Renewed European dominance of the region did not last a decade. In 1956, Britain and France in tandem with Israel attempted, by independently attacking an upstart Egypt (then attempting to nationalize the Suez Canal and at that time friendly to the USSR), to act outside the wishes of American policymakers. This precipitated the Suez Crisis, at the conclusion of which the Old World withdrew from its direct role in the area, content to sell arms to the new Arab countries and their Israeli rival and let the US maintain the oil supply to the West.4 With America now predominant in the region, it needed local allies to act as a counterweight to a hostile Egypt. President Eisenhower turned to Saudi Arabia, saying he wanted to “[build] up King Saud as a major figure in the Middle Eastern area…[to] restore Middle East oil markets in Western Europe.”5

US involvement escalated in the 1970s with the falling off of domestic oil production and our increasing reliance on imported supplies. The policy of supporting local proxies, begun under Eisenhower, grew to match this mounting involvement. In addition to Saudi Arabia, Israel was added to counterbalance Syria, Iran to tip the scales against Iraq. Weapons poured into the region, with Iran being the world’s largest arms importer through the end of the decade.6

The use of regional proxies continued through the duration of the Cold War, but cracks in the strategy showed themselves with the fall of the Iranian Shah’s government and its replacement by the Islamic Republic of Iran, a government hostile to the United States (and its undue influence in the country). President Jimmy Carter and his defense team, fearful that the Soviets would take advantage of the instability and thus threaten Western oil access, responded to the Iranian Revolution by declaring that the Persian Gulf now fell directly within the US sphere of interest, and that America would use any means at its disposal to defend the region. This declaration was coupled with our contemporaneous response to the hostage crisis in Tehran: in 1980, president Carter ordered US special forces to liberate the Americans held captive by Iranian students. Although the mission ended in fiasco, it opened the doors to military intervention and inaugurated what has been an ongoing and gradually escalating US war in the region.7

Increasingly in the 1980s, the US preference of relying upon proxy forces met with local frustration and the renewed desire in government circles to use American military force directly. With the defeat in Vietnam of so recent vintage, however, this desire was not at first universal. The Reagan administration had to proceed in a somewhat piecemeal fashion in its use of military intervention. It began by declaring the (first) “War on Terror,” responding to perceived provocations from Libya and the spate of terrorist attacks perpetrated by the Palestinian Liberation Organization and other Islamist groups popping up in the region. American efforts to engage in this struggle were uninspired. A total of 1200 marines were deployed in Beirut (the primary result of which was a devastating bombing of a marine base and the ignominious withdrawal of US forces); air strikes were launched against Libya; and much was said against the evils of using terror as a political tool. Defeating “terror,” however, was not the priority.8

Stabilization of the Middle East, so as to allow the free flow of oil into the West, remained the chief concern of US policy makers. To that end, the US and its allies sold weapons to an embattled Iraq, trying its Baathist best to win a quick war against revolutionary Iran but finding itself enmeshed in a barbed wire jellyfish from which there seemed no escape. Iranian revolutionary ardor and their existing stock of US weapons from the days of the Shah proved more than capable of matching Iraqi ambition, and it was only with foreign military aid (the US provided Iraq with, among other things, military intelligence, computer equipment, helicopters, and trucks) that Saddam Hussein was able to exterminate his way through an 8-year stalemate to an exhausted peace. This war, the most destructive since 1945, allowed the US to play both sides, as it publicly sold equipment to Iraq (while encouraging its allies to sell them weapons) and privately provided arms to Iran. All the while, fearing a Soviet push into a vulnerable and still oil rich Iran, US planners kept their nuclear arsenal at the ready, preferring to annihilate Iran rather than see it fall to Soviet occupation.9

At the same time, the US ramped up arms shipments to the Afghan resistance to the Soviets, who had sent soldiers into Afghanistan in order to bolster the communist government there against Islamist rebels. Aid had originally been sent under the Carter administration, although it was limited in its extent to medical supplies with some obsolete weapons thrown in as well. Republicans subsequently increased US support, including anti-aircraft missiles, with the objective of trapping the Soviets in their own Vietnamesque quagmire. This we achieved and after nearly a decade of fighting against jihadists of many nations, the USSR finally agreed to pull out of Afghanistan – leaving the urban-centered communist government vulnerable to eventual takeover by the conservative Taliban. Not for the last time would jihadist resolve couple with Western hardware to give a superpower a bad time.

The fall of the Soviet Union brought the renewed confidence of the Reagan years to a fever pitch, and any reliance on local proxies was discarded out of hand. Now, as the unrivaled global power, US policymakers felt they could take direct action wherever they saw fit – and Saddam Hussein soon proved the first test of this direct approach. Responding to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, a coalition led almost exclusively by US forces invaded from Saudi Arabia and drove Iraq out. To facilitate military operations, the US established bases in Saudi Arabia that it continued to maintain after the war ended. After the fighting the US also imposed economic sanctions upon Iraq that crippled its economy without actually toppling Saddam Hussein (he was still begrudgingly needed as a counterweight to Iran). These sanctions were enforced via “No-Fly Zones,” and resulted in a decade-long air war against Iraq that amounted to something only slightly less than genuine occupation of that country. Between 1991 and 1996, Operation Provide Comfort II (over Kurdish regions) resulted in 42,000 sorties flown over Iraq. Operation Southern Launch, establishing a No-Fly Zone in southern Iraq, amassed 150,000 sorties between 1992 and 2003.10 To give a sense of the effect this air war had upon the Iraqi economy, note that between 1991 and 1996 Iraq’s per capita GDP never rose above $507, compared to $2304 in 1989.11

From the US perspective, thanks to quick and direct intervention, Iraq was kept from acquiring undue influence on the region (and its oil reserves) and the status quo in all its inky shimmer was maintained – all while finally shaking off the military malaise of Vietnam and proving the dawn of the twenty-first century would be one glowing with successful US interventions abroad. Nary a thought was paid to the growing discontent (among people flush with our cash and armed with our weapons) US policies continued to prompt.

This air occupation of Iraq continued despite a change in the political party occupying the White House. Indeed, Clinton’s policies in the Middle East remained steadfast in their devotion to the status quo. Israel continued to receive regular defense subsidies, a policy commitment dating back decades. Between 1976 and 2004, Israel was the largest annual recipient of US foreign assistance. By the early twenty-first century, annual Foreign Military Financing grants from the US to Israel represented about one-fourth of the overall Israeli defense budget.12 Tyrannies like Egypt (an ally since the late 1970s when it abandoned the Soviet sphere) and Saudi Arabia received lavish support as well. US forces remained deployed in Saudi Arabia throughout the Clinton presidency.

Clinton did not use ground troops in the Middle East as had been done by his two Republican predecessors, but he was more than eager to use air power and long-range missiles in the pursuit of US interests, as the bombing campaigns in the Balkans and the cruise missile strikes in the Sudan and Afghanistan show. So while the details might have differed, the overarching policy objectives remained just as Carter had established – with the key innovation that the extent of territory within which the US thought it necessary to act in order to maintain its vital interests in the region expanded over time, encompassing not just the countries surrounding the Persian Gulf but places like Libya, Afghanistan, and the Balkans.




1.2 Global War on Terror

Muslims eager to resist US hegemony in the Middle East sometimes turned to the power of the nation state (as was the case in Iran), sometimes turned to the machinery of the UN, sometimes turned to the recourse of terrorism. That some Muslims would employ terrorist tactics is neither intrinsic to Islam (religious terrorism traces its roots to the Jewish zealots of the first century CE and can also be found among the Thugi of India and Evangelical anti-abortionists in America), nor all that surprising. Local states and the UN were either too weak or too beholden to American subsidies to be able to resist effectively and no group of Muslims was capable of waging a conventional war against overwhelming American forces.13 Terrorism, on the other hand, seemed like a possibly effective alternative for three reasons. (1) The Iranian Revolution proved that US proxies were not invulnerable to Indigenous pressure; (2) Reagan’s withdrawal of US marines from Lebanon after terror attacks there had killed more than 100 Americans in 1983 made terrorism look effective against direct American intervention; (3) the defeat of the Soviet Union in Afghanistan (and its subsequent political collapse) gave men like Osama bin Laden a concrete sense of self-importance, as they considered the resistance of the Mujahideen central to that victory.14

Responding to decades of US aid to Israel – in the form of weapons sales and UN security council vetoes that favored Israeli interests over Arab; responding to a strong US military presence in Saudi Arabia, the site of Islam’s two holiest cities; responding to what they saw as the successor to the imperial regimes of Europe, a new network of jihadists fighting under the name al Qaeda committed itself to redressing grievances with how the US chose to exert itself in the Muslim World. America’s legacy in the Middle East fostered al Qaeda in more ways than one, however. The group’s funding came often directly from American coffers. After World War Two, the United States operated military installations in Saudi Arabia that were built by a fledgling construction firm owned by the bin Laden family – and these were not the only American contracts the bin Laden firm received at the time. These American ties helped catapult the bin Laden firm into economic success and it soon became the preferred construction firm of the Saudi government. The money obtained from American customers and others served to educate a young Osama bin Laden, and also gave him the fortune he needed to fund his military aspirations – first against the Soviets and later against the Americans.15

During the 1990s bin Laden struck at the periphery of American power, attacking a pair of US embassies in Africa and also a US airbase at Dhahran that killed 19 Americans. The air force responded to this attack by building a new base in the remote desert of Saudi Arabia at the cost of $150 million, and remarkably, the contractor the Saudi government hired to make this new American installation a reality was the bin Laden firm.16 In 1998 bin Laden issued a fatwa against “Jews and Crusaders,” listing three items – American occupation of Saudi Arabia, American sanctions against Iraq, and American support for Israel – as clear signs that the US had declared war against Allah. Bin Laden and his followers vowed to rise to His defense.

Given this context, we Americans must understand that the 9/11 attack did not, except in the most literal sense, come out of the clear blue. They were perfectly rational attacks upon the global interloper, the political actor responsible for overthrowing democratic government (Iran, 1953), torpedoing the Israeli-Palestinian peace process by bankrolling and turning a blind eye to much Israeli aggression, providing Iraq with the WMD later used to exterminate the Kurds (then invading that same country and bombing it for a decade), propping up the dreadful monarchy in Saudi Arabia, and waging a decades-long covert war against revolutionary Iran. 9/11 was thus a response to our attempts to “stabilize” the politics of the Muslim World for our benefit. It should not be controversial to admit that it was reasonable that some of the inhabitants of the region did not see things done for US interests as good for their interests, whatever tactics they chose to use in an attempt to change their situation.

Since this conflict for the Greater Middle East had hitherto been waged, with a few notable exceptions, without the use of American troops, the US population was only vaguely aware of this fight. Sustained coverage of our billions in funding to Israeli colonizers, Egyptian generals, and Saudi royals over the course of a generation does not make for a profitable news cycle. This was why the American people reacted so forcefully after the 9/11 attack, rallying behind a government that, less than a year earlier, had been steeped in controversy surroundings its very electoral legitimacy. Most Americans did not realize (indeed, they were never told) that the fight had been going on for a generation. Popular US reaction assumed that the attacks were completely unprovoked, and the US government took full advantage of this ignorance to pursue an even more aggressive and direct form of Middle Eastern stabilization.

President George W. Bush immediately framed the aftermath of 9/11 in terms of a war between freedom and fascism, good and evil. He said in September 2001: “Americans are asking, why do they hate us? They hate what we see right here in this chamber – a democratically elected government. Their leaders are self-appointed. They hate our freedom – our freedom of religion, our freedom of speech, our freedom to vote and assemble and disagree with each other.”17 Comparing al Qaeda with twentieth-century fascism,18 Bush II showed his ignorance of Middle Eastern history: he equated al Qaeda (an Islamist organization seeking a break with the West, the destruction of contemporary nation states, and the return of the caliphate) with Western ideologies and movements that assumed the primacy of the nation state and subsumed religion under the banner of nationhood.19 This made for a good sound bite, but grievously inept public policy.

It should be noted, however, that despite Bush II’s black and white mindset, he never framed the conflict as a war between Islam and Christianity per se, or as a clash of civilizations; in universalizing fascism and applying it as a descriptor to al Qaeda, he saw the fight purely in Western terms of liberal democracy and enlightenment against dictatorship and the hindrance of personal freedom. Even so, his Christianity tinged his view of the Middle East, and he saw it as a special region of the world. During a phone conversation with French president Chirac, Bush II said: “Gog and Magog are at work in the Middle East. Biblical prophesies are being fulfilled. This confrontation is willed by God, who wants us to use this conflict to erase His people’s enemies before a new age begins.”20 His attitude, coupled with the influence of Dick Cheney and his neo-conservative foreign policy mindset that viewed military assertiveness as the foundation of American global leadership, produced a redeclared War on Terror.21

The Taliban that controlled Afghanistan (where al Qaeda had been based) was given an ultimatum to either give up all those the US suspected of being involved in the attacks, or face deadly retribution.22 Let us pause for a moment to consider this chain of events. Within weeks of the terrorist attack, the US government claims it knows who carried out the strike (not unreasonable, but certainly a conclusion reached in great haste); it demands of the sovereign nation in which the suspects are based extradition of those suspects; it makes these demands without providing any evidence to the government of Afghanistan; and it bolsters them with the threat of deadly force. The rapidity of these events, the cavalier handling by Bush II’s administration of a foreign power, should indicate to us that, as far as the United States government was concerned, sovereignty was just a word and meant little in the face of national vengeance. If this seems an unfair analysis, consider if the reverse had occurred: members of the KKK (or some other white nationalist group) are implicated in bombing Kabul, the capital of Afghanistan, destroying the Pul-e Khishti mosque. In response, the Afghans quickly demand those they think might have done it be extradited to them for trial and judgment. If we refuse to comply, they bellow, we should expect a nationwide bombing campaign to commence forthwith. We are then given a few weeks to think it over. Would that satisfy our national honor, our expectation for fair dealing, mutual respect, and national sovereignty? No.23

At any rate, the Afghans did not acquiesce to US demands, and bombing (of a country, mind, that had never attacked us) began in October 2001, followed swiftly by invasion. US special forces, supporting local Afghans already fighting against the Taliban, waged a lightning campaign that led to the downfall of Taliban rule, without completely crushing their organization. As the administration turned its attention elsewhere, the new government of Afghanistan, backed by a few thousand US and allied troops, would endeavor to bring order and governance to a vast and unstable country. Sometimes herculean efforts by locals and coalition forces made significant progress in some areas, like education for women (curtailed under the Taliban), but the Taliban was allowed to metastasize across the poorly-guarded border in Pakistan; and by 2007 a resurgence saw fighting escalate across the country, most especially in the east. Bush II left office with Afghanistan very much in trouble.

It is interesting to note bin Laden’s response to the US invasion of Afghanistan. In November 2001, bin Laden said: “The entire West, with the exception of a few countries, supports this unfair, barbaric campaign, although there is no evidence of the involvement of the people of Afghanistan in what happened in America. The people of Afghanistan had nothing to do with this matter. The campaign, however, continues to unjustly annihilate the villagers and civilians, children, women and innocent people.”24

In December 2001, after the brunt of the US air campaign, he commented further:


America bears an unspeakable crusader grudge against Islam. Those who lived these months under continuous bombardment by the various kinds of US aircraft are well aware of this. Many villages were wiped out without any guilt. Millions of people were made homeless during this very cold weather. Those oppressed men, women, and children now live in tents in Pakistan. They committed no [crime].25



Domestically the federal government gave itself vastly augmented authority to surveil citizens and foreigners alike. This was not a fundamental shift, for in the wake of the 1995 Oklahoma City Bombing Congress passed (with broad bipartisan support) and president Clinton signed the Antiterrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act of 1996, and in 1999 Clinton also signed the Intelligence Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 1999, which expanded the scope of roving wiretaps. Still, the new surveillance powers created after 9/11 were far reaching. On October 26, 2001 Bush II signed the USA PATRIOT Act into law – again passed with overwhelming bipartisan support. The law expanded the ability of the government to conduct roving wiretaps (tracing multiple phones without multiple subpoenas), to monitor email and business records, to have more authority over undocumented immigrants (including holding them indefinitely without trial), to make it harder to appeal detention, and also to expand the working definition of a terrorist.26Among the many provisions, Section 215 gave the government broad power to ask businesses for records relating to someone suspected of terrorist or terrorist adjacent activities. This would come under severe criticism during the Obama years but very little materialized at the time.27

Of the litany of surveillance programs created or expanded under Bush II’s tenure, some had generally understood legal backing – like the activities authorized under the USA PATRIOT Act – while others stood on muddier ground. Stellarwind, for instance, was a program under the National Security Administration (NSA) whereby phone and email records of American citizens were collected without any kind of warrant. This program sought to target Americans communicating with foreigners, so as to establish possible links to terrorist activity, but since it did not go through the established FISA (Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act) court for approval via warrant, it may have been illegal. Even putting aside congressional statutes, Stellarwind violated existing executive orders detailing aspects of executive branch surveillance activities, which the administration neglected to update as circumstances and processes evolved. To both charges of illegality, Bush II’s legal team fell back on their interpretation of presidential wartime powers, which – they asserted – trumped both congressional oversight and existing executive orders. After some of these activities were brought to light during his second term, and amid internal administration tensions that nearly led to the resignation of most of his Justice Department’s leadership, Bush II acquiesced to some congressional involvement, thus continuing the surveillance, limiting it more specifically to al-Qaeda-related targets, and placing it on a more solid legal foundation.28

Some “reform” came in 2008 with the passage of the FISA Amendments Act. It explicitly permitted the NSA and the FBI to collect the messages of noncitizens both abroad and on American soil, without individual court orders, even when those targets were communicating with Americans. This new authorization worked in parallel to the executive branch’s traditional workaround for FISA: transit authority, whereby those information streams the government claims do not begin and end with an American citizen or on American soil could be surveilled without FISA involvement. For those streams where foreigners may be communicating with other foreigners but also the occasional American, the government would use the FISA Amendments Act, limiting it to the collection of content from specific targets. At base, when Congress made it easier for the NSA to pick up its foreign targets’ messages without getting individualized warrants for each target, Congress also decided to let the government pick up international messages to and from Americans – incidentally but inevitably – without a warrant, as well.29

In addition to these efforts, Bush II’s administration drastically increased the size and scope of the federal government, establishing the Department of Homeland Security, the Transportation Security Administration, and the Immigration and Customs Enforcement agency, broadening the security apparatus of the state in ways that seemed somewhat contrary to the Small Government mantra of the Republican Party. With all this government activity, Bush II’s administration refused to countenance the repeal of their recently passed tax cuts or to find ways other than deficit spending to fund their war and the string of new or expanded government agencies that arose in its conflicted wake. The ballooning of the federal budget deficit was the predictable outcome of this lack of funding foresight.30

The swiftness and ease with which Afghanistan was apparently won convinced Bush II’s defense team that they could apply quick and decisive US military pressure anywhere they chose. The target they chose next was Iraq, a member of what Bush called the “Axis of Evil.” In early 2002, before the Taliban was even routed in Afghanistan, the administration consulted with Central Command (CENTCOM, the US military’s administrative delineation for the Greater Middle East) on how an invasion of Iraq might proceed. Thus, while Bush II later regretted his inability properly to secure and stabilize Afghanistan, that failure rests most prominently on his shoulders; he made the call to turn American attention elsewhere before the work in Afghanistan had been brought to a stable conclusion.31

He pushed for the invasion of Iraq for three reasons, none of which the administration discussed forthrightly with the American public at the time. (1) His administration was eager to prove the efficacy of preventative war by taking out a “threat” to the United States before it struck. (2) Bush and his team wanted to assert the unique prerogative of the US to remove regimes it saw as odious. (3) They sought to reverse the practice of exempting the Islamic world from neoliberal standards, that is to say electoral democracy and limited government (friendly to US interests), market economics (that favored American businesses), and a modicum of respect for human (especially woman’s) rights. This was to put the words of defense secretary Rumsfeld, spoken a week after 9/11, to the test: “We have a choice, either to change the way we live…or to change the way that they live, and we…chose the latter.”32

The administration’s public campaign to convince the American people that an invasion of Iraq was necessary relied on altogether different arguments. (1) Iraq was a historic enemy of the US, possessed of one of the world’s largest armies, and led by a man of the same ilk as Hitler or Stalin. (2) Iraq had violated UN resolutions and treaties and had either already reacquired WMD or was in the process of regaining them. (3) They had funded terrorism in the past and were very likely involved with al Qaeda.

As it turned out, none of these lines were true. The yellow cake uranium officials claimed Iraq had bought in order to build weapons turned out to be a hoax, the aluminum tubes were not for WMDs, the purported drone armada was laughably ineffective, and no evidence was ever found of any mobile weapons labs.33 After the invasion, 34 million pages of documents were seized and translated from Hussein’s Iraq and nothing surfaced to substantiate a partnership between Hussein and al Qaeda.34 Each time one line was debunked the administration turned to another, willfully disregarding intelligence that called their fundamental drive to attack Iraq into question and massaging the paltry evidence there was into a coherent narrative.

Unhelpfully, Saddam Hussein, fearing domestic troubles, behaved as if he possessed such weapons (to make himself look powerful in the eyes of the Iraqi people), never being as transparent with the UN and the US as he could have been. He calculated, reasonably but in the end wrongly, that hinting at his possession of WMD in public while allowing UN weapons inspectors unhindered access across his economically devastated country would defuse the situation. He therefore allowed the return of UN inspectors in 2003 and hundreds of investigators visited more than 500 sites (all without advanced notice and with prompt access provided to the facilities) and found no WMD.35

Hussein, however, had not counted on the unilateral resolve of Bush II’s administration to invade, heedless of the facts on the ground. Said one senior administration advisor in the summer of 2002, “We’re an empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality. And while you’re studying that reality – judiciously, as you will – we’ll act again, creating other new realities, which you can study too, and that’s how things will sort out. We’re history’s actors, and you, all of you [journalists] will be left to study what we do.”36

After secretary of state Colin Powell, one of the most respected members of the Bush team, gave a presentation at the United Nations throwing his support behind the need to invade Iraq for its possession of Weapons of Mass Destruction, enough people fell in line behind the administration that war became politically possible. The invasion began on March 19, 2003, and the Hussein regime proved an easy topple (so much for the vaunted power of the fourth largest army in the world!). The collapse of Iraqi resistance was so swift that on May 1, 2003 president Bush II felt confident enough to speechify aboard the USS Abraham Lincoln, declaring major combat operations in Iraq over (against the backdrop of a banner proclaiming “mission accomplished”).37 Ominously, in 2004 bin Laden echoed Bush II’s optimism concerning events in Iraq: “Be glad of the good news: America is mired in the swamps of the Tigris and Euphrates. Here [Bush II] is now, thank God, in an embarrassing situation and here is America today being ruined before the eyes of the whole world.”38

Under the leadership of Paul Bremer, appointed by Bush II, the Coalition Provisional Authority busied itself with organizing the aftermath of the invasion. Two of Bremer’s decisions stand out as the twin pillars upon which subsequent US failure rested: (1) the removal of Baathists from the national bureaucracy and (2) the disbanding of the Iraqi army.

On May 16, Brenner issued Order Number 1. Taking the denazification of Germany after World War Two as his unexamined example, Bremer decided to exclude Baathists from the new Iraqi state apparatus. Students of Iraqi history will remember that Saddam Hussein had been a Baathist; indeed, his was the only political party in the country. People joined the state-backed party not so much out of ideological ardor but to further their careers. Removing Baathists from the scene, therefore, denuded the country of the vast majority of its experienced administrators, teachers, bureaucrats. The decision threw almost the entirety of the “coordinator class” out of the post-war vision – the city of Fallujah, for example, had not a single teacher left employable as a consequence of this order.39

Brenner promulgated Order Number 2, disbanding the Iraqi army, on May 23. Recall that Iraq had been a creation of post WW1 European imperialism, cobbled together by the French and the British from former Ottoman provinces so as to promote European interests in the region. The result was a country with little in the way of unity. Ethnic and religious rifts crisscrossed the Fertile Crescent. The army stood as perhaps the only institution of any national significance. Moreover, the disbanded (but not disarmed) soldiery, now jobless, would not simply disappear into the ether. Many would reemerge to resist what they came to see as an American occupation.40

The debaathification of the bureaucracy and disbanding of the army had the added consequence of ending centuries of Sunni dominance in the region. Early in the history of Islam, and barely a generation after the death of Muhammad, Muslims quarreled over who rightfully should lead the Muslim community (ummah): the Sunni and the Shia emerged from this disagreement, the former now encompassing perhaps 90 percent of Muslims, the latter 10 percent.41 Within the boundaries of Iraq itself, however, the Shia outnumbered the Sunni, so a Sunni-dominated government was one constituted of a religious minority. In dismantling the existing institutions of power, therefore, the Americans allowed the Shia, suppressed and repressed under a more secular Baathist rule that happened to favor Sunnis, to emerge as the chief political force in Iraq, one with a decidedly religious edge. This relegated the Sunnis (mostly former bureaucrats and soldiers) to a position of relative political weakness.

Given these twin errors, and the 2 million people (possessing weapons, respect, and built-in communications networks) they disempowered and alienated, it is fair to say that US mishandling of the immediate aftermath of the invasion produced the anti-American insurgency. This resistance picked up steam in 2004 and 2005, as Sunni Iraqis combated the Americans and their Shiite allies. It then erupted into sectarian civil war as Sunnis more deliberately targeted Shiites and Shiites responded in kind. Unprepared for the stiffening resistance, US troops engaged in careless, clumsy raids against mostly Sunni Iraqis, imprisoning thousands and provoking an ever angrier public outcry. Many ended up at a refurbished Saddam-era site called Abu Ghraib. The torture of Iraqi prisoners at the hands of American guards there, once made public, spawned a wave of Iraqi resistance and galvanized international support for the growing insurgency.42

Al Qaeda, its leadership driven into the mountains of Pakistan, found new membership in Iraq, as people were drawn to the presence of American troops and the myriad opportunities to find eternal glory fighting the American empire. Among them was one al Zarqawi, who pledged fealty to al Qaeda and formed an Iraqi franchise operation, al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI). It was this organization that demolished the Golden Mosque in 2006, igniting the full fires of sectarian warfare.43 Their campaign throughout the country was a self-conscious “management of savagery” and deliberately brutal. Starting from the premise that even a brutal state was better than one led by kuffar (apostates), these sectarian fighters sought to vex and exhaust their enemies through atomized acts of terror that would stretch US and “Zionist” resources to their limits. It was hoped by AQI leaders like al Zarqawi that the very public defeat of the US and its surrogates in Iraq would inspire the toppling of other Middle Eastern client states.44

By 2007, Sunnis in Iraq’s Anbar province, initially receptive to AQI owing to their shared religious denomination, rose up against the organized butchery to repulse the insurgents. Thirty tribes joined forces, forming militias to combat the jihadists. This coincided with a determined push by president Bush II to “surge” the number of US troops in the country with the goal of “clear, hold, build,” a doctrinal mantra popularized by the man chosen to lead the surge, general David Petraeus. This increase in US troop levels came more than 3 years after Bush II had declared combat operations in the country over; 3 years after his administration had assured the American people that the transition of Iraq from authoritarian dictatorship to functioning liberal democracy would take a few years at most; 3 years after the Department of Defense found itself scrambling to implement neoliberal notions of capitalist economic organization and bourgeois notions of representative democracy in a country it had originally expected to shock, awe, and leave in short order.45

The troop surge, taking advantage of the Indigenous “Anbar Awakening” against AQI, managed to bring the insurgency to a temporary end. Bush II thus left office content that he had stabilized the country for his successor. His confidence was such that his administration negotiated the eventual withdrawal of US troops with the Iraqi government, setting the ultimate date as 2011. It was the opinion of the departing administration that, the insurgent hump having been surmounted, there remained only the cleanup of the refuse and the organizing of the peaceful mechanisms of the state. Thus for the second time would Bush II prematurely make assurances that combat in Iraq was winding down.

The reality of the surge was that it bought a little time. It did nothing to mend the ancient rift between Sunni and Shia, nothing to bridge the divisions between the various sections of an artificial country, nothing to redress Sunni political grievances, and nothing to address the long-standing grievances the jihadists harbored against American imperialism. Thus, the war had been brought down to a state of glowing embers; kindling was still ready at hand.

Among the domestic surveillance, bombing campaign, and foreign invasion, Bush II’s administration, keen on preventing another 9/11 heedless of the moral cost, inaugurated a regime of torture. CIA agents engaged in “enhanced interrogation” of suspects captured in relation to the Global War on Terror, most infamously the practice of water boarding but also sleep deprivation for days on end leading to hallucinations, keeping prisoners in stress positions for long durations, etc. Alternatively, terror suspects were held at black sites, foreign locations outside even the meager restrictions placed upon personnel on US-controlled territory, where less “civilized” methods were brought to bear upon detainees. Domestic controversy ultimately led to legislation banning torture, although in acquiescing to overwhelming congressional pressure and signing the bill, Bush II issued a signing statement (his interpretation of the law) that left open the possibility of ignoring the statute should the president need to exercise his inherent warfighting powers.46

Republicans defended these interrogation methods as necessary and effective tools in the fight against terror. The most compelling success story cited was the waterboarding of several captured al Qaeda members which led to the intelligence breakthroughs that culminated in the execution of Osama bin Laden (a claim echoed in the movie Zero Dark Thirty, which received direct input and assistance from a happily cooperative CIA). Contemporaneous CIA cables and memos unearthed by later Senate investigators, however, contradicted this narrative: in fact the information the CIA did obtain had been given to them by cooperative detainees who had not been tortured. Only later were these men subjected to enhanced interrogation, just in case they had anything else to divulge.47




1.3 War on Terror: Interminable


1.3.1 Guantanamo and Torture

Immediately after winning the 2008 presidential election, Obama tapped Robert Gates – Bush II’s outgoing secretary of defense – to stay on into the new administration. Gates accepted the position and remained secretary well into 2011. Keeping Bush II’s secretary of defense, in hindsight, signaled what would become Obama’s modus operandi with regards to the War on Terror: reform the methods but keep fighting it. Indeed, those waiting with bated breath for Obama to end unilaterally the indefinite detentions at Guantanamo, pull US troops from across the world and bring them home, or investigate the full length and breadth of Bush II’s many crimes against humanity had misread their man. Obama had been critical of Bush II for some time, but always from the perspective of method, not goal. For instance, he questioned national surveillance practices not because they intrinsically violated civil liberties but because the way Bush II’s team had implemented them violated the rule of law. In 2006, then senator Obama had said: “There is no one in Congress who does not want president Bush to have every tool at his disposal to prevent terrorist attacks – including the use of a surveillance program…We do not expect the president to give the American people every detail about a classified surveillance program, but we do expect him to place such a program within the rule of law and to allow members of the other two coequal branches of government – Congress and the judiciary – to have the ability to monitor and oversee such a program.”48

Before sinking his teeth into combat operations, troop numbers, or air strikes, president Obama signed executive orders seeking to remedy two of the more damaging wounds done to American international standing by Bush II’s administration: (1) the use of torture and (2) the indefinite detention of terrorism suspects at Guantanamo Bay. The optimism with which these initial moves were greeted soured, however, as the administration ran up against political resistance and the limits inherent in Obama’s critique of his predecessor’s policies.

He banned the use of torture, a commendable act when compared to his predecessor, surely, although his new CIA chief – Leon Panetta – said contemporaneously that the agency would continue the practice of extraordinary rendition, whereby suspects were transferred to the custody of a third country for questioning. This, and the fact that Obama’s Justice Department, promises for greater transparency notwithstanding, had already used the “states secrets” privilege to block a pending lawsuit regarding CIA torture practices, did not bode well.49

Early in 2009 Obama also ordered the closing of Guantanamo Bay. His Justice Department, under Eric Holder, began preparations for trying detainees there in civilian court (rather than the military tribunals favored by Bush II’s administration). Serious problems emerged almost immediately, however. Closing Guantanamo meant moving its 242 prisoners somewhere else, either to another prison or liberating them to another country, depending on the individual circumstances of each inmate. Complexity permeated this task: many inmates were lower-level detainees, often with only a tangential connection to terrorist activity but from countries like Yemen that had weak central government – suppose one of these individuals, once freed to their home country, decided to take up arms and ultimately killed an American? No one inside the administration relished taking on the prospect of such responsibility.50

As 2009 came to a close and the Obama administration still grappled with what to do, an attempted terrorist attack on US soil profoundly shook the administration’s confidence. On December 25, Umar Farout Abdulmutallab tried to detonate an underwear bomb aboard Northwest Airlines Flight 253 before it left the ground. Abdulmutallab saw his attack as “retaliation,” in his words, for the United States’ support of Israel, which continued in its “killing of innocent and civilian Muslim populations in Palestine,” as well as for America’s “killing of innocent and civilian Muslim populations in Yemen, Iraq, Somalia, Afghanistan, and beyond, most of them women, children, and noncombatants.”51 His bomb failed to detonate properly and he was apprehended with severe burns.

After initially receiving medical treatment and talking cooperatively with federal investigators, Abdulmutallab then went silent. Obama had come to office intent on closing Guantanamo Bay and reviewing the Bush II era practice of trying suspected terrorists via military tribunals rather than civilian courts. After Abdulmutallab’s sudden silence, Republicans went on the political attack, claiming the terrorist had only stopped talking after he had been read his Miranda rights by the FBI, who told him he had a right to remain silent. This, said the GOP, was the perfect example of why it was foolhardy for the administration to use civilian processes in dealing with enemy combatants – and American lives were now in danger as a result of Obama’s softness. Surely, they said, Abdulmutallab would have continued to cooperate, providing valuable intelligence, if only the Obama administration had not been driven by liberal ideology to inform him of his rights. While this narrative did not have the facts on its side – Abdulmutallab had already stopped talking before he was read the Miranda warning, and the decision to do so had been made by a senior career FBI agent, following consultations with other career agents and not by a political appointee under Obama’s umbrella – the political fallout had profound consequences, hardening the position of the Obama administration. Henceforth it championed the use of civilian courts over military ones with less fervor, deciding instead to reform the military commissions and use them for certain cases. The attack, combined with robust congressional resistance, also destroyed Obama’s hopes of closing Guantanamo. Subsequent legislation forbade detainee transfers onto US soil, and rather than fight that political battle Obama settled for a compromise: no new Guantanamo detainees. The population might not shrink, but, he reasoned, at least it certainly would not grow.52

Prison hunger strikes and other forms of resistance brought Guantanamo back to the administration’s attention during Obama’s second term. One inmate went so far as to hoard his medication and deliberately overdosed on it, killing himself. These desperate acts reignited the administration’s desire to do something. While Obama refused to exercise the same level of presidential authority as his predecessor and claim a war-related reason for circumventing Congress, which would have allowed him to transfer detainees onto American soil, his administration did work diligently to audit the prisoner population, increase the number of those deemed low-level or not dangerous, and negotiate with other countries to achieve their successful liberation abroad. Ultimately, while the prison remained open, its population was reduced from 242 to 41. Of those that remained, ten were being charged or convicted in the military commissions system and 31 were still being held in indefinite detention without being either charged with a crime or allowed a trial.53




1.3.2 Afghanistan

A shift in focus toward a deteriorating Afghanistan proved to be one of the primary drifts in tactics for the Obama administration. Weeks into his presidency, Obama approved reinforcements to the tune of 17,000 soldiers and appointed a new commander to the battlespace, general Stanley McChrystal, to lead this augmented force to victory. McChrystal had made a reputation for himself commanding the special operations forces in Iraq. Now elevated to a much more public command, there were high hopes that this was the man to bring the military situation back from the brink. Defense secretary Gates made it clear to the new general that the victory conditions were to be narrowed considerably from the days of George W. Bush: stability defined as a protracted lull in the carnage came to replace a stability defined by democracy and a complete absence of Taliban activity.54

At the behest of an offhand remark from Gates, McChrystal set about evaluating the situation before him, producing a report that startled the president and sent his administration into a bitter and divisive debate. The general, considering the situation on the ground to be far worse than his predecessor had thought, asserted that he would require 40,000 troops (instead of the 17,000 Obama had originally agreed to send) if victory were to be achieved. Obama, aware of the potential political costs of such a surge, balked at the massive request, as did many in his administration. What followed was several months of acrimonious debate between those in the administration who wanted a lighter troop footprint and those who favored a larger troop number and McChrystal’s recommendations.55

By the winter of 2009, Obama agreed to a compromise of 30,000 troops, with the understanding that the surge would be evaluated for effectiveness the following year, and the troops withdrawn from Afghanistan in 2011. The military was not happy with the prospect of a known withdrawal – nor were Obama’s political opponents – but it seems that within the context of the Iraq War and the antiwar feeling that generated, such considerations were necessary in order to gain the votes required to pass this troop surge through the Democrat controlled Congress (many of whom were elected on antiwar platforms).56

These political fights seemed far away indeed from the happenings in Afghanistan itself. With additional troops inbound and his combat numbers growing, McChrystal initiated counter insurgency operations in Halmar province with the objective of clearing it of Taliban insurgents and stabilizing the situation for the remaining population. He initiated new combat rules stating that troops were to engage in “courageous restraint,” firing only when fired upon. The objective was to limit civilian casualties and stop the creation of new terrorists while also gaining the trust of the population.57

McChrystal’s “courageous restraint” was put to the test early in 2010 with Operation Moshtarak (meaning “together”), an assault on the city of Marja by US Marines and British allies. The plan called for Afghan auxiliaries to hold positions taken by their NATO shock troops, followed in turn by Afghan government officials ready to provide essential services to the local population – so-called “government in a box.” It was hoped that this operation would serve as the model for future operations. The operation disappointed McChrystal’s expectations. The “clearing” performed by NATO troops proved all too reversible; the Afghans assigned to “hold” the reconquered territory often lacked the resolve necessary to do so; and the essential government services failed to materialize.58 McChrystal, recognizing that he had not analyzed the situation as well as he might have, went back to the drawing board, only to be yanked from command after a Rolling Stone article written by a reporter embedded with him quoted some less than complimentary comments the general and/or his staff had made about the administration, notably vice president Biden. McChrystal never offered his bosses an explanation or defense for the remarks, leaving Obama with little choice other than termination.59

General Petraeus, popular hero of the 2007 Iraq Surge, succeeded to command in Afghanistan late in 2010. From the administration’s perspective, he had the knowledge, experience, and clout to hit the ground at a run. Indeed, he sprinted through a year of command, rolling back the “courageous restraint” of McChrystal, ramping up night raids and offensive operations. Rather than concentrate on counterinsurgency, as he had done in Iraq, Petraeus threw his troops – whose numbers now reached an all-time high of 100,000 – into hunter-killer missions, the objective being to “get to a point of some transient stability and the appearance of success.” This push for even momentary stability fell in line with secretary Gates’ narrowing of objectives in Afghanistan.60

By the summer of 2011 Petraeus had stepped down from his Afghan post to succeed Leon Panetta as director of the CIA (Panetta was taking over from Gates as secretary of defense). In June, Obama declared the surge in Afghanistan to be a success: peace was in sight, much of the country was under the control of Afghan security forces, and the Taliban (although it would perhaps never be totally destroyed) was severely weakened. This view was a little too rosy. If the objective was to shatter Taliban resistance and force them to the negotiating table, then the surge failed. If the objective was momentary stability, however, then it had a modicum of success, although it was incomplete stability. The most that can be said of the Afghan surge was that it bought the government of prime minister Karzai and its NATO backers time – but time for what? As in Iraq, that remained an open question. Further training, further purchases of military equipment, further shoring up of the Afghan security forces was the default answer, but that answer dodged some very serious problems that did not have a military solution.

Even fighting against Afghan government forces with better equipment and more thorough training, the Taliban refused to go away. But putting them to one side for a moment, there were other issues that would keep the situation in Afghanistan from developing as the West desired. First, the Karzai government was too corrupt to unify the country. Officials accepted bribes as if it were part of their job description. Public works money disappeared into a thousand private coffers. President Karzai often circumvented the legal system and released prisoners before their scheduled trial dates.61 Afghanistan’s 2009 presidential election, fraudulent in many respects, saw Karzai remain for a second term, while leaving the central government held in even lower esteem by the provincial population. His days in power ended in 2014, when he was succeeded by Ashraf Ghani, yet the corruption was endemic and could not be fixed by the replacement of a single man. The second issue was the Janus-faced policy of our nominal ally Pakistan, discussed in the next section.

With the apparent success of the surge, and the administration’s initiatives in Pakistan and elsewhere pummeling the leadership of the Taliban and al Qaeda, government officials declared an official end to the war in Afghanistan on October 26, 2014. Around 10,000 American soldiers remained to continue supporting the Afghan government; half this number remained after 2015. Subsequent Western oversight would continue under America’s Operation Freedom’s Sentinel and NATO’s Operation Resolute Support. Obama called this a “responsible conclusion” to the conflict.62 Over the next several years, however, amid continued Afghan corruption and ineptitude, the Taliban regained lost ground and support, and the conflict looked far from over as the next president took office in 2017.




1.3.3 Drone Warfare in AfPak and Beyond

The troop surge in Afghanistan was but one aspect of a larger plan by the defense team of Obama’s administration to stabilize the situation. In addition to using ground troops to shore up hostile areas, kill terrorists, and bring about the security necessary to achieve political stability, Obama’s administration sought a closer working relationship with Pakistan.

The US-Pakistan relationship had been poor since America all but abandoned the region after the defeat of the Soviet Union in Afghanistan. The Pakistanis were convinced that the US would abandon the region again, and thus saw little reason to put their full weight behind a conflict between a fickle America and a Taliban with much local support.63 There were also those in the Pakistani government, that is to say the military, who thought the US coveted their nuclear arms.64 During the years of Bush II, much treasure had been spent in an effort to buy Pakistan’s support in the War on Terror. Their support was initially recognized as necessary because the main US supply route into Afghanistan ran through Pakistani territory. As the war in Afghanistan intensified toward the end of Bush’s time in office, Americans came to realize that the amount of effort the Pakistanis put into policing their border with Afghanistan mattered as well, for Afghan fighters made use of Pakistan’s remote hinterlands to hide, regroup, and continue the fight.

Obama took office and soon recognized the necessity of closer cooperation with Pakistan, especially in directly confronting a Taliban that now operated as a legitimate military force in both Pakistan and Afghanistan. Obama’s national security team, recognizing the importance of Pakistan in terms of the US effort in Afghanistan, rechristened the theater of operations AfPak (Afghanistan-Pakistan) and broadened US strategic vision to include both countries.65 Despite US efforts, however, the Pakistanis remained aloof; doubts concerning the American commitment to the region remained, and some Pakistani leaders were not eager to destroy the Taliban completely, as they pondered the future possibility of using the Taliban as a local proxy in their ongoing feud with India.66

It was an offensive into Pakistan’s hinterland regions, more than perhaps anything else, that Obama sought from this reticent ally. While his diplomatic efforts failed to achieve this, Pakistan did eventually act. The Pakistani Taliban, engaging in an ever-increasing number of suicide strikes within Pakistan, could not be ignored forever. In June 2014 the Pakistani army finally invaded North Waziristan (Operation Zarb e Azb) which saw some limited success.67 Nevertheless, American diplomats were never able to garner a great degree of Pakistani cooperation, forcing the administration to turn to other options.

It was in this context – heightened troop numbers seeking to rein in a disintegrating Afghanistan, diplomatic efforts to recommit Pakistan to our fight having but limited success, and the continued ability of enemy combatants to slip away from US firepower – that drones appeared as a possible solution. As in many foreign policy endeavors, Obama’s drone initiatives got their start during the previous presidency. In 2008, Bush II’s administration first decided to augment the drone campaign in Pakistan, leading to 30 known drone strikes that year.68 Bush II also decided it was no longer necessary to inform the Pakistanis of impending strikes over their territory. Operationally, this was justified by Bush II’s administration because the Pakistanis were thought to have tipped off targets after receiving notification of an impending strike from the US. Diplomatically, this only soured US-Pakistani relations further.

Obama, although he had campaigned for a recalibration toward Afghanistan and had agreed to surge the troop levels there, saw the fiasco in Iraq and was understandably reticent about troop deployments as an effective tactic in the Global War on Terror. He signaled early on his preference for covert and unconventional methods when he told his head of the CIA, “The CIA gets what it wants.”69 Given this preference and the Pakistani’s lack of cooperation in assaulting the Taliban from their side, Obama took quickly to the use of drones as a more flexible alternative. With each passing year more strikes were authorized and carried out. During Bush II’s presidency, 48 drone strikes were known to have been authorized; yet between 2009 and October 2015 the Obama administration was known to have authorized 353, and the casualties from these strikes reached several thousand.70

These strikes, moreover, occurred across multiple countries and beyond US-declared combat zones. Not only Afghanistan but Pakistan, Yemen, and Somalia were all recipients. US intelligence indicated to the incoming president that Yemeni tribal lands had come under the control of al Qaeda, which warranted a US response.71 Obama signed off on the first strike over Yemen in 2009, which killed an estimated 40 people, mostly women and children; as of August 2015, 490 people were known to have been killed in Yemen as a result of the drone campaign.72 Much of the intelligence for these operations was gathered via an NSA geolocation system used by JSOC (Joint Strike Operations Command) called Gilgamesh, which operated as a fake cell tower that forced the mobile phones of targeted individuals to connect to it so that their location could be pinpointed.73 This reliance upon Signal Intelligence was commonplace. A similar program employed by the CIA known as Shenanigans used pods deployed on aircraft that inhaled massive amounts of data from any wireless device (routers, computers, smartphones, etc.) within range. During Operation Victory Dance, operators managed over the course of 6 months to map the wifi fingerprints of nearly every major town in Yemen.74 The limitations of this methodology were made plain during the army’s Operation Haymaker, which took place in Afghanistan during 2012, in which drone strikes relied upon this intelligence gathering to provide support to ground forces. Over the course of a 4-month period, nearly 90 percent of the people killed in drone strikes related to that operation were not the intended targets.75

Debate raged about the moral implications and political ramifications of these tactics. Obama, for instance, was the first president since the Civil War to authorize the assassination of another American. Anwar al Awlaki, an imam of a mosque in Fall Church Virginia in 2002 and rhetorical inspiration for a number of terror attacks – including (alleged the administration) the 2009 shooting at Fort Hood – was killed in a drone strike in Yemen toward the end of 2011, after having been shadowed for weeks beforehand. No court order was sought in the taking of his life. No attempt was made to apprehend him and bring him to trial. In keeping with the logic of Bush II’s administration, Obama’s team pointed to the necessities of global warfare when dismissing the civil rights of an American and insisted that they did their due diligence. Attorney general Eric Holder defended the administration in 2013, writing that long-standing legal precedent had established that citizenship did not make one immune from targeting so long as the government takes “special care [to consider] all relevant constitutional considerations, the laws of war, and other law with respect to US citizens.” Furthermore, lethal force against an American living abroad who is “actively engaged in planning to kill Americans” was justified given three criteria: (1) the government has determined the individual to be an imminent threat; (2) capture is not feasible; and (3) the operation will be carried out according to “applicable law of war principles.”76

The crusade against evil that had left Bush II’s administration so little room for the kind of due process any US citizen should expect and demand of their government was downgraded by Obama into a more pedestrian kind of war, but the violation of civil liberty remained persistently justifiable. The government easily could muster the resources to track and kill a citizen over the course of weeks but could not be bothered to capture and bring them to trial. The Bush-Cheney template of endless war against terror suspects who had no due process rights of any kind continued unhindered.77

The president did not see things that way; he took pride in the “due process” provided within the executive branch to potential drone strike targets, ensuring to the best of his ability that military operations were held to some sort of civilian account. He took personal responsibility for these attacks, making it a point to authorize each individual use of force (which initiated the process of acquiring and eliminating a target). While his attempts to create a standardized process through which drone strikes had to be authorized indicate the seriousness with which he took this responsibility, the lack of transparency baked into these workflows ensured that any successor uninterested in ethics or accountability would not be kept in check by anyone outside the executive branch of government.78

Although Obama’s efforts in the AfPak theater would continue right up to the end of his second term, the climax, at least from the perspective of the American public, certainly came with the assassination of Osama bin Laden. This most wanted man had been in hiding in Pakistan for some time, of that much US intelligence was all but certain. It took a determined effort by the CIA, however, to track down one of his old drivers, then the compound the man frequented, then the little details that seemed to indicate first that the owner of the compound did not want to be found, then perhaps that he was the man they sought. At no point did the preponderance of evidence support the thesis that this mystery man was bin Laden. Always there was plenty of reason to doubt – and yet enough reason to hope that they had their man.

As the administration grew more confident that they had found bin Laden, five options emerged for how to proceed: (1) a bomber strike to wipe out the compound and all inside, (2) an assault by helicopter to capture/kill the target, (3) a raid by CIA officers, (4) a joint raid with Pakistan, or (5) alerting Pakistan to US suspicions and hoping they would act to apprehend the suspects.79 After allowing all the principals to voice their opinions, Obama decided to green light a SEAL raid by helicopter.80 Memories of Operation Eagle Claw (the botched attempt by the Carter administration to rescue Americans held by Iranian revolutionaries) haunted the Situation Room, but in the event things went well from the American perspective.81

At the cost of several unintended deaths, a blatant violation of Pakistani sovereignty, and the prospect of nuclear war (what if the nuclear-armed Pakistanis had thought the US raid to be an invasion by their bitter enemy India?), bin Laden was killed.

Obama would continue to use these tactics – drones, covert operations, air strikes – in other operations beyond Afghanistan, Pakistan, and the fight against al Qaeda. By 2014, the US Special Operations Command (SOCOM) operated in 150 countries and by 2015 dwarfed the British military in size. When he assumed command of SOCOM in 2014, General Votel opined that it was indeed a golden age for US special operations forces. And where SOCOM was not, there were American Unmanned Arial Vehicles doing reconnaissance, bugging the electronics of foreigners, and striking ground targets.82




1.3.4 The Islamic State

Iraq and its environs took a back seat during Obama’s first term. While troops flooded into Afghanistan, while diplomatic efforts in Pakistan went nowhere, while drones reconnoitered and bombed more with each passing month, the military quietly carried out the Status of Forces Agreement signed by Bush II and wound down the American presence in Iraq. All US troops were set to leave the country by the end of 2011. Obama’s defense team thought it prudent to keep a few thousand Americans behind as an insurance policy against future discord, and while individual Iraqi politicians might have agreed with this in theory (and in private), publicly their electorate would not countenance a continued American presence: unwilling to be subjected to further US occupation, Iraqis demanded that if American troops were to stay in their country they be subject to Iraqi law rather than extradited to face US justice unaccountable to the Iraqi people. In this case, American pride and Iraqi independence left no room for compromise, and Iraq was left with American money and American arms but not American soldiers.83

After the situation deteriorated in Iraq in 2014, a common talking point of administration critics would be how the presence of US troops, even in limited numbers, could have stiffened Iraqi resolve, helped in training their soldiers, or otherwise assisted in halting their future military defeats to some significant degree. Obama’s final secretary of defense, Ash Carter, voiced this position in its most reasonable form, asserting that a small residual force, advising and assisting the Iraqis, “could have provided some ballast” to the Iraqis; in his estimation, the lack of US troops did not necessitate the troubles to come, but made their coming more likely.84 Even if Obama could have forced the issue and pressed an agreement past vigorous Iraqi resistance, in all likelihood it would not have made a decisive difference. Regardless of a handful of American troops, the Iraqi political situation would have deteriorated along sectarian lines as it did in actual fact. Perhaps Iraqi prime minister Maliki would not have been quite as brazen, thinking that US troops meant a keener US eye watching his machinations, but his authoritarianism was present even while the US still had a direct military involvement in Iraq. He had already shown his preference for Shiite over Sunni. Moreover, the corruption rife within the Iraqi army, with units at half strength or less and generals collecting pay for full rosters, would not have changed with the presence of a few American soldiers.

At any rate, the paper strength of Iraq did not seem to necessitate a physical American presence. Its nominal GDP had risen from $36.6 billion in 2004 (after the invasion had all but halted economic activity) to $180.6 billion in 2011, with per capita GDP rising from $1352 to $5529 in the same period. Profits from oil were increasing ($17.2 billion in 2004 up to $82.9 billion in 2011). This more stable economic situation paid for a substantial military. Iraq’s security forces could count on perhaps 670,000 servicepeople.85 These forces were by no means supposed to be ill equipped. The Iraqi government spent billions acquiring US arms with which they would complete the rebuilding of their armed forces begun during US occupation.86 Some of these shipments reached their destination in time for the coming fight. By September 2011, for example, the Iraqi army could boast a force of at least 140 M1A1 Abrams tanks, some of the best in the world.87

With the tactical success of the 2007 surge, the improvement in economic indicators, and the steadily reequipping Iraqi military, stability for the embattled nation seemed at long last to be coalescing into a solid reality. There were still issues, of course: prime minister Maliki enflamed sectarian tensions by willfully favoring Shiites over Sunnis, Iran remained a powerful influence on Iraqi politics, and the country’s political institutions were still fundamentally fragile. To the Obama administration these issues seemed, though real, not critical in any immediate sense. Iraq, the thinking went, had weathered the worst of things and was now heading in the right direction; it could safely be placed on the back burner.

By December 2011, the withdrawal of US forces now complete, prime minister Maliki reneged on promises of better cooperation with his rivals and cracked down on his political and religious opponents. The day after the last American soldiers left he issued an arrest warrant for the vice president of Iraq – a Sunni – whose bodyguards had been accused of plotting to attack Shiite politicians. As 2012 progressed, he began arresting mostly Sunni Baathists, took direct control of the army, fired Sunni commanders and replaced them with Shiites from his political party, purged the intelligence service of Sunnis, and arrested Sunni critics. Most notably, in December 2012 he had Rafe el Esawa, the finance minister, along with 16 of his guards, thrown in jail. Reacting to these efforts at centralizing power, protests erupted in Ramadi and Fallujah in early 2013. On April 9, Iraqi troops attacked protestors in Hawija. Sunni militias responded by attacking army checkpoints, and the fighting soon spread to the Sunni-majority city of Mosul. Further clashes, arrests, and protests followed before Maliki made a belated attempt at compromise by ordering troops to withdraw from Ramadi and Fallujah, leaving a vacuum of Sunni resentment.88

In the meantime, by mid-2011 the Arab Spring (a wave of anti-government protests spreading across the Greater Middle East) had bloomed into full vigor. Protests in Syria had grown into open rebellion against the government of Bashar al Assad. An important faction of these resistance fighters were conservative Muslims disdainful of the Western-backed dictators ruling so many Middle Eastern countries and eager to return to theocratic rule of one sort or another. Not all the rebel groups agreed with this political end goal, and the resulting disagreements over the details of what victory might look like led to infighting among the rebels and a deepening of the Syrian chaos.89

It was into this mounting disarray that members of al Qaeda in Iraq (aka the Islamic State of Iraq, or ISI) descended, led by al Baghdadi, a veteran jihadist who had been fighting in Iraq since at least 2006. After the assassination of bin Laden, Baghdadi vowed a wave of revenge killings. In an effort to make good on this promise, as well as spread his specific brand of militant Islam, he targeted first Christian Iraqis around Baghdad and then, during the second half of 2011, moved his attention to Syria. Over the course of the next 2 years, taking advantage of the intra-rebel conflicts, Baghdadi gained leadership over an ever-growing coalition of anti-government forces. The most important of these acquisitions was Baghdadi’s incorporation of the rebel group Nusra into his ranks, as they had taken the city of Raqqa from Assad. The manpower and territory that resulted from this combination of Islamic State in Iraq and Nusra gave Baghdadi the confidence to declare the creation of ISIS, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (sometimes referred to by the Obama administration as ISIL, the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant).90

Assad, fighting multiple rebel groups and somewhat hampered by hostile US policy, proved unable to stamp out ISIS, and by 2013 they had become a regional power in their own right, using their considerable resources (personnel, land, and money) to commit thousands of attacks and hundreds of suicide bombings. They paid for this vast outlay of violence by several means: extorting funds from local Christians and Shiites, stealing money from drivers at checkpoints, engaging in protection rackets. They stole more than $400 million from a bank in Mosul; they gained control of several oil fields and worked to sell the oil illicitly; and they received foreign funding, possibly from Qatar, Turkey, or Saudi Arabia.91

By early 2014, the political situation in Iraq had deteriorated considerably while the forces of al Baghdadi had gained considerable strength. Sensing an opportunity, ISIS began probing Iraqi defenses. At first these were but the raids of an insurgent force. Baghdadi, surely, remembered the power of American ordinance and sought to circumvent such conventional Goliaths with the many Davids of guerilla warfare. In June 2014, during one such incursion, his forces came to the realization that the Iraqi army defending nearby Mosul hardly existed at all. In fact, it was a literal paper tiger – the commanding general doctored records to make it appear as though far more troops were deployed in the area than actually were, then pocketed the money sent to him to be distributed to these soldiers.92 The Iraqi defenders present, mostly Shiites, made little effort to defend the Sunni town and retreated in defeat. Thus did a few hundred insurgents, driven on the winds of uninterrupted victory and religious zeal, capture the second most populous city in Iraq.93

The ISIS capture of Mosul proved a disaster. It threw the governments of Iraq, Iran, and the United States into a thrombosis of painful damage control. The Iraqi parliament met to form a government but failed amid political deadlock. The country’s most important Shiite cleric declared a fatwa urging all Iraqis to fight ISIS. In Iran the leader of the Quds Force deployed two battalions of the Revolutionary Guard into Iraq specifically to fight ISIS.94 Reluctant to deploy troops back into the country in large numbers (and balancing the desire to see Assad fall against wanting to defeat ISIS), Obama called for political reforms within Iraq and pledged increased US material support, including air strikes, to bolster the efforts against ISIS. He said: “Our objective is clear: we will degrade, and ultimately destroy, ISIL through a comprehensive and sustained counter-terrorism strategy. First, we will conduct a systematic campaign of airstrikes against these terrorists…Second, we will increase our support to forces fighting these terrorists on the ground.”95

US airstrikes against ISIS began in September 2014. In October, this effort officially became Operation Inherent Resolve. These American efforts were augmented by other nations, as France, Holland, the UK, Australia, and Canada (among others) contributed air forces and struck ISIS targets toward the end of 2014. They proved unable to stem the wave of ISIS conquests, however. Local forces remained either too disjointed or too battered to offer decisive resistance. Palmyra in Syria and Ramadi in Iraq soon fell to ISIS forces.96

The reach of ISIS then spread beyond Syria and Iraq. By 2016, affiliates were fighting Western forces or their native proxies in Nigeria, Somalia, Egypt, Libya, Yemen, and Afghanistan. Islamic terrorism, it seemed, was multiplying in the face of Western violence rather than succumbing to it. Recognizing his own success, al Baghdadi renamed ISIS to simply the Islamic State, hoping to reflect the broader nature of what he thought would become a universal caliphate for all Muslims. He exhorted other Muslims (in his eyes, Sunnis) to migrate to the Islamic State or “fight in his land wherever that may be.” He also said, “O Muslims, Islam was never for a day the religion of peace. Islam is the religion of war. Your Prophet was dispatched with the sword.”97

Some Muslims obliged. As of early 2018, 143 attacks have occurred in 29 counties killing 2043 people (mostly civilians but some soldiers and police as well). Some examples: an attack on the Bardo Museum in Tunisia killed 23 and hospitalized 36, ending in a bloody siege and security forces killing two of the three attackers. ISIS claimed responsibility for one gunman killing 38 and wounding 40 at a seaside resort in Tunisia. Amedy Coulibaly – a French Muslim – killed four hostages at a kosher deli before being killed by police (two associates of his, Said and Cherif Kouachi, assaulted the office of the inflammatory (often Islamophobic) paper Charlie Hebdo, killing 12 and injuring 11, but they claimed affiliation with al Qaeda in Iraq rather than ISIS). Omar Mateen, an American Muslim, opened fire on the Pulse night club (a known gay club) killing 49 – the most deadly terror attack on US soil since 9/11.98

Toward the end of Obama’s second term, coalition forces did rack up some important victories. Tikrit fell to US-backed forces by April 2015, Ramadi in December 2015, Fallujah in June 2016. Still, the going was slow and the criticism against the administration was unrelenting. By the end of Obama’s second term Assad continued his war in Syria, using chemical weapons against his opponents in defiance of Obama’s “red line.” Amid the almost universal condemnation heaped upon Assad for his brutal handling of the Syrian Civil War, he and his supporters (including an expeditionary force from Putin’s Russia) pushed Islamic State out of Raqqa (the origin of their most powerful campaigns), and by November 2017 their last major Syrian stronghold had been cracked and emptied of any pretentions to universal governance of the Ummat al-Islam. In Iraq, the once startling borders of the universal caliphate receded. The victories of 2015–2017 culminated in Iraqi prime minister Abadi formally declaring victory over the caliphate in the wake of his forces’ retaking of Mosul in July 2017.99

Alternatives to Obama’s strategy of air strikes and equipping local proxies made for dramatic rhetoric but little practical sense given the political realities imposed by the failures of Operation Iraqi Freedom (2003–2011). Some conservatives called for the deployment of 10,000 US troops back into Iraq, others 20,000, and one general wanted the US to invade Syria directly. Ultimately, however, there was more agreement among Obama and his critics than the sound bites let on. Both sides saw ISIS – a force of perhaps 10,000 soldiers responsible by 2015 for governing millions of people and defending a large chunk of territory – as some sort of existential threat to America. All within the political mainstream were committed to continued US military involvement in the region – bombings, raids, arms sales to dictators, autocrats, and corrupt regimes – as if such tactics could do anything more than provide another thin veneer of stability to be pierced later on by another group of angry, disenfranchised, alienated locals sick of the corruption and the tyranny bankrolled by US “strategic interests.”100
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