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“America is a great power possessed of tremendous military might and a wide-ranging economy, but all this is built on an unstable foundation which can be targeted with special attention to its obvious weak spots. If America is hit in one hundredth of those weak spots, God willing, it will stumble, wither away and relinquish world leadership.”
—OSAMA BIN LADEN
“At what point then is the approach of danger to be expected? I answer, if it ever reach us, it must spring up amongst us. It cannot come from abroad. If destruction be our lot, we must ourselves be its author and finisher. As a nation of freemen, we must live through all time, or die by suicide.”
—ABRAHAM LINCOLN
Introduction: The Enemy in the Mirror
Carrie: I’m just making sure we don’t get hit again.
Saul: Well, I’m glad somebody’s looking out for the country, Carrie,
Carrie: I’m serious. I, I missed something once before. I won’t, I can’t, let that happen again.
Saul: It was ten years ago. Everybody missed something that day.
—HOMELAND, SEASON 1, 2011
Midway through the second decade of the twenty-first century, America faces a world in turmoil. We are uncertain of our place in that world and of what role we are to play going forward.
For all of our native confidence and fundamental optimism, we have spent much of the past decade shaken and unsteady. Many of the events that created these circumstances have origins far outside America’s borders. Some, though, are of our own making. Faced with not one but two major crises and their aftershocks, our leaders responded at times with actions that put us or our interests in greater jeopardy. If we are to fully recover, we have to ask what went wrong. We also must try to understand where we made gains, and why.
Doing so requires a closer look at our leaders. It requires the discipline to set aside politics and the reflexive reactions it breeds. It demands a willingness to see our presidents and their senior advisors in their totality, the good and the bad, to know that those who blunder one day can make major contributions the next. And because so much of what happens in the American system and the world happens within the closely knit, often opaque world immediately around the President of the United States, it requires a concerted effort to pull back the curtain and truly understand what is going on in that rarified environment.
Exploring this vantage point makes it possible to take a story that seems very familiar—that of the past decade, of Presidents Bush and Obama, of Iraq, Afghanistan, terror, financial crisis, and the rise of new powers—and to see it in an entirely new and often unexpected way. We can then come to see how the forces that have over the past few decades led us to concentrate more and more power within the White House may be as responsible for many of the challenges we have faced as any individual or distant event. In the same way, it becomes possible to understand that very often what goes on behind the scenes, from personality struggles to issues of character, from the choices presidents make as managers, as chief executives, to the processes by which they reach decisions as commanders-in-chief, can be as important to preserving and advancing America’s interests as all the speeches and summit meetings, the high-profile actions of our leaders that we are more accustomed to seeing on the news or reading about on the Internet.
This book is an effort to tell that story, to give the reader a glimpse into what it was like in the innermost circles of American power at a moment of unprecedented challenges, a moment in which America felt more vulnerable and adrift than at any time in modern memory, and to draw concrete lessons from this period for rejuvenating US global leadership in a rapidly changing world.
***
The war that began for America on the morning of September 11, 2001, was the first in the country’s history that began with an image. It was a scene that within hours of taking place was almost universally observed.
In the past, wars were triggered by actions that were reported in dispatches, recounted in newspapers, described in speeches—whether before the Congress, in local meeting halls, or on radio or television. They were presented in prose, couched in arguments that, even when infused with emotion, appealed to citizens through their intellects. Yes, populists and demagogues and newspaper publishers sought to tug at heartstrings and stir anger, but the path to these reactions always traveled through the mind before it reached human hearts.
The gallery of images presented on the morning of al-Qaeda’s attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon was something else again. Jetliners piercing the glistening glass skin of towers that had been targeted precisely because they were longstanding symbols of American vibrancy and strength. Another plane smashing into the side of the headquarters of our military. Desperate souls, tiny silhouetted dolls, plunging helplessly, horrifyingly, to their deaths rather than face incineration in the jet-fuel-fed fires that melted the Trade Center from within. And then, ultimately, the indelible, unthinkable sight of the crumbling towers, seemingly consumed by great steel-grey clouds of dust and rubble.
As the crowds ran from the disaster, pursued by those almost demonic clouds snaking through the streets of lower Manhattan, what we saw on their faces we felt in our hearts. There was no need for words. Indeed, commentators were left speechless. We were shaken. We were made afraid. We could hardly believe our eyes.
This moment electrified us, firing neurons that often bypassed the reasoning lobes of our brains and pumped adrenaline to our hearts. This spoke without translation or dilution to our animal selves. September 11 challenged basic feelings that our parents, our society, had worked from our births to nurture in us—the feeling of security in our homes, order in our lives, a sense that this nation was safer than others, beyond the reach of such attacks. Even the palpable fears of the Cold War years—when some of us lay awake in our beds imagining the sound of Russian boots marching down our streets, or sat crouched beneath our school desks with our coats over our heads wondering if they would provide protection from thermonuclear attacks—seemed abstract and remote, diminished by this brutality that played as if on a loop on our televisions and in our minds, by the blackened scars the attacks left on the bedrock of Manhattan, the walls of the Pentagon, and in that field in Pennsylvania.
Few Americans saw images of Pearl Harbor before war was declared and, when they did, what they saw were grainy newsreels of a place far, far away. The torpedoing of the Lusitania was just a headline, as was the sinking of the Maine. There were no cameras at Fort Sumter, even though the Civil War was to become the first during which Americans far from battlefields got a sense of the losses through the photographs of men like Mathew Brady. News took so long to travel that the Battle of New Orleans was fought weeks after the peace treaty was signed that was supposed to have ended the War of 1812. Pamphleteers tried to stir anger in the wake of battles at Lexington, Concord, and Bunker Hill. In those older instances, slogans and caricatures of our enemies were used to fuel the will to fight in ways that were entirely unnecessary after what Americans saw for themselves that very morning in September 2001.
We had been touched, and we trembled and we boiled. But little did we realize that those images and what they etched on our hearts would usher in an age more defined by emotion than any other in memory. We were entering an era in which emotions—from fear to an appetite for revenge—more than reason, would dictate our actions, invite our errors, and in the end transform how the world would view us and how we would view ourselves.
Consider the contrast that 1945 provides. Fewer than five years after America declared war on Germany and Japan, despite the bloodiest conflict in the history of mankind, despite the Holocaust, despite losses that touched every family in America, we not only signed armistices but we immediately began the process of helping our enemies to rebuild, of forgiving, and, over time, forgetting. Yet for more than a decade after 9/11, the war continued, having morphed to include the furtive arsenal of drones and special operations and cyber-attacks and unprecedented global surveillance—and the almost paranoid search for potential enemies among allies, friends, and even American citizens. This book describes how an age of fear transformed the process of making American foreign and national security policy. It examines, through the words of many who shaped those policies—including many that were enacted behind the scenes and outside the public eye—how our sense of vulnerability drove us and changed us. This is the story of how the best and some of the most obscure among our public servants strove to contain that insecurity, put it into perspective, and set America back on a course guided by our aspirations. And it is the story of others, many also well intentioned, who were too driven by that welter of emotions or who capitalized on them, to create policies that in the end only undermined our safety further or, in key circumstances, even undercut our standing as a nation.
Beyond that, it is also a look at how the character of our leaders is translated into action. The United States government is the largest and most complex organization on the face of the earth. But at its heart it is people. When it works well—as it often has in the past—it enables presidents to sort through the recommendations of professional policymakers, make informed choices, and ensure their effective implementation. When it does not—and in the past decade it sometimes did not—it is because those in power did not take advantage of its inherent strengths and neglected to learn the lessons of the past. This book is also an effort to understand where the National Security Council process worked and where it did not, and why.
On September 11, 2001, in the hours immediately after the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, a dreadful silence fell over Washington, DC. Many officials and business people had returned to their homes, gathering up their children from school, unsure of what would happen next. (I left my children in their school near Georgetown, thinking they would be safer there. By the time they were picked up they were almost alone save for a few teachers. They have yet to fully forgive me for this.) The White House complex was pulsing with activity, the nerve center of a national security apparatus that had just been so shocked that, even as it was responding to the day’s events, it was beginning a process of reassessment and reinvention that is not yet complete at the time of this writing more than a dozen years later.
At lunchtime that day, I sat at an outdoor table with three colleagues from the small advisory firm at which I worked. We were at Café Milano in Georgetown, a place that itself would later be targeted in a terrorist plot that was foiled by the US anti-terror operations that were born on that crystal clear September morning. As I recall, we too were almost alone. We had been watching reports of the attacks all morning, speculating about their origins and their impact, calling around DC for real-time insights, checking in with our own families.
With me were Anthony Lake, former US national security advisor; John Gannon, former deputy director of the Central Intelligence Agency; and Susan Rice, a former State Department official who would later herself become US national security advisor. Earlier, as we stood in our offices watching on television as the second plane struck the World Trade Center, Tony Lake had turned to John and said simply, “al-Qaeda.” They had both been tracking the organization for years, and both were certain no other terrorist organization could have managed such an attack.
The eerie stillness of the city made every distant noise ominous. Flights had been stopped nationwide, so when the occasional rush of a jet engine was heard it was hard not to wonder if another attack was on the way. It was rumored several aircraft were unaccounted for. There were a lot of rumors that day.
Not much, in fact, was clear. Our lunch conversation, like millions of others that day, tried to sort out what had just happened and what might come next. If it was an attack, as it seemed it was, President Bush would have little choice but to move to a war footing. Just where that war would be fought and against whom was an open question, but it seemed very likely that the Middle East would be in the crosshairs of any retaliation. What was not contemplated was the degree to which those attacks would trigger changes that would transform America and the world.
A dozen years later, with Osama bin Laden lying at the bottom of the Indian Ocean, we have learned that it would not be a matter of strike and counterstrike, identification of a threat and its elimination. Losing 3,000 people and watching an iconic symbol of the United States crumble into dust had instilled Americans with an unfamiliar but palpable sense of looming risks, feelings that would in turn lead the country’s leaders to take actions that even more than the attacks themselves would weaken us and produce bouts of national introspection and self-doubt that would alter our worldview and our sense of our nation’s role in the world. Our strength and our distance from the rest of the world had given us a sense of security that had now been shattered, making it difficult for us to absorb the blow, respond in an appropriately tough but measured way, and simply go on about our business, as governments and peoples more accustomed to such attacks, from Israel to Colombia, typically did.
Not inconsequentially, the actions we would take while decapitating the old al-Qaeda that had launched the 9/11 attacks would indirectly result in new, greater, more diverse terrorist threats. Although at the time of America’s invasion of Iraq in 2003 there were essentially no elements of bin Laden’s organization in that country, at the time of the writing of this book there are thought to be perhaps more than had belonged to all of al-Qaeda in 2001, and they were threatening the very existence of the country, killing thousands, and controlling large swaths of territory. There are estimated to be as many as 10,000 more extremists in neighboring Syria, according to Director of National Intelligence James Clapper, with at least 7,000 of them having shipped in from Europe. (Estimates by Israeli intelligence and our allies on the Arabian Peninsula suggest the number may be two or three times that.) In fact, a Rand Corporation report published in June 2014 asserted that the number of Salafi-jihadist groups had grown from just 28 in 2007 to 49 in 2013, that the number of Salafi-jihadists, which was between 18,000 and 42,000 in 2007, had grown to between 44,000 and 105,000, and that the number of attacks attributed to these groups had increased more than ninefold in the same period, from 100 to 950. Northern Mali is the largest al-Qaeda controlled territory on earth. In fact, al-Qaeda in North Africa and al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula have grown to be threats on a par with what we once found in Afghanistan and on the rugged mountains of neighboring Pakistan.
None of us that day in Georgetown could possibly have imagined the degree to which the al-Qaeda attacks would achieve their goals of shaking America to its very foundations. Indeed, it hardly seems possible that bin Laden himself could have imagined that the superpower against which he had struck would so consume itself with a desire for revenge and to restore a sense of security that it would spend trillions of dollars it could ill afford, deplete to the point of near inoperability its armed forces, violate the most fundamental principles for which it had long stood, alienate its allies, and ultimately turn inward. Nor could bin Laden have dared hope that the United States and indeed the international system would eventually largely abandon Middle Eastern battlefields, leaving them to descend into a void that Islamic extremists battled to fill. (Although that is the strategy he implied in the quote that appears among those that begin this book.) Further, none of us, nor our attackers, could have imagined the greater costs associated with ill-conceived reactions to the perceived new threat to a degree that made it impossible for us to truly identify, debate, or respond to the greater next-generation threats to American leadership and prosperity.
In 2005, I wrote a book called Running the World: The Inside Story of the National Security Council and the Architects of American Power. It was a history of the modern US national security establishment since its creation in the wake of the Second World War. As the title indicated, it was published at a time when President Bush’s initial reactions to the events of 9/11 had produced the most massive deployment of American force since the system I was writing about had been created. It was a period in which terms like “shock and awe” and concepts like “us versus them” and brazen unilateralism were not only common but were so widely embraced by the American people that, even with setbacks on the ground in Iraq and Afghanistan, even with scandals in Abu Ghraib and doubts about Guantanamo and the Patriot Act, Bush won a renewed mandate from American voters.
Running the World traced the evolution of a system developed in the wake of a world war that left America as the only major power in the world that was unscathed—the clear victor and principal architect of the new international order. The book followed that post-WWII growth from the remarkable flowering of creativity and institution-building that led to the creation of the UN and the Bretton Woods institutions globally, and to the birth of the Department of Defense, the CIA, and the National Security Council in the United States, through the first term of the administration of President George W. Bush. Throughout that period—through the Cold War and its immediate aftermath and on to the first years after the 9/11 attacks—America may have been threatened from time to time and stumbled not infrequently, but the country’s strength and resolve were such that there was a belief at home and abroad that this was a nation in a commanding position, with leaders who regularly demonstrated a willingness, for better or worse, to wield that power.
The men and women at the top from the days of Truman through those of Bush ran the world if not literally then figuratively, dominating their respective eras. American presidents, paramount symbols of that strength, were typically called “the most powerful man in the world.”
But in the decade since that book was finished, from the second term of the Bush administration and the Obama years, something has changed. Suffering self-inflicted wounds in Iraq and Afghanistan as a result of unilateralism and violation of international laws, reckless military spending, and fecklessness and political division at home, our perceived power waned, and the wellsprings of real power sputtered. Backlash against those policies produced an era in which America pulled away from her leadership role more strongly than at any time since the aftermath of World War I. The financial crisis, the rise of new powers, and geopolitical shifts for which we were unprepared compounded the problems.
During that same period, the past decade, there have also been changes in the way the national security apparatus of the United States was used. At times, leaders appeared to heed the lessons of the decades since its establishment that I wrote about in Running the World—notably that the president’s national security team in the White House focused on their role of helping the president to make decisions by bringing together the best views from all the relevant agencies of the US government and then helping to ensure the decisions the president made were implemented by those same agencies. When this happened, the system worked well. But at times, especially recently, the president’s White House advisors and an ever more bloated national security staff played a role that history should have warned them would cause problems—they supplanted the agencies they were supposed to lead, attempted to do their jobs for them, micromanaged decisions, and as a result did not have time to do the strategic planning and coordination work that only they could do. This, too, undercut American leadership.
Indeed, for reasons including these, it may well be that Barack Obama is the first American president of the modern era who is not universally perceived to be the most powerful man in the world. Nowhere has the change to America been felt more sharply than among the inner workings of the US national security establishment—it has impacted the president and his advisors, collaborators, and rivals within the political realm of this country, who together shape US policies worldwide. By the second term of the Obama era the National Security Council was ten times the size it had been during the Nixon-Kissinger years; the Directorate of National Intelligence (DNI), Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), National Security Agency (NSA), Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA), and the massive new bureaucracy portentously named Department of Homeland Security, plus the tiers of political operatives and those who influence their thinking, had overwhelmed the other agencies of government. They had become the national psyche, for better or worse.
The world of senior officials, generals, spies, and spin-doctors from the Cabinet Room to the Situation Room, from the warren of offices on the White House grounds to those scattered across Washington and its outposts around the world, is worth viewing up close because it is the stage for every real-life espionage drama, international incident, and war and peace initiative that fills headlines and provides fodder for Hollywood. But it also demands consideration because there is a direct correlation between how it works, how well it works, and how the US government performs, whether Americans and citizens worldwide are secure or not, and which issues are addressed and which are ignored.
Other books may take a more theoretical approach, focusing primarily on policy and process, but I have discovered that you cannot understand either of those aspects of the story without understanding the personalities driving them. They are fascinating characters, in part because so many of them are so ordinary, so much less special and exalted than they are made out to be in dramatic treatments or novels. They are also constantly surprising either in their inspiration or their pettiness, their creativity or their duplicity. Furthermore, in an age that is characterized by an overriding emotion—fear—personalities matter much more than process.
One characteristic of this otherwise widely diverse group of men and women runs contrary to both conventional wisdom and the tenor of the headlines and cable news commentaries that shape that dubious “wisdom.” In the course of the many years I have spent studying them, working with them myself both when I was in government and afterward, getting to know a great many as friends and even getting to dislike a few of them (for good reasons, I’d like to think), I have been struck by one thing above all else. For the most part, the people who occupy senior jobs in our government, our military, and our intelligence community, the policymakers who have devoted their lives to grappling with some of the toughest issues on earth, are just the kind of people you would like to see in those jobs. They are, largely, smart and hardworking, exceptionally dedicated, and committed to doing what is in the interests of the American people and the world.
Because they differ on what our best interests are and how to achieve them, there are divisions among them. And because we live in a polarized and dysfunctional political moment, one that is seen through media lenses that focus primarily on conflict and crisis, the divisions between these most senior government officials, and their relative risings and fallings, are what typically dominate the stories we hear about them. Some have made great mistakes, some even catastrophic ones. But very, very few have been evil in their intent, even if the consequences of some of their actions have effectively been so in many other respects.
I’ve interviewed well over one hundred of them, about half from the Bush administration and half from the Obama administration. And while I will, of course, provide my own perspectives in telling the story of the past decade, I have tried to let as much of the story as possible unfold in their words.
In the same way that the defining event of the first half of the first decade of the twenty-first century—the period during which my last book on this subject concludes—was 9/11, the defining event of the next decade for US foreign policy was the subject of the first chapter of this book, our ill-fated prosecution of the war we chose to wage in Iraq. Our reaction to being attacked was so overheated, so ill-considered, of such scale, and so broad in its unintended consequences that it became more defining, constraining, and damaging than the original event to which it was intended to respond. It was a second-order catastrophe. The desire to get out of it ultimately led Barack Obama, the president who was effectively elected to get out of it, to “double down” in Afghanistan to make the political point he was not “weak on terror.” That in turn became a third-order calamity. The desire to move away from conventional means of fighting our enemies, and embrace instead drone warfare, cyber-attacks, and more special forces operations violating the sovereignty of other states than any previous post–World War II president, produced fourth- and fifth-order calamities. Still another set of calamitous consequences is associated with the fear that another big attack might come, particularly one that might employ weapons of mass destruction. That singular concern grew so great that it was used throughout both the Bush and the Obama years to justify the creation of a massive global surveillance apparatus, which in turn triggered a global backlash of cyber-nationalism that is Balkanizing the Internet and undercutting its globalizing, unifying, democratizing capacity. We only truly began to realize the scope of those surveillance operations and their potential risks thanks to the random if utterly predictable set of leaks produced by former intelligence contractor Edward Snowden. Snowden himself was one of a vast army of contractors hired in the wake of 9/11 that, in order to combat the perceived risks associated with a terror threat that was and is grotesquely overstated (as we shall see in the course of this book), grew to encompass more than half a million people with top secret clearance. That is a group so large that it invited a leak more surely than we would have had, had we left open the front doors of the CIA each night after work.
So the NSA scandal and the aftershocks that unfolded during 2013 and into 2014 might itself be seen as a kind of sixth-order disaster—or, regardless of how you might order such knock-on effects, it is one of many cascading consequences of 9/11 that illustrate how creating terror works and is such an effective tactic. Add to them, depending on your view of the damage they may have done to America and its interests, the violations of longstanding principles of American law associated with the use of torture, the abuses in Abu Ghraib prison, Guantanamo, the Patriot Act, kill-lists, and ordering the deaths of Americans and others without due process.
Zbigniew Brzezinski, among the most strategically gifted and intellectually rigorous of all former US national security advisors, famously noted that the so-called war on terror was the first in US history to have been conducted against a tactic rather than an enemy. He was right, of course, to a degree. But as it happens sometimes, the label we gave the war ultimately became a self-fulfilling prophecy. Our greatest enemy—the one capable of doing us the greatest damage—quickly ceased to be the several thousand often poorly armed, poorly trained, cobbled together members of al-Qaeda or any other extremist group that existed in the years immediately after 9/11. It was in fact terror itself. The fears within us drove us to take actions that were so profoundly costly in economic, human, political, and diplomatic terms that only one or two major powers on earth could have inflicted them on us. Indeed, given the circumstances, the damage we did could only have been a self-inflicted wound, much as was prophesied by twenty-eight-year-old Abraham Lincoln in 1838 in his famous Lyceum speech in the quote that also appears in the front of this book.
The main reason to read any history is, of course, not simply to indulge in the blame games so popular in America’s dysfunctional capital these days. There is, after all, as this book shows, both plenty of blame to go around, and indeed, a great deal of credit to accrue to public servants who, after all, were typically simply trying to advance US interests as best they could. But the value in following the events of a decade is in finding the lessons and identifying trends that will be important to America and the world going forward. By listening to the words of those who have had their hands on the tiller during this unprecedented era, we may find ways to avoid prolonging it or, worse, going through it again. This is especially important because one of the inescapable conclusions is that we’re not very good at anticipating the future. On the one hand, senior policymakers, especially those closest to the President of the United States and the White House political apparatus, are trapped in a bubble that often isolates them from views that might benefit them, and they are also trapped in the present, fighting the news cycle. In fact, during the past decade, that news cycle, cited as a pernicious constraint on strategic thinking in my last book and in the work of many other students of how the national security apparatus works, has actually grown more constrained. Twenty-four hours seems luxuriously extended. Thanks to Twitter, Facebook, Reddit, and other social media, political messaging battles are fought out on a global scale against legions of critics in multiple languages in real time. Minutes are all it takes to turn a slip of 140 characters into a diplomatic incident or a political wound that resists healing. It is surely not a coincidence that the TV drama that was most redolent of this era, launched as it was in November 2001, was the frantic disaster aversion drama, 24, in which the clock is visibly ticking down throughout every episode. So it was in policy circles.
Given that the business of managing America’s international interests has steadily grown more complex over time and the tools by which they and threats to them can be monitored with ever greater detail, the problems associated with the now-now urgency of the bubble world of the White House have been compounded by what are nearly impossible challenges to the bandwidth of those at the top. This is especially true in the early years of any administration when senior officials who have been out of the loop for a long time, many of whom are not practiced managers of complex organizations, are often overwhelmed. Further the pressures of the jobs nearest the president himself are so intense that not only do family lives suffer in a city that often champions “family values,” but perspective is lost. Exhaustion is one consequence of never leaving the confines of your workplace; spending all your time talking to few beyond a small, like-minded group of colleagues makes groupthink another.
Condoleezza Rice, in fact, confided to me in her Stanford University office after she ended her tenure as secretary of state that “in the aftermath of 9/11, we were essentially just reacting. It took some time before we could stop, catch our breath, and make a critical reappraisal of what we were doing.” Her comment was echoed over the course of my interviews by many on both the Bush and Obama teams.
Beyond being trapped in the present, however, one of the other disturbing lessons of a historical look backward is that it also reveals that the only thing that rivals the attention the Washington policy community gives to “right now” is the degree to which it devotes its attention to what has just happened. If America is a car, those entrusted with driving it tend to focus almost entirely on what the gauges on the dashboard tell them and on the rearview mirror. Far too seldom do they look upward through the windshield to see what’s ahead. Just as, famously, generals fight the last war, so do policymakers interpret the next crisis in terms of the last one. Indeed, not only is government policy the ultimate lagging indicator of events but even those parts of the US government tasked with anticipating trends—like the National Intelligence Council, which produces regular outlook documents peering a decade or more into our future—consistently produce work that tells more about what happened in the past year than that which is likely to emerge as important in the years ahead.
I remember reading such reports when I was a senior official in the Clinton administration. At the time, we felt that the end of the Cold War was a watershed, just as for most of the past dozen years, most people you asked would have described 9/11 as such a defining moment. But the broader changes affecting the world, likely changing it fundamentally, are often overlooked: in 1990, for example, there were 11 million cell phones in the world, and at the time of the writing of this book there are 7 billion. Within a couple of years, for the first time ever, virtually every man, woman, and child on earth will be linked in a man-made system via which every aspect of their life will be affected—education and politics, how they shop, and how they pay for goods. What is more, in the past few years, the national security establishment has discovered that many of the most complex issues it faces have to do with the rules of this emerging global digital commons—about how we fight cyberwars and by what rules, about the nature of privacy and surveillance, about taxation and who controls the Internet. None of this depends on the Cold War or 9/11—it is the big canvas against which those events played out.
It is striking that during the Bush and Obama years the government was utterly ill-prepared to anticipate these developments or their implications. The consequences of this lack of consideration have been profound. The same is true with regard to the rise of new powers on the planet or how we deal with environmental challenges that seem a long way off but require very urgent attention today.
The company that I was working with at the time of those 9/11 attacks was a little advisory firm called Intellibridge. Its goal was to use the burgeoning information riches of the Internet to provide open-source insights to companies and governments. The big idea we thought we had was that we could go to any organization and answer whatever questions they might have by mining data from the constantly expanding ocean of web-based information. What we discovered fairly early on, though, was that the problem for most organizations was not that they lacked the answers they needed. They didn’t even know the questions they should have been asking.
It is clear that this is a problem in many big organizations today, and in few is it so pronounced as our national security apparatus. (This dearth of understanding is not helped by the fact that our ugly and dysfunctional political process has dissuaded so many who could help frame and answer these questions from ever seeking a career in public service.) For that reason, some of the story that follows contains an effort to identify those questions that recent events should be posing, but which we are not yet grappling with sufficiently. The last chapter of the book focuses on that particularly.
The reason for focusing on these emerging issues is because it is my strong belief that in order for America to return to the kind of growth and leadership that its people expect and deserve, we must bring an end to this Age of Fear—a period in which responding to perceived and often overstated threats, like terrorism, has distracted us from looking to the horizon as we should. The blame for not doing so does not in my mind lie exclusively with the policymakers, generals, and politicians. It also lies with those who seek to influence them in the opinion-leader community, like the media or think tanks, and with their bosses, the American people who have a much greater responsibility to lead than they are currently fulfilling.
In preparation for this book I wanted to see just what the intellectual context has been for the kind of setbacks and mistaken priorities that have marked the last decade. These organizations are supposed to be on the cutting edge of policy issues, and they regularly interface with government officials both to do their research and to present their findings so they can influence outcomes. They also are a kind of landing zone for once-and-future officials, a place that former government executives can reflect on what they have done and prepare for future jobs. I once rather uncharitably joked that in this respect they are rather like giant meat lockers for storing ex-government officials until you need them again. It is the revolving door between these organizations and folks in top jobs that gives them such influence and makes what they are thinking such a useful proxy for how the mind-set of the policy community works.
As Washington has become more polarized and the process of vetting and approving nominees has become just another part of the blood sport of winning points by destroying the reputations of others, the effect on the policy community has been chilling. Potential job seekers in some future administration dare not write or say anything for the public record that might be seen as too extreme or controversial lest an opponent use the statement as reason to hold up or block a nomination, or some potential hirer see it as making the applicant just too risky to be offered a job. That is why so many articles you see by distinguished names who are whispered to be on the short list for the big jobs of tomorrow are so bland and boring, mere exercises in reputation management, in which the main goal is to indicate that one is cleaving to the party line with perhaps a creative flourish of a deviation from past statements by a new heading of three or four degrees to port or starboard.
Similarly, think tanks tend to focus their efforts on those issues most in the news and relevant to the debate of the moment because those are the ones most likely to garner attention and win the institution or its people a “seat at the table.” It contributes to the sense that Washington is, as it has often been described, a game of peewee soccer with all the kids on the pitch crowded around the ball. Sometimes this analogy is used to describe the way members of an administration all scramble to get close to the president or his top aides or their immediate agenda. But it also can mean the scramble to be engaged on the issue of the moment.
So you take a fairly conservative town—not politically speaking, but in terms of the instincts of the players, their aversion to risk—add in a political atmosphere that discourages risk-taking, and compound it with an intellectual context in which a narrow focus on a few issues with political traction is rewarded—and the result is an institutionalized aversion to creativity. This is a system that steadfastly resists thinking outside the box and, as we shall see, in some cases is almost incapable of even the most basic analysis or monitoring of developments.
My research assistants at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, led by my excellent senior researcher Tara Chandra, compiled an analysis of every single study, paper, and event produced by ten of Washington’s leading think tanks between January 2005 and mid-April 2013. The think tanks spanned the political spectrum; the ones we examined were the American Enterprise Institute, the Brookings Institution, the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (with which I have been associated for about a decade and a half), the Center for American Progress, the Center for Strategic and International Studies, the Council on Foreign Relations (with which I have been associated for over two decades), the Heritage Foundation, the New America Foundation, the Peter G. Peterson Institute for International Economics, and the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars.
I know these organizations well. They perform many valuable services and periodically offer forward-looking insights that are of value to policymakers, legislators, and other active stakeholders in US foreign policy.
We looked at every event, report, and commentary produced by these organizations over the eight-year period in question, one roughly corresponding to the period of time that is the focus of this book. Just a list of every item covered filled a three-inch-thick binder to bursting. The total number of entries is 9,858.
The top individual countries covered included China with 878 items, Russia with 618, Afghanistan with 405, Iran with 334, Iraq with 286, India with 262, Pakistan with 256, Israel-Palestine with 204, Turkey with 194, Brazil with 125, North Korea with 109, and Egypt with 92. Stragglers included Syria with 54 and Libya with 27. The regional foci of events and papers included the Americas with 611, Africa with 590, the Middle East with 547, non-EU Europe and Eurasia with 526, the EU with 484, East Asia with 429, Central Asia with 203, and Southeast Asia with 142. In terms of broader themes you find national security and defense (as a general topic) with 619, the economy (as a general topic) with 611, the war on terror with 341, international organizations with 261, and nuclear non-proliferation with 169.
Although this distribution seems to cover the world, there are some clear biases in what are apparently the subjects of greatest interest to the broader Washington policy community. Some seem to be related to a kind of generational bias among a cadre of academics brought up during the Cold War. This helps to explain, in part, the attention given to Russia or the former Soviet Union (1,340 total events and papers). Clearly, another bias is to the news of the day and during this period of war on terror and related conflicts and unrest in the Middle East we find that there were 2,740 events with regional or general topics in that area and perhaps another 300 that touched upon related themes through lenses like non-proliferation or the impact of extremism on other regions. In short, almost a third of all work was done on these areas. For the sake of comparison, more than five times as many events or reports were done on the EU and the Eurocrisis as were produced on Africa or the Americas.
That said, other anomalies are also worth noting because they underscore the tendency of the policy community to either focus on the news or to follow trends. Between 2005 and 2007 Afghanistan was, literally, the forgotten war, with only a total of 63 events or papers during that period. As the election and then the promises of President Obama to return the national focus there resulted in a renewed interest in that country, the number rose from 28 in 2008 to 70 in 2009. (It was down to 28 again by 2012 when it was clear the United States is leaving and interest again waned.)
More worryingly, however, and of central interest to the overall thrust of this book is the tendency to focus policy through a primarily political and regional lens with economic and scientific issues getting much less attention. Given the economic roots of the Arab Spring, the economic components of peacekeeping, the growing threats driven by inequality worldwide, and, of course, the degree to which technology is remaking global affairs at every level, this lack of attention is both glaring and revealing. Of the 619 events and papers in the broad category of national security, only 32 pertained to cyber issues and of these 19 came from one institution, the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS). Also, during the period we examined, only one such event was specifically on the issue of China and cyber-security. Only six events took place during this period focused on the issues, ethics, and consequences of drone warfare. Only five mentioned science as a headline issue, and only ten were focused on technology and the future of the US national security.
Of 119 economic events that took place in the three years leading up to the financial crisis, precisely none were focused on or raised as a central point the risk of a major financial crisis. (But in the reactive mode of this community, during 2009 and 2010, the financial crisis was the most discussed topic, ceding leadership back to the Middle East only after the events of the Arab Spring took place—with events on Egypt rising from 7 in 2010 to almost five times that in 2011.) Eleven events took place between 2005 and 2009 on the future of the Eurozone and the Euro. Just one such event took place in 2009, though by 2011 and 2012, the number rose to 17 one year and 18 the next. Arguably, of course, the risks posed to the United States and to the world economy were far greater from our financial crisis or from that in Europe than those posed by terrorists or unrest in the Middle East (or by Russia) but, even in the midst of the reactive surge of interest in them, they lagged well behind the focus given to even secondary issues associated with the global war on terror or the big countries of the Greater Middle East. (It should also be noted that we are not helped by a ghettoized system in which economic policymakers and thinkers too seldom interact with their political or national security or science and technology counterparts. This produces discussions within silos that miss critical factors, risks, and opportunities.)
In short, not only have we been driven by our fears for over a decade, we have done so in an atmosphere in which we are trapped either in the present moment or in the past, and we lack the tools and inclination to either consider or creatively analyze possible scenarios for the future. It is no wonder that the single most common lament of the national security advisors with whom I have spoken—and I have spoken with all but one of those from the past half century—is the inability of the national security apparatus of the United States to foster strategic thinking or cultivate useful ideas about the future. The intellectual community surrounding that apparatus—the rest of the US policy ecosystem, if you will—is no better. The result helps explain how we have gone from a brief moment of US triumph as the victor in the Cold War and the world’s sole superpower, to a period in which decline seems a real possibility and the United States has had a string of notable, disturbing, and interrelated international policy failures, misfires, and duds.
To consider this trajectory from the perspective of those entrusted with primary responsibility for shaping America’s role in the world is the objective of this book. The approach to doing so will be through a structure that is both chronological and topical. The great issues of the day will be organized in the order of where their centers of gravity came, when they dominated the narrative.
This book is not primarily about the process of how the national security apparatus works or has evolved—although I will, of course, touch upon those issues. Instead the focus in each chapter will be on the central decisions that have shaped recent US foreign and national security policy and the influences that shaped those decisions—getting inside the drama of how American foreign policy was shocked into a series of missteps, what it tried to do to recover, and what it must do to emerge from this era that certainly will go down in history as a low-point in the story of America as a leading world power.
Chapters One and Two begin with Iraq, the great carryover issue from the first term of the Bush administration, and the one that was viewed as perhaps the greatest immediate challenge by the president and his team as they began their second term. The next chapter looks at the makeover the Bush administration got in the second term and how it did and did not change the character of its international policymaking. The fourth chapter examines the role national security issues—including a great economic shock to our system—played in the 2008 election, the role the election played in influencing national security policy choices, and ultimately the transition between administrations. The fifth chapter looks at Afghanistan and Pakistan, the first big national security initiative of the Obama team. Chapters Six and Seven deal with the evolving relationship with a great Cold War rival that may be our great rival in the century ahead, China, and the one that is not likely to be but is still a source of regular consternation, Russia. The story of the Arab Awakening and the enormous complexities it and the aftershocks associated with it posed for US policymakers comes next. Following that is a chapter that circles back to look at two big events tied to where this period started and where it may be going—the death of Osama bin Laden and the advent of the cyber-era, including notably the NSA surveillance scandal. Finally, in the conclusion, we look at emerging challenges both for President Obama and for the future of US foreign policy, and we consider whether or not the US national security system is evolving fast enough to address them and what must be done to ensure that we are ready for the next generation of challenges we are likely to face.
One lesson of the era just past is that America has a very special place among nations. As unhappy as many around the world are with what is sometimes seen as American bullying or arrogance, there is an equal hue and cry when America chooses not to lead or fails in its leadership role. Even when we and others think we are in retreat, many in the rest of the world still look to us. Even when the American people are weary of war and the costs and risks of leadership, there is still palpable discomfort when we are seen to be falling behind, losing our unique international standing. As a consequence, there is a presumption of leadership that American presidents and their advisors cannot shirk or shrug off. This perception, and the responsibilities that come with it, creates a special urgency to ensure we have the people, the institutions, the resources, and the strategies we need to play that unique role. The purpose of this book above all is to seek lessons in the recent past that may help us rise to that special challenge.
To him who is in fear, everything rustles.
—SOPHOCLES
Few things so divided the first two American presidents of the twenty-first century as did Iraq. George W. Bush bet his legacy on an invasion of that country and Barack Obama won his presidency by promising to end Bush’s war. Yet, few things so link the presidents as the way that distant land, the “cradle of civilization,” bedeviled them and their national security teams.
Bush got in too deep. Obama got out too quickly. The cost in both cases was high for the United States, for our national standing, and for the region. The story of the aftershocks of America’s invasion of Iraq in 2003 is still unfolding as of the writing of this book. The country is in chaos, ancient enmities fester, and it is now painfully apparent that the dangers Iraq may have posed under Saddam Hussein have been swept aside only to reveal perhaps greater threats. Today it seems likely that history will view this period as one of continuous warfare and upheaval in the Middle East, not of the discreet wars that we talk of, but perhaps as the Gulf Wars, a decades-long struggle between Shias and Sunnis and among moderate and extremists within both groups. America’s interventions and withdrawals in that protracted conflict may someday be seen as peripheral—catalysts around which opponents might rally. But they will also provide a telling window into how, even among their innermost teams of advisors, America’s leaders grappled with differing visions of this country’s role and how it should set its priorities.
In my previous history of the National Security Council, there were clear illustrations of how those advisors work together best, as in the decision by the team of President George H. W. Bush to cease hostilities in Iraq without continuing to Baghdad to topple Saddam Hussein, and how imbalances and presidential inexperience can lead to serious errors, as was the case when President George W. Bush made the decision to invade Iraq. But as we pick up where that book left off, in 2005, and continue ahead, we see that this issue will not go away, both educating and entrapping presidents and their teams, testing them, revealing their strengths and weaknesses, and ultimately having a major impact on how the world views the United States.
The warnings Bush and his team received upon taking office in 2001 that Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda posed an imminent threat to the United States were not sufficiently appreciated by many, and were prioritized by few, other than the likes of counterterrorism experts like Richard Clarke. Within weeks of the 9/11 attacks, the focus of the country’s national security leadership shifted from addressing the original sources of the attacks—al-Qaeda cells based in Afghanistan—to finishing old business in Iraq and doing so under what later proved to be the false pretext that Iraq was developing large stockpiles of weapons of mass destruction (WMD). The national security team around the president was riven almost from the start by rivalries between the State Department and the Department of Defense. The team lacked a cohesive process because the new president didn’t demand one. Further, it suited some of his inner circle, notably Vice President Richard (“Dick”) Cheney and Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, to circumvent the decision-making process that first-term National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice sought to create, and they gave the president bad advice concerning the bad choices they offered him.
As a direct result of the Iraq disaster, a series of cascading calamities also befell the United States, from insufficient prosecution of legitimate national security goals in Afghanistan to abuses perpetrated in the Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo Bay prisons and on the battlefield. Of course, financial and human costs for the United States were enormous. However, perhaps the most damaging fallout of the mismanaged, misconceived wars in Iraq and Afghanistan were their effects on the American people. So deep was the public disaffection with the costs and complexity of international engagement that Bush’s successor, Barack Obama, presides over a period of global affairs in which American timidity is as disquieting now as the misuse of America’s strength was feared in the early Bush years.
But administrations are neither robotic machines nor the caricatures that emerge in the press or in the context of charged political debates. They are collections of people—typically people committed to doing what is best for the country and eager for approval, just like most of the citizens they represent. And people are changed by their experiences, they grow, and they learn. George Bush, like Bill Clinton before him and Barack Obama after him, entered office with very limited international experience. As is the case for most presidents, little that Bush had experienced in his life had prepared him for running the world’s largest and most complicated organization. Further, the blow sustained by the United States on 9/11 had rocked the national psyche as it had not been unsettled since the onset of the Second World War. Not only Bush but his team followed an all-too-familiar Washington pattern in the wake of a crisis. First they had an emotional reaction, then they took action. Only later, in the wake of the consequences of their impulses, did they consider more thoughtfully their options and the processes by which longer-term success might be achieved. In their case, that process really did not begin to show effective results until after Bush’s reelection and the beginning of his second term in January 2005.
Stephen (“Steve”) Hadley, the man who became President Bush’s national security advisor in January 2005, reflected on the policy processes that led him, like most of the Bush team, to believe it was necessary to make the signature error that has defined America’s early twenty-first-century foreign policy—the invasion of Iraq. “Thinking back, I now wonder if our mistake may have been in not considering whether the reason Saddam Hussein was so secretive about his weapons of mass destruction capabilities was not because he had the weapons and wanted to conceal them, but because he did not have them and he wanted to hide that.”
“From the Iranians,” he posited. “From us.”
Hadley is a thoughtful man. In many ways, if you were to describe the epitome of the modern US national security professional (at least of the seasoned, Ivy-league educated, white male variety) he would look, sound, and act like Hadley. By virtue of his experience, his cool, and his seriousness of purpose, he is precisely the kind of person you would want making or influencing America’s biggest policy decisions. Hadley was once an aide to Henry Kissinger. He served as the general counsel on the Tower Commission that led to the reinvention of the National Security Council after the Iran-Contra affair. He was a long-time colleague and protégé of the man who is the acknowledged standard by which all US national security advisors are judged, General Brent Scowcroft. However, as deputy to National Security Advisor Rice, Hadley was also a key part of the team that oversaw one of the most troubled periods in US foreign-policy history between 2001 and 2005.
There is a lesson in that seeming contradiction that resonates with key moments in both the Bush and the Obama years and back through Rwanda, Vietnam, the Bay of Pigs, and other US policy calamities of the previous century. The best—and the best intentioned—are subject to forces, circumstances, failures of leadership, process, and team chemistry that can produce devastating outcomes. It is too often forgotten that the title of David Halberstam’s book, The Best and the Brightest, an account of how America slipped ever deeper into the quicksand of Vietnam, is infused with bitter irony. Robert McNamara and his team of “whiz kids” were brilliant; nonetheless, they made a series of ghastly miscalculations.
Although neither Hadley nor almost any of his other senior colleagues are yet willing to repudiate those first-term decisions completely, it is clear that many of them understand that the several years immediately after 9/11 were marred by misjudgments. Each member of the senior national security team—Bush, Cheney, Rumsfeld, Rice, and Bush’s first-term secretary of state, Colin Powell—and supporting players like Hadley, Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage, and top military leaders have publicly and privately reflected on what happened. They don’t all agree, and there is an inevitable degree of finger-pointing and blame-shifting. Battles among them continue to be fought out in the press, in dueling recollections of big events, in cocktail party conversations in Washington. But the second term of the Bush administration suggests that from the president on down, there was an awareness that mistakes had been made and that midcourse corrections were called for—some quite significant in their consequences. This often happens in second terms. As former national security advisor Sandy Berger once said to me, “experience is really the only way to learn how to be president of the United States. There is nothing that prepares you fully for the job.”
One of the most important and least appreciated aspects of the US national security process is that it contains the seeds of its reinvention. Indeed, paradoxically, it is the system’s connection to the volatile, overly emotional world of American politics via the mechanisms of democracy that force even those in power to question their decisions and to recognize that their power is related to the degree of popular support for their actions. In other cases, it is simply the desire to serve combined with self-awareness that leads some administrations to seek to change both people and approaches to challenges as time goes by. Gerald Ford, in his continuation of the Nixon years, saw that having one man, Henry Kissinger, as both secretary of state and national security advisor represented too much concentration of power. He emphasized to me during a conversation late in his life that he viewed redistributing that power between Kissinger and a separate national security advisor, Brent Scowcroft, as the single most important contribution he made to the foreign-policymaking process as president. When Ronald Reagan’s mismanaged National Security Council produced the Iran-Contra scandal, a reappraisal followed that led Frank Carlucci and Colin Powell to introduce significant and much-needed reforms that got the NSC out of the business of supporting the kind of independent operations without adult supervision that marked the early and mid-Reagan years. Bill Clinton fielded a significantly upgraded national security team during his second term, moving to a national security advisor in Sandy Berger with whom he had a stronger relationship than he had with predecessor, Anthony Lake; a more effective secretary of state in Madeleine Albright than he had in the competent Warren Christopher; and to cite another example, a most effective CIA director, George Tenet. Further Berger introduced key process steps within the NSC and among the national security principals that helped enhance cooperation and comity.
Among the contrasts between the Bush and Obama years is the degree to which the Bush team and its president learned from its first term and was willing to embrace change and personnel adjustments that made a positive difference, and that to which Obama resisted such changes. Unlike Bush, Obama actually saw his national security team substantially decline in effectiveness (despite the tireless efforts of many on that team) during at least the first two years of his second term.
A decade after Bush’s reelection it is becoming clear that the response to the failures and missteps of his first term produced a period of turmoil and gradual reinvention at the outset of his second. Central to that process were a series of critical changes to the president’s team and a reconsideration of the processes by which Bush’s wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and against al-Qaeda were being managed. As a direct result, especially in the last two years of Bush’s eight in office, an administration still best known for its early foreign-policy failures nonetheless became home to one of the more high-functioning, successful, national security processes in the past quarter century—one with Hadley in a central and importantly constructive role. But its primary task was to recover from a disaster of its own making.
No Time to Think
Hadley’s boss for the first four years of the Bush administration was Condoleezza Rice. She was the national security advisor; he was her deputy. Both are reserved by nature. Both are also tenacious and loyal to a fault. Today, they continue to work together in a consulting firm that includes, as a third partner, their former colleague from both Bush administrations, former CIA director and secretary of defense Robert Gates. Rice is still extremely protective of the president. Nonetheless, in a conversation in her office in Palo Alto—she also continues to teach at Stanford where she served as provost before entering the Bush administration—she admitted that “it was not until some time had passed that we really had a chance to gain any perspective.”
One of her top aides at the State Department, who still holds her in the highest regard, echoes his boss’s assessment: “she was not very reflective during her tenure. And I don’t think that was a personality flaw. I think it was a defense mechanism. I mean—because you know, the pressures of these jobs are enormous, and if you were to spend your time sitting there gazing at your navel you would just drive yourself mad.”
He continues, “when you think about it, it was dysfunctional. It didn’t work. For one brief shining moment at the beginning it came together with our first steps in Afghanistan. And they succeeded. And then the flaws and the divisions and the bad judgment showed [themselves] during Iraq, around the decision to go into Iraq.”
One senior member of the Bush national security team put it more bluntly: “the policy process was broken for much of the first term.” This insider made it clear that Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld wielded too much influence and worked outside the national security policy process, abetted by others who failed to challenge some of their critical assumptions, like whether to go into Iraq in the first place, what the goals of the invasion should be, or how many troops would be needed to achieve the goals once the decision was made to go.
One former member of the cabinet of Bush’s immediate predecessor, Bill Clinton, also laid a portion of the blame for this dysfunctional process at Condoleezza Rice’s feet, saying that, as Bush’s first-term national security advisor, “she either was incompetent, or culpable for Iraq. She can’t have it both ways. And I really think what happened was that she was more interested in being friends with the president and she was incapable of making all those mega-personalities work together and that Cheney had established a separate channel for influencing policy outside of the NSC [National Security Council]. And, as is obvious to anyone who is familiar with the situation, she and Colin Powell do not get along. And she was a little too concerned with fitting in, with finding a role, with what it was like being the first woman national security advisor.”
Another regularly recurring critique of the Bush first term was that the president and his team were too willing to accept military plans that were underdeveloped or misguided. One of Bush’s top NSC officials with direct responsibility for key dimensions of the wars in the Middle East observed ruefully that “it took three years before we stopped to question whether the generals had a plan for anything beyond the first stages of the invasion.” Or, as former National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski observed, “what arose in Iraq was that the end of the war wasn’t the end: it was just the beginning of the next phase—which was counterinsurgency, stabilization, politics, how to cope with fragmentation, how to deal with a huge influx of Americans into Iraq who were really there to enrich themselves. . . . And that became more messy.”
Brzezinski continued: “In the initial phases, the military operated well. And they operated well because they were fighting a traditional war against an army. And an army can defeat another army by being intelligently run by generals. The problem arises when you’re no longer fighting an army but you’re beginning to fight a people. And for that the US Army wasn’t all that ready. I’m not even sure that it’s ready yet, even in Afghanistan.”
This book concerns itself with the period after the first term of the Bush administration and, thus, will largely leave discussions of the earlier stages of American involvement in Iraq to others elsewhere. But in all such conversations a central focus is naturally on the president himself. As Brent Scowcroft, the former national security advisor to both Presidents Gerald Ford and George H. W. Bush, observed to me in his spacious office overlooking Farragut Square in downtown Washington, “in the end, you must look to the president. In our system, he is the one who drives the process, shapes it, determines who has a role and who does not. Others, like Dick Cheney and Don Rumsfeld may have been influential, but responsibility lies in the Oval Office.” Or as another senior Bush administration official with decades of top-level national security experience summarized the problems he associated with Rice, “for a while I was quite harsh on Condi Rice’s job as national security advisor because I was used to a different type of national security advisor—more like Frank Carlucci or Colin Powell, where everyone had complete trust that they would honestly put their views forth. But,” he said, “I’ve mellowed on that a bit because I finally realized that I didn’t get the national security advisor I wanted but there’s only one nationally elected president and he got what he wanted.”
Bush himself had seemed to give clues about how he might handle the kinds of challenges that he faced during his first term while on the campaign trail. As early as September 1999, in a speech at The Citadel in South Carolina while campaigning for the Republican Party nomination for president, he outlined a focused, reasoned, strong defense argument. He carefully contrasted his policies with a Clinton administration that, he asserted, sent the US military on “endless and aimless deployments” and that wanted to “launch today’s new causes with little thought of tomorrow’s consequences.” He condemned the fact that the United States was overextended worldwide and promised that under a Bush presidency “we will not be permanent peacekeepers dividing warring parties.” With a prescience for which he is not often credited, Bush also asserted that “terrorists may try to disrupt finance, communication, transportation, and public health. Our first line of defense is a simple message: every group or nation must know that if they sponsor such attacks our response will be devastating.”
But of course, in retrospect, Bush’s Citadel speech is as noteworthy for the ways in which he deviated from its focus as for its elements of foresight. In part, this is linked to the critique offered by Brzezinski that the US military was not suited to the missions it was assigned; it was unable to follow early military success with stabilization of the situation on the ground and “winning the peace” as it had “won the war.” From within the GOP itself, one critique of the missteps of the early Bush years was linked to the fact that, despite the swipes at the Clinton administration’s predisposition to “nation-building,” Bush had fallen into the same trap, particularly in Iraq.
Former deputy secretary of state Armitage observed, “I think the vision that the president outlined in his Citadel speech was the correct one. But the Iraq invasion was not only poorly planned, it was improperly resourced. And among the reasons was precisely because we didn’t want to do nation-building. . . . I think Rumsfeld was dead on not interested in it but he was caught in the middle after not having resourced the Iraq invasion properly.
“When that statue of Saddam Hussein came down,” Armitage continued, “everybody looked at George Bush like he was a freaking genius. And then things turned to hell very quickly. And then we had to decide what to do.”
Rumsfeld’s antagonism to nation-building conflicted with his desire, as defense secretary, to control whatever went on in Iraq. He wanted the command, but not the mission, or as Armitage put it, he “grabbed it then walked away.” The defense secretary and the national security advisor sniped at each other over who was responsible for the fact that US control in Iraq was falling apart: “one day I was coming out of the White House Situation Room and Condi was right in front of me. And Don was right behind me. And she was like on the top step where you head out to go into the West Wing. And she turns back and so I stopped and Rumsfeld stopped. And she said, ‘Don, would you call Jerry [Paul “Jerry” Bremer, the head of the Coalition Provisional Authority, the post-invasion entity responsible for running Iraq] and tell him X, Y, and Z?’ And he said no. And she looked and said, ‘why not?’ And Don said, ‘he doesn’t work for me.’ She said, ‘for whom does he work?’ And Rumsfeld said, ‘oh, he must work for the NSC, because I understand you folks have been talking to him.’ So part of it was a predisposition against the policies we found ourselves needing to implement, and part of it was the people, the process, and pure bureaucratic pettiness.”
“Colin [Powell] said he heard the same thing,” said Armitage, “heard the same kind of thing on a different day. If I had been national security advisor, I’d have been in the president’s office and said, ‘him or me, him or me.’” Others, including Bush cabinet members with whom I spoke, confirmed that the problems involved bureaucratic squabbles and personality differences as well as some “bad policy calls by some of the folks at the top.”
By then—with America committed but under-resourced in Iraq and with a burgeoning insurgency breaking out across the country—the die was cast. The administration was stuck with a prolonged commitment it had never planned for, one that would dominate the day-to-day life of the rest of the Bush presidency. So why did the president and his team choose to intervene in Iraq in the first place?
When the Threat Assessment Is More Dangerous Than the Threat
In his perceptive book, The Longest War: The Enduring Conflict between America and al-Qaeda, terrorism expert Peter Bergen asserts that the Bush administration’s national security team was unprepared for 9/11 because of “their inability to comprehend that an attack by al-Qaeda on the United States was a real possibility, much more so than attacks by traditional state antagonists such as China or Iraq.” As a consequence—and even though their initial impulse was probably correct to treat the danger as more limited than threats posed by traditional nation-state enemies—they soon reverted to doctrines, approaches, and false analogies with which they were more familiar. In fact, rather than treating the attack as a manifestation of a new, different, and more limited type of threat, they reflexively responded with the strategies and traditional warfare approaches that had once been reserved for states. The old maxim is that, when all you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail: we had an army designed to attack and invade nations, so we transformed a struggle between state and non-state actor into a war between state and state.
Then, in the short span of eighteen months, we committed to what in retrospect might seem like breathtakingly sweeping mission creep—from responding against the non-state actor (al-Qaeda) that had attacked us to invading the state (Afghanistan) that harbored al-Qaeda to occupying another state (Iraq) that had nothing to do with the 9/11 attacks. From the perspective of the Bush national security team at the time, however, each step made sense. In Afghanistan, to destroy the threat posed by al-Qaeda, it was necessary to depose the Taliban government that protected them. Further, as 9/11 had shown that the nation was vulnerable to terrorist attack and it was believed that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction that might be transferred to terrorist organizations, there was little choice but to act. Additionally, Saddam had flaunted seventeen UN resolutions designed to contain his WMD programs and the US was, in the view of the Bush team, acting to support the will of the international community. Perhaps on another level it was because victories against small bands of terrorists in the mountains could not expiate the pain or trauma of 9/11. Perhaps we needed to enlarge the enemy to be commensurate with the damage done to our national psyche. We needed to gun down a big, recognizable, bad guy. In any event, while the decision to broaden the scope of US actions in the region as rapidly as we did is widely discredited in retrospect, both Pew and Gallup polls from 2003 show almost three-quarters of the American people supporting military action against Iraq and there was substantial Democratic as well as Republican support for the action on Capitol Hill.
We had a ready-made portfolio of theories and plans about the threat Iraq represented. Such well-worn theories and plans concerning Iraq were more conveniently available than were any new conceptions the administration would have needed to create in order to respond against the actual source of the World Trade Center and Pentagon attacks. As Bob Woodward notes in Bush at War, before 9/11 “the Pentagon had been working for months on developing a military option for Iraq. Everyone . . . believed Iraq President Saddam Hussein was a menace, a leader bent on acquiring and perhaps using weapons of mass destruction. Any serious, full-scale war against terrorism would have to make Iraq a target—eventually.”
So, what was the actual threat posed by the two states that we attacked? At no point since 9/11 has anyone argued that the government of Afghanistan posed any material threat to the United States other than allowing al-Qaeda to operate within its borders. It hardly could. Estimates suggest that the Taliban military organization in the years immediately prior to the 9/11 attacks possessed perhaps 400 tanks, 200 armored personnel carriers, and 15 fighter planes. The country was one of the world’s poorest with a GDP of only $2.5 billion (roughly half the cost of one Nimitz-class US aircraft carrier) and suffered, as it does today, from significant shortages of jobs, water, electricity, and other necessities.
Although Iraq was seen as a potential threat to its neighbors, no study conducted by any reputable organization has ever suggested that it posed any direct threat to the United States. The United States had constrained Iraqi air strength by creating and maintaining no-fly zones since the First Gulf War. According to a 2001 assessment conducted by Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) regional and military expert Anthony Cordesman, “Iraq’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has been cut sharply since before the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait with per capita income (around $587 in 1999) and living standards far below pre-war levels. . . . In 1999, inflation was estimated at 135% and unemployment was high as well.” In other words, in the moment before we attacked, Iraq was an impoverished country, and not one that could project any protracted threat to anyone.
Of course, a primary justification for the US attack was the possibility that Iraq had WMD and would be capable of delivering a deadly blow in the region or of offering deadly support to terrorists anywhere around the world. However, two years before our invasion, Cordesman wrote with regard to chemical weapons that “the Gulf War and subsequent UN inspection regime may have largely eliminated some stockpiles and reduced production capability.” UN inspections and sanctions were also believed at the time to have had a significant impact on whatever capabilities the Iraqis may have had. Furthermore, although the entire Iraqi army was estimated at between 300,000 and 375,000 troops at the time of the US invasion, only approximately 50,000 to 60,000 were elite Republican Guards, and only about half of the army’s divisions were appropriately manned and “in a fair state of readiness.” Most Iraqi soldiers fled and did not fight when the Americans invaded, and much of their equipment was, in the words of a Council on Foreign Relations assessment from early 2003, “aging and outdated.” Perhaps 1,800 of its tanks were considered combat-capable but the CSIS assessment found that “Iraq has no modern tanks by U.S. standards.” Also in the words of the CSIS report, its air force had perhaps 300 combat aircraft, “although many have little, if any, sustainability or effective combat capability.” Its navy had just nine ships.
Entering a “New World”
One state trapped in the fourteenth century. Another state so devastated and impoverished by a war a decade earlier that it posed no sustainable danger, even to its immediate neighbors. Those were the true nature of the threats the United States faced as it embarked on the longest and most expensive conflicts in its history. Never before in American history, or perhaps not since the genocidal wars against the native peoples whose lands we claimed as the country expanded, has such disproportionate force been applied.
George W. Bush and his administration framed the US response to the attacks of 9/11 as an immense threat analogous to those we faced in the great wars, hot and cold, of the twentieth century. On September 20, 2001, during an address to a joint session of Congress, Bush said:
The terrorists’ directive commands them to kill Christians and Jews, to kill all Americans and make no distinctions among military and civilians, including women and children. This group and its leader, a person named Osama bin Laden, are linked to many other organizations in different countries including the Egyptian Islamic Jihad [and] the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan. There are thousands of these terrorists in more than 60 countries. They are recruited from their own nations and neighborhoods and brought to camps in places like Afghanistan where they are trained in the tactics of terror. They are then sent back to their homes or sent to hide in countries around the world to plot evil and destruction.
“We watched the twin towers collapse before our eyes,” said President Bush in a speech five years after the attacks, “and it became instantly clear that we’d entered a new world and a dangerous new war.” In Peter Baker’s Days of Fire, his exceptionally well-reported account of the Bush-Cheney collaboration, he quotes Bush speechwriter David Frum as observing that “until September 11, Bush lacked a big organizing idea,” and then concluding that the war on terror became that central concept thereafter. This expansive concept was supported by effectively every member of the president’s national security inner circle—whether by the vice president because it conformed to his long-simmering sense that peril was looming for the United States from extremists, or by Defense Secretary Rumsfeld because he felt that only a big response to 9/11 could ensure our self-defense. Even sometimes dissenters within the administration, such as Colin Powell, who had been persuaded of the existence of Saddam’s WMD, embraced the idea of a wide-ranging threat when he made the case against Iraq to the UN Security Council.
The power of the images and rhetoric generated in the aftermath of bin Laden’s attacks, the visceral nature of the impact of that moment on the country and its people, persists throughout this story. In the Obama presidency, long after America lost its taste for conventional conflicts, its leaders still felt that the threat posed by a band of terrorists roughly the size of an average American high school was sufficiently great to warrant spending billions of dollars and violating the sovereignty of untold millions of people worldwide. At the very least, this suggests a belief that the political cost of not waging a vigorous war against the terrorist threat would be too great, should any future attack materialize.
In the early days of the wars against these still mysterious enemies, support for the president and his plan was as widespread and enthusiastic outside the White House as it was within. Bush had an average Gallup poll approval rating of 62 percent during his first four years in office. It peaked at 90 percent in the immediate wake of 9/11 but still exceeded 70 percent as he ordered the invasion of Iraq. A Wall Street Journal NBC News poll taken shortly after the beginning of the war showed almost two-thirds of Americans supported the war. By May 2003, after the initial invasion had appeared to be a success, more than eight in ten Americans thought the war was justified (in a CNN/USA Today poll), “with or without conclusive evidence of illegal weapons.”
It was not until over a year later, in August of 2004, that the mood began to shift and two-thirds of those responding said they felt the war was based on incorrect assumptions. By 2005, almost six in ten Americans said they didn’t think the Iraq war should have been fought. And by April 2006, in a CBS News poll almost two-thirds said they did not approve of the way the president was handling the war, a level of disapproval that dogged the Bush administration for the remainder of its term.
The shift in mood was not due, however, to a recognition by the American people that we had gotten our priorities wrong. Rather, it was linked to a more pragmatic, very “American” perception that something was going wrong on the ground in Iraq. While it may seem a sentiment worthy of the Frank Underwood character in television’s House of Cards, it is nonetheless an axiom of American politics with over two hundred years of history to back it up: the American people are willing to be lied to, and even misled, if it makes them feel good about themselves. But make them feel like losers, inferior, like our standing in the world is slipping, and no amount of rhetoric—truth or lies—will help. They will demand change.
The First Course Correction
A series of developments during the first term of the Bush Administration sent the American people precisely the message they did not want to hear.
The first discordant rumblings emanated from within the administration and were not resolved by either the president or the policy process. One top NSC official from the period told me that Rumsfeld was “imperious, cavalier, and impossible to deal with.” General Norton (“Norty”) Schwartz, former Air Force chief of staff, highlighted differences between the top military brass and Rumsfeld, observing that on one issue critical to success in Iraq, “he believed that it was possible to do the mission with far fewer troops than much of the uniformed leadership was comfortable with, and we were never able to overcome that presumption.” When asked if he felt Rumsfeld was off base on this point, Schwartz—who would ultimately come to be known as one of the architects of America’s drone programs—said, “yeah, he was mistaken. I think he might acknowledge that today.”
As Bob Woodward has reported, “Rice found that Rumsfeld at times would not return her phone calls when she had questions about war planning or troop deployment.” What’s more, the president brushed off her concerns, suggesting that she “try to be playful with Rumsfeld instead.” In her own memoirs Rice called the Defense Department’s early management of its Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Aid “high handed” and “dismissive.”
State Department relations began warily with Defense and many in the White House and went downhill rapidly. In part this may have had to do with Powell’s standing as a nationally known figure, an independent political entity with his own base and great popularity. Powell’s deputy, Richard Armitage, said as much when he asserted that “the fundamental rift between Powell and . . . some in the White House and at Defense had to do with the overwhelming popularity of Powell. In particular for the neocons, I think it bothered them a lot.” Part of it had to do with Powell’s doubts about some of the fundamental beliefs at the core of the invasion. Rumsfeld’s decision to proceed with smaller invasion forces ran counter to Powell’s well-known doctrine requiring overwhelming force.
In the view of top officials at State, the neocons too complacently swallowed the blandishments of certain favored advisors, notably the Iraqi exile Ahmed Chalabi. For years, Chalabi had actively and effectively networked among Washington national security policymakers, seeking another intervention against Saddam Hussein, hoping to advance his own role within Iraq. One high-ranking State Department official observed, “one of the things with Ahmed Chalabi was that he used to say that the invasion of Iraq will be—my word—a cakewalk, easy, people will love you, they will throw candies at you, and we will be a beacon of democracy in the Middle East. And once we’re established in Iraq, we will be able to use the bases there to pressure the Iranians. And that they would recognize Israel. Now all this sounds good. But in reality—it was absurd, absurd.” Armitage in fact, cited the appearance of Chalabi in the president’s box at the 2004 State of the Union address as proof of this point. He also was sure that Chalabi occupied that spot for one reason only: “now there was only one person who could have made that happen and his name was Dick Cheney.”
Further differences arose over the fundamental policy question of what would happen after the invasion of Iraq had been successfully completed. Rice wrote that “the President wanted the United States to lead in the aftermath of the war.” She notes that in one NSC meeting in the Situation Room, the president made it clear he felt America owed the Iraqis a chance to build a democratic future for themselves. But she told me directly that with regard to the post-invasion phase of Iraq operations, “we simply couldn’t penetrate the Pentagon.” Rumsfeld has argued that the approach was clear: get in and get out. “If the Iraqis wanted to adapt their government to reflect the liberal democratic traditions espoused by Thomas Jefferson and Adam Smith, we could start them on their way and then wish them well,” he wrote in his memoir, Known and Unknown. He then added “in discussions of postwar Iraq, the toughest challenge was the tension between the two different strategic approaches. The debate between them was legitimate, but it remained just that—a debate. It was never hashed out at the NSC and never finally resolved.”
These divisions continue to echo in the books that the principals all published after they departed. Cheney wrote: “a question that came up early and often in our discussion of a government to follow Saddam was whether we were committed to establishing a democracy in Iraq. I believed we had no alternative.” Rice recalls: “Don argued we had no such obligation. If a strongman emerged so be it.” Rumsfeld’s encapsulation of his commander-in-chief’s views seems a bit acid in retrospect: “Bush often expressed his belief that freedom was the gift of the Almighty. He seemed to feel almost duty-bound to help expand the frontiers of freedom in the Middle East.” These extracts don’t suggest a coherent point of view for the simple reason that there wasn’t one.
Operational rifts, not surprisingly, followed strategic ones. Former members of the Bush NSC recall principals meetings in which petulant or prideful cabinet members would make presentations and then willfully ignore those of their rivals. In other instances, some, like Rumsfeld, would come to meetings unprepared to advance issues openly, planning instead to deal with them later, via back channels. With antics like these, it is no wonder that disputes arose over controversial decisions such as eliminating Saddam Hussein’s Baath party and disbanding the army. Indeed, it is striking to this day that, in speaking to top officials from the period, almost none can trace the origins of these two decisions, many suggesting that Bremer effectively chose to implement them on his own. Bremer has told me that both initiatives had been approved by both the Department of Defense and the White House prior to his executing them. A good many others assert that the decision was made to take one path (comparatively minor cuts of key players at the top of the Baath party and the military) and that this decision was, in the words of one cabinet official, “lost in translation” on the way to Bremer.
To get a sense of the breadth of the frustrations with the execution of this phase of the Iraq occupation, the Hoover Institution published an assessment by Michael O’Hanlon that called Iraq “the least well-planned American military mission since Somalia in 1993, if not Lebanon in 1983, and its consequences for the nation have been far worse than any set of military mistakes since Vietnam.” However the decisions might have been arrived at, it quickly became clear that the disbursal of almost all of those Iraqis with any sense of how to organize or run the institutions of national life was calamitous for the Americans. Disbanding and alienating both the Baath party and the military set the stage for the insurgency that followed and, indeed, for problems that would linger long after American forces ultimately left Iraq. Some members of that disbanded army’s leadership ended up working with extremist groups like the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS, also known as the Islamic State in Iraq and al-Sham, or the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant), which would wreak havoc in Iraq during President Obama’s second term.
In fact, in the months between June and October 2003, insurgent attacks in Iraq nearly doubled to approximately 1,000 a month. General Stanley McChrystal, a senior Iraq war planner at the Pentagon as vice director of operations and, as of September 2003, commanding general of the Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC), wrote that “the initial post-invasion elation of April and confidence of May had quickly muddied, turning to growing unease by June. By August, nervousness tempered the halls and offices of the Pentagon.” While the team in the White House was careful not to refer to the prospect of Iraq falling into a civil war because it was felt that the US public would be reluctant to have American troops caught in the middle of such a fight, it was clear that the situation in Washington was combining with very complex and fast-moving conditions on the ground in Iraq to produce an extremely volatile and dangerous environment.
George Bush may have objected to the use of the word insurgency in the White House, but on the ground in Iraq there was no mistaking it as a central and growing concern. (A rule of thumb for future policymakers might be that if an idea seems too dangerous even to be referred to in policy discussions, it really ought to be the first issue addressed.)
The insurgency was complicated by the fact that multiple actors were on the ground. The biggest were al-Qaeda, led by Musab al-Zarqawi, and Muqtada al-Sadr’s Jaish al-Mahdi Militia. Zarqawi’s group was composed of representatives of Iraq’s Sunni Muslim minority; Sadr’s supporters were drawn from the country’s Shia majority.
The fact that the White House was simultaneously “surprised”—to use the president’s term—to discover that Saddam Hussein did not in fact have stockpiles of WMD contributed further to erosion of popular support for the war. After all, the premise that such weapons existed had enabled the administration to build what limited international support it could muster for the invasion. (The administration shopped a wide variety of alternative rationales over several months, lighting on the WMD approach only after that seemed to resonate especially well with the Europeans with whom State and Defense officials were meeting.) One former senior official in both multiple Democratic and Republican administrations recalled international arms inspector Hans Blix rhetorically asking, “How can a country that is so sure that Iraq had stockpiles of weapons of mass destruction be so unsure of where they were?”
Nicholas Burns, an exceptionally well-respected career diplomat, served as US ambassador to NATO during this period. Sitting in his office at the Kennedy School of Government years later, he recalled, “NATO was terribly divided with France and Germany very much opposed to what we were doing. And it really was very harmful to the alliance, that whole episode. And then there was Guantanamo and there was torture. There was Abu Ghraib. It was all of that that really produced growing public opposition from Europe to the United States. There was tremendous public dissatisfaction.”
One senior official who served in the White House during the first Bush term and later at the State Department said that “things started falling apart in late 2003. It was a total shock. And we were really ill-equipped to deal with it. . . . I would sit through these briefings about, you know, where we were with pipelines or restoring electricity in Iraq and it was like the movie Groundhog Day. You kept hearing the same reports about falling short in the same ways over and over and yet we were failing to respond. There was a problem that was clearly hard-wired into our process.” At the time, and even for years afterward, it seemed—like the commercials for vacations in Las Vegas promise—that the mistakes being made in Iraq would stay in Iraq. Only later did it become clear that the toll would be more widespread, with disbanded army members and Sunnis—alienated by the Shia-dominated regime that the United States later put in place—embracing extremism that would fuel civil conflict in Iraq and Syria and actually become a magnet for the kind of terror threat that had only really existed in American rhetoric about Iraq prior to our destabilization of the country.
A Crucible and a Prism Called Fallujah
Sitting in the heart of Iraq’s Anbar province, the city of Fallujah has gone by many names since its birth in antiquity. Because the Euphrates River was rechanneled into a canal there, one of its names, Pallgutha, meant “division”—a meaning perhaps sadly emblematic of the rivalries and battles that have brought the city into almost constant focus for the past decade. Once also known as Pumbeditha, the city was the home for a millennium to one of the most important seats of Jewish learning in the world. More recently, it has been known as the “city of mosques,” due to the over two hundred places of worship found within its limits and nearby.
Sitting in the midst of what came to be known as the “Sunni Triangle,” forty-three miles from Baghdad, Fallujah is known to US policymakers as a vital strategic location as well as a symbol of the virulent insurgency that emerged among radicalized Sunnis in the wake of America’s invasion of Iraq. The initial onslaught largely spared the city. But due to the insurgencies, it has since been the site of three, arguably even four major battles, one producing the worst US casualties since the Vietnam War, and several producing claims of atrocities committed by insurgents and US troops alike. In the most recent battle, beginning in late 2013 and continuing into 2014, the city was claimed again by extremist insurgents, suggesting that the three previous conflicts, brutal though they had been from the perspective of the US and the Iraqi governments, may have gone for naught.
On April 28, 2003, two days before President Bush stood before a shipboard banner emblazoned with the words “Mission Accomplished,” a defiant crowd in Fallujah protesting the closing of a local high school came under fire from soldiers of the US 82nd Airborne Division. The nearly ninety Iraqi casualties included seventeen deaths. Two days later another protest resulted in two more fatalities.
These incidents would later be seen as warning signs of the volatility that lurked within the streets of the city of 300,000 inhabitants. Roughly a year after the first incident, insurgents attacked a convoy delivering supplies to US troops. Four contractors from the Blackwater firm were captured, brutalized, burned, and hung from a local bridge. This triggered what is today known as the First Battle of Fallujah, called Operation Vigilant Resolve by the military.
McChrystal argues the mission was hampered from the outset. Ill-will against Americans was high in the city. Anti-American rumors were rampant, even fancifully concocted: one suggested that the night vision goggles of US troops enabled American soldiers to see through the clothing of local women. Rumors of American atrocities spread and were hard to contain, given the experiences a year earlier. Marines surrounded the city, but then political pressure from American allies and from the interim Iraqi government, which threatened to disband if the Americans did not withdraw, grew so intense that the president was forced to order the troops to stand down.
Efforts to arm local Iraqi forces were unsuccessful and many members of a hastily assembled “Fallujah Brigade,” armed by the United States, had soon melted into the insurgency. Zarqawi saw the situation as an opportunity to make a stand with the strong support of the populace.
Behind-the-scenes efforts to remove political obstacles proved successful enough that by November 2004 Operation Phantom Fury was unleashed. The resulting Second Battle of Fallujah was the most intense fighting of the Iraq War for the United States. Military accounts detail intensive artillery and aerial bombardments that resulted in the deaths of over 1,000 insurgents. The attacks included the use of white phosphorous anti-personnel munitions that melted the skin of victims, another example of the brutality of US troops that stirred further resentment among the people of the city. The battle was won, but at the cost of taking another step toward losing the war. The anger was, of course, further stoked by the damage and destruction wreaked on the vast majority of the homes and buildings of the city. About a third of the two hundred mosques were destroyed. The devastated city was calm for a period, but by 2005 almost daily attacks had resumed.
Sweating and Fretting
During the summer of 2004, after a season of growing unrest, the United States effectively shifted its civilian leadership on the ground in Iraq from an occupation government to a US embassy (the largest in the world) committed to helping the Iraqis establish a self-sufficient state. The leadership transition was from Bremer to John Negroponte, a sophisticated diplomatic veteran who had been trained as a young man in a number of Foreign Service posts, including the US embassy in South Vietnam. Like Bremer, Negroponte had worked beside Henry Kissinger, and he subsequently rose to become US ambassador to the UN immediately prior to his Iraq service. At the same time, George Casey became the US commanding general of the Multinational Force in Iraq. Casey’s father was a West Point–educated general who had served in both the Korean and Vietnam wars before dying in a helicopter crash during the latter conflict.
Although Cold War experience may have influenced the way the United States chose to cast the threat from our extremist enemies during the war on terror, it was a fear about repeating the errors of Vietnam and suffering the consequences of its aftermath that has most influenced US military actions and national security policy. Powell’s experience in Vietnam led to his adherence to the concept of the use of overwhelming force, and to his strong arguments during the First Gulf War that the United States stop short of an invasion of Baghdad lest it be caught in a Vietnam-like quagmire. The sense that it was vital to counteract America’s post-Vietnam humiliation and division influenced Republican national security policy from Reagan onward. Rumsfeld’s allergies to nation-building and his advocacy for quick-in, quick-out actions also trace to this period. The fear of “a defeat like we suffered in Vietnam” drove President Bush to push his team to seek new strategies and tactics in Iraq, beginning an improvement in US performance on the ground there. Most of the military’s top leadership during America’s Gulf Wars were trained during the Vietnam era or in its immediate wake, soaking up, debating, and writing about its lessons. Nonetheless, the failure to understand and apply Vietnam’s lessons well enough led to errors in Iraq, Afghanistan, and the war on terror—errors that in turn are likely to influence the next generation of American leaders much as Vietnam has influenced recent leadership. America’s hesitation to get involved decisively anywhere during the Obama years is certainly one clear sign of that.
Unlike Bremer, who famously had multiple reporting responsibilities, to Powell at State and to the President, Negroponte went into Iraq solely as a representative of Secretary of State Powell. Many on the NSC staff in the White House were frustrated that the career diplomat Negroponte insisted on reporting up through traditional State Department channels. Negroponte notes that one of those most irked was Bob Blackwill, another career Foreign Service officer. Blackwill had been Bush’s ambassador to India earlier in the first term and then joined the White House as deputy assistant to the president and coordinator for strategic planning under Rice. He was known for his rough personnel style, including even a pushing incident with a staffer who worked for him. One person who worked very closely with him commented that “he’s a very brilliant guy with zero people skills. Not zero. Subzero.”
Negroponte commented on Blackwill’s reaction to his and Powell’s resort to traditional channels for reporting relationships: “Bob was very frustrated with me. You know, he’d sometimes call me, and he’d just say, well, you know, we wish we’d hear more from you about what’s going on. And I’d say, ‘Hey, Bob, ask Colin Powell.’ Or read my cables. I multiplied by a hundred the number of telegrams that were going from Baghdad to Washington.”
Negroponte continues, “the first thing that Colin asked me to do when I went out was to evaluate the quote unquote reconstruction program and come back with recommendations as to how it should all be modified.” Negroponte and Bill Taylor, who went on to become ambassador to Ukraine, recommended “reprogramming” certain types of training for the Iraqi army and policy, motivated by Negroponte’s belief, based on his Vietnam experience, “that we started Vietnamization in Vietnam too late.” In other words, they wanted to get the Iraqis involved as early as possible in ensuring their own security.
From Vietnam Negroponte brought “a civilian military model of cooperation.” He had seen how General Creighton Abrams didn’t really emphasize Vietnamization “because Westy [General William Westmoreland] wanted the U.S. to do all the fighting.” So Negroponte fortified an already good relationship with General Casey—“I mean, we’re really best friends”—a collaboration that right from the beginning focused on the integration of civilian and military efforts at the earliest possible stage, from top to bottom. It helped because Jerry Bremer and his military counterpart General Ricardo Sanchez “were barely on speaking terms.” Another high-level Bush national security insider was less diplomatic: “they couldn’t stand each other. And I’m not sure either of them really knew what they hell they were doing.”
To get a better understanding of the elements that comprised the insurgency, Negroponte and Casey established a “red cell” (also known sometimes in the government vernacular as a “red team,” a group convened to challenge and test scenarios, plans, and assumptions)—a team of analysts composed of both military and embassy staff. They reported in September of that year that “the principal danger came from the Sunni tribes who needed to be lured into the political system before they fully bonded with [Zarqawi’s] insurgents.” The analysts estimated that insurgents numbered between eight and twelve thousand and concluded that “the insurgency is much stronger than it was nine months ago and could deny the Interim Iraqi Government (IIG) legitimacy over the next nine months.” The group urged an effort to pursue political reconciliation as a priority.
Negroponte credits the White House and the NSC team led by Blackwill with playing a constructive role in the January 2005 elections. The objective was to convene an assembly to write a new constitution for the country and advance the country toward self-rule. Negroponte and his team in Baghdad noted, however, the frustrations associated with micromanaging the process from Washington. “The elections were carried off rather effectively under difficult circumstances. However, we did have to deal with NSC staffers at the White House working for Meghan O’Sullivan,” then a senior director at the NSC, later deputy national security advisor for Iraq and Afghanistan. Said Negroponte, O’Sullivan “would be giving the President questions to ask me on the video teleconferences. Like, you know, why can’t they vote by mail? Or why can’t they vote by Internet? It was a bit frustrating—they were just sweating and fretting it.”
Negroponte also notes that General Casey did a “masterful” job in managing the security side of the elections, although Casey himself recalls that there were “almost 300 attacks on election day.” Nonetheless, 58 percent of eligible Iraqi voters showed up at over five thousand polling stations, which gave the election sufficient credibility for the newly elected assembly—even though the vast majority of voters were Shia and Kurds. Sunni turnout was just 2 percent. “The elections,” Casey wrote in his memoir, were successful because of “turnout and security efforts.” But “the lack of Sunni participation meant that they would have limited influence in the development of the constitution.” In his view, however, the fact that al-Qaeda had been unable to “prevent the vote” suggested that there was “little support for the enemy.” (The full short-sightedness of ignoring the potential risks associated with Sunni disenfranchisement and alienation was realized with growing impact during the years after the American pullout from Iraq and would fuel unrest and future battles between Sunni extremists and the Baghdad government they distrusted—again in Fallujah and later all across western and northern Iraq.)
Casey’s perspective was therefore, to be charitable, rather optimistic. It would be challenged as the insurgency gained steam during 2005 and would ultimately lead to the one major Iraq policy innovation that at least momentarily turned the tide for the Bush initiative in that country, staved off perceived defeat, and created the conditions necessary for US troops to begin their departure from the country. In later years, that initiative—called “the surge”—would be hotly debated and then misapplied in Afghanistan. As a new insurgency emerged during the second term of the Obama administration, it would be seen as a measure that was not sustained (or sustainable) long enough to have lasting results. But it also offers a good example of how a new Bush team learned from the missteps of the first term and laid the foundations for important progress in other areas during the last years of the administration.
I love the man that can smile in trouble, that can gather strength from distress and grow brave by reflection. ’Tis the business of little minds to shrink, but he whose heart is firm, and whose conscience approves his conduct, will pursue his principles unto death.
—THOMAS PAINE
Given the deteriorating conditions on the ground during 2004 for George Bush’s signature endeavor in Iraq and the level of fractiousness within his team, it was inevitable that change would come should the president win reelection. He did so on November 2, 2004, when he edged out his Democratic opponent and a future secretary of state, John Kerry, by just over 3 million popular votes, 50.7 percent to 48.3 percent.
But the groundwork for the process of transition had been laid even earlier. General Colin Powell had begun the process of identifying the flaws in the national security team and envisaging a new lineup. According to a source familiar with the exchange, Powell was straightforward with Bush: the secretary of state conveyed to his boss “on a couple of occasions that the NSC system simply wasn’t working right. Personalities and views of personalities were too far apart. [Bush’s] response was, ‘well, it’s just like [Caspar] Weinberger and [George] Schultz,’” secretaries of defense and state, respectively, during the Reagan years. Powell reportedly replied that it was not like Weinberger and Schultz, that he was there with Weinberger and Schultz. In the exchange, Powell is said to have asserted that Weinberger and Schultz “could figure out a way to resolve things. But now it’s just not working well and it isn’t serving you well. And so you know, you really need to make some changes after the election and I think you really ought to shake up your national security team, bring in new people, and it starts with me. I should go.”
Those close to Powell say he affirmed to Bush that he had only ever intended to serve as secretary of state for one term, but that his departure would have been essential anyway. Powell reportedly argued that he had to be the first to go because he was “so philosophically different from the rest of them. And they have the same view of me. And so it’s not functional.” Bush was reluctant to accept Powell’s message, “but he heard it.”
The chill between Powell and Rumsfeld had by 2004 grown as dysfunctional as any State-Defense relationship, ever. A top military aide to Rumsfeld told me the SecDef was “counting the days” until Powell left. In his memoirs, Rumsfeld’s silence is thunderous. He does not address the issue at all except to say that Powell “departed” his post as secretary of state. Rumsfeld’s former protégé and lifelong friend, Vice President Cheney, was more explicit. “Getting a new Secretary of State was a top priority,” he wrote, saying that while he had once supported Powell’s nomination, a transition was in order because he was “disappointed in the way [Powell] handled policy differences.”
Continuing, Cheney wrote, “time and again I heard he was opposed to the war in Iraq. Indeed, I continue to hear it today. But never once in any meeting did I hear him voice objection. It was as though he thought the proper way to express his views was by criticizing administration policy to people outside the government.”
Powell had a discussion with Andrew Card, Bush’s chief of staff, in the period after Bush’s reelection. Card told Powell that the president wanted his resignation, as had been discussed. Powell offered to stay on a couple of months to finish up on some projects and attend several upcoming meetings, including a high-level NATO gathering, but Card stated that Bush wanted the resignation immediately. Powell was told that, subject to her confirmation, his successor would be Condoleezza Rice, whereupon he would depart. Powell reportedly noted that in his prior discussion with Bush he had envisaged a wider reshuffling of the national security team, but Card brushed off the comment and said that he didn’t want to get into that. While Powell left, Rumsfeld, who Powell and others saw as a particular impediment to an effective and cohesive process, remained in place. It was clearly galling to the ex-general.
A little later Rumsfeld’s deputy, Paul Wolfowitz, would leave and Rumsfeld himself left the administration late in 2006, but those moves were not yet apparent at the time Powell left.
Rice recalls, “when the president was reelected the first conversation we had was . . . we’ve broken a lot of china in response to the worst attack on the American homeland since the War of 1812, but you know, we’ve got to leave something in place. We can’t just go on breaking china.
“And so, when he asked me to be secretary of state,” she recalled, “that’s what this was about. We were going to have to reestablish these relationships with allies. That we were going to have to find a way to leave some architecture in place. He wanted to do something major in the Middle East with Palestinians and the Israelis. . . . And he laid out a whole agenda of things that in many ways during the first term never quite got to the surface because we were reacting, reacting, reacting and because 9/11 had had such a huge impact on how we saw the world.”
Rice had been exceptionally close to Bush as national security advisor, sometimes spending as many as six or seven hours a day with him. In this respect, she performed, arguably to a fault, one of the two central jobs Brent Scowcroft has said are the top priority of a national security advisor: staffing the president. But she also had, for the same reason, less time for the other job—managing the interagency process—a task made much more difficult both by the divisions within the national security cabinet and the president’s first-term unwillingness to enforce the discipline of working within the system.
“There’s no doubt,” Rice said in a candid and self-aware reflection, “that going to State with the experience of having been national security advisor and having seen some of the problems State had been having, was an advantage. And it helped of course to have Steve Hadley at the NSC, who was a way better national security advisor than I was because he was the right personality for it. And I think I was the right personality to be Secretary of State. I always laughingly say, we finally got into the right positions. And of course, I had the president’s confidence.”
Condoleezza Rice knew that there was another factor that would shape the new national security team: George Bush himself. He was no longer the neophyte president. In Rice’s words, “the president had grown.” She saw evidence of this in particular with Bush’s newfound ability to corral the Defense Department. He would “demand things from the Pentagon. He was so much more confident, for instance, in putting together the surge than he was in the questions he would ask of the military going into Iraq.” And as Bush took a firmer hand on the policy in Iraq he gradually dislodged the iron grip of his vice president (who one senior Bush NSC official described as wanting to “keep breaking china.”) The official continued, “And the president—he doesn’t want to do anything militarily at that point with North Korea, he doesn’t want to do anything militarily with Iran. He wanted to engage in diplomacy. The president was in a different place.” Rice is clearly protective of the president, but many top officials who were close to the president also support her viewpoint. So too do the actions of the administration. Other than the surge within Iraq, there were no new major confrontations during the second term of the Bush administration, even in the face of provocations like the deteriorating situation in Afghanistan or Russia’s aggression in 2008 into Georgia. Wherever possible, diplomatic or much more limited and ideally covert military responses were sought.
Rice’s sense is echoed by Hadley’s recollection of a discussion of the differences between the first and second terms he had with Joe Nye, a distinguished political science professor, former dean at the Kennedy School, and former chairman of the National Intelligence Council during the Clinton administration. Nye told Hadley, “I have a theory that when people contrast the challenges Condi faced at the NSC with the challenges you faced, that your big advantage was that you were dealing with a second-term president. He knows what he thinks. He has been through two wars, 9/11, the war on terror, knows every world leader, has met with them a bazillion times, largely has developed his policies for better for worse and is confident in himself. That’s a very different president.”
In recounting the transition, Rice also said she addressed the issue of the Powell-Rumsfeld dysfunction. “I don’t think Colin had full rein as secretary of state where he could be fully effective. And I remember telling the president point blank: I do not intend to spend my time at State debating foreign policy with Don Rumsfeld. I’m not going to do it. If that’s what you want, find another secretary of state.
“And, you know, we had a relationship where I could say that.”
Rice was determined that as secretary of state she would be empowered and not “get nitpicked to death.” She credited Hadley for his supportive management of the NSC’s core responsibilities such as coordinating the interagency process by which policy options for the president were developed, advising the president directly, and overseeing the implementation of the policy decisions the president ultimately made. Rice insists Hadley performed much better than she had been able to for Powell: “Steve’s role was essential.”
Given his decades of experience within and around the NSC apparatus, Hadley came with a clear philosophy of the job. He observed two ways of running an interagency process. “On the domestic side, it always has tended to be very White House staff–focused. The White House staff has some dialogues with the president and comes up with policy initiatives. And then, when policy was essentially cooked or well along, the cabinet secretaries were brought in to get them bought in and to get them involved in the implementation program.”
Things were usually different on the national security side, however, where Hadley noted a more “principle-centric process” in which “we developed the policy with the national security principals, the secretary of state, defense, you know, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, intelligence folks, and then, collectively, we brought our recommendations and choices to the president.” In an aside, he observed that in his view, the Obama administration often adopted the traditional White House–driven domestic policy approach for use on a wide range of foreign policy and national security issues.
Hadley also underscored that the approach he described was the one Bush wanted. Especially in the second term, the president realized, with what Hadley characterizes in a complimentary way as a “businessman’s” perspective, that he wanted to empower his cabinet members.
Hadley both advocated and implemented changes to a Bush NSC process that was not firing on all cylinders. In fact, he too says that he had gone to Bush and Card and argued for the complete replacement of the national security team because of the dysfunction during the first term. “There was clearly tension between State and Defense. There was clearly a kind of back door in the policy process that was being taken advantage of by key players. There were clearly policy decisions that were mistakes,” he recalls. His suggestion was also brushed off at first, and so when he began as national security advisor in 2004 he still had to contend with prospective conflicts of the kinds that had dogged the first term. He saw two ways of dealing with this, both of which were forms of very deft, bureaucratic jiu-jitsu. Rather than trying to muscle through an outcome based on the force of his own personality, Hadley would try to use the clout of others—the president or other cabinet secretaries—to produce a better outcome.
He illustrates these approaches with vignettes. “The president used to have an NSC meeting, think about it overnight, and come in the next morning at 7:10 and say, ‘Hadley, I just concluded X, go call Gates’ [Bob Gates, who replaced Donald Rumsfeld as secretary of defense in 2006]. . . . And I would say, ‘no, no, Mr. President. You’ve got a phone right on your desk that has a button on it that says ‘SecDef.’ You push that button and Bob Gates will be there, trust me. And he’s in the chain of command that goes from you to the military, and I’m not.” Says Hadley, “I really felt that was important as was encouraging regular weekly meetings with the key cabinet secretaries, the president, the vice president, and [new] chief of staff Josh Bolten. So he could communicate his views directly and hear from them directly.”
Hadley describes a second situation that offers an excellent insight into his management philosophy and a useful model for future national security advisors who want to be able to serve the president and guide the process but also maintain the trust and support of other senior members of the president’s national security team: “assume you arrive at the office at 5:15 a.m. You look at the newspapers. And there’s a story based on a leak that comes from the State Department. There’s two ways you can handle that. You can go to the president at 7:10 in the morning and say, ‘Mr. President, I’m sure you saw the article in the Post. It’s a leak from the State Department. I’ve called Condi to say she’s got to get a hold on that building. So don’t worry about it, I’ll get it fixed.’ That’s always a temptation for the national security advisor because you always want to please the teacher, the boss. The alternative, which is my recommended option, is you call up Condi at 5:30 a.m., when she’s on her Stairmaster. And you say, ‘Condi, have you looked at the paper yet? There’s a front page leak from your building. Take a look at it and call me back.’ And she calls back fifteen minutes later and says, ‘I’ve read it. Here’s the problem. Here’s what I’m going to do about it.’ And I would say, ‘Great. Why don’t you call the president at 7:00, and as soon as he gets into the office, bring it to his attention, tell him how it happened and what you’re going to do about it.’ She’s no fool. She knows she’s got to stay close to him. She does it. You walk in at 7:10. The president’s on the phone. With his hand over the receiver he says, ‘It’s Condi. She’s talking about that leak in the Post.’ That’s making the system work in national security advisor terms that does not undermine the relationship between the cabinet secretary and the president and makes everyone look good at the same time.”
As an aside, the best US national security advisors approached the job with well-developed, well-thought-out management strategies such as this one. Although each was different, they had the common characteristic of seeking to empower staff and, typically, to do so while resisting the temptation, despite their proximity to the president, of upstaging their peers in the process. Brent Scowcroft was a master of this, in part because he entered office during the administration of George H. W. Bush having done the job once before and having confidence in his close relationship with the president. This allowed him to sit with James Baker, the secretary of state, in advance and delineate clearly defined roles. Baker would be the spokesperson for the administration and Scowcroft would defer to him in that respect, but requiring that Baker, who also had an exceptionally close relationship with the president, would work within and not around the national security process. Zbigniew Brzezinski, who had a notably rougher relationship with Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, nonetheless employed several carefully conceived and effective management strategies as well. For example, he would host a weekly meeting of his senior staff, then consisting of about forty people (a little more than a tenth of what the NSC staff would grow to be during the Obama years), at which he would recount his personal exchanges with President Carter because “I knew that gave everyone present a certain kind of currency within Washington, a sense of being valued and having access.” He also would receive from each senior staffer a daily summary of their accomplishments and questions for him. He had these assembled in a binder that he would read in the car on the way home from the White House. He would annotate the one-pagers and return them with comments and questions to the staffers. In this way he was able to remain connected with the entire team and manage its activities. But, understanding the sensitivities of Washington insiders who are constantly wondering what their colleagues are up to, he would take the unannotated version of the daily reports and put them in a binder that was available to all on his secretary’s desk in the outer office of his suite in the West Wing of the White House. In this way, he created complete transparency and minimized backbiting. During the Clinton years, National Security Advisor Sandy Berger hosted weekly ABC meetings (Albright, Berger, and Cohen) to ensure smooth relations between the secretary of state, himself, and the secretary of defense. Later, Tom Donilon would act similarly during the Obama years.
Hadley describes his first meeting with the national security press as national security advisor. “They were very nice. But the implicit question was, ‘If Condi, a powerful personality, the closest person to the president, couldn’t knock heads between Colin and Rumsfeld and Cheney, how can a wimp like you do it?’”
“How,” he continued, “are you going to deal with these 700-pound gorillas? How are you going to knock heads? My answer was, ‘I have no intention of trying.’ When 700-pound gorillas disagree, I’m going to walk down the hall about forty feet to the 1,200-pound gorilla who is the best strategist in the administration. And he’s going to hear the arguments and he’s going to make the decisions. And because all my colleagues are professionals, if I give them the hearing, they will salute whatever the position of the president is.”
Hadley added that to help ensure this process he would also meet with the core national security principals, much as many of his predecessors had done, including the secretary of state, secretary of defense, vice president, director of national intelligence, director of central intelligence, and key generals, and they would sit together at the table in the national security advisors office from 4 to 6 or 6:30 p.m. if necessary and “we would discuss all the difficult operational issues. And people could be candid because there was no staff there and there were no risks of leaks.”
And he added, with the kind of eye for detail that is essential to anyone who understands that at the end of the day the process is all about the people in it, “I would serve them soft drinks and chile con queso and tortilla chips because you know, people get a little cranky and hungry in the afternoon.”
Try as We Might, We Can’t Choose Our Allies, Either
So with a president in Washington reshuffling his team and his priorities, following an election in the country on which his legacy would almost certainly turn, 2005 was a year in which transitions could compound the already difficult situation on the ground in Iraq. After the elections, interim prime minister Ayad Allawi lost credibility, and though Negroponte and Casey reportedly liked working with him, the United States began to pressure him to cede authority. On April 7, Ibrahim al-Jaafari succeeded him. Jaafari was a troubling choice to some in the embassy in Baghdad, viewed as being too close to Iran and too insensitive or deliberately inattentive to the growing costs and risks associated with sectarianism.
According to Casey, relations with the Iraqi government deteriorated during this period, with the Americans losing ground with “many ministries.” Nonetheless, Casey did not deviate from his strategy of attempting to transfer responsibility to the Iraqis. In late June 2005, another personnel shift was announced atop the US civilian apparatus in Baghdad that had its roots in Washington. Earlier in the year, Negroponte had been named the United States’ first director of national intelligence (DNI) as part of a sweeping restructuring of the intelligence community. The creation of the DNI post had come in the wake of post-9/11 concerns about the lack of communications among the fragmented elements of the US intelligence community (IC). The new post would ostensibly be the master coordinator and would wield that influence through overseeing the budget process for the intelligence community. In the words of a senior Bush advisor, “The purpose of creating the DNI was to separate the interagency intelligence responsibilities (e.g., to knit the intel community together—the Director of Central Intelligence function) from running the CIA (e.g., the Director of the Central Intelligence Agency function) since when the two were merged, the DCIs had subsequently focused on running the CIA and largely ignored their responsibilities for integrating the intelligence community.”
In the near decade since the establishment of the new post, many, including three former occupants of the job with whom I have spoken, have come to see its creation in large degree as an error. The mandate it had was essentially the reiteration of the coordinating role originally conceived for the director of central intelligence in the National Security Act of 1947. It also sought to promote coordination and better communication essentially by adding another layer of bureaucracy that ultimately would include more than 2,000 people. In both respects, it was a classic Washington response to a problem: say it again, only louder and with more bureaucrats. Nor did the creation of the DNI fully resolve the tensions between the CIA, the FBI, the NSA, the Defense Intelligence Agency, and other elements of the IC. It did not by any measure bring intelligence budgets into better focus or contain them any better, nor did it ultimately result in the creation of an unchallenged top dog in the intelligence process. Almost immediately, CIA directors demanded direct access to the president if they were to take the job, and old habits and bureaucratic infighting gradually restored the CIA post to at least the equal of the DNI in most policy circles. In other words, a complicated situation was just made more complicated.
At its inception though, Negroponte was a widely embraced choice in the job and is considered to have had a successful tenure in it because he helped establish the role, oversaw the first efforts at budget consolidation, and most important, focused heavily and effectively on modernizing the tech side of the IC.
Negroponte’s replacement as ambassador in Baghdad was Zalmay Khalilzad, a garrulous, Afghan-born former national security council senior director for Southwest Asia, Near East, and North African affairs who was serving as the US ambassador to Afghanistan at the time he was asked to go to Iraq. His language skills, knowledge of the region, close connections with the president and the key players on the new national security team, as well as his affability, resulted in his quick acceptance in the role at a time when immediate traction was much needed. He arrived in Baghdad on July 24, 2005.
Khalilzad revealed that he was originally supposed to go into Iraq as part of a two-person civilian team to run the place but asserts that Bremer persuaded the president that that plan would be unworkable, and that Bremer should go alone. As a result the president had asked Khalilzad to go to Afghanistan as ambassador.
“The level of violence in Iraq and the losses suffered [were] having a political impact,” observed Khalilzad, who later went on to become US ambassador to the United Nations. “There was a belief that kept becoming more pronounced that the president and maybe the country was losing confidence in whether our strategy was working because the level of violence was so high. I think it was therefore natural to take a look at what we were doing and what was and wasn’t working. From the questions the president started to ask General Casey, you could tell he was starting to look for new answers and approaches. . . . My task was therefore initially to get political agreements among the various ethnic and sectarian communities in Iraq, because we had diagnosed the country to be increasingly sectarian. And that’s what we worked on initially.”
Casey welcomed Khalilzad to Baghdad with a briefing called “Securing Strategic Success” that underscored Casey’s continued belief that things were at least on a track that could ultimately result in an Iraqi assumption of responsibility for Iraqi security and therefore open the door to a substantial reduction of US troop levels. That said, following in the tradition of the Negroponte-Casey red-cell process, the new leadership produced a report in August 2005 contending that, to achieve the security goals the United States had set, more US troops, not fewer, would be needed. The approach they suggested involved securing areas with more intensive application of force, stabilizing them, and then moving on to the next areas of concerns. These were among the first stirrings of the counterinsurgency (COIN) strategy. Given Casey’s clear predispositions against bringing in additional troops, according to the excellent reporting of Michael Gordon and Bernard Trainor in The Endgame: The Inside Story of the Struggle for Iraq, the team argued for targeting “specific areas to effect a mini-surge.”
The report contradicted a different red-team assessment from nine months earlier and, given Casey’s opposition and Khalilzad’s predisposition to focus on political healing, did not gain traction. Policy would not change in a fundamental way for a further eighteen months. Casey campaigned in the White House and in Congress to make the case that the mission was “realistic and achievable,” but that goals had yet to be met and that it was reasonable to expect that the United States would be in Iraq for some time to come. He was supported by senior officials in the Pentagon who in the first instance were guided by assessments that were often filtered through Casey’s perspective. Second, they were predisposed (as most of us might also be) to believe in themselves and the plans they had approved, often for longer than facts on the ground warranted. (Red teams are important for providing assessments from people with less of a stake in a given plan than the authors and managers of that plan.)
Meanwhile, at the State Department, Condoleezza Rice asked her counselor Philip Zelikow, a brilliant and trusted advisor, to undertake his own assessment of the situation. In contrast to the military’s take, he felt that the insurgency was growing and adapting, and that US forces were overstretched. He was concerned that the situation was beginning to look much like Vietnam, and started to look for approaches that had worked there. He came up with an idea that echoes the mini-surge approach, which in military parlance would be characterized as “clear and hold.” This approach, with the added recommendation that the United States assist Iraqis in building infrastructure and capacity in addition to holding cleared territory, became the centerpiece of an approach Rice argued for in Congress on October 19, 2005.
Not surprisingly, Rumsfeld was not happy to see Rice operating outside State’s diplomatic domain. He was also concerned that such an approach would lead to the deployment of more US troops; getting out would become harder to do. Meanwhile, the Iraqis ratified their constitution in October, but again, the process largely bypassed the Sunnis, exacerbating the sectarian problems that Zelikow and others had identified.
Rumsfeld defended Casey’s viewpoint with the president and within the NSC and arranged for Casey to brief Hadley. Rumsfeld’s memoirs describe an NSC meeting on November 2, 2005, to “discuss the security strategy for the [Iraqi] election and the perennial issue of U.S. troop levels.” Bush and others present reportedly asked whether troops in addition to the 160,000 already in the country should be added in preparation for the upcoming elections in mid-December. Casey argued that “none of his commanders” needed additional forces.
Rumsfeld wrote of Casey and his team, “they knew well that having too few troops could result in violence that might have been deterred. But like them I was aware that if we added more troops at the wrong time and in the wrong places, we could weaken Iraqi leadership and stunt the development of a sovereign nation still in its formative stages.” Looking back at this debate from the perspective of 2014, with Iraq wracked by unrest again, it might well be possible to argue, in fact, that this view was correct—that the surge of troops only temporarily stabilized the situation in that country and may have created a false perception that stability was taking root.
One of the commanders cited by Casey Air Force general Norton “Norty” Schwartz, then commander of the US Transportation Command and later Air Force chief of staff, said afterward, “I think it was clear—and it should have been clear sooner—that the clear-and-hold strategy was not going to produce the outcome we needed. And so, as a result, the “clear, hold, build” thing evolved. And I would argue that it too was largely unsuccessful, because in my view, remaking societies is a complicated and demanding endeavor which ultimately required an even greater commitment.”
Intelligence reports in December 2005 suggested one unexpected way the situation was darkening: coalition detention facilities were effectively becoming recruiting schools for the opposition, as insurgents managed to make connections within the concentrations of detainees. Rather than weakening the insurgency, the facilities were, perversely, strengthening it.
Further, the December 15 parliamentary elections were again having a divisive effect, within an electoral framework that played to the strengths of established Shiite groups and put moderates and Sunnis at a disadvantage. As Gordon and Trainor wrote:
to level the playing field, Tom Warrick, a State Department official and Arabist, advocated an overt program of financial and material assistance to Iraq’s emerging political groups. The funds would be channeled to those parties that adhered to democratic principles. Despite years of lobbying for the proposal, the idea was never carried out. Resistance on the part of some State Department and even White House officials to intervening in Iraq’s electoral process stymied the effort, an inhibition that was not shared by Iran or Iraq’s other neighbors.
Concerned about the threat that Iran posed, America had once embraced Saddam Hussein, even going so far as to provide him with the intelligence that enabled him to launch nerve gas attacks against Iran during the 1980s. Leaving Saddam in place at the end of the First Gulf War was in part based on a fear of creating a void that the Iranians could exploit should he be removed. But in the wake of 9/11, the strategy shifted. Removing Saddam became an end in itself. Chalabi and others argued that only in the wake of Saddam’s removal could Iraq become a truly dependable American ally, dulling the administration to the risks of what would ultimately happen. Gradually, the United States ended up supporting political and military policies that not only made it highly unlikely that any Iraqi government would ever truly be a supportive American ally, but also strengthened Iran. As a result, the role of Iraq as a counterbalance to the would-be hegemonic power in Tehran was lost, and Iran’s position was correspondingly strengthened.
The December 15 elections went off without much violence and with a turnout of 70 percent, largely because Khalilzad and Casey had struck a deal with Sunnis to mark the election period with an American ceasefire in exchange for a similar reduction in attacks by Sunni insurgents. Terrorist violence fell to a third of the level experienced at the beginning of the year, underscoring the direct conduit between the Sunni political leadership and the insurgents that they had once argued were beyond their control. Negroponte notes, “some people may criticize Casey for the way he dealt with sectarian violence but I can tell you that one thing he did—and I questioned its wisdom at the time—was that he decided to ban any vehicular movements in all of Iraq for three days. And it turned out to be really a decisive device that kept lots of improvised explosive devices from going off.”
The brief quiet was shattered in a momentous way two months later, when in the early hours of February 22, 2006, one of the holiest Shiite mosques in Iraq, the Al-Askari Mosque in Samarra was destroyed by a bomb. The site, noted for its golden dome, was the holy burial site of two of the twelve imams considered by Shiites to be the heirs to Mohammed’s spiritual legacy. It was a totemic symbol, arguably as important to the Shiites of Iraq as the twin towers had been to Americans, but had been inexplicably left unguarded by the Americans. And its destruction was seen as an elevation in the country’s violence to something nearing open civil war between the Sunnis believed responsible for the attack and the Shiites.
Khalilzad and Casey reached out to President Jaafari to assist with containing retaliatory attacks, but Jaafari, who in the words of Casey viewed the attack “as a direct attack on Iraq’s Shia population,” was slow to move. When US intelligence reported that the attack was the work of Zarqawi and al-Qaeda, they realized that it had been a game changer, a deliberate attempt to provoke the kind of escalation of hostilities that could undo all the progress America had made to this point. (As noted earlier, Sunni-Shia tensions would continue to roil the region, spreading into Syria and the Gulf and underscoring that America’s intervention in Iraq was roughly akin to dancing atop an earthquake: we were there, we were active. But bigger forces were at work over which we had effectively no control—a rift that dated back some 1400 years to a succession dispute in the year 632 after the death of the Prophet Mohammed. In retrospect, the notion that the brief intervention of the United States would be able to manage, sidestep, or resolve that tension is one of the most colossal examples of foreign-policy hubris in modern memory.)
One senior NSC official from the time said to me, “that attack was a watershed in our thinking at the White House, too. Some of us . . . at a higher level than before . . . began to wonder whether Casey’s strategy was simply out of touch, whether he was in denial and as a consequence were we getting the right kind of leadership on the ground and intelligence from that leadership back in Washington.” The criticism is echoed by Gordon and Trainor: “even in the middle of the [Samarra] crisis, however, Casey was reluctant to abandon the central tenet of his strategy: shifting responsibility to the nascent Iraqi forces.”
Casey’s reluctance to switch strategies, which reflected that of his boss at the Pentagon, Rumsfeld, was linked to their core belief that the presence of American forces was an irritant in Iraqi society—that it was not so much an antidote to attacks as it was a potential trigger for those attacks. True or not, their approach was not working. On March 21, 2006, the CIA issued a report asserting that al-Qaeda was not being controlled by US forces but to the contrary was “continuing to grow” and was “undermining security and preventing legitimate political and economic development.” Paradoxically, despite such reports—and Zelikow had submitted another to Rice with a similarly unsettling tone—another dimension of the Casey strategy that is open to question in retrospect was the insistence on capping the Iraqi military and police forces at 325,000, a number that numerous subsequent critics have suggested was too small. But just as the Americans saw their own troops as a potential irritant, they saw too big an Iraqi force as both risky and costly. The result was a tactical approach more geared to managing force levels than adequately addressing the underlying security problems throughout the country.
In April 2006, Iraq got its first “permanent” prime minister, Nouri al-Maliki, a Shiite politician who had opposed Saddam Hussein. Khalilzad had, in fact, encouraged Maliki to consider taking the post. Bush was pleased with the selection and contacted him immediately after the news was official. “Congratulations, Mr. Prime Minister,” he said. “I want you to know the United States is fully committed to democracy in Iraq. We will work together to defeat the terrorists and support the Iraqi people. Lead with confidence.” Both men have subsequently reported that they wanted a close relationship and the fact is that they ultimately developed one that was important to at least temporarily stabilizing Iraq. In fact, the more confident second-term American president that Joe Nye had described to Steve Hadley undertook to be more deeply involved with the week-to-week decisions being made by Maliki and the American team in Iraq. Bush connected to them with regular video conferences in which, according to Khalilzad, “he displayed a remarkable mastery of details and a knowledge of the critical issues. This was clearly a man who had been schooled in Iraq by the experience of the prior three years.” In Bush’s words, he wanted not to pressure Maliki but to gain “his trust” so that he could “help him make the tough decisions.” Maliki subsequently proved to be a very challenging partner at times, but not only has he endured much longer than his predecessors, he is also seen by his American interlocutors as having been much more capable than Allawi or Jaafari.
This last point underscores a vital truth, one that may seem obvious but is often overlooked: when evaluating the performance of US national security policymakers, it is important to remember that they are constrained by the quality of their overseas partners and the choices they make. National security policy is about collaborations—often with counterparts who seek to undermine or undo American policy choices, or with those who are simply unwilling or incapable to help. As the Bush personnel team changed for the better in the second term, it was in part due to gains, sometimes just incremental, made among this group of international partners. Maliki illustrates this point particularly well because, while he was able to offer an incremental improvement over his immediate predecessors, his own substantial flaws as a leader would eventually make him so unreliable and counterproductive a counterpart for President Obama that the United States would later make Maliki’s renunciation of power a condition for providing aid to a civil-unrest ravaged Iraq. Enduring the sectarian turmoil tearing through the country and pressure from the US and others to step aside, Maliki resigned on August 14, 2014.
“A Low Point”
As the situation in Iraq deteriorated, Congress mandated the creation of a commission chaired by former secretary of state James Baker and Congressman Lee Hamilton, one of the most universally respected foreign-policy leaders on Capitol Hill, to recommend a way forward. This was “an uncomfortable moment” according to one top Bush White House aide. Unsurprisingly, it produced a lot of the dirty laundry that insiders had been aware of for several years.
On May 19, 2006, Colin Powell appeared before the committee, which came to be known as the Iraq Study Group, and essentially blasted the administration he had been part of. He criticized the decision to go into the country with too few troops, saying he had recommended to General Tommy Franks, who oversaw the operation, that more be involved but was rebuffed. He reiterated the familiar State Department critique of the administration’s overreliance on Ahmed Chalabi and his promises to lead 10,000 men into battle to support the administration’s goals. In the end, said one top State Department official, it “was just Chalabi and 600 thugs.” State Department insiders also assert that Powell “wasn’t told about the decision to disband the army until it happened.” He criticized his former colleagues’ lack of understanding about the nature of being an occupying force; the selection of General Jay Garner to lead the occupation, given his background as an air defense officer; and Bremer for blocking Khalilzad from serving with him, when Khalilzad could have been a useful conduit to the Iraqi political elites that Bremer struggled with. Powell also argued that Bremer and Sanchez often were at cross-purposes because the chain of command was not clear. When asked directly by study group member Robert Gates, former CIA director and subsequently secretary of defense, whether the Bush team knew what it was doing, Powell responded, “No. The NSC process did not work.”
According to one of Condoleezza Rice’s closest aides, “things came to a crisis with respect to Iraq with the Baker-Hamilton Commission. . . . There were so many fundamental breakdowns of trust in the government, in the media in the wake of what had happened in Iraq that it was just a real low point. And I remember going to Condi . . . and saying, ‘Look, people just want some hope. They want to know that we have a way out of this and that we have a plan.’”
Matters were not helped by a joint trip to Iraq by Rice and Rumsfeld, which Bush had urged to demonstrate team unity. Rice wrote that she “doubted it would stem the tide of ‘Don hates Condi’ and ‘Condi hates Don’ stories that had become standard fare in Washington.”
While Rice was “skeptical” of the idea of the trip, Rumsfeld was in her view “downright hostile to the idea.” Once they arrived, things went from bad to worse. Rice wrote of the trip in her memoir, No Higher Honor:
Every public appearance with Don was a disaster, though. It started when we held our first press availability. During a roundtable with members of both the Pentagon and State Department press corps, Janine Zacharia of Bloomberg asked whether our “secret” arrival said anything about the security situation. Well, of course it did, and what it said was not good about conditions on the ground. But one learns just to answer and not cause a scene. Don shot back, “I guess I don’t think it says anything about it. . . . I just don’t see anything to your question.” I tried to smooth things over by saying something about improvements in Iraqi security forces and then took the next question. In fact, I took several of the next questions while Don doodled conspicuously on a piece of paper. . . . Our performance had solidified the narrative of discord between us, and there wasn’t much to do about it.
After her return, Rice asked Zelikow and Jim Jeffrey, her special advisor on Iraq, to assess the chances for strategic success in Iraq. She confirms that by that time—the summer of 2006—the White House had begun to question more seriously whether the policy was on the right track. She encouraged her aides to produce a “no-holds-barred assessment” that questioned assumptions and developed new options. Their response listed three options: “full counterinsurgency,” which could require more forces; “selective counterinsurgency,” which was really a variant on clear-hold-and-build; and “keep-the-lid on,” which was essentially avoiding deterioration but not actively seeking to improve the situation. Not surprisingly, given the way government recommendations tend to work, the aides preferred the middle option.*
Frustrated with what she saw and with the Defense Department’s resistance to changing its approach, Rice ultimately conveyed her view in an informal, unvarnished way to the president. “Mr. President,” she said, with the confidence of a close aide who had been at his side since his presidential campaign began eight years earlier, “what we’re doing is not working—really not working. It’s failing.” That she felt it was necessary to underscore this in an aside does suggest a flaw in the day-to-day policy process that should have been objectively delivering to the president an unvarnished picture of what was happening in Iraq.
There was, it should be noted, “one bright spot” in 2006. McChrystal and his JSOC (Joint Special Operations Command) troops found and killed Zarqawi. It is telling that when Casey called Rumsfeld with the news, the SecDef was in his own words “uneasy” because he “had been getting reports from Iraq and few of them had been good. Jesus Christ, I was saying to myself, ‘What else could have gone wrong in that place?’” But Zarqawi’s death contained a darker message that was not entirely appreciated by those in the chain of command. US officials—often egged on by personality-obsessed media—tend to overpersonalize our enemies. This sometimes works, as in national movements in which one leader has built institutions to work only with him at the center. But in decentralized and loosely affiliated organizations such as al-Qaeda, the deaths of top officials do not always reduce the threat. President Obama would later discover that the death of Osama bin Laden was followed by the greatest expansion in the numbers of extremists within al-Qaeda-affiliated groups ever. Even though Zarqawi was gone, the insurgency in Iraq kept growing.
Regarding our tendency to overpersonalize some national security threats, former Obama undersecretary of state Robert Hormats insightfully observed that “there is a tendency in presenting foreign policy and national security issues to the public to demonize adversaries. In the case of Bin Laden and Zarqawi, appropriately so, because they were evil in all respects. But the risk is that after they are killed or demonized we often feel a sense of relief and accomplishment that reduces our attentions to the underlying forces that supported them. And even if government policies don’t lose focus, public attention often does.”
Throughout the summer of 2006, the drumbeat for new approaches kept coming from other sources as well. At Camp David on June 12, Bush met with top aides plus outside experts, including Robert Kaplan, a journalist and influential commentator; Michael Vickers, a former CIA operative; Eliot Cohen, a professor at the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies; and Fred Kagan of the American Enterprise Institute, who would later team up with General Jack Keane to become perhaps the most influential external advocates of “the surge.” The theme—which Cheney later wrote he was open to—was again whether more troops and different approaches might better support successful counterinsurgency efforts. Bush went straight from the meeting to Iraq where he said to Maliki, “I’ve come to not only look you in the eye, I’ve also come to tell you that when America gives its word, it will keep its word.”
Upon his return, Bush was asked in a press conference about troop levels. He said, “troop levels will be decided upon by General Casey. He will make the recommendations in consultation with an Iraqi government. But whatever decision General Casey makes, the message is going to be ‘we’ll stand with you.’” But behind the scenes, the president had his doubts about Casey’s publicly reiterated message of not needing additional troops, much less Casey’s suggestion to the president that it might actually be possible by year’s end to reduce troop levels. Casey’s position seemed disconcertingly disconnected from the reality of the reports the president was getting. Soon, even Casey realized that the retaliatory attacks following the death of Zarqawi ruled out further consideration of any troop reduction scheme.
Hadley quietly began the NSC’s own policy review, careful to keep it secret lest its mere existence belie the public statements of Bush and Casey that everything was under control or improving. Given Hadley’s typical method of managing the policy process, he preferred that, in the end, any changes in approach emanate from Casey in Baghdad. He sent a long list of questions to all the principal players, including Rumsfeld, Casey, and Khalilzad. The latter two agreed to respond to them in detail even though they felt, according to Bob Woodward’s reporting, that it was “demeaning.”
On Hadley’s staff was Meghan O’Sullivan, a former aide to Bremer in Iraq. O’Sullivan had been a supporter of the status quo strategy but now had gradually come to the conclusion that it was “indefensible.” She felt only the United States had the capacity to control the sectarian violence, that the Iraqis weren’t there yet, and that if there was no new US approach, violence would only intensify. After the review, she advanced “The Way Forward: Four Organizing Constructs,” a memo outlining options. The choices were to “adjust at the margins,” which meant do little differently; “target our efforts,” which meant focusing on al-Qaeda while letting the Iraqis handle sectarian issues; “double down,” which meant a significant commitment of more US resources; or to “bet on Maliki,” which meant providing the Iraqis with more resources and hoping they could address the evolving problem better as a consequence.
O’Sullivan’s report was one of a flurry of other such efforts that came during mid- to late 2006. Earlier, there had been an influential trip report written by another NSC staffer, Brett McGurk, who returned from Iraq concluding that “General Casey still has no serious plan for stabilizing the capital” and urging a “radical course correction.” In late August, another NSC staffer, Bill Luti, produced a series of recommendations entitled “Changing the Dynamics in Iraq: Surge and Fight, Create Breathing Space and Then Accelerate the Transition.” He, too, concluded Casey was floundering and that there were growing costs at home and in Iraq. A “Council of Colonels” that convened at the Department of Defense was also critical of the strategic drift of their bosses on the Joint Chiefs and recommended six possible options for proceeding in Iraq, all of which addressed the drift. They concluded that “properly characterizing the war was critical” and that to achieve victory in Iraq, American policymakers and military leaders had to “overcome” the “short-war” mentality they currently embraced. It was a clear blow to the quick-in, quick-out philosophy of Rumsfeld.
Hadley himself wrote a memo to Bush after an October trip that echoed many of these concerns. Bush recalled, “Steve’s assessment was that Maliki was ‘either ignorant of what [was] going on, misrepresenting his intentions, or that his capabilities [were] not yet sufficient to turn his good intentions into action.’” By late November 2006, Bush was communicating to Maliki that he would be willing to commit “tens of thousands of additional troops” if Maliki would give the assurances he needed that he would cooperate and support US efforts. Bush reported in his memoirs that “on every point, Maliki gave me his word that he would follow through.”
Again, it is worth emphasizing that Bush was following through on his promise to remain deeply engaged with Maliki, communicating with him with a frequency that aides considered “a clear sign of his commitment.” Whatever the merits of the approaches, it is an interesting contrast with the more hands-off approach to interacting with foreign partners that would distinguish the administration of Bush’s successor in the White House. Presidents should probably adjust their approaches to the situation and their own personalities. That said, when Bush became more directly involved, he helped lead the policy changes that were needed in Iraq, if only to reverse the deterioration that had made this period in 2006 “the worst” of his presidency.
Maliki was not helping matters, however, behind the scenes. His government institutions that were supposed to be preventing sectarian violence were actually contributing to it. The Iraq National Police conducted mass kidnappings and arrests of Sunni Arabs, often on trumped up charges. Many of these people disappeared, often never to be seen or heard from again. And earlier in the summer, when Casey undertook a new operation—called Together Forward—to demonstrate the viability of giving the Iraqis ever greater responsibility for their security, it instead became evident that the Iraqis were not up to the challenges they faced.
Khalilzad echoed Casey’s reluctance to add troops. In mid-November, he wrote a memo asserting that “sending more U.S. forces is not a long-term solution. Additional troops can impact the areas where they are deployed, though the violence can simply shift to another area. Iraqis securing Iraqis is the enduring solution. As we draw down, our forces should focus on specialized roles, such as striking al-Qaeda, disrupting external interference, and reinforcing and monitoring Iraqi forces.” On November 22, Casey outlined an almost identical view during an NSC meeting he joined by teleconference. (From the perspective of the process of the NSC, it is worth noting that the expanding use of teleconferencing has also resulted in a broader dialogue and the ability to bring current crises and situations of interest directly to the White House, connecting actors on the ground in a way that adds an important element to policy deliberations.)
In my conversations with Khalilzad, he acknowledged, “the surge was certainly not our idea, neither Casey’s nor mine. But I was not opposed to it. I argued that it shouldn’t be seen as the thing that was or would be decisive. I thought that a political deal between the different communities . . . would be more important. But we did not oppose it.” Khalilzad knew that the political process would take time and that the additional security provided by the surge would be useful.
“A Stunning and Devastating Realization”
The old axiom that “success has many fathers, but failure is an orphan” is no better illustrated than in comparing the two decisions to disband Iraq’s army and to initiate the Iraq “surge.” In the former case, universally seen as a catastrophic misstep, no one is willing to be associated with the decision, or even with the processes that contributed to the decision. But in the latter, largely considered as at least a temporary success, many have sought and even deserved credit for arguing that a switch in strategy was called for.
Such a disparity is also a comment, of course, on the policy processes involved. In the one case, the processes completely broke down, producing a bad outcome that all involved disavow. In the other case, the processes produced not one but two good outcomes. The lesser of these is arguably the surge itself. More significant is that—despite inertia, internal opposition, and the possibility that a course change would make them look weak—the president and his team could come to a conclusion that a change in course was necessary. Sometimes the best and toughest policy choice is to admit when you have a made a mistake. Indeed, among the most severe criticisms that can be offered of the Bush NSC process with regard to Iraq strategy is that it took them so long to realize their errors. (And some—a minority now—are to this day unwilling to admit that the first of those errors was going into Iraq in the first place.)
But if the surge had many fathers, there is a widespread sense that among the most influential of these was General Jack Keane, former army vice chief of staff. As it became clearer that Casey’s approach was failing, Keane became more vocal about the need for a change. In September 2006 he went to see Rumsfeld. Reports of the meeting differ. Rumsfeld, again with the benefit of hindsight and seeking to burnish his damaged reputation, wrote that Keane’s views “largely dovetailed” with his own. Woodward offered an alternative view in which Keane was frank with Rumsfeld and Rumsfeld was aghast by Keane’s assessment that “we’re edging toward strategic failure.”
Echoing critiques of Vietnam, Keane argued that “using conventional tactics against an unconventional enemy” was a formula for disaster. He also attacked the trap created by the “short war strategy” in which, ideally, US forces would hand over responsibility to the Iraqis as soon as possible, but were unable do so until the Americans had assumed the role of “protecting the population,” which they had not done. Keane asserted that the answer was to increase the number of troops involved in Iraq and to achieve “the permanent isolation of the insurgent from the population.” Although history has shown this to be an impossible goal, substitute the idea of isolating the population from the insurgents long enough to stabilize the situation and give the local government a chance to assume responsibility and you have roughly the formula that was pursued. As it turned out in both Vietnam and Iraq, insurgents seldom face the constraints of the “short war” strategy; they are there for the long-haul, and that gives them their greatest advantage: patience.
Keane’s final point was directed at Casey. “We have to have someone in charge,” Woodward reports him as telling Rumsfeld, “who knows what he’s doing.” Keane had someone in mind, his protégé and an expert in counterinsurgency strategy, General David Petraeus, a man who had already established himself as one of the most creative thinkers in the US military. Petraeus had a PhD from Princeton and, perhaps more important, the credential of having helped draft the army’s counterinsurgency field manual.
Richard Armitage is one of many to cite Keane’s role in helping to tip the scales. “I think the main father [of the surge] is probably Jack Keane. He takes and deserves the most credit for it. I personally think that it’s one of the more valiant decisions of George Bush’s presidency because it came at about the nadir of his popularity. . . . It wasn’t solely successful and other factors were important to it. But the surge combined with the Sunni Awakening is what brought the level of violence temporarily down.” Again, the emphasis here needs to be placed on temporarily, given what has transpired in the country since. What is more, the failure to assess sufficiently whether the surge’s gains would be lasting or not—along with drawing false analogies between two very different situations—helped contribute to the idea that if the surge “worked” in Iraq it should later work in Afghanistan.
Bob Blackwill, the former ambassador and deputy national security advisor, argues that others, including the team at the NSC that included himself and Meghan O’Sullivan, played a formative role in shaping the policy at the White House. Indeed, Blackwill gives special credit to O’Sullivan, now at Harvard, as one of the most important intellectual forces behind the idea. Those at State tout the influence of Zelikow and Jeffrey’s review. Some proponents within the Pentagon cite “the Colonels” as playing a decisive role. And of course it is indisputable that events in Iraq, and the growing discordance between the views of Casey and the results he was achieving, made some sort of course correction inescapable.
All these views were shaped into a policy by an active, multilevel NSC process sought by Bush and orchestrated by Hadley. NSC deputies, led by Hadley deputy J. D. Crouch, shaped policy options that were deliberated upon in an on-going series of NSC principals meetings that regularly involved the president. A “wide range” of outside views and information sources were brought into the mix by Hadley and other senior members of the White House team at the request of Bush to help support his decision-making process. In the iterative nature of this process, according to those who participated in it, the elements of the new strategy were developed. In addition, the president was able to bring “dissenting NSC principals” like Rice around to support the surge. The president and Hadley (working with General Peter Pace) were also actively consulting with the military’s leadership throughout to ensure that there was no split between the Commander-in-Chief and the Pentagon that the Congress could have used to derail the initiative.
In the end, of course, the final decision lay with President Bush. He wrote that by the fall he had “decided that a change in strategy was needed.” In his memoir he then goes on to describe another factor in the equation for realizing successful change—a factor not known to Keane when he met with Rumsfeld. “To be credible to the American people,” the president recalled, a strategic change “would have to be accompanied by changes in personnel. Don Rumsfeld had suggested that I might need fresh eyes on Iraq. He was right. I also needed new commanders. Both George Casey and [CENTCOM commander] John Abizaid had served extended tours and were scheduled to return home. It was time for fresh eyes in their posts as well.” Rumsfeld himself records that he had been considering making the move since earlier that summer, if the Democrats were to reclaim control of either house of Congress, as it seemed likely they would do. Further, in the eyes of senior Bush advisors, the surge was not seen as an alternative to the Rumsfeld/Casey strategy of gradually handing security responsibility over to the Iraqis. Rather, it was seen as a means of getting the security situation back in control to buy time “for the political process and strengthening of Iraqi security forces that would be required for the ‘stand up/stand down’ to work.”
Bush told Cheney of the move on Halloween. He said he had decided that he would be making the change and that he had asked Bob Gates to be Rumsfeld’s successor. It was a clear sign that Cheney’s influence was also ebbing. Twice before, he had discouraged Bush from firing Rumsfeld—after the 2004 elections and once again in 2005. But this time, the president announced the fait accompli and left Cheney to mull the implications. “He knew I’d be opposed,” the vice president recollected, “and I suspect he didn’t want to hear the arguments he knew I’d make.” On the weekend after the election, Cheney telephoned his one-time mentor to tell him that the president was making the change. With Rumsfeld’s resignation on November 7, 2006, a major source of the tension and division that haunted the Bush interagency process from its beginnings was gone. So too was the man who was, other than the president, Cheney’s most important ally, one who played a key role in making him the most influential vice president in American history. But the writing was on the wall on that front as well. Although Cheney continued to play an oversized role in administration deliberations until the end of the Bush tenure, it was clear that he would not be playing the role he had once had and that the president himself was more confidently reclaiming power that he had once invested in his vice president.
In Gates, Bush also got one of the most distinguished career national security professionals the US government had seen over the course of the preceding three decades. Gates had not only been CIA director, he had also been Brent Scowcroft’s deputy national security advisor at the moment when the NSC was widely acknowledged to be at the most high-functioning, well-run period in its history. He was decisive and close to the president’s father and was seen as a team player. In almost every way he would be perceived as an antidote to the disruption and abrasiveness of the Rumsfeld era.
Three days after Rumsfeld’s resignation (he would not leave office until mid-December), Bush met with his core national security team including Hadley, Rice, Cheney, Rumsfeld, Negroponte, General Peter Pace (chairman of the Joint Chiefs), and J. D. Crouch. He asked that they undertake a strategy review. Hadley recognized that the president was moving toward backing the surge and began to work behind the scenes to support that decision. He addressed the concern that Maliki would not fully cooperate, despite his promises to the contrary, and of course the problem that Casey was still opposed to the idea. Ensuing NSC meetings moved ever closer to embracing the plan.
On December 11, Hadley arranged for five experts to go to the White House to meet with the president. The group, which included Jack Keane, Eliot Cohen, and Fred Kagan, largely argued for a shift to a COIN strategy. During an NSC teleconference the next day, Casey finally recognized the shifting viewpoint in Washington, calling it “a stunning and devastating realization.” Rice also opposed the surge option throughout this period, primarily because she and Zelikow were concerned that adding troops without having a really new strategy in place would just lead to “further frustrations and actually greater risks,” in her words.
In the Tank
Two more vitally important personnel transitions had taken place during 2006. On April 14, President Bush replaced his first-term chief of staff, Andrew Card, with Joshua Bolten, a soft-spoken, motorcycle-riding lawyer. Bolten had been director of the Office of Management and Budget during Bush’s first term and had served as deputy chief of staff for policy immediately prior to that. For much of the 1990s he had been a senior executive at Goldman Sachs. Card’s performance as chief of staff had been solid. He was respected by his colleagues and seen as a shrewd judge of Washington politics. He had once been chief lobbyist for the US auto industry and served Bush’s father as secretary of transportation. But clearly, processes within the White House were not functioning like a Swiss watch during the first term of Bush the Son’s administration, and the switch to Bolten helped remedy that.
In many respects Bolten was much like Hadley: a brilliant man with exceptional credentials, quiet, lawyerly, and very happy to remain in the background. He was assiduously fair in representing the views of competing voices within the administration. White House chiefs of staff can be very much like deputy presidents, the ultimate gatekeepers atop the world’s largest and most powerful organization. But the best of them keep their own egos in check and become extensions of the president himself. Bolten would turn out to be among the best at this very difficult job and helped to engineer a turnaround in very challenging circumstances. He also had one big advantage denied his predecessor: a much more experienced and confident boss.
Speaking of taking on the job, Bolten said, “I did tell [the president] on my way in that my instinct about some of his national security process was that it would benefit from some ventilation. . . . The instinct was borne out in the first few months on the job where I felt that from the Defense Department and the military that the president was getting views that reflected a heavier dose of aspiration and a smaller dose of reality than I thought was really warranted.” Bolten went on to gently criticize his boss for having given too much respect to the military during the first term: “because of what I knew to be the president’s just visceral, strong support, and appreciation for those in uniform, I found him more reluctant to challenge them than he was their counterparts on the domestic side where I had a lot more experience with him—where he would challenge the assumptions and plans of everybody that came before him.” Bolten urged some other viewpoints and invited a group of retired senior military officers to meet with the president and tell him how the facts on the ground in Iraq looked to them.
The second big personnel change is one that Bolten gets much credit for. After trying and failing three times, he managed to persuade his friend, the chief executive of his former employer Goldman Sachs, Henry “Hank” Paulson to join the administration as secretary of the treasury. On the day Paulson was appointed, I happened to be in the office of former secretary of commerce Pete Peterson, himself the chairman of one of Wall Street’s leading firms, the Blackstone Group. I asked Peterson why Paulson would leave one of the best jobs in the world for one of the toughest and potentially most thankless. He said he thought, based on conversations with Paulson, that the Goldman CEO was concerned that the world economy might be heading to a crisis and that someone like him might be needed to help address it.
Bolten confirmed Paulson’s prescience, and that it was indeed concern about an imminent financial crisis that finally persuaded Paulson to accept the job he had passed on for months. Paulson was also given an important international portfolio in the Bush administration that contributed to his decision—he was made the lead on China matters. He had an interest in the world’s largest economy, and great contacts and respect there. In taking much of that portfolio to Treasury, he ensured that it would get high-level attention even when much of the traditional foreign-policy team was tied up in the Middle East, repairing “broken china” of another sort, as Condoleezza Rice had noted.
Bolten, and especially Paulson, would play central roles in the second great crisis that confronted the Bush presidency, one that by almost any metric exceeded in global impact and severity that of 9/11. Wall Street was struck again, but this time it was by a global financial catastrophe that triggered the worst economic collapse since the Great Depression. In the starkest case study of how the Bush administration had grown during its time in office, the handling of the financial crisis would stand in striking counterpoint to 9/11 as exceptionally well-executed disaster management by the president and his team, during which they would show great personal courage and tenacity. But that is a story for a later chapter in this book.
When it comes to Iraq, Bolten also played an important role ensuring that Hadley and his team had the access they needed to support a president who was pushing increasingly deeply for a solution there. “One of the things that people don’t realize about President Bush,” said Bolten, “is the degree to which he was a team leader, a kind of a coach. He really felt that as things got dark that it was his job to help pick people’s spirits up, to keep them engaged and hopeful. It was not easy to do that when I got there but even when he himself was exhausted and full of doubts, I would see him go into cabinet meetings and literally grab people by the shoulders and help lift them up emotionally.” It is a comment I heard regularly from members of Bush’s second-term team, including Hadley, Rice, members of the military, and top NSC team members like Jim Jeffrey. Even career civil servants who sometimes were not deep believers in policies followed by the Bush team commented on this human dimension to Bush’s leadership.
One example of the degree to which Bush felt compelled to motivate his team and to seek the fresh solutions that Bolten urged him to consider was a trip the president made to the Pentagon on December 13, 2006. On that day, Bush and Cheney went to meet with the Joint Chiefs in “the Tank,” the facility at the Pentagon where the top brass meet and plan. The purpose of the visit was to get the military brass fully on board with the surge. The chiefs held a position roughly like that of Casey and many Democrats in Washington. They wanted to see more responsibility shifted to the Iraqis—at least to see if the Iraqis would try to assume more responsibility—before committing more US troops.
Bush was going to the Tank to face down his commanders, but as Bolten recalled, “even when he was telling the Joint Chiefs he was basically rejecting their advice and he was doubling down and going for the surge, he managed to do it in a way that he was communicating to them that I am one of you guys. . . . He had basically made his decision to proceed with the surge,” Bolten continued, contradicting slightly Bush’s own account that he did not make his final decision regarding the surge until he was actually at the Tank meeting, “He was aware that the Chiefs, by and large, were opposed. So he had me call Rumsfeld and say that the president wanted to meet with them. Rumsfeld had already been replaced, but was finishing up in the job. Rumsfeld was by the way, very respectful, but still a stickler for the chain of command so, you know, any communication with the Chiefs was through him.
“So Rumsfeld said, ‘OK, sure, I’ll bring them over. When do you want us?’ And I said. ‘No, he wants to come to the Pentagon.’ And he said, ‘OK, I’ll set it up for my office.’ And I said, ‘No, he wants to go to the Tank, which is the Chiefs’ territory, as you know, and he wants to visit with them there.’ And Rumsfeld resisted because, you know, he’s the secretary of defense and he’s in between the Joint Chiefs and the president. And—although the chairman of the Joint Chiefs supposedly has a direct relationship with the president, I think in Rumsfeld’s view, not really.”
Bolten continued, “we went to the Tank and the president heard them all out. You know, he went up and down the line. And there was a moment when I think it was the chief of staff of the Army, who said, ‘Candidly, Mr. President, we’re worried that the kind of thing you are talking about will break the Army.’ And the president kind of paused and leaned across the table and said, ‘let me tell you what I think will break the Army. I think a defeat like we suffered in Vietnam will break the Army for a generation, just like it did after Vietnam.’ But he said that in a way that communicated, ‘I hear you. I care about the men and women in the Army. In fact, that’s the one reason I want to do this. Because we can’t afford to let this great institution be broken again.’ And I am sure that some of the chiefs came away . . . thinking ‘big mistake.’ But I’m sure they also felt like, ‘Hey, the president came to us, he listened to us and he cares about our people as much as we do.’”
It was a meeting that was telling in several respects. It underscored not only Bush’s approach and touch with the military but also the shift in management styles that marked his second term. It overtly raised the very real specter that stalked the halls of the White House for much of 2006, that Iraq could in fact become the Vietnam of this generation. It underscored Bush’s recognition of what was at stake: he was in a hole, his army was with him, and he knew that even if his previous decisions were responsible for the situation, his leadership was now needed to get everyone out.
Rice, who had resisted the surge, revealed again the direct nature of her relationship with the president when, in discussing it with him during a meeting at his ranch in Texas she said, “you’re going to do it and it’s the right thing to do. . . . I’m there and I’ll do everything I can to support it. But Mr. President, this is your last card and it had better work.” Bush himself wrote that “the decision had been tough but I was confident that I had made it in the right way. I had gathered the facts and opinions from people inside and outside the administration. I had challenged assumptions and weighed all the options. I knew the surge would be unpopular in the short term. But while many in Washington had given up on the prospect of victory in Iraq, I had not.”
It was not the first nor would it be the last time that Bush showed a willingness to choose a course he knew would be politically tough. It should also be observed, however, that for all the talk of “victory,” the surge was never conceived to be a long-term operation, in place until democracy or enduring stability took root in Iraq. Despite Keane’s descriptions of “permanent” defeat of the insurgents, every element of the execution of the plan revealed a focus on stabilizing Iraq long enough to achieve two simultaneous and related goals: handing over responsibility for Iraqi security to the Iraqis, with the country in a condition that could be managed, and enabling the United States to leave with the appearance that it was doing so in good order—that it had not only got Saddam but that it had fixed what it had broken on the path to doing so.
The surge would ultimately achieve those short-to-medium-term goals. By the end of 2008 it had brought comparatively greater stability to Iraq. But violence never completely abated, the insurgents rebuilt, the government continued to play sectarian games behind the scenes, and the Iraqi security forces, thanks in part to the politicization of their leadership, continued to show serious limits to their capabilities. Further, Bush’s successor, Barack Obama, who felt one of his core mandate’s as president was to get out of Iraq as completely and swiftly as possible, was unable to achieve the necessary agreements with the Iraqis to keep a residual force of US troops in that country. Critics, including some administration insiders who were based in Iraq at the time, argue the Obama administration did not try as it might have to secure those agreements. Subsequently, also during the Obama years, when Syria began to descend into chaos in 2011, neither the US nor its allies had the appetite to intervene or actively support moderate opposition forces in that country when that crisis was in its early stages and extremist-fomented unrest in that country soon spilled across the porous borders with neighboring Iraq. Within half a dozen years of the surge, therefore, the threat of insurgents was again strong enough to threaten the cohesiveness of the Iraqi state, the stability of the region, and raise new questions about the need for American involvement.
Petraeus and the Surge
One person for whom the surge was not welcome news was General George Casey. Casey says he was notified around Christmas, not only that the president was adding forces, but that the two-brigade surge to which Casey had previously reluctantly agreed was judged to be “too modest.” A few days later Marine Corps general Peter Pace told Casey that “the President had decided on the five-brigade surge and that the President intended to nominate LTG Dave Petraeus as Casey’s replacement.” Casey has written that he was disappointed in Bush’s decision to choose “a different course of action,” but that he “immediately set out to make it successful.”
In his memoirs, Casey wrote:
I believe that I should have directly offered the President a broader range of options for achieving our objectives in Iraq. I had discussed different options for improving the security situation with the Secretary of Defense and the Chairman: accelerated transition of security responsibility; local (with in-country forces), small, and large coalition reinforcement; coalition withdrawal on a fixed timeline; and maintaining the status quo. In the end, I only presented the President the course of action we selected—accelerated transition—and I believe I should have offered him a wider range of options to meet his policy needs.
This is a deft Washington insider way of critiquing his superiors even while accepting responsibility for his actions. But one of the mistakes Casey made, it seems, was consulting with the wrong generals. Rather than his bosses among the chiefs, perhaps he should have been talking more to Jack Keane. Cheney has written that Keane “brought an important perspective to the matter of what our forces could bear and how far we could push the chiefs,” and that the former Army vice chief’s advice “carried a good deal of weight.” Keane’s opinion, in the eyes of the vice president, “went a long way toward giving [Cheney] and other policymakers a sense that a surge was doable.”
Bush announced the surge in a televised address on January 10, 2007. One month later, command of the multinational forces in Iraq (MNF-I) was officially transferred from Casey to Petraeus. Improvement was seen almost immediately. In part, the United States adopted a new measure to determine whether conditions in Iraq were improving or not, and this helpfully showed the impact of the announced US change in policy even five months before additional troops were supposed to arrive (in June).
Bush wrote: “General Petraeus drew my attention to an interesting metric of progress: the number of intelligence tips from Iraqi residents. In the past, Iraqis had feared retribution from insurgents or death squads for cooperating with our forces. But as security improved, the number of our tips grew from about 12,500 in February to almost 25,000 in May. Our troops and intelligence operators used the tips to take insurgents and weapons off the streets. The counterinsurgency strategy was working.” This revealed a core element of the surge and any successful COIN strategy. The goal was not just to defeat the insurgents to achieve an American military objective. It was to protect the citizens of Iraq and thus not only to make them safer but recast their relationship with the occupying troops from the United States.
Petraeus is seen by some in Washington as the ultimate political general. Not only does he have exceptional military and academic credentials, but he has done well in the capital’s environment of shifting alliances and intrigues. He knows how to work a room, charm reporters, and win the confidence of senior policymakers. He is good on camera and good in the back rooms, offering crisp advice, a diplomatic touch, and toughness when warranted. He is the kind of general who can at the same time instill confidence in political leaders and jealousy among some of his rivals in the military who lack his ability to move easily among the overlapping worlds of politics, policy, diplomacy, and the media. However, any such resentment was ultimately undermined by the effectiveness of Petraeus’s actions on the ground in Iraq and in the broader Middle East. Political skills are essential for a good commander, especially one commanding an occupying force and executing COIN strategies in a very complex political environment.
Petraeus came to the job with clear ideas of what he was trying to do. He was perhaps the first commander in Iraq since Tommy Franks to have a plan that everyone recognized and was prepared to support. In part this derived from his work on the counterinsurgency manual. He noted how this resonated even during his confirmation hearings for his new post: “When we did the counterinsurgency manual many people advised me not to put ratios in there on the minimum number of counterinsurgents to citizens. And I argued that we needed to be intellectually honest: we needed to acknowledge that there was a rule of thumb based on experience, that for every 20–25 citizens you need one counterinsurgent to be successful. It’s a sort of law of physics. And I said, ‘I realize that they’re going to hang me on it. Anybody who’s really astute is going to put that around my neck in a confirmation hearing.’ And darned if then-Senator Hillary Clinton didn’t come at me with it. She said, ‘General, by your own calculations [given the size of the population], you know you would need X number of troops but you will only have this number.’ And I said, ‘Yes, thank you, Senator, but remember that contractors—those that are actually replacing or augmenting our soldiers in a variety of tasks—should be included in the equation as well.’ In truth, I knew I was going to get hoist on my own COIN manual and I was.”
Petraeus had another advantage in that one month after he took office: a new US ambassador to Iraq took office as well. That man, Ryan Crocker was one of the most experienced and respected diplomats in the US Foreign Service. A former ambassador to Lebanon, Kuwait, Syria, and Pakistan, he would later go on to serve President Barack Obama as ambassador to Afghanistan. He was also known by administration insiders as the coauthor of a 2002 assessment done for Colin Powell on the potential perils of a US invasion of Iraq. The memo, cowritten with another distinguished diplomat and later deputy secretary of state, William Burns, predicted that such an intervention could result in precisely the kind of sectarian violence and regional upheaval that in fact did occur. It also noted—as some assessments, notably those of Iraq’s WMD capacity, did not—that sanctions and the prior Gulf War had left the Iraqi economy a shadow of its former self, and that rebuilding the country would be a complex, costly task.
Keane was sent to Iraq to conduct an informal assessment just weeks after Petraeus had arrived. He reported back that Petraeus had made progress with Maliki in ways Casey could not; for example, receiving the go-ahead to target Shiite militias. Keane also cautioned patience—a not uncommon first recommendation from policymakers and influencers who get their plans approved. When recommending new plans, the pattern in the policy community, as in business, is to push hard for approval and then, as soon as that happens, request as much time as possible to achieve stated goals. Expectations, after all, are everything.
Petraeus, meanwhile, employed the strategies he had been developing throughout his career, since he wrote his doctoral dissertation on “The American Military and the Lessons of Vietnam.” As he said to me, again underscoring that political skills and military ones have powerful common elements, “human terrain is the decisive terrain. You have to secure the people. The focus has to be on providing that security, not on handing that job off to Iraqi security forces that can no longer handle the level of violence they are facing. And the only way to secure people is by getting off the big bases on which we have been consolidating forces and getting back out into the neighborhoods with the people—right where the sectarian fault lines are, right where the violence is highest.” As an example of the magnitude of the new effort, Petraeus noted that seventy-seven additional locations were established by American and Iraqi forces over the first year of the surge in the Baghdad divisional area alone. “Our troops had to clear areas block by block by block, isolating them with cement barriers as you went through so that suicide bombers couldn’t get in and so forth. So that’s the biggest of the big ideas: securing the people by living among them, as opposed to consolidating on large bases and living apart from those we are seeking to protect.”
The changes went beyond the deployment of American troops to training the Iraqi security forces. “We had to completely reform the Iraqi police divisions, which had been hijacked by sectarian elements, or had been seriously intimidated or corrupted. All the general officers in the police divisions were changed out. All the brigade commanders were replaced (in some brigades more than once) and seventy percent of the battalion commanders were removed, too. And then we went through a formal retraining and reequipping process. We had to do that for a number of Iraqi army units as well.
“The other big idea was that we couldn’t kill or capture our way out of an industrial-strength insurgency, so we had to reconcile with as many insurgents as was possible—to try to make as many of them as possible part of the solution in Iraq rather than a continuing part of the problem. This wasn’t serendipity. It didn’t fall out of the tree into our laps. We didn’t get lucky. We knew what we needed to do. I had done reconciliation when I was commander of the 101st Airborne Division in the north in the first year of the war, the first summer of the war, with the express personal approval of Ambassador Bremer. And we were the only division allowed to do that.”
Unsurprisingly, given the history of the war in Iraq, a parade of evaluations was to follow the arrival of the new team. The stakes were high and all parties wanted a sense of what was working and what was not. Petraeus asked H. R. McMaster, a member of the Council of Colonels who had actually implemented an effective COIN effort in Tal Afar earlier in the conflict, to lead an assessment a month after he arrived. Of the report, Gordon and Trainor say that some “of the still classified assessment reads like a miniature version of the Pentagon Papers—a damning account of false assumptions and miscalculations as U.S. involvement in Iraq deepened.”
Keane visited again in May, reporting “a significant shift in momentum” back to Cheney. He again cautioned against hoping for quick success and warned that casualties might go up before they went down. But overall, he had praise for his protégé.
In June, Secretary Gates faced the choice of whether or not to recommend that Pete Pace continue as chairman of the Joint Chiefs. After taking the temperature of Capitol Hill, he concluded that renominating him would only result in more debate about Iraq policy. He recommended replacing him, and Bush, who asserts he admired Pace, agreed. Mike Mullen was nominated instead. Pace’s tenure was truncated not by his performance so much as it was by the politics of the moment.
Keane returned and saw more progress in July. But he also reported back that he did not feel Washington was being as supportive as it could be of Petraeus. Clearly reporting frustrations that Petraeus himself felt, Keane cited the lack of visible support for the team in Iraq from Rice and implied resistance from others up the military chain of command.
For his part, Petraeus suggests the picture was mixed. “Gates could be tough,” he recalled. “There was no question who was in charge with Gates and he reminded people of that periodically and almost reveled, I think, in occasionally demonstrating that he could be tough. But I was very fortunate to have a good relationship with him because I was, you know, I was his guy in Iraq, and he also knew that there were some in my chain of command who were not supportive of me.” According to senior sources in the chain of command, one of the first things that happened after Admiral Fallon took command at CentCom was that he sent out Admiral James Alexander “Sandy” Winnefield (who later became vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs) to assess the situation in Iraq and to do a drawdown plan for Fallon. Apparently, he wasn’t initially allowed to tell Petraeus what he was doing. And ultimately this led to a confrontation with Petraeus in which the general reportedly said, “either you tell me what you’re doing here or I’m going to throw you out. Fallon can fire me but this is my AOR [area of responsibility], and I have a right to know what’s going on in it.” As a consequence, Winnefield told Petraeus what was going on and eventually showed him the plan, which Petraeus assessed as completely irrelevant, as the surge buildup was only halfway complete. Tensions of this sort continued for a number of months with Fallon although Petraeus was, reportedly, backed up by both Gates and the President on a regular basis.
This illustrates how a “political general” uses the power he gets, as well as how he can alienate his colleagues, including his superiors.
Rice reported that the mood in Washington had shifted. “For the first time in almost two years” there was a sense that the “administration had turned a corner.” The surge “was beginning to have an effect on population security both in perception and in reality. Finally, the Iraqis were determined to liberate themselves—it was their fight now, not just ours.” In this assessment, of course, she expresses the success of the surge in terms of the metrics by which those who opposed it sought to judge long-term success—not so much the defeat of the insurgents as the transfer of responsibility for security to the Iraqis. Nonetheless, winning over skeptics was certainly a sign of the progress the new strategy was making.
Political progress was slower to come in Iraq. Crocker and Petraeus had agreed to brief Congress in September 2007, which raised the possibility of tough questions for the new team. Petraeus offered a small troop drawdown as a kind of political bone to throw to the Congress, but Bush and Cheney were skeptical. Still, the internal discussion on this was less fractious than it would have been just a couple years earlier. Rice wrote, “there was less friction inside the administration on that point than one might have thought. Now that things were going better in Iraq, we could talk about ‘the end in sight’ without the implication we were cutting and running.”
Crocker and Petraeus appeared in Congress exactly eight months after Petraeus had taken over in Baghdad. The two appeared exceptionally in sync. It was a far cry from the openly hostile relationship between Bremer and Sanchez, and the coordinated but not terribly effective one between Casey and Khalilzad. Crocker argued that a “secure, stable, democratic Iraq” was possible if the United States stayed its current course. The two offered up statistics that supported the assertion, including a fall of civilian deaths by 70 percent in Baghdad and by almost half Iraq-wide. They also underscored steep declines in sectarian violence and meaningful reductions in IED attacks and bombings. Bush called their performance “stoic, resilient and highly credible. . . . The picture was unmistakable. The surge was working.” He announced three days after their appearance that over 2,000 Marines would depart Iraq later that month and that another brigade would be gone by Christmas. Two days after that, Keane delivered a personal message from the president to Petraeus that at its heart said, “I want Dave to know that I want him to win. That’s the mission. He will have as much force as he needs for as long as he needs it.” The fact that it was a back-channel message may have added to its impact on Petraeus, who said, “it meant a great deal to me.”
Several theories exist about why the surge was for a time as successful in tamping down the insurgency as it was. Woodward argues that three factors were key: intensified US intelligence that enabled better targeting of insurgents, the effects on the populace of al-Qaeda’s “sheer brutality,” and “an unexpected source of good luck,” the ceasefire ordered by Shiite leader Muqtada al-Sadr, which was important, given the strength of the militia he commanded.
Khalilzad continues to argue the surge was secondary. “We exaggerate,” he says. “People think that because we added 30,000 troops, the surge was decisive to changing the equation. Of course it was important. But other things were just as important. First, Maliki was a more effective prime minister. We had Jaafari as prime minister for a long time. He was just a talker and a pontificator, not a decider. Maliki, once he finds his bearing, he wants to fight to move things forward. I remember once Petraeus actually called me to ask my help in getting Maliki not to go into Basra and fight against the Mahdi militia. But that’s what made Maliki a national leader. Second, al-Qaeda’s excesses alienated many Sunni Arabs who were part of the armed opposition. This led them to switch sides—with the Sunni Awakening—they began to be more constructive, helpful to our common goals. Third, the buildup of the Iraqi security forces reached critical mass. Fourth, in addition to the increase in troops, the Coalition adopted population-security counterinsurgency strategy.
“Now, of course,” he added ruefully, “we think the surge in troops is everything, and we want to do it everywhere. And look how it is not working in Afghanistan.” This point highlights a corollary to the “success has a thousand fathers” maxim and also to the “generals always want to fight the last war” maxim. It is the Peter Principle applied to policy. Once something succeeds, we keep using it over and over again until it does not. It dovetails with yet another commonly recurring policymaking error: the embrace of false analogies. Going into Iraq, many among the Bush administration’s ex–Cold Warriors who had had the greatest success of their lives with the fall of the Soviet Union and the wave of peaceful revolutions that swept across Europe expected Iraqis to respond the same way. But the situations could not have been less analogous. The most common such false analogy is that whenever a country is battered by war or crisis, someone will argue that a “Marshall Plan” should be launched. But in the case of the Marshall Plan, certain conditions existed that almost never exist in the subsequent situations. First, we had achieved total victory in Europe and felt comfortable imposing our will on those we had defeated. Second, the threat of the Soviet Union gave us a huge stake in accelerating the reconstruction of the buffer that Europe would be. And finally, the countries we chose to help rebuild had actually had a history of economic success, something that is seldom the case in many of the countries for which such plans have subsequently been recommended.
Petraeus offers another contributing factor to the greater success the United States was achieving during Bush’s second term: the engagement and commitment of the commander-in-chief. “The degree to which the President kept his eye on the ball in Iraq was incredible. I think it is unprecedented for the President of the United States to do a weekly video teleconference with the commander and the ambassador in the field carrying out a policy together. And he did it at 7:30 a.m. each Monday morning for an hour, with the entire national security team there—vice president, all the principals. . . . It was an unbelievable, unprecedented commitment of his personal time.”
Rice offered a complementary perspective both about Bush’s use of teleconferences to connect to the situation on the ground and his growing skills during the second term in dealing with international issues and leaders: “I’ll give you two very good examples—Maliki and Karzai. These guys are no prize. They’re difficult. They’re prickly. But he decided early on that . . . I’m going to develop a relationship with these guys and we’re going to . . . head-of-government to head-of-government work with them as equals. . . . And so he would do these long videoconferences with these guys—which by the way, the Obama administration decided not to keep doing—and Maliki would sort of puff himself up and he’d make better decisions because he knew that the president was there with him.”
Rice saw Bush work the same way with Ariel Sharon, “where he gets Ariel Sharon to the two-state solution when I don’t think anybody else could have.” Bush, said Rice, could work on “the strategic level” but was also “able to put himself in the other guy’s shoes and to kind of sketch out a way that you could get there if we did this together. And I watched it time and time again, and I thought, this is a remarkable gift that he’s got.”
“So,” she concluded, “he evolved. He was always pretty strategic. But he became more strategic in a way that he could marry the tactics with the strategy in ways that were very important.” This is another way of saying that during the second term, after the wrong moves and bad results of the first, Bush was starting to find ways—from time to time—to score at least some modest victories.
*Henry Kissinger once jokingly told me that his preferred method with Richard Nixon was to offer three options: global thermonuclear war, complete capitulation, or, as the third choice, the approach he wanted the president to take.
Fear makes us feel our humanity.
—BENJAMIN DISRAELI
At the end of his presidency, the image of George W. Bush held by many was of an inarticulate, bumbling man who had been duped by his vice president and secretary of defense into pursuing policies overseas and at home that were harsh, unilateral, and damaging to America’s standing in the world. However, the gap between perception and reality for the forty-third president may have been greater than that for any president since Ronald Reagan, whose affable warmth on camera was often replaced by remoteness and a chilly demeanor behind the scenes.
In the years since, Bush’s standing has slowly rebounded. At the time of this writing, his approval-disapproval ratings now stand at roughly even levels. This is due in part to the fact that the media coverage of ex-presidents is typically less overwrought than that of their successors in office. But it is also simply because perspective highlights aspects of their presidencies that seldom made the contemporary front pages and allows the caricatures to fade while more nuanced views come to light.
Those closest to Bush have been frustrated by the disparities between the man they say they saw in office and the one who was depicted in the media. But in the course of researching this book, I can also say that those who were not his allies, indeed many who might be expected to be unsympathetic to him, articulated a similar view. Of the three dozen or so foreign leaders with whom I spoke in the course of researching this book—heads of state, heads of government, and foreign ministers—not only did the majority of those who met with Bush speak admiringly of his attentive engagement with them, but virtually all also cited the degree to which he was knowledgeable, well-prepared for meetings, a good listener, responsive, and, especially, trustworthy. “At least with George W. Bush,” said one Latin American president who was still in office at the time of the writing of this book, “you always knew where you stood. He was always direct and a man of his word. I cannot say the same for Obama.” Interestingly, this leader is from the far left and is regularly extremely critical of the United States. But this view of Bush came worldwide, from left and from right, from the emerging world and from traditional allies like Britain and France. A foreign minister from a US ally in the Middle East said to me, “whatever may have happened here that were mistakes by America and by Bush, I can tell you that he is missed today. He was not perfect, but to his friends, he was a true friend.”
Even though Barack Obama and his administration later adopted policies that much more closely conformed to what might be characterized as the role for America prescribed by international public opinion, not a single one of those foreign leaders with whom I spoke preferred Obama to Bush. That is not probative of anything, not suggestive of whether the policies of Bush or Obama were superior or better for the United States. It is simply a fact that is discordant with the view that may have prevailed at the time Bush left office. Bush, the unilateralist, the invader, the sometimes buffoon, had left an impression with those with whom he worked that was quite different from that generally offered up in the media and the press.
The Internet is full of sites devoted to Bush’s grammatical blunders, his so-called Bushisms. He himself has made poking fun at his oratorical missteps and gaffes a staple of his post-presidency public-speaking engagements. But this easy humor bears little more relationship to the underlying truth of the man than did the Saturday Night Live skits lampooning Gerald Ford’s clumsiness. Ford, an All-American football player at Michigan, was very likely the most athletically gifted of all US presidents.
Bush’s second-term chief of staff, Josh Bolten, shares the frustration that the president he served was not more accurately represented, but he smartly lays some of the blame for that at the president’s own door. “Most of my colleagues like to blame the media, but I actually think that Bush himself bears a lot of responsibility for his image, because even though he is extremely bright and strategic, I think he grew up with a resentment of the entitled and privileged class of intellectuals and so never wanted to be considered one of them and almost went out of his way to appear more of a frat boy than an intellectual.”
Bolten continued, expressing a view I heard often both from Bush staffers and from career civil servants who worked in the White House, Department of Defense, and State Department: “I wouldn’t describe him as an intellectual, actually. But he almost seemed to go out of his way to reinforce the stereotype of the inarticulate regular guy who didn’t have much time for books. I don’t think he was doing it consciously. But it was a persistent frustration of mine, and I think we ill-served him on the staff in never succeeding in portraying to the public the guy we saw in private.”
Bolten argued that Bush was underestimated—or perhaps misunderestimated, to borrow a celebrated Bushism—not only in his second term but from the moment he took office in 2001 after the bitterly contested Supreme Court adjudication that gave him victory over Al Gore. “While I agree he grew greatly from the first term to the second and learned from his mistakes, I also think he came into office with an unusually good sense of what it is to be president. And here’s where I think being a president’s son really helps. He was able to see the whole arc of his Dad’s presidency. I think it gave him perspective on how you ought to focus your energy as president.
“We also went through a series of briefings,” continued Bolten, “from experts on all of the subjects you need to know about when you’re president.” Bush was well-prepared by temperament and experience to be president, but not particularly by substance. “He knew the issues a governor knows, which is . . . maybe half the issues that a president might confront. And he would come to every one of the briefings having read an often dense set of memoranda, prepared by, for example, our national security team,” Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz, Deputy Secretary of State Robert Zoellick, and chair of the Defense Policy Board Richard Perle, and led by Condi Rice. And, said Bolten, “he would come in with a statement of principle about the issue at hand which he was trying out as an articulation of his own perspective and philosophy. And I saw him do that consistently throughout his presidency. He would always lead with a clear articulation of his view and we might debate that, but more often the meeting was about how to implement it.”
This perspective was reiterated by John Negroponte, the lifelong civil servant, who worked closely with Bush as the nation’s first director of national intelligence: “he cares more about intelligence in a hands-on way than any president I can think of. He loved his briefings. He would have half an hour every day, at least six days a week. . . . And, of course, by the time I was working for him . . . he knew all the leaders around the world, he knew all the issues. So he was an extremely good customer.”
Negroponte’s observations do not fully support Bolten’s depiction of Bush as a studious reader—a depiction that Bush himself likes to joke about—but they nonetheless support the overall impression of Bush’s dedicated preparation for the job. “He preferred not to read the stuff. He would read it if he had to, but he’d rather hear it orally because he loved the interaction. We would do deep dives into different issues. He got very interested in meeting directly with the analysts. He loved to argue with them. . . . He’ll often lead with his point of disagreement. He asked lots of very smart questions. And of course, it was very often in those mornings when we briefed him that he’d tell us about the latest books he read . . . and contrary to popular belief, he read heavy duty stuff.”
Bolten identified other qualities that made Bush a good leader: “he was inclined to empower people, including his chief of staff. And while he would have views on issues like White House personnel, he would say, ‘you’re in charge and I’m going to trust you until I don’t trust you.’ And I think he communicated that effectively to the team with whom he worked.”
Bolten also illustrated Bush’s leadership skills with another point I heard frequently: “he was a kind of a coach for the entire team, as well. I mean, the specific example that comes to mind is from the financial crisis. . . . There was a fateful meeting in which [then chair of the Federal Reserve Ben] Bernanke and Paulson and [then president of the Federal Reserve Bank of New York Timothy] Geithner came in and said, ‘we’re now on the verge of a meltdown and we’re literally looking over the precipice and at another Great Depression. And unless we get authority from the Congress to spend maybe a trillion dollars bailing out the banks’—a request which Bush, by the way, hated as much as anyone—‘then we will touch off a catastrophe. And so he made the decision to go up to the Hill and tell them we want $700 billion, and after he made the decision everyone was kind of in shock, and especially the triad of Paulson and Bernanke and Geithner. And he went over to each of them individually. . . . I don’t remember specifically whether he put his arm around each of them, but that is basically what he did, and said, ‘don’t worry, we’re doing the right thing, we’ll get through this.’” Geithner confirmed the thrust of the story. Another senior official, who like Geithner went on to serve in a very high national security position in the Obama administration, recounted a story from the same period in which he said, “I saw the President spend literally twenty to thirty minutes talking a cabinet official off the ledge. . . . He was very shaken by events. . . . He was really at wit’s end. And the president lifted him up, and I’ve always thought that if the American people could have seen him for those twenty or thirty minutes at just that moment of crisis, they would have a different view of him, and they would have felt, given the stakes, that they had gotten their money’s worth from this man.” It is also a view that contrasts dramatically with that of the president and his administration during the first term when in fact the entire administration seemed shaken by the events of 9/11, the beginning of the age of fear. It was another sign of Bush’s growth that he did not just appear cool or composed himself but went further by shoring up those around him.
Elliott Abrams, former Bush deputy national security advisor for global democracy strategy, saw the approach as something more than empathy at work. He said, “I think that Bush saw himself as someone who—as a leader of the country and as a leader of the administration—had to avoid pessimism and depression and constantly transmit confidence and energy and optimism. I think he did this not just as a matter of character but I think he did it deliberately as a management style. That is his view of the office of the president.”
Former commerce secretary Carlos Gutierrez, himself a former chief executive of Kellogg Corporation, the cereal maker, asserts that part of what made Bush effective, especially in the second term, was the emphasis he placed on management skills. “Look at the team. Management skills were emphasized in a way that they haven’t been since. Cheney was a CEO. Rumsfeld was a CEO. Paulson had been a CEO. I had been a CEO. Powell had held top commands. Condi ran the NSC. Hadley had been her deputy. Bolten was from a top bank. There was a recognition that management skills mattered. I mean, under Bush, you better have had your information ready and on time. There was a discipline about it. And it started at the top.” This does not scan with the chronic lack of discipline of the policy process of Bush’s first term—such as the way that Rumsfeld and Cheney bucked the NSC process by back-dooring it and seeking approval out of the sight and reach of colleagues like Powell or Rice—second-term colleagues describe a ship that was run more tightly with each year that passed after Bush’s reelection. For example, Petraeus observed that “the president was always engaged, always prepared, regularly surprised me with his mastery of detail. But he was also a good leader, listened well, supported his team, and at some really difficult moments, such as during the early days of the Battle of Basra, in March 2008, he was unfazed and never wavered.”
In such comments, several impulses are at play. One—as in the overstated observations of Gutierrez—is to cheerlead, to be loyal. Another is to seek to contradict the prevailing view of Bush the Bumbler, which became as widespread as it was cartoonish, and to set the record straight about a president who grew to be more effective than contemporaneous media coverage might have suggested. A third is linked to the awareness that has come too late in the last three administrations—Clinton, Bush, and Obama—that of all the skills important to the success of top officials, the one most often undervalued is the ability to manage. One of the most rampant problems in Washington is that the ability to articulate a point of view is so often mistaken for the ability to get things done. It is common to see people nominated for top jobs who come from academia or think tanks or law firms or legislative roles where they have never managed anything. These people are put into roles atop big, complex organizations. Later on, people wonder why they weren’t more effective, and mistakes, sometimes very large ones, take place. This syndrome befell Bush as it did his predecessor and successor. Like Clinton, Bush learned as he went and focused especially on having a better team around him to manage his White House and his NSC. Both upgraded their management structures substantially in their second terms.
Condoleezza Rice notes one source of management experience that her boss shared with Clinton but does so to draw a contrast with Obama, still struggling with accusations of management failings well into his second term: “President Bush had been a governor. He knew how to empower people . . . and in the second term even more so. Hank Paulson is a good example. He brings in Hank Paulson, and it’s not like somebody is going to run the Treasury Department out of the White House when Hank Paulson is secretary. Bob Gates is another example. Massive experience. He’s going to really run the Defense Department.” Rice points out that Bush not only delegated to his cabinet secretaries, he truly encouraged them to have high-profile roles: “he really pushed his secretaries to the front lines. And it was good. You felt you were able to do your job.”
“That’s not what you get out of lawyers,” said Hadley, himself a graduate of Yale Law School, without wanting to target the team that succeeded his in office. “Lawyers learn to pull everything in toward themselves. It is a weakness and it is a problem because the truth is, managing a big organization is a real skill. Obama has some talented people on his team who, if unleashed, could do a lot of good for our country and make the president look good too. But, it requires them knowing how to send signals to a workforce, most of whom you never meet face-to-face. Knowing how to lead that kind of organization, particularly how to provoke change, is a real skill.”
You need people who have demonstrated success at this,” continued Hadley. “It was a criterion in the Bush administration.” Hadley’s analysis finds support in the Obama second term where there had been some changes, particularly on the economic side. Secretary of Commerce Penny Pritzker was a businessperson. National Economic Council economic director Jeffrey Zients was a businessperson. Michael Froman and Jacob Lew, respectively the United States trade representative and secretary of the treasury, had worked in banking at Citibank. And there were other examples as well.
(On the flip side, one former top State Department diplomat in the Middle East noted that Obama’s lawyerly instincts were often used as a tactic to justify inaction. He would assert that elements of domestic or international law, for example, precluded him from taking action. Although, as the former ambassador noted, he was inconsistent in how he used the law—he suggested that it obligated him to seek Congressional approval for intervention in Syria when he knew that it would block an action he didn’t want to take, but a year later he argued that a legal technicality allowed him to circumvent consulting Congress regarding the release of five Taliban prisoners from Guantanamo Bay in exchange for captured US soldier Private Bowe Bergdahl.)
Hadley recognized that management skills alone were not enough, and here he offers a defense of Bush that diverges widely from most media assessments: “management skills are important. But policies matter too. What I think many missed about Bush was that he was especially strong as a strategist. I saw an article the other day criticizing Obama for trying to be his own strategist. But the president is the strategist. He is the person, after all, that the country elects to make these decisions. And if you’ve gone through the gauntlet of what it takes to be president, you actually think you’re the person who should be making these decisions.”
In Hadley’s view, Bush was “actually quite a good strategist.” And he credits his former boss with having “a way of looking down the road, being able to take decisions that initially people might have objected to, and over the course of time, turned out to be visionary and right.” Hadley continued: “sometimes, those decisions were choices that many people might have seen as out of character, inconsistent with his public image. And yet they were dependably consistent with his principles and values.” But they were not to be found in the strategic choice made to invade Iraq, which was the absolutely dominant issue of Bush’s second term until the financial crisis overwhelmed it. So where are the “visionary and right” episodes that Hadley had in mind?
“Africa Is a Nation . . . ”
George W. Bush did not serve his image or his objectives when he clumsily said, “Africa is a nation that suffers from incredible disease.” But beyond that gaffe lay the Bush team’s actions in Africa and a claim to a genuinely significant legacy. Africa experts and activists alike from both parties and from around the world cite Bush’s initiatives in Africa, and particularly those associated with development and AIDS, not only as among the most significant contributions of the Bush presidency, but as the high-water mark in US relations with that part of the world.
Bono, U2’s front man and a leading activist, who had been critical of many Bush policies, surprised many when he said in an interview with Jon Stewart on The Daily Show, “we’re hoping very much that President Obama is going to follow through on what President Bush did. I know that’s hard for you to accept. It was amazing. You know, people like John Kerry worked for this, and Hillary Clinton, and eventually President Clinton did some extraordinary stuff negotiating the prices of . . . very expensive drugs down. But George kind of knocked it out of the park.” The singer argued that five million Africans were alive because of drug programs started and funded during the Bush years. Another independent perspective from within the government came from Bill Burns, the professional diplomat who rose to career ambassador, the highest rank in the US Foreign Service, and served in the Obama administration as deputy secretary of state. He cites as special achievements the two programs at the core of the Bush administration’s Africa policies: the Millennium Challenge Corporation and the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR). “I think when people write the history of that administration ten, twenty, thirty years from now, those two things will stand out, PEPFAR especially.”
“Africa policy,” said Condoleezza Rice, “is an example of something that we started with during the first term and focused more intensively on during the second that came from a deep belief that the president and I shared that we needed to do more, to lead in that part of the world.” Bush has written that he had decided during a conversation with Condoleezza Rice at the Texas governor’s mansion that Africa would be an important focus, even before assuming the presidency. He recalled, “Condi had strong feelings on the subject. She felt Africa had great potential, but had too often been neglected.”
The Millennium Challenge Account (MCA) was created in 2002 to oversee the distribution of aid to poor countries. When announcing the program, Bush articulated a goal of doubling US foreign aid. Distinguishing the program from past aid efforts were the criteria that had to be met by recipient countries prior to receiving US aid. In her memoir, Rice writes of the program, “we thought of the MCA not as rewarding good behavior, though it did. The point was that countries would never develop without good governance and a fight against corruption. Foreign assistance on any other basis was worse than wasted: it was creating permanent wards of the international system who could never deliver for their people.” The criteria involved included commitments to openness, transparency, necessary reforms, free markets, and democracy. From 2002 through 2008, according to the calculations in Bush’s memoir, the MCA invested $6.7 billion of seed money with thirty-five partner countries.
Rice wrote that “the MCC used strict criteria and a process of negotiation to create compacts between aid recipients and the United States. The countries that were selected were certified using quantitative indicators such as governing wisely, fighting corruption, and investing in their people. For countries that did those things well and earned an MCC contract, the sums of money were large: $698 million to Tanzania, $457 million to Ghana, $697 million to Morocco, and $461 million to El Salvador, to name a few.”
Bush recounted an encounter with French President Jacques Chirac at a G-8 summit in Canada hosted by Canadian Prime Minister Jean Chrétien shortly after the MCA program was announced:
I was one of the first to speak. I talked about the results-oriented principles of MCA, a stark departure from the G-8’s tradition of measuring generosity by the percentage of GDP a nation spent on foreign aid. When I finished, Jacques Chirac leaned over and patted my arm. “George, you are so unilateralist,” he said. Then he unleashed, “How can America insist on tying aid to anti-corruption? After all, the free world created corruption!” He made it clear he thought I really didn’t understand the African culture. . . . When the lecture concluded, I raised my hand. Chrétien shook his head. He wanted to give the other leaders a chance to speak. But I couldn’t let Chirac’s statement stand. I butted back in: “America did not colonize African nations. America did not create corruption. And America is tired of seeing good money stolen while people continue to suffer. Yes, we are changing our policy, whether you like it or not.”
The program gradually gained supporters as the funds flowed out to participating countries. Some, like Bono, were resistant. Rice observed, “he agreed with its principles but I suspect that standing with George W. Bush was not exactly what he had in mind.” Bush, for his part, would later salute the rock star’s contribution to the program, saying, “my respect for Bono grew over time. He was warm to Laura and the girls. He frequently sent notes of thanks. He is a man of genuine faith. Bono could be edgy, but never in a cynical or political way.”
Another promoter of the program—perhaps less surprising except to those aware of the tensions that led to his departure from the Bush team—was one of its architects, Colin Powell. In a 2006 Foreign Policy article, “No Country Left Behind,” the former secretary of state argued that the program was a key element of Bush’s evolving foreign policy. Powell observed that the “symbiosis between political and economic freedom is the basis for the Millennium Challenge Account, which offers a contract modeled on the free market itself—that is its genius.” Powell, noting that US foreign assistance doubled between 2000 and 2006, also cited in the same article other companion programs aimed at needy nations, including the Digital Freedom Initiative, which sought to close the digital divide worldwide, the Food for Peace Program, PEPFAR, and the Congo Basis Forest Partnership, which created a “coalition of 13 governments, 3 international organizations and 10 civil society groups united to protect the world’s second largest tropical forest.”
Powell also argued, correctly, in my estimation, that “development is not a ‘soft’ policy issue but a core national security issue. . . . Poverty breeds frustration and resentment, which ideological entrepreneurs can turn into support for—or acquiescence to—terrorism, particularly in those countries in which poverty is coupled with a lack of political rights and freedoms.” This is a view that has been embraced broadly on both sides of the Washington political divide—at least among those in the executive branch—with prominent cases being made to support the viewpoint by Bush, former Bush US trade representative and deputy secretary of state Robert Zoellick, both Rices—Condoleezza and Susan—and former secretaries of state James Baker and Warren Christopher.
Washington being Washington, it is not surprising that critics emerged. Nor is it surprising that two of those critics were partisans who would later assume top roles in the Obama administration.
A year after the MCA was launched, Gene Sperling, who later would become the head of the Office of Management and Budget and later still of the National Economic Council during the Obama administration, coauthored with Tom Hart an article that suggested that “in its current form, the MCA could be a step backward in the ongoing U.S. effort to reach out to a majority of poor countries in a coordinated and effective way.” They argued that it represented “a new layer of bureaucracy for poor countries to navigate” as it “offers no clear process by which other bilateral or multilateral donors would collaborate.”
Susan Rice, then a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, while supportive of active aid for Africa, nonetheless was critical, saying the Bush efforts did not go far enough. She minimized the impact of MCA, saying that while Bush had “pledged to double aid to Africa by 2010 . . . relatively little of that commitment represents new money.” She added that “the president also claims to have ‘tripled’ aid to Africa over the past four years; in fact, total U.S. assistance to Africa has not even doubled. It has increased 56 percent in real dollars from fiscal 2000 to 2004, the last completed fiscal year [as of her writing]. More than half of that increase is emergency food aid—not assistance that alleviates poverty.”
Once in office, the Obama team kept the MCA going but requested funding for it at only about a third of the funding level initially requested by Bush. This was no doubt due in part to the economic straits in which the United States found itself at the time of the most recent requests. On one key metric, Obama does outshine Bush—when Bush announced the MCA, there were no provisions requiring improvement in gender equality before a nation could obtain an MCA compact. Under Obama’s influence, that has changed, and creating conditions that empower women and reinforce gender equality is now a significant part of determining which states get MCA compacts and how those compacts are implemented.
Thinking Big About AIDS
Early in his presidency, Bush concluded that the United Nations–led approach to addressing the AIDS crisis—the Global Fund to Combat HIV/AIDS, Malaria and Tuberculosis—was “cumbersome, bureaucratic and inefficient.” He turned to his deputy chief of staff for policy, Josh Bolten, to look at options for doing better. Bolten pulled together a team from the National Institutes of Health and from within the administration. His deputy, Jay Lefkowitz, described the first meeting of the group:
Relating the President’s desire to focus on the international AIDS crisis, Bolten turned to [senior National Institutes of Health researcher Anthony] Fauci, who had just returned from a trip to Africa with [Health and Human Services] Secretary [Tommy] Thompson and whom we all expected to propose an enormous infusion of funding for his vaccine project. But we were wrong. Putting more money into research, Fauci said, would not necessarily produce a vaccine any more quickly. Instead, he pointed to one of the most acute problems within the AIDS world: transmission of the virus from mother to child. In Africa, more than two million women with HIV were giving birth each year, resulting in at least 700,000 infected during pregnancy, during birth or through breastfeeding. . . . But the good news was that a new drug, Nevirapine, had come on the market that already proved effective in reducing the odds that a pregnant woman infected with HIV would transmit the virus to her baby. If we could purchase enough of the drug and develop a system of delivering it to those in need, we might be able to affect significantly the spread of AIDS.
This idea, later dubbed the Mother and Child Prevention Initiative, became the core of a program that the Bolten-led task force recommended be funded at $500 million. Bush embraced the idea but felt it was too small to make the kind of difference he hoped against the disease, so he ordered the team to go back to the drawing board and come up with something even broader in scope and impact. Lefkowitz later recalled Bolten coming back to the group with the guidance that “the President wants us to think really big about AIDS.” He added, “assume money is no object.” The result was PEPFAR, which originally had three objectives described by Bush as “treat two million AIDS patients, prevent seven million new infections and care for ten million HIV-affected people.”
“The next question,” Bush wrote, “was which countries to include. I decided to focus on the poorest and sickest nations, twelve in sub-Saharan Africa and two in the Caribbean. These fourteen countries accounted for 50 percent of the world’s HIV infections.” Despite the economic hardships the United States was facing when the program was conceived during Bush’s first term, the president requested $15 billion in funding for its first five years. Despite facing hurdles on Capitol Hill—including from Democratic senators like John Kerry, who was planning his own presidential run and had his own plan—Congress ultimately approved the initiative.
Controversy followed when the program embraced what was called the ABC method of preventing the spread of the disease. That stood for “abstinence for youth, including the delay of sexual debut and abstinence until marriage, being tested for HIV and being faithful in marriage and monogamous relationships, and correct and consistent use of condoms for those who practice high risk behaviors.” This approach led to a number of criticisms, suggesting a view well-summarized in the title of a 2010 report from the left-leaning Center for American Progress, “How Ideology Trumped Science: Why PEPFAR Has Failed to Meet Its Potential.” The report argued that under the program, the “C” component, condoms, was de-emphasized by many of the faith-based on the ground distributing the aid, whereas the “A” component became more central despite the fact that it didn’t work as well. Although Bush himself was fond of pointing out that abstinence “worked every time,” that view was rebutted by researchers who pointed out that the highest-risk group for infections was actually married women for whom the “A” approach would not work. A 2006 Government Accountability Office also raised this flaw in the approach as a problem to be addressed.
Another criticism was that the United States was diverting potential support from the UN Global Fund. This was not only a complaint offered by those simply seeking money for the UN effort, it also was related to the fact that the Global Fund was more oriented to the provision of lower-cost medications for HIV/AIDS sufferers than was the more religiously motivated (as some saw it) ABC approach of PEPFAR. (The Bush Administration did eventually approve the use of generic drugs in 2005, dropping the cost of treating a PEPFAR-funded patient by three-quarters.)
Nonetheless, the achievements of PEPFAR have come to be acknowledged and widely hailed even by critics who took issue with elements of the approach. By 2008, the program had supported, according to Lefkowitz, “care for approximately 6.6 million individuals, including 2.7 million orphans and vulnerable children.” Condoleezza Rice drew attention to the fact that the program included counseling to “some 57 million,” a population equivalent to every man, woman, and child in France. It was a vast effort. In 2007, Bush sought another five years of funding, which was approved in 2008.
President Obama has maintained roughly similar funding levels for global health, but the funds are now diversified across more programs, which has actually reduced the amount of funding dedicated to PEPFAR and combating AIDS. In a 2010 New York Times editorial, South African archbishop Desmond Tutu wrote that “President Obama added only $366 million to the program this year—well below the $1 billion he promised to add when he was on the campaign trail. . . . Most of the countries in Pepfar [sic] will see no increase in aid.” He continued: “under the Bush administration, about 400,000 more African patients received treatment every year. President Obama’s Pepfar [sic] strategy would reduce the number of new patients receiving treatment to 320,000—resulting in 1.2 million avoidable deaths over the next five years. . . . President Obama has also proposed to cut America’s contributions to the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria to $1 billion, down from $1.05 billion this year.”
In 2013, a major study by the independent National Academy of Science based on 400 interviews worldwide found PEPFAR to be “‘globally transformative,’ ‘a lifeline,’ and credited around the world for ‘restoring hope’ in the long, difficult struggle against HIV/AIDS, which has taken nearly 30 million lives over three decades.” Prior to PEPFAR, fewer than 100,000 people in sub-Saharan Africa had received antiretroviral drugs. By the end of Bush’s time in office, that number had increased twentyfold. Bush’s malaria initiative, according to the BBC, has resulted in the number of those infected by the disease to be halved in fifteen countries.
By the time of the opening of the Bush Presidential Library in 2013, a growing consensus had emerged that Bush’s Africa policy was not only a highlight of his administration’s international initiatives but was to that point in history perhaps the most far-reaching and positive such policy of any US administration in history. Referring to the fact that the Bush administration averaged humanitarian assistance of over $5 billion a year to the African continent, more than any administration before or since, former US president Jimmy Carter said, “Mr. President, let me say that I’m filled with admiration for you and deep gratitude for the great contributions you have made to the most needy people on earth.” Bill Clinton said that he had “personally seen the faces of some of the millions of people who are alive today,” thanks to Bush.
Another rocker-activist, Bob Geldof, traveled with Bush to Africa and afterward said, “the Bush regime has been divisive—but not in Africa. I read it has been incompetent—but not in Africa. It has created bitterness—but not here in Africa. Here his administration has saved millions of lives.” Bush, ironically in view of what was said about his successor, perhaps best deserves to be credited with being America’s first Africa-focused president.
Obama himself has acknowledged the impact of the Bush anti-AIDS program: “President Bush deserves enormous credit for that. It is really important. And it saved lives of millions of people.” Obama entered office with high expectations for his own Africa policy, especially since he was the first American president with strong African connections, a father born in Kenya, and one who made significant campaign promises of commitment to African issues. The expectations and the comparisons to Bush became a burden.
In one Foreign Policy article, Sudanese-born entrepreneur Mo Ibrahim wrote, “I don’t think President Obama gives much thought to Africa,” noting also that, “George Bush is a hero in Africa.”
Recognition of the Importance of the Emerging World
By the time George W. Bush was president, it was clear that the United States needed to find a new approach for dealing with the rising economic powers. In 2001, Goldman Sachs economist Jim O’Neill published a paper, “Building Better Global Economic BRICs.” BRIC was an acronym for Brazil, Russia, India, and China. His paper was a watershed in how the world viewed these engines of economic growth and social and political change.
Just the four countries in question covered a quarter of the world’s land mass and were home to 40 percent of the world’s population. China was the world’s most populous country and its fastest growing major economy, already on a trajectory to become the world’s second largest economy in GDP terms. As such, it was a rising economic superpower and seemed likely to become America’s most important geopolitical rival within just a few years. However, unlike America’s rivalry with the former Soviet Union, US relations with China were not a zero-sum game. The two countries’ economies were growing increasingly interdependent. Their growth was good for us, and their problems would rapidly become our problems. And yet we needed to find a way to counterbalance them in Asia to ensure security for our allies, maintain access to resources, and protect other national interests. Russia, although a shadow of its former self, was rapidly gaining a new form of influence as a leader in global energy and mineral resource markets, and it still had the second most important nuclear weapons capability in the world. Brazil was the next most populous country in our own hemisphere, the fifth largest in the world in terms of land, and home to the world’s seventh largest economy. India, the fourth of the BRICs, and soon to be the world’s most populous nation and currently its largest democracy, is covered at greater length in a section immediately below.
By the time the Bush administration took office, America’s post–Cold War geopolitical stance required us to devote much more time to these countries. The events of 9/11 distracted focus from this emerging reality during the first term, but by the second term it was clear to the president, Rice, and the team at the NSC that a rebalancing of diplomatic and national security efforts could wait no longer.
The Bush administration took innovative steps in its focus on some of the developing world’s struggling nations, especially with respect to the outreach it made to India and Brazil. At the center of the former effort was a bold diplomatic initiative; in the latter, an unexpected but highly durable personal alliance. (China and Russia are the focus of Chapters 6 and 7.)
The India Deal
The push to strengthen US ties with India started during the Clinton years. First Lady Hillary Clinton made an important trip there, and Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott took the lead in shaping a more engaged policy, even when the Clinton administration had to contend with the twin tests of nuclear weapons by India and Pakistan in 1998.
When Bob Blackwill took over as US ambassador to India in 2001, he actively sought more attention for the relationship. His regular cables back to the State Department and calls to colleagues on the NSC staff urged that more time be devoted to what he saw as a strategically vital relationship. India was, in his view, perhaps the most important partner in counterbalancing the growing power of China as well as helping to offset, monitor, and contain threats that might emerge from Pakistan. As the Washington Post’s Glenn Kessler noted in his book, The Confidante, Blackwill’s “cables were ignored by Powell who detested Blackwill.” (We’ve discussed Blackwill’s people skills earlier.)
The 2002 National Security Strategy included text, inserted at the insistence of Condoleezza Rice, that underscored the potential importance of the relationship with India. Kessler wrote that the section was authored by Phil Zelikow on behalf of Rice, who wanted “language that pointed to the possibilities of a broader partnership with India and a willingness to downplay the nuclear issue.” This last point is a reference to tensions that had bedeviled the relationship since India’s nuclear tests in 1998. The tests elevated tensions between India and Pakistan, significantly raising the specter of nuclear conflict between the subcontinent’s geopolitical rivals and exacerbating concerns about the continuing proliferation of nuclear weapons worldwide. In addition, the ability to offer civil technology or shape agreements that might rein in the Indian program was complicated by the fact that India was not a signatory of the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). In accordance with the treaty, the United States was prohibited from agreeing to any transfer or sale of nuclear energy technology to India.
The section prepared by Zelikow read: “differences remain including the development of India’s nuclear and missile programs, and the pace of India’s economic reforms. But while in the past these concerns may have dominated our thinking about India, today we start with a view of India as a growing world power with which we have common strategic interests. Through a growing partnership with India, we can best address any differences and shape a dynamic future.” During Powell’s tenure as secretary of state, the United States made some progress in Indian outreach, at the entreaties of Blackwill to do so. By 2004, a bilateral mechanism called the Next Steps in Strategic Partnership was created, but it produced only modest gains, largely because of Indian bureaucratic reluctance to follow through on the establishment of the export-control regime they had promised to implement at the outset. Such a regime would be essential to limit India’s ability to share its nuclear technology with others, thus addressing the proliferation problem.
When Rice took over at State, she sought to ramp up the efforts with New Delhi. In No Higher Honor, she wrote that “India needed civil nuclear power and wanted to break out of the constraints on high-technology cooperation that were stunting its growth. . . . But the breakthrough was not just about nuclear power—it would unlock a wide range of possible areas of cooperation with a country that was an emerging power in the knowledge-based revolution in economic affairs.”
She continued, “and for us, even though we were not seeking to ‘balance’ China, cooperation with another emerging power in Asia, especially a democratic one, was a welcome development.” Said one senior State Department official who worked with Bush, “she had to write that. We never say we are ‘balancing’ China. But the statement comes with a certain wink-and-a-nod. Because of course, that’s precisely what we are trying to do on some level.”
Rice then actively sought to persuade her boss in the White House that a deal with India on the transfer of nuclear technology was in America’s interests, legal obstacles and past history aside. Bush agreed. He also unwittingly accelerated progress on the deal with a parallel decision to sell advanced American fighter aircraft, F-16s, to Pakistan. This move was designed to help foster ties with friendlier elements of the Pakistani leadership, notably the military and President Pervez Musharraf. It was consistent with US policy in that part of the world because Pakistan was seen as an essential if somewhat unreliable partner in the battle against al-Qaeda and other extremists in the region. When Deputy Secretary of State Bob Zoellick heard about the sale, he urged that the Indians—who would not be happy with the strengthening of their adversary—be consulted. The strategy would be for Rice to go to New Delhi in March 2005 to tell the Indians about the sale but also to offer some big ideas about improving the US-Indian relationship at the same time. During these meetings Rice told Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh that one of those ideas would be to cultivate cooperation in civil nuclear energy.
Nick Burns, former under secretary of state, recalls, “the idea was really Condi’s. It came out of her visit to New Delhi, one of her first as Secretary. She met with the Prime Minister, and had decided before the meeting that we weren’t going to be able to move forward with India militarily, politically, unless we got this big elephant in the room, as we called it, taken care of—the fact that we had sanctioned India for 30 years and that India was not in the non-proliferation system and was effectively an outcast but was actually playing by the rules and had not proliferated its nuclear materials the way Pakistan had. And when she came back from that trip, she called me down to her office and said, ‘I want you to be the point person on India and on this deal.’ I said I had never been to India; I’m not an India expert. She said, ‘You’re a negotiator. Negotiate the deal.’ And so I became immersed in the deal over the next couple of years.”
The deal to work together on peaceful uses of nuclear power would be announced during Manmohan Singh’s visit to Washington in July 2005. With the Indians in Washington and the White House expecting an announcement, Rice’s Indian counterpart, Natwar Singh, informed her of a hitch. Prime Minister Singh was losing confidence that he could sell the deal in India’s often fractious parliament. Behind the scenes diplomatic scrambling took place. Rice dispatched Under Secretary Nick Burns to see if a solution was possible, while she prepared the president for the possibility that the deal itself would blow up.
After having gone to bed with the president’s “too bad” ringing in her ears, Rice “woke up at 4:30 a.m. and sat straight up in bed. I am not letting this go down, I thought. I called Nick at 5:00 a.m. ‘I am not prepared to let this fail. Arrange for me to see the Prime Minister.’” This produced further negotiations and the Indian PM finally agreed to meet with her at his hotel, the venerable Willard on Pennsylvania Avenue, a block from the White House.
During the encounter, Rice recalls saying: “‘Mr. Prime Minister, this is the deal of a lifetime. You and President Bush are about to put US-Indian relations on a fundamentally new footing. I know it is hard for you, but it’s hard for the president too. I didn’t come here to negotiate language, only to ask you to tell your officials to get this done.’ Prime Minister Singh, a mild-mannered man who speaks slowly and softly, pushed back but eventually gave his nod to his people to try again.” The push worked, and later that day the deal was announced.
Nick Burns, who became the chief negotiator on the deal, working with the NSC’s Ashley Tellis, told me, “when we announced on July 18th, 2005, that we were going to try to reach this deal—and it took us two years to reach it—the non-proliferation community, all the think tanks rose up against it. There were a lot of members of Congress very uneasy with it. There were some people in the administration who were uneasy too—those who work on non-proliferation. But it was clear to us that we needed India, not to contain China, but we needed a big relationship, a bigger relationship with India to reinforce our own position in the Indian Ocean and East Asia. And so that was part of the impetus for the deal.”
He went on, “I wouldn’t say that there was much dissension at the top levels of the administration. Maybe some at mid-levels and at some of the agencies because this was, after all, an abrupt, dramatic change of thirty years of US policy.” Burns then pointed out that “this is where an effective NSC process comes into play,” adding, “Steve Hadley was a master at managing such issues and resolving differences.”
The process of finalizing the deal was massively complex. For the deal to be legal under US law, the Atomic Energy Act of 1954 would have to be amended to allow the sale of nuclear technology to a non-signatory of the Non-Proliferation Treaty. This required extensive negotiations with Congress, and considerable wrangling before a deal on that front was reached in late 2006. In addition, a “Section 123 Agreement had to be negotiated with India which detailed the terms of the transaction and then the deal needed to be approved by the International Atomic Energy Agency’s governors and the Nuclear Suppliers Group.” And after all that, Congress had to approve. Singh also faced pushback, especially from those in the Indian parliament who held the principles of the non-aligned movement dear and feared being drawn too closely into the orbit of the United States. Indeed, the Indian PM faced down a vote of no-confidence over the issue in 2008.
Rice recalls that when it came to the final Congressional vote, “Jeff Bergner, the assistant secretary for legislative affairs, told me we were short on votes. But a last minute deal satisfied New York Congressman Gary Ackerman and with him came the requisite number of Democratic votes. The House passed the legislation 298 to 117.” She then credits Josh Bolten in helping to engineer passage in the Senate, underscoring the vital nature of a kind of “whole-of-administration” approach to getting major deals done. The bigger, more cohesive, and more competent the team, the more likely that complex breakthroughs like this become both diplomatically and politically possible.
Reflecting on the significance of the breakthrough, veteran diplomat Bill Burns said, “I remember when Prime Minister Singh came out and we finished that deal that none of us had been confident we could pull off. But the president really pushed. And that’s another case where his leadership had strategic significance. He had a very easy relationship with Singh and, to this day, he is held in very high regard in India. He understood that you have to use the frame of long-term strategic concerns with countries like India.”
“You know,” said Nick Burns, “it was really Condi and Steve. And in the second term they wanted us to focus on not only civilian nuclear relations but also our military-to-military relationship and our political relationship. . . . We worked on all sorts of issues with them in a way we never had before. . . . In my view one of the most important strategic initiatives President Bush made was this new relationship with India.” Burns also pointed out another aspect of the deal: “the great thing about it—and this is a rare occurrence in Washington—is that it had bipartisan support. I remember on the civil nuclear deal I had to meet often with Senator Biden and I also met with Senator Obama and Senator Clinton to try to convince them to support it and they all did eventually. And the beauty is that when Obama came in as president, he had Republican support to continue the big relationship with India.”
Bush and Lula
George W. Bush and Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva were born within a year of each other. Both grew up to be presidents. But the apparent chasm between the characters and experience of the two men seemed even greater than the distance between Caetes, Brazil, where Lula, Brazil’s thirty-fifth president, was born, and Grace–New Haven Hospital, where George W. Bush was born. Bush, as is well-known, was the son of a president and grandson of a senator, born of wealth and sent to the best schools in America. Lula was raised in humble surroundings, did not learn how to read until he was ten, and quit school in the second grade. Bush worked in the oil industry and major league baseball. Lula worked in factories much of his life, losing a finger on a lathe when he was nineteen. Bush became part of the establishment within the establishment, a blue blood of the US Republican Party. Lula became a union leader and ultimately the head of the Partido dos Trabalhadores, on the left wing of Brazilian politics.
After Lula was elected president of Brazil in 2003, he approached his relationship with Bush with what one of Lula’s top aides characterized as “wariness and skepticism.” This was not just because Brazil’s leaders have often approached their American counterparts that way. These two in particular, it seemed, were oil and water.
But Bush, former governor of Texas, geographically close to Mexico, had come into office with a determination to improve US relations with Latin America. A few weeks after he took office he said, “the best foreign policy starts at home. . . . We’ve got to have good relations in the hemisphere.” In this spirit, Bush met with Mexico’s president Vicente Fox on September 10, 2001, discussing plans for future initiatives between the United States and Mexico. However, the plans were put on hold, pushed off the front burner by the attacks that came a day later.
In the wake of Lula’s election, given his left-wing credentials, there was also much concern about him in Washington. Would he maintain the reforms and the positive relationship with the United States that his well-respected and well-liked predecessor Fernando Henrique Cardoso had put in place? Some described him as a radical, someone who would be far more comfortable with Fidel Castro of Cuba and Hugo Chávez of Venezuela than with a Republican president of the United States.
“Initially,” said one senior career diplomat from Itamaraty, the Brazilian Foreign Ministry, “there was a sense the relationship would be cool. That perhaps it would not be as active as under FHC [Cardoso]. Just prior to the first meeting between Bush and Lula at the end of 2002, we simply didn’t know what to expect.”
Condoleezza Rice was succinct in her skepticism: “Lula was viewed with suspicion in the global business communities—and in the White House.”
“We didn’t need or want another Chávez and were wary of a perceived shift throughout Latin America to the left,” said a former NSC staffer. All round, Lula looked like a bit of a challenge.
At the first meeting, however, after an awkward start in which Bush, according to Rice, seemed transfixed with a socialist pin that Lula was wearing, something happened. A chemistry between the two men slowly began to surface. Rice characterized Lula as “authentic,” an adjective I often heard used by foreign leaders in describing Bush. “Lula,” she wrote, “seemed to be someone we could work with.”
One of Lula’s top advisors said, “Lula appreciated the sense that Bush was listening to him with genuine interest. There was a respect almost immediately between the two of them as men. Both liked to joke, to use humor and to communicate informally. We saw they had more in common than we thought.”
The relationship evolved, and a year later the two men met in Brazil, at which time they agreed on high-level consultations on issues from counterterrorism to Africa, which was also a top priority for Lula, whose country had strong African ties. Afterward Lula said, “without any question I believe we can surprise the world in terms of the relationship.”
Over the years that followed, the relationship built into something between both men that ultimately benefited the two countries with rapidly expanding trade, reduced tensions over international issues, and cooperation on key areas from energy to counterterrorism. Throughout this time, Lula was also able to maintain strong ties to leaders on the left throughout Latin America. Indeed, his ability to act as an interlocutor in that respect was “very much appreciated by the president and the NSC,” in the words of a White House staffer from the period.
Part of the reason for the improvement, of course, goes beyond personal diplomacy. The focus on relations within the hemisphere by Bush, Rice, Hadley, top DoD staff, and the military enhanced relationships and generated appreciation from potential partners who had otherwise felt neglected. It also increased the sense of self-worth among those working in the government on Latin American issues.
Roberta Jacobson is a career Foreign Service officer who was named assistant secretary of state for Western Hemisphere affairs at the beginning of 2012. Prior to that, after a brief stint at the NSC, she had served in a variety of ascending capacities at the State Department, including director of the Office of Mexican Affairs from 2002 to 2007, and deputy assistant secretary of state for Canada, Mexico, and NAFTA issues. As a consequence she has a clear view of what shifting priorities can mean for the teams working on them.
“We do sometimes feel like the Rodney Dangerfield of foreign policy,” Jacobson says, speaking from the perspective of Latin America specialists generally. “There is a certain amount of resentment among some of the folks who work on Latin America toward our colleagues from other parts of the world who think there is really not much skill needed to work in our area.
“It’s a very interesting phenomenon,” she continued. “Every year I find that my PDAS [principal deputy assistant secretary] is absolutely incensed by the number of people who believe that because they’ve served in Western Europe or Asia—in some cases including the Middle East, i.e., ‘real’ places . . . where ‘real’ policy gets done—that of course, they should be entitled to an ambassadorial position in the Western Hemisphere because . . . how hard can that be, right? And so when there is a shift in policy and our issues become more highly prioritized, it helps offset those prejudices.”
Rice emphasized the priority she, Bush, and the NSC gave emerging powers. Nick Burns described some of the consequences: “I worked very closely with a guy named Antonio Patriota, who became foreign minister of Brazil and is now their UN Ambassador. . . . We had a very active assistant secretary, Tom Shannon [who later became US ambassador to Brazil and currently serves as counselor to Secretary of State John Kerry]. We had a biofuels agreement with Brazil. We worked on Security Council reform with Brazil. Because we just felt that the world balance of power was changing. We were still on top, but we had—we had to have—better working relations with some of these other countries.”
Patriota underscored the point in return: “it may be that the period of the Bush presidency was a high-water mark for US-Brazil relations through that time. And in part that was because they had a multifaceted, multilevel approach. You saw engagement throughout the US bureaucracy from the top down.” Shannon reaffirmed the sense of purpose that was created at the top: “I always felt this was a top priority and that Condi, Steve, and the president were responsive to my requests and guidance.”
Bush commerce secretary Carlos Gutierrez illustrated another dimension of the impact of personal, presidential level diplomacy. “As you know,” he said, “Bush got along famously well with Lula . . . which had the benefit in the region of keeping Lula from criticizing Bush. . . . Remember how [Hugo] Chávez called the president “a devil”? How he said, “it smells like sulfur in here”? And then [Ecuadorian finance minister Rafael] Correa had said, “that’s an insult to the devil.” But when Correa was elected [president of Ecuador], Bush called him up and congratulated him and it just disarmed him. Correa never publicly criticized Bush after that. He criticized imperialism and some US policy—but he never went after the president. He [Bush] just had a way of doing that.”
This approach and the improving understanding with Brazil translated into other aspects of the US relationship with other countries of the hemisphere. A centerpiece of this was Plan Colombia, a joint US-Colombian initiative to help end that country’s decades-long civil war. Begun during the Clinton administration, the program demanded president-to-president collaboration from the beginning to ensure that it received the funding and produced the government-to-government cooperation it needed to be effective. A moment from the earliest days of the effort exemplifies the importance of personal contact between presidents. After the American side hammered out its vision for the program (quarterbacked by Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs Thomas Pickering, one of America’s most distinguished diplomats of the modern era), the subject of funding came up. The program’s authors felt they needed $1.7 billion allocated to the program but they were not getting much support for new monies from Capitol Hill. At one dark moment in the process, it was determined that Clinton would have to call Colombia’s president, Andrés Pastrana, and tell him the United States was simply not able to underwrite this project, though it was considered crucial to Colombia’s future. Talking points were prepared. When Clinton made the call, the only person in the room with him was NSC senior director for Latin America Arturo Valenzuela, later assistant secretary of state for Western Hemisphere affairs in the Obama administration. Clinton got Pastrana on the line and explained the situation. His team simply couldn’t find the money. There was a long silence. Pastrana was devastated. After they hung up, Clinton turned to Valenzuela and said, “that was the worst call I have ever had to do in this job.” He had tears in his eyes. And then, so frustrated with the situation, he said, “I’m going to call [Speaker of the House Dennis] Hastert.”
Clinton did that and used all his considerable powers of persuasion and the potency of his office to prevail upon the Speaker to find the money. Had he walked away, the program wouldn’t have happened; it took the personal chemistry between two leaders to motivate one to make Plan Colombia possible.
One of the strengths of Plan Colombia, which has ultimately proven to be one of the really meaningful success stories in Western Hemisphere relations in the past half century, was that it was a whole-of-government effort involving the effective collaboration of the entire NSC team and constituent departments. It was also an excellent illustration of how successful programs depend on continuity from one US or foreign administration to another—continuity that often must persist despite a change in political party or direction within those countries.
Fortunately for this initiative, as good as Bush’s relationship was with Lula, it was even better with Pastrana’s successor, Colombian President Álvaro Uribe. Uribe was also very different from Bush. As loose and affable as Bush was, as approachable and garrulous with his friends as the American president could be, Uribe was the opposite—as tightly wound a world leader as there was. Even over dinner, he spoke in intense, bulleted talking points that made observers wonder whether he ever really relaxed. But for all Uribe’s sometimes intimidating intensity, he was also dedicated to fighting Colombia’s rebel groups who were, in his mind and in Bush’s, directly analogous to the terrorists the US president was fighting as his central initiative. Both men had common purpose and it bonded them. It did not hurt that Colombia’s ambassador to the United States at the time, American-born Luis Alberto Moreno, who would later become president of the Inter-American Development Bank, was widely viewed as the most effective diplomat in Washington. Moreno maintained very deep ties at the highest levels in the Bush White House, NSC, State Department, and on Capitol Hill. He helped orchestrate the development of the relationship in ways that only the most successful diplomats can do.
Bush, however, came into office skeptical of whether Plan Colombia could work. Pastrana’s efforts to negotiate with rebels or rein in drug traffickers had faltered, costing him his job. Uribe was unproven. Bush wanted to reevaluate and redirect the program, to “change its character.” In Rice’s words: Uribe “made clear that he’d go after the paramilitaries too, even though some of them had been associated with his political party. When he met with President Bush the first time, he described the challenge and his commitment to confronting it. The President was immediately attracted to him and his toughness. ‘Do you really mean it?’ the President asked. ‘Because if you do, you have to be prepared for really tough action. Kill their leadership and they will start to fold.’ Uribe assured the president that he intended to do exactly that.”
Employing an approach that became a recurring theme throughout the post-9/11 “Age of Fear,” Bush maintained support for Plan Colombia by framing it as a new front in the war on terror—even though during another period in our history it might have been seen as a step in shoring up hemispheric relations, or enhancing regime stability, or advancing the war on drugs. This in itself offers a bit of a glimpse into one characteristic of Washington. When politicians find an approach on an issue that resonates with the public, they tend to use it and then beat it to death until it works no longer. When one overarching issue dominates the national media conversation, the entire town can therefore become monomaniacal—it can have a hard time keeping more than one thought in its head. During the years of the global war on terror—the Bush years—no formula was more overused than playing to the fears of the American people of another devastating attack. Fighting terror and security became the rationale for multiple initiatives, some with a highly tenuous relationship to antiterrorism of any kind. Border issues with Mexico became not about immigration but about “securing the border” against potential infiltration. Ports and domestic infrastructure were upgraded to “harden our assets.” Health programs grew up to ensure the ability to respond to “biothreats.” Police departments got more money in support of “first responders.” Even if the primary reason for an action had little to do with terror, if you could find a security angle, it greased the skids toward getting more cash. Politicians played on the country’s collective post-traumatic stress disorder to achieve a wide array of non-terror related goals. Plan Colombia was actually more in the grey area on this. Some of the program did help interdict arms shipments and drug shipments that benefited terrorists. But some of it was simply oriented toward fighting drug dealers and stabilizing an important ally in the region—one of the few Latin American countries that was willing to embrace an unabashedly pro-American stance.
Plan Colombia was ultimately successful in helping quash the country’s civil conflict and in reducing violence within its borders. However, the drug flow was largely uninterrupted. A 2006 Congressional Research Service report noted, “despite increased eradication of drug crops and interdiction efforts under Plan Colombia, U.S. government agencies responsible for tracking drug trends report that the availability, price, and purity of cocaine and heroin in the United States have remained stable. Colombia produces most of the world supply, with 90 percent of cocaine entering the United States originating or transiting through Colombia.”
Critics also note that while Bush and Uribe’s collaboration was successful on the security front, it came at a cost in terms of reported human rights abuses. Both men shared an ends-justifies-the-means view on combating their enemies that led to harsh behavior. Only toward the very end of the Bush years—and even more so when the Obama State Department made working within the law and international norms essential to the future of the relationship (and to the passage of the US-Colombia Free Trade agreement)—did Uribe make addressing these concerns something of a priority.
Mexico had never risen to a priority since the symbolic first overseas visit in 2001 was washed out by the effects of 9/11. But with the resetting of perspectives during the second term of the Bush administration, Mexico could again figure more prominently in the team’s plans. In addition, a new Mexican leader was elected in 2006 who shared Bush’s strong views on fighting drugs and organized crime. Felipe Calderón made it clear that he wanted to work with the United States on these problems, and in October 2007, the Merida Initiative was announced. Bush’s team embraced the idea, framing it as a “national security priority.” The initiative was different from past efforts because it was conceived around the idea that both the United States and Mexico were contributing to the cross-border drug problem. The United States would have to work on curbing demand as well as helping Mexico defeat the narcotraffickers. The United States pledged $1.5 billion for the first three years of the program. The Congressional Research Service evaluation of the effort suggested it was effective in increasing US-Mexican communication and cooperation.
The scope of US government agency involvement was broad—it might be called a whole-of-NSC effort. Roberta Jacobson ran the State Department Mexico office at the time and helped draft the Merida Initiative. She worked with “fifteen US government agencies in some of the first meetings with the Mexicans when we weren’t sure exactly where they were prepared to cooperate. And when we needed policy blessing and to work out tensions we were having with the DoD or DHS [Department of Homeland Security] or occasionally with DOJ, the NSC performed what I see as their classic role as mediator, as broker, as policy coordinator. But then they let us go back to running the programs and adjusting them as needed and doing the nitty-gritty, including negotiating with the host countries.”
A sign of the success of the Merida Initiative is that it has been continued under the Obama administration, which, as new governments are wont to do, renamed it “Beyond Merida.” This is the policy world’s equivalent of stamping “new and improved” on a box of toothpaste and very often such rebranding is of just as much consequence. In the case of the new and improved Merida Initiative, the Obama team has promised to expand the focus on strengthening the Mexican judicial and law enforcement mechanisms on which the program depends. Funding levels for Merida have gone down, however, to about a third of the initial annual commitment level.
Bush’s Latin America plans had grander elements that perished in the aftermath of 9/11. One of these, the grandest perhaps, was born during the Clinton era and was a scheme for a Free Trade Area (FTA) of the Americas. In April 2001, Bush had made the case for the initiative at a Summit of the Americas. He envisioned a market that would “include 800 million consumers and a total economy of some $13 trillion.” In the wake of 9/11, and because of US policies that alienated many on the Latin left, and as a consequence of tepid reactions to preexisting trade deals from NAFTA to MERCOSUR (the trade agreement for Brazil and the Southern Cone countries), and frankly because the United States became distracted, discussions petered out and by 2003 had stalled completely. At the fourth Summit of the Americas, while most nations supported restarting the discussions, MERCOSUR objected (even Bush’s strong relations with Lula could not overcome the inherent Brazilian distrust of welcoming further US integration into their region). This sent the Bush team looking in other directions in which to make progress.
These were part of a broader Bush trade agenda that was led in the first term by US Trade Representative (USTR) Robert Zoellick and then in the second term by USTR Susan Schwab. With active support in the White House, from Secretary of the Treasury Hank Paulson, Gutierrez at Commerce, and Rice and Zoellick (now at State), Schwab was able to help advance an agenda that has essentially defined the biggest steps taken in US trade during both the Bush and Obama eras. These included deals with the countries of Central America and the Dominican Republic (CAFTA-DR), as well as the aforementioned Colombia FTA, one with Panama, one with Peru, one with Colombia, and, outside the hemisphere, one with South Korea, as well as the broader Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) initiative. Of these, it took until the Obama years to bring into force the Colombia, Panama, and South Korea deals, and the future of TPP is uncertain as of this writing, primarily due to Democratic opposition on Capitol Hill (and an apparent unwillingness of the Obama administration, and in particular of the president, to step in and try to turn things around).
Progress on trade should be counted among the foreign-policy achievements of the Bush era that are often overlooked due to the controversy associated with Iraq, Afghanistan, and the war on terror. The fact is that much good work was done during the second Bush administration that was unfairly overlooked or ignored because it didn’t affect the mega-narratives of those years—the ongoing grind in Iraq and Afghanistan and, from 2007 onward, the epic catastrophe that was visited on the American financial system. The financial crisis dominated George W. Bush’s last days in office, ensured the election of Barack Obama as his successor, and revealed the true character of the American leader and his team after almost a full two terms in office.
4. Elections Select Presidents, Crises Reveal Them
Keep your fears to yourself, but share your courage with others.
—ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON
In a democracy, with rare exceptions, presidents are symptoms of their times to a far greater degree than they are shapers of their times. Yet, there are few roles a human being can hold in which an individual’s character can have a greater impact on so many people than that of President of the United States of America. That character is seldom presented intentionally, and seldom is the reality matched with the character advertised in campaign speeches or television commercials. Rather, it is typically revealed in times of crisis, often in private. Indeed, almost all presidents face at least one great crisis that shows them for who they truly are.
George Bush faced two. Each occurred with a ground zero in Lower Manhattan’s financial community and each offered shocks that fundamentally shaped the narrative of the Age of Fear by shaking America’s confidence in itself and spreading a sense of vulnerability down main streets and into homes across the country.
Unfortunately for Bush, the narrative of his presidency was shaped by only one of them. Perhaps this was because it came first, in September of the first year of his presidency. Perhaps it is because the second crisis came so close to his departure. Whatever the case, Bush’s second crisis revealed him in a different light from the first—precisely because some aspect within him both forced and allowed him to change and evolve as a president. He was able to move past the reactive errors of a neophyte president leading a shocked and somewhat disoriented nation during his first term, and to grow.
The complex reality of George W. Bush loomed very large over the presidency of the man who followed him in office. It did so first in inspiring Obama to offer himself as an un-Bush and to run on a campaign that turned largely on a promise to reverse the political, economic, domestic, and international courses on which Bush had led America. But he also did so by leaving a legacy of policies and approaches, many of which were embraced by his successor. Bush was a ghost who walked the halls of the Obama White House and influenced many decisions, sometimes in ways greater than did the current president or members of his inner circle themselves.
Classic Vulnerabilities Accumulating
The first time I met Tim Geithner, he was a young aide in the Treasury Department of Lloyd Bentsen. We were on a mission to China and Japan. Geithner was a relatively junior official at the time. My two main impressions of him were that he was very smart and that he was very young, looking as though he had just wandered straight out of high school and onto the aging Boeing 707 that was ferrying us across the Pacific. He was also polite, businesslike, and—I was grudgingly forced to acknowledge—very impressive, despite his youthful appearance.
During the course of the Clinton administration, I watched him rise meteorically under the sponsorship and tutelage of the next two treasury secretaries, Robert Rubin and Larry Summers. Both appreciated his sharp analyses, uncompromising work ethic, and cool ability to handle complex challenges without much of the drama that is common in Washington. During the last three years of the Clinton administration, Tim was under secretary of the treasury for international affairs. A former Asian studies major at Dartmouth, Geithner—who has a graduate degree from Johns Hopkins and also studied in China—was clearly on a fast track to the stratosphere of the American economic policy establishment. His next major stop, in 2003, at the age of forty-two, was his appointment as president of the Federal Reserve Bank of New York.
During a long conversation in a rather spare office at the New York headquarters of the Council on Foreign Relations where he was decamping after serving as Barack Obama’s treasury secretary, Geithner described what he quickly saw as his priorities when he arrived at the Fed. He quickly developed a sense that a crisis might be looming, that the financial system was sending out the kind of signs that come before a big disruption. Geithner started to evaluate these risks. He asked his predecessor in the New York Fed job, Gerald Corrigan, to convene a group of risk managers across the system to look at the state of the art of risk-management practice in major financial firms. They were to examine where they were behind the curve, where things had improved, and what the new challenges were and then prepare a set of recommendations.
Geitner asserts that he sought to modernize what he saw to be an outdated and vulnerable derivative infrastructure and to try to prepare a better foundation for moving toward a more resilient system. He did so through close collaboration with the SEC and with the other major supervisors of the other major global firms, and with the Fed. According to Geithner he had noticed the broad erosion of credit control and the broader leveraging of risk and was trying to anticipate where this might lead. Geithner’s basic premise was “that we had a system that had outgrown the set of checks and balances all systems need, outgrown the basic protections that we put in place after the Great Depression, and that we were vulnerable to a storm for all the reasons that ultimately revealed themselves: dubious lending practices, lax risk management, lack of transparency in important areas, the potential that some of our growth was following the classic patterns of a bubble, and so on.”
A foreboding of trouble is one thing, of course, and forestalling it quite another. Clearly, a crisis of historic proportions ultimately did befall the markets while Geithner was at the New York Fed. And as it drew closer, he was more acutely aware of the very real constraints on his ability and those of his regulatory colleagues to impede or manage it.
As president of one of the Federal Reserve Banks, albeit the highly influential one in New York, closest in every way to Wall Street, Geithner’s capacity to limit financial risk was nonetheless limited. He faced a dilemma: “the Fed’s reach in terms of the scope of our authority to constrain risk taking . . . was limited to a fraction of the American financial system. And if you just looked at the mix of the GSEs [government-sponsored enterprises], the investment banks, the big non-bank institutions like GE Capital, like AIG, or even the money market funds or large thrifts that had escaped supervision, most of the risk in the system was outside our scope of influence and was not subject to any meaningful constraints on leverage. And I was deeply troubled by it.”
He did not note it at this point in our conversation, but it was implicit that some of that loss of influence and control of the federal government had come during the Clinton administration, with the repeal of key provisions of the Glass-Steagall Act that had ensured the separation of commercial and investment banking activities. With a steady course, the Clinton treasury team had embraced a course that relied on the self-regulation of many emerging financial markets and fed the explosion of risk-laden derivatives markets that later would play a central role in the crisis Geithner found himself anticipating.
Geithner’s problem—and the problem for the Fed in general—was that “people viewed us as responsible, as accountable, and as the people responsible for avoiding crises, putting out fires before they spread.” But it seemed obvious to Geithner that we were vulnerable, even if he didn’t know what form a crisis would take. Geithner liked thinking about the system as having many tools that “had evolved for risk sharing and hedging,” and that were good and powerful. “But they were likely to have a paradoxical effect: they would make the modest crises easier to manage, less damaging because they would help spread risk more broadly and people could better hedge in those cases. But in the end they could also make bigger shocks much more damaging and harder to manage.”
The financial industry had set itself up so it could manage the bumps in the road but was more likely than ever to drive the car off the cliff. Recognizing the limitations on the formal mechanisms at his disposal at the New York Fed, Geithner talked to Paulson about his concerns and set up a series of regular, informal contacts with him and the other top executives at the dozen or so biggest financial institutions so they could talk in creative and systematic ways. Through such gatherings to discuss risks, best practices, and preparedness, he achieved some measure of progress that might not have been possible otherwise. It was an approach that would be vital to Geithner and Paulson when the storm hit.
The story of the financial crisis of 2008–2009 illustrates a recurring theme for national security planners: the next big risk or shock often does not come from an expected source or direction. It also quickly became evident that it was not merely a challenge localized to the US economy or the welfare of US workers and shareholders. It was intrinsically global and linked to US prestige and authority abroad—that is, to national security. During the years after 9/11, America’s security planners scrambled to ensure that another attack like the one that leveled seventeen acres of Manhattan’s financial district could not happen again. But the leadership in America’s vastly expanded homeland, intelligence, and national security teams did not anticipate that the biggest threat the country faced would come from within precisely the neighborhood that had been targeted by bin Laden. The implications of the brewing risk in the US financial system for America, its economy, and the wellsprings of its national strength were far greater than anything that terrorists or other global rivals could muster. As our eyes were on overseas threats and on threats from terrorists and their sponsors, there was a ticking bomb at the most vulnerable point in the foundations of the US economic system.
Among other problems that this reveals is that the economic sophistication of top national security planners is typically very limited, a fact exacerbated by growing market complexity. The connective tissues linking economic policymakers and national security policymakers in the US government have never been robust, even as joint NEC-NSC appointments and efforts have become more common during the past two decades. This problem is compounded by the biases, old habits, and policy structures of policymaking. Senior economic officials often sit in on foreign policy meetings but foreign policy officials never sit in on domestic policy meetings, even if they have major ramifications for international policy, noted Bob Hormats, the former senior State Department economic official. Echoing others with whom I talked, and conforming with my own experiences in the government, Hormats also observed that on issues involving security, even those with important economic implications, the economic component is sometimes mistakenly seen as peripheral and top officials with important insights into how markets work are often excluded from the conversation.
The biggest national security concerns of the years ahead would all have economic roots. The Arab Spring would be triggered by skyrocketing food prices and fueled by perceived widespread inequality and an absence of jobs for young workers. The rise of China and the other emerging powers was an economic story with profound political and security consequences. From resource conflicts to climate change to the leverage that selling natural gas gave Russia, or might give America, economic concerns are inextricably interwoven with those of politics and security.
As Geithner indicates, the time bomb within the US economy was ticking even as the US leadership was focused elsewhere on Iraq and Afghanistan, and on the war on terror. The failure to recognize the emerging problem earlier is one for which the Bush economic team certainly must carry considerable responsibility. A classic bubble was forming. Between the late Clinton years and the peak of the US real estate market in 2006, the value of the average home in America had risen over 125 percent. This growth was fed by the availability of mortgages at low interest rates, but by the time Geithner got to the Fed, the overheated system had already more or less exhausted its pool of qualified borrowers and was starting to offer mortgages to subprime customers. The derivatives that Geithner had seen as a risk-management tool were, as he noted, exacerbating the situation. They were helping bankers repackage lousy loans with good ones, and thus pass on bad risks among good ones to investors who were more interested in upside than they were in sound risk management. Bad loans accumulated within big financial institutions that appeared healthy but were increasingly vulnerable to devastating contagion should key nodes within the financial system fail.
The economic crisis was also important because it was a principal driver in shaping the election outcome in 2008. The day before the financial crisis really peaked with the collapse of Lehman Brothers on September 15, 2008, Senator John McCain was seemingly in the lead over Democratic candidate Barack Obama. Within days, due to McCain’s missteps and Obama’s exceptionally smooth, non-partisan handling of the crisis, the balance tipped the other way.
The Un-Bush
Barack Obama attended college during the Reagan era and law school during the administration of George H. W. Bush. He is the first American president to have spent effectively his entire professional life in the post–Cold War era.
Obama entered politics when he was elected to the Illinois state senate in 1996. He illustrates the speed of his ascendancy in his autobiography, The Audacity of Hope, by noting that when he attended the Democratic National Convention in the year 2000 he was practically broke, he had his credit card denied at a Los Angeles rental car office, and could not get a floor pass to the convention. Four years later, Democratic candidate for president Senator John Kerry gave him his big break, selecting him to deliver the Tuesday night keynote address at the Democratic Convention in Boston even though he was still only a state senator, running for a US Senate seat from Illinois at the time. Nowhere in his seventeen-minute speech that was cheered to the rafters did he make any reference to international policies, not even to the war in Iraq that he had opposed since its outset—seemingly because that would have put him at odds with Senator Kerry, who had voted for the war. His personal story, woven through the speech, revealed a young politician who, for a US presidential candidate, was unusually connected to the world beyond America’s shores. Not only was his father’s family from Kenya, his mother remarried after divorcing Barack Obama Sr., this time to an Indonesian, Lolo Soetoro. Barack Obama had attended schools in Jakarta and its environs from ages six to ten. His first public speech, at Occidental College (which he attended before transferring to Columbia University in New York), was in protest of apartheid policies in South Africa. At Columbia he focused on international relations as part of his political science major. He traveled during college to Indonesia, Pakistan, and India. His grandmother may have come from Kansas, but Barack’s career path wasn’t in Kansas anymore.
Obama helped make his name as a state senator when he spoke out at a rally in Chicago against Congress’s decision to authorize war against Iraq. He remained active on that issue throughout his candidacy for the US Senate and when he joined the Senate he won a place on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. The committee chair was Republican Richard Lugar, with whom Obama quickly developed a good working relationship. In 2007, Senator Joseph Biden became the chairman. During his time in the Senate, Obama was active on international issues. Following a trip they made together to the region, including Ukraine, in 2005, he and Lugar sponsored legislation to reduce conventional weapons in the former Soviet Union. He made trips to Europe, the Middle East, Africa, and Central Asia and ultimately became chairman of the subcommittee on European affairs. In actions that would later resonate with key developments during his presidency, he voted to support the FISA Amendments Act of 2008, which protected telecom companies from lawsuits over wiretaps associated with their cooperation with the National Security Agency. He also voted for tighter sanctions on Iran.
Remarkably, again reflecting the special nature of Obama’s ascension, from the first moment he became a senator there was speculation he would run for president. In one account, the issue arose as early as the beginning of 2005 when he told his Senate chief of staff Pete Rouse, “I can assure you there’s no way I’m running. I have two small kids and I’m not that presumptuous.” (So much for his skills as a prognosticator or for his self-awareness.) And his chief campaign advisors, David Axelrod and Robert Gibbs, both suggested a run might be in the cards but certainly not until he had served at least eight years in office. Nonetheless, he and his team were canny enough to recognize that since they had “buzz” they should make the most of it.
The resolve not to seriously consider higher office did not last long. Following his 2005 trip to Russia and Ukraine (again, a trip with considerable implications for the presidency that would follow), he raised his profile further with aggressive and tough criticism for the Bush administration’s mishandling of the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. When television interviews posed the question of a run early in 2006, Obama maintained he would not run, but behind the scenes he was working with experienced campaign pros like Anita Dunn, a prominent consultant and former staffer for Senator Tom Daschle, one-time Senate majority leader whose advice and staff would later be vital to Obama’s candidacy. (Daschle himself would be a co-chair of the Obama campaign. Rouse was a former Daschle staffer.)
According to accounts like that of John Heilemann and Mark Halperin, in their lively and insightful campaign book, Game Change, Obama was also getting coaxed in the direction of a run by the likes of Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid who told him, “you’re not going to go any place here” (meaning, the Senate) and, “I know you don’t like doing what you’re doing” (meaning, aim higher.) Reid also recounts in his own memoir, The Good Fight, that he said to Obama that 2008 might be just the year for him. “If you want to be president,” he said, “you can be president now.”
Part of the reason for the belief in Obama’s prospects had to do with the rest of the Democratic field. Although there were a number of other qualified, well-known prospective candidates (including also future vice president Joe Biden), the heavy favorite was Senator Hillary Clinton. She brought with her high name recognition, a huge and experienced campaign team, enormous funding, and a husband who was one of the greatest politicians in modern American history and who knew a thing or two about becoming president. But she was also seen as vulnerable. The Clintons had a great deal of baggage. Her election would make them into a dynasty akin to the Bushes, a drawback in an environment in which dissatisfaction with the progress of Bush’s wars and the economy made a big negative of being perceived as a Washington insider. And the reality was that the Clintons had roughed up plenty of their fellow Democrats during their time in office, leaving hurt feelings and a desire to find an alternative. Reid and Daschle were joined by other senators and leaders of the party establishment, including notably Senator Ted Kennedy, who urged Obama to consider the special conditions that made 2008 especially fortuitous for him.
Among the reasons the timing was so good for Obama was that as Bush’s appeal plummeted due to the angry backlash over Iraq, Abu Ghraib, Guantanamo, and other perceived foreign-policy missteps, as well as a cratering economy, Obama appeared to be everything Bush was not—the un-Bush.
Bush came from a patrician American family; Obama came from roots in Africa and a family with a much humbler past. Bush was seen as almost an anti-intellectual even by his closest supporters; Obama was professorial and academic. Bush was a hail-fellow-well-met kind of guy; Obama was cool and above it all. Bush was often inarticulate; Obama was a master of extemporaneous speaking. The two offered the heart versus the head, white versus black, Republican versus Democrat, an older generation’s worldview against something strikingly new, the establishment versus the outsider.
A maxim of the wise and knowledgeable in Washington is that presidential elections seldom turn on international issues. Like many such maxims, this one doesn’t stand up to much scrutiny. Bush was reelected in 2004 because of a perception he had been and would continue to be tough on terror, the issue that lingered most powerfully in the gut of the American voter in the wake of 9/11. George H. W. Bush had defeated Michael Dukakis in large part because he was seen as so competent on the international front and because it was thought he would build on Ronald Reagan’s restoration of the American brand worldwide; Dukakis, forever the funny looking little man in the ill-fitting tank helmet, as a famous photo depicted him during the campaign, was not a convincing commander-in-chief. Reagan promised to restore America’s reputation in the world in large part by making the country strong again and ramping up our Cold War confrontation with the Soviets. Nixon had a plan to end the war in Vietnam. Ike was the former supreme allied commander at the center of America’s greatest military and foreign policy triumph ever. In other words, foreign policy is often central to the presentation of a presidential campaign, and voters know it, even if they don’t credit “foreign policy” as the issue that most matters to them. In personal terms it doesn’t, but America’s projection of itself abroad clearly does. In 2008, the fact that Barack Obama, even as a little known Illinois state senator, had stood up and said no to the war in Iraq differentiated him from most of his Democratic rivals and above all from the president who was seen as the architect and enabler of that war.
Further, because presidents have more freedom of action in managing foreign policy, thanks to the powers granted them in the Constitution, it is on the international stage that they are least encumbered by the Congress and therefore most reveal themselves. Also, our international conduct translates into America’s sense of itself, into national pride or regret. In consequence, even when the specific issues of foreign policy are not familiar to many voters, the general sense of how a president conducts himself as a statesman affects how voters feel about themselves and their country. It impacts an electorate viscerally.
The big Democratic victory in the 2006 midterms gave Obama’s party a real sense of the GOP’s vulnerability in the upcoming presidential election. The Obama who had spent most of 2006 demurring when it came to questions about running, but planning methodically behind the scenes, finally sat down with his closest advisors and concluded that it was his moment. When Obama met with big-time donors in New York, he found plenty of support. And when he touched base in Washington with the likes of Tom Daschle and even former Bush officials like Colin Powell—now well alienated, of course, from the administration in which he had served as secretary of state—he heard encouragement. Obama advisors suggested Powell might be able to give their candidate some greater perspective on the racial considerations involved in running and, of course, on a range of national security and foreign policy issues. Although Powell had long since decided he did not have the fire in his belly to run for the presidency himself, reportedly he came away from the meeting with Obama certain that the young senator had it and that he could not be put off to wait until 2012 or 2016. Powell would later help Obama enormously on the issue of his national security credibility by endorsing him in 2008 and again in 2012.
Still, there were also signs of how Obama’s lawyerly instincts, weighing pros and cons, would translate into a certain perception of ambivalence. In the run-up to the coming new year, he told one of his closest aides, Valerie Jarrett, that he was more or less committed to running, only to tell David Axelrod a few days later that he had new concerns.
Senator Hillary Clinton made a trip to Iraq and Afghanistan in mid-January 2007 to send a message of engagement in these critical issues prior to launching her campaign. Obama followed by launching his presidential exploratory committee. Clinton announced she was running in an email to supporters on January 20. On February 10, 2007, in Springfield, Illinois, evoking that state’s greatest native son and former Springfield resident, Abraham Lincoln, Barack Obama formally announced his bid for the White House.
Obama’s announcement began much like his convention speech of 2004, with a recitation of his own personal story. It ultimately turned to a few core policy concerns that he felt would resonate throughout the primary season and into the general election campaign against whoever the Republican nominee would be. Several core points touched on national-security themes. He decried the idea that “war can replace diplomacy, and strategy and foresight.” He spoke of climate change and the need to reduce dependence on oil. And then he made a core pitch around the foreign-policy themes that would define his campaign and to a large degree his presidency:
Most of all, let’s be the generation that never forgets what happened on that September day and confront the terrorists with everything we’ve got. Politics doesn’t have to divide us on this anymore—we can work together to keep our country safe. I’ve worked with Republican Senator Dick Lugar to pass a law that will secure and destroy some of the world’s deadliest, unguarded weapons. We can work together to track terrorists down with a stronger military, we can tighten the net around their finances, and we can improve our intelligence capabilities. But let us also understand that ultimate victory against our enemies will come only by rebuilding our alliances and exporting those ideals that bring hope and opportunity to millions around the globe.
But all of this cannot come to pass until we bring an end to this war in Iraq. Most of you know I opposed this war from the start. I thought it was a tragic mistake. Today we grieve for the families who have lost loved ones, the hearts that have been broken, and the young lives that could have been. America, it’s time to start bringing our troops home. It’s time to admit that no amount of American lives can resolve the political disagreement that lies at the heart of someone else’s civil war. That’s why I have a plan that will bring our troops home by March of 2008. Letting the Iraqis know that we will not be there forever is our last, best hope to pressure the Sunni and Shia to come to the table and find peace.
Here was the core balance he had to strike. America was still traumatized by 9/11. America was still in fear of terrorists and terror attacks. No campaign could win in that environment and appear weak on terror. By the same token, though, Obama wanted to separate the question of the war in Iraq from the war on terror. It had become a central contention of opponents of President Bush that the connection between the two wars had been tenuous at best and was more likely just a hawkish concoction designed to justify finishing unfinished business with Saddam Hussein from the First Gulf War. (Even within Bush’s own administration, former director of policy planning at the State Department, Richard Haass, famously dubbed the Iraq war a “war of choice.”) Obama wanted to lay out alternative ways to fight terror that did not involve such a war. Later, this approach would be expanded to include an emphasis on continuing to fight in Afghanistan (the so-called war of necessity against the remnants and allies of al-Qaeda). During the Obama presidency it would be expanded further still to include using drones, cyber-attacks, special operations, and warfare by means other than massed deployments of Army and Marine regiments. Obama correctly sensed that the American people welcomed an end to the debacle in Iraq but would continue to define national security in terms of fighting terror in its many forms because the principal political objective of national security policies is to address the nation’s greatest insecurities.
A New Inner Circle
One of the great games played by Washington insiders—I’ve played it myself a couple times, though not very skillfully—is the jockeying for position within emerging political campaigns by members of the policy community. The objective is a job in the next administration. Approaches differ, but for all but the most prominent members of the community, there is a premium on getting involved early. It sends a message of loyalty to eventual victors. It also increases the likelihood of winning a top job and a place in the inner circle, closer to the candidate.
In the early days of the Obama campaign, a number of these individuals formed the core foreign-policy team around the new candidate. At the center were those who knew the senator from his Foreign Relations Committee days, such as his own former Senate staffer and chief foreign policy advisor on the Hill, Mark Lippert, or those who were on other Senate staffs who got to know him, such as former Daschle staffer Denis McDonough. When Lippert was called into active duty (he was a Navy reserve officer), McDonough was tapped to step into his role in 2007 and stayed in a central role thereafter. Others playing significant roles from the earliest days of the campaign had come from think tanks and other traditional feeder networks for the campaigns. (McDonough had also spent some time at a new progressive think tank, the Center for American Progress.) Among the most important of these for Obama was Susan Rice, a former assistant secretary of state and NSC staffer during the Clinton administration who, like a number of other key Obama team members, was affiliated with the Brookings Institution. Rice, a Stanford-educated Rhodes Scholar, who was the daughter of a former Federal Reserve governor and an education policy specialist, had also been among the policy advisors for the Dukakis and Kerry campaigns and was extremely well-connected at the top levels of Democratic Party policy circles.
Rice left Brookings to join the Obama campaign, alienating many at the top of the Clinton camp, although one said to me, “I don’t think Susan would have fit in well here. Some of those closest to Senator Clinton and destined to be key foreign policy advisors like Richard Holbrooke did not get along well with her. The likelihood that she would be edged out was high.”
Known for her tenacity and thoroughness, Rice got the key job of building out the rest of the foreign policy and national security advisory team for the new candidate. Like many such advisors on campaigns, during her first two years of work for the campaign, she received no pay. She bonded with the president on issues like Iraq and he was later quoted in the New York Times as saying, “I have Susan Rice and she’s going to be getting her networks going and making sure I have top-notch foreign policy people.” Obama came to rely on her and she quickly took on a central role.
Many of those long close to Rice, like former national security advisor Anthony Lake, former Brookings colleague and NSC specialist Ivo Daalder, former national security staffer Gayle Smith, former NSC spokesperson Tara Sonenshine, and soon, dozens of others, joined the team, dividing into different areas of regional and topical specialization, as is typical of such campaign organizations.
Illustrating the process, Sonenshine, who later went on to become under secretary of state for public diplomacy, said she was contacted by Tony Lake, who had gotten very animated about Obama and asked her to join the small group led by Rice. In it were Tony, Gayle Smith, Brooke Anderson, Greg Craig (later Obama’s White House counsel), Mark Lippert, and Denis McDonough. “We would meet periodically to talk about various aspects of the campaign,” said Sonenshine. “I ended up working on women, Jews, and veterans issues. We had a Russia subgroup led by Mike McFaul [later ambassador to Russia]. And the way it worked was we would break out subjects, functions, regions, issues, white papers, communications, strategic thinking.”
She continued: “in terms of the work of the group it was largely, how do we differentiate ourselves from Bush? And to a lesser extent, how do we differentiate ourselves from other Democratic candidates? I remember us developing an article for Foreign Affairs that was sort of the eight or nine core tenets of the Obama foreign policy.” Differentiating Obama from Bush, given the forty-third president’s battered standing, was a natural strategy for the candidate and would have been a theme for any Democratic candidate in 2008. But, later, when Obama was president, he would find that the concept was double-edged. From one side he would be criticized for policies some saw as merely reflexive counterpoints to Bush’s; from the other, he was condemned for sometimes insufficiently distinguishing his approaches from his predecessor’s. Veer left or veer right, it was hard after the rhetoric and success of 2008 to drive out from under the shadow of the Bush years.
Other top Democrats were also drawn into the campaign in influential and significant roles, even if not as members of the core group. One was former Carter national security advisor, Zbigniew Brzezinski: “in 2007 in early summer . . . he was beginning to develop speeches and he was going to give a major speech on Iraq and he contacted me. I was a critic of the Iraq War. . . . And that became known and it was Denis McDonough, I think, that actually suggested that when Obama was to give this major speech on Iraq that I introduce him.”
Recalls Brzezinski, “Obama asked me to lunch and we had a discussion. He liked very much my book Second Chance, which was very critical of the Bush administration. And so he asked if I would introduce him in Iowa, and I agreed and so I became involved in the campaign.” Brzezinski’s involvement with the campaign remained unofficial. “I told him, look, I am going to be attacked by the right-wing Jewish press or leaders because I am strongly of the view that it’s in the American interest that there be a peace settlement between Israel and Palestine. It is actually in my view essential for Israel’s long term survival. But I’ll take shit for it. And therefore I don’t want to officially be part of your team.” Even without a formal connection, however, Obama and Brzezinski continued email contact throughout and even after the campaign. Brzezinski was “immensely impressed” with candidate Obama’s “understanding of how the world had changed and how America had to play the game differently. Later I would develop some concerns—for example he has this personal characteristic somewhere in his mind that articulating something and defining it is the equivalent of action, whereas to me it’s only the beginning of action because it has to be followed by strategy and implementation. It’s not a self-fulfilling process. But from the beginning in many ways he was truly impressive.”
Other senior advisors played a more informal role. Michèle Flournoy, for example, who later became under secretary of defense, said, “I didn’t affiliate with one campaign versus another. Because I was in a leadership role [at the Center for New American Security], I said I will just help anyone who asks. The only people who asked were Clinton and Obama and I had sessions with both of them.” Similarly, John Brennan, who later would head counterterrorism in the White House and ultimately become CIA director, described a similar, intermittent involvement until, like Flournoy, he was invited after Obama’s election to become part of the transition process to the new administration.
Bear Market
During the summer of 2007, while the candidates were raising money and building networks and teams, the first tremors of another great shock were felt. The housing market saw prices start to fall after their unprecedented climb, and inventories of housing stock and foreclosures on mortgages started to rise. In June 2007, two Bear Stearns hedge funds were forced into bankruptcy because the AAA mortgage-backed securities in which they had invested were suddenly revealed not to have been AAA in character after all, and their values plunged. By August, Geithner learned that mortgage provider Countrywide was no longer able to finance its repo book. By January 2008, the World Bank warned that a credit crunch would likely squeeze the world’s real economy and slow growth. President Bush and Paulson responded with a $168 billion stimulus package on February 13, but by mid-March the first really big, nearly unthinkable collapse of the financial crisis took place. Bear Stearns, one of the great, rock-solid, eminent investment banks on Wall Street found itself embroiled in a crisis.
The eighty-five-year-old firm was discovering that as the market punished its mortgage-backed security positions, its cash reserves were quickly running out. With rumors of problems leaking out, the company’s stock began to fall precipitously. Assertions that the rumors were “ridiculous” by the company’s widely respected former CEO, Alan “Ace” Greenberg, didn’t help. The next day the current CEO, Alan Schwartz, also appeared on television but was hit with questions as to whether the company would be unable to raise additional funds as soon as the next day. By the evening of March 13, the company’s executives discovered that they had less than $3 billion in cash available—not enough to begin work the next day. While seeking new money from J.P. Morgan, Schwartz also called Geithner to warn him that if the money did not come in, bankruptcy might well be the only option. Schwartz pushed J.P. Morgan CEO Jamie Dimon, seeking a deal, even as he celebrated his birthday with his family. He sought a $25 billion line of credit. Dimon said he would consider the option.
At 4:45 the next morning, Geithner, Paulson, and Fed Chairman Ben Bernanke held a tense conference call. Bear was on a precipice. If they didn’t authorize a loan, the contagion effect in markets could be calamitous. They agreed to put a package together to be financed through Bear. It took a couple of hours for the terms of the deal and the wording of the announcement of it to be worked out. The goal was an announcement prior to the opening of the markets that might stem the panic. After a small blip upward in pre-opening trading, the first wave of activity on the market was more frenzied selling. Paulson initiated a call with top financial industry executives to urge them not to press Bear. But the market continued to plummet, falling over 300 points.
The only thing that would save Bear was for it to be purchased, but J.P. Morgan’s look at Bear’s books suggested a stock purchase price of $2 a share—a mere fraction of a fraction of what the company had been worth just a few days earlier. Bear’s directors had no choice. By Sunday afternoon, March 16, the deal was set. Later that night the Fed revealed plans to allow investment banks to borrow directly from the government—something that had never happened before. (Investment banks had always been treated differently from the more heavily regulated and insured commercial banks. They had more freedom. And until 2008 they had no reason to expect that the government would help them out in a crunch. But they had grown so big and important to the financial system that the government had little choice. Not to assist them would have invited further problems. As it turns out, helping them out only invited later demands for even more extreme support.) But the risk that the Bear Stearns disaster would be followed by another collapse triggered images of a depression-inducing financial domino effect. “We felt,” said Geithner, “that we had contained the crisis. But what we were really doing was preparing ourselves for the kind of deliberations and interventions that were to come in just months.”
Paulson would say in the wake of the crisis that the Bear “solution” had to be seen as an exception, that market-based solutions should prevail. It was a position that would be challenged again by mid-September.
Against the background of quaking financial markets, Obama was running a successful campaign against the once seemingly invincible Hillary Clinton. He had beaten her handily in the Iowa caucuses and, although she staged a comeback in New Hampshire, by mid-March her campaign was seriously considering that the impossible might happen and the upstart Obama could win. With turmoil at home and abroad, the cry seemed to be going out for “a new broom.”
It was at precisely this moment that Obama offered up one of his finest hours, a defining speech on race relations in America that addressed head-on the one thing that made his campaign unlike any other before it. The speech did something else. It changed the subject of the political debate in America away from an age dominated by insecurity and fear and focused instead on something that was deeply resonant and contained the seeds of hope. With the speech Obama sent a message that, should he be elected, it would be a historic watershed for America and as such would be an act infused with promise in the midst of an era of doubts. He sounded strong but he also suggested that politics could make a difference in a way that seem to transcend the day-to-day rancor of Washington.
As a consequence, in this span of just a few hours in mid-March 2008, the crisis of American markets, which would become the greatest national security challenge facing the United States, and Obama’s defining speech on the racial politics, which would set his presidency apart from the very first instant he took office, together became a pivot point in American history.
One Presidency Redefined, One Presidency Defined
By the time the primaries and the conventions had come and gone in 2008 and Barack Obama had become the Democratic nominee and John McCain had become the Republican standard-bearer, Obama’s once nimble team of foreign policy and national security advisors had grown to corporate dimensions. With over 300 members it was larger by 50 percent than Bush’s national security staff (and would be a harbinger of things to come). The Obama foreign-policy team was roughly four times the size of that of the McCain-Palin campaign organization.
Denis McDonough was quoted in the New York Times as saying, “it’s unwieldy, no question. But an administration is unwieldy too. We also know that it’s messier when you don’t get as much information as you can.” Thanks to the efforts of Susan Rice, the group was organized into “20 teams based on regions and issues” and, after the end of Hillary Clinton’s campaign, had taken in members of her team as well. McDonough and Lippert handled the staff policy functions and were based in the Chicago campaign headquarters for Obama and paid by the campaign. In addition a “senior working group on national security” had been named, highlighting thirteen people atop the massive campaign policy hierarchy. They included former secretary of state Madeleine Albright, former secretary of state Warren Christopher, former national security advisor Tony Lake, former Senate Armed Services Committee chairman Sam Nunn, former Clinton defense secretary William Perry, and Susan Rice. Nine of the thirteen were Clinton administration veterans. Notably, Albright had been a Hillary Clinton advisor, but the bulk of the crowd were early Obama adopters.
The Obama approach to organizing this advisory team represents, as did many other aspects of the Chicago-based campaign, the state of the art in convening and managing such policy apparatuses. That is not a comment on the quality or content of the policy recommendations they produced. Rather it is simply to say that it was the natural successor to the very similar and also very large structure created during John Kerry’s campaign for president in 2004. Such large groups serve several purposes beyond simply collecting and harnessing experienced advisors. They bring into the “tent” of the campaign prominent commentators and validators, a broad cross section of the women and men who will write op-eds and journal articles, conduct interviews, and serve as surrogates in forums around the country. Increasingly such groups also have a presence as advocates in social media, blogs, podcasts, and other new media mechanisms for reaching potential voters. Participants given a voice in the campaign also gain pride of authorship and are more likely to present a united front. Disharmony typically doesn’t really manifest itself until after the jobs are handed out, the game of musical chairs ends, and some people are left standing. Even then, the original campaign team often see themselves as having the inside track for jobs later in an administration and so they keep their heads down, maintain the group discipline, and reduce the likelihood of internecine criticisms within a party. At least, that’s the theory.
On Saturday, August 23, 2008, Barack Obama announced one more vital link in his foreign-policy team. He named as his vice president six-term Delaware senator Joe Biden, chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee.
Biden had been a tough critic of Obama’s during the primary campaign, even at one point asserting the young Illinois senator was not ready for the presidency. He said, on ABC’s This Week, “I think he can be ready, but right now, I don’t think he is. The presidency is not something that lends itself to on-the-job training.” Obama, however, knew Biden from the Senate Foreign Relations Committee (on which also served future Obama secretary of state John Kerry and future Obama defense secretary Chuck Hagel). They had a good working relationship. Also, as Biden liked to point out, he had long experience in Washington, having served with seven presidents. He provided a counterbalance to Obama’s youth and a way to offset charges of inexperience. He was also well-known, “a name brand” in the words of one Obama staffer who pointed out that they felt the relative newcomer to Washington was extremely sensitive to the perceptions that he was “too green.”
As in all such appointments, immediate context plays an important role. During the final weeks of Obama’s vetting process, major international stories loomed large in the headlines. The Iraqi parliament failed to pass a key election law. A judgment came down in the first trial associated with the US prison at Guantanamo Bay. Pakistan’s political situation was in turmoil. The Taliban was on the move in Afghanistan—more than a dozen suicide bombers supported by armed militants attacked a US military base in Khost Province—and also in Pakistan, where more than sixty people were killed in a bombing at an arms factory. Perhaps one of the most complex international challenges that made headlines throughout the month had to do with the bold decision by Russian president Vladimir Putin to send troops in the “breakaway” territories of South Ossetia and Abkhazia, parts of the Republic of Georgia. Although the United States and NATO called for the Russians to pull out, the Russians consolidated their gains and tensions rose. Condoleezza Rice announced a deal in Warsaw three days before the Biden announcement in which the United States agreed to provide missile defense systems “aimed at no one” to the Poles. It was a clear and forceful signal to the Russians to beware escalating the crisis, which soon stabilized—although in the end Russians and Russian supporters remained in control of the two “independent regions.”
Later during the campaign, vice presidential nominee Biden would assert that, as president, Obama would soon be tested by foreign leaders. (“Remember I said it standing here,” he said at a Democratic fund-raiser in Seattle in October. “Watch, we’re going to have an international crisis, a generated crisis to test the mettle of this guy.”) Ultimately, Biden was right, although Obama would be tested not once but many times. One of those who sought repeatedly to take the measure of the incoming American leaders would in fact be Putin, who would by 2014 replay almost precisely the gambit in Georgia, but this time in Ukraine. As we shall see, the Obama-Biden response was quite different from that of Bush and Rice, and arguably much less swift or forceful.
Neither the size nor the quality nor the skill with which an organization is put together is any guarantee that it can prepare a leader for the crises that will most challenge him. Much is written about so-called black swans—unexpected game-changing events. It is often stated that precisely because they are black swans they are by definition un-anticipatable. But the reality is that virtually all the most famous international black swans of the past several decades—from the fall of the Soviet Union to 9/11 to the advent of the Internet to the bursting of stock market bubbles—have been predicted. What is unexpected about them is when they happen, how they unfold, the reaction to them, the constraints placed on leaders at the time they occur, the cast of characters who have to deal with them—that is, the context in which events play out. It is coping with that context that is the test, even for those who stood waiting.
Like all candidates, Obama wanted to be prepared. But the event that ultimately convinced many Americans of his suitability to be president, the one that tipped the scales so that he would take the lead from his experienced, media-favorite Republican opponent, the one that suggested Obama could handle the complexities of global leadership, came not from overseas but from Wall Street.
The financial crisis continued to unfold in the wake of the resolution of the events that effectively ended the long and distinguished history of Bear in a matter of days. Jobs bled out of the US economy, and over a million were lost in the months following the Bear crisis through the end of the summer. The continuing fall in the value of mortgage-backed securities put the government’s big mortgage providers, Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, into such distress that in early September they ended up going into conservatorship. Big financial institutions on Wall Street that had invested heavily in mortgage-backed securities were hit by a liquidity crisis that few had prepared for. A systemic risk loomed not just for the United States but worldwide. The United States, as the world’s largest economy, was crucial to world growth and investor confidence. But the real origins of the crisis can be traced to large inflows of cash, largely from Asia, that had helped fuel the bubble in the American housing market. When that bubble burst, those investors were also hit. The financial and economic consequences therefore reached in every direction.
Within the White House and the Treasury Department, a frenetic pace was kept up. Regular meetings took place within the National Economic Council, the counterpart to the NSC that had struggled to maintain relevance since its first leader, Robert Rubin, left during the first term of the Clinton administration, taking most of the influence with him as he became secretary of the treasury. And in the Bush administration, not only did the towering personality of Hank Paulson as well as his experience at the helm of arguably the most prestigious and influential investment house in the world make him the natural center of gravity, but President Bush, in the words of one of his top White House aides, “saw that Paulson was in command and treated him like a battlefield commander, trying to offer him support. Bush was engaged throughout as were all his top advisors, but Hank was the quarterback.”
Bolten put the crisis in perspective: “we were bookended by crises—remarkably bookended. I mean, 9/11 didn’t happen until we were eight months into office but the financial crisis took us through our final days in the White House. And from my seat, the financial crisis was actually scarier—not as horrifying obviously—but scarier than 9/11.” Bolten admitted that the Bush team was staring into an unknown abyss: “with 9/11 we kind of knew what we were dealing with, with what we ought to do, knew who the enemy was and basically what the response had to be. Destroy the enemy. Secure the country.” But the financial crisis was different. “We didn’t know what the right steps were from week to week. There was no playbook. And we probably did make a number of mistakes. But it was well-managed. I give a lot of credit to Paulson, Bernanke, and Geithner who operated very closely in a way that was, my sense is, not the case with the National Security team during the run-up to the initial prosecution of the Iraq War.”
The triumvirate of Paulson, Geithner, and Fed Chairman Bernanke formed the core of the crisis management team. “We were in constant touch,” said Geithner, “and we trusted and respected each other.” The calls and meetings increased in frequency during early to mid-September, with tensions rising almost in direct parallel to the increasing pitch and prominence of the presidential campaign, which had the effect of making every move more visible, more politically loaded, and therefore more challenging. This juxtaposition ended up bringing political leaders into the fray more than they might otherwise have been—both President Bush as well as candidates Obama and McCain.
For the public perhaps and also in a public policy sense, the crisis kicked up to another level of gravity and complexity when Lehman Brothers, one of the world’s most prominent and respected financial institutions, found itself unable to meet its obligations. When Merrill Lynch simultaneously faced a similar liquidity crisis, it found an acquirer, Bank of America. There was no such white knight for Lehman. It went to the US government seeking a bailout, but after consultation with Geithner and Bernanke as well as Bush, Bolten, and the team at the White House, Paulson let Lehman CEO Richard Fuld know that, as a matter of policy, the administration felt the market should be allowed to prevail, that there would be no bailout, and that Lehman would have to go under. Within days, AIG, the insurance giant, was on the ropes, a run had begun on money market funds, and over $140 billion was withdrawn in the week after the Lehman meltdown—twenty times the level of withdrawals from the week before.
The market was in free fall. The prospect of a global depression loomed. From one day to the next the shifting landscape demanded new approaches. Lehman was allowed to go bankrupt on September 15. Just two days later the Fed lent $85 billion to AIG to prop it up because of stated concerns that failing to do so could bring down the system. Some have posited that pure policy evaluations did not drive these decisions. Former AIG CEO Hank Greenberg noted to me emphatically that Lehman had always been Goldman’s biggest rival and so Paulson’s decision to let it go was driven by old animus, whereas AIG’s biggest creditor was Goldman, and billions of the Fed’s bailout funds flowed straight through to help save Paulson’s old firm.
Simultaneously, with the express support of the president, despite the potential for enormous political blowback, Paulson and Bernanke met with leaders on Capitol Hill to help structure a $700 billion fund to purchase damaged assets for which there were no buyers, and that were therefore pulling world markets and the world economy down with them. Decisions came fast and furious thereafter. In every case, the team at the White House strove to stay ahead of the meltdown and stem the worldwide market panic. Two more big financial institutions, Washington Mutual and Wachovia, sought and found new buyers. The bailout was rejected by Congress before market tremors forced the legislators to reconsider. The crisis spread overseas. By October 3, Bush signed the bill creating the $700 billion Troubled Assets Relief Program (TARP). The stock market continued to fall, having its worst week in seventy-five years the week after TARP came into law. The Fed announced major new infusions of capital into banks and companies outside the financial sector. Tax laws were relaxed to make it easier for banks to buy troubled financial institutions and to help companies repatriate funds that would enhance their liquidity. The Fed led a coordinated effort by central banks worldwide to cut rates and thus inject more liquidity into the world economy. The United States convened the G-7 and then, in an unprecedented move representing a major shift in US policy, sought a meeting in mid-November of the G-20, acknowledging the new economic reality that meant that the old industrial powerhouses of the G-7 were no longer enough to manage the world economy, that big new powers like China were now central players. Paulson took another vital step in the midst of this frenzy of activity by convening the heads of the nine biggest financial institutions and pressuring each of them to accept bailout funds. That was an important effort to reduce the stigma of any bank’s participation in the program and to send a message that the solution was system wide.
All this happened while the presidential campaign went on. McCain’s slight edge in the polls disappeared after his missteps in responding to the crisis. He first minimized it with a tired, reflexive formulation that the fundamentals of the US economy were strong and then overreacted with a misguided offer to shut down his campaign in order to enter into the center of the political deliberations in Washington, thus appearing to attempt to make political capital on the back of a crisis. Contributing to that shift was Obama’s cool, seemingly apolitical style. He was briefed by an extremely competent and respected team, including Larry Summers and Bob Rubin. They helped prepare him for the meeting convened by President Bush at the White House on September 25, 2008, to show that both candidates and the president were in coordination during the crisis and were seeking to elevate management of the issues at hand above day-to-day politics—a move for which the Bush team deserves credit. Obama offered a generally conciliatory tone during the conversation whereas McCain reverted to senator-mode, detailing GOP talking points and admitting he had not actually read the plan proposed by Paulson.
According to Jonathan Alter’s account, Obama could not help but view the meeting through the lens of the ongoing campaign. He came out of the meeting saying, “that was surreal. Guys, what I just saw in there made me realize, we have got to win. We can’t lose this election because these guys can’t run the country.” Harry Reid later wrote, “I believe it was the stark contrast between the behavior of the two men during this crucial test that sealed the election for Barack Obama.”
Since the crisis, there has, not surprisingly, been a debate about the effectiveness of the steps taken by the Bush team. But increasingly there has been a recognition that, whether they made errors or not, the swiftness with which Paulson, Bernanke, and Geithner acted and the support given to them at considerable personal political risk by President Bush and his White House team did begin to stem the tide of the crisis, even though its aftershocks continued to be felt over five years later. One compelling bit of evidence to that effect is that the much less decisive response by Europe’s leaders led their countries to suffer—and suffer far more grievously than did the United States—yet another crisis in the years after the initial recession. (Admittedly, some of this has to do with problems in the structure of the European Union system.) I tend to agree with the assessment of two members of the Bush White House economic team—Keith Hennessey, former director of the National Economic Council, and Edward Lazear, former chairman of the Council of Economic Advisors—who made the case that Bush had effectively cauterized the wounds of the crisis before Obama even took office. (However, I do not believe that viewpoint minimizes either the challenges faced by Obama’s economic advisors and the president himself or the considerable magnitude of their contributions to managing the recession that should redound to their credit.) Hennessey and Lazear wrote in Politico five years after the crisis: “the financial crisis had ended by the time Obama took office in January 2009, a fact largely obscured by the Obama team’s rhetorical blurring of the late-2008 financial shock and the ensuing macroeconomic recession. Almost all policies enacted to stem the financial crisis occurred during the autumn of 2008, while Bush was still president. It is possible to criticize the actions the Bush administration and the Fed took to deal with the crisis, and many do. But it is not possible to question that these actions were taken before Obama became president.”
Even top Obama campaign advisor and later Obama administration official, Larry Summers, agrees with the premise that the handling of the crisis by Bush and his team was in many ways constructive and stood in contrast with the handling of the crisis that began on September 11, 2001: “I think the Bush administration made two highly important judgments. . . . One, they made a judgment not to bail out Lehman. And you know they have decided now that would have absolutely been illegal and there was no possible legal way to do it. . . . And the second judgment that they made that was in some ways more consequential was that they were going to . . . pursue a capital infusion program where all the banks, all the financial institutions would get capital in order to avoid stigmatizing the ones that took capital. And once you made a judgment that you were going to have a universal program, the capital had to be provided on terms where the institutions that didn’t need it would nonetheless take it, which meant that the terms couldn’t be very punitive at all, and that enhanced the effectiveness of the effort.”
Geithner emphasized the historic dimension of the crisis, noting that both Bernanke and former Fed chair Alan Greenspan have said that the 2008 crisis was caused by a shock greater than that which caused the Great Depression: “I’ll give you two reasons why that’s the case. If you compare the loss of wealth at the early stage of the Great Depression to the fall of ’08 . . . it was five times as bad. Another measure of the risk of financial collapse was the risk in lending to banks. And that was about twice as high in ’08 as it had been during the Great Depression.
“If you’re in a situation with that kind of risk,” Geithner continued, “and you have a lot of dry tinder and a risk of a full collapse, the only way out is to provide a huge amount of financial stimulus to offset the contraction of private demand. And you have to get interest rates very, very low, keep them there a long period of time so you can also help offset and cushion that. But those two things aren’t powerful enough and don’t work if your financial system is broken.”
Geithner explained how they made sure the financial system wasn’t broken. With Paulson’s authority with the GSEs and the TARP, they “put a huge amount of additional financial force into the system and did a forcible recapitalization of the financial system. It was the combination of those three things that ultimately made growth turn: growth turned positive in six months. It was shrinking at an accelerated rate and then it was growing at 3 percent in six months. That’s an incredibly rapid turnaround by any measure.” Concluded Geithner, “none of the stuff we did subsequently in the Obama administration to help address the recession would have been possible without those initial choices, particularly those to break the panic in the fall of ’08. Our subsequent initiatives during the first years of the Obama administration were also essential—vital—but if we hadn’t acted quickly in the fall of ’08 it would have been much worse.”
One former cabinet secretary called Bush’s oversight of the response “his finest hour,” and another career civil servant commented that watching him actively lift up the spirits of his team and keep them forging ahead would have changed the public’s view of the chief executive who, as also noted earlier, was in the sloughs of very low popularity. Carlos Gutierrez, then secretary of commerce and former CEO of Kellogg, remarked that “it was something to watch. He was a CEO in action, leading exactly as you would hope. Empowering the team and stepping up when necessary to make the big decisions even if they were very unpopular.”
Bolten pointed out that there was no political win to be had for the president, and he knew it. “It was a president who knew he was already unpopular and was about to make himself more unpopular and didn’t particularly care. . . . You’d be hard pressed to find many people that say they supported it or support it now. Democrats against it because it was a bailout of banks. Republicans against it because it was a bailout. And I’ve heard Hank [Paulson] riff on this and he said that he was shown some polling results that found that actually torture had a higher approval rating among the American people than the TARP. And Bush knew that. And he said, you know, hell, if it’s the right thing to do, let’s go.” Not taking this action, however, would likely have resulted in a much deeper financial crash and, therefore, as unpopular and courageous as the Bush decision was, it did have the advantage of almost certainly being a better course of action than the alternative.
“And if you talk to Hank or any of the others about it,” continued the former chief of staff, himself a former Goldman executive, “Bush was actually very sophisticated about the financial crisis. I found he often grasped the stuff better than I did. Maybe not as well as Hank or Ben but he had a really good sense of what was going on and understanding it. He . . . didn’t try to micromanage what Bernanke and Paulson were doing. He insisted on talking to them. He was always available to discuss it. And so like on Friday afternoon we’d be on the phone with a warning from Hank that such and such an institution is in trouble but we think it’ll be OK. And then on Sunday, we’d be on the phone with the president and Bernanke with them describing these desperate situations that would unfold first thing Monday or even Sunday night when the Asian markets were opening. And he understood everything that was going on, he kept himself well briefed, asked challenging questions, and I think that was the right instinct and the right way to handle it.”
Steve Hadley tried to commiserate with the president, lamenting that Bush had been thrown a genuine catastrophe during the last three months of his presidency. He received a revealing response, which Hadley characterizes as “typical of the man and also true.” Bush replied to Hadley that “I’m glad it happened on our watch. We’ve been at this for seven and a half years; we’ve got a team; we’ve weathered a lot of crises. We’re in a position to handle this for the country in a way a new president, no matter who he or she is, will be unable to do in their first term.” Hadley saw that “even though it’s going to be ‘Bush’s recession’ because it happened on his watch, his view was it’s good that it happened now because there couldn’t be a better team to handle it. We’re seasoned. We’re experienced. And I think history’s going to show that’s right.”
Lost in Transition
On November 4, 2008, fewer than two out of three of American voters turned out to vote. But those 130 million who did made history by casting 52.9 percent of their ballots for America’s first African American president. The country was largely divided geographically, with the Northeast, the industrial Midwest, and the far West providing the bulk of Obama’s support, and the South and the Plains states staying solidly Republican and voting for McCain.
Obama’s election represented not one but several watersheds. It is easy, years after it took place, to simply accept the presence of an African American in the Oval Office. But it was a massive and profound shift for America. Further, the fact that American voters elected a man with a Muslim name and a father who was raised in a Muslim family just seven years after 9/11 speaks volumes about a level of tolerance and openness to change in America that is often minimized or discounted. These facts about Obama also speak to another watershed of a more traditional political kind. Bush was elected by saying he would help restore traditional American values. Obama was elected by promising change. After two terms of George Bush, the complex, unwieldy, often Byzantine, and not a little corrupt processes of American democracy actually seemed to have produced the kind of breathtaking shift in leadership that a nation shaken by terror and its aftershocks seemed to call for.
Even before the election, Obama had resolved that, should he win, he wanted a smooth transition, one modeled more on the transitions that Republicans were better known for, with a well-managed operation, clearly delineated roles, and crisp appointment of people in the top jobs. To manage the process, Obama picked a team that included close Chicago confidant Peter Rouse, Valerie Jarrett, and former Clinton White House chief of staff John Podesta, known more recently for having been the founding president of the progressive Center for American Progress. Podesta knew how a White House should work and was the kind of guy Obama could trust to manage things in the cool, deliberate, “no drama” style that was already noted as a hallmark of his management style during the presidential campaign.
The effort, dubbed the Obama-Biden transition project, ultimately employed over 400 individuals working out of offices in Washington and the federal building in Chicago. Bush pledged to cooperate completely with the group and Bolten and Hadley both immediately set in motion processes to ensure a hand-off much smoother than that enjoyed by the Bush team when they took over from the Clinton administration—a transition made famous by prankish Clinton staffers who pried the letter “W” off White House keyboards, a reference to Bush’s middle initial.
Obama had been advised to “leave his friends” at home as he considered the process. This was an acknowledgment of the fact that so-called Friends of Bill from Arkansas were not seen as great assets in the early Clinton years, and that Jimmy Carter’s buddies from Georgia were similarly seen as a liability when given top government posts. Obama had also pledged to keep lobbyists out of his administration as a sign that he didn’t want it to be corrupted by DC’s money culture. In retrospect, it can be objectively stated that neither of these guidelines were followed nor were the objectives met. The very first appointment made by Obama, on November 6, 2008, was a contact from Chicago, Congressman Rahm Emanuel, who was asked to assume the role of chief of staff. Within days Rouse, Axelrod, and Jarrett would also be announced in top roles. The inner circle—largely from Chicago and later criticized by many administration insiders as insulating the president from the rest of his team—began to coalesce almost immediately.
With regard to the chief of staff appointment specifically, Emanuel’s immediate predecessor Bolten observed, “there are probably two instincts with presidential chiefs of staff that aren’t necessarily good—one being to take a buddy who’s not experienced as in the Mack McLarty situation [with Clinton]. And by the way I have very high regard for Mack, but I think even he would probably say, not a smart thing to take somebody with no Washington experience and stick them in as chief of staff. And then there’s the celebrity mistake where you take somebody who’s accustomed to being a principal and a big cheese on their own and stick them into a role where the “of staff” is more important than the “chief” part of the title. A third error is when you bring in someone who is not well integrated into the presidential team—as happened with Bill Daley [Rahm Emanuel’s successor] later in the Obama term.” In Bolten’s view, Emanuel, a former White House staffer who knew the president and his team well but also had served in Congress and thus knew how Washington worked, fell into none of these traps. What would remain to be seen was whether his famously volatile personality would help or hinder him in a job that can sometimes be the second most powerful in the US government and has at times been likened to that of being a deputy president.
Obama surprised his inner circle, however, when he raised the idea that Hillary Clinton become his secretary of state. It was a pick that came as a surprise to Clinton when, nine days after the election, Obama invited her to his office to offer her the job. Podesta, the former Clinton administration official, had been pushing the idea for months and Obama had also been considering it. In his book, Renegade: The Making of a President, Richard Wolffe quotes Obama as saying, “we actually thought during the primary, when we were pretty sure we were going to win, that she could end up being a very effective secretary of state. I felt that she was disciplined, that she was precise, that she was smart as a whip, and that she would present a really strong image to the world.” It is telling that Obama’s description of Clinton could just as easily apply to the president-elect himself. It is also revealing, though perhaps not surprising, that according to senior campaign staffers, “some folks just couldn’t bring themselves to get comfortable with the idea. Clinton had been the enemy, the person they focused most at beating.” The campaign had been bitter and tensions simmered.
Clinton was, by all accounts, taken aback by Obama’s request that she become secretary of state. In her memoir, Hard Choices, she describes how the lingering tensions from the campaign infused their first meeting afterward and the awkwardness that resulted. When presented with the secretary of state option, she offered alternative candidates, including former UN ambassador Richard Holbrooke, who likely would have been her choice as secretary of state had she won the presidency. Obama pursued the idea tenaciously however, encouraging Biden, Emanuel, Podesta, and others to coax her into accepting. The pressure did not initially work and she turned him down again on November 19. Obama pressed on, arguing that the country needed her—applying effectively what is one of the greatest powers of any president, the ability to claim that he is not asking on his own behalf but on that of the entire country. Clinton mulled the issue overnight, discussing it with her husband and with close friends. The next morning Obama received the news from Jarrett that she had changed her mind.
An insight into how the transition process worked at the team level is given by Wendy Sherman, who co-chaired the State Department transition with Tom Donilon (Donilon also helped lead the NSC transition). She recalls, “we didn’t spend a lot of time talking about how the State Department would interface with the White House. The focus of the transition was how the Department of State should be organized, how it should reflect the president’s priorities—so issues like the role of AID [Agency for International Development], for instance, were prominent. We wanted in that case to make sure that there was a role for development along with diplomacy and defense . . . and then that later developed a particular Clinton stamp on it when she became secretary.”
Given the swirling economic crisis, Obama named Geithner as his pick for Treasury on November 24, at the same time announcing that Summers would become his top White House economic advisor as director of the National Economic Council, and Christina Romer would become the administration top economist as director of the Council of Economic Advisors. Obama, according to Geithner, first talked to him in October before the election, and at the time had said, “you know I might need to ask you to come do this,” meaning work on the recovery and crisis management issues they were discussing.
Geithner demurred: “I didn’t want to do it and I was trying to talk him out of it. And one argument I made to him which I think was the right argument was that . . . I’ve been up to my neck in this and you’re going to want to separate yourself from some of it and your capacity to do that is going to be very much diminished if you ask me to do this. You’ll be tied much more to those choices and that will be very constraining for you. But in the end he made a choice . . . even though it would come at the risk that he would be more closely tied to the past.”
Geithner and Summers report that the first meetings of the team on substantive issues began immediately. An initial call among them in early December, which included the president, Emanuel, and the rest of the core team, began laying out the immediate agenda, even given that, in the words of one of those on that call, “the crisis did not simply stop to give us time for the election and the transition.” Both acknowledge the Bush team was extremely focused on ensuring a smooth hand-off for just that reason.
“My recollection was the agenda was the first-term economic agenda,” recalled Geithner, indicating that the substance of the conversation suggested that no matter what he, Paulson, and Bernanke may have been able to achieve in the last months of the Bush administration, much work remained to be done. “We were talking,” he said, “about how your first priority is going to be how to prevent the next Great Depression. And if you don’t do that, that nothing else will be possible, so why don’t we start with that? And the president got irritated with me and said, ‘that’s not enough for me. I’m not going to define my presidency by what I’ve prevented.’ . . . He was also saying, you know, I care about health care, I care about energy, there’s a bunch of things we have to do and I’m not just going to talk about how we fix the financial crisis.”
On the process front within the White House economic team, there were fewer discussions. Summers reportedly did not have any significant process discussions with the president on these issues and had only one with Rahm Emanuel. During that meeting Summers proposed that the NEC work, much as was intended by its first director, Robert Rubin, during the Clinton years, as a parallel structure to the NSC. Neither Emanuel nor Summers, like their predecessors, managed to fulfill that vision. Rubin brought a clout to the top job at the NEC that had given the entity some initial gravitas, but in the years afterward with its much smaller staff, lack of historical connections with other agencies, the overly dominant role Treasury played among those agencies, and other factors, it always remained a second-class citizen within the hierarchy of White House internal organizations. In fact, it was only able to gain traction on international issues when its deliberations were seen as joint NSC-NEC efforts. Even when, as during the Obama years, the top international economic advisor was someone very close to the president, as was Michael Froman, a former law school friend of Obama’s who was also, like Geithner and Summers, a member of Bob Rubin’s inner circle during the Clinton years, the NEC’s influence remained minimal.
The Obama choice of Geithner spoke to another sound impulse of the president—he wanted to ensure continuity in circumstances in which crises and instability and the complexity of challenges being faced suggested it was necessary. Treasury was certainly one such place. Another was at the helm of the US Department of Defense, given the state of America’s involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan. Accordingly, Obama asked Robert Gates to stay on as secretary. Similarly, Obama wanted to send a strong signal that he would not only be getting sound national security advice but that he could work with the military. For these reasons he settled on James Jones, a sixty-four-year-old Marine general and former supreme allied commander of NATO, to be national security advisor. Jones was initially hesitant about moving into what was essentially a staff job, but Obama promised he would dependably seek his national security advisor’s guidance before making any major decisions, and the tall, reserved Marine accepted the post. Ultimately, Thomas Donilon, the head of Obama’s transition team for the State Department and a former chief of staff to Secretary of State Warren Christopher, was named Jones’s deputy. Denis McDonough and Mark Lippert joined the NSC in important supporting roles, with McDonough serving as head of strategic communication and Lippert, who had returned from Iraq having won a Bronze Star, as chief of staff.
Obama announced the Clinton, Gates, and Jones appointments at a December 1 news conference. Joining them alongside Obama were Janet Napolitano, the nominee to be secretary of homeland security; Eric Holder, the nominee for attorney general; and Susan Rice, who was rewarded for her successful leadership of the Obama national security campaign team with a nomination to be the US Ambassador to the United Nations. Rice’s job would hold cabinet rank, thus ensuring she would still be a key advisor to the president, who had come to depend on her views. At the event, Obama made the case that having a diverse group of strong personalities was important because “one of the dangers in the White House, based on my reading of history, is that you get wrapped up in groupthink and everybody agrees with everything and there’s no discussion and there are no dissenting views.” He suggested he would welcome “vigorous debate in the White House.”
Michèle Flournoy and former deputy defense secretary John White were asked to chair the transition effort at the Department of Defense. To round out the national security team, Obama had wanted to appoint John Brennan as CIA director. However, Brennan had become a lightning rod for controversy due to his role as a top advisor to former Bush CIA director George Tenet at a time when the CIA was involved in contentious policies such as the use of “advanced interrogation techniques” and the establishment of Guantanamo Bay. He therefore withdrew his name for consideration for that post. In his place, also at the suggestion of John Podesta, Leon Panetta, the former Clinton chief of staff, OMB director, and one-time chairman of the House Budget Committee, was picked for the job. Though he had limited prior direct national security experience, he was seen as a superb manager with a light political touch and he had a reputation for candor. Furthermore, he had recently been immersed in a range of critical issues as a member of the Iraq Study Group.
Panetta chuckled while describing the situation: “this came out of right field because I had obviously spent a lot of my life working on, like, budget issues and other policy areas. Although you know, both as chairman of the Budget Committee and as chief of staff and OMB director, I’d had a lot of relationships with agents and with what they did. So you know I was certainly familiar with it. But you know, when the president asked, I basically said, ‘What are you looking for here?’ And he said that the main purpose was trying to restore credibility to the CIA. It had been under a lot of attacks, a lot of criticism about what had gone on there and had a lot of issues related to morale. And I said, ‘you know if that’s what you want, you have to know that I’m not one who pulls punches. I’m going to tell you exactly . . . what’s happening with intelligence. And if that’s what you want, fine. And if that’s not what you want then you probably ought to say it now.’ And he said, ‘no, that’s exactly what I want.’”
Since Panetta’s last stint in government, the director of national intelligence (DNI) post had been created. So an early issue was defining the DNI role vis-à-vis the hitherto fiercely independent role of CIA director. Panetta observed that it worked out ultimately because the DNI role is not very well defined. “Almost instinctively people went into that job and . . . when they recognized that there wasn’t a hell of a lot of inherent power within the DNI other than this effort to coordinate the intelligence side, then they began to . . . strike out to seek more power over the agencies, and that creates an internal friction that before I had gotten there had broken out into the open in several ways.”
Brennan was not forgotten, however. He was named deputy national security advisor and special advisor for counterterrorism. As such, as the president’s top aide in the war on terror, based in an office in the basement of the West Wing, he soon became one of Obama’s most trusted and relied-upon national security team members.
When asked to what extent the process was focused on righting perceived missteps of the Bush team, Brennan replied that “there was a bit of that” but his interest as a professional intelligence officer lay in preserving as much continuity of effort as possible on the counterterrorism front—at the working level, overseas, and in terms of the cooperation within the counterterrorism community. Greg Craig, as the incoming White House counsel, addressed the decisions to issue some executive orders—ban certain practices, take some steps that were a fulfillment of campaign promises—and Brennan was involved in those discussions: “I tried to . . . make sure that people took into account what some of the implications of those types of actions were.”
Within bureaucracies, there was also discomfort associated with questions of restructuring. Said Derek Chollet, who participated in the NSC transition and later became deputy director of policy planning at State before serving at both the White House and DoD: “we would show up on the doorsteps of people in the NSC and people would be a little nervous, you know, worried. The political guys were easy because they all knew they were leaving. It was the career guys who weren’t quite sure what we were all about and worried that they were going to lose their job and there’d be some taint because they served in the Bush administration.”
Chollet noted that a fundamental reason for such job insecurity is that “the only position in the NSC that exists by statute is the executive secretary, so . . . there’s a considerable degree of latitude for the new team to change things up. And obviously things had changed significantly since the Democrats had been in office—with the Homeland Security Council having been created, with the CT [counterterrorism] infrastructure, which was more of a niche outfit at the end of the Clinton administration and was now a major center of gravity. And the whole Iraq-Afghanistan office was entirely new. So there were a lot of process things we set about figuring out.”
Chollet observed that the instinct of many within the team—which also included Ivo Daalder, later ambassador to NATO, but also a highly regarded expert on the history and evolution of the NSC—was to create a smaller, more streamlined structure. But the realities of the new roles and responsibilities that had to be incorporated ultimately drove the Obama administration to assemble the largest NSC staff in history, by a wide margin. The size of the national security staff in the White House continued a trend that had seen constant growth from the establishment of the NSC in 1947 through the present, but the really significant aspect of the new Obama team was the message it sent about the president and his intentions for his presidency.
It is dangerous to oversimplify, but one way to look at the team was as two groups. One set consisted of old hands who could help a young president with limited foreign-policy experience navigate both the wide world and the mazes of the government bureaucracy. The other set was younger staffers, many close to the president’s campaign, who were seen as both loyal to Obama and as strong advocates for his campaign’s core messages about getting out of Iraq, shifting focus to Afghanistan, restoring relations worldwide, engaging with those we might have seen as enemies, and dialing back the overreactions to 9/11 that had been such a signature of the early Bush years. In the first group were Biden, Gates, Donilon, Clinton, Jones, and Panetta. In the second were people like Rice and NSC staffers such as McDonough, Lippert, Rhodes, and Powers. Over the course of the Obama administration, the diversity of views between the two groups would produce tension, and the resolution of those tensions would ultimately reveal the new president’s character and aspirations as a leader.
One need not be a chamber to be haunted;
One need not be a house;
The brain has corridors surpassing
Material place.
—EMILY DICKINSON
Afghanistan has been called the graveyard of empires. For Barack Obama and George W. Bush, it was the classroom in which they first learned about the harsh and confounding realities of war. While going to war in Iraq was a source of great political controversy, even the voices of the extreme left in the United States shared the view that we had a legitimate interest in going hard after those terrorists responsible for the attacks on Wall Street and the Pentagon. As activist filmmaker Michael Moore observed, “most liberals I know were for invading Afghanistan right after 9/11.”
But as history has shown, few classrooms have offered harsher lessons than the raw terrain of Afghanistan and the Hindu Kush as it rises into the inhospitable mountains of neighboring Pakistan. Writing in the first post-9/11 edition of Foreign Affairs, former CIA Pakistan station chief Milt Bearden both offered a warning and captured the despair that fighting in the region had caused for generations by citing the words of Rudyard Kipling:
When you’re wounded and left on Afghanistan’s plains
And the women come out to cut up what remains
Jest roll to your rifle an’ blow out your brains
An’ go to your Gawd like a soldier.
In the late 1980s Bearden oversaw the covert efforts to support Afghan insurgents (and jihadist supporters that ultimately included Osama bin Laden) in the efforts to expel the Soviets from that country. He had seen the challenges of waging a war there close up. The initial US effort in Afghanistan was called Operation Enduring Freedom. Just about five weeks after it began, the Afghan capital Kabul had fallen and the Taliban leadership had slunk from the city in the middle of the night.
Two months later, the UN Security Council joined the effort. It created the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) to provide both a multinational security umbrella for the country and to help train Afghan troops. The same month, at an international conference in Bonn, Germany, an interim government was established with the support of international powers. The new president was Hamid Karzai, an articulate, sophisticated, ethnic Pashtun from a politically prominent Afghan family.
Over the next year, according to the Congressional Research Service, America’s presence in the country ballooned, with the average monthly total of boots on the ground growing from 5,200 in fiscal year 2002 to 10,400 in fiscal year 2003. It doubled again by fiscal year 2006 and grew by 10,000 more to 30,100 by the election year of 2008. But as that happened, America’s focus shifted to Iraq. In that country, the total average monthly troop strength grew from almost 70,000 in fiscal year 2007 to 157,800 in fiscal year 2008. In the words of one of the Bush administration’s White House inner circle, “almost before we got started in Afghanistan, Iraq began to suck all the oxygen out of the room. It just never got the attention it deserved . . . or required.”
Afghanistan would also suffer from another affliction—ghosts. Not just the ghosts of Alexander and the others who stalked the graveyard of empires but also those haunting American planners—the ghosts of Vietnam and later, for Obama, the ghosts of 9/11 and Iraq. In the first case, the Vietnam ghosts and Afghan history combined to lead Pentagon planners, including Donald Rumsfeld, to want to go in with as few troops as possible for as limited a mission as possible. They saw the potential for the country to become a quagmire. Obama feared that should he leave too soon and another 9/11 take place, he would be vulnerable to the bitterest form of second guessing, the assertion that he had weakened America at a time when strength was needed. But he, too, feared the costs of an Iraq-like drain on resources and prestige because, of course, Iraq was his generation’s Vietnam. The result was one administration that did too little for too long and another that could not decide what it wanted to do.
The Front Porch
Complicating matters further was that Afghanistan was not a problem unto itself. The invasion of that country represented the first time in the modern era in which America violated the sovereignty of another power while primarily in pursuit of a non-state actor, al-Qaeda. From the very start, we knew that al-Qaeda slipped easily from safe havens in Afghanistan to others across the border in Pakistan. We knew it because the CIA itself had used Pakistan as its base of operations when we were supporting the mujahideen in their war against the Soviets. Indeed, we also knew that the elements of the Pakistani security establishment, notably its intelligence service, the ISI, had been actively collaborating with al-Qaeda for years. And whereas Afghanistan was a desperately poor, chronically underdeveloped nation of little geopolitical significance beyond its trade in opium and its harboring of terrorists, Pakistan was the world’s sixth most populous nation, locked in a dangerous stand-off with the world’s second most populous nation, India—a conflict that had led both to develop nuclear capabilities. At the beginning of American operations in Afghanistan, it was estimated that Pakistan might possess nearly 100 nuclear weapons in its arsenal. The prospect that extremists, who were found everywhere, including in the Pakistani government, might gain control of even one of those weapons was so daunting that it made the threats posed by Afghanistan pale by comparison. As a general once told me, “Afghanistan is really just the front porch of Pakistan. That’s where the real problems and the real threats are to be found.”
Additionally the Pentagon and State Department were deceived into optimism by the speed of their initial success. As Condoleezza Rice noted, “it’s hard to remember that in 2005 we thought that the Afghan project was in relatively good shape.” Until then the invasion had gone well: the Taliban were routed, al-Qaeda had been damaged and taken to the hills, and the Afghan countryside the Americans patrolled was relatively violence free, at least compared to what was about to be unleashed. Indeed, it had been May 2003 when Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld had declared “the end of combat operations” in Afghanistan.
Bush, of course, as president, must bear responsibility for both the under-investment in Afghanistan and the over-investment in Iraq. But, as Rice also observed with regard to the outlook in 2005, “we did not yet know that [Pakistan’s president Pervez] Musharraf was contemplating a new peace accord with tribal leaders in North Waziristan, cutting a deal to live and let live in exchange for staging the passing of militants across the Afghan border. The policy would ultimately lead to a new safe haven for the Taliban and a downward spiral in Afghanistan, one that we were unable to halt before the end of our term.”
Further, in the view of senior Bush advisors, there was a strong belief that not only could the Taliban be dislodged and al-Qaeda pursued and destroyed by a fairly compact contingent of several thousand military and CIA operatives, but that such an approach was dictated by the lessons of past failed invasions of the country, notably those of the Soviets and the British. Bush officials sought to be seen “as liberators not as occupiers” and, notes one looking back on the period, “That is one of the reasons why even today there is still support in the country for a continued U.S. military presence.”
By 2006, there was rapidly growing unease. The Taliban were regrouping in Pakistan and southern Afghanistan. Not only had US financial aid dropped for the country after the 2004 election, the country continued to lack the absorptive capacity—the people and institutions—to ensure that the money we were sending was used as intended. The Afghan government could only spend about 44 percent of the development money it received. Further, reports of waste and corruption from US and independent auditors were rampant. So the benefits of the Western intervention were not widely disseminated, which made it easier for the Taliban and other extremists to promote their agenda across the Afghan countryside. Meanwhile, throughout 2005 and 2006 Rumsfeld had pushed to get the United States out, consistent with his view that we had very narrow interests in Afghanistan—limited almost exclusively to counterterrorism—and that any prolongation of our involvement risked the Vietnam scenario.
Rumsfeld’s impulses, combined with the demands of the war in Iraq, its growing unpopularity, and the domestic challenges faced by President Bush associated with those issues—the bungled, insensitive Hurricane Katrina response, and economic problems at home—helped shape a perverse conclusion among the Bush national security team and their president. In order to give the appearance of a “victory” in Afghanistan, they embraced a troop drawdown in early 2006 that actually made eventual achievement of even our most limited goals in Afghanistan—degrading al-Qaeda and the Taliban—much less likely. (The troop reduction also involved shifting resources to Iraq, which proved a debilitating and unproductive distraction. Especially egregious was relocating special operations troops, who were critical players in Afghanistan, given the conditions, terrain, and enemy we were fighting there.) We needed a win so badly we invited a more rapid defeat. When Rumsfeld and CENTCOM chief General John Abizaid announced a drawdown of 3,000 to 4,000 troops in early 2006, it sent a terrible message in Afghanistan—where the people were growing more aware of a rebound by the Taliban—and in Pakistan: the United States was cutting and running. Shifting responsibility to NATO, as Rumsfeld also sought to do, had the added effect of making those troops left behind less effective because most of the components of the NATO-ISAF operation had rules of engagement designed to minimize risk and avoid the likelihood of engagement with the enemy, thus blunting their effectiveness.
Rumsfeld acknowledged that “by early 2006, a reorganized Taliban insurgency had emerged in Afghanistan’s east and south. Increasing numbers of Taliban fighters traveled into Afghanistan from Pakistan and retreated back across the border whenever coalition forces tried to engage them.” What he didn’t admit was that the United States had for years been ineffective in tracking the activities of the Taliban in southern Afghanistan or in neighboring regions of Pakistan. It was possible for the Taliban leadership to recoup their strength undetected, waiting for the right time to strike back out at the occupiers. Worrying about a resurgence, Rumsfeld requested a report on the situation on the ground to be overseen by a Khalilzad advisor, Martin Strmecki, a longtime foreign-policy aide to Richard Nixon. Strmecki’s report to Rumsfeld was blunt, as Rumsfeld recounts: “Strmecki didn’t sugarcoat anything. The bottom-line, he told me, was we faced a ‘deteriorating security situation’ caused by a Taliban escalation and weak or bad governance in southern Afghanistan that created a vacuum of power into which the enemy moved. The Taliban had in fact created a shadow government in the towns across southern Afghanistan. If we did nothing, it was possible that the southern city of Kandahar could return to Taliban control.” Rumsfeld characterizes his efforts thereafter as though he were rallying the administration to action in response to a seemingly sudden awakening of the previously “dormant” Taliban, without taking any responsibility for setting unreasonably low troop levels and not carefully monitoring the regions in which the Taliban was regrouping.
Bush, too, was also increasingly awakening to the problem in the region. Not coincidentally, he was awakening at the same time to the realization that it was time for Rumsfeld to go. He recalled in his memoirs receiving a briefing in November 2006 that tracked the “increasingly dire reports about Taliban influence.” It noted that in the past year “the number of remotely detonated bombs had doubled. The number of armed attacks had tripled. The number of suicide bombings had more than quadrupled.” Bush determined it was time to “adjust our strategy.” Like Rumsfeld, he blamed the problem on others elsewhere, notably a failure of “the multilateral approach to rebuilding.” He also noted what he and his successors would argue for years to come: that Karzai, his corruption, and the incompetence of his government were core parts of the problem. In keeping with another Washington pattern that is also common in Hollywood—that imitation is the sincerest form of the lack of creativity, or “sequel mentality”—he called the 10,000-person increase in troop strength he ordered in response to the new reports a “silent surge.” This was accompanied by a very sharp uptick from NATO in the one kind of attack they felt most comfortable with: those from the air. In the last six months of 2005, there were fewer than 100 such attacks. The number increased over twentyfold for the same period a year later.
In his book, Descent into Chaos, described by the New York Times as a “blistering critique” of the Bush administration, regional and Taliban expert Ahmed Rashid argued that:
with all its wealth, resources, and expertise, the United States seemed to have a distinguished record of repeating the same mistakes again and again. The failure in Afghanistan would be spectacularly repeated in Iraq, which was conceived on a mammoth scale by Washington as compared with Afghanistan. Without adequate security and law and order, reconstruction was crippled from the start. Condi Rice admitted in 2005 that in Iraq “we didn’t have the right skills, the right capacity to deal with a reconstruction effort of this kind.” Her confession came after four years of U.S. government experience in Afghanistan and two in Iraq. In both countries the failure to reconstruct led to intensified insurgencies and the spread of Al Qaeda. In 2006, with the Taliban on the offensive, Washington increased aid to Afghanistan to $3.3 billion—double the sum given in 2003 for “accelerated success.” The following year, in 2007, aid was doubled once again as the insurgency got worse.
Rashid put his finger on a problem that has dogged the US national security establishment for years—that while most of the activities of the US military overseas during the past half century have had a major post-conflict reconstruction or peace-keeping function (both closely linked to winning hearts and minds as necessary in counterinsurgency), there is no agency in the United States that owns the special skills or capacity required by such efforts. Because these activities are economic and political, they are seldom seen as an essential component of the military/national security mission, when nothing could be further from the truth. This is an institutional gap that has dogged the United States throughout the post–World War II era and despite potent evidence that it should be reversed in the wake of our more recent involvements in Afghanistan and Iraq, remains unaddressed and an impediment to the ability of the United States to achieve many of its most important international goals.
Bush NSC officials note that it was not a shortage of resources due to commitments in Iraq that was limiting funding to programs in Afghanistan. Rather, there was a concerted effort to “balance needs on the ground against limited absorptive capacity so as to avoid the pattern of inflation and corruption that regrettably we saw later.” They provided, in their eyes, “what we thought the situation required and what the political context in the country could accept and sustain. You know that if the military had asked for more troops for Afghanistan, Bush would have given them. Whenever they did, he did.”
Still, to rebuild or stabilize, enemies must be fully defeated or at least sufficiently degraded that the threat they pose can be managed. Places like Afghanistan, then, where the enemy is local and patient enough to wait for invaders to tire of the crisis du jour and head home, raise the question, are such goals accomplishable? In Afghanistan, throughout the Bush administration and indeed throughout the entire term of American involvement in that country, we may have faced the perfect storm of challenges: an enemy that was elusive, patient, and resilient; a reluctance to be drawn into a Vietnam-like quagmire; local allies who were incompetent to support us, or who were actually working both sides of the conflict; and the lack of capacity to effectively absorb more than limited amounts of aid thus constraining our ability to effectively use soft power to achieve greater internal progress or build more good will for the United States and our allies throughout the country. But we were there, and neither major reversals nor the appearance of defeat were acceptable options. So both administrations fought on, violating the first law of holes: “when you find yourself in a hole, stop digging.”
What’s Bad Gets Worse
With Afghanistan’s and Pakistan’s porous border and closely intertwined history, it was impossible to separate the issues in one country from those in the other. Not only did significant portions of the Pakistani government vacillate between benignly tolerating and actively supporting the Taliban and al-Qaeda, they did so for reasons that went right to the core of the Pakistani national identity. These are linked in part to the fact that, as one US diplomat stationed there for years suggested to me, “Pakistanis relate more to their Islamic identity than to their national identity. It is after all why the country was born in the first place, why it broke off from India.” For many in Pakistan, including military leaders like Musharraf who were trained since entering the army, India was their one great existential foe. The fear that a new government in Kabul might drift toward or be sympathetic to India was overwhelming and had to be prevented at all costs. Therefore Pakistan saw that it was in its direct national interest to meddle in the affairs of Afghanistan; the Afghan regime of Hamid Karzai was incensed by their attitude and their actions.
Few events so dramatically captured the nature of the ill-will as a dinner Bush brokered to try to ease the tensions in September 2006. Karzai and Musharraf were invited to the White House for a very small, off-the-record, face-to-face encounter. Bush, Cheney, Hadley, Rice, and the respective national ambassadors were present. The mood started out chilly and deteriorated from there. According to Bush, “at one point Karzai accused Musharraf of harboring the Taliban. ‘Tell me where they are,’ Musharraf responded testily. ‘You know where they are!’ Karzai fired back. ‘If I did, I would get them,’ said Musharraf. ‘Go do it!’ Karzai persisted.” Rice recounted that Karzai had come prepared for a debate. After listening for an extended monologue from his Pakistani counterpart in which, in Rice’s words, he was guilty of “sugarcoating the facts,” Karzai pulled a document out of his “flowing cape” that supported his assertion that the Pakistanis would not disturb the Taliban. Rice, the former competitive figure skater who was a noted sports fan, recounted, “it was as if we were watching a heavyweight bout. . . . Karzai was proving to be a brilliant prosecutor and Musharraf had few answers.”
Within months, the United States was intently turning up the heat on Pakistan. The new secretary of defense, Gates, was eager to get a more accurate take on the complicity of the Islamabad government, and in particular the ISI, in supporting America’s enemies. Doubts grew about Musharraf, alternatively because he was viewed as dissembling to American officials or because he was seen as incapable of persuading his government to follow his instructions. The problem was that neither diplomacy nor traditional military means of confronting those aiding the extremists were working terribly well.
In his memoirs Bush recounted the watershed moment in American strategy brought on by the public opprobrium the United States received when its forces were drawn into firefights in Afghanistan, when they would make international news of the wrong kind: “Islamabad exploded in outrage. . . . I looked for other ways to reach into the tribal areas. The Predator, an unmanned aerial vehicle, was capable of conducting video surveillance and firing laser-guided bombs. I authorized the intelligence community to turn up the pressure on the extremists.”
David Sanger, one of the foremost analysts of the birth of the next generation of conflict, known as “light footprint” tactics, including drones, cyber-attacks, and special operations, offered a penetrating analysis of this turning point in his book, The Inheritance:
while we dealt with Afghanistan and Pakistan as separate problems . . . the Taliban and al Qaeda acted as if the territory were a single tribal land. . . . Until Bush’s last full year in office, when he issued a series of secret “permissions” that finally gave the CIA—and some American Special Forces—greater leeway to attack inside Pakistan, the White House did not treat the area as a single battlefield. . . . It was yet another example of the inability of the administration to change course when circumstances changed. Inside Bush’s insular White House, a strategic change was often equated as weakness or viewed as an admission of error.
Instead, the administration mounted a public relations effort. . . . As in Vietnam, the statistics were designed to hide the larger truth and to distract attention from warnings being circulated inside the administration that laid out the very real possibility of failure in coming years.
One top Bush advisor with whom I spoke strongly objected to Sanger’s characterization of the situation, arguing that in fact, “We did see Afghanistan and Pakistan as a single battlefield. And we did adapt and change course.” On this latter point, the administration deserves considerable credit as does the US military. Indeed, whatever the flaws in their collective approach to responding to the perceived post-9/11 terror threat, they did ultimately adapt, eschewing traditional approaches to war fighting when confronting unconventional enemies, and pioneered the approaches later embraced by the Obama team. Many of the “light footprint techniques” the Obama administration employed were, in fact, developed and actively implemented during the final years of Bush’s term of office by his team, including Rice, Gates, Hadley, and the new top military commanders, and thanks to their willingness to learn and embrace new ideas over their course of their time in office.
Obama’s Good War and His New Team
During the 2008 presidential campaign, Barack Obama repeatedly called the war in Iraq a distraction. In mid-July of that year, in a speech in Washington, he expressed the core of his argument saying, “if another attack on our homeland comes, it will likely come from the same region where 9/11 was planned. And yet, today we have five times more troops in Iraq than in Afghanistan.” He went on to say that “as President, I will pursue a tough, smart, and principled national security strategy—one that recognizes that we have interests not just in Baghdad, but in Kandahar and Karachi, in Tokyo and London, in Beijing and Berlin. I will focus this strategy on five goals essential to making America safer: ending the war in Iraq responsibly; finishing the fight against al Qaeda and the Taliban; securing all nuclear weapons and materials from terrorists and rogue states; achieving true energy security; and rebuilding our alliances to meet the challenges of the 21st century.”
Behind the logic of these ideas was another set of political goals. Iraq was deeply unpopular, and the American people had grown tired of seven years of costly conflicts. Obama’s assertions that he wanted to get out of Iraq, reduce dependence on foreign energy (read: energy from the Middle East), and rebuild our alliances (read: have other nations put themselves at risk so the United States doesn’t have to be the world’s policeman) addressed this. But running against a war hero like John McCain and the traditional tough national security stance of the Republican Party, he could not appear to be calling purely for winding down US involvement. That would be seen as a sign of weakness and an invitation to future 9/11s—an intolerable risk even to the war-weary. Hence, his decision to refocus efforts on bin Laden and the so-called “good war” in Afghanistan, and to acknowledge the links between that conflict and the growing awareness of the instability in Pakistan. This allowed Obama to appear resolutely tough and simultaneously more strategic than the outgoing Bush team.
It was, however, a trap, given the extreme difficulties associated with making progress on the ground in Afghanistan and with Pakistan. It made for a good balance in a speech, but going from an unnecessary war to an unwinnable one was not necessarily the right formula for achieving long-term national-security policy success.
The process of preparing the president-elect for the business of addressing this challenge began during the last months of the Bush administration when Hadley asked Doug Lute to conduct a strategy review. Bush had wanted a no-holds-barred assessment of where seven years of US efforts had brought the country and the region. So Lute took an interagency team with him to visit the region, only to find that enemy attacks had increased dramatically and were now occurring at a rate of about 200 a month. Back in Washington, he began to prepare the effort, with clear guidance from Hadley not to pull any punches. They might not be able to follow through on his findings, but they would be able to pass on a better road map to whoever was going to follow them into the White House.
The report itself was presented at an NSC meeting late in November. Hadley’s admonitions aside, the report was somewhat gentler than a clear-eyed view might have warranted. It argued that the United States wasn’t losing in the Afghan theater of operations, but neither was it making progress. The report flagged three problems that had to be resolved: Afghan corruption, the pervasiveness of the Afghan drug trade, and the ability of insurgents to hide out in Pakistani safe havens. What it did not do was clarify what the long-term American goals should be in either country or candidly assess why US military strategies had been, in the words of one Obama NSC staffer with whom I discussed the report, “so wrong for so long in so many ways.”
My conversations with a broad cross section of the top national security officials on the Bush team included an acknowledgment that, after initial successes, the effort got shifted to a back burner because of Iraq and suffered as a result. Said one insider, “This was an error that haunts me still. But I do wonder, having watched what happened since, if whatever we had done would have been enough.” Rice, in both her memoirs and in private conversation, blamed much of the problem on Musharraf’s deal with the Taliban and the corruption and incompetence of the Karzai government. Bush wrote, “our rapid success with low troop levels created false comfort and our desire to maintain a light footprint left us short of the resources we needed. It would take several years for these shortcomings to be clear.” Strikingly, Rumsfeld suggested that he—who had been the principal advocate for the low-troop-level approach and who had consistently downplayed the evolving risks even as they worsened—had been the whistle-blower, writing in his memoirs, “my efforts to turn the NSC’s attention to Afghanistan in 2006 were only marginally successful.” No one version accounted for why the venture in Afghanistan had gone wrong, but there was conspicuous agreement that it had.
One particularly resonant comment came from an insider, a career civil servant who worked for both administrations: “whatever the Bush administration did or did not do in Afghanistan, they will likely be remembered most for Iraq.” And so it has proved. The civil servant prophetically ventured that “Afghanistan would become Obama’s war.”
That war began for Obama just two days after his election, when he received his first intelligence briefing as president-elect from Mike McConnell, the DNI, and Deputy CIA Director Mike Morrell. Bush had ordered that key elements of the briefing be for the president-elect’s ears only, and so Obama’s aides, who hoped to join the meeting, including top transition team officials John Podesta and Jim Steinberg, were left cooling their heels. One key element of the briefing, according to Bob Woodward’s book, Obama’s Wars, centered on the difficulties in dealing with the Pakistanis and the growing importance of drone activity. It highlighted the American perception that when the Pakistanis were given advanced word of attacks, they would tip off the intended targets and that Bush, infuriated by this, shifted to letting the Pakistanis know about attacks slightly after the attacks took place. Important cyber and special ops initiatives were also detailed. According to Woodward, Obama left the meeting and said to an aide, “I’m inheriting a world that could blow up any minute in half a dozen ways, and I will have some powerful but limited and perhaps even dubious tools to keep it from happening.”
A subsequent meeting, about two weeks later, with Joint Chiefs chairman Mullen produced a similarly dispiriting analysis. Mullen asserted that Afghanistan had not received enough attention or support and that there was no strategy guiding US efforts there. It was a critique he would later make behind closed doors of Obama’s strategies in Iran and elsewhere in the Middle East.
As a consequence of Obama’s intention to make Afghanistan a priority and to recast it in the consequence of AfPak, his transition began to explore ways to reorganize the efforts of key national security agencies to reflect this focus. Pakistan had a new president, Asif Ali Zardari, the husband of slain former prime minister Benazir Bhutto. Vice President–elect Biden and Republican Senator Lindsay Graham undertook an early initiative to reach out to Zardari’s administration two weeks before the inauguration in Washington. Biden was blunt about the need for Pakistani cooperation, offering better relations if there was better cooperation, and worse if Pakistan continued to undermine American efforts. Zardari was more conciliatory than Musharraf. However, Biden and Graham’s meetings with Zardari stood in stark contrast to the US delegation’s meetings with Karzai, which were extremely contentious. During the discussion with Karzai they also put down a marker that Obama would not be handling these issues as Bush had done. Woodward quotes Biden as saying, “President-elect Obama wants to be helpful, but this idea of picking up the phone, calling Obama like you did President Bush is not going to happen.” The intent, according to staffers, was to send a message that Karzai could not play the White House as he did before, and that the president was not going to expose himself to the risks posed by Karzai’s histrionics, which had hurt Bush from time to time. The message also revealed what would be a distinct difference in how Obama and Bush handled virtually all international interactions—Obama was much less inclined to conduct personal diplomacy unless there was a clearly defined benefit to doing so.
On this trip Biden also indicated to the commanding general of US forces in Afghanistan that the new administration’s internal reviews and transition plans called for increasing the number of troops in his theater of operation.
One of the most notable early reorganizational moves of the new team was the creation of the office of special representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan (SRAP) in the State Department. Hillary Clinton fought hard for her friend and ally Richard Holbrooke to get this post. Holbrooke was a brilliant diplomat who, as a young man, initially served in Vietnam and subsequently as an aide to Henry Kissinger. He served with Kissinger during the Paris peace talks with two other young aides, future director of national intelligence John Negroponte and future SRAP James Dobbins, who would serve under Secretary Kerry. Later, in the Carter administration, Holbrooke was assistant secretary of state for East Asian and Pacific affairs. During the Clinton years, he became ambassador to Germany, assistant secretary of state for European and Eurasian affairs, Balkan envoy, and ambassador to the United Nations.
Holbrooke had also been Hillary Clinton’s chief foreign-policy advisor during her campaign. And during his Clinton years he had run bitterly afoul of several members of the inner circle of the Obama team, notably Anthony Lake and Susan Rice. Lake and Holbrooke had once been very close but had a nasty falling out over both personal and policy differences. During the Clinton years, there was a widely acknowledged rivalry between the two.
One member of the Lake camp with whom Holbrooke had especially bad relations was Susan Rice. This manifested itself most colorfully in an incident in which the two faced off with one another in a State Department conference room when Rice was assistant secretary of state for Africa. Rice was defensive and abrasive, and Holbrooke looked across the table at her and said, “Susan, I understand. I was the youngest assistant secretary here once myself.” The future successor to Holbrooke as America’s top diplomat at the United Nations flipped Holbrooke the bird and walked out of the room.
“They thought I was crashing their party,” Holbrooke said to me. “But in the end, the issues were too big to let the background noise get in the way.” Holbrooke described that his first objective was to put together what he described as “a prototype for government the way it ought to be done.” He meant that he felt he couldn’t achieve his goals unless he had a genuinely interagency, whole-of-government team that would bring together in one office professionals from State, Defense, USAID, the CIA, Justice, and other agencies, working seamlessly and without regard for departmental rivalries. Clinton embraced the process, and the office of the SRAP, located on the ground floor of the State Department, became a kind of intergovernmental melting pot. Holbrooke also used his extensive Washington contacts to help manage his own transition with the Bush team. One example, among the many cited by members of his team, was Holbrooke’s invitation to his old friend Negroponte to meet with key members of Holbrooke’s new team and give them the benefit of his experience at the center of the Bush administration’s efforts in the region.
As a senior advisor, Holbrooke appointed Dr. Vali Nasr, an Iranian-born academic with a PhD in political science from MIT and a deep knowledge of the issues associated with the greater Middle East. Nasr, after his tenure with Holbrooke, would write The Dispensable Nation: American Foreign Policy in Retreat, one of the first critiques of the Obama administration to come from one of its officials.
“One of the big things that Holbrooke was very focused on was that Pakistan and Afghanistan should be managed out of one office,” Nasr recalled. “Under the Bush administration, Iraq and Afghanistan were managed in one office, while Pakistan and Afghanistan were managed in separate offices. And Holbrooke was very clear that Pakistan and Afghanistan constituted a single theater of war.”
He continued, “I would say that the transition year of the election, 2008, was where the happy story of the Bush administration fell apart. So yes, there was a smooth handover between teams and yes, General McKiernan carried on for a bit longer. But very quickly, the Obama administration changed the entire national security operation in Afghanistan and Pakistan.” Nasr pointed out that all the ambassadors were changed, with the exception of Anne Patterson in Pakistan. “Yes, Doug Lute stayed on and continued to handle these issues at the White House but in part that was because he was a military insider, which was viewed as a plus by the team at the White House.”
As the team changed, so did the policy, of course. “We became much tougher with Karzai,” Nasr said. “We became much tougher with the Pakistani military. The CIA got a much more overt role, although behind the scenes, in helping to define policy with Pakistan. And so the policy changed abruptly and with it was, with both Karzai and the Pakistanis, a rough landing.”
Husain Haqqani was appointed by Zardari as the new Pakistani ambassador to the United States in April 2008. He too remembers the transition from Bush to Obama and to Holbrooke’s new team as a tough one: “Holbrooke became the main person, the main point of contact. Holbrooke was another one scarred by Vietnam. He was into the idea of finding a grand bargain—so that the US could get its troops out of Afghanistan but that somehow was also a deal in which Pakistan could sign on and help guarantee the security of the region. He was constantly working on that deal.”
Another footnote to Holbrooke’s start in the job was that he initially pushed hard for it to include working with the other country he felt was essential to the equation on the ground in the AfPak region—India. But as soon as the Indian government got wind of this they pushed back hard against it. They did not want to be lumped in with the AfPak problem region nor did they want to get involved in efforts by Holbrooke to try to broker deals between them and Pakistan as part of any “grand bargain.” The United States took the Indian complaints into consideration and kept the SRAP’s work narrowly focused on the already very large problems associated with AfPak.
Holbrooke’s reputation for being difficult to work with was not an issue for at least some of his colleagues at the State Department. It certainly was not for Clinton and her inner circle, such as Anne-Marie Slaughter, the former dean of the Woodrow Wilson School at Princeton who became Clinton’s director of policy planning: “maybe it’s because I’m an academic. We’re used to taking intelligent ideas from people who were capable of being difficult. It’s part of the game. You judge on the ideas, not the personalities. And you know, he was one of the few people who was an effective bureaucratic player and understood power and really had big ideas.”
“Roll Up Your Sleeves”
Members of Obama’s transition team and, as they were picked, the new principals of his administration, met not only with Bush administration transition briefers, but they also reached out to former occupants of their offices. Obama, as was typical, read White House histories and sat with former occupants of the office including, notably, Bill Clinton as well as Bush. Jones at the NSC also spoke with predecessors in the job and read histories of the organization.
Tom Donilon, who started out as Jones’s deputy, had a very extensive network of contacts of his own within the White House inner circle, at State, and elsewhere in the government, particularly the vice president’s staff. He had developed a close relationship with Obama during the 2008 debates when he spent “dozens of hours” working with the president helping him to prepare. Further, Donilon was the closest senior staffer in the White House to Vice President Biden, with a relationship dating back over three decades. (Donilon’s brother Mike was counselor to Vice President Biden, and his wife, Catherine Russell, was chief of staff to Biden’s wife, Jill, before assuming her subsequent role as the US ambassador-at-large for global women’s issues.) Because he helped oversee the transition at the State Department, Donilon was also involved closely in the structural discussions that occupied the new administration as it began allocating to its new priorities.
During one of our conversations, Donilon laid out a lengthy but thoughtful overview of the Obama NSC structure and how it was initially conceived. He began with a central and important concept: “every National Security Council system has to reflect the president. And our system did and does reflect [Obama], who has a penchant towards methodical, extensive analysis and deliberation. And, as he has often said, he likes things ‘tight.’ And we set up a system to provide him with that.” Donilon observed that such a system reflects the fact that national issues need to be carefully coordinated by the White House. “This is because of the multidimensional nature of the problems we face. Currently, you can’t really look at a problem from the perspective of a single institution or just decide a problem via sitting down with the State Department or the Defense Department. There’s a necessity for an overarching strategy to be applied to the activities. Also, there are institutional biases which, by the way, during a time of war become exacerbated to some extent.”
Donilon, who, like Jones, immersed himself in the literature of the national security process, revealed in his comments elements of what was no doubt the intent of the president and his team. Guided by the assertion that a White House–centric system was necessary and a view of the where-you-sit-is-where-you-stand reality of Washington, his expressed perspective was certainly somewhat different from that he held during the Clinton years when he was a top aide to Secretary of State Warren Christopher. It was also different from the original intent for the NSC to serve as a coordinating mechanism for the interagency policy development and implementation process. The bigger it became and the more hands-on its role in the management and even in the execution of US foreign policy, the greater the risk that it would fall into the trap that later befell it during the Obama years after Donilon left—of setting itself up as a kind of rival State Department, that was too operational, too big, while lacking the bandwidth to do those things and effectively fulfill its coordinating or strategic planning duties. Becoming more White House–centric was perhaps inevitable given the long-term trends like a compressed news cycle and around-the-clock Internet coverage of virtually everything, making many more developments large and small politically relevant to the president and his team. Concentrating policy in the White House too heavily was, however, a formula for alienating cabinet members and agencies, for not taking full advantage of their resources, and for distracting the NSC team from its essential core missions. Donilon, aware of this risk, sought to counteract it where he could. In particular he supported a much lower-profile role for the national security advisor, during both Jones’s tenure and his own, than would later be taken by Obama’s third national security advisor, Susan Rice. But in accepting the premise of the growing centrality of the White House, Obama’s NSC was on a dangerously slippery slope. Meetings with the president may have been run on a tight basis, but right from the outset the bloated Obama national security apparatus was seen by many of its participants as conducting too many meetings. There were concerns that many of those meetings did not actually reach conclusions but only led to more meetings—a shortcoming, which reportedly became more pronounced after Donilon’s departure from the NSC.
“So the system we set up,” continued Donilon, describing the structure of the Obama NSC, at least as it was intended to operate, “was modeled on the Brent Scowcroft–Bob Gates system,” that is, from the administration of George H. W. Bush, in which Scowcroft was NSC advisor and Gates was his deputy—regarded by every administration since as the prototype for the modern NSC. “This included as a central component interagency policy committees, a very active deputies committee, which becomes essentially the operating committee of the government.” While recounting this in mid-2013, he observed that in the first four years of the government the deputies committee, incorporating deputies from all the NSC member departments and agencies, had met more than 1,000 times. He then noted that above the deputies committee was an active principal’s committee (the cabinet secretaries and other named members of the NSC), and above that was the National Security Council, whose meetings involved not only the agency principals but also the President of the United States.
“We also sought and received agreement from the principals at the outset of the administration that this will be the exclusive system for deciding foreign-policy priorities,” said Donilon. “It is just inconceivable that you would have in this system, as you did in the prior administration, where a cabinet officer would come in to the president with a very big decision and ask him to just sign on to it. This president would literally look at this person and say, ‘What are you doing? Have you talked to Jim or have you talked to Tom? Has this been through the process? Don’t ever do that again.’ And that would be his reaction. So we have an exclusive system. But of course, for it to be an exclusive system it has to be a competent system, and it needs to give people a sense that in reality decisions can be made in a timely and effective way and that it’s on the level, that it can work for them.”
Donilon was clearly trying to distinguish his NSC from Donald Rumsfeld’s practice during the first term of the Bush administration of coming unprepared to principals meetings, which would then enable him to backdoor the process and go, once he had his position prepared, directly to the president. Having said that, although cabinet secretaries may not have had back doors into the Oval Office, from the very outset it emerged that the process was not quite as exclusive as intended. Whereas it was the vice president and the secretary of defense with the back channel under Bush, it was Obama’s closest political advisors and former campaign aides who enjoyed an inside track that some of their cabinet colleagues (and even their national security advisor) did not. A hint as to how that emerged is suggested by Donilon’s comments about the regular internal White House meetings, which ultimately were more influential in driving the policy process than were the formal NSC structures: “perhaps most importantly we have had a daily discussion each morning around the president’s daily briefing. Again we’ve done this quite consciously. It’s thirty to forty minutes. We have the intelligence briefing at the top of the meeting. And then, every morning since January 20, 2009, we have made a presentation either commenting on the stuff that’s in the intelligence or moving around the world to key things that are happening or saying ‘we have a couple decisions we have to make today’ or ‘Hillary Clinton really needs a decision on this and she has asked me to bring this to you today’ or ‘we have a personnel issue that we really need to work through.’ Alternatively, he might say, ‘I read X, Y, or Z overnight and I want to have a conversation about that now.’ And you know, these conversations have built upon one another. We also would try to take, every Thursday afternoon, ninety minutes or two hours with the president for something we would call ‘national security staff time.’ And in those sessions we would concentrate on one or two issues where he can have a detailed discussion.”
Although Donilon argues that this approach has resulted in a great deal of comity among the principals in the administration, others, including even senior officials, very early on began to sense that the daily inner circle meetings with the president left some NSC principals out of the loop. Attending these daily meetings from the outset were the president, Jones, Donilon, Brennan, Emanuel, and, depending on their role in the administration at the time, Denis McDonough and others. Donilon asserts that political advisors like Axelrod and Jarrett never participated in these meetings, although administration insiders with whom I spoke felt they regularly influenced outcomes via the parallel formal and informal political advisory process that took place.
Bill Burns thought the Obama team had started well but he recognized an early sign of a flaw that would grow: “I think part of a bigger structural problem that I’ve seen over the past thirty years is that too much gets pushed up too high in the system. . . . Much of what gets talked about in deputies and principals meetings now, compared to what I remember as a note-taker on the NSC staff in the late ’80s, can or should be handled at the assistant secretary level. This is a challenge that has been building for a number of years, and it’s not unique to the current administration. But what it does, I think, is squeeze time and attention out of some of the bigger strategic issues that ought to be discussed.”
One other senior Obama official said of the inner-circle-dominated process: “the trouble with this is that it excluded a lot of people and ideas that should have been at the table. And it was terrible for morale in the agencies. Policymaking by small groups is sometimes needed, but the key is to have the right people in these groups and those in the Obama inner circle were not always the right ones. And often it took a long time for those in these small meetings to communicate with others in the administration, so much time was wasted in people doing work that they need not have done because they were going in a different direction from the president. Few people in the administration felt they were on the Obama Team.”
Others from the beginning had concerns about Jones, who had been widely admired and liked by those who had worked with him during his long and distinguished military career. One was Doug Lute, who had worked with him and become friendly with him at NATO. Contrasting him with Hadley, who had in Lute’s view been a maestro of the NSC policy process, Lute observed that Jones came to the role after having “been a four star for seven years. He had been commandant of the Marine Corps and then did three years as supreme allied commander in Europe. Those are big, powerful positions with large staffs that accommodate your desires before you desire them. Well that’s not the NSC. The NSC is a roll-your-sleeves-up, twelve- to fifteen-hour day, six days a week. You know, it requires rigorous preparation for every engagement with the president and every international leader. But as highly as I regard Jim, I think it was a tough adjustment for him, perhaps as it would be for anyone, because in the end, the national security advisor is a senior staff officer.” Almost from his first days in office, other White House staffers were concerned that although Obama respected Jones, he just did not seem to connect with him as he did with other senior staff with whom he had a longer-standing relationship.
The First AfPak Review
Obama’s first national security meeting the day after his inauguration addressed Iraq; his second, two days later, turned the discussion to AfPak. Obama asserted that he felt that a first step was developing a clear, focused strategy. It needed to blend the views that had been developed in Lute’s review as well as those conducted by the military. It was clear that more troops were going to be added, but the president wanted a rationale for adding them, and a long-term plan for achieving American goals. Also, according to one senior insider, there was a view, present from the transition onward, that back-channel connections to the Taliban might be necessary to achieve the lasting political stability the administration sought. This began a long, often frustrating search for the right back-channel, the so-called elusive “good Taliban” and an openness to dealing with the group in more flexible ways. That effort later manifested itself, for example, in the aforementioned trade earlier that swapped Bowe Bergdahl for five captured Taliban leaders.
Lute himself said, “I credit the administration, the president in particular, with accepting the point of hyphenating AfPak, as much as the Pakistanis didn’t like it. I thought that was a substantial move forward conceptually in terms of understanding the problem not as isolated to Afghanistan proper, but (a) centered on al-Qaeda, and (b) therefore the need to geographically approach this in both Afghanistan and Pakistan.”
The president also asked Bruce Riedel, the former intelligence analyst who handled some of these issues for the Obama campaign, to oversee his own review of US AfPak strategy. Obama had reportedly initially wanted Riedel to join the NSC staff, but he demurred. Nonetheless, he was able to persuade the thirty-year CIA veteran to lead the review on what the president asserted at the time was one of his top two foreign-policy priorities, along with getting out of Iraq. It would be an interagency process co-chaired by Holbrooke and new Under Secretary of Defense for Policy Michèle Flournoy. The president wanted the review fast-tracked. He gave it two months to be completed. He wanted it done prior to his first NATO summit so he could provide America’s European partners with answers to the questions about his plans for Afghanistan.
Obama’s primary interest was having a clear goal. Riedel’s recommendation would become a mantra for the administration’s policy thereafter. It was to “disrupt, dismantle, and defeat” al-Qaeda and its allies, and do everything possible to ensure they didn’t return to the regions from which American troops had fought to rid them for over seven years. During early discussions with Jones and top defense officials in the first month, the plan focused on some of the core ideas that had evolved during the last year of the Bush administration: a properly funded and supported COIN plan, more resources for the Afghan army, and more aid to Pakistan if they would deliver the coordinated support the United States sought. “Very early on,” however, noted one of the participants in the process, “it became pretty clear that there were two camps emerging on this issue. There was the Riedel school, which was more or less supported by the military. And then there was the vice president and those close to him. Biden just didn’t believe in his heart that we were going to be able to succeed in Afghanistan. History was against us.”
Biden’s answer was to narrow the focus from counterinsurgency—which implied building broad public support against extremists, in essence changing the political culture of the country—to counterterrorism. His idea was that we had gone in to seek revenge on al-Qaeda and ensure they couldn’t attack again. We should beat them, beat back the Taliban, and leave it at that. In short, he was echoing Rumsfeld’s perspective, although it is unlikely for reasons of both politics and personality that either man would admit they were on the same “go small and get out” page on this issue. Clinton and Gates supported the broader counterinsurgency option.
Obama took into consideration the vice president’s arguments and in particular his assertion that a prolonged expansion of activity in Afghanistan was not politically viable, but he was also boxed in by his campaign stance. He had to increase the resources devoted to AfPak and he felt he had to do it quickly. He wanted to ensure it emphasized more focus on Pakistan and explained his decision to increase the number of troops that he was deploying to this distant war. Once he felt that the Riedel process provided what he needed, he announced the new strategy. His speech, from the White House, on March 27, 2009, emphasized how critical it was to succeed: “for the Afghan people, the return to Taliban rule would condemn their country to brutal governance, international isolation, a paralyzed economy, and the denial of basic human rights to the Afghan people, especially women and girls.”
It was a powerful moment and a compelling argument. Yet within just four and a half years the White House would be seriously considering plans to get out of Afghanistan at any cost, even though the president’s own intelligence agencies warned that to do so would be to invite precisely what the president warned against in his first major policy address on that early spring day in 2009.
The review did not achieve its goal of ending the cycle of constant reviews and second-guessing that had gone on for years. Indeed, it had effectively laid out the battle lines for an ongoing debate about the extent of US involvement in the region, our expectations from our allies, the amount of money we were to spend, and the kinds of metrics by which we should evaluate our progress. Further, while the review was supposed to cast a more realistic eye on the situation on the ground, in order to give us a better reading on outcomes than was possible during the Bush era, one of the greatest concerns was papered over. That was the sense that Pakistan was the place where risk was greatest—largely due to the size and precariousness of its nuclear arsenal and its overt and covert collaboration with extremists. “I personally found the risks in Pakistan to make Afghanistan seem trivial by comparison, but we didn’t dare flag them because some were classified and any sign that we were further targeting Pakistan would create a political shitstorm in Islamabad,” said one senior Defense Department official familiar with the Riedel process.
Looking back on the process, co-chair Flournoy says, “I think Bruce did a great job of really trying to be an honest broker and bring the players together with a common strategy. I think there were some mismatches between goals even within the team. We kept trying to narrow the objectives and be more specific about what’s realistic to achieve in the context of Afghanistan and what’s essential to our interests versus just what’s nice to have. Some in the State Department gravitated to the more lofty, more ambitious—we have to have free and fair elections, democracy, development, nation-building—you know this sort of thing. And we tried to stay more practical.”
Another perspective, described by a top Pentagon official, echoed this view: “the DoD view came to be known as ‘Afghan-good-enough,’ which was to say, accept that this country would be at the bottom of development list for a long time to come. But Holbrooke was always drawn to the high politics in a place where high politics weren’t exactly irrelevant but weren’t likely to determine success or failure. Meanwhile people like Doug Lute at the NSC were far more interested in micromanaging the military campaign than they were making sure there was a political strategy to take advantage of any gains we had on the battlefield.”
One immediate casualty of the Riedel process and shift in strategy was General McKiernan, who had lost the confidence of Admiral Mullen and the chiefs. On May 11, Secretary of Defense Gates announced that the new commander on the ground would be Stanley McChrystal.
In his remarks announcing the McChrystal appointment, Gates said that he had asked the new commander to rethink Afghanistan, looking for better ways to succeed. According to senior White House staffers, this was a decision reached by the president and with which Gates concurred. Woodward recounts Riedel listening and wondering “what the hell was going on. Just six weeks earlier he had completed the strategy review, the president had given his speech and Gates had embraced it fully. Were they starting over again?” Of course, as Woodward wrote those words, he knew they were rhetorical. Because, indeed, within the military, there was already an emerging push for more troops than Obama had committed. At McChrystal’s confirmation hearing in June he brought this view more into the open by stating he did not know if the total number of troops planned for deployment would be sufficient.
McChrystal recounts in his memoirs that Gates had assigned him four tasks. These included undertaking “a strategic assessment of the war” and determining “any necessary changes to the mission, strategy or how our forces were organized.” As Obama had done with Riedel before, Gates gave McChrystal sixty days to conduct the second big strategic review within six months. Two weeks after arriving in the country, Jim Jones, who thanks to his military connections had heard the buzz about this new effort to rethink the approach to Afghanistan, surprised McChrystal by asserting that the White House would not consider any new requests for troops until those already promised had been deployed and could be evaluated. The general concluded that meant that no new requests would be weighed until the end of the year. “I was working on what I thought was different guidance from Secretary Gates, to conduct a detailed assessment and an analysis of required resources, which I would submit in the middle of August,” he wrote in his memoirs, adding that “the delayed time line National Security Advisor Jones articulated worried me.”
It should have. It was a sign that the carefully thought-out national-security policy process that Donilon described was not working. In fact, it had multiple problems. Not only were there splits among the national security principals but some in the Defense Department were apparently on a different page from the White House, and neither Jones nor anybody in the White House was able to effectively keep those differences from growing worse or more distracting.
By the summer of 2009, in fact, problems were beginning to emerge around Jones. Not only was he ill-suited to the staff work, but a whispering campaign was starting to emerge from insiders who had opposed his appointment in the first place. Phone calls from people in the administration or conversations over meals suggested that the national security advisor “didn’t understand the nature of the job,” had “never really shown an aptitude for foreign policy when he was Supreme Allied Commander in Europe,” would leave the office to go home for lunch, would leave promptly at the end of each day regardless of the workload borne by the staff or the need for his active engagement, was disinclined to work weekends, and so on. He was seen as stiff and not receptive to the views of many who had worked hard on the campaign. There were emerging tensions between him and the president’s inner political circle—the likes of Emanuel, Axelrod, Gibbs, and particularly McDonough and Lippert, who ostensibly worked for Jones but were granted easier access to the president and the rest of the inner circle of advisors than was the former four-star general. Significant generational and cultural gaps were exacerbated by the fact that Obama and Jones simply didn’t have the kind of history or close relationship that had been so important to past successful president-NSA collaborations such as Eisenhower and Andrew Goodpaster, Nixon and Henry Kissinger, Carter and Zbigniew Brzezinski, Bush and Brent Scowcroft, or Clinton and Sandy Berger. Familiarity didn’t guarantee success, as the Reagan–William Clark or George W. Bush–Condoleezza Rice experiences showed, but for a president with a great deal on his plate, unfamiliarity with his national security advisor is an unnecessary obstacle to early success. One New York Times story by Helene Cooper illustrated the problem when it cited an incident in which McDonough undermined Jones’s authority by interrupting his superior during a meeting to correct him about what the president was really thinking.
It is undeniably true that some of the whispers emanated from players who had something to gain from undercutting Jones, but there were other factors as well. One of these was that Jones was military, and the inner circle at the White House had few military ties. One senior civilian at Defense itemized the problems: Jones was “not an inside player”; the people who were closest to the president “didn’t understand how to work with the military, how to know whether the military was trying to game them”; Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Mike Mullen and his vice chairman, James E. “Hoss” Cartwright, “barely spoke to each other” because “the chairman has the formal responsibility of being the adviser to the president, but you had a White House that was more comfortable with Hoss and were consistently calling him over to have one-on-ones with the staff and time with the president that the chairman didn’t have.” All told, the national security team was, in key places, at odds with itself.
The long-time Obama supporter went on to say, “it got to the point where you know the vice president’s staff asked Hoss to come over to the White House . . . to counter requests from McChrystal. . . . It ended up that Mullen had many conversations with Hoss saying ‘you should resign, this is unacceptable and you’ve crossed the line.’ And Hoss had the president’s support. And the president wanted to hear from Hoss. He was a smart, creative innovative guy and he wanted to hear both perspectives.” Cartwright, his undeniable qualities as a leader and as an advisor aside, would later become a political target because he was known as “Obama’s general.”
Against this background of bickering, McChrystal conducted his review. He told his team to be as objective as possible and to set aside preconceptions of what higher-ups might want to hear. His draft document was sixty pages long plus a thirty-page appendix. While it didn’t seek additional troop deployments, the core message was unmistakable. It specifically stated that “continued underresourcing will likely cause failure.”
Gates, sensing the pushback from the White House, instructed McChrystal to hold on to the assessment until after the Afghan elections scheduled for August 20. Meanwhile, at the White House, the president, vice president, and the inner circle were beginning to focus on a different issue—how to get out. As Sanger writes in Confront and Conceal, “returning to the White House one day after visiting wounded soldiers at Washington’s army hospital, he [Biden] told his aides, ‘I don’t want to be going to Walter Reed for another eight years.’”
Matters were complicated by the fact that the August 20 election in Afghanistan underscored everything that had worried skeptics of a more robust involvement in that country. There were widespread Taliban attacks. Turnout was weak. And Karzai, increasingly difficult for Holbrooke and the military to work with, crudely attempted to tip the scales in his own favor through unmistakable electoral fraud.
“The election fueled the doubters,” said one State Department official. “From there on a policy that was marked by real fissures started to come apart much more rapidly. The behind-the-scenes discussions grew much tenser.”
On the one hand, McChrystal’s still-secret report made a case for another four brigades, 40,000 troops. The bureaucratically savvy Gates, understanding the divides within the policy team and the president’s apprehensions, tried to be supportive, but was noncommittal regarding just how many people he could get approved. Biden’s reaction was to hammer out an alternative that was heavily focused on counterterrorism—the project on which he had enlisted the input of Cartwright via a back channel. On Sunday morning September 13, a senior group of principals, deputies, and the president convened in the White House Situation Room to discuss this latest strategy review from the new US and NATO commander in Afghanistan. Obama was respectful of McChrystal’s warning that, without proper support, failure was in the offing in the year ahead. Peter Lavoy, then a deputy director of national intelligence who would subsequently shift over to a deputy assistant secretary role at the Defense Department, outlined the situation on the ground from the intelligence community’s perspective. While the number of core al-Qaeda present in Afghanistan was between merely 20 and 100, according to Woodward, the Taliban was rebounding and patient. Lavoy was one of those who long felt that strategic reviews, including Riedel’s, had tiptoed around the problem of Pakistan. He and his boss, Admiral Dennis Blair, a Rhodes Scholar and an exceptionally thoughtful analyst, both suggested that the Pakistani embrace of terrorists and harboring of groups like al-Qaeda and the Taliban could well tip the outcome against US interests.
Clinton recounted the diplomatic lay of the land and Gates highlighted what he thought was important from McChrystal’s review, but Biden made the strongest case at the meeting. He argued for his counterterrorism-focused approach and was, in the words of one participant, “passionate and impressive.” In fact, ironically, after all the campaign trail grousing about the oversized role of Bush’s vice president, it was clear that on foreign policy, Barack Obama’s number two would play at least as influential a role.
Obama chaired the discussion by repeatedly laying out the questions he wanted answered, as if no prior review had already taken place. He made the case that what they were doing was constantly updating their views. But he was essentially allowing Biden to pick up his dissent from March and effectively reopen the entire discussion for what might be seen as the fourth time in the Obama administration’s first eight months in office—the Lute review, the Riedel review, the McChrystal review, and now the post-McChrystal-review review.
That parade of perspectives does not fully do justice to the fragmented, confused, indecisive policy process that had taken root during the first year of the Obama administration with regard to what had once been called “the good war.” The president failed to create a strategy to address what the presidential candidate had identified as a priority. One of the most tortured policy processes in modern NSC history took place during the three months between the McChrystal review’s arrival on the desk of the president and Obama’s West Point speech on December 1 announcing his “new” Afghan policy.
Having lengthy deliberations about complex issues is hardly a failure of process, of course. Nor is continually reassessing a fluid situation. Nor is encouraging members of any team of senior advisors to offer differing views. Indeed, all of these are components of many successful policy processes. Furthermore, the problems that the United States had undertaken to solve ranged from difficult to impossible. Indeed that was one of the points central to the arguments of Biden and his supporters: we couldn’t achieve what we wanted to because we never intended to stay for the long haul nor did we have the means or the know-how (or one might argue even a chance) of transforming these societies to the point that they themselves would come to be effective advocates for and insurers of the conditions we saw to be in our interest. So, as with many unsuccessful undertakings of senior national-security policy teams from both parties, this was a process undertaken by worthy people acting in a worthy way seeking to achieve an outcome that they believed would be in the best interests of the American people. Never mind that it might not be possible.
All such processes need to be managed, and the president is the only person in the ultimate position to manage them. Barack Obama was simply unclear as to the goals and approaches he wanted to embrace. Whereas Bush may have been too impulsive and too accepting of some of the dubious strategies offered up by his advisors during his first term, Obama took a long, long time to decide which way he wanted to go. And he did not yet have a truly tightly run policy process nor had he empowered anyone—such as Jones—to truly drive that process on his behalf.
So from September to December, through dozens of NSC meetings, principals meetings, deputies meetings, informal smaller group gatherings of principals and key White House staffers, the process ping-ponged back and forth. A central debate was framed in the McChrystal paper—whether additional troop strength should be upped by 85,000 to enable a fully supported counterinsurgency, or by 10,000 to put the focus on training Afghan forces, or somewhere in the middle, such as 30,000 or 40,000, to support in a reasonable way the kind of counterinsurgency that McChrystal, McMullen, and Petraeus felt was required to forestall American failure in Afghanistan. Another debate turned on the question of whether the COIN or the CT focus was the right one. Yet another turned on how tough to be on the governments in Kabul and Islamabad to get them to become more cooperative. Other issues focused on how big to make the Afghan armies and police force and how much aid would be necessary to buy Pakistani cooperation.
Brennan recalls that “the process certainly was a very rigorous one, with extensive, extensive meetings. And one of the things I think the president wanted to make sure of was that all views were taken into account. And clearly there were differences of view on the idea of ‘doubling down.’ . . . And there was the debate on the issue of counterterrorism versus counterinsurgency. . . . And the concept of defeating the Taliban or defeating al-Qaeda is a difficult one. And I think the sense was always that we wanted to be able to get the Afghan government to a point where it could stand on its own after being weaned off of the support from the outside, recognizing that the Taliban was never going to be eliminated from the landscape of Afghanistan.”
Most telling, even as the debate over troop strength predictably tossed out the high and low options and turned into one about whether to go for 40,000 or perhaps 30,000 or 35,000, the president brought the question back to the mission in early October and again as late as mid-November. He didn’t feel he was getting a clear enough explanation for why the United States was going to commit more troops, money, and time to this conflict. At the core of this was a question about whether the objective was to “defeat” the Taliban or just to “disrupt” them. (Al-Qaeda was much smaller than the Taliban, and it seemed that declaring its defeat was more achievable, although five years later, as it turned out, the spread of al-Qaeda affiliates across the region had led to a sharp reversal in thinking on that front.) Biden, Donilon, and others on the Obama team at the White House argued that the mission in Afghanistan should be as narrowly defined as possible. They thought the focus should be, in the words of one insider, on “defeating core al-Qaeda and preventing the re-emergence of a safe haven for terrorists.”
Obama finally took command of this central debate at a meeting on Veteran’s Day in 2009. After the old debate started again, he stated that for him the answer was that the goal was to “disrupt” the Taliban and to “degrade capacity to such an extent that security could be manageable by” the Afghan Army. But even after this clarification, the arguments over troop strength and focus carried on. Biden supporters, like Donilon, had reached out to the US ambassador in Kabul to make an “independent” assessment regarding whether the 40,000 troop hike in forces would work. That ambassador, former general Karl Eikenberry, was already known to be skeptical of the force hike and actually proposed that yet another expert group be convened and a new study undertaken. Needless to say, for some, especially those in the military, this was “too much to be believed. We were spinning our wheels.”
Although the high and low options for troop increases had been thrown out, a new set of three was in play: 40,000, 30,000, or 20,000. The military insisted that 20,000 was not a viable choice. Biden and his allies pushed back, arguing that it was the higher options that were not politically viable. Obama tipped his hand by saying that in addition to making this decision they also ought to think about starting to draw down these troops in eighteen to twenty-four months—a timeframe one senior NSC staffer said came from Gates. There was also an open and continuing debate about how to get the vacillating government in Pakistan to start cooperating in squeezing the Taliban and al-Qaeda.
This meeting, like the others, ended with no conclusion.
Although answers about policy were not coming, some about people were coalescing. It was clear from these interactions that Jones was not in control of the process. Biden was conducting his own conversations with the military through his allies in other parts of the administration, outside the formal interagency process. Woodward wrote, making apparent reference to a conversation with DNI Blair, that it seemed, given this kind of access, that the president did not have one NSA but instead had Jones, Donilon, Brennan, McDonough, and sometimes Emanuel—for a total of five. And this did not even count the oversized role played by Biden.
“And then there were the president’s kitchen cabinet,” added Nasr, “who really were like national security advisors. Like Denis McDonough, like Valerie Jarrett, like Axelrod. . . . Seen through a political eye they wielded an enormous amount of influence to the point that they often dominated the process.” Every president has advisors whose job it is to offer views on the domestic political consequences of all presidential actions, including those on foreign policy. Problems arise when national security decisions that should be made on the basis of advancing and defending national interests and divorced as much as possible from political factors are instead seen to be overly driven by these advisors. That sometimes happened for both Bush, with Karl Rove being known as “Bush’s brain,” and with the team led by Axelrod and Jarrett around Obama.
The process also revealed that there were divisions between elements within the military—between those like Mullen, Petraeus, and McChrystal who supported a full COIN approach, and those like Army Chief of Staff Allen and Hoss Cartwright who were more skeptical of it. It was also clear that Obama had very little patience for the style of Holbrooke, who was dressed down periodically. And finally, as a kind of footnote to history, as one of those frequently in the room put it, “if someone who had watched the presidential candidates debates in 2008 had been able to view this, they would have come away very impressed with the clarity, resolve, focus, and effectiveness of Clinton and Biden in advancing their positions. Say what you will, they knew what they wanted from the outset and stuck by it. They had a worldview.”
Finally, there was one more opportunity for the parties to make their case during a November 23 meeting with the president. Two days later, a meeting took place in the Oval Office attended by the inner circle, this time including Jones and a young, but very influential NSC speechwriter, Ben Rhodes. They discussed the speech in which the president would make his case to the American people. But even with this kind of progress apparently being made, Obama then spent another week hammering out a detailed “term sheet” with his team to ensure that everybody was on board with the decision—and thus revealing as clearly as anything he did that he was deeply concerned that if the decision were later second-guessed it would not be from anyone on the inside. Donilon said he got the idea for the document from reading Lessons in Disaster by Gordon Goldstein, which made the case that a contributing problem to the American conduct of the Vietnam War was that the military often did not clearly understand the decisions and guidance they were getting from the White House. Donilon felt that the process helped ensure that the military would have clear guidelines and that it was also clear that there had been a meeting of the minds between the White House and the commanders on these critical issues. Again, it suggests the president especially feared someday being challenged by military leaders, given the high approval rating they enjoyed with the American people. Finally it was determined that the United States would commit an additional 30,000 troops to Afghanistan with the goals the president outlined on November 11. (Donilon’s reading of history was so constant in the job that when he was stepping down as national security advisor he got a call from the White House library asking if he could stop by to have his picture taken with the librarians because he had been “their biggest customer.” The search for historical perspective was certainly one that set him apart for the better in reactive, news-cycle-driven Washington.)
However, yet again reflecting the president’s ambivalence about his own policy, he asserted to members of the team that he was actually having two speeches drafted. And when the final speech was delivered—in which there was seen to be a much greater emphasis on the beginning of the withdrawal in eighteen months than many in the Pentagon had expected—there was a sense that the system had been “gamed from within.” One senior military officer said, “a bunch of it was stuff put in at the eleventh hour. And of course we heard it—the stuff about pulling out and when—and we said, ‘I’ll fully support it. I’ll be your soldier.’ But it was still something of shock.”
Said one intimate participant of the entire process as well as the speech, “we kept going back to first principles of why we were there, what our interests were, what were our objectives, all that. The process was prolonged. But people also felt there was a gap or a disconnect. It was between the formal process and the decisions made there and the speechwriting. It was in the writing of the speech that I think some people felt that things were said in ways that were different than some of the principals would have said them. It was all a matter of tone and emphasis. And I’m not sure that everybody got to see the speech before the president gave it and I think there was some wording that tilted more towards one side of the argument as opposed to reflecting what everyone thought.”
One problem cited was that “people who had the most contact with the president and had the most ability to shape what he actually said about the conflict and about the commitment were all people who were skeptics of the whole enterprise. . . . He had parts of his staff including his vice president constantly telling him that he was wrong and it was going to fail.”
When I first heard the speech, I thought of Groucho Marx’s famous theme-song, “Hello, I Must Be Going.” That’s because after all these policy deliberations and the president’s reputed demand for rigor and clarity, this convoluted process had produced the only speech I could remember in which a president simultaneously announced the escalation of a military effort and in the next breath announced a planned withdrawal. After thirteen paragraphs outlining the history of our involvement in Afghanistan, the president said: “this review is now complete. And as commander-in-chief, I have determined that it is in our vital national interest to send an additional 30,000 US troops to Afghanistan. After eighteen months, our troops will begin to come home. These are the resources we need to seize the initiative, while building the Afghan capacity that can allow for a responsible transition of our forces out of Afghanistan.”
He then said, in an understatement that could be fully understood only by a few dozen administration insiders at the time, “I do not make this decision lightly.” And then he outlined goals, which were at their core the same as the Riedel review—“to disrupt, dismantle, and defeat al-Qaeda in Afghanistan and Pakistan.” He also soft-pedaled the language even more with regard to the Taliban, saying the objective was “to reverse the Taliban’s momentum and deny it the ability to overthrow the government.”
The rest of the speech was an explication of the decision and then a shift to a different focus, one the president seemed to feel more at ease with—a discussion of why the United States needed to shift from costly conflicts like Iraq and Afghanistan and toward domestic priorities, arguing that, “in the end, our security and leadership does not come solely from the strength of our arms. It derives from our people—from the workers and businesses who will rebuild our economy.”
He concluded by offering a message that “we are passing through a time of great trial. And the message we send in the midst of these storms must be clear: that our cause is just, our resolve unwavering.”
The process that lay behind the speech suggested, in fact, that was not the case. The contradictory message confirmed many of the doubts of our allies in the region and, in the view of critics, gave our enemies a timetable by which to plan, thus undercutting the effectiveness of the increases that were being approved. The New York Times headline echoed the confused message: “Obama Adds Troops, But Maps Exit Plan.”
The Afghan policy process was a mess. It showed a conflicted president learning on the job. It revealed real structural defects in his National Security Council. It virtually ensured that the increased resources it approved would be squandered. And it suggested that the president’s principal national security advisor would face an uphill struggle to be successful with the odds being stacked against him by the very president who selected him for the job.
And nothing would confirm these facts more than the reality that within a year the White House would be conducting yet another Afghanistan strategy review, this one focused on dialing back expectations and narrowing goals further, and that it would be conducted under the leadership of Barack Obama’s second national security advisor, Tom Donilon. Jim Jones would leave his office—underappreciated, underutilized, with the bureaucratic deck stacked against him—on October 8, 2010.
Still more reviews and course corrections would follow. In 2014, as unrest in Iraq boiled up and debate was triggered about whether America’s failure to leave a residual force in that country was a contributing factor to the problem, yet another Afghan assessment resulted in the decision to leave a residual force in that country through 2016. This was colored in part by increasing unrest in Iraq that continued to be linked to Afghanistan in the public consciousness. The decision was also affected by increasing worries as to whether the Afghan government, currently led by the quixotic and corruption-prone President Hamid Karzai and in the throes of turmoil as electoral fraud threatens the democratic contest to find his replacement, alone would be able to manage the challenges posed by the large community of violent extremists that were active in the country despite over a decade of US warfare. After Secretary of State John Kerry and others on the US team performed diplomatic acrobatics to negotiate an agreement to maintain a troop presence in the country (later clarified by President Obama to mean 9,800 US forces in 2015, half that figure in 2016, and a basic embassy security presence thereafter), Karzai refused to sign. As of this writing, it is expected that his successor will sign the agreement. Further, given the unrest in Iraq that was seen by many to be associated with the failure to negotiate a deal to leave a residual US military force in Iraq, the likelihood that a force remains in Afghanistan through the end of the Obama administration remains high, absent a major deterioration in relations with the Afghan government.
Circumstances change, of course, and that is why on-going reviews are an essential part of the national security policy process. The problems arise when policy processes and adjustments reveal or exacerbate the uncertainty of leaders and the internal divisions with national security teams. These are compounded and overshadowed when the policies themselves produce negligible outcomes or, as in the case of both Afghanistan and Iraq, require massive investments of precious national resources but still have done little to change circumstances on the ground or, indeed, may have made them worse in important ways.
6. The Most Powerful Man in the World
Power does not corrupt. Fear corrupts . . . perhaps the fear of a loss of power.
—JOHN STEINBECK
George W. Bush’s second inaugural address read like a manifesto for an interventionist America. It was as infused with the language of divine missions as any fatwa of America’s jihadist enemies: “America’s vital interests and our deepest beliefs are now one. From the day of our Founding we have proclaimed that every man and woman on this earth has rights, and dignity, and matchless value, because they bear the image of the Maker of Heaven and earth. Across the generations we have proclaimed the imperative of self-government, because no one is fit to be a master, and no one deserves to be a slave. Advancing these ideals is the mission that created our Nation. It is the honorable achievement of our fathers. Now it is the urgent requirement of our nation’s security, and the calling of our time.”
To a non-American ear, Bush was not merely celebrating our values. The President of the United States was saying that it is America’s urgent—even divinely approved—mission to spread those values worldwide. The speech went on to say it is the “policy of the United States to seek and support the growth of democratic movements and institutions in every nation and culture” (emphasis added). He continued, “we will persistently clarify the choice before every ruler and every nation: The moral choice between oppression, which is always wrong, and freedom, which is eternally right. America will not pretend that jailed dissidents prefer their chains or that women welcome humiliation and servitude or that any human being aspires to live at the mercy of bullies.”
The authors of the speech no doubt had noble intentions—certainly my conversations with many of those in the White House who saw the speech beforehand suggest that was the view. But they were all, in the words of a former colleague, “hearing it through their ears.” They were also guilty of succumbing to a classic American misconception, one Henry Kissinger described as “the mistaken belief that any country anywhere if given the opportunity would choose to be more like America.”
Heng Chee Chan, Singapore’s ambassador to the United States, said with the telling sensitivities of anyone from Asia in the first years of the twenty-first century, “imagine how that sounded to the Chinese.” I had a chance to speak to a Chinese diplomat shortly thereafter, whose response was terser: “more lectures.”
The irony was that amid the carnage and gross missteps of the first four years of the Bush presidency, there was a broad view that during that period US relations with China had hit a modern high point. There were few overt conflicts. Exchanges were generally positive. And truth be told, the Chinese were perfectly happy that America’s attentions were directed elsewhere, that we were expending our resources in the Middle East, assuring their supplies of energy at no cost to them, and not meddling in their affairs.
On her first trip to Asia as secretary of state, Condoleezza Rice offered a similarly cautionary and prescriptive tone in a Tokyo speech, saying that Washington’s goal was to “push, prod, and persuade China toward a more positive course.” Nicholas Burns, who assumed the role of under secretary of state for political affairs in March 2005, said Rice made it very clear that her priority was “repairing the damage from 2002 and 2003,” and that Russia and China were top priorities, which helps explain why her meetings with Chinese leaders on that trip were more positive and less contentious.
In an August 2005 interview with the New York Times, Rice described the relationship consequently as “big and complicated,” with “good parts” and “not so good parts.” Among the good parts, she noted, were Chinese cooperation on North Korea and in the war on terror. Looking back today, she says she saw the objective of finding a new footing as “vitally important” because of China’s rising influence and power. It’s a sentiment reiterated by Bush during a visit from President Hu Jintao in the fall of 2005, when he characterized the US-China relationship as “very important for the United States and the world.”
Deputy Secretary of State Robert Zoellick acknowledged the obvious—that China had already integrated itself into the international system—and suggested that our goals should be to help take the relationship to the next level through a multi-tier approach he called “comprehensive engagement.”
At the Defense Department, China’s growing military was reflected in public expressions of worry in the Quadrennial Defense Review, which asserted that the “pace and scope” of China’s expansion were “already [putting] regional military balances at risk.” The trade deficit continued to grow, and on Capitol Hill concerns about Chinese currency manipulation—to make their exports artificially cheaper and more attractive, and to deepen the deficit—were burgeoning. So were tensions associated with lax Chinese protection of intellectual property rights. The efforts to improve relations were also bedeviled by unintended problems, as when, during a visit by China’s President Hu Jintao to the White House that had the ostensible goal of improving US-China relations, the US interpreter announced that the anthem to be played was for the Republic of China, the official name of Taiwan. And shortly later, a representative of the suppressed Chinese religious sect Falun Gong started heckling the Chinese leader. Some rough spots were created, however, by conflicting White House impulses about how to treat the Chinese leadership. For example, the White House failed to offer Hu a full state dinner, souring the relationship. Secretary Rice argued that such occasions were reserved for “leaders with whom we wanted to highlight our extraordinarily close relationship.” Her point at the time was that however important China may be, it was not included on that list.
It was at this moment, when the relationship was threatening to teeter into a period of new tensions, that the administration took advantage of one of its secret weapons. Of all the would-be China experts on the Bush team, perhaps none had been to the country so often or had such high level contacts as Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson. When he was recruited into the administration, it was stipulated that he would have a large role in shaping China policy. This took almost two years to assume a concrete form. However, in conversations with his senior staff and top officials at the White House, it became clear that not only would the relationship benefit from having a clear quarterback within the administration’s ranks but that complex bilateral relationships really need their own mechanisms that—much like the NSC—would help coordinate policy among the multiple agencies involved in the relationship.
Against this background, the US-China Strategic Economic Dialogue (SED), a new high-level dialogue with the Chinese leadership, was announced on September 20, 2006. The undertaking would involve multiple US departments, including State, Commerce, USTR, HHS, and the EPA. In this respect it emphasized that much at the heart of the emerging US-China relationship was economic, that it was in this area that shared interests were clearest, and that it was therefore via such a vehicle that we would be most likely able to conduct constructive exchanges.
Carlos Gutierrez, who as commerce secretary was actively involved in the process, observed, “Hank had the expertise. He had been to China like seventy times at Goldman Sachs. So there was no question he was a China guy. And he had very good connections. And so he got approval from the president to form the SED. And you know, while it wasn’t entirely smooth, bulldog that he is, Hank bulldogged it through the interagency process.”
With the election of a Democratic majority in the House of Representatives in November 2006, one of Beijing’s toughest critics in Washington became the senior Democrat in town, Nancy Pelosi. Concern rose in China that, with Pelosi as Speaker of the House, the US Congress would soon turn up the heat on human rights issues and more actively seek to confront China, much as the San Francisco Democrat had advocated throughout her career. Any foreboding that the Chinese may have felt on the eve of the first SED meeting on December 14–15 was compounded by the release just days before of a report from USTR Ambassador Susan Schwab, which called out the Chinese for trade practices in violation of WTO rules. As a consequence, the initial meeting of the SED was more of a throat-clearing exercise for both nations, with a balance of sparring and expressions of hope for better ties. But it laid a foundation for a dialogue that has grown to become a centerpiece of the US-China relationship. It also underscored an important trend. As had been the case under Robert Rubin and Larry Summers during the Clinton administration (and as would be the case under Tim Geithner), the US treasury secretary was to have a central role on a vital foreign policy front that even in the recent past might have been unimaginable.
Even as relations between the two giant countries went through more challenges during the remaining two years of the Bush administration, with more trade, currency, and defense problems—including those surrounding China’s expansion of its capabilities to include anti-satellite weapons—the SED began to achieve the goal of offering a trusted and more positive venue for exchanges. During a May 2007 meeting, Vice Premier Wu Yi, the former commerce minister, who was the highest ranking woman in Chinese government history, argued that tensions should be addressed “calmly” and that, given “ever-deepening globalization today, confrontation is not good at all for problem-solving and pressure and posturing can only make the situation more complex.” And again speaking the language of commerce, the Chinese signed more deals with Americans, this time for $20 billion. Paulson did not shy away from noting the growing concerns centering on Chinese currency manipulation, and leaders on Capitol Hill confirmed his assertions with threatening language. But enough progress was being made via dialogue that Paulson’s Treasury Department the next month declined to name China a currency manipulator. Perhaps that was just as well, as within eighteen months the United States would be pumping money into its economy to stave off a depression, exerting much the same effect on US dollars that the Americans were complaining the Chinese were doing to their own currency.
The positive trajectory in the relationship was highlighted by the fact that even when Congressional leaders presented the Dalai Lama with their highest honor, the Congressional Gold Medal, Chinese anger was not matched by actions. They condemned the action but within three weeks were hosting Defense Secretary Gates in Beijing, at which time another sign of the growing maturation of the relationship was put in place: to help minimize the risk of accidental confrontation between the two countries, both sides agreed to establish a military hotline, similar in purpose to the one the United States had maintained with the Soviet Union. Further new military exchanges were also created “at all levels,” reflecting the fact that, other than the Treasury, no department had a more acute awareness of the growing influence of China on a daily basis than did Defense. For example, the leadership of the US Pacific Command, the world’s largest military command, is home to some of the most attentive and sophisticated students of Chinese behavior anywhere in the US government. In addition, Bush had won considerable appreciation from the Chinese for very early on signaling his intention of attending the 2008 Beijing Olympics, a gesture that he accurately perceived as being very important to the Chinese leadership. Bush told Hu personally of his intention and then later followed up with a public announcement that not only would he go but that he would bring his family. This was seen by the Chinese as helping to nip in the bud an incipient movement among European leaders to boycott the Olympic opening ceremonies or the games themselves and as a sign of meaningful support from the US president.
The United States may have had some hopes of using the president’s trip to the Beijing Olympics in 2008 as a chance to send a message promoting further reforms, but by the time the August sports spectacular arrived, two powerful narratives had emerged that would dominate the attention of all. In the immediate foreground were games that showed off the extraordinary advances that China had made. The games were exceptionally well run, the facilities were beautiful, the headlines were about sports and collegiality, and the entire event was a smashing success for China, sending the message—as if it had to be emphasized yet again—that China had arrived.
In the background, however, was the turbulence of America’s growing financial crisis. The Chinese had regularly been in touch with both Paulson and other top Treasury officials as the mortgage problems of the United States grew, flexing their muscles as one of America’s leading creditors, and complaining of the losses their leading government investment agencies were suffering. The nature and degree of the pressure has gradually become clearer during the past several years. Particularly striking were revelations in Paulson’s 2010 memoir, On the Brink, that while the treasury secretary was attending the Beijing Olympics, Russia sought to work with the Chinese to pull the rug out from under US markets.
During the opening ceremonies of the games, Ambassador Jim Jeffrey quietly informed President Bush that the Russian invasion of the Republic of Georgia had begun. Meanwhile, Paulson learned that the Russians had proposed to leaders in Beijing that “together they might sell big chunks of their [holdings in Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac] to force the U.S. to use its emergency authorities to prop up these companies.”
“The report,” Paulson wrote, “was deeply troubling—heavy selling could create a sudden loss of confidence in the GSEs and shake the capital markets. I waited till I was back home and in a secure environment to inform the president.” Fortunately, the Chinese, who had significantly larger exposure to US markets than did the Russians, and who were already stinging from billions in losses, did not take the Russians up on the idea of launching an economic assault on the US Treasury. They did not abuse their newfound leverage, but they did seek to use it during the American financial crisis to an extent that few on Main Street might have imagined.
Wikileak cables showed that throughout the crisis, the United States was obligated to work tirelessly to address Chinese concerns. Given that the Chinese held hundreds of billions in US securities, it was clear that were they to cease behaving constructively they could have compounded the downturn’s negative consequences to a degree impossible for the Treasury to manage.
The Chinese State Administration for Foreign Exchange (SAFE) was one of several agencies with major exposure. Another was China’s giant sovereign wealth fund, the China Investment Corporation (CIC). Mid-crisis estimates of CIC losses, according to the Financial Times, exceeded $80 billion. When Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac went into conservatorship, there was widespread concern among China’s leaders that bigger losses were in the offing. “Several interlocutors have told us that Lehman was a counterparty to SAFE in financial transactions and as a result SAFE suffered large losses when Lehman collapsed,” it was confirmed in cables months later from the US embassy in Beijing.
Because of Paulson’s relationships with the Chinese leaders, however, he and his colleagues at the Treasury and in the Fed were able to keep open channels with the Chinese that avoided a deepening of the crisis. Indeed, as a sign of respect, Under Secretary of the Treasury for International Affairs David McCormick was dispatched to Beijing at the height of the crisis in October 2008 to consult with Chinese financial leaders. A Wikileaks cable reported, “all of Undersecretary McCormick’s counterparts appeared to appreciate his willingness to come to Beijing.” The Chinese did say that unless concerns about Fannie and Freddie were handled satisfactorily, the Chinese might no longer be able to assume “greater counter-party risks” or invest further. McCormick, for his part, delivered a message similar to that which Paulson had been relaying directly—the United States didn’t actually guarantee investments in government-sponsored enterprises like the two mortgage agencies. Nonetheless, it was “committing to inject up to $100 billion of equity in each institution to avoid insolvency, and that this contractual commitment would remain for the life of these institutions.” It was as good as a guarantee, and it was made to satisfy the Chinese.
In taking this trip and in sending this kind of message, the Bush administration was admitting the new dependency the United States had on the deep pockets in Beijing. At the same time, Beijing’s huge investment exposure in the United States, unique among world markets in the degree to which it could both absorb and protect China’s capital, illustrated a parallel Chinese dependency on the United States. Herein lay the primary difference in the relationship between America and China, its emerging rival of the twenty-first century, and the relationship America had with Russia late in the past century. It is a difference that also illustrates why, when Russia proposed blowing up America’s markets at a time of great vulnerability, China took a different path. The Cold War was a zero-sum game. Two more or less independent systems were in competition with one another. A gain for one was a loss for the other. But the United States and China were economically conjoined twins. Thus, the challenge for the new era was going to be developing doctrines, policies, and mechanisms that acknowledged the reality of that interdependence.
Robert Hormats, who served in both Republican and Democratic administrations and was a colleague of Paulson’s at Goldman Sachs while vice chairman of Goldman Sachs International, emphasized yet another dimension of the US-China relationship when he said it was also important to recognize that no two countries had a greater stake in the stability and proper functioning of the international system because they were such major players in the global economy. So understandings and modes of cooperation were needed in order that both could share responsibilities for that system commensurate with their influence over it and the benefits they derived from it. The system would not work unless both agreed to a substantial degree, if not fully, on common rules or harmonious practices, and they would both suffer if the system broke down or deteriorated.
“So, over time,” he continued, “agreeing that there had to be a rules-based system and what the principles and practices of that system ought to be is a major and ongoing challenge for both countries and for other major players—traditional and emerging ones. For the US the goal remains to demonstrate at home and internationally that a free-market system rather than a government-driven one can deliver real benefits to our peoples, which requires that it be successful at home in the period ahead, especially in light of the financial crisis, and can be effective around the world as well.”
One final way that the Bush administration was able to show its understanding of this major shift in global affairs and to institutionalize it was its support for an idea initially promoted by French president Nicolas Sarkozy and British prime minister Gordon Brown to address the international dimensions of the financial crisis by convening not only the G-8, the club of the traditional big economies of the late twentieth century, including Russia, but the G-20, a larger group including China and the world’s emerging powers. That meeting, which took place on November 14, 2008, in Washington, was a genuine watershed in the history of the international system, a changing of the guard, as it were, or a resetting of the head table of the international community. The result not only reflected the rising clout of China and other big emerging markets, it was also considerably more equitable, bringing almost another half of the world’s population into conversations that would affect the future of all.
In a footnote to that meeting, which had as its most significant official outcome an agreement to continue consultations among the group regularly, the Bush team had also done something rather extraordinary. They invited a representative of the incoming administration to participate. In fact, they invited Obama, but he chose not to attend, sending in his place senior advisor and former secretary of state Madeleine Albright and former US congressman Jim Leach, a Republican from Arizona. This unprecedented arrangement ensured the continuity that both teams sought at a moment of national crisis.
Rebalancing
“One of the narratives that animated the Obama foreign policy coming in was this sense that we had spent the better part of a decade as a country preoccupied by Iraq and Afghanistan, and that as a result, we were out of balance,” recounted Derek Chollet, the former top Obama transition official who began in the administration as the number two official in State’s Policy Planning Office. “We were overweighted in that part of the world, and meanwhile, things had been happening that would be more defining over the next twenty to thirty to forty years elsewhere in the world where the perception—fair or not—was that we had been absent and that certainly included Asia.”
Chollet remembers vividly that immediately after the inauguration Secretary Clinton held a dinner at the State Department, the first dinner in which she brought in outside persons. Clinton was about to travel to Asia for her first trip as secretary “and so this was an effort to bring in outsiders, to sit around the table, to talk to the secretary and other senior folks. This became a model—we did this probably every six weeks or so, usually pegged to a trip—and . . . she would have a kind of salon meal, a good discussion on the topic. . . . The whole point of the event was to get our heads into the game about what’s going on in Asia and to send a signal—as we would through her trip—that we were going to place a high priority on the Asia Pacific region.”
Jake Sullivan, a close Clinton confidant who later succeeded Anne-Marie Slaughter as head of policy planning, also confirmed that shifting the focus to Asia was atop the new secretary’s early list of priorities. He said, “before she even came in, she was in a running conversation with Kurt Campbell, who she had selected to be the East Asia assistant secretary, and with Jim Steinberg, who was going to be her deputy, about placing a heavy emphasis on Asia. And she gave her first substantive policy speech on the Asia-Pacific and took her first trip to both Northeast Asia and Southeast Asia with the conscious intention of sending a signal that this was going to take a new and more elevated place in US foreign policy.”
Similar conversations were taking place during the first weeks of the Obama administration at Treasury, at the Commerce Department, in other economic agencies, in the policy shop at the Defense Department, and most important, in the Obama White House. Donilon noted that during the transition, the president started planning his initial Asia trip, and that around the same time Donilon himself began using rebalancing as one of the terms branding the administration’s efforts to add more focus to the fastest growing region in the world. It was clear that Asia, particularly China, would top the list of the new Administration’s priorities.
Any administration coming into office in January 2009 would have sought to give more attention to the US-China and US-Asia relationships. But there was another contributing factor—the people. The Obama team, like Bush’s second administration team, had a number of players who sought to play significant roles in shaping China and Asia policy. Not only was the incoming secretary of state, Hillary Clinton, committed to sending an early message that we were prioritizing the region, but so too was Mandarin-speaking Secretary of the Treasury Tim Geithner, NEC Director Larry Summers, Deputy National Security Advisor Tom Donilon, NSC senior aide Denis McDonough, top NSC/NEC international economics advisor Michael Froman, and Deputy Secretary of State James Steinberg. In addition, there were not one but two other cabinet members with Chinese roots and interests—Secretary of Commerce Gary Locke, who in his home state of Washington had become the first Chinese-American governor in US history, and the Nobel Prize–winning Secretary of Energy, Stephen Chu.
At the under secretary level in agency after agency were key players who came in with significant Asia experience and a desire to play a bigger role in US-China policy initiatives. These included Under Secretary of State for Economic Affairs Bob Hormats, another old China hand from Goldman Sachs; Under Secretary of Treasury for International Affairs Lael Brainard; Under Secretary of Commerce Francisco Sanchez; and Assistant Secretary of Energy for International Affairs David Sandalow. Especially important, in two key supporting positions that would drive much of the day-to-day policy through the Obama first term, the team also had smart, experienced, strong-willed actors in Assistant Secretary of State Kurt Campbell (who is married to Brainard) and NSC Senior Director for Asia Jeffrey Bader.
Of those formative early days, Bader has written, “it was clear to the Obama team that a unidimensional approach to China would yield unsatisfactory results. U.S. policy toward a rising China could not rely solely on military muscle, economic blandishments, and pressure and sanctions on human rights, an overall strategy that had not been notably successful in altering unwelcome Chinese actions when China was weaker.” He added, “at the same time, a policy of indulgence and accommodation of assertive Chinese conduct, or indifference to its internal evolution, could embolden bad behavior and frighten U.S. allies and partners.”
At the center of this team was a new president who was born in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, in Hawaii, and who spent his formative years in Indonesia. He was, as he characterized it, “America’s first Pacific president,” and so he encouraged the shifting priorities. As in any such group of strong personalities—and this group had more than its share of sharp-elbowed, willing bureaucratic infighters—rivalries and differences emerged. The result can be division or it can be creativity, a process by which rivalries drive action, differences fuel creativity, and the general alignment of views ensures a common overall direction. During the first term of the Obama administration, thanks to a commitment to a new focus on Asia that began with the president and his team during the transition, and the presence of a strong team of Asia-hands throughout the administration, the result was most often an example of constructive interagency rivalry.
“We had to rebalance our efforts and restore our strengths,” said Donilon. “We had just had a period of tremendous exertion—depleted our authority, power, and prestige around the world and depleted our economy—through the effort in Iraq and the financial crisis, two substantial hits to US authority.” As a consequence, he continued, one of the most important things the administration sought to accomplish was “a multidimensional rebalancing to Asia that’s absolutely critical to our interest. It’s an area where we were underweighted and in which there was a huge demand signal for US leadership. And getting the relationship with China right is probably the most important relationship issue we have in the world.”
With Clinton’s first trip to the region planned for late February 2009, as Chollet noted, policy discussions on related issues heated up early, as did the debate about who would take the lead on them and about the form the central dialogue associated with the US-China relationship would take. There were initially three different approaches. Clinton and her colleagues felt State should have the lead. Geithner sought to continue the dominant role Treasury had via the Strategic Economic Dialogue. And there was even a move to keep the central locus of the conversation in the White House, with a proposal floated by those close to the vice president for a Biden-led initiative much like those Al Gore once co-chaired under President Bill Clinton. Hillary Clinton asserted that, although economic issues were very important, they were not the totality of the relationship and that she wanted a “more comprehensive” approach. She also argued that during the Bush years, especially early on, there had not been enough focus on political and security issues.
Geithner’s response turned on the sensitivity of the issues involved in the economic recovery and the necessity that the dialogue with the Chinese be managed carefully due to their role. In fact, even in the earliest days of the Obama administration, it was an absolute priority to continue the kind of conversations started by Paulson to reassure Chinese investors. Within the NSC, Donilon and Bader also supported the move to a joint dialogue, which they proposed be held once a year. There were questions as to whether the Chinese would accept such a bifurcated structure and how important priority questions like energy and climate would be handled. However, those would be worked out in conversations with the Chinese in the run-up to the expected Obama–Hu Jintao conversation, which would take place on the edges of the G-20 summit in April 2009.
This kind of jostling for place and roles within the administration is always present and is especially prevalent in the earliest days of any new government. Out of it this time came what former Bush Deputy Treasury Secretary Robert Kimmitt light heartedly referred to as “the Obama administration’s big contribution to the dialogue we started—an ampersand.” The process was to be rechristened the Strategic and Economic Dialogue (S&ED), thus indicating that its scope had been broadened as Clinton wanted and that a two-headed leadership structure had been agreed to.
In her first major address on her first major trip as secretary of state, Hillary Clinton said that “some believe China on the rise is by definition an adversary. To the contrary, we believe the United States and China benefit from and contribute to each other’s successes.” Her message to the media was that if America was going to focus on its future, it also had to focus on building and deepening ties to Asia. This involved not just a focus on China but an acknowledgment of the desire for American allies in Asia for more attention. For that strategic reason she also stated that her trip sought to develop a “network of partners.” She characterized the approach as “rigorous and persistent engagement”—the latest illustration of exercises in semantic shading that command the attention of speechwriters and policy wonks but few others.
During her stop in China, Clinton—who had once stung the Chinese in a sharply critical speech during a women’s rights conference in Beijing while she was First Lady—embraced a constructive tone. Deftly communicating both elements of the new interdependency she said, “it would not be in China’s interest if we were unable to get our economy moving.” On the topic of human rights, she noted that, although she would continue to raise such issues, “our pressing on those issues can’t interfere with the global economic crisis, the global climate change crisis, and the security crisis.” Many on the American left and the American right—strangely aligned with regard to many of their anti-China views—hoped that she would be more vocally critical of the Chinese, but the balance and pragmatism of her remarks was appreciated in Beijing and throughout the region. “It was a very mature and self-assured performance,” said a cabinet-level official in one nation closely allied with the United States.
The G-20 summit took place in London on April 2. Obama underscored the American commitment to getting its economic house in order with a pledge to cut the budget deficit in half once the economy was stabilized. This focus on his part underscored that the United States, which had for decades offered itself up as the example other nations should follow economically, was now in a much more defensive posture. On the other hand, Hu, highlighting how important China’s economy had become, sought to assure leaders that China would “ensure sustainable growth and ensure steady and relatively fast economic development.” And although both committed to boosting the resources of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), they also called for IMF reforms that would permanently enshrine a more important role within it for the Chinese. Finally, Hu and Obama agreed to proceed with the newly reconstituted S&ED and also announced that Obama would visit China in November. This was followed again by a bit of back and forth within the administration. Clinton and State argued that such a trip should be used as a carrot to incentivize the Chinese to achieve progress on a range of issues, whereas the NSC, and Bader in particular, felt this approach had been ineffective in the past. But, there was an intensity and methodical nature to this early approach to China that was noticed in Beijing and across Asia. The new president seemed serious about making the relationship a centerpiece of his new foreign policy and his cabinet and subcabinet were working the issue energetically. There was some hope—expressed to me several times by diplomats in the region—that the momentum of the Bush and Paulson era in the relationship would be maintained or even built upon.
Geithner followed with his own trip to China in June and then Clinton in a major address spoke of putting a “special emphasis on encouraging major and emerging global powers—China, India, Russia, Brazil as well as Turkey, Indonesia, and South Africa—to be full partners in tackling the global agenda.” This followed on the Bush move to elevate the G-20 and echoed the earlier Clinton administration initiative on the Big Emerging Markets (BEMs). It also underscored the general acceptance of this approach not as a new policy but as reflecting a new global economic reality and shifting geopolitical landscape. A week later at the ASEAN summit in Thailand, Clinton further accentuated the emerging theme that “the United States is back” in Asian affairs.
The first meeting of the S&ED took place in July. Clinton and Geithner kicked it off with a joint op-ed in the Wall Street Journal that laid out three priorities: “assuring recovery from the most serious global economic crisis in generations and ensuring balanced and sustainable global growth once recovery had taken hold,” “making progress on the interconnected issues of climate change, energy, and the environment,” and “finding complementary approaches to security and development challenges in the region and across the globe.” Obama himself opened the meetings. If there were few concrete deliverables by its conclusion, one senior US official nonetheless characterized it afterward to me as having “sent an important message about our commitment to the issues and setting up the channels of communication we would need to have.” He added, “you could tell the Chinese were taking this all very seriously and also that their team was increasingly sophisticated about the US and how to deal with us. It will mean we are going to have to work even harder going forward.”
Two months later, Deputy Secretary of State Steinberg offered yet another formulation by which to characterize the relationship. He said that the two sides should pursue “strategic reassurance.” He said it “rests on a core, if tacit, bargain. Just as we and our allies must make clear that we are prepared to welcome China’s arrival as a prosperous and successful power, China must reassure the rest of the world that its development and growing global role will not come at the expense of security and well-being of others.” He specifically cited several areas in which mistrust was a potential outcome, saying the risks were “especially acute in the arena of strategic nuclear weapons, space, and increasingly in the cyber realm.” Although the strategic reassurance concept was another flat attempt at coining a buzz phrase, in citing cyber he began a process of raising a set of issues that would be increasingly central to the Obama administration.
If the outward-facing message of the administration was coherent, behind the scenes, tensions existed. Steinberg, frustrated by his near-miss with becoming national security advisor, was seen by some in the White House as difficult to deal with. Derogatory nicknames for him were bandied about in private conversations in the White House and he became frustrated in ways that were readily apparent to those around him, even though within State his expertise on China was broadly respected. At the same time, there were other tensions, derived from the vestiges of the campaign, the Team Hillary versus Team Obama bickering, and the culture of Washington.
One of Clinton’s closest aides recounted, “the secretary recognized early on that if you wanted to make progress with the White House you had to have guys who were part of their club. And she didn’t like it. But,” the aide said, “those of us who wanted her to succeed accepted that that was the way it was. And so we set up parallel networks, but always on the less urgent issues. But on the key stuff, on China, on Iran, on the Middle East, it was always this very, very tight club. And it was all male and very clubby, right? It wasn’t helped by the fact that they were not the people who knew the most about the issues.”
A “deal” that Clinton struck with Obama, whereby she would be more responsible for appointments within the State Department building per se and the White House would have more influence over ambassadorial posts, turned into a regular source of friction. Plus, White House aides felt some of Hillary’s close staff, notably Chief of Staff Cheryl Mills, were too devoted to the long-term career interests of Clinton rather than the president’s goals. Old habits die hard. And so there was also an effort by those closest to the president to control which issues and messages were associated with him and to keep the limelight on the man in the Oval Office.
I had some personal experience with this when I wrote an article for the Washington Post’s Sunday Outlook section on August 23, 2009. It was called “It’s 3 a.m. Do You Know Where Hillary Clinton Is?” and it argued that the new secretary was revolutionizing the way her department operated. Citing some lingering tensions over the definition of her role, I noted that she was blazing a trail where the opportunity existed. “Given the challenges involved, it was perhaps natural that the White House would have a bigger day-to-day hand in some of the nation’s most urgent foreign policy issues. But with Obama, National Security Advisor Jim Jones, Vice President Joe Biden, and Secretary of Defense Robert Gates absorbed by Iraq, Afghanistan, and other inherited problems of the recent past, Clinton’s State Department can take on a bigger role in tackling the problems of the future—in particular how America will lead the world in the century ahead.”
When the piece, which could only be seen as generally positive about the administration’s progress to date, came out, the first email message I received early that Sunday morning was from Denis McDonough at the White House. McDonough, loyal to a fault and known in the early days of the administration as something of an enforcer with the media, willing to call out reporters who offered a message the White House didn’t like, didn’t comment on the piece directly, but rather chose to note that it was interesting that I had focused on Secretary Clinton—as opposed to, it was implied, on the president. It was not a rebuke, exactly, but a seeming message that the White House was keeping score, and, it seemed, that they did not necessarily see a win for Clinton as a win for the president.
A New Swagger
As the Obama team made a concerted push to elevate the focus on China and Asia more broadly, they repeatedly encountered the reality that China’s increasing clout internationally also could have the effect of making the United States look weaker. At the November 2009 G-20 summit in Pittsburgh, one attending official from a Latin nation said, “the US did not seem to know what it wanted. At one point, as we were trying to finalize the communiqué, the Americans dithered and it took the Chinese to seize control of the discussion and move us toward our final agreement. They were strong. The US was not.”
Even a top US State Department official told me after other meetings with Chinese diplomats that year that “they were running rings around us. They have gotten so good on these issues and we have been so distracted and we don’t have the bench depth.”
Matters weren’t helped when the administration started to distance itself from Steinberg’s “strategic reassurance.” Leaks from the White House—an essential tool in bureaucratic in-fighting—suggested that Steinberg had gotten out ahead of the administration. With an upcoming Obama trip to the region, the clear message was that if anyone was going to articulate a new stance for the United States in the region, it would be the president.
On the trip, Obama began with a speech in Tokyo in which he said, “the United States does not seek to contain China, nor does a deeper relationship with China mean a weakening of our bilateral alliances.” Obama’s trip to Beijing carried forward these themes. Although it began with the president flagging the usual issues, such as human rights, Tibet, and Taiwan, and the traditional posturing of both sides, there were also substantive talks, perhaps most of which involved both the president and Larry Summers trying to persuade China to adjust its currency regime. China was singularly unmoved. The Chinese also limited Obama’s access to China’s people outside the official venues, even going so far as to carefully orchestrate a town hall with a not very representative cross section of the Chinese public. The joint statement at the end of the trip cited progress on key areas of cooperation such as North Korea, Iran, and preparations for the Copenhagen climate summit but also showed that the United States had granted considerable leeway to the Chinese on sensitive language like that pertaining to Taiwan. This not only produced pushback in Washington, it also contributed to a general feeling from the press that the United States was in a new position at these meetings, a weaker if not quite a supplicant power. An assessment in the New York Times stated, “this is no longer the United States–China relationship of old but an encounter with a weakened giant and a comer with a bit of its own swagger. Washington’s comparative advantage in past meetings is now diminished, a fact clearly not lost on the Chinese.”
The bureaucratic dramas in the background didn’t help. Not only was State periodically frustrated by being “bigfooted” by the White House, but so too were the press. In one instance, a senior reporter for one of the world’s leading newspapers told me of the reaction when the White House offered the president’s counselor Valerie Jarrett to provide a background briefing during the China trip “despite the fact that, as far as we could tell, she knew absolutely not the first thing about China. But I guess she was close to the president and to this crew, that’s what mattered.” The involvement of Jarrett and political aides to the president, like David Axelrod, was increasingly to become a source of criticism from both the press and the policy pros on the inside who felt that the political pollsters and campaign advisors were overstepping their bounds and operating beyond the areas of their expertise.
The perception of a US in decline was not helped by the Copenhagen climate summit. It was there that a plan led by the Atlantic powers to set numerical targets for reducing emissions by a certain date ran aground because China helped lead an effort among emerging powers to resist. The Chinese, Indians, and others knew that the process could go only as fast as they chose to go and they were adamant that they should not be forced to slow their development and be burdened by unfair regulatory limits that had not constrained the growth of developed powers. At that meeting, thanks to their unity on that point, the entire balance of power in global climate talks shifted to the rising powers—who would increasingly be responsible for the fastest growing share of global energy use—and away from America and the Europeans. Symbolizing the shift, the Chinese repeatedly slighted Obama and his team. On one occasion, they sent a mid-level foreign ministry official to represent them at a meeting attended by Obama and other leaders—a problem compounded by the fact that the assembled heads of state and government had to wait for this bureaucrat to receive instructions from China’s premier before they could proceed. Later, at an evening session for emerging powers, Obama found the meeting had begun without him. He then crashed the conversation only to be bluntly lectured by China’s leading climate negotiator. Overall the meeting was a fiasco. Clinton herself, who witnessed this, was flabbergasted at how badly planned and managed the US effort was (even though her climate team, along with White House and Department of Energy officials, had planned the US involvement there), particularly given that the behavior of all those present was so predictable.
For most of 2010, the course of relations was consistently inconsistent. It maintained a roughly even keel, thanks to the fact that periodic irritants were offset by the ongoing efforts of both sides to work on the relationship, and the underlying reality that the two economies were growing ever more “intertwined,” to use a word Clinton often chose. This latter point meant that history—always more powerful than policy or even the most obstructive bureaucrat—was pushing the two sides forward into a deeper, if not always a more comfortable, relationship. Meanwhile, the advantage of having so many senior people in the administration interested in playing a role in the relationship meant that there were perhaps the most extensive set of parallel, multilayered conversations being conducted between the United States and China that had ever taken place. At State, Treasury, Commerce, USTR, Defense, Energy, HHS, and a host of other agencies principal-to-principal conversations were proliferating, as were contacts between deputies and at the working level. (There was no area where the relationship was not central. Sandalow of the Energy Department made more than a dozen trips to China in his four years as assistant secretary and later as acting under secretary of energy. Peggy Hamburg, the head of the Food and Drug Administration, once explained to me at a dinner party that upwards of 70 percent of the active pharmacological ingredients in all US drugs were actually imported from China, an unsettling dependence of an unanticipated kind.)
White House sources emphasized that this interdisciplinary approach was all part of a plan. Said one, “the China and Asia rebalance was part of a government-wide strategy that involved everything from diplomacy to the redistribution of military assets that was enabled by withdrawal from Iraq. It also involved significant economic initiatives. These included pushing for the Trans-Pacific Partnership [TPP], a trade deal [originally put on the US agenda during the Bush administration].”
Sometimes some on the team would push back on these initiatives. The TPP was one such example, with senior members of the economic team pooh-poohing it as “too small.” But Donilon and the NSC insisted it be emphasized because of its symbolic importance.
In January 2010, the administration—perhaps reacting to the stings of late 2009—announced a sale of advanced Patriot missiles to Taiwan. China reacted. It announced a week later the test of its own land-based missile defense system. And it offered the usual boilerplate that the test “is not targeted at any country.” Clinton responded by making a strong statement (later echoed by President Obama’s wife Michelle during her own very successful trip to China in 2014), in which she asserted that Internet freedom was and should be a tenet of US foreign policy. She also singled out cyber-attacks as an area of special concern, stating that “those who disrupt the free flow of information in our society or any other pose a threat to our economy, our government, and our civil society. Countries or individuals that engage in cyber-attacks should face consequences and international condemnation.” Had she followed that with language that the statement was “not targeted at any country,” no one would have believed it.
In February, a meeting in the White House map room with the Dalai Lama was actively supported by some of those political advisors close to the president, including Valerie Jarrett. In March, Steinberg and Bader were invited to Beijing largely to be redressed for inflaming the relationship around Taiwan. Steinberg used this occasion to press for an initiative he hoped would complement the S&ED and create a permanent dialogue around strategic security issues such as cyber, nuclear force modernization, missile defense, and space defense. In April the mood swung positive, with Hu promising to attend a nuclear security summit shortly after Geithner had demurred naming China a currency manipulator. By May, the goals for the S&ED were modest, “solid singles, not home runs,” and that was what was achieved, with modest progress on energy and commercial issues like supply-chain security.
Obama did push China on its focus on propping up exports sales at the next G-20 meeting in late June 2010, and later took a swipe at them for not being tough enough on North Korea. At the same time, moves were afoot that would make the Chinese even more uncomfortable. Donilon and Bader pushed Obama to have the United States join the East Asia Summit (EAS) to give it more of a presence in regional affairs. Behind the scenes, Campbell worked tirelessly at the important work of establishing bilateral dialogues with the countries of the region, one by one. These were not high-profile interactions but instead provided the kind of recognition these countries had long sought from the United States. They gradually served to help the United States develop a broader base of relationships in the region through which it could provide a counterbalance to China’s growing clout. Here the administration did some of its very best and most important rebalancing work. “This is the blocking and tackling of foreign policy,” Campbell said to me at the time. “It’s not glamorous but it ensures that when something happens and you need someone on the other end of the phone, they answer.” Clinton put an emphatic punctuation mark on the process in July when she directly and bluntly commented on the disputes between China and its neighbors regarding the South China Sea. She insisted that for the United States it was essential that these claims be resolved consistent with international law, and she offered American resources to help facilitate negotiation of a code of conduct for the area. China’s foreign minister was livid (as the US secretary of state admittedly might be if China began inserting itself into issues in the Caribbean) and he warned ASEAN countries not to get involved in an enterprise organized by an outside power. He stated forcefully, “China is a big country. Bigger than any country here.”
Later that month, China asserted its “indisputable sovereignty” over the South China Sea. The paradox in this was, of course, that because it did not yet have a blue water navy of real capacity, China depended on others, notably the United States, to protect the sea lanes through which its vital supplies of energy and resources made their way to China. So, just as on the economic front, for all the bluster and posturing, the two nations were, again, mutually dependent and therefore were constrained in how they might pressure each other. (China has embarked on a program to significantly enhance its naval capacity in recent years, however, suggesting they themselves are uncomfortable with this dependency.)
Recognizing the importance of deepening the dialogue between the countries, Obama accepted a proposal conceived by Donilon that he and Larry Summers go to China to have a meeting with the leadership. This was a very unusual arrangement on several levels. It was effectively foreign-policy outreach between top White House advisors and the leadership in Beijing. It created interesting questions of protocol—very important to the Chinese—because Donilon, whose star was in its ascendancy, was still the deputy at the NSC, although Jim Jones was already rumored to be on his last legs as national security advisor. The Chinese, however, recognizing the way power was really being managed in the White House, pulled out the stops, and meetings with all the top Beijing leadership were arranged with both Summers and Donilon being treated equally and with the utmost respect. One person intimately involved with the planning of the trip said that it was, in fact, personally okayed by China’s president Hu Jintao.
According to both Summers and Donilon, the trip provided a forum for unusually open and constructive dialogue. Donilon made it clear that, for the president, there were few major international initiatives in which cooperation with the Chinese was not vitally important. Summers made the case that China needed to focus on allowing its currency to appreciate or risk inviting both inflation and political retribution in the United States that would be hard for the White House to contain.
The tenor of the discussions was positive, and the trip was seen as something of a watershed in the relationship—even though it created a kind of parallel White House track to the S&ED. Ever pragmatic, the Chinese wanted to make sure they were interacting with the people who really could get things done. As for the American side, though the effort may have involved a more operational role than was typical for senior White House staff, it reflected the reality of how the Obama administration operated. Furthermore, it demonstrated that even when there are rival initiatives within an administration, the result can be net positive if both are pointed in generally the same direction, Then, in October 2010 Donilon ascended to become national security advisor.
An aspect of this White House–centric approach to governance was well-captured in a February 2010 Financial Times article by Edward Luce. Given the retributive mentality of many in the Obama inner circle, Luce showed a great deal of courage by writing “A Fearsome Foursome,” describing the reality of the world created by those closest to Obama, notably Axelrod, Jarrett, Gibbs, and Emanuel. It noted that these four were crucially involved in virtually every major decision and had a kind of access and control over who else had access to the president that essentially made it impossible for others to do their jobs. “Perhaps the biggest losers are the cabinet members,” said Luce. He cited Kathleen Sebelius, Obama’s secretary of health and human services; Janet Napolitano, secretary of the department of homeland security; and Ken Salazar, secretary of the interior as three who seldom interacted with the president. He noted Rahm Emanuel’s famed coarseness as a further obstacle to effective communication, recalling a time Emanuel described liberals who wanted to mobilize resources on healthcare reforms as “fucking retards.” Said one big Obama supporter, “we are treated as though we are children. Our advice is never sought.” Describing the Obama China visit, Luce wrote, “the same can be observed in foreign policy. On Mr. Obama’s November trip to China, members of the cabinet such as Nobel Prize–winning Stephen Chu, energy secretary, were left cooling their heels while Mr. Gibbs, Mr. Axelrod, and Ms. Jarrett were constantly at the president’s side.”
The piece created a firestorm and made life rather tough for Luce in getting access in the White House for some time thereafter. But its thesis was also confirmed and reconfirmed in the years afterward in literally dozens of conversations that I had with Obama cabinet secretaries, their deputies, big donors, current and former senators, and members of Congress.
Steve Clemons, a thoughtful, well-known, and dependably impartial Washington commentator wrote: “this Luce piece is unavoidably, accurately hard-hitting and while many of the nation’s top news anchors and editors are sending emails back and forth (I have been sent three such emails in confidence) on what a spot-on piece Luce wrote on the administration, they fear that the ‘four horsepersons of the Obama White House’ will shut down and cut off access to those who give the essay ‘legs.’”
Supporting and adding nuance to the Luce argument, one former Obama cabinet secretary said to me, “the way President Obama operates is that he is not somebody who in fact delegates a lot of power to others. He is somebody who wants to have control and when you want to have control, you tend to rely on people that are close to you to be able to talk with them and work with them and make sure that what you want is being implemented. And I think that’s a very fundamental principle with this president.” This official, a former top player on the national security side, said that “during the Clinton years, the NSC basically got issues, scrubbed a lot of various options, and then formally presented those options to the president, who then made a decision regarding what he would implement. The Obama White House generally operated differently in the sense that we talked through the options but it was not a very formalized process that would make a formal presentation to the president. It was basically focused on trying to get a kind of instinct as to where the president would like to go and then working to support that. In other words, it began more from the president than the normal national security procedure you might have seen with past presidents.” This official, in a critical job, said he saw the president once every two or three weeks one-on-one and more often in a group setting. But underscoring Luce’s analysis he added, “it’s fair to say that a staff, particularly a staff that had a close relationship with the president, played a large role in pushing issues through and putting a certain emphasis on what direction things should take based on “what the president told me” kind of thing. . . . And so staff members close to the president oftentimes spoke for the president and tended to influence what was taking place. And [other cabinet secretaries] and myself, just by virtue of our backgrounds, said, wait a minute. If there’s any question of precooking a product here, we’ve got to look at all of the different options and then decide what makes the most sense, not be driven by some quote the president may or may not have given to some staffer.”
Vali Nasr, who worked at State, put it more bluntly with regard to the White House insiders, “I think they wanted to run the policy, and that’s when it broke down, rather than letting competent and experienced people at State and Defense run with it. Also, the White House had an inclination to run things like a campaign. They wanted total control on things. And it went on a kind of headline-to-headline basis and there’s no way a State Department or a Hillary Clinton or a Gates are going to be able to work that way because their agencies have not been built to run that way.” Furthermore, continued Nasr, “when we came in they also basically said no one can go on television without approval from Denis McDonough, who (at the time) ran strategic communications at the White House. That included Hillary. So you know, Sunday shows, NewsHour—it was tight control not because they didn’t trust people [but] because that’s a way you run a campaign.” Other senior officials in multiple other cabinet departments—on the economic and domestic policy sides in addition to those involved in national security—reported that tight controls of media appearances of this sort were standard operating procedure throughout Obama’s time in office.
Steve Hadley observed: “rather than empowering and enabling your cabinet secretaries so you get the leverage of the full federal government, they were disempowering people and pulling it all into the White House. And that becomes a particular problem when you have a series of crises and . . . all you end up doing is crisis management. And if that’s all you do then all you’re going to get is more crises because you’re not going to be shaping events and shaping the future direction of our interests. And I worry that’s where they got.”
Centralization took a toll. “Nobody would do anything unless the right person in the White House said something to OK the process,” said one top State Department official, “otherwise you can’t get anyone to do anything. And you know you were constantly fighting where, for example, USAID couldn’t get anything done without constantly fighting a back channel in the White House from [former campaign policy insider] Gayle Smith. That was a classic example. And she worked for [Michael] Froman, and Froman [who went to law school with the president] was part of the inside crowd.”
Another deficiency fed by the concentration of too much power within the White House was cited by an Obama subcabinet member: “few people are involved in the decisions, so they do not hear all the options and differing points of view. And most of those people are highly operational—so they flip from meeting to meeting. So long-term thinking and fresh perspectives frequently don’t make their way to the table. And they don’t do their best work because they feel that they are out of the circle. The NSC staff also tends to treat agency people at lower levels as their staff, which causes a considerable amount of friction.”
Additionally, most functional responsibilities within the NSC were managed at the senior director level, which caused other problems. A senior Obama advisor on national security issues and a veteran of past NSCs observed to me that when the NSC was smaller (which meant in any other administration), NSC senior staff jobs were seen as more important and you might have, as you did in the Clinton years, former assistant secretaries and others with many years of experience in a number of them. But, “during the Obama years many of these NSC roles were seen as a kind of on-the-job training program for younger policy types.” The NSC veteran noted that this not only had a cost in terms of inexperience, but it also made it harder for the NSC to effectively convene high-level interagency meetings because under secretaries, who saw themselves as peers of deputy national security advisors, resisted being managed by what they perceived as more junior staffers. This was another, albeit inadvertent, way in which the structure as well as the approach had the effect of diluting the impact of the agencies in the policymaking process.
So there were circles within circles. The activist NSC and the heavily staffed White House drove much policy. But within the White House, it was the insiders who dictated how priorities were set, which approaches would be adopted, and how. Said a top White House lawyer, “the rest of the White House resents the NSC because they think they know everything. And the NSC resents the political people because they don’t know the substance.” In his twenty months as national security advisor, Jim Jones never seemed to truly make it into that circle nor did he get a chance to get his legs under him in the role.
Meanwhile, the management task associated with the NSC kept growing. By the end of Jones’s tenure, the NSC staff had grown to over 370 people, over ten times as large as the staff under Henry Kissinger in the 1970s, which reflected the long-term trend of consolidation of decision-making power within the White House that accelerated during the Obama years. A problem with this approach is that it makes other parts of the government redundant, or at least, makes them feel that way. As one former NSC principal put it, “when you put 300 people on an NSC staff, they’re a cabinet. They’ve all got to do something. They all have to meddle.”
Brent Scowcroft, who describes Jones as a “good friend,” called the selection of Jones for the job, “a strange choice. They [Jones and the president] didn’t know each other. I think they had met twice before. He was not an inner circle choice.” Brzezinski observed, “I think he was older than the president and was a former NATO commander and yet he had to defer to this very brilliant and opinionated civilian who was probably at the same time discounting a large amount of what he said because he preferred to talk to Tom or to Denis.”
Larry Summers and Leon Panetta both thought that Donilon’s promotion to NSC advisor represented a step forward. “I have a lot of admiration for Tom, I must say,” said Summers, “I think he has been very thoughtful, serious, careful. Very free of a personal agenda for national security. He is a national security advisor who put everything into the job.” In addition, “one substantial strength that he had relative to many other people in the administration is maintaining a very active connection to the world of thought, with the world of experts on the outside, with the world of what’s being written about a wide range of national security problems. And I think to be able to do that while at the same time maintaining a quite tight ship with quite a bit of harmony as these things go is quite impressive. I think the president is very lucky to have had Tom for those years and it would have been much, much more difficult without him.”
You Say Pivot and I Say Rebalancing
Because Donilon was one of the principal advocates for shifting America’s focus to the Pacific, his promotion helped with giving that policy even more importance within the White House. He had won, during the first two years of the administration, very considerable trust from Obama and those around him and thus was seen, unlike Jones, as one of the insiders and as a loyalist. At the same time, his counterparts in the administration largely saw him as committed to process, thanks to his work in overseeing the deputies process that was the most high-function element of the NSC’s roles during those first two years.
Clinton further articulated the policy a month after the power shift with a speech in Honolulu en route to the East Asia Summit in Hanoi.She spoke of the American commitment to Asia as “forward-deployed democracy” and emphasized that it was the administration’s objective to bring diplomacy into “every corner” of the region. At the summit, she sought to defuse growing tensions between China and Japan over the small, barren island chain known to the Chinese as the Diaoyu and to the Japanese as the Senkaku. The dispute over control of the islands was more intense than any intrinsic value of the chain might have warranted. Both sides invested the islands with the history of bad feeling that had strained relations between the two countries since before the Second World War. In private meetings, Clinton offered US assistance in mediating the dispute, but to little avail. The tensions would grow well into the second term of the Obama administration, becoming, by 2014, a flash point that produced military near-misses, deep animosity among the Chinese and Japanese publics, and concerns the dispute might accidentally trigger a more violent form of conflict.
Consistent with the overall strategy of reengaging the region more broadly and following up on legwork done by Clinton and her team, Obama took a trip to the region that included stops in India, Indonesia, and South Korea. In India, in a decision that insiders characterized as “nearly improvised,” Obama sought to communicate the importance he placed on the US-India relationship by offering to support India’s candidacy for permanent UN Security Council membership. This had long been a desire of India, seeking to have status equivalent to the other major powers in the UN’s “permanent five.” The offer, even though it came with little likelihood of near-term translation into action, was met with great pleasure in New Delhi, though with less in Beijing, where diplomats saw it as the latest clear effort to build alliances intended to offset Chinese influence.
Despite this and tensions over issues in Korea, on currency, and China’s own internal debates over the role it should play in the world, President Hu determined that he should accept Obama’s offer for a full state visit to Washington in late January 2011. During Hu’s visit, Steinberg’s idea of a Strategic Security Dialogue (SSD) was accepted by the Chinese, and the Chinese announced an order for a further 200 Boeing aircraft as part of an overall commitment to purchase $45 billion in US goods. The trip set the stage for a year that was all in all a positive one in the relationship, with all departments in the now more closely coordinated NSC process working to deepen communication.
By the fall of 2011 the China policy had coalesced from what were once multiple parallel initiatives and become a better-coordinated effort quarterbacked by Donilon in the White House and spearheaded by Clinton in the field. Seeking to define the policy, Clinton prepared “America’s Pacific Century,” an article for Foreign Policy. She began:
As the war in Iraq winds down and America begins to withdraw its forces from Afghanistan, the United States stands at a pivot point. Over the last 10 years, we have allocated immense resources to those two theaters. In the next 10 years, we need to be smart and systematic about where we invest time and energy, so that we put ourselves in the best position to sustain our leadership, secure our interests, and advance our values. One of the most important tasks of American statecraft over the next decade will therefore be to lock in a substantially increased investment—diplomatic, economic, strategic, and otherwise—in the Asia Pacific region.
This effort—which would become known, not entirely to the pleasure of all involved, as “the pivot,” was the manifestation of the strategy she had earlier referred to as “forward-deployed diplomacy.” It had six lines of action: strengthening bilateral alliances; deepening America’s relationships with rising powers, including especially China; engaging with multilateral institutions; expanding trade and investment; forging a broad-based military presence; and advancing democracy and human rights. She went on: “in the last decade, our foreign policy has transitioned from dealing with the post–Cold War peace dividend to demanding commitments in Iraq and Afghanistan. As those wars wind down we will need to accelerate efforts to pivot to new realities.”
Leon Panetta, who replaced Gates as secretary of defense around the same time, supported the view on his first trip to the region in late 2011 with a statement that “I’ve made clear that even with the budget constraints we are facing in the United States,” there is “no question that in discussions within the Pentagon and discussions in the White House, that the Pacific will be a priority for the United States of America.”
Obama then capped the effort with a major speech on Asia policy at the Asia-Pacific Economic Community (APEC) summit in Honolulu in November 2011. He called the Asia-Pacific region “absolutely critical to US growth” and later said, “no region will do more to shape our long-term future.” Four days later, he illustrated his commitment to this policy by announcing plans to base 2,500 Marines in Australia “to more effectively strengthen the security of both our nations and this region.” He, like Panetta before him, argued that defense cuts would not impede this priority effort. Donilon also followed with a reinforcing op-ed in the Financial Times.
The process of coalescing and rolling out the strategy and message was well-coordinated by the new team at the White House, but no good deed goes unpunished in Washington. The term pivot was attacked by allies in the Middle East and Mideast specialists in DC who suggested that it meant the United States was turning away from them. The Chinese, of course, were angered that the whole approach smacked of “containment” and a new Cold War. And the elevation of the policy to the status it gained in the White House fueled rivalries with the State Department, which felt a special sense of ownership given, as Chollet noted, their focus on it since literally the first hours of the administration. Campbell and Donilon, in particular, who had begun in the administration as close friends who used to go fishing together, saw their relationship grow more strained as a result. Campbell, who had truly done the heavy lifting behind the venture, working tirelessly in capitals across Asia, building an unparalleled set of deep relationships, and Clinton, who had effectively turned to Asia when the Middle East and other critical issues were controlled from within the White House, had reason to be frustrated.
Donilon preferred the term strategic rebalancing in place of pivot, largely because it did not imply leaving one part of the world behind, but the lawyerly national security advisor kept his public views to a minimum. He adopted the tactic, perfected by Scowcroft, of staying in the background and of making significant public statements only after close consultation with others, like Clinton, Panetta, and new CIA director David Petraeus. This kind of camera shyness is a virtue found in the best national security advisors, given that it is a role best performed behind the scenes. Any foray into the limelight by the national security advisor risks bringing political damage to the president as well as alienating the secretary of state and other senior officials who see it as their prerogative to be the international spokespeople for the US government.
By announcing the policy as a major change, the administration boxed itself in. Any shift in priorities that might distract attention away from the region—as would happen later because of flaring problems in the Middle East and Ukraine, for example—might be seen as a reconsideration or retreat. The same effect could result if succeeding senior officials have different priorities than their predecessors. That’s what happened to the goals so actively pursued with regard to China by the likes of Clinton, Geithner, and Donilon. John Kerry would focus more intently on the Middle East, and Susan Rice, with little Asia experience, would largely direct her attentions to crisis management from the White House. Sometimes, making a big show of announcing a doctrine or policy shift carries with it risks of blowback if the follow-through flags. The same policy, announced with less brouhaha, might make a smaller splash but also represent a lower risk.
A New Fault Line Emerges
With domestic needs of a reelection campaign in 2012 approaching, it was inevitable that the relationship with China would again become a bit more contentious. The year began with the president characterizing China as a threat on trade issues due to unfair trading practices. He boasted of bringing WTO cases against the Chinese at twice the rate of the Bush team. He insisted that the United States would “not cede solar, wind, or battery industries to China or Germany.” Then, over the next nine months, the administration kept after China on these issues, announcing anti-dumping sanctions, filing new WTO complaints, and issuing a rare presidential order demanding that a Chinese company divest itself of wind farms near a military base.
Then in late April, shortly before a trip to China by Clinton, a blind Chinese dissident named Chen Guangchen escaped from his Chinese captors and sought help from the United States. After a six-hour, late night consultation with her team, Clinton determined that the United States should pick up Chen and bring him into the US embassy in Beijing. This was done with the White House’s knowledge but, according to State Department sources, without their enthusiastic support. Donilon was reportedly uneasy about the undertaking, and Clinton had to push to pursue the approach as conceived by Campbell and the team. Campbell informed the Chinese ambassador in Washington on April 27 that the human rights activist was inside the embassy. Along with US Ambassador to China Gary Locke and State Department Counsel Harold Koh, Campbell undertook negotiations seeking Chinese permission to let Chen come to the United States. China’s opening position was that they would cancel the upcoming S&ED meeting, which was scheduled to start in four days. Intense back-and-forth exchanges produced little progress until shortly after Clinton herself arrived in Beijing on May 2. She then personally intervened with State Councilor Dai Bingguo to seal the deal. Chen was freed to seek medical treatment, but when it became apparent that the Chinese did not intend to follow through on promises to treat him and his family well, Clinton again had to intervene directly with Dai to arrive at a deal to allow Chen to come to the United States. What had been a near-fiasco had, thanks to intensive efforts by the State Department team and Clinton, become a success, especially since the subsequent S&ED went off without a hitch and actually produced some good progress with regard to opening Chinese markets to US investment.
“Mature relationships,” said Campbell to me shortly after, “between big complicated countries are not simple. It is a sign of maturity that they can withstand the occasional problem.”
“One of the Few Things That Keeps Me Up at Night”
In the middle of the year Leon Panetta spoke on “Rebalance Toward the Asia-Pacific” at the Shangri-La Dialogue held annually by the International Institute for Strategic Studies. Almost simultaneously, working the less-glamorous issues associated with that rebalance, Hillary Clinton signed a $50 million initiative to help with funding in the Lower Mekong River, a sign to smaller countries in the region that the rebalancing was more than just rhetoric. Later that year, Obama took a trip to Thailand, Myanmar (where the United States was restoring relations), and Cambodia. This was Clinton’s last trip with the president before she stepped down and it was symbolic that it was to the region where much of her most constructive work had been done.
However, while progress was being made on many levels of US relations across Southeast Asia, there was a worm in the apple—the worm of cybersecurity. China was considered by the US intelligence community to be the leading source of hacking into US commercial and government systems, creating rapidly growing economic costs and strategic risks. “Cyber,” said former counterterrorism chief John Brennan, “is one of the few things that keeps me up at night.”
In February 2013, a National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) revealed that the United States had become the target of massive, sustained cyber-espionage efforts. Although Russia, Israel, and France were mentioned with regard to the theft of economic intelligence and intellectual property, the conclusion of the report was that none of these countries could hold a candle to the comprehensive nature or impact of Chinese efforts. Cyber rose in profile to such a degree that the president singled it out in his State of the Union address for more attention. A week after that speech, computer security firm Mandiant released a sixty-page report documenting attacks led by the People’s Liberation Army and a secretive operation based in Shanghai called Unit 61398. It had apparently targeted 141 organizations in the United States and other English-speaking countries and stolen terabytes of data. Almost all of these thefts could be traced to Unit 61398.
Working closely with Brennan and the intelligence community, Donilon had come to view cyber issues as a new top national-security priority. He made a speech addressing this in March 2013, stating, “increasingly US businesses are speaking out about their serious concerns about sophisticated targeted theft of confidential business information and proprietary technologies through cyber-intrusions emanating from China on an unprecedented scale. The international community cannot tolerate such activity from any country.” The issue was seen as so important that when Obama made his first call to congratulate China’s new leader Xi Jinping days after the Donilon address, he raised the issue of cybersecurity as a “shared” concern. Within the first six weeks of the Xi presidency, three top-level US officials, Jack Lew, Lael Brainard, and Evan Medeiros, came to Bejing to address cybersecurity. Two months later, a Pentagon report on China’s military capabilities devoted substantial attention to Chinese cyber-attacks and argued that China had systematically developed state-of-the-art offensive cyber capabilities. It was a topic that would dominate Obama’s next scheduled meeting with Xi, in June.
But before that, another watershed development occurred. On May 20, 2013, Edward Snowden, a former US government contractor, arrived in Hong Kong. He was, as the world would soon learn, fleeing from the United States because he had systematically stolen massive files from the super-secret National Security Agency, America’s own cyber spies, and was preparing them for release to the media. He sought Chinese asylum. Although China did not grant it, it allowed Snowden to leave via a commercial flight to Moscow. Snowden had planned to use Moscow as a transit point, a temporary stop, but he became stranded there when US pressure made it impossible for him to find a feasible way to get to any of the few countries offering him asylum. Russia ultimately allowed Snowden to take up residence there, infuriating the Obama administration. Just as happened over the financial shakedown proposal floated at the time of the Beijing Olympics, China, the rising power that had gained so much ground during the Bush and Obama years, showed that it was inclined to play its hand more deftly than Russia on this very twenty-first-century spy story.
Even as the US-China relationship inevitably remains a vitally important one, regularly called to the headlines when disputes such as those in the China Sea or cyber-skirmishing flair up, or when the economic interdependence of the two nations is made apparent by currency issues or business deals, the coda to Obama’s first-term efforts to restore Asia to a more central role in US foreign policy may well have been one of those developments that doesn’t stimulate much public debate because it is so hard to point a camera at. Clinton, Donilon, and Geithner left the administration, along with virtually all the supporting players who were so central to the rebalancing. Although the president, the vice president, and senior cabinet members continued to make trips to the region, the day-to-day engines of the rebalancing, its architects and true-believers, were gone. So too in the eyes of many senior Asian government officials were the people they had come to know, and with whom they had developed the kind of relationships that were so crucial in the context of their culture. (Although this point can be overstated. Good long-term personal relationships are vital in any area of diplomacy as in all businesses.) When traveling to the region after leaving the government, the ex-officials would often hear what one told me was something of a refrain, “Who do we call? Who is in charge? We knew that we could turn to Secretary Clinton or Donilon or Kurt Campbell or Bob Hormats. We don’t feel that Secretary Kerry or Susan Rice care about these issues in the same way.”
The result is a cautionary tale. Efforts to refocus on new priorities are necessary as the US government adapts to a changing world. But once launched, such efforts need to be carefully maintained or simple neglect or slippage will be taken as a decision to pull back. It is possible through passivity or inattention to make counterparts overseas feel as though something were being actively withdrawn. The blowback from such modulations can damage relationships, as the administration found when it felt compelled to send both the president and vice president to Asia to reassure allies of America’s commitment to leadership in the region during the first years of Obama’s second term in office.
Above all, avoid lies, all lies, especially the lie to yourself. . . . And avoid contempt, both of others and yourself. . . . And avoid fear, though fear is simply the consequence of every lie.
—FYODOR DOSTOYEVSKY, THE BROTHERS KARAMAZOV
If the focus on China during both the Bush and the Obama administrations was on dealing with its ascent and the consequences of that ascent, the situation was roughly the opposite with Russia. As part of the former Soviet Union (FSU), Russia had been in precipitous decline even prior to the end of the Cold War, a victim of its own failed system. That decline had accelerated as the FSU broke up and many of its satellites spun into more Western orbits. The decline was exacerbated within Russia itself by the demographic crisis of a rapidly shrinking population.
Russia’s economic system after 1991 was soon rife with corruption, dominated by a handful of oligarchs, major extractive industries, and the well-connected who had won the favor of the government—or who were its leaders. Democracy did not fare as well. Since 1999, the political landscape had been dominated by Vladimir Putin.
Putin personally took it upon himself to use whatever tools were available to him—democratic, economic, military, or otherwise—to engineer a rebound in Russia. He oversaw a major push to tap into Russian reserves of oil, gas, and minerals to build foreign-exchange reserves and to use exports as a source of leverage over importers, particularly in Europe. He granted favors to oligarchs to help promote growth, reportedly often seeking a fee in exchange, and by the time of this writing, rumors swirled that he was one of the world’s richest men. One estimate said his net worth was $60–70 billion or more. He also put down potential opponents—from rival oligarchs like Mikhail Khodorkovsky to critical pop singers like the group Pussy Riot—using the old tool kit of the Russian police state. He could resort to rough techniques and he projected a sometimes rather comical public persona—the photos of a bare-chested Putin riding on horseback, practicing judo, and hunting bears, and later of his young athletic girlfriend, evoked a mid-life crisis more than they did his commanding virility. But he promoted nationalism and Russian identity at a time when it was under siege, and won popular support.
One technique for winning that support was his ruthlessness in confronting and challenging what he characterized as foreign enemies that threatened Russia’s future, or who had been complicit in bringing it down and were trying to keep it down. This ranged from Islamic extremist groups within Russia and on its southern borders to regular, insistent, and often brash confrontations with the United States and the West.
For the country’s citizens, who recalled the stature on the world stage that Russia had enjoyed during the Cold War, this last technique had proven to be especially popular—much to the frustration of both George W. Bush and Barack Obama. Indeed, both presidents seemed continually surprised by behavior from Putin that should have been unsurprising. From his very first days in office, when Russia directly challenged the United States on the ground in Kosovo, racing to the airport to ensure that NATO troops did not seize it, Putin consistently chose to inflame the West whenever he thought he could do so without bearing too high a cost. He was cool and calculated, and he understood that the proud Russian people would put up with much if they felt they were recovering some of their global status. Such renascent nationalism is common in defeated nations and should have been a warning to many in the Western policy elite. Failing to manage it properly in the past had led to world wars, and it was specifically the desire to defuse such situations in the future that led the United States to invest so much in the rebuilding of Germany and Japan after World War II—that, and, of course, the need to contain the Soviet Union.
Instead the relationship was “immature,” in the words of Sergey Kislyak, Russia’s likeable, capable, and often tough-talking emissary to the United States from 2008 onward. It was too heavily weighted toward a few issues and not sufficiently counterbalanced by commercial and cultural exchanges. It was dominated by the relationship between a handful of personalities, most notably Putin. In fact, in a number of key respects, the relationship with Russia was the inverse of that with China.
Early in his tenure as president, George W. Bush said of Putin, “I looked the man in the eye. I found him to be very straightforward and trustworthy. We had a very good dialogue. I was able to get a sense of his soul; a man deeply committed to his country and the best interests of his country.” If the connection existed at all, it was short-lived. Putin ultimately frustrated and infuriated Bush much as he had done Clinton and as he would Barack Obama.
By the time Bush’s second-term administration took office, even as it sought to mend relations with key countries worldwide, there was skepticism among Bush’s top officials as to whether real progress could be made with Putin’s Russia. Like his boss, Sergey Lavrov, Russia’s brilliant foreign minister, regularly inflamed American officials with his bluntness. In her first meeting with her counterpart, Condoleezza Rice explained that going forward the relationship would be predicated on Russia’s commitment to democracy. It was clear, given Russia’s recent actions, like shutting independent television stations and seizing the assets of private companies, that this was not going to be easy—if it were even possible.
“Condi and Lavrov could get into it,” said one of her closest State Department advisors, “part of it was he could be an asshole. He speaks English very well and he would get into these semantic arguments. I remember one time we were at an event—a gathering of the UN P5+1 [the Security Council, plus Germany] group meetings—and they were just going off on each other and you could look at the other ministers and think, boy, this is uncomfortable. And so then the Russians, quote, ‘accidentally’ turned on the mics in the meeting, so it got broadcast back into the press filing center and the press could hear some of it. Nick Burns was supposed to go to the press and give a read out of the meeting. So he walked into the meeting and started to give a summary that said the meeting went very well . . . he walked right into it. But Condi didn’t let that sort of thing get to her. With them it was par for the course.”
On point during this period in Moscow was Bill Burns, the US ambassador, and Hadley and his NSC team had a great deal of experience with the Russians. But the relationship remained strained from almost start to finish. At a face-to-face meerting in Slovakia early in the second term, Bush and Putin reiterated their core messages. Bush insisted on democratic reforms and Putin responded that democracy “should not be accompanied by the collapse of the state and the impoverishment of the people.” The two did agree to further dismantling of Russian nuclear weapons but the overall tone was, according to a participant, “chilly.”
Bush touched a very raw nerve with Putin and the Russians in May 2005 when he announced he would add stops to the former Soviet republics of Latvia and Georgia during his trip to Moscow to commemorate the sixtieth anniversary of the Allied victory over Germany. In the eyes of some sensitive Russians, the trip seemed as much about defeating them in the Cold War as it was about remembering the vital role they played in defeating the Nazis. Bush fanned the flames during the trip by recalling the tragedies associated with the communist takeover of the Baltics and warning Putin that “no good purpose is served by stirring up fears and exploiting old rivalries.” He might just as well have been talking about himself, as far as Russian listeners were concerned.
Putin took off the gloves in responding to Bush’s further calls for democratic reform by saying, “four years ago, your presidential election was decided by a court. But we’re not going to poke our noses into your democratic system, because that’s up to the American people.”
Hadley and Rice publicly described the meetings between Bush and Putin that took place thereafter in Moscow with the buzzwords of the trade, like open, constructive, and straightforward. But in the words of one of those present, “it was strained from start to finish. You know the Russians. They never make these things easy.”
Of greater consequence for the US-Russia narrative was the stop that Bush made in Georgia twenty-four hours after his Moscow meeting with Putin. There the president hailed the peaceful Rose Revolution that had brought reforms and West-leaning aspirations to that country in 2003. He also portentously stated that Georgia’s sovereignty “must be respected by all nations.”
“I Haven’t Given Up on Russia”
Condaleezza Rice, of course, was in the business of trying to improve relationships the world over in the wake of the damage done during the first term. If the behind-the-scenes dynamic was sometimes tough, she made every effort to put a good face on it. A year into her term as secretary she publicly asserted that “in general, I think we have very good relations with Russia, probably the best relations that have been there for some time.” This was patently not true. Diplomats are often paid to describe the world as they wish it were.
Bush, too, even as he prepared to confront Putin on recent crackdowns against opponents and his recent moves to suppress western NGOs at the St. Petersburg G-8 summit in 2006 said, “I haven’t given up on Russia.” Backstage, though, there was still the same formula: Bush pushed reform, and Putin punctured Bush’s arguments by pointing out America’s hypocrisy and contradictions. Over dinner, Bush told Putin of his desire to promote real freedoms of religion and the press in places like Iraq, to which Putin acidly responded, “we certainly would not want to have the same kind of democracy they have in Iraq, I will tell you quite honestly.” If he had been a rapper, at that point he might have performed a mic drop and walked off the stage.
In the penultimate year of Bush’s term in office, the relationship hit the shoals of a new debate—this time over the American plan to install a new antimissile system in Eastern Europe. Despite American arguments that the systems were not aimed at any one nation—and behind-the-scenes assurances that they really meant the systems to protect against the possibility of launches from rogue states like Iran—the Russians saw them as targeting Moscow and reopening old Cold War wounds.
Putin responded vehemently, using the 2007 Munich Security Conference as a platform. He accused the United States of provoking a new nuclear arms race and asserted that the “United States has overstepped its national boundaries,” which, essentially, it had. He attacked “unilateral” and “illegitimate” American military actions, claiming they regularly “bring us to the abyss of one conflict after another.” Robert Gates followed the next day with remarks designed to defuse the tension stating, “one Cold War was quite enough.” But Rice and Hadley, and, behind the scenes, Bill Burns, Nick Burns, and others, went into overdrive to send a message that they did not want the relationship to deteriorate further, that they were making an effort. Rice pulled Lavrov aside during a meeting in Berlin to seek collaboration on Iran. Hadley went to Moscow to brief the Russians on the details of US military plans, including the missile defense objectives. Subsequently, the administration offered a proposal to cooperate on defense technology and to integrate US and Russian systems so that “the Russians would not see the missile defense initiative as such a threat.” Gates flew to Moscow to continue this effort and said he made considerable “headway in clearing up some misunderstandings about the technical characteristics of the system.”
But Putin, raw over the missile defense initiative and the gradual encroachment on Russian borders that he associated with NATO expansion, then counterpunched by announcing the suspension of Russia’s compliance with the Treaty on Conventional Forces in Europe. Rice sought to offset this move by continuing the administration’s “demystification” campaign around the missile defense. At a NATO conclave she said, “the idea that somehow ten interceptors and a few radars in Eastern Europe are going to threaten the Soviet strategic deterrent is purely ludicrous and everybody knows it.” Lavrov responded with another of those statements that could be referring to the United States or his own country—the diplomatic equivalent of what psychologists call projection—by saying that the United States is “still looking for an enemy.” Punch followed counterpunch, and by midyear, Putin was saying that if the United States went ahead with the missile defense he would respond by targeting European cities with his missiles. As for a new Cold War he said, “of course, we are returning to those times. It is clear that if a part of the US nuclear capability turns up in Europe and in the opinion of our military specialists will threaten us, then we are forced to take corresponding steps in response. What will those steps be? Naturally, we will have to have new targets in Europe.”
This was classic Putin, as he would show regularly in the years to come. On the one hand, he, like many in Russia, were stung more deeply by the aftermath of Russia’s Cold War defeat than many in the West cared to consider. NATO expansion seemed to be rubbing Russia’s nose in that humiliation. However, as in the case of Germany’s collapse after World War I, European history acutely reveals the dangers of humiliating vanquished adversaries. Such humiliation inevitably produces backlash, and nationalist leaders sense and take advantage of popular dissatisfaction and anger. That is precisely what Putin has always done.
Further, he was also seeking to divide the bolder United States from its less bellicose European allies. If he could do this through military intimidation, he would. If he could do it later by threatening interruption of vital supplies of Russian natural gas to Europe, he would. He knew many in Europe lacked America’s stomach for confrontation, and he knew that in the absence of strong European support, especially in the wake of America’s depleting wars in the Middle East, it would be much harder for America to act. Indeed, even as he decried American unilateralism, he knew that, thanks to Iraq and Afghanistan, it was less of an option for the United States than at any time in recent memory.
As relations worsened—despite a visit from Putin to Bush’s family home in Maine—threatening rhetoric continued to emanate from Moscow. Again seeking to defuse this, Rice and Gates presented a proposed Joint Regional Missile Defense architecture in Moscow in October 2007. Putin showed up forty minutes late for the meeting and sarcastically discounted the plan by saying, “of course, we can sometime in the future decide that some antimissile defense should be established somewhere on the moon.” Then, on December 17, Russia delivered nuclear fuel to an Iranian power plant that was at the center of the international dispute over Iran’s conventional nuclear program.
Putin was prevented by constitutional term limits from running for a third term in 2008. Instead, Dmitri Medvedev was elected Russia’s president and took office at midyear. However, Putin remained a constant. He became prime minister and continued pulling the strings of Russia’s political system. Although Medvedev presented a more muted, amiable front, he was never during his term able to shake the belief that he was just a placeholder for Putin’s eventual return to power.
A pivotal moment came in April 2008, when Bush pushed hard to extend membership to Ukraine and Georgia at his final NATO summit. Welcoming applications from Ukraine and Georgia to join NATO, said Bush, “would send a signal to their citizens that if they continue on the path to democracy and reform they will be welcomed into the institutions of Europe. It would send a signal throughout the region that these two nations are, and will remain, sovereign and independent states.” One German diplomat who was in attendance later said to me that “we warned the Americans that this was a mistake and could very well produce precisely the opposite effect from that Bush wanted. It would make those countries targets, more at risk.” US officials admit Bush was acting against the advice of several of America’s NATO allies.
The effort foundered because Germany and France opposed it. Putin showed his contempt for the idea and tipped his hand about how sensitive the issue was by threatening to cancel what would have been his first ever visit to such a summit if Ukraine and Georgia were granted such a path to NATO membership.
In a portent of things to come, Bush and Putin went from the summit to a meeting on the shores of the Black Sea in the little-known resort community of Sochi. Near both Georgia and Ukraine, the spot was rich with symbolism for Putin and the objective was to help defuse the tension regarding missile defense. Rice called the meeting, the last between Bush and Putin, a “high point.” It featured an apparent agreement to collaborate on the development of a missile defense system in which Russia, the European Union, and the United States would be partners. In addition, a framework agreement was signed regarding future collaboration on combating terror and fighting the spread of nuclear weapons. However, Bush called the agreements “a significant breakthrough” and Putin said it did “not provide any breakthrough,” an ominous contradiction, although for whom remained unclear.
Those doubts were soon removed. In August 2008—as Beijing’s Olympic opening ceremonies dazzled an audience of billions worldwide, and just four months after Bush and Putin had their “high point” in Sochi, itself the site of another Olympics that would also take place on the eve of another Russian invasion, in 2014—Russia began its military intervention in Georgia. We can only imagine what the US response might have been had the Russians succeeded in persuading the Chinese to undertake a coordinated financial attack on vulnerable US markets at the same time. The response of the Bush administration was very similar to what would later be seen when Russia invaded Crimea during the second term of the Obama administration. The United States decried the violation of Georgian sovereignty, urged Russia to stop its bombings, and expressed solidarity with the Georgians. Just as Vice President Biden would be at the forefront of that communication, Vice President Cheney called Georgia’s president Saakashvilli to offer America’s support and to say “Russian aggression must not go unanswered.”
Bush, who later wrote that he feared Russia would continue their conquest all the way to Georgia’s capital, just as Obama feared the Russians would continue beyond Crimea deep into Ukraine, also responded just as Obama did. He was firm with Putin. He called the action “unacceptable in the twenty-first century.” And he then indicated that neither the United States nor NATO was considering a military response—which was not exactly true. The Bush NSC had actively discussed what military options might look like, but in the end “the costs were deemed too high and unjustified by US interests.” Instead, as under Obama later, the goal was to contain the damage, push for a ceasefire, and hope the Russians would be happy with gaining only South Ossetia and Abkhazia. And Putin, just as he would after the incursion into Crimea, would argue that the United States, as a country that had invaded Iraq, lacked the right to criticize any other nation for such a military intervention.
A telling analysis with long-term consequences came from the man who would serve both Bush and Obama as defense secretary, Robert Gates. He said in a press interview at the time, “my view is that the Russians—and I would say principally Prime Minister Putin—is interested in reasserting . . . not only Russia’s great power or superpower status, but . . . Russia’s traditional spheres of influence. My guess is that everyone is going to be looking at Russia through a different set of lenses as we look ahead.”
Lessons Unlearned
Although he was right about that, Gates, who as a CIA analyst was a specialist in the Soviet Union, might also be surprised that he would soon be part of an another administration that within a couple of years would seem to forget everything that the Bush and Clinton years had taught them about Putin’s Russia. For while the Bush team did respond to the Georgia incursion by signing two weeks later a missile defense agreement with Poland—a somewhat more forceful action than the very limited economic sanctions launched by Obama in the wake of the subsequent Crimea invasion—within months the incoming Obama team would be hard at work undoing that deal and seeking a “reset” with the Russians that would not address the underlying issues that led Putin to act as he did in Georgia and later Ukraine.
The Obama team would work hard to differentiate itself from the Bush administration that preceded them, but Putin saw what made them similar. Putin calculated that America would not respond against him with force. On the one hand, this was based on the facts surrounding both situations. A senior Bush advisor explained that their decision was based on “a cold calculation based on geography, the ‘correlation of forces’ and the likely reaction of friends and allies.” What this meant was military action would be difficult, costly, and likely unsupported by most of America’s NATO allies for whom Russia was a neighbor, a source of vital resources (notably natural gas), and a trading partner. This calculus was as true for Obama as for Bush. Further, an additional factor was that a United States with serious domestic and international problems and the fatigue stemming from two conflicts in the Middle East was unlikely to be able to summon the political will at home to take any sort of significant military action to resist Putin’s advances. Further, while unlike the Chinese in many respects, he, too, sought to take advantage of an American and Western alliance that, if not in decline, was no longer the robust and resolute adversary it once was.
Bush essentially failed to move Putin in ways helpful to America, and he knew it. Characterizing his counterpart as “wily,” Bush went on to offer a view framed awkwardly in canned Bush-era rhetoric every bit as stilted as old Soviet propaganda chestnuts: “given what I had hoped Putin and I could accomplish in moving past the Cold War, Russia stands out as a disappointment in the freedom agenda.” Dick Cheney suggested he had never believed there was much prospect of a Westernized Russia anyway. “I always felt in my dealings with Putin,” he said, “that it was important to remember his background was part of the Soviet KGB and in many ways his actions as the leader of Russia reflected that.” And Condoleezza Rice signed off on the whole adventure by hinting that she knew she’d not be missed: “I’m sure Lavrov looked forward to the arrival of another team in Washington.”
Russia welcomed Barack Obama into the Oval Office by announcing that it would place short-range missiles on its western border. But the first impulse of the Obama team was, as in so many things, to differentiate itself from its Bush predecessors. In so doing, they made the common and somewhat narcissistic error of assuming that a change on the part of the United States alone was enough to redirect a relationship that was largely being guided by someone else.
The absurdity of Medvedev’s explanation for his taunting move welcoming Obama into office with the missile defense announcement—“with all my respect for the United States, I absolutely forgot about the important political event that had to take place that day”—should have put into focus the tenor of the US-Russian relationship Obama was likely to face, especially in light of the recent history. But the course to “repair and restore the relationship through active engagement and a repudiation of the Bush administration’s Cold War impulses,” in the words of one transition official involved in Russia issues, was determined even before the Obama team had settled into their desks at the White House. In fact, in his first major foreign policy address as vice president, Joe Biden told the Munich Security Conference that “it’s time to press the reset button and to revisit the many areas in which we can and should be working together with Russia.”
David Lipton, at the time a deputy to Summers and perhaps the White House economic official with the greatest experience in the region, said of Biden, “he was great in Russia. The thinking through how we should interact with Russia. I went with him to Russia, went with him to Ukraine on a couple trips. I found him well prepared, insightful, and incredibly crafty in his actual interactions with government officials. A very impressive fellow.” But Biden would have no more influence over Putin than the preceding administration had.
The Obama administration began a rapid and systematic undoing of much of what the Bush team had put in place in the wake of the Russian invasion of South Ossetia and Abkhazia five months earlier. This included not only undoing sanctions but gradually repudiating the missile defense program the Bush team had been advocating.
The first concrete sign of the reset sought by the new US administration was a letter to Medvedev drafted by the Obama NSC Russia team led by Michael McFaul. It said the United States would not proceed with the missile defense system if Iran halted its program to build nuclear warheads and ballistic missiles. In this, the Obama team also revealed another element that would guide their Russia policy going forward; their desire to work with Russia in resolving priority issues in the Middle East, the most important of which at the time seemed to be stopping the Iranian nuclear program. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Medvedev responded with cautious enthusiasm to the Obama proposal, focusing less on the Iran issue and more on the fact that the United States was open to reconsidering what had been a central element of Bush policy in the region.
Meeting for the first time on April 1 on the perimeter of the G-20 summit, Medvedev and Obama both sought to widen the opening to better relations by expressing a desire to cooperate on a wide variety of issues, the most significant of which was a new arms control treaty. It was, after all, in the interest of neither side to maintain the massively overlarge and in many respects significantly outmoded nuclear arsenals that had been the foundations of their Cold War security postures. Maintaining and protecting antiquated weapons perpetuated burdensome costs and risks for each nation. Furthermore, it was during their discussions, which were characterized as “extremely wide-ranging” by a top Obama advisor, that the two discussed working together on issues like Iran and Afghanistan, and Medvedev accepted the idea of working with the United States to reopen northern supply routes into Afghanistan that were important to supporting local allies and initatives in the fight against al-Qaeda and Taliban extremists. This was a positive step although one that would require a great deal of supporting, creative diplomacy from Hillary Clinton and her senior team to take full advantage of.
Obama not only agreed to pursue Senate ratification of the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) but also enacted an agreement of cooperation on peaceful uses of nuclear energy. This second agreement was one of the initiatives that Bush had set aside in the wake of the invasion of Georgia. So, inadvertently, the Obama team sent a message to the Russians that even the fairly limited consequences levied on the Russians in the wake of their incursion into Georgia would be curtailed. It was, in fact, a one-two punch of bad policy. To punish the Russians for their incursion into Georgia, the Bush team suspended some quality initiatives (the CTBT and the peaceful use of nuclear technology initiative) that would have reduced the threat from Russia. So the “sanctions” actually set back American interests as much as Russian. Then, in the hopes of reenergizing the US-Russian relationship, the Obama team undid the Bush sanctions, thereby sending a message to the Russians that there would be no lingering consequences for the aggression in South Ossetia and Abkhazia. As time would illustrate, this was hardly the right approach with Putin.
Obama declared the first meeting a success saying, “what we’re seeing today is the beginning of new progress in US-Russia relations. And I think President Medvedev’s leadership is and has been critical to allow that progress to take place.” However, in several key respects the progress would prove as illusory as Medvedev’s role as Russia’s “leader.”
During Obama’s July 2009 trip to Moscow, the US and Russian teams agreed to the terms of a significant treaty to cut both country’s nuclear arsenals by a quarter and committed themselves to memorializing the gains in a new Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) by the time the old one expired at the end of the year. The two sides also agreed to undo yet another of the post-Georgia invasion moves of the Bush team by resuming military contacts. Finally, they also established a bilateral commission to strengthen dialogue that was conceived as a kind of starter version of the rapidly expanding S&ED with China.
For all the encouraging progress, though, remaining disagreements were not hard to find. Obama had his first lengthy, and more frosty, exchange with the man really pulling the strings in Russia, Vladimir Putin. The two tried to paper over the clearly awkward back and forth of the meeting with the usual post-dialogue press statements about hope and progress. Later, however, the president was quoted as saying, “I found him to be tough, smart, shrewd, very unsentimental, very pragmatic. And on areas where we disagree, like Georgia, I don’t anticipate any meeting of the minds soon.” In this respect, Obama’s comment reflected a difference between his approach and Putin’s. Putin never expected or sought a meeting of the minds. He would be quite content with holding opposing views, provided that the Americans’ actions were toothless. Obama could say what he wanted about Georgia but the fact that he was unwinding the penalties Bush had put in place was what really mattered.
Secretary of State John Kerry would later tell me that among President Obama’s relations with world leaders, that between Obama and Putin was among the most challenging. He called it “very difficult” and said that the two clearly had a tough time understanding or connecting with one another. Donilon referred to Putin as “one of the more challenging figures for us as an administration,” diplomatic speak for “a hard bastard.”
In an address during his Moscow visit, Obama made a strong pitch for democratic values and respect for the rule of law. But he also sent an important message—with both positive and negative consequences—when he said, “I come before you with some humility. I think in the past there’s been a tendency for the United States to lecture rather than to listen. And we obviously have much work to do with our own democracy in the United States. But nevertheless, I think we share some common values and interest in building a strong, democratic culture in Russia as well as the United States.” Obama recognized that Russians were tired of two decades of watching an American post–Cold War victory dance while their own society struggled as a shadow of its former self on the world stage. On the other hand, Obama’s apology for America’s stance was an opening that hard-liners around Putin would seek to exploit.
On September 17, Obama officially cancelled the Bush missile defense plan for Eastern Europe, opting instead for a ship-based approach that could be located closer to Iran. The move placated the Russians and made greater sense with regard to the Iranian threat. But it also seemed that the president had accepted the argument made in American press releases that the missile defense system was not in fact intended to blunt potential Russian aggression—which it clearly was. The distinction was not lost on the Poles and Czechs, who required serious reassurance that they had not been forsaken by Washington. They, at least, recognized that Russia still posed a threat in their part of the world.
Hillary Clinton, who had been relegated to the sidelines of US-Russian interaction during the first formative period of the “reset” with Russia, made her first trip to Moscow in October 2009. She underscored the themes established by Obama and Biden, saying, “it feels very good to be resetting relations.” The trip made further progress on the new arms deal but was in some respects upstaged by press reports that the White House would dial back criticism of Russia over democracy. This revealed differences on this issue between players within the foreign policy team and some within the White House. Mike McFaul, the highly respected former Stanford professor who was the NSC senior director on Russia issues, advocated a robust effort to promote political reform in Russia, and he had the support of top officials at the State Department on this point. A group in the White House inner circle, on the other hand, argued that the criticisms should be soft-pedaled in order to give the administration a chance to make progress on some of its top priorities, from arms control to Iran. Obama sided with this latter group. Said one top State Department official, “this was a prime example of regional experts losing out to a group that was largely political in its background and instincts.” It should be noted that such divisions existed in the White House as well. Donilon, for example, has said that he doesn’t recall ever being on the other side of an argument with McFaul.
Bill Burns, perhaps the foremost Russia policy expert within the State Department during the Obama years, nonetheless said, “Hillary Clinton, like the president, was conscious of the value of a relationship that had hit rock bottom over Georgia by the end of ’08. It was really heading in the wrong direction at that time. And while she remained understandably skeptical about how far we could get, she saw there was virtue in testing relations because if you wanted to get the Russians to do what we needed them to do on Iran—which wasn’t necessarily their natural instinct—then we had to invest in the relationship.” That investment, then, was “a conscious strategy the administration tried to work out methodically” in the lead-up to the UN Security Council resolution “that stated Iran had failed to comply with prior UN efforts regarding its nuclear program. That Council resolution may have looked inevitable by the time it was voted but it sure didn’t look that way early in 2009.”
In the near term, the approach of the pragmatists in the White House seemed to be bearing fruit. On the edges of the otherwise frustrating Copenhagen climate conference, Obama and Medvedev agreed to cut nuclear stockpiles from the previous limit of 2,200 to 1,500 a side. They didn’t formally conclude the new agreement by the time its predecessor expired, but they did resolve the core issues and in so doing achieved a major step forward on an issue that had haunted the world for decades. But it wasn’t much, and it didn’t anticipate newer, smaller scale but more deliverable threats.
The new deal seemed only a few short pen strokes away when the Russians sought further formal limitations on missile defenses. They had sensed that they could make further ground on this issue. Obama personally intervened to say he could go no further and that Medvedev and his team should back off or the deal would come undone. The impasse was short-lived, and by April the New START accord was formally signed in Prague.
The Prague visit also gave Obama an opportunity to outline his broader vision for a nuclear-arms-free world in one of the two most important and powerful addresses of his first term in office—along with his 2009 Cairo remarks on repairing and deepening US relations with the Muslim world. It was truly an “audacity of hope” moment and it raised expectations that further progress in the vein of the START deal was to come. But the words in the speech were as good as it got until the Japanese, an American ally, agreed to hand over their militarized plutonium in 2014.
This moment and the months that followed really produced the high-water mark of the “reset” initiative, and indeed of the US-Russia relationship during the entire span of the Bush and Obama years. The United States pushed efforts to help Russia join the World Trade Organization (WTO). Russia removed trade barriers. The two sides announced new initiatives in the area of energy cooperation. By midyear, Obama and Medvedev were grabbing a burger together at Ray’s Hell Burgers, a favored fast food joint near DC, and Obama was proclaiming, “excellent discussions, discussions that would have been unlikely just seventeen months ago.” Although that was true, it was equally true that such discussions would again be unlikely a couple of years ahead.
Things started to get rocky in 2010 when, contravening promises on the missile defense front, the United States agreed to deploy antimissile defenses in southern Romania. Medvedev declared that Russia would have to respond by accelerating development of its nuclear strike capabilities. This was especially frustrating to Obama national security senior staffers who actively sought to explain to the Russians that the missile defense decision—the result of a review conducted by a team including the Pentagon’s Jim Miller, Michèle Flournoy, and General Cartwright—was not aimed at Russia but at threats emanating from countries like Iran. They argued that the announced installation did not even have “the capability to impact strategic assets.” (The Russians surely knew this, which raises the point that their objections were not based so much on the facts as on appearances. They could use the American announcement to shape the image of the United States as the belligerent power and reinforce their message at home and internationally. Sometimes the facts are an ineffective way to rebut an argument when the argument never had any basis in fact in the first place.)
Matters worsened in July when the State Department quietly banned dozens of top officials from Russia and froze their assets because of their involvement in the detention and death of an anti-corruption activist Russian lawyer. (It should be noted in retrospect that more Russians were banned from entry to the United States in this instance than would later face similar bans after the invasion of the Crimean Peninsula.) Relations took a further turn for the worse when the administration submitted a report to Congress that revealed that Russia was “conducting a range of activities to collect economic information and technology from U.S. targets.” As with China, cyberspying and cybertheft were becoming greater irritants to the relationship and ever more important American security concerns.
Russia then threatened to withdraw from the New START agreement and to place new high-tech missile systems near the Polish border if the United States and NATO did not back away from the re-emergent plans to develop missile defenses in the region. The US NATO ambassador, Ivo Daalder, an early member of the Obama foreign-policy team during the campaign, said that NATO would proceed with plans “whether Russia likes it or not.”
Hillary Clinton’s efforts again to push democratic reforms produced a sharp personal response from Putin who said, “the first thing that the Secretary of State did, was say that [the 2011 parliamentary elections] were not honest and not fair, but she had not even yet received the material from the observers. She set the tone for some actors in our country and gave them a signal . . . and with the support of the US State Department they began active work.” Effectively reversing the earlier policy to go easy on the Russians, Clinton asserted that the United States would continue to push for reform and democracy because “it’s part of who we are.” (Later, American political critics on the right would label Clinton as the author of go-soft policies toward Russia, when that was far from the case. In fact, she and Gates, often joined by Panetta, repeatedly provided the strong backbone of the first-term administration’s tough stances on Russia and in the Middle East. Indeed, precisely because of her toughness with him, Clinton became a particular target of Putin’s invective, sometimes of a sexist variety.)
By late 2011, however, a new issue would emerge that became perhaps the most contentious point of contact in the relationship for Obama’s first term. The United States and its allies sought to impose sanctions on the Assad regime in Syria for its increasingly brutal suppression of opposition groups. Lavrov emerged as the principal international diplomatic champion of the dictator in Damascus. He said at the UN, “it is not in the interest of anyone to send messages to the opposition in Syria or elsewhere that if you reject all reasonable offers we will come and help you.” Russia’s client in Damascus was important because it gave Russia a continuing role in the Middle East and a buyer for its arms but also because Russians saw the Alawite regime of Assad as a barrier against the expansion of fundamentalist groups from the region into easily inflamed Russian regions like Chechnya. One senior Russian diplomat said to me, “Americans fail to understand that Syria is an important regional national security issue to us. The fundamentalists talk of establishing a caliphate in Chechnya. The defeat of the government in Damascus would open the door to that.”
Mike McFaul was known to share Clinton’s views on promoting reform in Russia. Assigning him to Moscow in 2012 as the US ambassador provoked a Russia media attack on him, saying he was being sent to stir up trouble in the run up to Russian presidential elections later that year. McFaul responded, as he would often throughout his tenure, via tweets in both Russian and in English noting that he was actually there to destroy Cold War stereotypes.
Donilon arrived in Moscow in his capacity as national security advisor on May 4 with a similarly positive message of seeking further cooperation. But newly reelected president Putin was not in a conciliatory mood. During the course of their three-and-a-half-hour meeting, he was sometimes confrontational, asserting he didn’t trust America’s motives internationally and bluntly asking, “when are you going to start bombing Syria?” Ironically—or perhaps characteristically—he stated his displeasure with America’s meddling in the affairs of sovereign nations. The Russians followed this up by undercutting efforts in the UN to call for a political transition to a democratic government in Syria. They allied with the Chinese to veto the move.
As Assad’s brutality continued, the United States amped up its criticism of the regime. Clinton rejected Russian assertions that they were mitigating the crisis in that country and said that their continued support of Assad would “contribute to a civil war.” Russia’s entry into the WTO provided some cause for celebration, but Syria continued to grow as a source of tension. By July, it had gotten to the point of sharp name calling at the UN. UN ambassador Susan Rice called “paranoid and disingenuous” Russia’s claims that certain proposed UN resolutions would lead to military interventions by foreign powers in Syria. Rice was known at the UN, as she had been elsewhere, for her sharp tongue. One Latin diplomat asked me, “why does she feel it is necessary to use the language of a sailor to make her points? Doesn’t she understand it makes her seem weak?” (Setting aside the sexism in the comment—one seldom hears men condemned for their salty language—the issue he was really addressing was one of brusqueness and confrontation. That said, many of Rice’s admirers including, reportedly, her boss, admire her especially because of her directness and fearlessness.) During this period her relations with the Russians grew particularly testy.
Deterioration in the relationship continued. In late 2012, Russia demanded the end of USAID pro-democracy and other programs in Russia and then said it would not renew the Nunn-Lugar program that had successfully assisted in safeguarding and dismantling nuclear weapons systems. Then the US Senate passed legislation building on the earlier State Department sanctions linked to the death of anti-corruption lawyer Sergei Magnitsky in police custody. Obama signed the bill into law and Russia retaliated with a law banning American adoption of Russian children. The tit-for-tat was petty and nasty and it did not promise an easy future.
Bill Burns reflected on the whole idea of the “reset.” He thought the term should have been shelved early on, “not because it wasn’t worth investing in the relationship, but because it was always meant to be a temporary phenomenon, to put the relationship back on a better footing. And I think that we needed to quite consciously widen the arc, especially on the economic side, which is the most underdeveloped part of the relationship.” Stronger economic relations with the Russians might have had a limited effect: “it’s not as if it would have changed the Russian calculus on Syria. It probably still would have been pretty rough water with them.” But there wouldn’t have been much to lose. “We didn’t have much leverage left in the relationship by the time of the Syria crisis or over the ensuing eighteen months.”
A New Term and Deepening Complexity in a Troubled Relationship
John Kerry had his first meeting as secretary of state with a man who was to become one of the international leaders with whom he worked most closely, Sergei Lavrov. Both sides dutifully reported the discussions were constructive, and by March 15, 2013, in the latest twist in the schizophrenic US approach to its missile defense plans, the Obama administration effectively cancelled the final phase of the European-based defense system. According to a senior NSC staffer, this was “due largely to the fact that it had become an impediment to every area of important cooperation we had going or might need, including both Iran and Syria.”
Donilon continued his own diplomacy in Moscow in April. Once again, he sought areas of potential agreement on reducing nuclear weapons stockpiles, strengthening economic ties, and building collaboration with the Russians on North Korea, Iran, and Syria. He also tried to defuse the tensions caused by the US sanctions on Russia following Magnitsky’s death.
By the time he left office in June of 2013, Donilon’s views had shifted. He agreed with the idea a questioner raised with him that perhaps Russia was one of those powers that actually benefitted from disrupting the status quo. He said, during one of his last days in the spacious West Wing office of the national security advisor, “I think the president would agree with you very strongly that the United States, Europe, China, really form the core of the engine of economic growth in the world. They have a deep interest in integrative work, a deep interest in order and in a world of rules. And ultimately I think it’s probably in Russia’s interest to have such a view but they don’t always act in that way.
“I think that their policy in Syria,” he continued, “has been short-sighted and it’s been driven by a kind of historical analysis of the recent history of Western activity through the UN and via other means to topple countries . . . they see a trendline from Kosovo through Libya. And so I think they see it as in their interest . . . for political reasons to some extent, to try to articulate an independent path for Russia and to see it as a resister to the West and to the United States and as a counterbalance. In fact, of course, Russia’s future is in integration with the United States and with China and Europe.”
Donilon concluded, however, by reaffirming the core view he and Biden and others brought to the issue when they entered office. Although they captured to some degree the frustrations that arose over the years, they also remained firm that the differences between the United States and Russia were not inevitable. It is Donilon’s firm belief that “in terms of geostrategic issues, there’s no sense of inevitable conflict between the United States and Russia.”
Lavrov and Putin made Russia a vital counterpart for the United States, though clearly not a like-minded partner, on key issues like Syria and Iran. This could have been the basis for expanding the collaboration Obama and his team had originally envisioned with Biden’s promise of a reset. It could have been, had it not been for Russia’s decision a few months later, within days of the end of the winter Olympics Putin hosted in Sochi, to invade Ukraine, claim the Crimean peninsula, begin to destabilize eastern Ukraine, and set Russia’s relations with the West back to levels grimmer than any seen since the Cold War.
Blindsided by the Russian move despite its uncanny similarity to the offensive in Georgia six years earlier, US officials in retrospect blamed the ramping up of the crisis on their European counterparts. Preceding the invasion had been an EU offer of associate membership to Ukraine. Unfortunately, the Europeans sold the move as an “us versus them” approach, unnecessarily pitting East against West. Pro-EU Ukrainians protested the Ukrainian president’s rejection of a Ukraine-EU association agreement, forcing him into exile. This inflamed pro-Russian Ukrainians as well as Putin in Moscow. The United States and the West embraced the pro-EU upheaval, calling it the will of the people. Russia decried it as unconstitutional and portrayed it as a threat to pro-Russian and Russian-speaking citizens in Ukraine, which provided them a pretext for invasion.
Putin calculated that the West would not respond with force, and, again, he was right. Much like Bush, Obama quickly announced he would not take military action but instead would levy sweeping sanctions on Russia. Unfortunately, the Obama team had not worked out, prior to the announcement of sanctions, a plan that all its allies could stand behind. Germany and other European countries were far too dependent on Russian gas and commerce to withstand a large-scale economic confrontation. The sanctions had to be walked back.
“We also kept getting blindsided by the White House,” said one State Department official who was involved in trying to work on putting together a unified plan with the Europeans. “Susan Rice and her team at the NSC would be announcing initiatives that we were finding out about on Twitter or from people in the press corps. I don’t doubt Secretary Kerry was having good communications, but at the working level the system was not performing at a very high level.”
Although the rhetoric was heated and many analysts were predicting the beginning of a new Cold War, in fact the United States and its allies responded to Russia’s aggression with a series of tepid sanctions. In the first wave of those sanctions, Washington began by banning travel by a handful of Russian and Ukrainian officials and sanctioning Russia’s seventeenth largest bank. It was not an intimidating countermove. Meanwhile, Russia took hold of Crimea without opposition. In the immediate aftermath of recognizing the Russian fait accompli, the United States, in the words of one top official, turned its attention to “cauterizing the wound”—making sure Russia did not go beyond Crimea, so that the worsening of tensions would not derail the legacy issues in Syria and especially in Iran.
Russia did not, however, stop there. It sent GRU intelligence units and troops who had been stripped of their uniform insignia into eastern Ukraine to support pro-Russian activists in their push for more autonomy for those regions. A second wave of sanctions followed from the United States and its allies, banning travel to the United States for a handful of additional members of Putin’s inner circle. Another smattering of financial and trade-related sanctions were also launched. But at this writing the sanctions were having little apparent impact on Putin. His support among his people at home remained strong even as the overall economy seemed to show some effects of the stand-off with the West.
One top Obama national security official, speaking to me in the midst of the crisis, said, “I think Putin has succeeded in pushing all of Ukraine into the West but I don’t want to think of it in those terms. And I don’t want to start driving this East–West narrative, which I think is very harmful.” He went on to say, “the Europeans made some mistakes in the way they went after that association agreement and it became a zero-sum game and it didn’t have to be.” This frustration with America’s European allies deepened during the crisis when it was their reluctance—especially that of the Germans—to impose strong sanctions due to fears of negative economic consequences that blunted the United States’s ability to orchestrate as strong a counter-response as it had hoped for from the once robust but now rather rudderless Atlantic Alliance.
As of late March 2014, the primary concern was that Putin, undeterred by the weak ability or will of the West to create effective deterrents to his aggression, would take more of Ukraine. Secretary Kerry told me, “if he goes in, he has created a very different dynamic. Then we’re back to the very difficult place, very ugly. If he goes into the east [Ukraine] even. If he goes further than he’s gone now, it could signal a very ugly period, a very difficult period.”
Kerry underscored that he spent much of the crisis working to persuade the Russians to stop their agitation in east Ukraine and Crimea while also trying to maintain a strong collaborative relationship with Russia on Syria and Iran. He spoke to Lavrov daily during the height of the crisis and Lavrov likewise expressed the desire that the Crimea crisis would not derail their other joint initiatives. The two had a working relationship stronger than any Lavrov had with Kerry’s recent predecessors.
Illustrating the centrality of Russia to the Kerry and Obama agenda in the Middle East, the secretary of state said, “the key really is for Russia and Iran to decide enough is enough and put enough pressure on Assad to get a political solution. But we have to change the calculation of Russia and Iran and Assad, and that’s proven slightly elusive—not because we’ve not been trying to do that but because the opposition was sidetracked fighting extremists.” Assad, said Kerry, cleverly drew on the Russian concerns about an al-Qaeda and violent Salafi-jihadist tide in Syria to portray himself as the best alternative to the extremists. But “there’s no way anyone can restore Assad’s legitimacy. He could never run the country. Ever. The Russians seem to know it but they don’t know yet who could take his place, how you do the transition, and where he would go.”
International efforts to deescalate the crisis were dealt a severe setback when Malaysian Airlines Flight 17 was shot down by Russian separatists on July 17, 2014. All 298 passengers aboard the flight were killed when the separatists downed the plane using a surface-to-air missile provided by Moscow. President Obama declared the tragedy “an outrage of unspeakable proportions.” The action both finally shocked Europeans into a willingness to impose more severe sanctions on the Russians than they had been willing to previously, and it consequently deepened tensions between Moscow and the west. What it did not do is help to accelerate the crisis toward a close, allowing it to fester on even as this edition of the book goes to press.
It is too early to know the full significance of the seizure of the Crimea and the stirring up of unrest in eastern Urkaine, but several things are clear. The “reset” never really happened. If Putin was encouraged to take action by American weakness, it was not just the weakness or confusion Obama showed in Syria or elsewhere in the Middle East. Nor did any personal irresolution of Obama create an opportunity for Putin to exploit in the Crimea and east Ukraine; precisely the same thing had happened to Bush when Putin invaded South Ossetia and Abkhazia. The weakness that Putin saw was an American lack of will to undertake military action in the immediate aftermath of the depletions of Iraq and Afghanistan. It was a sign of the times for Putin, not a symptom of particular leaders.
Obama’s dithering in Syria did not help advance American interests with Russia. Nor did his too-quick revocation of US sanctions—prompted by Russia’s incursion into Georgia—bear any fruit for his naïve hope of winning Russian favor. However, the main actor driving events here was not an American president but a Russian one, responding not to the will of the American people but to the needs and desires of his own people. Putin saw an opportunity to satisfy those yearnings with a boldness for which a war-weary America and its risk-averse allies in Europe had no ready answer.
8. The Place Where Good Intentions Go to Die
I will show you fear in a handful of dust.
—T. S. ELIOT
Paradoxically, the use of force—the bluntest of diplomatic instruments—requires the most delicate hand. As America’s experience in the Middle East since 2001 shows, bitter consequences result from using too much force, or too little, or applying it in the wrong way against the wrong target. With great power at its disposal, a nation can easily be deluded into thinking it necessarily has the ability to exert great influence. These lessons are so clear after the past decade that all it takes is the shorthand of country names to illustrate these points: Iraq is now a synonym for the misapplication of American power; Syria, for America’s hesitancy to act when its leadership was needed. All you need to say to the average American to evoke the most futile exercise of applied, deep American involvement in the world is to say the words Middle East, much as the term Vietnam has come to mean being stuck in a foreign-policy and military quagmire.
The Way It’s Got to Be?
Typically, we measure the success or failure of our leaders by things they actually have very little control over—the ebb and flow of economic cycles, the state of the world in their respective eras, and so on. They play at the margins of such events, and we often attribute to their actions a causality that either does not exist or that we little understand. How they respond to big events, of course, does define them in a legitimate way. We just must be careful to keep their roles and options and possible influence in perspective. George Bush was not responsible for the fact that 9/11 happened on his watch. He is responsible for the actions taken in Iraq and Afghanistan. Whether those actions triggered some of the upheaval that followed in the Middle East, or whether that was inevitable for other reasons entirely, is a fine debate, but not a matter of firm fact. Barack Obama is not responsible for the world he inherited. But he does bear responsibility for the consequences of the way in which he extricated US troops from the region and the choices he made in response to the events that stirred the region during his time in office.
“I’m not so sure the role of the United States is to go around the world and say this is the way it’s got to be. I just don’t think it’s the role of the United States to walk into a country and say, we do it this way, so should you.” So said George W. Bush during a 2000 presidential campaign debate. In this we find yet another view he might find he had in common with Barack Obama. And like some of Obama’s campaign rhetoric, it was another view honored more in its breach than its observance.
By the time Bush reached his second inaugural, he had a different vision. “He wanted,” in the words of Condi Rice, “to do something major in the Middle East with the Palestinians and the Israelis.”
Rice later wrote that “U.S. policy for sixty years had pursued something very different in the Middle East: stability at the expense of democracy. We have gotten neither.” She went on to assess that they had come to be cognizant of the “toxic effect of the ‘freedom’ gap in the Middle East and the unforgivable association of the United States with the authoritarian status quo” created by the “stability over democracy” policy.
This was not a view held by all in top positions in the administration. Rumsfeld offered a stinging critique of Rice in his memoir, stating that “the State Department’s interpretation of the President’s conviction about the benefits of democracy led to complications with nations needed as friends and partners. . . . Sometimes the rhetoric came across as lecturing. . . . Sometimes berating countries feels good to the beraters and wins domestic political points, but scolding them can often come at the expense of losing critical cooperation and alienating foreigners who see the United States as a bully.” He cites as a particular example a disagreement he had with Rice over whether and how to deal with the regime in Uzbekistan after an incident in which it had killed a number of protestors. “At an NSC meeting,” he wrote, “Condi Rice responded to me by declaring, ‘human rights trump security.’ I wondered if she had really thought that through. She seemed to be saying that if a country didn’t behave as we did or as we expected, it would be shunned, even if turning away from us took a toll on our nation’s security.”
An ironic twist in this division can best be seen in the light of later events. Bush, widely seen as the author of tough, interventionist policies that sidestepped international law and norms, is clearly more of an idealist than Rumsfeld, who is thought of as hawkish but actually played the role of the uber-pragmatist in the Bush years. It was Rumsfeld who said, go in quick and get out fast. He argued for different policies for different situations. In fact, and here’s where the irony gets richer, it is Rumsfeld who is in many ways the precursor of the policies that Obama, known for speeches that soared to oratorical heights with idealism, would actually apply. Bush and Rice were idealists. Rumsfeld and Obama, for different reasons, no doubt, were largely realists—although Obama would, on occasion waver, torn between his inner idealist (and some in his inner circle) and his inner pragmatist.
An Epiphany About the Holy Land
During his first term, Bush had taken flack for articulating what many close to the situation in Israel and Palestine already knew. As Hadley put it, “he had taken a lot of tough positions diplomatically, notably like recognizing that [PLO chairman Yasser] Arafat was a failed leader who could not deliver.” As the president reflected on his first-term experience he “concluded that the fundamental problem was lack of freedom in the Palestinian Territories. With no state, Palestinians lacked their rightful place in the world. With no voice in their future, Palestinians were ripe for recruiting by extremists. . . . And with no legitimately elected Palestinian leader committed to fighting terror, the Israelis had no reliable partner for peace. I believed the solution was a democratic Palestinian state, led by elected officials who would come to answer to their people, reject terror and pursue peace with Israel.”
Although this is a view that one senior Israeli official would later describe to me as “naïve,” it reflected the belief that it was no longer a question of if the Palestinians deserved their own state, but of how statehood would be achieved.
Part of the reason Bush was so closely associated with Israel was because prominent positions in his administration were filled by so-called neocons, who were seen as holding views shaped by ideological and personal closeness to the leaders of Israel’s right wing. The word neocon gradually became a political codeword referring to hawkish support for wars like the one in Iraq. Used to describe a pro-Israeli faction in the government that was often seen as a cabal, it also took on much of the tone of traditional anti-Semitic tropes. The fact that many of those in the group, including Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz, Under Secretary of Defense Douglas Feith, and Deputy National Security Advisor Elliott Abrams, are Jewish, fed this perception. The unpopularity of the Iraq War and the desire to blame it on a group helped feed public interest in the idea that US policies that led to the war and to America’s long-term alliance with Israel (the region’s only functioning democracy and a dependable US supporter for decades) were being driven by this clique. John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, two scholars from leading American universities, argued, for example, that the neocons were in league with a super-potent “Israel Lobby” that pulled policy strings, leading the country in the direction not of its own interests but of the tiny Jewish state in the Middle East. However, the group’s core thesis regarding the power of the lobby is undercut by Bush’s actions in office. The president most closely associated with the neocons was so committed to the establishment of a Palestinian state that he made working toward it a top priority of his secretary of state. Indeed, several of his second-term policies, including pulling out of Iraq and seeking to negotiate with Iran, might be seen as contrary to the views of the Israeli right. (Although his approach to these two issues tilted more toward the neocon views than did that of his successor.)
As for a bias within the administration, although no one with whom I spoke denied prioritizing support for Israel as a vital US ally, Elliott Abrams, in his book, Tested by Zion, addressed the question of whether there was a “tilt” to Israel in a more expansive way: “I am inclined to plead guilty, but it depends of course on what is meant by ‘tilt.’ . . . [President Bush] did not believe that endless pressure on Israel for concessions would yield as much as a partnership with its leaders, so he built one. He “tilted” to Israel but to the Palestinians as well, confident that he could do both and help both sides move toward peace and security in the process.” Abrams goes on to say, “President Bush inherited a collapsed peace process. . . . He left behind a far deeper relationship with Israel and the beginnings of state-building in Palestine.” He offered another important insight into the approach that guided the Bush team both with respect to Israel and Palestine and to the region whose affairs he oversaw at the NSC:
Too often bilateral relations with everyone take a back seat once the goal of comprehensive peace is put on the table. The only important thing about a nation’s policies becomes whether it appears to play ball with the big peace effort. . . . Once you commit to a major effort at an international peace conference or attempt to broker a comprehensive Middle East peace, then those goals overwhelm all others. The net result of such an approach is to obscure reality, to ignore the immense complexities Arab countries face, and to concentrate instead on what their foreign ministers say about Israel and Palestine.
The contrast in his view and that of the Obama administration—particularly the State Department under the stewardship of John Kerry—is striking.
It was a view that Rice did not share, and Abrams in his book and in conversations subsequently, clearly bridles at the fact that she took the lead and sought to make progress on a bigger deal. He said, “Remember 2006 was the worst year of the administration, right? With off-year elections, the post-Katrina controversy, and you’re pretty sure you’re losing the war in Iraq. And it’s just an unbelievable disaster. And the Israelis did not do very well in the war with Lebanon, which was that summer and was, to use Richard Haass’s phrase, a war of choice. . . . And I think that Condi at that point decides that for her sake, for the president’s sake, for the party’s sake, for the country’s sake—because everything was going wrong in 2006—‘I’m going to make something go right.’ We’re going to get a deal here, the elusive Middle East comprehensive peace deal. I think she makes that decision in the summer of 2006 and that is what she spends her time doing for two and a half years, pretty much independently of the White House. . . . I am not suggesting . . . that [Bush] was not fully informed at all times. But she made this one of her critical activities.”
Was such a deal possible? None was reached, of course. Abrams says, “you have to reach a conclusion in your own mind whether [Palestinian leader Mahmoud] Abbas is actually capable of signing a peace deal. I did not think so.” Abrams believed Abbas didn’t have the character to come through with a deal: “He’s not a hero. He’s not a charismatic leader. He’s not going to do it. Arafat wouldn’t do it—even [former Mideast negotiator and later key Mideast advisor to Obama] Dennis Ross notes that in the past the Palestinian people were not prepared for the sacrifices.” In Abrams’s view, “Condi had a too optimistic view of the possibilities here. And I think she made the big mistake of going for that handshake on the White House lawn, which leads you not to pay attention to other critical issues. . . . [Palestinian prime minister] Salam Fayyad said, “you’re not helping me. I’m trying to build the basis of a state here and you’re going for the handshake on the White House lawn.”
Both Rice and Hadley are of the opinion that much more progress was made than is reflected in the final outcome. There never was a deal, but Hadley insists it was closer than people knew: “by the end, Sharon had withdrawn from Gaza and was willing to make peace with the Palestinians. I saw his maps. I saw it with my own eyes in his office. And if he had not had a stroke, he would have negotiated.” After Sharon, his successor Ehud Olmert also engaged in an effort to move the peace process forward that led to discussions in Annapolis, Maryland, that included a comprehensive proposal by Olmert to Palestinian leader Mahmoud Abbas. But then Olmert got into legal and political trouble causing Abbas to withdraw from the negotiations.
And so, as often happens in the Middle East, the sands shifted—partners came and went, conditions deteriorated, and by the end, the intensive efforts of Rice on Bush’s behalf came up short. She called it “one of the big disappointments of my time as Secretary.”
It’s Not Going to Be the Same
Shortly before Barack Obama’s inauguration, my wife and I went to dinner in Washington with two other couples, Michael Oren, a visiting professor at Georgetown, and his wife Sally, and Jeffrey Goldberg, a journalist for the Atlantic, and his wife Pamela Reeves.
It was a lively and entertaining discussion, as any discussion would be with any of the members of this group, and it covered a wide swath of ground from the backstory of Goldberg’s web-based Jewish Rock and Roll Hall of Fame to the inevitable stories dating back to when Oren and I were graduate school roommates at Columbia University.
At one point the conversation turned to US policy toward Israel and the likelihood that it might shift under Obama. Both Goldberg and I, referring to Obama’s past, the views of some of those on his campaign team, and general trends within the liberal wing of the Democratic Party, suggested that a shift was coming, saying that the first time an opportunity presented itself, Obama would seek to demonstrate that he did not cleave to the traditional pro-Israeli “tilt” in US foreign policy. Oren, a well-known historian of US-Israeli relations, was pretty dismissive, suggesting that such a shift made no sense, there was no reason for it. Little did he know that within months, he would become Israel’s new ambassador to the United States for the government of Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu, and he would see up close what the new administration in Washington was like.
Evidence had been accumulating throughout the campaign that Obama—although still supportive of Israel—brought a different perspective. Obama had also been closely associated throughout his career with individuals who held strongly critical views of the traditional US stance toward Israel—like Columbia professor Rashid Khalidi. When it was asserted during the campaign that this relationship might color his views, Obama denied that he consulted Khalidi on policy matters and reiterated his commitment to Israel. But one senior Democratic insider pointed out that, “this was a family friend and if he was not advising Obama, the relationship is at least indicative of the kind of thinking to which Obama was exposed in his formative years.” Further, many of his campaign advisors were of the stated view in private settings that the United States needed to show a much more “even-handed” policy toward the Palestinians if progress were to be achieved. Most important, perhaps, the attitudes of many Americans had shifted, following what was perceived as heavy-handed behavior on the part of Israeli governments from the days of the massacres at the Shatila and Sabra camps in 1982 through the intifada and the establishment of extensive settlements on Palestinian land much more recently. It is telling that in April 2008, just as Obama was gaining the upper hand in the Democratic primaries, a new organization, J-Street, was founded in Washington specifically to counterbalance the views of the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC), seen as the stronghold of “Jewish lobby” views. The Mearsheimer-Walt book, The Israel Lobby and U.S. Foreign Policy, also came out in 2008.
Early that year, candidate Obama was recorded on tape at a campaign meeting with Jewish-American leaders saying, “this is where I get to be honest, and I hope I’m not out of school here. I think there is a strain within the pro-Israel community that says unless you adopt an unwavering pro-Likud approach to Israel that you’re anti-Israel, and that can’t be the measure of our friendship with Israel.” Later at the annual convention of AIPAC, Obama called for Israel to stop building new settlements and criticized Bush for being too close to Israel. He said Bush’s policies caused the United States to be “more isolated in the region, reducing our strength, and jeopardizing Israel’s safety.”
At the same time, Obama actively sought to convey that he was still staunchly committed to the future of the US-Israel relationship, although he had a different view about how to best advance it. He met actively with Jewish leaders, successfully raised substantial amounts from Jewish donors, traveled to Israel during the campaign, and sought to clarify at every turn that he was talking about a shift in tactics, not long-term policy priorities.
Once in office, Obama began to make subtle shifts. On his first day as president he called both Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas and Israel’s prime minister Ehud Ohlmert (who only served through the first two months of Obama’s term, leaving office on March 31, 2009). He affirmed that the region would be a top priority for him and urged the Israelis to stop building settlements, an idea pushed on him by several of his closest advisors, including chief of staff Rahm Emanuel, a former civilian volunteer with the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF). Obama also urged Israel to finish its withdrawal from Gaza and enjoined Hamas to end rocket attacks against Israel. In his midsummer address in Cairo he called publicly on Israel to stop expansion of its settlements. Behind closed doors at a meeting with Jewish leaders in July, he criticized the Bush years: “during those eight years there was no space between us and Israel. When there is no daylight, Israel just sits on the sidelines and that erodes our credibility with Arab states.” He also granted his first foreign interview as president to al-Arabiya, the American-owned Arab cable television network and would not grant his first to an Israeli television interviewer until eighteen months into his presidency. During the al-Arabiya interview he said, “my job to the Muslim world is to communicate that the Americans are not your enemy.” It was a point that echoed his inaugural remarks in which he said he sought “a new way forward” and “would extend a hand” to regional leaders if they would be willing to “unclench their fists.”
Abrams believed that “the president genuinely felt that it was a mistake for the United States to have appeared so close to Israel, to have had a ‘no daylight’ policy. I think he genuinely thought that was not a smart policy. Later I think he abandoned that view because he came to realize, as Clinton did and as Bush understood, you get more out of the Israelis by hugging them than by distancing yourself from them. . . . The creation of so-called daylight scares the Israelis and makes them less flexible.”
Martin Indyk, Ken Lieberthal, and Michael O’Hanlon, in their history of the Obama first term, agreed with Abrams:
In Obama’s mind, the way to handle Israel was not to embrace it warmly like Bill Clinton and George W. Bush had done, but rather to meet all of its security requirements. He would state repeatedly that the U.S. commitment to Israel’s security was “steadfast” and he meant it. Under his instructions, the Pentagon, CIA and State Department took security cooperation with their Israeli counterparts to new highs. . . . No matter the level of tension on the political level, there was never any hint from the Obama Administration of withholding security assistance to Israel. . . . On the other hand, Obama was intent on pursuing the “other woman” in the U.S.-Israeli relationship.
On his second day in office, President Obama announced the appointment of former Senate majority leader George Mitchell of Maine as his special envoy for Middle East peace. The move underscored the importance of the Arab-Israeli mission to Obama, which in turn sent the message that this White House, unlike some of its predecessors, would not relegate Palestinian-Israeli peace to an afterthought. Mitchell was a no-nonsense, canny lawyer who had achieved considerable success helping broker the peace in Northern Ireland. Like Richard Holbrooke, Obama’s special envoy for Afghanistan and Pakistan, Mitchell was one of a soon to be burgeoning cadre of so-called policy czars who marked the early years of the Obama tenure. The “czars” were top appointments with special missions intended to signal that the president was deeply invested in particular issues ranging from diplomacy to technology.* Almost inevitably such special positions, although helpful in small doses, created tensions with existing bureaucracies.
The overlap in responsibilities and interests between Mitchell and Dennis Ross, who was perhaps the most experienced Arab-Israeli peace negotiator in modern US history and who was a senior player within the NSC hierarchy, would create friction and dysfunction.
Mitchell’s first trip to the region came in the week after the inauguration when the Gaza conflict had ended. There was no criticism of the Bush administration’s policies or approaches in any of these early meetings. The main thrust was to “create a context in which the peace process could be restarted because we knew that many of the players’ attitudes had hardened. And that there was a great deal of emotion and publicity in connection with the conflict.”
Mitchell then met with the president’s staff that had been assigned to cover the conflict: Dan Shapiro, the NSC staffer assigned to this beat who would later become the US ambassador to Israel; the director of the Near East bureau at State, Jeffrey Feltman, who later would serve as assistant secretary of state for Near Eastern affairs from 2009 to 2012; and Feltman’s deputy, career diplomat David Hale, who Mitchell later recruited as his deputy.
In consultation with Clinton, Mitchell crafted an approach to his mission that was deliberately different from that of other czars, notably Holbrooke: “first, when I served in Northern Ireland, where I had been coming and going for a total of about five years, during which I chaired three separate sets of discussions, I found it useful to have a relatively small staff and to rely upon the existing structures of the British and Irish governments for logistical and administrative support as necessary. [Mitchell was not at the time a representative of the US government.] People that I wanted to hire mostly were not administrative people, but rather were professionals who had knowledge in the subject who I thought could help me there. And I felt it would be better to try to do that again here than to build from the ground up a large operation. I was aware of what Dick was doing. We talked about it from time to time. I also received calls from the chairman of the Joint Chiefs offering me a number of military personnel and officials, almost all of which I declined.”*
During his first months in office, Mitchell’s focus was on building trust with both sides and trying to understand the perspective of other leaders in the region. However, the process was complicated by the Israeli elections, during which Benjamin Netanyahu was elected. Netanyahu had served previously as prime minister during the Clinton years, when he was seen by officials in the White House as difficult, sometimes arrogant, and sometimes an unreliable partner. He made his first official visit to Washington for a meeting with Obama on May 18, 2009. Standing beside Netanyahu, before reporters in the Oval Office, Obama delivered again the message that it would not be business as usual, stating directly that “settlements have to be stopped in order for us to move forward.” Privately, Netanyahu was shocked by the lack of deftness in the move. A theme emerged that would mark relations between the two sides for much of the first term, which was that the White House had insufficiently prepared their Israeli partners for what they should expect. This was, in fact, a common complaint heard also from the administration’s other allies in the region who felt that, while meetings and communications occurred often, real sharing and many preparatory consultations that they had come to expect in prior terms did not take place.
At around the same time as the Netanyahu meeting, Obama met with Assistant to the President Ben Rhodes and Chief of Staff Denis McDonough. He expressed his desire to deliver a major address to the Arab world in which he would draw on his personal experience to emphasize the common interests linking the West and the world of Islam and to address some of the historical roots of the tensions that exist. Rhodes and McDonough again assumed an inner-circle role that set them apart from some of their direct supervisors, but the interaction showed the degree to which they had the trust and confidence of the president. Rhodes in particular, as both an advisor and a speechwriter, had a special gift for being able, in the words of a close White House colleague “to channel the president’s thoughts and feelings. He was kind of his alter ego when it came to putting together speeches or talking points.”
Of all the Obama administration’s Middle East initiatives during its first year in office—a year, it must be remembered, that made extraordinarily heavy demands in terms of the domestic economic agenda—perhaps the most resonant was “A New Beginning,” a six-thousand-word address that derived from the initial conversations with Rhodes and McDonough. Obama delivered the speech on June 4, 2009, at Cairo University in Egypt.
“A New Beginning” departed from past addresses by American presidents in many ways, though one of its core messages was consonant with a remark made long ago by candidate Bush in the year 2000: “America does not presume to know what is best for everyone.” Its rhetoric about the rule of law and justice could also have been drawn directly from the Bush Freedom Agenda. Nonetheless, there was no mistaking the impact of an American president named Barack Hussein Obama, standing in the heart of the Arab World six years after the invasion of Iraq, opening his remarks with a quotation from the Quran—“be conscious of God and always speak the truth”—and hailing the accomplishments of Muslim civilization. Obama described his own extensive personal experiences with Islam, saying, “I am a Christian, but my father came from a Kenyan family that includes generations of Muslims. As a boy I spent several years in Indonesia and heard the call of the azaan at the break of dawn and the fall of dusk. As a young man, I worked in Chicago communities where many found dignity and peace in their Muslim faith.”
He said, “there must be a sustained effort to listen to each other, to learn from each other, to respect one another and to seek common ground.” He drew on remarks from John F. Kennedy to say that “the interests we share as human beings are far more powerful than the forces that drive us apart.”
When he turned to the issue of Israel and Palestine, Obama reiterated America’s “unbreakable” ties to Israel but then added that the United States would not “turn our backs on the legitimate Palestinian aspiration for dignity, opportunity, and a state of their own. . . . Just as Israel’s right to exist cannot be denied, neither can Palestine’s.” He also argued again for the end to Israel’s settlements, called on Hamas to stop its violence, and urged regional governments to stop using the conflict as a distraction from addressing other important priorities.
Obama also connected to the crowd—which was responsive and enthusiastic—by drawing further parallels between his own experiences and those of his audience. “For centuries,” he said, “black people in America suffered the lash of the whip as slaves and the humiliation of segregation. But it was not violence that won full and equal rights. It was a peaceful and determined insistence upon the ideals at the center of America’s founding.” (This rosy view of American history ignores the fact that it took one of the bloodiest wars in human history to bring an end to slavery.)
The speech also had an element of apology to it. Although justifying the conflict in Afghanistan as one of “necessity,” he described the war in Iraq differently, saying it was “a war of choice that provoked strong differences in my country and around the world.” He added, “although I believe that the Iraqi people are ultimately better off without the tyranny of Saddam Hussein, I also believe that events in Iraq have reminded America of the need to use diplomacy and build international consensus to resolve our problems whenever possible.” To underscore his awareness of our history of abuses in the region, he became the first president to acknowledge the US role in overthrowing the Iranian government in the 1950s.
Mahmoud Abbas called the speech “clear and frank . . . an innovative political step.” Israel’s president echoed the sentiment. But others on both sides were more critical, with one Israeli noting to me, “think about it. This was a speech by an American president to a religion—to the world of Islam. When has that happened? What is that about?” More extreme factions in the region from Osama bin Laden to Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, the supreme leader of Iran, and the American right wing, condemned the speech—one group saying it didn’t need more lectures, the other calling it apologist. Later analysis would suggest it may have helped spur reform movements from Iran to Egypt, with local citizens hoping for active, visible support from this American president who seemed to understand their problems so well.
The speech is cited as an Obama high-water mark and a shining example of his ability to use oratory to make an impact, but, like other such speeches, it was not followed with meaninful action. As one former top Obama foreign policy official said to me late in 2013, “sometimes I feel the president and those around him believe that once a strong speech has been made, they have done their work. The speech and the president are the deliverable. And as a result they do not focus as they should do on the follow-up—that is left to others, and it is where initiatives often fall flat.”
By the end of 2009, Obama had to acknowledge that his team was struggling to restart peace talks because they had “overestimated our ability to persuade them [the Israelis and Palestinians] to do so when their politics ran contrary to that.” The efforts continued, and, by March 2010, Mitchell was pushing for four months of what he called “proximity talks” to help create an interim step toward getting Netanyahu and Abbas get together for more formal discussions. Vice President Biden went to Israel as a sign of the administration’s commitment to this new approach—underscoring yet again that Biden, the former Senate Foreign Relations Committee chairman, was undoubtedly the most active US vice president on foreign-policy issues, wielding far more than even the vaunted influence of Dick Cheney on national security issues. In effect, given his stature and political acumen, Biden was used as a kind of second secretary of state, especially on Middle East issues. This was especially the case during the first term of the Obama administration, when the actual secretary of state played more of a supporting role to the White House lead.
The planned impact of the Biden trip was undermined, however, when the Israeli Interior Ministry took the occasion to announce the approval of 1,600 new housing units—settlements—in East Jerusalem. Although Netanyahu insisted that he was blindsided by the initiative, Biden was furious and expressed his anger in a no-holds barred exchange with Netanyahu.
Obama was finding it hard to balance his views with realities on the ground, especially during a first term in which the US-Israeli relationship deteriorated to a level that new Israeli ambassador Oren called the worst in three and a half decades. Obama, especially sensitive to appearances, considered the unexpected settlement announcement a “slap in the face.” It was also, in fact, a direct break with an Israeli promise to hold off for the moment on the settlement program. The Palestinians simply suspended involvement in the “proximity talks initiatives.” Mitchell and Clinton postponed planned trips and P. J. Crowley, Clinton’s spokesperson, said, “the United States considered the announcement to be a deeply negative signal about Israel’s approach to the bilateral relationship.”
In this moment of frustration, faith began to fade in the White House that Mitchell could make meaningful progress. Worse, separate emissaries representing the White House began to fan out into the region. Reports emerged that Mitchell staffers would say to Arab leaders in the region, “you’d better deal with us or else you’re going to have to deal with Dennis Ross and his team at the White House.” Further, the Israelis and the Palestinians were all concluding that the State Department just didn’t have the juice to get things done, and that they would have to go directly to the NSC, and if possible to those closest to the president—after Jones and Emanuel left in October 2010, this meant Donilon, McDonough, Rhodes, Ross, and others in the West Wing.
In the aftermath of Donilon’s appointment as national security advisor, the search began for another approach, specifically one that did not so heavily demand cessation of Israeli settlement construction. Secretary Clinton also began a push to get the president to lay out his own guidelines—“Obama parameters”—by which a path to peace might be achieved. The president agreed in principle to the idea “at the right time,” and planning for another speech began. Donilon and Ross were uncomfortable with the idea, feeling that efforts to date had left the relationship on precarious footing and fearing that a misstep would result in further deterioration.
When word got out that the president was planning a big address on Mideast peace, Netanyahu’s team jumped into action, arranging for him to give an address to a joint session of Congress during his planned visit for the next AIPAC conference. The White House then determined their speech should come first and set it for two days before the Israeli PM’s arrival. Donilon and Ross argued for a speech that was more temperate. Clinton felt it was important to continue with some emphasis on settlements lest it appear that the White House had completely given up on the issue.
For all this debate, when Obama ultimately gave the address on May 19 at the State Department, the phrase that set off fireworks in Jerusalem was the president’s assertion that “the borders of Israel and Palestine should be based on the 1967 lines with mutually agreed swaps.” This was a departure from past language and got the United States directly into the business of dictating terms in a way that Netanyahu could not stomach. He was outraged and thought the position was now tilted heavily toward the Palestinians. In his address to Congress, Netanyahu made it plain that he totally disagreed with the president: “Israel will not return to the indefensible boundaries of 1967.” Netanyahu received enthusiastic support from his Congressional audience. Days later at the AIPAC event, both sides restated their positions. The response to Obama was especially cool and it was clear the relationship had reached a new low, at which point the president’s political advisors hit the hold button, urging him to drop further activity in this area until after the reelection campaign the following year.
Unsurprisingly, given that stance and the level of frustration and dysfunction, Mitchell stepped down a few days before Obama’s address. “Both the government of Israel and the Palestinian authority had long experience in dealing with American officials. And they’d both reached the same conclusion: that they could best serve their interest by having direct contacts with the White House, up to and including the president, the vice president, the national security advisor—everybody they could. And so they both tried hard to do that. As in most of the dealings, the Israelis are better at it than the Palestinians.”
The battle with Netanyahu also diminished American influence with the Palestinians, who were quietly adopting a new tactic. As global public opinion shifted in their favor—in much the same way it was shifting somewhat within key groups in the United States—Mahmoud Abbas boldly and shrewdly decided to seek validation for an independent Palestine via the United Nations. This gambit gradually gained ground despite fierce opposition from Israel and determined resistance from the United States.
At the end of the first term of the Obama administration, Indyk (later recruited to serve by John Kerry as his chief negotiator during his ambitious yet failed effort to resolve Israeli and Palestinian enmities) and his Brookings colleagues would conclude that by focusing on an unrealistic demand for a full settlement freeze, Obama ended up wasting a good deal of time and energy and failed to achieve it. Thus, “Obama damaged U.S. credibility as a mediator in the conflict.” It is a sign of the degree to which the administration and incoming secretary of state John Kerry were actively seeking new perspectives on the situation that early in the second term, Indyk, a former US ambassador to Israel, was appointed as special Middle East envoy. This time the structure was much different, however. The Arab-Israeli initiative was being resumed under the leadership of Secretary of State John Kerry and he would not be referring matters back to the White House, nor was he shut out like Clinton. The initiative would be a centerpiece of his early tenure as chief diplomat and, in conversations with him, it was clear he was given broad latitude to pursue a peace initiative by an Obama seeking to reenergize the process.
When asked about his marching orders from Obama, Kerry recalled, “I think we talked more about process, because the president and I served on the Foreign Relations Committee together and later worked very closely together for four years when I was chairman of the committee and I think he knew my positions. It wasn’t an interview, but more of a search for common ground.”
Though Kerry dutifully pointed out that no secretary of state operates with his or her own vision—“I represent the president of the US. I work for him”—Obama had given him a lot of room to maneuver and one of the most generous political gifts at his disposal, the right to take advantage of ambitious, if risky, circumstances: “I think he’s willing to let me go out and take some risks, no question about it, because they are things he believes in. . . . I admire him for the way in which he’s been willing to give someone the ability to go out and make a mistake or fail at an effort—it is difficult. And he’s unusual in that regard.” It works only because, as Kerry noted, “it’s also more closely coordinated than it appears to a lot of people. I don’t go out and freelance.” But Obama has trusted his secretary of state to be “creative in the field and try to make some things happen here and there.”
Part of the reason Kerry has been given so much latitude is his unique history with the president. As those close to Kerry note, the Massachusetts Democrat picked Obama to be a keynote speaker at the nominating convention when, in 2004, he himself was the party’s candidate for president. They worked together closely in the Senate. Kerry endorsed Obama for president in January 2008—early in the game, especially considering that at the time, Hillary Clinton was widely viewed as the Democratic front-runner. Kerry helped Obama with debate prep during Obama’s re-election campaign. In other words, Kerry has with Obama a level of trust that few in his cabinet have enjoyed. He meets many of the criteria of those in Obama’s inner circle that the president historically has been most at ease with. While this may have made things slightly more complex in the relationship between the NSC and the Kerry team, it also enabled Kerry to engage creatively in the peace process talks as only a truly empowered representative can.
As a result, the process, which flailed and suffered during the Obama first term, regained some life during the first two years of his second term. It was still widely considered a long-shot, but Kerry’s indefatigable work ethic and his commitment to making it one of his very top priorities briefly raised hopes that negotiated progress toward peace was possible and even after those talks too, faltered, that at least the US was engaged and trying to play a constructive role resolving the chronic dispute. One reason for the progress that Kerry did make and the respect he earned among the parties was cited by Jordan’s king Abdullah during a private meeting in New York, when he said, “the effort of John Kerry is the most extraordinary in the peace process I have seen during my adult life. He has been absolutely tenacious. I recall one incident during which he was meeting with Abbas in Amman and Abbas said he had to go back to the West Bank for consultations. This is an old technique to stall. But Kerry said he would wait. And he did. And two days later, he called up Abbas and said, ‘I’m still here.’ That makes a difference.”
Even Israelis who are distrustful of the process—including Netanyahu—have credited Kerry with bringing discussions to a level unimaginable just two years earlier. Still, spats have continued to occur. The Israeli defense minister attacked Kerry’s efforts as “naïve and messianic” in January 2014, adding that, “the American plan for security arrangements that was shown to us isn’t worth the paper it was written on. It provides neither security nor peace.” The United States was again furious, and Kerry directly complained to Netanyahu. Weeks later, in early March, Prime Minister Netanyahu responded with a strong defense of Kerry. Speaking again at an AIPAC event, he said, “we could better the lives of hundreds of millions. That’s why I want to thank the indomitable John Kerry.”
Kerry is modest about what he brings to the task, but he’s certain of one thing: “personal relationships matter a lot in this business of diplomacy, there’s no question about it. They’re very, very important. I think part of the reason I’ve been able to move on [the peace process] and advance it is that for many years I’ve gone out to these conferences, I’ve built relationships with these guys. King Abdullah would have these meetings in Aqaba these last couple of years, which Tony Blair was at, Khalid Khalifa from Bahrain, Abdul Aziz from Saudi, and Sheikh Abdullah from bin Zayed from the Emirates, and his brother Mohammed.” Kerry continued, “you kind of know these guys, you listen to them. I love listening to them, to their stories, of the growth of their countries, of their childhoods, of their culture, of the desert, of all this stuff, it’s fascinating to me. And I think they, hopefully, sense sincerity in my interest in my relationship with them.”
After months of talks with minimal leaks, the peace process reached an impasse in the spring of 2014. Frustrated by their progress at the negotiating table, both sides began to take counterproductive measures. Without a commitment from the Palestinians to continue talks, the Israelis refused to hand over their fourth and final batch of Palestinian prisoners. In response, the Palestinian leadership, led by Abbas, returned to their strategy of gaining further recognition as an independent state within the United Nations. Abbas put the nail in the coffin when he engineered a unity agreement with his Hamas rivals that angered the Israelis, who, like the Americans, view Hamas as a terrorist group. Frustrated, senior officials in the Netanyahu government lashed out not only at the Palestinians but, in some cases, at Kerry as well.
Matters were complicated further by the fact that the White House and in particular the president had grown so frustrated with the process that they decided to walk away from it. This was a source of tension with State Department officials who felt inclined to continue to work the issue but as frustrations with both the Israelis and the Palestinians grew Obama pulled the plug and the talks came to an end.
The breakdown in talks was itself only a harbinger of a deeper decline into a new war between Israel and the Hamas in Gaza, the third such conflict in a decade. Missile fire from Hamas led to Israeli retaliation including air strikes, artillery, and ground operations. The Israeli assault not only led to the death of over 2,000 Palestinians, many of whom were civilians, but it also fed the further deterioration in US-Israeli relations. As a consequence, by late summer 2014, one senior State Department official speculated that the peace process was “unlikely to be resumed during this administration.”
Secret Outreach to Iran
Iran was the first country Obama had mentioned during the presidential campaign when asked where he felt his proposed policy of engaging with our enemies might bear fruit. He specifically mentioned Iran as a country from whom he sought an unclenched fist so that we might extend an open hand to it. He reached out to the supreme leader via a series of private letters soon after taking office to underscore his willingness to engage and to offer specific proposals, such as seeing if collaborating in an Afghanistan security summit might open a path to greater dialogue.
Meanwhile, Israelis saw the Iranian nuclear program as “an existential threat,” citing the small size of their country, its proximity to Iran, and the repeated rhetoric from Iranian leaders that Israel ought to be destroyed. They let Dennis Ross know that if the United States failed to stop the Iranians they would not hesitate to take military action on their own. In fact, managing the Israelis became a major part of the Iran challenge. The president ordered the entire national security team into a kind of tag-team relationship to ensure the Israelis did not act rashly and trigger a catastrophe that would make it very difficult for the United States to avoid being drawn into another major conflict in the region. Meanwhile, regional allies in the Gulf also pressured the administration to remain tough with the Iranians to try to contain their seemingly growing regional influence. King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia repeatedly called on the United States to “cut off the head of the snake.”
Iranian elections took place in June 2009, during which the proponents of a grassroots “Green Revolution” in that country were crushed by the ruling regime. The Obama administration was slow to side with the protestors, in part because Obama did not want to be seen as meddling in Iran’s internal politics and thus shut the door to future engagement. The violence against protestors, however, was too much to bear. Finally, on June 23, the president expressed outrage, some ten days after the protests and backlash had begun. The supreme leader subsequently denounced Obama, and the prospects for a bilateral dialogue faded.
The Iran situation—like that with China and Russia—also revealed on several levels the degree to which new technologies were playing an increasingly central role in national security affairs. During the Green Revolution, Clinton’s small team, exploring what they called “21st Century Statecraft,” began using social media and similar tools to communicate with and show support for the Green Revolutionaries. Later, another initiative of the administration sought to make it easier for US companies to sell software and services into Iran to help the Iranian people use the Internet, a clear effort to offset the draconian approaches employed by Tehran to create a walled-off Iranian Internet that they could better control and censor.
The United States and the Israelis, with European and private sector partners, put together a major cyber-attack on Iranian nuclear facilities. The operation, known within the US government as “Olympic Games,” involved placing Stuxnet, a computer worm, into Iranian nuclear testing facilities, thus reportedly disabling roughly 20 percent of Iran’s centrifuges. The effort, which targeted the Siemens software managing the centrifuges, was considered a great success within US and Israeli national security circles, although it also motivated the Iranians to step up their own hostile cyber-activity to the point that Iran ultimately became a leader among developing nations (after China and Russia) in the development of malware and other cyber-tools aimed at US and other Western targets. It also revealed one of the complications associated with cyber-attacks. When you drop a bomb on someone, it blows up along with the target. But worms and viruses, even if they succeed in shutting down targeted facilities, leave behind code that can be repurposed by the intended target, which is what reportedly happened with Stuxnet.
Continuing what was one of the best-coordinated multilevel, multilateral diplomatic initiatives of the Obama first term, Obama had Gates and Petraeus reach out regularly to Gulf partners and work to ensure that they had the military hardware they needed to feel secure in the face of the perceived Iranian threat. And the administration scored its biggest victory when the Russians supported UN Security Council Resolution 1929, which cleared the way to a much more comprehensive and intensive program of sanctions on the Iranians. Donilon, Bader, Steinberg, and Ross also supported this effort, working to build and maintain Chinese support. The United States and the EU worked together on sanctions programs that went beyond those called for by the UN and, in some respects, beyond the sophistication achieved by financial-sanctions programs in the past. The US Treasury, for example, put pressure on overseas banks not to do business with the Iranians, and Obama signed into law provisions penalizing companies for doing business with the Iranian oil sector.
For some, the complexity and subtlety of sanctions was not a robust enough response to a nuclear weapon in the offing. One uneasy top general said, “we don’t swear allegiance to sovereigns, we don’t swear allegiance to kings, and we don’t really swear allegiance to presidents. Our oath is the Constitution. And that doesn’t give us license to just run amok, but in something as consequential as Iran policy, you know, if it’s not getting the attention it needs, a gentle nudge is, you know, not an act of disloyalty.”
Israeli officials would regularly report to their US counterparts their concerns that the progress of the Iranian nuclear program toward critical levels was “six months or a year away,” after which it would be “too late” and military action would be the only remaining option.“What we just don’t know is whether the president means it when he says that all options are on the table,” said one Israeli official. Michael Oren was always among those who felt confident that the president meant it when he said he would act if need be. In an interview with Jeff Goldberg in March 2012, Obama reiterated that “all options are on the table” and that included a “military component.” Adding an exclamation point to this was his assertion that “I don’t bluff.” Speaking later to an AIPAC event, Biden said, “let me make clear what the [strategic] commitment is: it is to prevent Iran from acquiring a nuclear weapon. Period. End of discussion. Prevent—not contain—prevent. The president had flatly stated that . . . he is not bluffing.” This was especially relevant because some of the elements of any effective military strike would require capabilities that only the United States had. For example, certain of Iran’s nuclear facilities are covered in concrete, or even dug into a mountain. Delivering the deep-penetrating munitions that could strike such hard targets could be accomplished only by heavy bombers like America’s B-52s or B-2s.
Still, by late in the first term Obama was frustrated with his progress with the Iranians. Donilon and Rhodes spoke to me of being graded by the president on a variety of issues, in a regular report card–style assessment. The area in which the president gave his teams’ efforts the lowest grade was Iran—not because he was unhappy with the direction or management of his teams’ approach to the nuclear issue but because of his concerns about the threat itself and the slow pace of progress to resolve it. Said one NSC official, “what he meant by that was he wanted the team to up its game.”
A Second-Term Surprise in Tehran
Given the absolute authority of its supreme leader, Iran is hardly a democracy. It nonetheless went through a substantial shift with the end of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s term in office and the election of Hassan Rouhani in June 2013. Rouhani was by no means a reformer but he was a more moderate voice than Ahmadinejad. Within a very short time of taking office, he was sending a message that his views toward the West and the United States might be less hostile and more open to change.
A former head of Iran’s Supreme National Security Council for over a decade and a half, Rouhani gained international exposure as a skilled and cagey negotiator for Iran’s nuclear program. One of Rouhani’s campaign pledges was to work to repair the country’s international standing. A more specific objective was to relax the international sanctions regime orchestrated by the Obama team led by Clinton and Donilon and their respective staffs. Speaking to a small group of journalists at the UN General Assembly meeting in New York in September 2013, Rouhani and his foreign minister, the extremely capable Mohammad Javad Zarif, communicated that change was possible, and that their ultimate focus was much as it had been for Bill Clinton—“the economy, stupid.” They even went to the lengths of rolling out a member of the Iranian parliament who represented the country’s small remaining Jewish community. This was meant to show that they were a tolerant regime, for the benefit of what they perceived as the large Jewish constituency in New York and among the media present. (When asked to speak, the allegedly Jewish parliamentarian offered up a canned speech about why no country—read: Israel—should be allowed to speak for the world’s Jews.)
Also at the UN, there was buzz that Obama and Rouhani might have a photo op—a historic handshake perhaps. According to the Iranians, that did not happen because they wanted something more. Just what they wanted became clearer after Kerry and Zarif met during the scheduled P5+1 consultations that followed. Two days after the photo-op near-miss, Obama finally had the high-level engagement with the Iranians he had long spoken of during a phone call with Rouhani. It was the highest-level discussion between the two countries since Iran’s 1979 revolution.
Immediately, Netanyahu and leaders in the Gulf denounced Rouhani and urged caution from the United States. Netanyahu called Rouhani “a wolf in sheep’s clothing,” and privately the Israelis felt that the United States was being gullible. These assertions were unable to stop the apparent momentum triggered by the latest overture, and within just six weeks a deal was reached in Geneva to begin multilateral talks with the Iranians aimed at addressing the Iranian nuclear threat.
Soon, however, it was clear that something more was afoot. As it turned out, the Obama team had actually also been working secret channels to engineer a change in the relationship. According to an Associated Press account, the United States and Iran secretly engaged in a series of high-level face-to-face talks for months before the Obama-Rouhani call and the subsequent deal. With the approval of the president, Bill Burns and Jake Sullivan had been conducting the meetings on behalf of the United States. They met Iranian officials “at least five times” in various locations, including Oman. The Oman meeting was orchestrated even before the June elections to determine if a productive back channel could be established. After the meeting, Kerry went to Oman to ensure the support of the Iranians should the conversation be continued. Following Rouhani’s election, Obama sent him a congratulatory letter, and Rouhani’s response was considered encouraging—especially since the sequence of events clearly seemed to suggest that Iran’s supreme leader had blessed the undertaking. More secret talks involving Burns and Sullivan followed, and a later one also involved Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs Wendy Sherman.
Fits and starts marked the move to the final agreement, involving largely a French snit over feeling underconsulted during the last phase of the negotiations. By mid-November, however, it was clear to all involved that the talks were a high priority, not only for the United States and the Iranians, but also for Russia and the Europeans. The initial deal was for interim discussions to outline the steps needed to reach a final deal, and to provide the Iranians with limited sanctions relief. “We needed,” said one senior State Department official, “to give Rouhani a victory, proof that there were good reasons to open up to the West and to move forward with the negotiations. That meant relief. The sanctions had apparently worked just as hoped.”
As of this writing, the focus is on achieving a final deal to impose firm guidelines on Iran’s nuclear programs so that it cannot be weaponized and, short of that, on keeping talks going and the prospects for a deal alive. Opposition in the US Congress to such a deal—orchestrated in part by the Israelis and a number of America’s Gulf allies working side-by-side to urge rejection of any deal and push for more sanctions—is a major potential obstacle. Indeed, a top Israeli predicted to me early in 2014 that no such deal could ever receive the votes needed to clear the US Senate, and for that reason his government felt the Obama administration was considering other paths to keep the discussions on track—multiple successive interim agreements, for example, or perhaps progress via executive order.
One senior former Israeli national security official noted, however, that such an approach poses other risks. As he observed, many discuss how such a protracted process might help the Iranians buy time, but it would have the same effect for the Israelis. They are certainly working hard to ensure that, if a strike must take place, they will no longer depend on the support of any government, including the United States.
Doubts about America’s continuing resolve to confront Iran’s regional interference in other countries and support for terrorism is not limited to Israel. Gulf allies worried that a possible nuclear deal and the resultant sanctions relief might precipitate a modest thaw in US-Iran relations, and they grew more unsettled as it seemed other common interests might result in greater US-Iran collaboration. Notably, the spreading unrest in Iraq led by the al-Qaeda splinter group ISIS and the threat it posed to the Maliki regime, in which America and Iran had both invested much, led to talks between the two on the edge of nuclear negotiations in Geneva about how they might cooperate in combating that threat. Given that Iran has effectively been America’s number one enemy in the region since the late 1970s and that Israel and the Gulf allies have historically been among America’s most dependable partners in the region, the potential consequences of even such a modest shift in the US-Iran relationship could have far-reaching ramifications. Such a shift could be positive, especially if it lifts the prospects of those in Tehran who might foster or support reforms. It would also be beneficial if it ultimately led to the reduction of Iranian support for terror groups and bad actors like Assad. Alternatively, should Iran gain influence, financial benefit, and consequent strength from lifted sanctions without having changed its more noxious and threatening behavior, it could be seen as a negative development. This latter concern is common among virtually all moderate Arab and Israeli leaders with whom I spoke. But whatever the outcomes might be, at the moment the shift has produced uneasiness and uncertainty in important US relationships in a Mideast already shaken by unprecedented upheaval.
There’s No Such Thing as a Black Swan
The most common complaint that I hear from senior officials who have served on the national security side of the US government is that, in general, despite enormous resources, it doesn’t do foresight very well. From Scowcroft through Donilon, there have been efforts to beef up the planning capability within the National Security Council staff, efforts that typically end up, in the words of former National Security Advisor Sandy Berger, giving in to Washington’s predisposition to let “the urgent overtake the important.” America may be a democracy, but the news cycle is a ruthless dictator that imbues small daily events with political consequences to which White Houses and Congresses feel compelled to respond.
The intelligence community has forward-looking planning units, like the National Intelligence Council, that do long-term assessments, called trend reports. From the first of these reports in 1997 onward through the most recent, “Global Trends 2030: Alternative Worlds,” these reports, according to the DNI website, involve intensive labor, drawing on “experts in nearly 20 countries,” featuring “in-depth research, detailed modeling and a variety of analytical tools drawn from public, private and academic sources.” But read them more closely and you find that they have fallen into the greatest of all heuristic traps: they let our current experience restrict too greatly our vision for the future. In other words, they let the recent past color too greatly our views on what might come next. The headlines in the “Game-Changers” section of the website alone tell a grim story: the Crisis-Prone Global Economy, the Governance Gap, the Potential for Increased Conflict, the Wider Scope of Regional Instability, the Impact of New Technologies, and the Role of the United States. It is a rehash of Davos meetings and McKinsey studies, the dross of popular futurism.
That said, it’s better to have flawed reports than not conduct the exercises. They do force us to think in more systematic ways outside the news cycle. Elsewhere in the government, that happens with alarming infrequency. But there are pockets of extraordinary expertise out there. For those looking to discover real insights into the future, it’s available. For a long time, the military did it better than anyone else, through war-gaming and scenario planning—which do not lead to the prediction of the future, but rather to being better prepared for what might happen. One of the best small pockets of insight in the US government, also courtesy of the military, is Andrew Marshall’s Office of Net Assessment. Marshall, ninety-three, still runs the operation that has forced the Pentagon to consider the impact of new technologies on the development of new threats and strategies. The fact that he is still active at his age is a sign that Pentagon thinkers don’t want to be boxed in by traditional standards and are committed to maintaining access to good brains regardless of age. But it also suggests, worryingly, that the skills he brings have not been produced in great supply.
My own experience with my former company, Intellibridge, and in business and government more generally, is that the great struggle lies not so much in finding the right answers as in asking the right questions. In the current era there are essentially limitless information resources within the government or at its disposal. The challenge becomes knowing where to look and how to view what you have found. Contemplating the same kind of issue before meetings he would chair, Hormats said, “I would repeat to myself a quote that I remembered from Einstein: ‘if I had an hour to solve a problem I’d spend 55 minutes thinking about the problem and 5 minutes thinking about the solutions.’”
Jake Sullivan has the dual perspective of having led a State Department entity that has had from time to time a foresight role—Policy Planning—and of working as the vice president’s top national security advisor. He says, “I’ve gone back and forth on this question. Foresight is a complicated concept, somewhat abstract, and I’m not sure that you could really have a whole separate [foresight] unit or process disconnected from the policy process for any given issue—disembodied and sitting out there without real connectivity to the day-to-day work of the decision-makers. So I have never been sold on the kind of concept that you have got to set up this whole anticipatory governance system. But we do have to get better at integrating this into our policy processes.”
Nonetheless, many shocking events have actually been anticipated within the government, and yet leaders have been caught flat-footed because the insights did not make their way to them or they were not assessed properly. Dennis Ross told me of his work as a young Soviet analyst in the 1980s contemplating how America’s Cold War adversary might fall. The rise of China was repeatedly predicted and either dismissed or tabled for future discussion. The 9/11 attack wasn’t just predictable, it was actually the second attack on the World Trade Center by the same group in eight years. A couple of years before the building was destroyed, Tony Lake and I actually participated in a scenario exercise on the top floor of the World Trade Center to discuss the consequences of such attacks. The event was sponsored by Cantor Fitzgerald, the Wall Street firm that lost the most employees—over two-thirds of its workforce—in the 9/11 tragedy. Other big shocks were tipped in local media. A paper serving Pakistani Canadians gave early clues of the Pakistani nuclear program before it was publicly revealed. Papers in China provided warning signals of the SARS outbreak months before the World Health Organization announced the crisis. Machete sales in Rwanda spiked before the advent of the genocide there, much as they started to do in early 2014 in the Central African Republic. Even so, many in the intelligence community were caught unawares.
The same could be said of the Arab Spring. “I believe,” observed Condi Rice, “that you’ve got the big arc of history to watch here and that could have told you that these authoritarian regimes were not staying in the long run. They weren’t staying. You could see the kindling underneath the Mubarak regime when you’ve got an authoritarian who doesn’t allow any political space, who can’t feed its people, who has large numbers of unemployed men, and is corrupt to the core.” She recalled going to see Mubarak and being told, “‘say what you will. You don’t understand my people.’ . . . It turns out he didn’t understand his people.”
This outlook could be seen as Monday morning quarterbacking, yet considerable evidence supports the view that many within the government had anticipated something like the upheaval that became the Arab Spring and its aftershocks. (Dennis Ross prefers to refer to it as the “Arab Awakening” because that underscores its open-ended nature and the possibility that it could take a generation to play out.)
Former NSC Middle East staffer Michael Singh argued, “people say nobody really saw the Arab Spring coming. I think that’s actually false. I participated in a roundtable discussion with administration officials in December of 2010 where the possibility was raised that, when it came to succession in Egypt, that the people on the street were going to have a role or a point of view, and the notion was just dismissed. There was a lot of conversation . . . with nobody really taking into account it could be chaos and revolution. We in the Bush administration had been privately warning for a long time—and this is one of the reasons we had the policy we did toward Egypt—that Mubarak looked like he was going to go the way of the Shah and if we didn’t figure out a way to head that off there was the risk he would fall.”
When asked when these views started to be actively discussed, he says, “certainly when I was director for Egypt in 2005 the view was that we really needed to push Mubarak . . . to allow space for secular opposition . . . because what he has done is set himself and the Muslim Brotherhood as the only two options, using the Muslim Brotherhood to kind of scare us into supporting him. All of us were cognizant that wasn’t sustainable, in part because Mubarak himself—having not designated a vice president—was getting old, was losing his edge, and there was nobody else in Egypt who could make decisions.”
The Obama NSC was sensitive to the possibilities of unrest across the region as well. Under Jim Jones, a five-page memo, “Political Reform in the Middle East and North Africa,” circulated to the principals. It warned that reform in the region had stalled and that unrest was on the rise. Worried that allies like Mubarak would use force to maintain their power, there was concern that the situation could grow very delicate. The objective of the memo was to identify strategies for promoting further reform while reducing the risk of sudden upheaval. Ross, NSC staffer Samantha Power, and Special Assistant to the President Gayle Smith led the review that followed, reaching out to others in the interagency community and looking in particular at four countries identified as particularly high-risk: Egypt, Bahrain, Yemen, and Jordan. The review’s conclusion that efforts needed to be stepped up to promote political reform was perhaps inevitable. The study’s greatest value, however, was that when protests broke out in Tunisia in December 2010, the working group was better prepared for what was to follow. However, because of the complexities associated with each individual country, devising and implementing tailored policies on a case-by-case basis proved to be a real challenge, especially given the rapidity and the cascading nature with which one set of massive, destabilizing demonstrations led to others both within countries and across borders.
Samantha Power later commented on the thinking behind the study: “we were going to have to deal soon with the political succession in Egypt, and the social drivers of discontent were becoming uncontainable. It was clear that it was just getting harder and harder to keep a lid on these things. We were more and more implicated by our friendships with authoritarian regimes that were using ever more brutal tactics to repress their people.” For all the merits of the study and the efforts of prior groups to warn of the storm clouds on the horizon, many still felt the government had no idea how to respond to what followed in the Arab World. Panetta himself testified before Congress in February 2011 that the intelligence community needed better means to identify “triggers” for uprisings like those that were taking place at the time in Tunisia and Egypt.
Sullivan argues that developments on the ground in the region did not dramatically alter his view of foresight mechanisms within the government: “it’s my view that a more effective foresight mechanism would not have caught the speed, breadth, scope, or nature of the Arab Spring. It was the sort of event that even a better-designed process would not have been able to capture. It surprised the very people who were carrying it out on the ground in terms of how quickly and in what way it brought about changes and transformations.” Sullivan pointed out the irony that the secretary of state had been in the region the day before Tunisian leader Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali actually fell and gave an entire speech laying out the Arab Human Development Report, talking about how the institutions of the region were sinking into the sand, sounding the alarm bells on how creaky the whole thing was. But speeches aren’t policy. And whether the turmoil to come was predictable or not, it left the United States and much of the world off balance and unprepared to deal with the unprecedented upheaval to come.
*In a piece I published in Foreign Policy, I somewhat mischievously noted that by April the number had grown so high that I could write, “it has finally happened. With yesterday’s naming of Border Czar Alan Bersin, the Obama administration has by any reasonable reckoning passed the Romanov Dynasty in the production of czars. The Romanovs ruled Russia from 1613 with the ascension of Michael I through the abdication of Czar Nicholas II in 1917. During that time they produced 18 czars. While it is harder to exactly count the number of Obama administration czars, with yesterday’s appointment it seems fair to say it is now certainly in excess of 18.” I then listed the 18, which included Bersin, energy czar Carol Browner, urban czar Adolfo Carrion Jr., infotech czar Vivek Kundra, faith-based czar Joshua DuBois, health reform czar Nancy-Ann Deparle, new TARP czar Herb Allions, stimulus accountability czar Earl Devaney, non-proliferation czar Gary Samore, terrorism czar John Brennan, regulatory czar Cass Sunstein (husband of Samantha Power), drug czar Gil Kerlikowske, Guantanamo closure czar Daniel Fried, plus special envoys Holbrooke and Mitchell, Sudan special envoy J. Scott Gration, climate special envoy Todd Stern, and special advisor for the Persian Gulf and Southwest Asia Dennis Ross.
*Such offers are not always extended purely out of team spirit in the government. Commonly the military, intelligence community, and State Department will offer career officials to a new operation to help keep tabs on it.
Fear those who are afraid of you.
—ARAB PROVERB
It is now common lore that the uprisings that swept the Arab world began in December 2010 when twenty-six-year-old Tunisian fruit vendor Mohamed Bouazizi set himself aflame after a police officer seized his goods. That act in turn sparked ten days of demonstrations in a country where roughly a third of adult males, and even more of the youth population, were unemployed. By the end of December, demonstrations reached the capital city of Tunis, and within two weeks the country’s ruler for almost a quarter century, President Ben Ali, would flee the country.
But although the above is true, the crisis did not begin merely with Bouazizi. It had multiple roots. One was that the price of fruit and food generally had gone up, causing stress, especially among the poor and unemployed. Part of the reason for the high prices was that droughts in Russia and the United States affected commodities markets worldwide. Other reasons, of course, had to do with decades of political corruption, inequality, and economic struggle in Tunisia, the lack of democracy, and the growing sense that the leadership cared little about the fate of their people. Because these were slowly developing issues, or “soft” concerns, like economic or social issues, they had trouble showing up as flashing lights on the dashboard of a national security system that gives higher status to issues of urgency and on issues of armed conflict and force.
This is partly because limited resources force decision-makers to prioritize. It is also partially because most top national security decision-makers have little economic or “soft” social science background. More are trained in military or political affairs than in the factors that typically underlie upheavals and wars.
The speed with which protests spread was fueled in part by new information technologies—Internet forums, new television outlets, Twitter, and Facebook—which enabled protestors to communicate, convene, and respond quickly to government actions. It also provided protestors with cameras on their cell phones to bear witness and reach global audiences. Building on the way technology had fueled the unrest during Iran’s Green Revolution in 2009, social networking was a sea change in the region’s and the world’s politics. (China would later ban the use of the word jasmine from social networks because it became associated with the idea of a possible “Jasmine Revolution” that might erupt in that country in the same way unrest exploded in the Middle East and North Africa.) During protests in Tunisia one protestor held up a sign that said “thank you, Al Jazeera” and toward the end, one tweet read “today Ben Ali, tomorrow, Hosni Mubarak.”
Even as the revolution in Tunisia was literally spreading at the speed of light, it took the White House several weeks to publicly shape a response to what was happening. For an administration extolling its focus on net-driven “21st Century Statecraft,” much of its diplomacy was still plodding along as it did when diplomats still wore top hats and striped pants. “We had to walk a fine line,” said one senior official, “between respecting our existing relationships and recognizing that the tide of history was on the side of the protestors.” Secretary Clinton offered remarks on January 11 expressing her worry about the instability. Two days later at a conference in Doha, Qatar, she challenged leaders in the region again to embrace reform. Forcefully, her words reflecting the headlines from Egypt and the Maghreb, she said, “in too many places, in too many ways, the region’s foundations are sinking in the sand.”
Behind the scenes, the usual collection of realists, Clinton, Gates, Biden, and Donilon, sought to counteract the impulses of younger staffers who were, in Clinton’s words, “swept up in the drama and idealism of the moment.”
The spread of the revolution to Egypt, beginning on January 25, 2011, brought the uprisings from the periphery of US national concerns to the center. Few allies were more important to the region or to US interests than Egypt. Indeed, only Israel seemed to rival its critical role over the preceding four decades. January 28 was the first of the “days of rage” that would shake the region’s confidence in the sustainability of its old order. The situation was exacerbated by the techniques used by the Mubarak regime to put down the protests, from shutting down communications to the use of tear gas, rubber bullets, harassment, and worse. Those tactics, however, prompted the burning of police stations and attacks on the headquarters of the ruling party, and ultimately the mass occupation of Tahrir Square, the plaza that was to become the symbolic heart of the movement. Mubarak went on television and offered too few reforms too late, which inflamed protestors further. The next day, he ordered the army to help support the police in quashing the protests, but the troops announced they would not fire on Egyptian civilians. The political momentum in the country shifted for the first time in four decades.
In 2009, new president Obama had come to Egypt to make his pitch to the Muslim world, and he stirred the crowd with a vision of reform and the seeming promise of a new era. In contrast now, America’s first response, as in Tunisia, was cautious and uninspiring to the protestors. On January 25, Hillary Clinton offered support for the right of people to protest against their government but also asserted that the government “is stable and is looking for ways to respond to the legitimate needs and interests of the Egyptian people.” That evening, in Obama’s State of the Union address, he offered words of encouragement for the people of Tunisia but was silent on Egypt. Two days later, Jim Lehrer of PBS NewsHour asked the vice president whether Mubarak should step aside. Biden said “no.” And while he encouraged the Egyptian president to be more responsive to the needs of his people, he also said, “Mubarak’s been very responsible . . . relative to geopolitical interests in the region: Middle East peace efforts, the action Egypt has taken relative to normalizing the relationship with Israel. . . . I would not refer to him as a dictator.” By January 28, the White House called on both sides to “refrain from violence,” saying the administration would review its “assistance posture.” Press Secretary Robert Gibbs responded with “absolutely not” to the question of whether Mubarak should resign.
Despite the preparations that had taken place, despite the administration’s awareness from the outset that Mubarak was on thin ice, despite the enormous resources available to the Obama NSC, despite the prior experiences during the Green Revolution and in Tunisia, the system choked: there was no clear plan for what the administration should do. Internally, the realists like Clinton pushed to put more pressure on Mubarak to transition power to his successor in a smooth, gradual fashion. Clinton was concerned that the United States should not be seen as abandoning an old ally without a clear vision of where it would lead, especially given the unease she knew that the shift in policy would generate in traditional regional partners like Israel, Jordan, and in the Gulf. The president, however, characteristically hesitated. Paradoxically, because Egypt was such an important ally, there was a fear of making a wrong move, of sending the wrong signal. The result was silence mixed with vagueness that was alienating to all sides in Egypt. Additionally, the White House had to consider the countervailing fact that despite what Biden had said, Mubarak was widely acknowledged not only to be a dictator, but to be long past the time when he should have arranged a transition from power. Obama called Mubarak and urged him to embrace change but did not directly suggest he step aside. Mubarak was intransigent. Later that evening Obama would publicly call upon Mubarak’s government to recognize the rights of the Egyptian people.
“In all of these regimes” that were ousted, David Petraeus suggested, “there was a pattern. Each of these autocratic leaders generally had ten pretty good years at the outset, then ten okay years, and then ten years during which there was an accumulation of discontent over corruption, nepotism, hijacking of the rule of law, oppression of the political opposition, you name it. What’s ironic about Mubarak was a repetitive theme that he would always use with me. . . . I remember he literally put his hand on my knee, looked me in the eye, and he said, ‘General, don’t ever forget about the street, listen to the Arab street.’ And I’ve always wanted to go back and say, hey, Mr. President, you know, what about that street?”
On Saturday, January 29, at a meeting in the White House situation room, the Obama team decided that they would announce their support for a transition in Egypt without explicitly calling for Mubarak to quit. They feared a power vacuum and debated which way it might go. One senior White House official was asked whether there was much discussion about the impending role of the Muslim Brotherhood and whether anyone had considered whether they were really the only available and not very appealing alternative to Mubarak, given the radical Islamist views of many of their leaders. The official replied, “people did consider that. But of course, even that is subject to substantial debate, right? Some said at the beginning that there’s only one organized political force, it’s the Brotherhood, they’re going to take over, that’s a huge problem. Others said that problem can be managed and, over time, alleviated. And so you actually do have people looking down the road at what a first election will look like.” The official continued, “I think that our response to the Arab Spring has been complicated less by a lack of looking out into the future and being able to analyze the trends in the right way and more by the fact that there are just fundamental contradictions and tensions built into the collection of interests we have in the region and how it impacts on our values.”
A discussion of the possible successors to Mubarak found each potential candidate seriously flawed. The national security team decided to send an envoy to meet with Mubarak. Their choice was distinguished retired diplomat Frank Wisner, who had once been ambassador to Egypt and knew Mubarak well. The hope was to have someone close to Mubarak have a heart-to-heart with him, someone Mubarak viewed as senior but out of the public and media eye because almost any photo op would look bad.
Another NSC meeting took place on February 1, at which officials waited for a readout from Wisner’s meeting with Mubarak. As next steps were debated, an aide let Donilon know that Mubarak was appearing on the television. Mubarak said he would step down at the end of his term, but he didn’t take any concrete steps that would placate the protestors. According to press reports, in the wake of the broadcast there was silence, followed by the president’s apt assessment, “that’s not going to cut it.” Robert Gates and Mike Mullen, the officials who probably dealt most regularly with America’s allies in the Gulf, watched this upheaval with real apprehension about what it might mean for the region and, ultimately, for them. They led a group that suggested the president should not call for an immediate transition.
But Obama’s mind was made up. “If now is not in my remarks, there’s no point in my going out there and talking.”
When Obama presented the message to Mubarak on the phone that it was time to move on, the Egyptian president bridled. He played for time. He made the standard case that the United States did not understand Egyptian culture. He said the protests would soon be over. But Obama pushed back. He argued the United States had a different view and then asked whether arrangements could be made that would make a caretaker government possible. According to “The Consequentialist,” an excellent piece by Ryan Lizza in the New Yorker, Mubarak’s response was “Muslim Brotherhood, Muslim Brotherhood, Muslim Brotherhood.” What could not be known at that moment was that raising the specter of radical Islam as the alternative to a strongman-led regime would later be used to considerable effect not only by the next Egyptian military-led government but also by Assad in Syria and other monarchies throughout the region. It was too late for Mubarak. But the chaos and missed opportunities that followed his departure from office actually raised the likelihood that the Arab Awakening would produce not democracy in the region but a new era of updated, sometimes even more brutal authoritarianism.
So ended the last call between Obama and Mubarak. Shortly afterward, the US president called for an orderly transition, one that should begin right away. The next challenge for the United States was to try to remain influential in a fluid situation in which the old order was dissolving. The United States had spent decades training Egyptian military officers and the relationship between the American officer corps and that of the Egyptians was excellent. Senior officers with good Egyptian contacts were asked to call those contacts and maintain open lines of communication. Diplomats did likewise. The response and the message from the government was unified, until four days later when Wisner, appearing at the Munich Security Conference, made off-the-cuff comments in which he said, “President Mubarak remains utterly critical in the days ahead as we sort our way towards the future.” Given that this was precisely the opposite of the president’s stated view on this issue, that was the end of Wisner’s role with the Obama administration and the latest example of the pitfalls of the president’s overreliance on czars and emissaries who, because they did not fit into the established bureaucracies, often acted as though they were in, but not necessarily of, the administration.
Meanwhile, back in the White House, the foreign-policy traditionalists like Clinton, Gates, Biden, and Donilon continued to push for a move to transitional government that was drawn from Mubarak’s inner circle and would not exacerbate upheaval with more doubt. On the other side was the more pro-democratic, pro–human rights group that included Rhodes, Power, and McFaul—a group that one very senior Obama official referred to as the “be true to yourself” crowd. Often abetted by political aides like Valerie Jarrett, these officials would appeal to Obama by directly or indirectly urging him to remain consistent with the change agent, the community organizer, who first began the run for higher office. They saw this moment as a chance to advance change that might spread throughout the region. In this instance, they had the advantage of the support of Denis McDonough and, most important, of the president himself. As someone who had been uncomfortable working with the old order in the region, Obama felt comfortable telling his team that the way the United States had worked in the region in the past was “out of date.” Citing Tunisia as an example, he made the case that he did not want America to be on the wrong side of history at this pivotal moment.
When on February 10 Mubarak again resisted stepping down immediately, Obama more quickly than before sided with the infuriated protestors. “We . . . urge,” a White House statement said, “the Egyptian government to move swiftly to explain the changes that have been made and to spell out in clear and unambiguous language the step-by-step process that will lead to democracy and representative government.” The next day, Egyptian vice president Omar Suleiman announced that Mubarak had resigned, passing power to a council of military leaders. Among the youth of the Arab world it was a watershed moment of hope and a moment at which Washington at least appeared to be on their side. Among the established leaders of other US-allied regimes from Israel to the Persian Gulf, it was a moment of considerable anxiety, during which they confronted extreme doubts about what being friends with America and an ally of Barack Obama really meant.
To calm the fears of the latter, Obama and Clinton reached out to leaders throughout the region. Mike Mullen and Bill Burns went to see King Abdullah of Jordan, who was concerned that such unrest might come next to Amman. They urged him to get ahead of the problem by embracing reforms, which he did to a degree no other leader in the region contemplated. But even as the United States was working the issue diplomatically, demonstrations were spreading. In Libya, Bahrain, Yemen, and Syria, as well as Jordan, crowds were chanting for change.
Donilon began a process to study the aftereffects on countries that had sought to transition out of authoritarian rule, looking in particular at revolts against US-backed leaders. At this time, the administration also made an effort to rank those who might go next. Yemen and Jordan were at the top. Next came Libya, Bahrain, and Oman. Finally, at the bottom, were Saudi Arabia and Syria, where the governments were thought to be firmly in control. Clearly, in retrospect, the assessment was flawed, but the process was indisputably necessary.
By the time of this study, Derek Chollet was at the NSC doing strategic planning work for Donilon. He recalled, “when I started the job, the Arab Spring was just springing and so that period was defined by the revolution in the Arab world. And so a process started because we knew the president wanted to give a speech about the Arab Spring. And so all through the Spring Ben [Rhodes] and I and others were working on what the president would say. . . . And the focus was on what would we, as a government, say about the Arab Spring and what would our priorities be and what was our theory of the case.” Although it is tempting to observe that this is yet another instance in which a speech rather than action was seen as a “deliverable” by the administration at watershed moments like the Arab Awakening, speeches can be vehicles for developing policy or outlining doctrines. They serve as action-forcing events requiring thought to be given to key questions and often therefore provide a useful goad to the policy process.
David Lipton, Larry Summers’s deputy, was the point person on vital issues associated with Egypt’s economic recovery. “We had then a reasonable process of defining the economic objectives and the economic subjects we need to impact on the run-up to the president’s speech in May.* There was a difference of views about what to spend money on because Mrs. Clinton wanted to do something that demonstrated to Egypt that America was with it, and she chose debt relief as an objective. We had a lot of back and forth about that and about how much money the Congress would agree we could use, how to best use it, whether it would be a one-time thing, whether it would be conditional or not. Frankly, I think they’re still talking about it.”
Hormats agreed with Lipton, recalling, “I went out to Egypt four or five times after the revolution. So did many other officials in State, Treasury USTR, and NSC. And there were endless meetings on what type of assistance program to suggest, how much money would be committed to it, what the conditions would be, etc. And we sent so many different signals to the Egyptians that I am sure they were totally confused. And I think that after so many meetings and changes of course most US officials involved were confused and frustrated as well. It was an historic moment in the Middle East and the process we employed to respond to it did not rise to the levels this moment in the history of the region required. At a time when clear decisions and clear leadership were required, we got lots of meetings instead. I don’t think anyone connected with this was happy with the process. It was hardly our finest hour—or month or year.”
Chollet added that the entire process was complicated by the fact that the world was in financial distress when the crisis broke. He observed, “the region picked a lousy time to have a revolution. You know, the Eastern Europeans had theirs—the wall fell at a time when Europe was strong, the United States was strong, and integration was not a burden to the United States and Europe. And these guys had the luck of bad timing and that’s a problem. But that needs to be distinguished when assessing our response from whether the best effort was made and reasonable approaches were made, and I really think it’s quite clear they were.”
Donilon’s study group concluded that the current upheavals represented a sea change comparable to the end of the colonial era; that given this historical dimension, all countries were susceptible; that bad governments led to unhappy people and unrest; and that the events really could not have outcomes dictated by outside powers like the United States or Iran. This last point was to some degree untrue, or at least the truth in it was lost on many in the region. In the case of each and every revolution that would follow, outside powers would play a critical role, from Yemen to Libya to Bahrain to Syria to what happened next in Egypt. Another flaw in the White House’s first analysis was an impulse to suggest that the government of Turkey might offer a model to be emulated. Obama had established something of a rapport with Turkish leader Recep Tayyip Erdogan—unusual, given that Obama did not have such links to many other world leaders. But as the Arab Awakening progressed, Erdogan increasingly demonstrated himself to be paranoid and more authoritarian than democratic and often aligned with supporting extremist Islamic groups in places like Syria, who were sworn enemies of both the United States and its ideological objectives in the region.
Yemen was next. Again the administration’s public response was the rote formulation condemning violence and seeking to promote peaceful dialogue and reform. Behind the scenes, the administration maintained its support again for President Ali Abdullah Saleh, given the help he was affording them in the war on terror, in which Yemen was a key battleground, thanks to the presence there of al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP). Again protests did not subside and again the US-backed leader did not help matters with his behavior. In the case of Yemen, however, concerned Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) governments, worried both about the changes in the region, and about what they perceived as a disloyal, “weak and waffling” US response, stepped up with a plan that called for Saleh to leave power peacefully and elections to be held. By a year later, in February 2012, a new Yemeni government was continuing to work on the GCC plan. The transition was smoother here, and the model of neighboring governments playing a bigger role in resolving the issue would prove to be one of the untold important shifts associated with this period. With foreign powers not stepping up as they once may have, the Saudis, Emiratis, Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, and Qatar started to dominate.
In Bahrain, when unrest came, the intervention of Saudi and Emirati troops helped put down the problem, which was related to Sunni-Shiite tensions. The means were forceful and the government was criticized by an independent commission of inquiry for its human rights abuses, but the swift intervention was a sign of how seriously neighboring governments took the threat of unrest, and the extent to which they would act to avoid another Egypt or Tunisia. The US Fifth Fleet is based in Bahrain and US military and political leaders maintain a traditionally close relationship with the Bahrainis. The response of the United States to the unrest and the crackdown was therefore measured and again followed the now-standard pattern of urging a friendly leader to “get out ahead of change,” and deploring violence. Clinton and Gates also delivered a similar message and pushed—within limits—for reform. But beyond that, the United States played this crisis in an anodyne way, with exquisitely parsed language again revealing that we had divided interests: hoping for more democracy while also needing stable relationships with dependable, if autocratic, allies. The response to Saudi and Emirati intervention reflected this as well with a formulaic and bland call for “restraint and respect for the rights of the people of Bahrain and to act in a way that supports dialogue instead of undermining it.” It was seen by the Saudis in particular as a sign of American unreliability as partners. Gates, and later Donilon, went to the Kingdom to explain themselves and repair relations, but the damage lingers to this day. In the words of one Gulf leader, “with Bush you knew where he stood. With Obama you are never sure. With Bush he was on offense, engaged in the region. With Obama, he is on defense, pulling back, risk averse.”*
Leading from Behind
The response of the United States to the crises in Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen, and Bahrain all followed a fairly predictable pattern of hesitation, followed by words of encouragement for reform and restraint from authorities, followed by a flurry of diplomatic engagement. Yet there were exceptions. The degree to which the president responded to the situation in Egypt and made the choice to join the protestors in calling for Mubarak’s ouster was one. But the case of Libya stands out. There, circumstances came together to result in a limited US intervention that many at the time speculated might be a model for future US engagement worldwide, but that soon proved absolutely idiosyncratic, short-lived, and unique to the circumstances of the desolate North African country that for forty-two years had been the uncontested domain of Muammar Qaddafi.
Three factors made the situation in Libya different from the others. In the first, Qaddafi’s reputation as a brutal tyrant made his vows to hunt down and kill his opposition particularly ominous and suggested that a real humanitarian catastrophe was in the cards. Second, America’s European and regional allies had strong vested interests in Libya and were willing to take the lead in pressing for action. Third, it was possible for the United States to take military action, but do so in a very low-risk way, in support of others, with essentially no boots on the ground, and to get in and out quickly. In other words, it offered the chance to address a humanitarian crisis with a light-footprint intervention—a jab, not a full-fledged fight—and to do it via a multilateral approach that took much of the burden of responsibility off American shoulders. This in turn led to the accusation that, in the words of New Yorker correspondent Ryan Lizza, “Obama may be moving toward something resembling a doctrine. One of his advisers described the president’s actions in Libya as ‘leading from behind.’” However apposite the phrase, it is certain that its unnamed White House author wishes he or she had kept it to him- or herself.
Unrest began in the city of Benghazi, in eastern Libya, on February 17. Soon thousands had taken to the streets, and Qaddafi was threatening to search for the opposition and root them out. “There will be no mercy,” he promised. “Our troops will be coming to Benghazi.” The military followed suit, with brutal assaults on the protestors and those thought to be organizing them. Rebels pleaded for help. From the international community they sought a no-fly zone and UN military assistance. Qaddafi called the protestors terrorists, asserting, “the people who don’t love me don’t deserve to live.” By March, the death count was over 6,000.
According to a report by my former colleague Laura Rozen for Yahoo News, “Dennis Ross told a small group of experts that any impending assault by Gaddafi on Benghazi would be “Srebrenica on steroids”—a reference to the massacre in July 1995 of more than 8,000 Bosnian Muslims. His point was that another massacre loomed but was preventable, and that the United States faced a choice and would own a share of responsibility if no action were taken.
Demonstrating yet again that creativity was not a hallmark of this moment in American diplomacy, the administration churned out yet another statement that called for restraint and expressed support for the rights of the Libyan people. (Were they taking recent press releases and just changing the names of the countries?) Behind the scenes, some in the White House hoped that the erratic Qaddafi might behave like Mubarak or Ben Ali and step down. But beyond hoping and issuing the traditional measured statements, little was done publicly, even as it was clear that Qaddafi was choosing a different and more brutal path than his counterparts.
It was French president Nicolas Sarkozy who took the lead in calling for international sanctions against Libya. France, like Italy and other European nations, had significant interests in Libya; they depended on the country for oil. Further, social unrest in Libya would almost certainly lead to a massive immigration problem that would be a political nightmare for all EU nations with a Mediterranean coastline.
Quietly, the United States had been getting American citizens and their dependents out of the country. Once the Tripoli embassy was closed on February 25, the United States changed course and took aggressive action against the Libyan regime in the form of unilateral sanctions and the freezing of billions in Libyan assets. The same day they did this, the White House spokesperson, Jay Carney, asserted that Qaddafi’s legitimacy “had been reduced to zero.” The next day, the United States supported UN Security Council Resolution 1970, banning international travel by Qaddafi and other officials, imposing an arms embargo, and referring the actions of the regime to the International Criminal Court for review.
By early March, it was clear that the UN’s actions were having no deterrent effect on the Libyan leader. His troops were on the move toward Benghazi. In the view of France and the United Kingdom, the only way to level the playing field and give the opposition a chance to succeed would be to establish a no-fly zone to negate Qaddafi’s ability to pound his citizens from the air. Behind the scenes, the British and French made the case to the United States that they had been there when the Americans sought support in Afghanistan and elsewhere, and that it was time for a quid pro quo. Although Donilon ordered the Pentagon to study all military options carefully, Obama was extremely hesitant to use force. His rationale, supported by many of his closest White House aides, was that such action would make it look like the United States was starting to play a broader role in the Arab Spring. But of course, part of the reason he was reluctant to intervene was that he had been elected to get America out of wars in the region, not enter into new ones. This point reportedly was made to him by his top political advisors.
The hesitation on this issue was linked to yet another divide within the national security team. Again Biden and Donilon were skeptics. In this instance, so too were McDonough and Gates. Meanwhile, an unlikely alliance had formed between Hillary Clinton, who was typically one of the most dependable voices for strong US action, and two officials who were closely associated with efforts to avoid humanitarian catastrophes: Samantha Power, author of the landmark book, A Problem from Hell: America and Genocide, and Susan Rice, who had been the NSC senior director for Africa during the Rwandan genocide and who was deeply committed to ensuring the United States would do what it could to avoid similar catastrophes in the future. Although relations between Clinton and Rice could often be chilly, in this case, they allied to argue that the sanctions would not be enough. Clinton, usually allied with Gates, ultimately concluded that if Qaddafi were successful, or if the international coalition appeared fractured by US inaction, the consequences would be damaging to the United States.
During a March 15 NSC meeting, the intelligence assessment was that if Qaddafi took Benghazi, a mass atrocity would result. The Pentagon presented two options: a no-fly zone or nothing at all. But Obama demanded a more rigorous analysis, asking whether a no-fly zone would actually work. When the principals failed to provide him with options he felt were adequate, he broke with tradition and polled even the more junior members present, who were lining the room in the backbench chairs. Secretary of Defense Gates and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Michael Mullen told Obama they didn’t see core US security interests at stake. They were supported by Biden and Chief of Staff Bill Daley. The other side argued the risks of not intervening and having a humanitarian disaster take place on their watch. This group included Clinton, participating from Cairo, Rice, Power, Ben Rhodes, Denis McDonough, and Tony Blinken.
After the Libya intervention was launched, a theme emerged in some of the reporting that the president had been supported by a coalition of the strong women in the national security team. One senior official who was part of the deliberations commented that, “it was way more complicated than that. They were very influential, don’t get me wrong but it was the president who was the one who demanded the right plan. It was the president who took the bull by the horns and made the big decisions. And he had a lot of advice from different quarters, but I don’t think it was right to suggest he was just this empty vessel who was then pushed around by these advisors. And I am sure they would be the first to say that’s not the case. I know Sam wouldn’t say that and I’m sure Susan wouldn’t either.”
Obama was frustrated. Action, it seemed, was called for, but a no-fly zone was not likely to stop Qaddafi’s tanks and troops as they made a military assault against Benghazi and the opposition there. He ordered them to come back with new ideas, and in a meeting after dinner that night, they offered another possibility: a UN resolution that would authorize the use of force to protect Libyan civilians, which would in turn allow the United States and allies not just to enforce a no-fly zone but to actually destroy Qaddafi’s army. As Obama would later tell Vanity Fair’s Michael Lewis, “what I didn’t want is a month later a call from our allies saying, ‘it’s not working—you need to do more.’”
Rice pushed for intervention and said the reputation of the UN was also at stake. Gates continued to push back. He feared that America would end up owning a situation that could easily devolve to a stalemate and a third war in the Muslim world. The back and forth continued with Obama ultimately saying, as reported by Michael Hastings, “the question of who rules Libya is probably not a vital interest to the United States. The atrocities threatened don’t compare to atrocities in other parts of the world. I hear that. But, there’s a big but here. First of all, acting would be the right thing to do, because we have an opportunity to prevent a massacre and we’ve been asked to do it by the people of Libya, their Arab neighbors, and the United Nations.”
He would later add—in a rare and vaguely weird instance of using regional psychological factors as a motivation for military intervention—that he felt failing to intervene would set in motion a “psychological pendulum, in terms of the Arab Spring, in terms of intervention.” Strange cocktail party language aside, the rationale would later ring especially hollow given American inaction in Syria, and a much more horrific humanitarian catastrophe at the hands of an even more brutal regime. What, we are left to wonder, did he make of the psychological consequences of the deaths of more than 100,000 Syrians or the seeming impunity with which the Assad regime was able to use chemical weapons? In any event, as far as Libya was concerned, and with his decision made, he sent Rice back to the UN to seek the authorization for use of force.
Obama then began to work the phones with foreign leaders to ensure they would support the UN effort. That same day, Qaddafi was on the radio threatening, “it’s over. We are coming tonight. We will find you in your closets.” Clinton talked to Lavrov, after Obama had spoken to Medvedev, to ensure Russia would not veto the Security Council vote. Russia was resistant but ultimately agreed to abstain, which in turn meant China would do likewise. The path was clear.
Donilon cites this effort, and the ability to mobilize support among the Europeans—particularly given the challenges the alliance had faced not only in Afghanistan but also financially—as a significant accomplishment: “in 2008 if you had said that the United States will be able to get the Europeans to agree to a missile defense system, a project in Afghanistan through 2014, a new out-of-area project like Libya—I don’t think people would have thought that was credible at that point.”
Rice made a powerful call to action at the UN. It was so compelling that according to one report, when she finished, “you could hear a pin drop.” Within hours, UN Security Council Resolution 1973 called for “all necessary measures” to be used to “protect civilians and civilian populated areas under the threat of attack.” The overall vote was ten to zero, with abstentions from Russia, China, India, Brazil, and Germany. Although Indyk, Lieberthal, and O’Hanlon called the action a “milestone for humanitarian intervention,” it was nothing of the kind. The United States and the Europeans had significant communication problems during the early phases of its implementation. An initial coalition of ten nations grew to seventeen. But it was a fractious coalition, and efforts to unify the command were met with protests from many of the governments, until ultimately NATO oversaw maintaining the no-fly zone.
Further, as one top US military commander observed, members of the coalition were not always pulling in the same direction, and the divisions reflected tensions that would carry forward beyond Libya. “The Qataris and the Emiratis were literally supporting different groups, the Qataris a slightly more Islamist group, the Emiratis a slightly more secular group. You later saw the same thing in Syria in which the Saudis have been supporting more secular groups, the Qataris more Islamist groups, and then there were wealthy individuals from the Gulf states who are truly supporting extremists.”
Even after it had successfully neutralized Qaddafi’s army, leading to the dictator’s capture and execution by the opposition, the divisions continued. In the wake of the fighting, the successor regime has had a very difficult time restoring order to the country. Widespread reports indicate rebel activity from Qaddafi loyalists and, perhaps more threatening, from Islamist extremist groups reportedly funded by, among others, Qatar, as well as other militias in the region, all of whom see the ongoing turmoil in Libya as an invitation to advance their political views in a country that has the added benefit of substantial petroleum reserves. In fact, in the wake of the “triumph of humanitarian intervention,” the country has been thrown into utter chaos, thus revealing that exit strategies, while very important, are not enough. You need an effective post-exit strategy and the commitment to follow through on it. The United States and its allies did not have that in Libya—which played directly into the better defined post-exit plans of extremists and other groups that actively thrive on chaos.
Throughout, administration critics on the right argued that the United States had been goaded into action by the Europeans, and that it had accepted a role as a supporting player in the intervention that was out of keeping with US traditions. Those, including many on the US left, who had long been seeking a more effective form of US multilateralism or an approach to our allies that was less heavy-handed, saw the collaborative approach to addressing this issue as a step forward. Notably, but not exclusively, partisan critics of the president continued to hammer the fresh new refrain that America was “leading from behind,” and sought to apply it more broadly to what they suggested was a certain passivity or risk aversion among the Obama team in its responses to other crises in the region. In my view, it is possible that all of the critics and supporters of the approach were actually right. Working with our allies more effectively was certainly a step forward from the ham-fisted unilateralism of the Bush years. “Leading from behind” took on a pejorative connotation. But if the United States was truly leading, while letting others get out in front, take credit, assume greater responsibility, assume more risks—leading in a more collegial, first-among-equals way rather than that of an international bully-boy—that too represented progress. But seeking to do these things does not obviate the need for the United States to actually be more assertive or have a clearer vision or take more risks than the Obama administration has done throughout much of the upheaval in the Middle East.
Wendy Sherman made the case that a positive and deliberate strategy was being followed, saying that “one of the things this president has done and that Secretary Clinton did is understand that we could make things happen and push to get things to happen, even if the person who stood in front of the microphone was the Arab League or the African Union or the European Union. That didn’t mean we were not leading and it didn’t even mean we weren’t leading in front. It just meant that sometimes we weren’t in the press conference out front in a way that undermined the importance of our infusing regional organizations or other players with responsibility, burden sharing, and their own leadership.”
A former senior military commander concurred, “I’ve asked myself a great deal about how much of what we did during the Arab Spring was actually the US pulling back. I don’t think we could have held back the forces in Tunisia once they were unleashed and I don’t think there’s anything we could do in Egypt. I know our partners in the region are a bit resentful we didn’t stand with Mubarak for a while before he fell, that we were too quick to side with the opposition or at least go neutral. But I think the clear assessment was he was going down and you know, it was probably the wise move at the time not to go down with him. So I don’t know how much of this is in a sense actually leading from behind or withdrawing from trying to influence because I think our influence in Egypt was pretty limited for a while anyway. I know our influence in Tunisia was limited. And we had no influence in Libya to speak of.”
Some of the limitations on our influence were simply endemic to the problems of the region and America’s role as an outsider. Some were linked to the fact that regional political trends were afoot that were beyond the influence of our policy, given the levers we had that we were willing to use. And some had to do with the damage done to America’s reputation as consequences of the Iraq War and the excesses and abuses associated with the war on terror.
Hadley offers a different perspective: “there are two views of how you work with allies. One view is you lead, you have a clear sense of where you want to go, you talk to your allies, you listen to them, you bring them on board. That’s what I would call leading from the front. That’s Bush. That’s Tony Blair. An alternative way is if you are an enabler of letting your allies take the lead. That’s what Libya was about. That said, President Obama is willing to make hard decisions on covert stuff, the Osama bin Laden raid, the drones. That kind of high-tech stuff he’s willing to do. . . . The problem is what you’re seeing in the Middle East today. I mean, we toppled Gaddafi but then we didn’t get in there and try to stabilize the situation and as a consequence guns and fighters go from Libya to Syria to Mali. Not good.”
In the end Libya cannot be considered a significant development in terms of humanitarian intervention. Since the small, not-terribly-well-executed, too-rapidly-exited, UN-backed foray took place, not only has Libya festered but other, much greater, humanitarian crises have taken place, producing little but inaction, lamentations, and staggering human losses. The greatest of these crises is Syria, the crowning catastrophe of the “Arab Awakening” thus far.
People Are Patient in Our Region
As the Arab world entered the turmoil of January 2011, Bashar al Assad did an interview with the Wall Street Journal in which he said, “we have more difficult circumstances than most of the Arab countries but in spite of that Syria is stable.” He suggested that reform would have to wait another generation, arguing that would be possible because “people are patient in our region.”
His people were patient only until March. The first demonstrations took place on March 18 in Syria’s south. A number of teenagers sprayed graffiti on local walls, offering Arab Spring–inspired messages challenging the regime. They were arrested and brutalized. When demonstrators came out to protest the harsh treatment of the teens, sixty people were gunned down by the police. Assad sent a message early that he would not be victimized like the slower moving, older leaders in Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt.
Assad announced reforms, including greater press freedom, but they were not enough to stem the tide of resistance. Within weeks, thousands of demonstrators were taking to the streets. On April 22, over eighty were killed by Assad forces. The protests soon spread to larger cities like Homs and Hama. Assad responded with tanks and assertions that the army was there to confront an army of terrorists, criminals, and fundamentalists. In the first seven weeks of the uprising, there were tens of thousands of arrests and approximately 600 deaths.
Refugees started to stream over the border by the thousands into Turkey. Ramshackle refugee camps were filled with hardships but were safer than a growing number of Syrian cities. With increasing violence during the holy month of Ramadan at the end of July, the world began to take note. Assad told the UN that he was winding down military operations and invited in observers. But as soon as the UN inspectors were out of the country, another wave of military crackdowns against opposition forces occurred. By mid-October the death toll was 3,000 and the country seemed to be embroiled in a full-scale civil war. Somehow, without any active intervention from the rest of the world, Syria—the country that both US analysts and its own leader felt was least likely to be rocked by the Arab Awakening—had become the one most devastated by its consequences.
For six months precious little was done by the rest of the world, which was far too patient. Syria was on the list of countries that were least at risk, all evidence to the contrary notwithstanding. When asked in the last week of March why the United States wasn’t taking decisive action, Secretary Clinton said “members of Congress of both parties who have gone to Syria in recent months said they believe he’s a reformer.” She added that the United States would not become involved in the conflict as it had done in Libya because, in the case of Libya, there had been international condemnation and a UN Security Council resolution. The United States sidelined itself.
By April, the president released statements saying that the Syrian regime’s use of violence was “outrageous” and must “end now.” He also signed Executive Order 13572, which imposed limited sanctions on Syrian officials and government entities. In his May speech on the Arab Spring, the president urged Assad to initiate a transition to democracy or “get out of the way.”
But behind the scenes at the State Department, the Pentagon, and the White House, some leading policymakers were starting to worry that the civil war might have broader regional impacts in Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq, Turkey, or Israel. Hillary Clinton was at the forefront of those suggesting that the situation was reaching a critical point and that it was time for the United States to do more. She told reporters on July 11 that “President Assad is not indispensable and we have absolutely nothing invested in him remaining in power.” Obama followed with comments suggesting Assad was losing legitimacy. By August the official stance progressed further. The White House issued a statement asserting that “the future of Syria must be determined by its people, but President Bashar al Assad is standing in their way. . . . For the sake of the Syrian people, the time has come for President Assad to step aside.”
Slowly, international pressure was building. By November, the Arab League suspended Syria’s membership—a striking act, given that Syria, in 1945, was one of the six founding countries of the organization. (The League had since grown to a membership of 22.) But as the United States considered its options, it kept running into the Russians. Russia supplied Assad with arms and saw him as a vital ally, giving the Russians a foothold in the Middle East and providing them with a buffer against extremists. This meant that almost any anti-Assad action in the UN Security Council would be vetoed by Russia. Without the blessing of the UN, the Obama administration had declared itself extremely reluctant to act. It had handed the initiative to Moscow.
President Obama told his staff that he was appalled by the catastrophe in Syria. Top advisors like Clinton urged that action be taken before the crisis spun further out of hand, that more support be provided to the opposition, and that we weigh our options for helping keep the crisis from spiraling out of control. But the president was strongly disinclined to intervene with force, as were his military commanders and his closest White House advisors. He also resisted efforts to actively provide support to the opposition based on the uncertainty surrounding the intentions of some of those opposing Assad. The unique conditions that made it possible to get in and out of Libya quickly, have others play a major role, and to do so with the UN’s blessing were simply not available in Syria. Further, Libya had since descended into chaos, costing the life of a US ambassador and several members of the team entrusted with protecting him. As a result, the administration was even more reluctant to put itself at risk on the ground in a conflict that, if anything, was turning into something even worse than the nightmare that had once been envisioned as taking place in Benghazi, had Qaddifi carried out his threats of brutality.
At one press conference in March 2012, Obama said, “the notion that the way to solve every one of these problems is to deploy our military—that hasn’t been true in the past and it won’t be true now.” In an interview with the New Republic early in 2013, he said, “how do I weigh tens of thousands who have been killed in Syria versus the tens of thousands who are currently being killed in Congo? These are not simple questions. . . . You hope that at the end of your presidency, you can look back and say, I made more right calls than not and that I saved lives where I could.” It was just this kind of ruminative rationalization of inaction that had contributed to a sense that Obama—the master of the compelling call to action in his early speech—was quite something else when it came to taking action, especially in higher-risk situations worldwide, even when such action was the kind of strong humanitarian response he and many in his inner circle of advisors had called for in the past.
Obama would later seek to clarify this approach in an extraordinary reflection on his foreign-policy legacy during an April 2014 trip to Asia in which he similarly lowered expectations. “You hit singles, you hit doubles,” he said during remarks in the Philippines. “Every once in a while we may be able to hit a home run. But we steadily advance the interests of the American people and our partnership with folks around the world.” He continued, “there are going to be times where there are disasters and difficulties and challenges all around the world, and not all of those are going to be immediately solvable by us.”
On Air Force One after making these comments, the president went back to chat with the press corps on the plane. He was, according to one of those present, clearly angry, apparently upset that he was having to defend himself against accusations that he was not decisive but instead was unwilling to take action—an accusation that turned in large part on his hesitation on the issue of Syria while it became the planet’s number one humanitarian disaster and a threat to the entire Middle East. So he went further than his earlier defense of incrementalism, foreign policy “small ball.” He described the guiding principle of his foreign policy as “don’t do stupid shit.” In fact, he repeated it and then, for emphasis, after getting up to leave the gob-smacked reporters, turned to them and like an elementary school teacher asked, “so what’s my foreign policy?” And the collected assortment of representatives of major media outlets repeated in unison, “don’t do stupid shit.”
It was in some ways the crystallization not only of Obama’s views on foreign policy and risk but of the post-Iraq, post-Afghanistan mood that swept him into office. You could accuse him of inaction. You could accuse him of ignoring the plight of millions or the ideals he himself espoused during speeches. But you were not going to find him making the same kind of errors as his predecessors. It was a view embraced by many of his supporters, who celebrated it in tweets and blogs and newspaper columns. But he and those supporters neglected a core fact: inaction can produce calamities as great as those caused by the wrong kind of action. Further, the creation of false choices—such as ruling out “boots on the ground” in Syria when no one was actually calling for that—that pitted one extreme view against another, ignored the fact that the right answer often lay somewhere in the middle, that the opposite of a great wrong choice was not safe inaction but rather well-calibrated, moderate, effective, situation-appropriate action. As an increasing number of situations were revealing, a core problem of the Obama administration, especially in the second term when the realist voices with contrasting views largely departed, was that it had no effective middle game with which to respond to calamities like Crimea or Syria that lay between Iraq-like catastrophes and pinpricks or inaction.
Speculating on emotional factors that came into play in keeping the United States from taking action in Syria, one former top national security official from the Obama team said, “you can’t discount the fact that the most visceral recent and personal experiences are those that influence you most in a crisis situation, which is where we were with respect to Syria. And those were Afghanistan and Iraq.”
Privately, he and other top White House aides feared that Syria looked much more like the wars from which they were trying to extricate America. Further, Syria was an ally not just of Russia but also of Iran. As a consequence, Assad was receiving considerable support, and an intervention would have had very negative implications for the region and for other important diplomatic initiatives. Ben Rhodes once again channeled his boss’s growing sense of the limitations of American power, saying “we have to have humility about our ability to determine what’s going to happen in a place where people are dealing with very deep-seated grievances and sectarian divisions.”
Contemplating the tough choices confronted by the NSC at this moment, former CIA director and defense secretary Leon Panetta said, “the real issue is not to kind of rub your hands together and go woe is me, but to make some decisions about how in fact do you engage these kind of situations and what’s the best way to do that? Do you use the CIA? Do you do it clandestinely? Do you put more into that? Do you use other means? Do you build international coalitions that have a strategy to engage? Do you work with NATO? Do you work with the Gulf states to do this? I mean it requires an awful lot of work to be able to build an approach that can suddenly make a difference in a Syria or a Libya. I think the next three to five years is going to be a period of growing instability in the Middle East and the one thing we have not thought enough about even now is how do we engage in that part of the world to be able to get ahead of events rather than continuously being caught behind them?”
There was one area in which the president was seemingly prepared to act, however. In a throwaway comment that was apparently not preplanned or a result of internal deliberations, he stated that were Assad to make use of Syria’s chemical weapons stockpiles against his people, he would be crossing a “red line.” When pressed about the red line, senior officials immediately tried to walk the comment back. They said it didn’t refer merely to any use but instead to “a whole bunch” of chemical weapons being employed in a “systemic” way. Although the president said the use of such weapons would be “a game changer,” he was unspecific about what that meant. The threat, however, remained hanging in the air.
In 2012 Petraeus and Clinton floated a proposal to supply weapons to the rebels. Obama overruled it. But by April of 2013, the CIA was covertly operating a program to train rebels in Jordan, and the United States had agreed to provide nonlethal aid to them. Even so, the promised aid came painfully slowly. Unprecedented numbers of extremists flocked to Syria because it offered the ideal microclimate for them: it was breaking into ungovernable fragments, places that offered a chance to establish a foothold and train fighters, pockets of anarchy. Reports of battles involving scores of different factions became common. Groups like the al-Nusrah Front and ISIS evolved from being small bands of terrorists into more effective armies through battlefield experience. They swelled with recruits. It was becoming apparent that, with every day of delay, that the costs of resolving this crisis rose along with the risks associated with it. The Jordanians, watching hundreds of thousands of refugees streaming across their border, and their Gulf allies pushed harder to seek more active support from the United States. Their leaders, like King Abdullah of Jordan and Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed of the United Arab Emirates, came to Washington and shared intelligence that suggested US estimates of the number of foreign extremists on the ground were low at 7,000 and that the number might be three times that. They spoke of the potential threat such groups might pose to the region and, when these foreign fighters returned home to Europe, Africa, and even the United States, to those places as well. They also emphasized that they were not asking for US military intervention but clearer support, more aid to rebels, and more diplomatic pressure. They wanted the United States to, in the words of one, assume the role of “not being a player on the field but of being a coach, offering some leadership.” But what they heard were views like that of a senior White House aide who said, “if we’re not careful, we’ll be cleaning this up for years.”
The administration was, however, courting risk by seeking to avoid it. Should the crisis spill out to the rest of the region or become—as hard to imagine as that was—even more ghastly on a humanitarian level, they would be seen as weak or disengaged, fatally leaning away or “leading from behind.”
Advocating a more active approach to leadership, Condoleezza Rice asserts, “the one thing the US has that other powers don’t is a kind of universalist creed. Of course it is self-interested in the way great powers are who tend to have been competitive with one another. But what you are seeing in Syria by ceding the initiative to regional powers is fragmentation and conflict and no coherence. . . . You know, the Turks back some folks and keep the Kurds at bay. That’s their agenda. The Sunni states back the Sunnis. The Qataris don’t even care much which Sunnis they back, so they end up backing some really bad guys . . . as they did in Libya. And the Iranians, who would basically like to unite the Shia, go in and try to help the Alawites. I mean it’s kind of World War I in microcosm. . . . The United States, of course, could have gone in at one point with an agenda that was nonsectarian but it’s now kind of too late for that agenda.”
One by one, military options, like a no-fly zone, were ruled out. Because the country was so fragmented, it would be difficult, administration spokespeople argued, to use air power to stop the killing. Military leaders argued the United States had the capability to make a difference but at the same time they also were growing more concerned about just who our allies on the ground might be or who to arm. There were too many groups with motives that were far from clear. At the same time, in the words of one senior State Department official, “we received constant pleas from Beirut and Amman for humanitarian assistance. And concerns grew that these massive inflows of distraught and needy human beings could destabilize these countries that were trying to be generous and helpful to their neighbors. Yet international help was inadequate, which compounded the crisis in ways that wouldn’t have happened had more funds been provided sooner by us and by others who were working with us on the Syria issue.”
The rise of the al-Nusra Front and ISIS, and the growing strength of similar extremist groups with tens of thousands of fighters, raised the prospect that the defeat of Assad—or even a stand-off with him—might lead to the establishment of an Islamic state in all or part of Syria. In an interview with the New Yorker, one senior US official captured the concern when he said, “you could have a situation where the more secular rebel groups could well be fighting the more Islamist-oriented groups. I call it the Sinkhole. I think there is an appreciation, even at the highest levels, of how this is getting steadily worse. This is the discomfort you see with the president, and it’s not just the president. It’s everybody.” Assad used this threat cannily to begin to effectively mount a kind of “devil you know” defense within the international community.
A Long, Hot Summer
In late June 2013, as Tom Donilon was preparing to hand over the reins of the NSC to Susan Rice, the people of Egypt were again becoming restive. Rather than restoring democracy to the country, the government led by the Muslim Brotherhood’s Mohamed Morsi adopted the harsh policies of Mubarak.
Throughout the year that the Muslim Brotherhood governed Egypt, alarm grew among Egyptians as well as among US allies from Israel to the Persian Gulf that the country was not only headed in an undemocratic direction, it was headed in a direction that would soon make Egypt a potential contributor to broader unrest throughout the Middle East. The Brotherhood, as critics in the Gulf would point out, based on firsthand experience, was not just a domestic political party. It had a wing that was focused on spreading its message and unrest internationally. It ran training camps on the Syrian border for extremist fighters. It had cells in Jordan, the Emirates, and elsewhere seeking to foment Islamic uprisings to upset the existing governments. Morsi’s rise, therefore, was not just an affront to the spirit of Tahrir Square, it was also potentially destabilizing for one of the world’s already unstable regions.
The United States government reacted very deliberately with regard to Morsi even as he began to behave in a more autocratic, less tolerant way. Fearing the perception of meddling in the affairs of a government brought to power by a democratic process it had called for, the administration was seen as unresponsive by its allies. In the words of a senior official from a neighboring government, “they didn’t put pressure on Morsi when it could have made a difference. They watched and did nothing. But the people of Egypt couldn’t watch and do nothing. They were on the verge of going from Mubarak to something rather worse.” One Latin American diplomat based in Cairo said, “in the end, the only thing I think that unites all Egyptians now is their anger at the Americans. No one trusts them or knows who or what they support.”
By late June 2013 the Egyptian people were back on the streets. By some estimates millions protested against Morsi in massive demonstrations that looked and felt just like those that had so recently brought down his predecessor. Within days the military called for Morsi to meet the protestors’ calls for restored freedoms and gave him two days to respond. When he failed to reply, he was ousted by the military, led by Defense Minister Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, and a coalition of other voices from the political opposition and religious groups that had been threatened by Morsi. Morsi was then jailed.
Susan Rice took over the NSC the day after Morsi’s ouster. It was a baptism by fire. She sought to minimize upheaval by changing very little in the way of the NSC structure. But her style was very different from that of the studious Donilon. He was more comfortable behind the scenes. He was less confrontational by nature. He embraced the role of honest broker, which has become DC shorthand for the kind of national security advisor who checks his or her ego at the door and is comfortable with refereeing and guiding with a light touch the policy process rather than directing it, serving as its principal spokesperson, or playing an activist or pronouncedly ideological role within it. He often spoke to the press but frequently did so on background. Rice was more accustomed to being out in front of the camera, both from her time at the UN and as a spokesperson for the Obama campaign. She was articulate, poised, and forceful. She had strong opinions, and she did not keep them to herself. She did not shy away from confrontations. She was also used to being a public spokesperson from the campaign and her role in the UN and was an active diplomat from her time at the State Department and then again at the UN. She also had a longstanding relationship with the president that gave her enormous insight into his thinking and enabled her to start with a degree of trust that has been a hallmark of the most successful national security advisors.
Said a longtime associate and admirer of Rice’s who worked closely with her both during the campaign and in the administration, and who had known her well since the Clinton years, “I think she can bang heads together in an interagency process. . . . I think she actually has intellectual rigor and discipline that is incredibly thoughtful and deliberate in terms of digging deeper as a scholar and as someone who’s not going to buy anything without intellectually putting it through the test.”
The ouster of Morsi in Egypt presented Rice with a controversy in her very first hours in office. Morsi had been democratically elected, but he had not behaved in a remotely democratic way. His presidency was the result of a US-supported change, but Morsi was leading the country in a direction even some top Obama cabinet officials found unsettling. One described it as, “frankly, very dangerous.” The United States sheltered behind a bland statement from Obama: “an honest, capable, and representative government is what ordinary Egyptians seek and what they deserve. The longstanding partnership between the United States and Egypt is based on shared interests and values and we will continue to work with the Egyptian people to ensure that Egypt’s transition to democracy succeeds.” Meanwhile, the president was asking Rice to review aid options and implications of the events that had transpired. This review initially centered around an internal debate about whether or not to call the process by which Morsi had been ousted a coup. To do so would mean the United States would automatically have to suspend aid to the Egyptians, some of which was viewed as vital not only to Egyptian but regional security. On CNN, spokespeople close to the Egyptian military went to great pains to say that what had happened was “definitely not a coup” and “not a military coup whatsoever” but rather an expression of the interests of the people and the beginning of a more democratic chapter in Egyptian history. Now the former president, Morsi was reduced to using Twitter to address his erstwhile constituents: coup was much used by him.
So the United States hemmed and hawed. The State Department sent Bill Burns to the country on July 15, but he was careful not to take a strong stand. It was not until July 26 that the US government made the official determination that it would not actually make a determination as to what to call the events that had led to Morsi’s departure from office. Something had happened, but in the interests of statecraft the United States would not give it a name. By not using the word coup, the United States could then continue providing the $1.5 billion a year in aid it offered to Egypt, which was not entirely an act of charity. Much of the money goes to military purchases that benefit big US defense contractors.
A July 29, 2013, article in the UK newspaper The Guardian captured the dilemma enveloping the administration:
in January 2011, Barack Obama had stayed true to a George W. Bush pledge of 2006 to invert U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East, which for 60 years had valued stability over democracy. When Hosni Mubarak was wavering, Obama was scorned by the old guard—especially Saudi Arabia for not standing by him. Riyadh took several years to cool down after Obama withdrew support from Mubarak, overtly threatening to reorientate its strategic focus away from Washington, in favor of new world powers such as India and China. . . . This time around, Obama is in the sights of both sides, accused by anti-Morsi followers of backing terrorists and by Morsi supporters of turning his back on democracy. Washington still refuses to call the armed overthrow of a democratically elected government, the detention of its leaders, shutdown of its media outlets and killing of its supporters a coup. There is no doubt that the events of the past three weeks have large popular support, which is arguably just as relevant as results at the ballot box a year ago. This gives the White House some political room to not denounce what has taken place.
The White House’s indecision produced enormous frustration in the Gulf where the Saudis, Emiratis, and Kuwaitis felt support for the new military regime in Egypt was essential if the threat of the Muslim Brotherhood within and beyond Egypt’s borders was to be stopped. They stepped up and provided the first big tranches of aid to the new government with over $5 billion initially pledged by the Saudis and over $3 billion committed by the UAE. Those numbers would later rise substantially. The Gulf states knew that it was essential that Egypt’s new government be able to pay its bills and deliver services to the people of Egypt to consolidate its power. In many meetings with leaders from these countries as well as from Jordan, Israel, Bahrain, and Egypt itself, the sense was that the US government was perhaps too sympathetic to Morsi and the Brotherhood or alternatively that it was simply indecisive.
Internally, both John Kerry and Chuck Hagel pushed to preserve assistance to Egypt and to soft-pedal criticism of the new government, instead seeking to work behind the scenes for reform. Hagel, in particular, had extremely close ties to the military leadership, including especially Field Marshal Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, who assumed the country’s interim leadership and would be elected its next president in mid-2014. Hagel felt they should be given an opportunity. Kerry was more in touch with America’s other allies in the region and thus regularly heard their arguments that an Egypt led by the interim government was more likely to contribute to overall peace and stability and that, in any event, it was brought to power by an extraordinary expression of popular will.
Susan Rice led a group in the White House who felt that the aid should be suspended until there were real signs of commitment to democratic reform from the interim government. These divisions festered into the fall of 2013, when they came out into the open during a trip by Secretary Kerry to Cairo. He chose to focus on the positive steps taken by the new government and not to mention the legal fate of Morsi, then awaiting trial. This was in direct contravention to guidance from Rice. Indeed, in the view of one senior diplomat from the region, “it started to seem as though the US had two policies toward Egypt. One in the White House. One at the State Department.” This public rift was accompanied by other behind-the-scenes battles over issues like whether the new Egyptian government would be invited to a pan-African summit. The White House—that is, Rice—working with the organizers, pushed to exclude Egypt. When presented with this information by an outraged Middle Eastern supporter of the Sisi government, a top State Department advisor expressed shock. He simply had not been consulted. Just as would happen later during the Ukraine crisis, communications between the White House of Susan Rice and the mobile, freewheeling, and fairly independent road team of John Kerry was sometimes spotty and periodically tense. (At least that was the State Department view. White House staff close to Rice downplayed any such failures of coordination and collaboration.)
Throughout the time that the Egypt issue was testing the coherence of the White House foreign-policy apparatus and giving Rice precious little time to adjust to her new job, conditions in Syria worsened and the red line was crossed. On the twenty-first of August 2013, in the Ghoula suburbs of Damascus, rocket fire from the Syrian army released deadly sarin gas in what has subsequently come to be known as the worst chemical weapons attack since the Iran-Iraq war. Over a thousand people were dead, the vast majority civilians. Within hours YouTube videos would show the wounds of the victims and the telltale symptoms of a chemical attack. It was not the first reported instance of the use of chemical weapons since Barack Obama had announced his red line a year earlier; in fact, according to later reports it was perhaps the thirteenth. But the others had been smaller and their details had been contested. This was too big to ignore.
Immediately, there was outrage. The rebels blamed the government and the government and its supporters like the Russians blamed the rebels. The UN was unable to send in inspectors for several days due to the intensity of the fighting. But back in Washington as in capitals across Europe, discussion turned to whether military action against the Assad regime was finally called for. Well over 100,000 Syrians had already died, including an astounding number of civilians; roughly 40 percent of the country’s population had been displaced. Syria had become one of the world’s greatest humanitarian catastrophes on a scale far beyond Libya or Bosnia. But the United States had done next to nothing.
On August 22, top national security officials deliberated at the White House for hours over possible military responses. One possibility would employ Tomahawk cruise missiles launched from US Navy vessels in the Mediterranean waters off the coast of Syria. Another would involve manned aircraft. The goal in both cases was to take out military and artillery installations involved in the delivery of chemical weapons. Old rifts remained even though Clinton, Gates, and Donilon had moved on. There were those who felt military action was risky and likely to be politically unpopular. There were others who felt it was long overdue. Obama, it seemed, was now resolved. At an NSC meeting on August 24, he left no doubt in the minds of his NSC principals that he intended to act.
Two days later, Kerry stated that the use of chemical weapons in attacks on civilians in Syria was undeniable and that the Obama administration would hold the Syrian government accountable for a moral obscenity that has shocked the world’s conscience. On August 30, the administration released intelligence to support the assertion that a chemical attack had taken place. The report said 1,429 people had been killed. A third of them were children.
Kerry became the point person for taking action, laying the groundwork in remarks to justify such a step. “With our own eyes,” he said in powerfully delivered remarks at the State Department, “we have seen the thousands of victims with breathing difficulties, people twitching with spasms, coughing, rapid heartbeats, foaming at the mouth, unconsciousness, and death. . . . Some cite the risk of doing things. We need to ask, what is the risk of doing nothing?” He continued, saying: “it matters deeply to the credibility and the future interests of the United States of America and our allies. It matters because a lot of other countries whose policies challenge the international norms are watching. They are watching. They want to see whether the United States and our friends mean what we say. It is directly related to our credibility and whether countries still believe the United States when it says something. They are watching to see if Syria can get away with it because then, maybe, they too can put the world at great risk.”
Kerry’s was a compelling call to action. It would also be a stinging indictment of inaction should the United States do nothing. According to press reports, the White House’s Ben Rhodes said Kerry “had been seized with the importance of making sure that President Bashar al-Assad of Syria was held accountable.” Kerry’s perspective gained traction within the national security team. Even as Obama let it be known that he was reluctant to act without the blessing of the UN Security Council—a blessing that remained impossible—he approved setting the wheels in motion. Finally action from the United States seemed imminent. Warships were moved into position off the Syrian coast.
Pushing for at least some international support, Obama, as Bush had done before, turned to the dependable British, and Prime Minister David Cameron quickly sought to assemble the votes to support military intervention. However, the parliament was returning from a holiday and many who might have supported the measure were unavailable. Sufficient time had not been given; groundwork had not been laid. The result was a deeply embarrassing no vote rejecting Cameron’s call to action. In Washington, it was a shock to the system, a public political embarrassment from our closest ally. Only the French appeared ready to act with us. Arab states that had condemned the attacks would go no further. Russia forcefully argued that any action without the blessing of the UN would violate international law.
The world refused to line up behind the United States. An NBC news poll said 80 percent of the American people felt the president should seek Congressional approval prior to taking military action, although the War Powers Act gave the president the authority to initiate an attack on his own without seeking such approval. Even as Kerry laid out the casus belli with great passion on the afternoon of August 31, the president was wavering. Although the NSC approved action and there was strong support for it, in this case including both Kerry and Rice, the chief executive hit the pause button. He took a walk around the South Lawn of the White House with his chief of staff, Denis McDonough. McDonough had grown to be one of the president’s closest confidants, and, given his role as former deputy national security advisor, was especially well-equipped for such a conversation. He was also one of the voices arguing caution when it came to intervention in Syria. (As it happened, he was also the one who liked the walks around the lawn.) During the walk, Obama told McDonough that he wanted to wait, to seek the approval of Congress before taking action. He wanted to share responsibility with them. The president must have known that his decision would paralyze an already motionless response.
After his Rose Garden moment, Obama convened a team of his closest White House and national security advisors, including Rice and McDonough. They filed into the Oval Office assuming that they were on the eve of a major military operation. The president’s view was presented and his team was stunned. A two-hour debate ensued. Rice and Hagel led the counterarguments, noting, for example, that seeking Congressional approval invited the kind of humiliation that had just been suffered by Cameron. Others were concerned at the message that the delay and apparent indecision would send. Obama’s response was that “seeking legislative backing was the approach most consistent with his philosophy.”
Kerry was called and according to close advisors was equally stunned. He had been asked hours earlier to frame a course of action, to put his personal credibility on the line, and now the rug was being pulled out. French president François Hollande was called and was also reportedly surprised and disappointed. For the second time in two years the Americans had proved to be less militarily committed than the French in the Middle East. It was a different world. Obama, back in the Rose Garden, spoke to the American public: “having made my decision as commander-in-chief, based on what I’m convinced is our national security interests, I’m also mindful that I’m president of the world’s oldest constitutional democracy. I’ve long believed that our power is rooted not just in our military might, but in our example as a government of the people, by the people, and for the people. And that’s why I’ve made a second decision: I will seek authorization for the use of force from the American people’s representatives in Congress.” A president who made his name by taking action independent of the Congress—whether in increasing troops in Afghanistan or launching action in Libya, whether on implementing healthcare legislation or environmental regulations, one who, in fact, would make executive action in the face of congressional intransigence a centerpiece of his second-term action plan—had chosen to punt the decision on taking action against Assad for the use of chemical weapons back to Congress. (His political opponents pointed out this contradiction when, a year later, the same president ignored legal obligations to consult the Congress on the release of prisoners from Guantanamo. His impulse for collaboration was, apparently, selective.)
Another two-hour NSC session followed, at which Joint Chiefs chairman Martin Dempsey assured the president that the military would be ready to take action whenever ordered to do so. But he must have guessed there would be no great hurry. The president then began to lay the groundwork for selling the Syria action to Congress. There were risks, of course, that went beyond the politics. By deferring to Congress, he set a precedent. He made it highly unlikely that at any time during the remainder of his term would he be able to initiate military action without seeking congressional approval. Many who have opposed actions taken by the president under the War Powers Act without congressional approval (see: Libya) might have welcomed Obama’s newly consultative approach as being more in keeping with the kind of executive-legislative collaboration envisioned in the Constitution. But Obama had set a precedent—and for a military action that would have been exceptionally limited by any standard (a couple of days, no boots on the ground, perhaps 100 cruise missiles fired against a limited number of military targets). And that would make it very hard to do anything of comparable or greater magnitude without again returning to Congress for support. He had limited himself and perhaps his successors, too.
A very bad message had been sent by hesitating to take action against Assad, who not only had killed over 100,000 of his people but now felt free to employ weapons of mass destruction in his campaign of national self-destruction. Obama’s leadership qualities were seriously in doubt. One of his most senior and closest advisors later called it “the low point of the Obama foreign policy record.” As a historical checkpoint, in 1939 fewer than a third of Americans had supported intervention in the war in Europe, meaning that 83 percent of the American public misread Hitler and the threat he posed. Making hard choices sometimes means, as Obama has often said himself, taking actions even if they are opposed by the people. The red-line fumble prompted an avalanche of questions from some of Obama’s closest allies and supporters about not only his own leadership but on America’s future role in the world.
Steve Hadley spoke of the broader message about America’s stance in the greater Middle East in this moment: “What are we doing? We are withdrawing. The only thing coming to an end after a decade is our military involvement. And rather than saying well, we’re going to withdraw militarily, we need to find non-military, diplomatic means to protect our interests and advance our values in the absence of the military. Instead of trying to do that, we’re basically withdrawing diplomatically. And leading from behind is not leading at all. Remember the scene in Annie Hall when Woody Allen and Diane Keaton are talking and there are the subtitles and you can see what they’re really thinking. The subtitles at the moment just say, ‘we want to get out.’ Being unwilling to take very modest military action involving no direct risk to American troops in response to the repeated heinous violation of international law and direct warnings that such an action would bring a swift response from the president began sending the message that the United States was on the sidelines and likely to stay there. This made allies who had long counted on US support nervous and, as subsequent events would reveal, emboldened enemies.
Obama did not help his global image when as part of his campaign to “sell” the Syria vote and support his position in remarks in Sweden he argued, “I did not set a red line. The world set a red line.” This led the Washington Post to quote the president’s remarks of almost exactly a year earlier, in which he said, “we have been very clear to the Assad regime, but also to other players on the ground, that a red line for us is we start seeing a whole bunch of chemical weapons moving around or being utilized. That would change my calculus. That would change my equation.”
The preceding two months of indecision and missteps had been among the most unsettling of the Obama presidency even for many of his most virulent supporters, and for many within his national security team. But Obama’s mistakes were, they argued, sins of omission rather than commission; they did not constitute catastrophes such as those associated with the Iraq War or violating American principles on issues like torture. Instead they spoke not to the abuse of power but to discomfort with American power, perhaps a lack of leadership, a lack of purpose for America in the world.
Fortunately, at the moment things seemed most irrecoverable, Secretary of State Kerry inadvertently created an opening. While at a news conference in London, he said that the way Assad could avoid a military strike was to give up his chemical weapons stockpiles. He added, “he isn’t about to do it and it can’t be done.” But the seed of an idea was planted and later that day Russian foreign minister Sergei Lavrov called to say he had noticed the comment. Lavrov said he would follow up Kerry’s chance remark with a proposal that Syria would allow international inspectors in, and that ultimately he expected Syria to give the weapons up. According to press reports, Kerry said, “we are not going to play games. If it was a serious proposal, the Obama administration would consider it but the White House would not slow down efforts to win congressional authorization for a strike.”
Rice and Obama in public appearances afterward, following close study of the Russian statements, suggested that the proposal could be “a significant breakthrough.” Kerry worked the specifics of the deal with Lavrov and the two agreed to meet in Geneva on a Thursday afternoon, September 12. The United States went in saying the deal had to be very specific and realistic, but they were desperate to claim some progress. They also knew the Russians had leverage with Assad. Further, the Russians saw this as a chance to portray Assad as a more constructive actor, to turn a liability into an asset, and to pivot to the argument they felt would win the day for them, which is that Assad was a bulwark against al-Qaeda and other extremists.
Intensive, detailed negotiations followed. Technical teams hammered out differences. And though Lavrov had threatened to leave after talks got bogged down, by the next day, a framework agreement was announced. The Syrian government shortly afterward publicly announced they would comply and the diplomatic victory was greeted with immense relief in the White House. The Russians had bailed them out by producing a textbook multilateral diplomatic agreement to rid the world of a particularly pernicious weapons stockpile.
In the months that followed, slow progress was made in implementing the agreement. But by April 2014 over 80 percent of Syria’s chemical weapons had been destroyed. Meanwhile, the Syrians, Russians, and Iranians also achieved their objective. In the view of President Obama’s own director of national intelligence, James Clapper, testifying before Congress in early 2014, Bashar al Assad had actually grown stronger in the wake of the chemical weapons deal. Reflecting this, in March 2014, the Los Angeles Times ran a story headlined, “As Syria civil war enters fourth year, rebels are clearly losing.”
As a consequence, Assad grew bold again and reportedly began to use chlorine bombs to poison opponents, a form of chemical weapon not covered in the agreement the Russians and the United States had engineered with Syria. Even as the international community called for an investigation, Assad refocused on preparations for early June elections for which the outcome would not be in doubt. He would, of course, win handily in what would be a laughable charade if the consequences were not so odious. He would maintain power. He will have rendered his country a graveyard but for the foreseeable future he and his allies will have delivered a powerful message that will resonate across the Middle East and around the world: brutality can triumph. The international community is leaderless and risk averse. The Assads and the Putins can have their way, violate international law, and pay only a minimal price.
This is not, of course, solely the fault or responsibility of the United States of America or the administration of Barack Obama. The UN is inert more often than it is active, paralyzed by bylaws and practices intended to keep it weak. America’s European allies are still the loosest of confederations when it comes to foreign policy, NATO has had bad experiences in Afghanistan and Libya, and economic issues dominate the concerns of EU leaders. Japan is constrained by its constitution. China demurs that it is not ready to play a global leadership role. Other emerging powers keep their focus regional or domestic.
At almost the same time as Assad was celebrating both his sham reelection and his real battlefield gains, another dark consequence of the world’s inaction in Syria began manifesting itself in a way that shockingly reinvoked America’s unhappy experience in Iraq. ISIS, having used the war in Syria to grow from being little more than a street gang into a real army, strengthened by a government-like organizational structure, commanders drawn from Saddam’s disbanded army, and an escalating reputation for fearsome brutality, had sought to fulfill the promise of its name by seizing ground in Iraq itself. Having recaptured Fallujah in January 2014, in June it made a lightning attack across the country, capturing Mosul, the second largest city in the country, seizing massive amounts of military supplies, capturing hundreds of millions of dollars from looted banks, and ending up on Baghdad’s doorstep. By the time it did, not only was it the richest and most powerful terrorist organization the world had ever known, it had also raised the prospect that it was redrawing the borders of the Middle East. American ground troops had fought and died to stabilize what was now actively under the control of an al-Qaeda offshoot. The possibility of an Islamic state’s encompassing parts of Syria and Iraq was a real one. Alternatively, the possibility of the region becoming a giant failed state, a Somalia dropped down in the middle of the Middle East, with a long border abutting Jordan and poised to threaten greater destabilization to come, was looming as never before. In the very best scenario, some combination of forces that might include the Iraqis, the United States, and others, possibly working in some form of collaboration with the Iranians, faced a protracted battle with a large, brutal, well-armed foe that was vastly more committed to contesting control of Sunni Iraq than they were.
It was a nightmare. It raised questions not only about the inaction of America and its allies in Syria years before when the cost of containing or neutralizing ISIS might have been much more modest, but it reopened debate about whether Obama’s decision to pull all US troops out of Iraq without leaving some modest residual force might have precipitated such alarming developments. (Obama argued to the press in mid-June that the decision to withdraw even a residual force was made not by him but by the Iraqis when they refused to sign a new Status of Forces Agreement, or SOFA, early in his presidency. As had been the case with his attempt to argue that it was the world and not he who set the Syria red line, within twenty-four hours the Washington Post published an article noting that during the 2008 campaign in a debate with opponent Mitt Romney, Obama had in fact taken credit for making the decision to get all US troops out of Iraq. At a moment during which America’s policies in the region were being called into question, the gaffe did not help. It is an example of how attention to small things like the wording of statements can have a big impact on public perceptions and a president’s credibility. The fact was that the Iraqis did refuse to sign the SOFA. But it was also true that the president invited the circumstances in which that was the case and did not press the point. “He wanted out,” said one of the president’s national security advisors since the 2008 campaign.)
It was not until ISIS had claimed not only major cities like Fallujah and Mosul but controlled significant portions of both Syria and northern and central Iraq that Obama took action. The cited cause for his reversal was to rescue thousands of members of the Yazidi minority trapped atop a mountain and to protect American personnel. But the action, air attacks, continued after the Yazidis had for the most part found safe refuge and American personnel were largely taken from harm’s way. As of this writing, it is not clear how long the US mission will continue. But it is clear that as much as it was a response to the growing threat of ISIS, Obama’s action was also a response to a growing sense that the consequences of American withdrawal from the region had become too dangerous to ignore.
Obama, elected to get America out of Iraq, was back, it seemed, at least in part because he had gotten out too quickly, too completely. The situation was linked as much to Bush’s inflammation of the region as it was to Obama’s desire to be well done with it. Nothing so well illustrated the extremes of America’s era of fear—of overreaction and overreach in the wake of 9/11 and of the ensuing self-doubt and risk aversion that followed. Error begat error and America’s interests and those of our allies suffered, as did millions in the region buffeted by the fact that we had gone in twenty years from a bi-polar world to the costs of contending with a bi-polar superpower.
The question is now whether this period of swinging from one extreme to another may be followed by one of greater balance, whether the era of fear through which America has just passed may in fact be drawing to a close. There are some encouraging signs. But there are also serious challenges associated with adapting to the requirements of the new forms of American leadership that will be demanded in the era to come.
*Again we see the importance of speeches as deliverables.
*It is worth noting that Donilon’s trip to the region after the Bahrain crisis was a classically well-executed trip of a national security advisor. It was not secret, but it was low-key. It took place over a weekend. It was followed with an anodyne press release. It was about listening as much as delivering a message. It was a trip for a presidential advisor offering an alternative to the high profile interaction involved with formal diplomacy. It gave the Saudis the chance to speak with someone they knew had the president’s ear. This is a valuable role for national security advisors to play, and it is one that was continued effectively by Susan Rice. In fact, one regional leader commented that they noticed that, when President Obama spoke of Rice, it was with a different tone than when he spoke of other cabinet members; there was a clear trust and closeness that gave her enormous credibility when she would undertake these private exchanges. “She was,” he said, “clearly an insider, clearly had his confidence.”
10. The Beginning of the End of the Age of Fear
You gain strength, courage, and confidence by every experience in which you really stop to look fear in the face. You are able to say to yourself, “I lived through this horror. I can take the next thing that comes along.”
—ELEANOR ROOSEVELT
For over a decade, America saw threats everywhere. We accepted the pernicious idea planted in our national psyche by the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon that if a handful of men, unaffiliated with any nation, could wreak the kind of havoc and destruction that had been beyond the capability of great traditional enemies, then we were in a new, more dangerous era. First the Bush administration and then that of Barack Obama accepted the central premise, fueled by the darkest part of our imaginations, that if a few individuals living in a far corner of desolate Afghanistan could do us great damage, then perhaps anyone, anywhere could as well.
But this new world was one in which, if anyone anywhere could harness anger and new technologies of destruction, then everyone everywhere was a potential threat to the United States. As irrational as this was—since few had the means or the will to pursue attacks against America, our allies, or our interests—it fueled American overreach on an unprecedented scale, not just in Iraq or Afghanistan but also in fighting extremists, employing drone attacks, or creating a state surveillance apparatus that knew few apparent limits.
Then, and in some cases simultaneously, we reacted to our own reactions. When we saw the cost of the foolishly ill-conceived use of force that our national mind-set had fueled in the Middle East, it then led to a seeming desire to withdraw from the international stage, to act as though we believed that the use of force by us anywhere, anytime carried with it unacceptable risks—that when we saw everyone as a potential enemy, we included ourselves on the list.
These spasms seemed to be a national bout with post-traumatic stress disorder, but they also followed an understandable pattern. We came to recognize a new source of danger for which we had been unprepared, and which exacted a terrible toll. Despite the extremes of our national mood swings since 9/11, we also developed new capabilities to identify threats and protect ourselves. We scored some victories against our enemies. And we even began to recover from the economic shocks that rocked our self-confidence perhaps even more than did the cycle of pain and misadventure associated with our national security.
As a result, errors aside, the actions of the Bush and Obama administrations may have planted the seeds for the beginning of the end of the age of fear. Certainly, important steps remain to be taken. America’s position in the world is fragile and still at risk. Old threats have metastasized. New threats are emerging. We remain unsure of ourselves and of the right path forward. But despite the political noise and polarization, despite their mistakes and misjudgments, both presidents entrusted with the helm of state during this period have, via a twisting, sometimes halting route, brought us to a point at which a rebound is possible. Given the resilience of the American people, a budding energy revolution that can enhance American self-sufficiency and prosperity, and a new era of technological innovation, a significant American renaissance is not out of the question. It is even possible, if our current leaders and their immediate successors truly learn the lessons of the recent past, that America’s strength in the twenty-first century may be greater than it has ever been, its role in the world more constructive.
To achieve that goal, however, will require that we also closely scrutinize how our national security apparatus responded to this unsettling era, where it and those within it made errors, what has been strengthened, and where additional changes are called for. While we have made progress in some areas—having made extensive strides to heighten our counterterrorism defenses at home and abroad, for example—we have also watched as a bloated system, tendencies toward concentrating too much power in the White House, the dysfunction of the US Congress and our politics more generally, and a Washington culture that eschews intellectual creativity and lacks expertise in critical areas that will be needed for the world we are entering has created as many problems for us as it has solved. There are lessons to be learned and applied from this extraordinary period—lessons that can be traced to the raid launched against the man responsible for its triggering event and to one of the great technological transformations that has dominated the period.
Call It Justice or Call It Revenge
About a decade ago, I visited the New York City Police Department’s counterterrorism bureau that had been set up in the wake of the September 11 attacks. It was in a backwater of Brooklyn, on a nondescript street featuring industrial lots surrounded by tall wire fences and graffiti-splashed brick walls.
The center was still in its relative infancy but featured banks of computer monitors and a cadre of officers and staff who spoke and read the many languages in which the millions of residents and visitors to the city conducted their daily affairs. One of the cops I met told me a story. He was a low-key guy, an Asian American. He had been among the police who responded to the first radio calls on 9/11. Arriving in the South Tower, he was looking to connect with a partner when the building came down. He ran and, as he described it, “darkness came down all around me.”
It was “dumb luck” that, in his view, saved him, landing him in the hospital and then forcing him through months of rehab to recover. He lost many of his friends. But he never for a moment considered not returning to his job. When I met him, his new mission was to prevent another similar catastrophe from occurring. He was matter-of-fact in describing his circumstances, and cool in describing what he was doing to identify potential terrorists and foil budding plots before they happened. Beneath his impassive expression, unmistakably revealed in his eyes, was the resoluteness of a man who had no doubts about his purpose. Whether he felt a desire for revenge or not, I could not tell. But he was absolutely committed to the idea that no one again experience what he and his friends and his comrades had gone through on that late summer morning. Even though he experienced the trauma of the attacks on the World Center in the most direct and horrific ways imaginable, his reaction contrasted distinctly from that of the government in Washington. He sustained the blow and recovered, remained collected, and rededicated himself to protecting his city. He did not lash out. He embraced what he knew would be effective—the cool, methodical, workaday vigilance and heroism of the New York City police department.
His reaction seemed almost miraculous amid the welter of emotions that blew outward from those collapsing towers, like those black clouds of smoke pouring through the grey streets of lower Manhattan, menacing and pursuing the fleeing crowds. There was so much anger and sadness. So much shock and loss. And there was that new, awful sense of vulnerability that had never existed before.
In the days after 9/11, when George W. Bush visited the victims’ families and toured the gaping wound full of twisted metal where the twin towers had once stood, his compassion and humanity showed. He was heartbroken and he connected to people. In terms of the cheap metrics of Washington, DC, he achieved approval ratings he would never again approach. But with each turn of the policy process in Washington, with each debate about how to respond to the horror, the natural post-attack reactions were distorted. The theater of politics debased real feeling with rhetoric and self-interest, pandering, and opportunism. Fears that had been purely visceral were translated into formulations designed to maintain support or frame political positions. Soon the differing agendas of individual actors and political factions—all almost certainly emanating from a sincere desire to respond to what had shocked them as well—became the prevailing dramas within the White House meeting rooms. Each meeting was one more layer that separated the actors from their original motivations. What was to come reflected that an inexperienced president sat at the helm of the process by which different views were tempered by debate where a few voices could therefore dominate often via backchannels. Those involved in that process, unprepared due to a lack of appreciation for what foresight mechanism warned, responded reactively to the crisis. The results: a first response to Afghanistan that any president would have had, but then a shift in attention to an unrelated front in Iraq that sapped American resources from the primary mission; the creation of unnecessary bureaucratic superstructures at the NDI and the Department of Homeland Security; and the waiving or violation of rights, laws, and standards in Guantanamo and Abu Ghraib, via the Patriot Act.
It requires discipline not to consider these choices through the lens of political biases. But such discipline is needed. Were these responses appropriate? Were they the best allocation of limited assets? Did they produce the desired results? Did they trigger unintended consequences? In many cases, the answers are unsettling. But lessons were gradually learned and, as we have seen, some important gains were achieved.
Through all this, for all the flaws and twists and victories and defeats in the policy process, it was, however, impossible to forget the moment this new era began. That is why the least disputed mission undertaken by the Bush administration was the search for Osama bin Laden and the mission to destroy al-Qaeda. That is why, when Barack Obama was first briefed by the intelligence community when he took office, one of the areas he most aggressively drilled his briefers about was the progress in finding bin Laden.
John Brennan “was at the CIA on 9/11, and in the days, weeks, and months following it.” He saw at firsthand the great uncertainty about the nature of this new threat: “there was such a cascading stream of reporting about the WMD capabilities of al-Qaeda. . . . It was really difficult to discern what was real and what was not. And you know, there were some very active follow-on plots in terms of trying to attack the West Coast of the United States.”
But within a couple of years the sense of threat had stabilized, and that, for Brennan, was the moment when the Bush administration was at fault. They never dialed back the rhetoric or regularized the legal framework within which the government responded to the threat: “I think there have been a lot of criticisms of the previous administration in the aftermath of 9/11. But for the first two years we were all really quite uncertain about whether or not we were going to face something that was almost existential. And if I fault the previous administration, it’s because once we had a better appreciation of it, then they didn’t go back and they didn’t take their proper steps as far as Congress and other things are concerned as far as getting the program on a firmer legal footing and a firmer policy footing.” In short, they let the mood that prevailed immediately in the aftermath of 9/11, the terrifying uncertainty and unease, continue way too long—not just publicly, but within their own debates. The rationale that took root in the circumstances of 9/11 permitted the rule book to be thrown aside and any means necessary to be used to get America’s enemies. It affected every department of government.
The Pointy End of the Spear
Nonetheless, with regard to the essential mission triggered by 9/11, the initial impulse of the Bush team was to pursue terrorists in a way that, in fact, resembled the model later embraced by the Obama team—what has come to be known as the “light footprint.” Donald Rumsfeld wrote a justification for “unconventional conflict”: “in the twenty-first century . . . the enemy was not the local population but the terrorists and the insurgents living, training and fighting among them.” As early as his job interview for defense secretary, Rumsfeld argued that the future of the military lay with a focus on “agility, speed, deployability, precision, and lethality.” Even up to the morning of September 11, his team that was preparing the quadrennial plan for military priorities included individuals like Michael Vickers, one of the architects behind the CIA’s efforts assisting the Afghan mujahideen when they fought the Red Army during the 1980s. One of those mujahideen, of course, was Osama bin Laden. The rules of war had been rewritten.
In the wake of the 9/11 attacks, with Bush’s national security principals gathered in the shelter beneath the White House and the president at Offutt Air Force Base in Nebraska, an instantaneous and rapid intelligence and defense-community-wide effort began increasing understanding of al-Qaeda and bin Laden. (This was the same kind of effort that Richard Clarke had argued for since Bush assumed office, and that other members of the Clinton national security team had advised should be a priority during the transition in late 2000 and early 2001.) On September 12, CIA director George Tenet and counterterror director Cofer Black briefed the president on their plans to go after their new highest priorities. Their core point was that “this war would be driven by intelligence, not the pure projection of power. The challenge wasn’t to defeat the enemy, militarily. The challenge was to find the enemy.” It was as clear-eyed an assessment as was made in those first days. It would echo through the succeeding decade and grow louder as intelligence became increasingly critical to address the range of perceived threats the United States would face, from terrorism to cyber-attacks. In a meeting the next day, when asked whether the CIA could handle this new role, Black responded, “by the time the CIA was done with al-Qaeda, bin Laden and his brethren would have flies walking across their eyeballs.” On this front, he was only half right. Osama himself would, after a decade-long manhunt, be dispatched, but as we have seen, al-Qaeda would grow and adapt at a speed faster than the US intelligence community could keep up with.
Four short days after the attacks, the president met with his top national security advisors at Camp David to discuss action against al-Qaeda. It was here that Paul Wolfowitz, deputy secretary of defense, tried to broaden the discussion from Afghanistan to include Iraq, but he, like the others in the room, concurred that intel plus special forces was the right recipe for addressing the terror threat in the near term. On September 17, Bush authorized a CIA-led initiative into Afghanistan called “Operation Jawbreaker.” That day, the president also issued a still-classified directive that granted the CIA power to imprison and interrogate prisoners without the burdens of heavy oversight that usually constrained the agency. It was designed to open the way to swifter, broader, covert initiatives worldwide that could strike quickly, without bureaucratic impediments that were perceived as unduly burdensome, given the crisis mood.
Rumsfeld, unhappy that the CIA was the designated pointy end of the spear, pushed hard within the Pentagon to ramp up special forces capacity, operating under the aegis of the US Special Operations Command (SOCOM). SOCOM was predictably gung-ho about taking on the challenge. In early October, Rumsfeld offered a clear insight into what was at the forefront of his mind when he sent a memo to his top military commanders and senior political aides, “What Will Be the Military Role in the War on Terrorism?” Battle lines were not just being formed between the United States and its new adversaries. As often happens in Washington, they were quickly shaping up between bureaucracies eager to take the lead with regard to the great national priority of the moment.
By November, Rumsfeld had witnessed a demonstration at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, that clarified for him that perhaps the military outfit with the most apposite capacity to fight this new war was the elite Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC), the most secretive component of SOCOM. JSOC includes special-mission units of the Army’s Delta force, the Navy’s SEALs, and the Air Force’s Special Tactics Squadron. With special research and intelligence capabilities, and the best of the best among America’s military under their command, JSOC was ideally suited to the shadow warfare that was the only way to combat the new terrorist enemies. Ultimately, they would justify the faith placed in them by eliminating bin Laden. But their primacy started with Rumsfeld: SOCOM as a whole would grow from a force numbering roughly 33,000 in 2001 to 66,000 in 2014. Part of that growth would be an effort by Rumsfeld to grow the unit’s intelligence capacities to make it less dependent on the CIA, a classic illustration of the DC turf-warrior mentality that produces redundant expenditures rather than enhances necessary, even critical, collaboration.
Rumsfeld followed this by creating a position for an under secretary for defense intelligence within the Pentagon and filling this post with one of his most trusted and loyal aides, Steve Cambone. The creation of the directorate of national intelligence was an unmistakable sign of recognition that intelligence was the sine qua non of effective counterterrorism operations. The creation of New York’s counterterrorism bureau was another. The rapid expansion of the National Security Agency yet another. The decade that followed would see the greatest expansion of intelligence capacity in history, a renaissance for organizations that had wondered about their role and centrality only a few years earlier in the immediate aftermath of the end of the Cold War. But it has to be acknowledged that at the core of this impulse was a sound recognition that the invisible actions of the intelligence community, often linked to the invisible actions of US special forces and the gradual introduction of drone technology, were the most effective way of actually combating terrorists. As it turned out, massive ground wars had more of a tendency to create new terrorists than to eliminate old ones. In the giant swirling, overwrought, mistake-laden American response to 9/11, some responses were as sound and pragmatic as those of that police officer I met in the counterterrorism center. We shouldn’t lose sight of the fact that in some important ways, the system did work as it was intended to, even as it evolved.
“The agency [CIA] was the pointy end of the spear,” said former director Mike Hayden, “I can’t confirm or deny anything the government hasn’t confirmed or denied. But we played many roles. We had certainly done detentions and interrogations. . . . We’d done renditions. . . . And that started within a year of the attack. And then later, after you get [long-term Guantanamo detainee] Abu Zubaydah about a year later, you get enhanced interrogation techniques.” And then, he noted, the role grew and grew—from expanding HUMINT (human intelligence) capacity to drones. The unconventional, stealth war-making capacity had taken over wholesale.
Abbottabad
Distracted by a much more conventional, footslogging war in Iraq, the search for bin Laden went more slowly than anyone at the top had hoped. Frustration grew. “Don’t think this issue did not surface regularly. It did. And from time to time, tempers flared,” said one former Bush NSC official. By late 2003, a Rumsfeld memo leaked to USA Today revealed some of that frustration. “We lack the metrics to know if we are winning or losing the war on terror.” The memo was optimistic about eventual victory but accurately predicted that “it will be a long hard slog.” Rumsfeld in early 2004 gave SOCOM “broad authority to launch operations across an arc of territory from North Africa all the way to the Philippines” via something called the al-Qaeda Executive Order. Missions were to remain classified and the order was backed up by a National Security Presidential Directive (NSPD-38) that laid out SOCOM’s mission and further established it as a centerpiece of America’s military efforts.
Efforts against al-Qaeda took another important turn later that year when Nek Muhammad, leader of the Pakistani Taliban, was located, and an opportunity to eliminate him arose. The United States approached the Pakistanis for permission to take him out, recognizing he had been a thorn in the side of the Pakistani military for some time. In exchange, the Americans hoped for the okay from the Pakistanis to allow regular drone flights over the country. The Pakistanis imposed conditions: they wanted approval of each mission and they wanted all drones to operate under the CIA to ensure their operations were both covert and deniable. The Hellfire missile that blasted Nek Muhammad on June 18, 2004, indicated that the deal was done. It was the first targeted drone strike in Pakistan. A new era in America’s war in terror began—a new and valuable tool was unleashed, as was the potential for a torrent of future disputes.
The following year, a Pakistani tip led the CIA to conclude that a high-level al-Qaeda meeting would take place in Bajaur, in Northwest Pakistan. Senior leaders of the organization like Ayman al-Zawahiri and Abu Faraj al-Libi were rumored attendees. The possibility of a SEAL attack was raised. The CIA and General Stanley McChrystal, the JSOC Commander, argued the mission was worth the risks, but Rumsfeld and Cambone were concerned it was too perilous. They argued for so many more troops that the mission became unwieldy and impractical—“practically an invasion” was the description of the CIA chief in Islamabad. The mission died on the vine, showing that for all the post-9/11 adjustments in our laws and missions and agency procedures, neither the military nor the intelligence community had yet evolved the kind of plans or tactics that would let them take the war on terror to some of the most important places it needed to be fought—like Pakistan.
In fact, Pakistan had emerged as the problem child of the war on terror. The country posed multiple layers of problems: wily enemies, tough terrain, terrorist-coddling sympathizers in high places, and a degree of nationalism and anti-American hostility among the populace that made any operation in that country profoundly complicated from a diplomatic and legal perspective.
Pakistan’s borders were absolutely porous, too. Taliban and al-Qaeda fighters could pass one way or another between Pakistan and Afghanistan while US military were often hamstrung by diplomatic challenges. For this reason, when a lead arose late in 2007 that a big meeting of extremists was likely to take place in Afghanistan and Afghan president Karzai reached out to the United States to attack the meeting, it seemed, in relative terms, a special opportunity. Some intelligence suggested that bin Laden might attend the meeting himself, which made the action an even more tantalizing prospect. A massive air and special operations meeting was planned. Last-minute doubts about bin Laden’s presence, and concerns about the risks to civilians, led the mission to be dialed back. “We were, to put it mildly, very disappointed,” said one military leader close to the operation.
By 2008 the Pakistanis were not making things easier on their side of the border and al-Qaeda was gaining strength. They and their Taliban allies were becoming bolder. The ISI was an impediment to the use of drones. Only twenty-five drone strikes had taken place between the killing of Nek Muhammed and March 2007. In the meantime, the Pakistani government had been working to better relations with the extremists. Matters were made worse in 2008 when, during a battle on the AfPak border between US troops and the Taliban, eleven Pakistani soldiers were killed by an American airstrike. Pakistan howled, asserting the strikes were “unprovoked and cowardly.” But the new JSOC commander, Admiral William McRaven, a smart, articulate war-fighter as comfortable on the battlefield as around a Washington, DC, conference table, made the case to Bush that there was no way to achieve US goals without broader latitude to strike in Pakistan.
In the same vein, resulting from deep frustration that the 9/11 attacks were now almost seven years past and the Bush administration’s time in office was running out, the president, Hadley, Gates, Rice, and Admiral Mullen heard and accepted a pitch from CIA director Michael Hayden arguing for an escalation in the drone war. Bush was ready for a change in approach. He approved an order significantly increasing the number of CIA Predator and Reaper drone sorties and granted McRaven the latitude he was seeking. According to the assessment of Eric Schmitt and Thom Shanker in their insightful book, Counterstrike: The Untold Story of America’s Secret Campaign Against Al Qaeda, the measures Bush approved “made the CIA director America’s combatant commander in the hottest covert war in the global campaign.”
Bush’s recommitment started to produce results and, in due course the policy was adopted seamlessly by Obama’s security team. “You saw,” Hayden described, “beginning in July ’08, more direct action against al-Qaeda leadership in terms of taking them off the battlefield. It was remarkably successful.” He added, “a lot has been made about the Obama administration and what they did in 2009. But if you normalize the last six months of 2008 when this began, 2009 is precisely the same pace as those six months in terms of unexplained explosions in the tribal regions of Pakistan. And it is not until 2010 that the total numbers double.”
Periodically, Americans would be torn between their mission and their respect for the sensibilities of their Pakistani frenemies, even after Bush proclaimed his new resolve and the new order was signed. When a September 2008 Navy SEAL raid in South Waziristan resulted in a protracted gun battle and a number of civilian casualties, the Pakistanis were outraged again. And again, the decision was made to reduce ground attacks in that country. But drone operations expanded.
As all this was happening, Barack Obama was campaigning on a platform that included the assertion that President Bush had neglected the war in Afghanistan and the original mission against al-Qaeda. This played to the lingering appetite for justice among the American people, allowing an antiwar candidate to take on a view associated with an over-appetite for armed conflict, urge the end of his predecessor’s big wars, and still not appear anti-military or weak. Obama argued early on that “we did not finish the job against al-Qaeda in Afghanistan. We did not develop new capabilities to defeat a new enemy, or launch a comprehensive strategy to dry up the terrorists’ base of support. We did not reaffirm our basic values or secure our homeland.” He also said of the Pakistanis, “if we have actionable intelligence about high-value terrorist targets and [Pakistani president] Musharraf won’t act, we will.”
During Obama’s very first briefings as president, he came to see that the challenges of following through on these promises would be more difficult than expected. In a briefing in Chicago from the director of national intelligence, Admiral Mike McConnell, shortly after Obama’s election, the scope of America’s covert drone program was explained to him, as was the precarious situation in both Afghanistan and Pakistan. Obama also received a briefing from CIA director Hayden in which the conversation focused heavily on drones and covert activities in pursuit of al-Qaeda. “I went to Chicago in mid-December,” Hayden recounts, “and briefed President Obama on all the ongoing covert actions of the Central Intelligence Agency. The one area he asked the most questions about was detention and interrogation. He suggested he was prepared to end the programs and wanted to know more about them. But there were other programs where he was very supportive.” Hayden confirms that “there was surprising continuity between the forty-third and forty-fourth presidents of the United States despite the great difference in personality between the two men, despite the campaign rhetoric. I can’t summarize it any better. He ran against Bush 43.1 and governed like Bush 43.2 in terms of security issues.”
Tony Blinken explains Obama’s first-term policy priorities thusly: “we were about the defeat of core al-Qaeda and preventing its return to Afghanistan and ideally, Pakistan, and making sure, to the extent that we could, that Pakistan’s nuclear weapons didn’t fall into the wrong hands. Those have been the North Stars of what we have done.” (The point about Pakistan’s nuclear weapons is essential to understanding why, despite all the difficulties with the Pakistani government, military, and intelligence communities, it was deemed essential to maintain ties to those in charge and to shore up voices who would be responsible stewards of that deadly program. The notion that one Pakistani nuke might someday go missing and fall into terrorist hands was, in fact, one of the central fright-inducing memes of the whole, jittery period.)
In their meeting immediately before Obama took office, Bush took care to underscore to the president-elect how important he felt the drone program was. He also emphasized another effort, a secret cyber-initiative targeting Iran’s nuclear program. The outgoing president had clearly come a long way since being the champion of “shock and awe” in Iraq. Unconventional, high-tech, lower risk, lower-visibility methods were, after eight years, the means he felt would be most effective in winning the war that started in September 2001.
These briefings led Obama to continue these programs and maintain the empowerment of the CIA, a fact that frustrated the incoming DNI, Admiral Dennis Blair, and effectively ended his tenure as the intelligence community’s top dog before it even got started. He had the title, but Panetta as CIA director had the responsibility and the authority to get the critical job done. It was yet another indication that the flawed intelligence community reorganization was not going to gain much traction under the new president.
Obama essentially decided to follow Bush’s advice. He and his team largely kept in place the elements of the prior administration’s covert campaigns in Pakistan and against Iran. He also kept in place a number of the personnel responsible for those campaigns. Indeed, within the first three days of the Obama presidency, outgoing CIA director Hayden (Leon Panetta had yet to be confirmed) briefed the president on the first drone strikes of his administration in Pakistan. Within hours, it became clear that the strikes, in North and South Waziristan, had claimed civilian lives. Brennan told Obama, who was furious. This led to a confrontation with the CIA’s leadership in which they explained such incidents were hard to avoid and the president demanded higher standards that included giving the director of central intelligence the final say in approving attacks.
Satisfied with the new approach, the administration began to ramp up the attacks. As described in a May 2012 article by Jo Becker and Scott Shane in the New York Times, a methodical process for evaluating intelligence and identifying individuals who might be targeted for “personality strikes” led a weekly debate among “more than 100 members of the government’s sprawling national security apparatus,” who gathered by teleconference, weighed the evidence, and then determined whether or not targets should be added to “kill lists.” The nominations from the group were then sent to John Brennan, the counterterrorism advisor, who sought Obama’s approval on each. From the very beginning, the centrality of this issue and the importance Obama placed on restoring the focus of the national security effort to fighting terror led Brennan to assume an ever more important role and gain ever more trust from his boss.
Squeezing al-Qaeda in Afghanistan and Pakistan and regularly attacking its leadership, as well as undertaking the war in Iraq, had unintended consequences. Al-Qaeda began to change its shape. New cells emerged throughout the Middle East and in Africa. Yemen and the East Coast of Africa became sites of drone and special forces attacks. Al-Qaeda’s numbers grew. Threats began to emanate from these groups, including some, such as those from Yemen, targeting the United States. But throughout, the metric that mattered most in the Obama White House, in terms of measuring progress on the war on terror, was the damage inflicted on “core al-Qaeda,” the leadership of the original organization that staged the September 11 attacks against the United States. As Obama made clear in his first meetings with the intelligence community leadership, the talisman at the core of “core al-Qaeda” was Osama bin Laden.
Obama would have to wait until the summer of 2010 for the first big break in the world’s best known, most closely followed manhunt. As is now widely known, the NSA intercepted a phone call involving an al-Qaeda courier named Abu Ahmed al-Kuwaiti. When he reported that he was “back with the people I was with before,” it triggered an effort by intelligence analysts that ultimately led them to him and his white Suzuki, which they followed into the Pakistani town of Abbottabad, home to Pakistan’s military academy. There al-Kuwaiti entered a compound surrounded by high stucco walls, barbed wire, and other clear security features that suggested that the resident might indeed be a high-value target. It would take a year of investigation and analysis to conclude that the likelihood it was the residence of bin Laden was sufficient for serious mission planning to begin. It was an operation that began with an intelligence breakthrough, the intercept. It required intelligence legwork and further confirmation from the intelligence community in several forms. The operation used a CIA Sentinel drone that could take high-altitude photos of the compound and its residents while evading Pakistani detection. Ultimately, it would utilize the unique and lethal skills of JSOC to close the deal. Also, as was consistent with the long patterns of this war, the mission was to take place in Pakistan, so close to the Pakistani military elite that it is hard to imagine some among them did not know of bin Laden’s presence. It took a long time before the United States was ready to pull the trigger.
The target was a figure in the Abbottabad compound called “the pacer” because of his regular walks within its walls. Even as Leon Panetta called McRaven into CIA headquarters in February 2011 to prepare for the mission, there was a debate going on higher up in the administration about what the purpose of that mission should be. Sensitive to Obama’s risk aversion and, in this case, supported by Defense Secretary Gates, Vice President Biden, and the staffers closest to him, Panetta argued that the compound should be taken out with precision munitions. Obama on the other hand wanted proof that bin Laden was there. That would require a riskier mission. But Obama felt, according to a top NSC official, that if there were not clear evidence bin Laden was dead, speculation would linger that he had escaped. He felt the message to al-Qaeda that their leader was gone was an important one, and that the same was true with regard to the world. Getting bin Laden, knowing he was neutralized, was a vital step—the vital step—in achieving some degree of true post-9/11 closure. He had to slay the boogie man; it was not enough for bin Laden to just disappear without a trace.
On March 14, 2011, the president and his NSC team met to review the options McRaven and the CIA developed. The tug-of-war over the two approaches drove much of the discussion, and Obama ended the meeting as he had so many others, by postponing a decision and seeking a more refined plan for a special forces operation into Abbottabad. Two weeks later, the plan for flying two helicopters full of Navy SEALs into the compound was revealed and again Gates, Biden, and Hoss Cartwright argued instead for B-2 stealth bombers to flatten the compound. A drone attack was ruled out because it would not produce the kind of additional intelligence from the mission the president sought. The president’s view prevailed, and by mid-April two dozen Navy SEALs were training for the mission in a replica of the compound built in North Carolina. It was a clear example in which Obama’s deliberative nature and careful judgment were combined with a willingness to undertake a calculated risk given the importance of the mission. This was the process working well.
Nonetheless, efforts to confirm, with as much certainty as possible, that this was really bin Laden’s residence continued. Red teams, authorized by Donilon, challenged all the assumptions and evidence on hand. The results reported to the NSC rated the likelihood that bin Laden would be at the compound when they got there at between 40 and 70 percent. Most of those present urged caution.
Two of those present did not think hesitation was the right answer. One was Panetta, who felt that the intelligence was likely to be the best the United States would ever get. The other who leaned toward action was Obama himself. As Petraeus noted, behind the scenes Obama regularly made tough calls on issues like these, often, ultimately okaying actions with real risks involved. “And I don’t think it’s just because he thought nobody was going to find out about them,” the general added, “because ultimately somebody sooner or later figures out what’s happened. I thought he was very gutsy on many tough issues. So too was Tom Donilon, who I thought was a superb national security advisor.”
The next morning, on April 29, in a meeting with Donilon, Brennan, McDonough, and his chief of staff, Bill Daley—his White House team, it is worth noting, not a larger group from the various national security agencies—Obama coolly let them know that the raid was “a go.” He left the option to McRaven to call it off if weather or other changes in conditions made the risk equation worse. The president then went off to conduct business as usual, keeping up appearances that nothing major was underway, even joking his way through the ritual of the White House Correspondents’ Dinner. Ironically a room full of the nation’s best journalists had no inkling of the story.
Then, an image that later became a symbol of the Obama presidency was released, a photograph of a secret meeting that, like some of the previously classified details of the raid that would follow, was intended to ensure that credit went where credit was due. Obama was depicted with many of his top national security team members in a secure communications facility next to the White House situation room, watching the Abbottabad raid as it transpired in real time. (This pattern of releasing classified information after a security or diplomatic triumph was repeated periodically during the Obama years, as when it was leaked to the press that the foundations for a diplomatic breakthrough with Iran had come through secret White House–led diplomacy. For an administration that was avowedly going to be the toughest ever on leaks, it was a particularly cynical page to have in their playbook.)
The Abbottabad operation, called Neptune Spear, involved the two helicopters full of SEALs and four support Chinook helicopters as well. For fifty minutes, punctuated with images from the ground, bits of radio traffic, and commentary by Leon Panetta, Obama, Donilon, Clinton, and the others watched nervously. The hard landing of one of the helicopters carrying the SEALs evoked the helicopter crash that had foiled the Carter-era rescue attempt of the hostages in Iran and raised the tension level palpably. McRaven managed his team through the twists and turns of the mission coolly. In the end, they received the transmission “for God and country—Geronimo, Geronimo, Geronimo. Geronimo EKIA [enemy killed in action]”—meaning that bin Laden had been cornered, killed, and identified. Obama himself was a picture of calm, saying only, “we got him.”
The consequences of those three words, however, were both weighty and easy to misunderstand. In terms of the era of fear, of national insecurity, it was a vital step toward bringing it to an end. The mastermind of 9/11 had grown from a mere terrorist to a living, breathing symbol of a new sort of anti-American, anti-Western hatred made lethal. It is no exaggeration to say that in the minds of Americans bin Laden had evolved into a metaphor for evil itself, much as had Hitler. But bin Laden was no Hitler, al-Qaeda was no existential threat to the United States or the West, and core al-Qaeda, led by bin Laden, was not what it once was. In fact, although the death of bin Laden was emotionally satisfying and a clear triumph for President Obama and his team—not to mention the thousands of CIA and military personnel who participated in the decade-long pursuit that culminated in the attack and the Bush officials who helped establish many of the programs that led to the operation—it was not the watershed the president portrayed it to be during his 2012 presidential campaign. It was actually a moment that ultimately proved that bin Laden was no longer central to the future of an al-Qaeda that had morphed into something more dangerous, more global, and many times larger than the small organization behind the 9/11 attacks.
“This War, Like All Wars, Must End”
In the remaining years of the Obama administration, the transformation of al-Qaeda into a collection of loosely linked franchise-like operations would at first be minimized as somehow being less threatening to the United States than the predecessor structure. This was emphasized in part by the repeated reference to “core al-Qaeda” as the greatest and original threat and target. Later, however, as the shifting situation became clearer, the dangers of the looser terrorist structures became more widely acknowledged, if not always publicly. As Tony Blinken recalls, “we recognized from virtually day one that we were dealing with a metastasizing problem with organizations that were either inspired by or directly affiliated with al-Qaeda. . . . Look back at what John Brennan was saying virtually from day one about Yemen and the intense focus we put on that, Somalia shortly thereafter, North Africa after that. . . . But when it came to the folks that had the capability to hit the United States as on 9/11, that was a ‘core’ problem.”
Brennan said, “al-Qaeda is much different than it was on 9/11. At that time it exerted a fair amount of organizational pull over its membership, wherever they may be. There was communication. There was contact. There was some flow of operatives in and out and there was a hierarchical direction to it. Over the course of the last decade, because of some of the gains we have made, there is less of that. It’s much more difficult for al-Qaeda’s core to get their messages to AQAP [al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula] or AQIM [al-Qaeda in Mali] or the Muhammad Jamal network inside Egypt.”
He went on to add, “as a result, we’re seeing a couple of things. One is that there’s much more of a localized agenda. . . . In addition, I think the phenomenon we’re seeing now more and more is an atomization and the growth of these cells that have the same sort of ideology as al-Qaeda but will have no interaction with it. They will nominally be al-Qaeda, but they won’t really be part of the organization in some key respects. . . . And they’re basically doing their own thing.”
As a direct consequence of these changes, by 2014, when the State Department issued its annual report on terror, it was clear that after thirteen years of a war on terror, major improvements in technology, and vast increases in our intelligence and military resources devoted to fighting terror, the United States and the world were nonetheless actually losing ground against the phenomenon of violent extremism. According to the State Department report, terrorism increased 43 percent from 2012, the year after the raid on the bin Laden compound, to 2013. Attacks increased from 6,700 to 9,700 worldwide. More than 18,000 people were killed, and almost twice that were injured. Tellingly, the report explicitly noted that although the United States had success against the tiny group that had been “core al-Qaeda,” the loose network of al-Qaeda “affiliates” from the Persian Gulf to Syria to Iraq to Africa had, as we have seen, grown much more dangerous.
Still, something had changed. It was captured in the Obama reelection campaign mantra: General Motors is alive and Bin Laden is dead. It was everything you might want and expect in a bumper sticker. While simplistic, it cut to the two core emotional traumas borne by the American people since 2011. It suggested that we were healing. It offered evidence even if that evidence was largely symbolic. It spoke, in nine words, as directly as possible to the central questions churning within the American zeitgeist.
Getting bin Laden did not actually reduce the terrorist threat in any material way, yet the American people chose to believe that it did—wanted and needed to believe it did—supporting in poll after poll a pullback from engagement in the regions where the real violent extremists were to be found even as their strength grew. Gradually, the US government, although unable to win something with such sweeping and unrealistic goals as those embodied in “the war on terrorism,” had been able to begin to defuse the terror that had so perverted American national security policy. Killing bin Laden was only part of it.
Systematically and over time, by increasing intelligence assets, developing better homeland defenses and awareness, giving counterterror operators new tools, and simply working the brief, progress was made. As Brennan observed, “whenever you do a net assessment, you look at three things. You look at the nature and the seriousness of the threat. You look at the vulnerabilities that exist. And you look at the mitigation steps that are under way. And if we compare ourselves now to 9/11, those vulnerabilities that existed within this country have, I think, really been reduced significantly.” He sums up the ability of groups like al-Qaeda “to carry out the attack they did on 9/11 or even other types of attacks has been really whittled down significantly because we have reduced vulnerabilities and we’ve enhanced mitigation measures.” We had, distractions aside, developed a better system for doing what we should have done in the first place and exclusively—making Americans feel safer—because it is there in people’s psyches and not on battlefields that terrorists ultimately can be defeated. Look at other places where terror strikes: Although narrow missions to capture or kill the terrorists are sought, the real victory occurs the day after an attack, when life goes on undisturbed. We tried to remake the world when what we really needed to do was seek to heal ourselves. It is an unsettling and unproductive thought experiment to imagine how many people would be alive today and how many resources could have been directed to better purposes if we had set our goals more wisely and narrowly in the wake of the 9/11 attacks. But we know now what has worked and what has not. With some luck that will be of some use to future US policymakers.
In May 2013, Obama spoke at the National Defense University. “We relentlessly targeted al-Qaeda’s core leadership”—that phrase again—he said, “and today Osama bin Laden is dead and so are most of his top lieutenants.” Although the war set “the core of al-Qaeda in Afghanistan and Pakistan . . . on a path to defeat,” he spoke of an evolving threat. “Lethal, yet less capable al-Qaeda affiliates. Threats to diplomatic facilities and businesses abroad. Homegrown extremists. This is the future of terrorism.” That said, he declared, “America is at a crossroads” and that “the decisions we are making will define the type of nation . . . that we leave to our children.” Obama then called for the refinement and ultimate repeal of the Authorization for the Use of Military Force (AUMF), which had been the initiating tool for much of the war on terror under President Bush, and his intention not to “sign laws that expand this mandate further.” Going after terrorists “must continue” he acknowledged, “but this war, like all wars, must end.”
Within just over a year, the rise of ISIS would introduce the world to a new kind of terror threat from a group that was far better financed, equipped, organized, and attractive to foreign recruits than had al-Qaeda. Suddenly Obama and his national security team were forced to ask themselves whether the war they sought to end was not only not over but entering a dangerous new phase. Indeed, in retrospect, it was hard not to wonder whether the NDU speech and others like it might have been Obama’s own “mission accomplished” moment, the triumph of hope over clear-headed analysis.
Telling Glimpses of the Next War
Drone attacks increased to unprecedented levels in the Obama years. For all the benefits such technologies may have brought, it also must be acknowledged that they, like other new technologies of conflict, raise important questions that future national security policymakers must be ready to better address.
For example, Obama encountered a host of new doctrinal, ethical, and legal challenges with the serial violations of national sovereignty made by America’s drone programs and other tools in the light-footprint arsenal employed in pursuit of a better way to conduct the wars he inherited. The cautious lawyer may, in fact, have set new records in violating global norms of national behavior. In one such incident, against a rising al-Qaeda mastermind in Yemen, Anwar al-Awlaki, new questions were raised when it was revealed that al-Awlaki and his son, both killed in drone attacks, were American citizens. Battles with the Pakistanis and others over the US drones program’s serial violation of national sovereignty triggered other such debates and more criticism of the United States. The concerns that high-tech powers like the United States will be able to wage white-collar wars, in which their citizens are not at risk while those of poorer nations die, also loom as technologies for fighting “over the horizon” proliferate and grow more sophisticated. It is clear that new issues will emerge because we are at the dawn of a new era in the conduct of conflict.
The average American is now well aware that once-secret drone strikes and technologies have become the centerpiece of a massive new apparatus within the US military. Still, misconceptions about their nature are prevalent. As described by one of the fathers of the program, former Air Force chief of staff Norty Schwartz, “a twenty-four-hour orbit of a Predator or a Reaper requires 160 or more airmen. It’s hardly unmanned. It’s a few operators, a few maintainers, a few command and controllers, and a whole bevy of intelligence and imagery processing people. This is big business, which is one reason why I don’t think you have to fret too much about others becoming immediately proficient in this area.”
John Brennan offers a somewhat contradictory view from his perspective as a specialist in counterterrorism. “It’s not just going to be the Predators. It’s going to be miniaturized drones. . . . You can do a fair amount of damage by loading up several kilos of explosives onto an aerial platform that you can direct into someone’s office. And the technology is there.” He concludes, somewhat ominously, “you know, looking out over the next five years, technology can be our best friend—but it’s also our worst enemy, because the terrorists are taking advantage of it.”
The New America Foundation estimated that the United States conducted 370 such strikes in Pakistan between 2005 and 2013, with 122 in 2010 alone. The Long War Journal and the Bureau of Investigative Journalism offer roughly similar numbers. Numbers have decreased since the peak years of 2010 and 2011. The Bureau of Investigative Journalism estimates between three and nine such strikes in Somalia since 2007 and between eight and eleven “other covert operations” resulting in between 47 and 188 deaths.
But it was in another area of next-generation, tech-centric warfare, also recommended to Obama by his predecessor, that the most sweeping and unsettling example of American overreach since the invasion of Iraq took place. By 2014, the incoming head of the National Security Agency, Admiral Mike Rogers, would say, “cyber will be an element of almost any crisis we’re going to see in the future.” If correct, what he was asserting—with the evidence of US encounters with Iran, China, Russia, Syria,and others to back it up—was that we were in the midst of the most important change in military and national security affairs since the dawn of the nuclear age. As we would discover, it was a period in which our technological capabilities would outstrip the ability of our policymakers to understand or manage them properly, and even our underlying laws and philosophies to guide our behavior.
George Bush initially paid little attention to the cyber threat, according to Richard Clarke. Since Clarke was special advisor to the president for cyber security, his perspective is telling. Essentially, in Clarke’s view, Bush simply picked up where the Clinton administration had left off, “except that the Republican administration not only continued to eschew regulation, they downright hated the idea of the federal government issuing new regulations on anything at all.” The policy framework that guided this was called the National Strategy to Secure Cyberspace. Clarke later wrote: “Bush’s personal understanding and interest in cyber-security early in his administration were best summed up by a question he asked me in 2002. I had gone to him in the Oval Office with news of a discovery of a pervasive flaw in software, a flaw that would allow hackers to run amok unless we could quietly persuade most major networks and corporations to fix the flaw. Bush’s only reaction was, “What does John think?” John was the CEO of a large information technology company and a major donor to the Bush election committee.” After Clarke left the White House in 2003, he was not replaced. This meant that the most senior person with responsibility for cyber issues was buried in the bureaucracy of the fledgling Department of Homeland Security. Even as major cyber-attacks, including one that grabbed between ten and twenty terabytes of data from the Pentagon, took place, cyber did not capture the attention of top officials as it should have.
This began to change during the second term of the Bush administration when, rather than viewing the threat cyber-attacks posed, the focus shifted to the promise of America’s growing offensive capabilities in this area. The target was Iran’s nuclear program. The White House wanted to slow it down or stop it and was weighing covert options. General James “Hoss” Cartwright and DNI Mike McConnell offered Bush and Hadley another option. The idea was to infiltrate the software within those facilities with bits of code that would essentially act as a virtual digital spy, sending back to the United States information about how the nuclear enrichment facilities worked.
Early on, because of their own advanced cyber capabilities and understanding of the targeted Iranian facility at Natanz, Israel became a partner in the initiative. The first phase of the effort, gathering information about the facility, took months. The next step was to fashion a cyber worm, called Stuxnet, that would cause Iranian centrifuges to speed up without warning or to stop suddenly. In either case, the result was not only mayhem at Natanz, it was the destruction of the centrifuges.
As awareness of the reach and impact of cyber grew within the administration, so too did new threats. In 2007, again prodded by McConnell, the president and Treasury Secretary Hank Paulson, when briefed about threats to America’s financial system, urged that new action be taken. The immediate step was the Comprehensive National Cybersecurity Initiative (CNCI) and NSPD-54, both of which sought enhancements in protections of government networks. They did not address the systemic risk to American finance that McConnell had raised—in part because to address such risks required both technological understanding that did not exist within the White House and the kind of public-private partnership that was almost impossible when it came to issues that involved significant classified information.
At around the same time, the fledgling efforts at the US Strategic Command (STRATCOM) to manage cyber defense were recognized as inadequate to address the scope of the problem. A more comprehensive structure, better integrated with those who best understood the issues at the NSA (and less likely to be duplicative of them), became an objective championed by DNI McConnell and Hayden. Gates, who had also served as director of central intelligence during the Bush 41 administration, agreed that a new approach was necessary. He helped orchestrate an arrangement under which the head of the NSA would also direct Cyber Command even as Cyber Command (CYBERCOM) remained within STRATCOM. Individual service units would continue to have their own cyber operations, but all would be under the guidance of US CYBERCOM.
As a consequence, when Barack Obama took office, he found a much more robust cyber operation, one that, as his pre-inauguration briefing from Bush indicated, was already deeply engaged in the execution of the Olympic Games operation against Iran. He received more in-depth briefings on the Iran operation during his first few weeks in office. As with the drone program, Obama would make the key executive decisions regarding launching attacks and he was insistent that the programs remain secret and “unattributable.”
With each success the program had in identifying weaknesses in the Natanz operation and then taking advantage of them, Obama became more involved. As often happens in Washington, as it was clear the cyber program was more important to the president, more officials in the White House sought to be brought up to date on the program. This is one way in which leadership works. Obama, who had promised to “make cybersecurity the top priority that it should be in the twenty-first century” on the campaign trail, began to elevate cyber to a much more central role in US national security operations and strategies.
In terms of the evolving structure of the military and intelligence communities in cultivating US cyber capacity, a sixty-day review was undertaken, and again Clarke and others in the cyber community were disappointed with the results. “It was CNCI redux,” in Clarke’s words, with no true strategy, no plan “to defend the private sector” and no plans to “initiate international dialogue on cyberwar.” The last point was particularly thorny. There were no doctrines to go with cyberwar. There was no clear understanding as to whether a cyber-attack, for example, might be used to justify a kinetic response. In Clarke’s view, Obama also continued to tolerate the coordination gap at the top by failing to establish a person and an office “in the White House trying to orchestrate a government-wide, integrated cyber-security or cyber-war program.”
In 2010, the Stuxnet worm was launched at approximately 1,000 machines central to the Iranian nuclear enrichment effort. All went according to the plan until a special challenge of cyberwarfare presented itself. When a bomb is dropped, it blows up not only the target, but itself. It doesn’t leave bits and pieces around that can do more damage. All went according to the plan until the unexpected occurred. The ambitious operation came undone when someone at the Nantz facility unplugged the laptop from Iran’s contained network and later reconnected it to the general internet. The worm spread across the World Wide Web where Iranian and other cyber pros could analyze it, pick it apart, and repurpose it to their own needs.
This was precisely what Obama did not want. Top US officials blamed the problem—predictably—on the Israelis.
The Washington Post would later report that, encouraged both by its successes and by the cyber escalation from countries like China, Iran, and Russia in 2011, the Obama administration and US intelligence services carried out 231 offensive cyber operations in 2011. This number is disputed by other experts, including The New York Times’ Sanger, who argues that the true number of such attacks was a tiny fraction of that. But nonetheless, all agree that this is an area where each year is likely to see more activity and the development of new capabilities.
One of the most aggressive of US programs was code-named GENIE and sought to break into foreign networks and implant “back doors” into them that would allow the United States access into those networks whenever it might be of need. The US government considers these not as “offensive” operations but as “exploitation,” a distinction that would no doubt be lost on us were the tables turned. It is estimated that the number of networks worldwide penetrated by GENIE was in excess of 85,000. At least 75 percent of all these intrusions took place on the watch of Barack Obama, constitutional lawyer, critic of Bush invasions, public champion of respect for international rights. The leaking of the nature of these programs and the descriptions of their pervasiveness created not only a massive diplomatic crisis for the United States and precisely the kind of “attributability” that Obama feared when he took office, it also went further, fueling a questioning of the credibility of the president and the US government. Many of those networks we tapped into were in allied nations. Many were owned by the private sector. No one, it seemed, was beyond being “exploited” by the NSA and CYBERCOM.
The effort to expand the reach of the US government into networks and computers worldwide employed dedicated centers like the NSA’s Tailored Access Operations (TAO) group and its Remote Operations Center (ROC), which employs approximately 600 hackers working around the clock to break into targeted systems. In May 2012, The Washington Post reported that the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) partnered with the private sector and universities to expand its capabilities and resilience. The goal of this effort, rather uncreatively dubbed Plan X, was to enhance the offensive capabilities of the US government in the cyber realm. The CIA’s cyber unit became one of its biggest divisions. Because of the level of sophistication of the programs and how highly classified they were, they received comparatively less oversight—especially those at the NSA, which operated usually with considerable more freedom from view than did even the CIA. This puts policymakers at a remove—actually, a greater remove because so few of those actually involved in oversight actually understand the nature and scope of what is going on. The problem is compounded by the fact that so few lawmakers or senior policymakers want to admit they do not understand what they are being briefed on. In the words of one of the country’s leading cyberspecialists, “our government is paying the price for our collective mathphobia. We just do not have the officials to do the oversight we need.” The only solution in this one expert’s eyes is to create a high-level cyber-czar in the US government to oversee all related activities across agencies who will be able to hold informed discussions among officials about oversight. He dismisses the senior director position responsible for this on the current NSC staff as being too junior to “do the heavy lifting that is involved.” While I’m generally against the creation of czars and new departments to address problems among old ones, this is one case where doing so seems the right and only path forward to address the lack of oversight issue.
As former NSA and CIA director Mike Hayden observed about the nature of cyber briefings he has seen, “you’ve got the guy doing the cyber-briefing and three sentences in everyone in that room sitting at the table thinks he’s Rain Man, okay? They have no understanding of what the man is presenting. A cyber event occurred during the Bush administration. It did not go as I expected. I was mad. I did my own after-action. And I could not find any two people who had been in that room who would agree on what it was they had approved. They each had a different version of what it was they thought they were raising their hand to.” One very senior Obama NSC official echoed the critique: “if you tallied up the amount of time we’ve spent on cyber issues it would rank very, very high. It’s something Obama’s pushed himself. But in a way we’re not ideally designed for that, in part because the people who are responsible for it, in the senior leadership positions within the NSC, are not steeped in that stuff. So we have officers and experts who can do it, but for the folks at the top of the process, this is not what comes naturally to them.”
The problem is compounded, as Tara O’Toole, under secretary for science and technology at the Department of Homeland Security for the Obama administration, noted, because “Among the most damaging cyber effects in the U.S. are a result of industrial espionage . . . and the companies who know they have been hacked don’t want to talk about the problem. So you start with the government only have kind of peripheral vision into the extent of the problem. . . . And then the other thing is the Congress doesn’t include many people who understand what’s happening or what to do about it.”
Few understood the consequences or scope of the programs until Edward Snowden, a twenty-eight-year-old independent contractor without a college degree, absconded to Asia and later Russia with massive amounts of data that he systematically released to the press and, one way or another, to America’s adversaries.
Although Snowden certainly violated the laws he agreed to uphold when he accepted his security clearance from the US government, he also shed light on a series of programs breathtaking in their scope and in their disregard for the concepts of individual privacy, information as private property, or national sovereignty. It triggered a backlash that was clearly not considered by the cyber architects in the US government. (I have often noted that one of the biggest problems with the US government is that it does not come with a department of consequences.) Countries worldwide—allies and rivals—began to reconsider Internet governance; some formally ceased working with US tech companies (especially after Snowden documents revealed how many had worked with the US government), and several started to rethink the whole idea of the Internet itself. The global blowback would cost American IT providers over $35 billion, according to one association’s estimate; another estimated in excess of $100 billion. Worse, the Internet, widely seen as a driver of globalization, integration, converging values, and economic growth was suddenly a tool of of cyber-nationalism, of balkanization as countries like Russia, China, Brazil, India, and Iran considered how to reduce their vulnerability to US surveillance and information predation. As they did, they considered firewalls, new rules, more internal surveillance, embracing new and more secure Internet backbones, and in each case making it a little less easy for their people to connect with the United States and the rest of the planet.
It was a stunning setback. It was complemented by revelations that the government’s cyber overreach via a surveillance program called PRISM had included spying on the leaders of America’s closest allies, scooping up records of hundreds of millions of phone calls worldwide, and even warehousing the metadata from phone calls within the United States, thus raising real questions of the constitutionality of the efforts. One document showed that in March 2013 there were 97 billion pieces of data collected from networks worldwide. The rationale for undertaking these efforts was that, because terrorists could be almost anyone anywhere, we needed information on essentially everyone everywhere to help us track them down. Tortured logic was advanced to suggest that capturing all the data and storing it but not actually reading it until it was needed was proof of “compliance” with American principles. But surely, had the United States systematically sought to go door to door in your neighborhood and seize all your papers, the argument that they would not read them until later would certainly not placate you or the family next door.
The stakes rose when it was considered that almost all data was now being created in searchable digital form. According to IBM, 2.5 billion new bytes of data are created daily, a pace so brisk that it would mean approximately 90 percent of all data that exists was created in the past two years. This is just the start of “the Big Data” era, a period in which sensors everywhere and new computing devices implanted in household appliances, factory machines, and clothing will all be grabbing information and pumping it into the Internet all the time. By 2020, it is estimated there will be 50 billion devices on the Internet. All this means that the temptation and costs of cyberwarfare, surveillance, and hacking will only grow.
Director of National Intelligence James Clapper defended the program, insisting that “the government ‘does not unilaterally obtain information from the servers’ of telephone and Internet providers, saying that information is turned over only under court order, when there is a documented foreign intelligence purpose for acquisition of the data.” Clapper did not placate many Americans unsettled by the scope of the government’s activities. (According to one report in the Wall Street Journal, the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Court heard over 33,000 cases in thirty-three years and declined to issue surveillance warrants for just 11 of them—or .03 percent of all requests.)
Lisa Monaco, the Justice Department lawyer who replaced John Brennan in the basement West Wing office of the counterterrorism advisor to the president, defends the court’s low rejection rate. She argues there is “a lot of misunderstanding about the FISA process.” She says, “I think what people don’t understand is that with a 99.9 percent success rate in approving affidavits there is actually a very robust back and forth between the government and the court before the approval happens. So, for example, the court will get the draft affidavit and might say: ‘that’s not good enough; I don’t understand why X, Y, and Z. And if you don’t bring me back more, I’m not going to approve it.’ But what the public is seeing is just the end result of that back and forth discussion between the court and the Executive Branch.”
Meanwhile, the rest of the world was not standing still. In China, Unit 63198 was busily beavering into US networks. The US government expressed outrage, and Tom Donilon made it a focus of his high-level meetings with the Chinese. What was not revealed until almost exactly a year after the Mandiant report came out—again thanks to revelations from Snowden published by The New York Times, The Guardian, and Der Spiegel—was that while America was howling about China spying on its companies, it had penetrated companies like China’s tech giant Huawei and installed “backdoors” on Huawei systems worldwide, essentially using the exports of the Chinese company as a way of expanding America’s intelligence reach even further. We did not, argued US officials, pass the intelligence we gathered onto US companies to help them compete. Therefore our theft of information was somehow more defensible than that of the Chinese who sought to profit off theirs as well as enhance their national defense. It was a feeble defense, and not redolent of the moral high ground.
US government protestations grew less convincing over time. When news of spying on foreign leaders broke in late 2013, the White House spokesperson responded by saying that the president had no idea about the scope of the programs. He went on to say, “we have made it clear that the president spoke with Chancellor Merkel [of Germany] and assured her that we do not and will not collect intelligence on her communications.” This was later demonstrated not to be true. Similarly, James Clapper’s claims and those of NSA chief Keith Alexander that the surveillance had been effective in preventing terrorist attacks was also called into question when independent studies showed that it had offered little or no benefit in that critical respect.
A study by the Privacy and Civil Liberties Oversight Board released in draft form in early July 2014 and summarized in The Guardian concluded that the NSA’s 702 program, which permitted gathering massive amounts of foreign data, had been of value. The draft report stated, “It has played a key role in discovering and disrupting specific terrorist plots aimed at the United States and other countries.” The report did recommend placing constraints on the US government’s ability to conduct warrantless collection of US data, and it disputed NSA assertions that the 702 searches had been central to the disruption of fifty-four terror plots. Finally, the report noted that it was “impressed with the rigor” of the government’s targeting of surveillance efforts.
In other words, not only were the programs not doing what they were supposed to be doing, and not only was the government not doing what it was supposed to be doing, it was making everybody angry and not producing the kind of material benefits such a breathtaking, wide-ranging undertaking should have. Its problems were compounded by the fact that it was, well, the government. Communications and processes weren’t very good when they needed to be. One Obama administration senior official with direct responsibility for cyber issues told me that they did not see the presidential report on protecting critical infrastructure until the day the White House released it.
Recognizing the scope of the crisis, Barack Obama created a commission to examine the surveillance programs and to come back with recommendations to establish guidelines that would enhance security outcomes, reduce the potential for violations of personal privacy of innocent citizens worldwide, and improve oversight. The group included Richard Clarke, former deputy CIA director Michael Morrell, and Professor Cass Sunstein, the husband of Samantha Power. They were unsettled by the results of their investigation. They found mass surveillance programs, whose overseers had argued were effective tools against terrorism, offering almost zero measurable benefits. When they presented this finding, they were told that the programs were also useful for screening potential suspects. However, when the individual offering that defense was challenged as to how that could be the case when under 30 percent of all data traffic was tracked by the program, this defense, too, was completely undercut.
The December 2013 report, entitled “Liberty and Security in a Changing World,” calls on the president to end some of the intelligence community’s most controversial practices such as the collection and storage of personal information. They also cited hoarding bulk meta-data and pressuring tech companies to share its customers’ private information. They concluded by “recommending prior judicial review except in emergencies” and then doing so in as narrow and as focused a fashion as possible. Some of the steps it encourages to protect the rights of individuals, both US-citizens and those abroad, include establishing strict guidelines for legitimate use of these tools aboard, supporting research into more refined collection methods that would alleviate the need for metadata, creating increased transparency on the collection of information, and strengthening the Civil Liberties and Privacy Protection Board. It also called for increased structural oversight by means of requiring a high-level internal review process on collections and the process therein, an enhanced oversight role for the DNI, improved communication between the intelligence community and policymakers, and breaking up the joint-leadership role of the civil NSA and military Cyber Command, then held by General Keith Alexander.
In the end, President Obama embraced the report and has begun to implement its policy recommendations selectively. In January 2014, he required NSA analysts to appeal to the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Court before pulling records from the phone records database and narrowing the number of associated phone numbers, or hops, they can then look at from three to two. Two months later, the administration proposed barring the NSA from accessing data held by private telecommunications companies. Congress, whose efforts to pass surveillance and cybersecurity reform thus far have been predictably disappointing, took a step forward in June when the House of Representatives passed a bill barring the NSA and the CIA from pushing tech companies to install back doors, like those revealed to be used in the intelligence community’s international activities, in their commercial products. While the bill passed the House by a large, bipartisan majority, it is unclear at the time of this writing if the Senate will follow suit and send the bill to President Obama’s desk to sign.
For all of the questions raised by some of the sweeping programs revealed by Snowden, the surveillance programs of the US government include some targeted efforts that are widely regarded within the intelligence and policy communities as extremely helpful. And new capabilities are emerging daily. Although these will require vigilance to avoid future violations of civil liberties, there is also a sense that on the cyber side, as with drones and the development of light-footprint approaches for combating terror, important steps have been taken that actually enhance the security of the American people and reduce the likelihood of future attacks like those that ushered in this era.
These tools have made such a marked difference in US counterterrorism efforts that intelligence community leaders are becoming comfortable with the idea of relaxing other controversial practices. Mike Hayden noted that one reason he was willing to “empty the prisons” and “scale back on the authorized interrogation techniques” is that he was not “nearly as desperate as [Director of Central Intelligence] George [Tenet] was back in 2002, 2003. I’ve got agent networks. I’ve got penetrations. I’ve built up a strong human intelligence collection efforts. I’m less dependent on capturing and questioning than I was in 2002. More sources. Better electronic intelligence. You’re hitting on all cylinders now. And with the requisite intelligence, it enables your orthoscopic stuff” (meaning “surgical” or “light-footprint’ activities”).
Lisa Monaco asserts, “I think the US government has done a good job of creating a counterterrorism structure and apparatus—operationally and policy-wise—to learn the lessons of 9/11 and have an ability to meet the threats that we face, share information, apply the right kind of military, intelligence, diplomatic, and law enforcement tools today. . . . As an example, say we know a terrorist is transiting Germany. We have an apparatus to reach out: The FBI will talk to its German counterparts, share information, get their assistance within the bounds of the rule of law to try and detain that person. So, we have a process. We share intelligence. We try and disrupt that threat.” Although she acknowledges the systems are not quite as evolved on the cybersecurity side, the point is that—despite metastasizing terror threats worldwide, and confusion and ill-conceived programs on the cyber front—the national security apparatus of the US government is in a number of important ways fulfilling its core mission of helping to make America and Americans safer.
11. A Challenge for the Next President
To conquer fear is the beginning of wisdom.
—BERTRAND RUSSELL
Being President of the United States is the loneliest job in the world. Or so it is said. If you search for the term in Google images, pictures of Barack Obama appear. It must be true.
No one can fully understand the pressures each president faces at any given moment, or the responsibilities with which she or he must contend, but there should be some consolation for those who someday occupy the White House in the fact that no president can do the job alone.
To successfully fulfill the oath of office that each president must utter, “to preserve, protect and defend,” each modern president must successfully manage the biggest and most complex organization on the face of the earth. (By one count the US Department of Defense alone is the world’s biggest employer with 3.2 million employees.) She or he must find a way to initiate and manage the collaborations, interactions, and conflicts between that government and America’s fifty states, its municipalities, other nations around the world, and multilateral organizations, as well as a wide swath of private sector organizations, non-state actors, and individuals. Complicating matters are the realities of dealing with more than 315 million bosses and an unruly set of 535 often unwilling, downright ornery collaborators at the far end of Pennsylvania Avenue (not to mention their staffs, the media, and an Internet full of critics).
This means that being president is at its lonely heart a fantastically complex collaboration. Good managers and collaborators succeed. Bad ones stumble because they fail to delegate power, to communicate effectively to their team, to offer the leadership that is necessary, to listen to advice with the openness that is necessary, or to pick the right partners with which to work.
When it comes to dealing with the rest of the world, the instrument of that collaboration is the National Security Council. It is the primary mechanism by which the President of the United States receives guidance on the international matters with which he must deal and oversees the implementation of the decisions he makes. Created in 1947, in the wake of war years during which President Franklin Roosevelt succeeded in spite of his shortcomings as a manager, the NSC was a kind of plea by the top-level survivors of that effort to make sure that things worked better in a future they also saw as fraught with danger.
The National Security Act of 1947 describes the members of the NSC, the principal advisors to the president, but it only hints at the idea of the staff to support that group. As a consequence, the size of the NSC staff has ebbed and flowed over the years, most iterations growing larger, but always changing to reflect the desires of the president. No other major institution in the US government is so entirely dependent on each individual president for its shape, size, role, and details of its operation. Each president gets the NSC he wants or, to a great extent, deserves. As we have seen, the president can give and take power from individuals at will and sometimes by whim. If the president chooses to consult a junior staffer or a top political advisor rather than the national security advisor or the secretary of state, or if he favors one advisor over another, he rewrites the org chart of the US government with his attention, with a tilt of the head in one direction, or with a simple walk around the South Lawn of the White House. How the group is structured and how it is used to manage the major agencies of the US government and America’s interaction with the world are therefore tasks that deserve priority consideration from any incoming president because they will be shaping and changing it whether they intend to or not, and they will manage it either actively or inadvertently.
During the past ten years, while we have seen triumphs of the process and the workaday provision of services on which affairs of state depend, we have also seen great dysfunction and errors that have shaken the world to its foundations and raised questions about America’s international standing. We have watched as the Bush administration grappled to learn the lessons of its first term and we have watched as the Obama administration failed to learn some of those lessons. We have seen senior officials ignore the best lessons of the past and we have seen them and the institutions with which they must work unprepared for surprises that should not have been surprises, for emerging technologies of communication and of conflict, and for the leadership demands of a volatile and unforgiving world.
We know the stakes. That is why when, as a new president takes the oath of office in January 2017 and settles into the White House, it will behoove that person to have a clear plan not just for how to use America’s national security apparatus but how they want to reinvent it. With some luck, by listening to the voices and studying the stories covered within the pages of books like this one, the new president will find some clues about the best way forward to meet the challenges of once again remaking an institution that will celebrate its seventieth birthday during the new president’s first year in office. As with anything or anyone seventy years old, appreciating the best of what is past and maintaining a revitalizing focus on the future and the resolve needed to adapt to it will be the key to success in this respect.
Timing Is Everything
With some luck, the new occupant of the Oval Office will not face a period defined by crises. Indeed, the declinism that has accompanied each momentary downturn in America’s recent fortunes may well be abating, along with the other aspects of the age of fear mentality we have discussed. Whoever wins the next election will almost certainly do so by offering the most optimistic vision of the future proffered by the candidates in the race. That’s the way American presidential elections have worked in recent years. That candidate will win because the American people believe that he or she can bring an end to the unease that has prevailed through the Bush and Obama eras. Just as the electorate hoped that Bush would bring an end to the controversies and divisiveness of the late Clinton years and that Obama would bring an end to the polarization and international setbacks associated with Bush, the next president will win by offering the most compelling case that he can do better than his or her predecessors.
With some luck voters will recognize that choosing a candidate who actually has international experience matters in the modern world. It is no accident that those presidents with the most such experience have managed our international affairs most effectively and creatively—notably Eisenhower, George H. W. Bush, and even Richard Nixon. Next best are those with relevant experience of some sort who can learn from their mistakes—Bill Clinton comes to mind as one of the better such examples—because those without an international track record will almost certainly make major errors.
Part of the success or failure of the next president will turn, of course, not on policies but on prevailing trends and events within the United States and associated with America’s place in the world.
In this respect, the next president stands a reasonable chance of being dealt a better hand than those laid down before George W. Bush or Barack Obama.
America in 2017 will still be the richest and most powerful nation on earth, and its economy should be growing, continuing to recover from the shocks of the worst economic crisis in three-quarters of a century. What’s more, it will still be the richest and most powerful nation on earth not by a little but by a lot.
While China may boast a bigger GDP, in purchasing power parity terms, on a per capita basis, nonetheless, the US has the clear edge in terms of natural resources, in terms of the ability to translate those resources into global power, in terms of the vitality and depth of our capital markets, and in terms of the ability of our private sector, scientists, technologists, and other innovators to fuel American rebirth. So too will our unique network of international alliances, an asset that may be old and in need of refreshing but one that in its scope is unlike that of any power in history. Our system, for all its flaws and inequities, contains the seeds of its own reinvention. This is why we rebounded from the economic crisis faster than other developed powers. You may not have liked TARP, but when the US government got together with the leaders of the US financial community, and hard decisions were made with the resources available, pain was inflicted but the rebound came.
For all these reasons America will also continue to have the intangible benefit associated with the expectation of global leadership. We have seen it even at moments of the greatest doubt in the past two presidencies. Not only can no nation lead as America can, but of all the nations with great power, America is the one most will still look to before they act themselves. The most uncomfortable measure of this is the palpable disappointment expressed by so many in the world when America fails to step up to lead as only it can do at the moment. Who would have predicted during the darkest moments associated with America’s invasion of Iraq that a few years later the next president would be assailed by some of our closest friends in the Middle East for doing too little rather than too much? It is painfully hard to get this balance right, impossible perhaps. There will always be critics. But no other nation faces that burden of expectation that has been both a great asset and sometimes a great liability.
New developments are likely to fuel the perception of American renaissance. One of these will simply be the recognition we have finally dodged the bullets and outlived most of the consequences of the upheavals of the past few years. Another is that the United States, given recent energy discoveries, is entering a new period in which it will be the world’s leading energy consumer and producer. Further, not only will it still be true that no nation has the ability to project force as America does, anywhere on earth—from space, from the air, from the sea, on the land—but America will have cultivated the capacity to project influence by means of new technologies, many of which are homegrown or in which American scientists, companies, and government agencies are undisputed world leaders. So for example we will dominate in the cyber realms where much of the world’s commerce, politics, education, and social interchange take place. America has the world’s leading system of higher education and leads in many next-generation technologies from 3-D printing and advanced manufacturing to biotech. What is more, America has major geographic advantages. Our two closest neighbors and trading partners, Mexico and Canada, are peaceful, friendly, and prospering. Both have significant energy resources, growing manufacturing capabilities, increasing standards of living, and tight relations with the United States. In fact, demographic trends suggest a rebound of influence for North America as the US population is projected to grow to almost 400 million people by 2050, kept younger than the average in places like Europe, Japan, and China because of our embrace of immigrants. Mexico will grow to be 150 million. Canada will grow to be over 41 million. Meanwhile, if current demographic trends hold, China will actually start to contract and will be home to a population that is, on average, a couple of years older than that of North America. Further, of course, we are still surrounded by what some have called our “liquid assets,” the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, which keep us largely insulated from the troubles that bedevil so many parts of the world.
For all of these reasons and the fact that many of America’s potential rivals are struggling economically, socially, and politically, and virtually all face major transitions and challenges, it is not unreasonable to project that America can and likely will play the central role that it had become accustomed to for decades to come. But to do so, our next leader, and those who follow, must address a host of challenges within. It is clear from the events of the past few years that a number of urgent priorities in the area of managing and developing US national security and foreign policy loom ahead.
As was the case a generation ago, the clues as to where America will need to do better are all around us—in the lessons learned from the errors of the past decade and a half and in the clues offered up by the world. Some of the areas of concern are process or institutional “gaps” or shortcomings, with lessons to be learned by studying what has and has not worked within the national security apparatus of the Bush and Obama administrations. Other areas of concern center on intellectual, doctrinal, or policy gaps associated with bigger trends and emerging issues. In certain areas of special vulnerability, these two sets of gaps intersect and compound one another. The next stewards of the NSC will need to keep these facts in mind as they reshape yet again this most plastic of institutions and rethink the way America’s national security and foreign policy apparatus writ large works.
To Begin: Know What Not to Change
There are few case studies that so compellingly underscore the virtues of the NSC structure as the administration of George W. Bush. Admittedly, this is a statement that will shock many who still think of him primarily in terms of the calamities associated with his first four or five years in office. That was a period in which the system, though filled with dedicated and competent people, broke down and delivered policies and execution as bad or worse than all but a few periods in recent history.
This was due to reasons repeatedly cited in this book and in Running the World: being reactive; letting ideology drive decision-making; failing to enforce a coherent policy process; letting the vice president and secretary of defense shut down or shut out dissenting voices such as those in the State Department; letting them work outside the system—backdooring it, ignoring its decisions, and going to the president with their own proposals independently; allowing major policy decisions like disbanding the Iraqi Army to happen without a clear, accountable decision process; an inexperienced president; a national security advisor who spent too much time directly supporting the president and too little managing the process itself; and making some bad major personnel decisions.
But then came the second term. With a few key personnel changes and a reversion to the kind of structures and approaches found in the best-working NSCs, performance improved tremendously. Reinvention was not needed. Simple attentiveness to a few long-established rules was. Steven Hadley had studied those rules as a protégé of General Brent Scowcroft, the man who is viewed as the gold standard among national security advisors. Hadley accepted the fact that being national security advisor was a staff job in which, vital though his role was, he was not there to compete with the secretary of state as a spokesperson, and not to become operational, traveling around the world managing big negotiations. He came with a clear management philosophy that involved working to earn and maintain the support of the cabinet as an honest broker of their views. Vitally, he had not only the deep trust of the president to begin with but he had an exceptionally close and established track record with Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice as her former deputy. Bringing in Bob Gates, an established national security professional who, as a former deputy national security advisor to Brent Scowcroft had deep respect for a disciplined policy process, quickly undid the difficulties of the rogue and uncontrollable Rumsfeld, a creative man of often interesting ideas undone by his self-interested bureaucratic ethos. Having a strong White House chief of staff who respected the process was also vitally important. It is often underestimated in the functioning of the NSC and the government as a whole, but few jobs other than that of president are actually more important to establishing the culture of the administration. Further strengthening the team—because the process is only as good as the people within it—with Hank Paulson and giving him the lead in areas where he knew best, including not only the management of the financial crisis but also the China portfolio, was another plus. The fact that he, Gates, and Rice were all committed to managing their agencies well was another key lesson of past successful administrations.
Central to the changes that were made was that the president was committed to learning on the job, to empowering his team, to being engaged in the hardest problems, and to reaching out to other leaders worldwide—critical jobs that require a president. George W. Bush will never be seen as a great president, but if there were a grade for greatest growth in the office he would score high. He and his team have some very considerable accomplishments to their name that are often overshadowed by the errors they made.
In short, the system works pretty well when basic rules are acknowledged and followed, and it can be fixed fairly rapidly if, as will certainly happen again in the future, the cocktail of people involved becomes toxic, events shock it into bad patterns, politics becomes too influential in its management, or a president is unprepared to lead the group.
During the Obama years, each of these basic lessons was proven again, sometimes in the breach. This took place when junior staffers were allowed by the president to undercut and backdoor General Jones; when a small coterie of political advisors and “true believers” created an exclusionary, parallel process for the innermost circle of advisors and essentially cut out many in the NSC and the cabinet from the roles they were intended to play; and when the president remained aloof from his team and his international counterparts. As the NSC became more operational throughout the Obama years in micromanaging counterterror operations, for example, or usurping from the State Department roles in interactions with senior international officials, or in conducting high-profile international missions, it faltered and was unable to perform its core functions of strategic planning, coordinating policy development, and overseeing policy implementation. Also, as we have seen, top national security officials failed to understand core economic or technological concerns and failed to seek the advice and collaboration of those in the government who did possess the knowledge they needed. But we have also seen clearly positive outcomes result when the core principles of managing the process were adhered to. This was most clearly the case during the tenure of Tom Donilon; when the president was involved and decisive and a clear leader of the process as during the final days of the mission to get Osama bin Laden; and when cabinet secretaries worked in close tandem with the White House, clearly empowered by it but also on the same page, as with the rebalancing to Asia in the Obama first term, the work that produced the New START Treaty in 2011, or key elements of the management of the Iran negotiations and sanctions process. Conversely, when the lessons of the past are not heeded and there is insufficient growth in the president and his team, second terms can be materially worse than the first.
Susan Rice is every bit as capable a national security advisor in terms of pure talent as her predecessors, but it is unclear as of this writing that she is willing to or capable of being the kind of behind-the-scenes manager a national security advisor must be. She has too often sought the limelight as when she conducted high-profile missions to Afghanistan or Israel where she acted much as if she were a secretary of state rather than a national security advisor. (Donilon also led such missions but did so with a much lighter tread in the media.) Rice has not sought to truly build the trust of her cabinet colleagues and there is regularly tension and daylight between the White House, the State Department, and the Defense Department. She has, according to NSC staffers, upbraided her team in large meetings and alienated some among them. Neither has she sought to reverse the ever-growing concentration of power into the ever-growing shadow cabinet that the NSC has become, nor has her president demanded it of her. Indeed, they do not seem to realize that because they assume roles the White House is not capable of fulfilling, they thereby make it impossible to perform the roles that they could and should be doing, like focusing on strategic planning and overseeing an active and creative policy process.
Importantly, as Bush showed in his second term, as Clinton showed in his second term, and as Reagan’s NSC showed late in his second term, it is possible to grow, to learn, to get better. But it’s a bit like the old joke about how many psychotherapists it takes to change a lightbulb. It only takes one. But the lightbulb really has got to want to change.
It is important to separate these failures of process that can be fixed through management, vision, discipline, and pulling together the right human beings for the jobs in question from those of bad policy or failed leadership. We have seen those too. Often they come when leaders place their political calculus ahead of the long-term national interests at stake in any issue. But sometimes they come by other means. Bad judgment. Risk aversion. The fear of failure. Too little appreciation for potential risks. A failure to read history. The character of the president and of the members of his team. But there should also be comfort in another lesson of the NSC and what is sound in its approach. Like any other properly designed government structure it is not designed so it only works when it is led by great men and women. Such people come around seldom. In fact, it is a vitally important process precisely for this reason: it is designed to offset the weaknesses of any individual and to supplement them with the strengths of a team. It should also help provide a filter to clear away the noise of the public debate of the moment and issues of emotion and fleeting mood. In the end, therefore, the principal reason that future presidents should embrace what is best about the structure and the principles of managing it that have evolved over these past almost seven decades is because it is a process designed with their limitations in mind. If they are self-aware, they should find some comfort in the process’s capacity to bridge the gap between those limitations and the performance and protections the country demands.
Having said all that, and fully appreciating the workings of the system when it is managed properly (which, I hasten to add, probably does not require more but instead fewer people on the NSC staff because it will allow more responsibility to revert to the agencies that are prepared to do the work), there are still areas where revision and change are needed. An illustrative set of descriptions of a few such needs follows.
Closing the Creativity Gap
Washington is inherently reactive. As noted in the Introduction, the think tank community, which is theoretically employed to drive the conversation forward and blaze new intellectual trails, plays the official game of the city—a form of mental peewee soccer, crowding around the ball, the issue of the day, the issue most likely to get picked up in the media, the one most likely to get the big thinker into the next administration. This habit is made worse by several other factors.
First, in order to move from the policy community to a role in government, one often has to go through confirmation by the Senate. Given the political gamesmanship that has made this process more difficult in recent years, the system seeks not necessarily the best and the brightest but, often, the safest and the blandest. Presenting contrarian, unconventional, or controversial opinions might inflame just a single senator, who can nonetheless block a nomination, creating an insurmountable career roadblock. So intellectual caution ends up being rewarded—which is risky at any time but is especially dangerous in times of great change, when adaptability, insight, and the willingness to embrace and understand new ideas is essential.
If such conditions prevail year in and year out, not only do you get incentives misaligned with real needs, you end up with a community in which those who have the great success and longevity are selected for the wrong reasons. At the same time, those selectees gain more and more influence as they rise through the ranks. They in turn promote others like them and foster a culture in which they are comfortable. You therefore get think tanks, academic institutions, and journals that are hotbeds of incrementalism rather than the leaps of creativity the country needs.
Finally, heuristic biases—the inevitable shortcuts that people’s minds, and, by extension, the institutions and processes those minds manage—make matters worse. These include using the recent past or familiar examples to drive judgments about the future or what might be needed for the future. Or they too heavily base estimates of future risks or costs on past experiences. Or they let past successes or failures or challenges too greatly influence their sense of where future such successes, failures, or challenges might lie.
Changes are clearly needed in a system of think tanks and policy journals that must break out of this mold. New technologies make such changes much easier. It is much easier today for younger voices to be heard, to reach out to new pockets of insight and talent outside the Beltway, to create virtual conversations, to create global interaction. Some think tanks, like the Carnegie Endowment, with which I have been affiliated, and the Brookings Institution, are doing pioneering work in building global coalitions and discussions. So too are some media organizations. But clearly, given the parochial nature of Washington, its institutions, and the system of rewards and obstacles that exist within it, this has been and will likely remain an uphill struggle for some time to come.
We have seen the toll taken by Washington culture during the past decade and a half. We have seen the cost of groupthink. We have seen hyper-partisanship lead to an inability to act. We have seen the cost of fighting the last war. Most recently, we have seen the cost of letting a political mentality and political advisors drive foreign-policy decisions. Politics necessarily has a short-term focus—the next poll, the next primary, the next general election. Foreign-policy decisions are supposed to involve weighing the long-term national interest. Foreign policy cannot be conducted by opinion poll—the American people historically have wanted to turn away from the world even when it was not in our interest to do so, as in the days right before World War II. Leaders must sometimes lead in directions that are uncomfortable for those who put them in office. To do so requires not only courage but strategy, which in turn requires foresight.
It is not a strategy to simply undo the mistakes of the recent past. It is not a strategy to give a visionary speech. Recent years in which speeches have been treated as deliverables in and of themselves have demonstrated that real strategy requires not only clear long-term goals but day-to-day blocking and tackling, cultivating relationships, weighing priorities, anticipating historical shifts. But even having a strategy is not enough. It also has to be the right strategy. We have seen both wrong strategies and the absence of clear strategy in the last two presidencies.
Some of these changes need to be interpolated into the institutions of government responsible for making policy decisions. Few people understand those needs better than Leon Panetta, whose lifetime of experience has given him a view of Washington from Congress and from the executive branch that is unparalleled among his peers. He observes with regard to the national security apparatus, “the NSC has to operate on two tracks. One is you obviously have to deal with crises. But the second has to be a creative side of the NSC that is looking at bigger issues—looking at cyber, looking at how we are dealing with Latin America, how we deal with Africa. How do we build the alliances that we need for the future? How do we deal with upgrading and managing our nuclear arsenal?” Panetta admits there are a host of major problems we haven’t faced up to. He envisions “an almost think tank aspect of the NSC that allows some of these key people to sit in a room, not consumed by the crisis, not consumed by politics, not consumed by what the hell the New York Times or the Washington Post is going to say, but can spend some time just talking about where the hell are we going in the future in some of these big areas. . . . I’m talking about actually framing policies that ultimately the president can wrap his arms around and say, this is what we’re going to do. This has to be action-oriented.”
Brent Scowcroft, the acknowledged master of the US national security process, frames it this way: “during the Cold War, we were facing nuclear war if we screwed up. That was an incentive to get it right, to stay ahead of developments. Today, we have no strategy that covers the entire world, the changes that are coming. And there’s a lot of change going on. For 500 years, we lived under Westphalian nation-state systems. But globalization has eroded borders. For the first time this world’s people are politicized, interconnected by technology. The nature of power is changing. The nature of international cooperation is changing. The nature of conflict is changing. We’re not evolving well to adapt. This world is not as dangerous as that during the Cold War but it is much more complicated.”
“Technology Makes the World Now. It Is the World.”
Nowhere are the gaps in the system clearer or more dangerous than in the areas of science and technology. The pace of change is breathtaking. Nothing illustrates that like the story of the national security challenges we have faced, the threats that have emerged, and the solutions, tactics, and strategies that we have embraced in the years since the attacks of 9/11. Today, the cutting edge of American military technology used to combat terror are fleets of unmanned aircraft linked to batteries of operators a world away, depending on networks of aircraft and satellites, and massive processing power. They are guided by intelligence that combs the Internet with new surveillance capacity and they are augmented by cyber-offensive capacities that would enable the United States to effectively shut down entire societies without firing a single shot. And our enemies and rivals, and even some of our friends, are employing similar techniques, not just to fight wars, but to steal ideas from us in times of relative peace.
We know several things about these developments. The trends that led to them will not only continue but accelerate. We also know that new changes driven by these trends as well as by emerging developments in advanced manufacturing, advanced materials, neuroscience, bioscience, and the science of creating and harnessing energy will likely be just as transformational, perhaps more so. We know that the pace of change in these areas will accelerate. And we know, from studying what the policy community focuses on, that we won’t have as many informed discussions in think tanks as we need. We won’t even have the thinkers we need. And finally, we know that however bad the situation is in the policy community, it is worse in the US government.
One senior Obama administration official said even in some of its most tech-savvy precincts the government suffers from “the horse and helicopter problem. The government keeps asking for a faster horse when what they need is a helicopter. But they don’t know about helicopters.”
It’s not that great scientists don’t work for the US government. It’s not that the government does not play a central role in developing important technologies. It’s that those scientists and technologists seldom penetrate the top ranks of government. When they do—as in the case of Obama secretary of energy and Nobel Prize–winning physicist Dr. Steven Chu—they find themselves speaking a language their colleagues don’t understand and, as was the case with Chu, being derided by the Washington establishment for their lack of “political skills.” No matter how partisan and dysfunctional Washington becomes, it is always united by a few things. It is fundamentally conservative—with a small c. It doesn’t like change. It has a terrible case of not-invented-here-ism, rejecting outsiders and outside ideas with a time-tested political immune-system response that gangs up on intruders much like leukocytes swarm on a virus and work hard to kill it. And, soaring rhetoric of the pols aside, it is dominated by a “think small” mentality that focuses on risk and self-interest, often to the detriment of those the system is supposed to be serving.
Finally, and perhaps more important than any other point above, whereas much of the greatest change of the modern era in America was driven by a public-private partnership between Washington and the scientific community, that partnership has broken down. Admittedly, much of that partnership came in times of crisis in order to overcome many of the obstacles the country faced. World War II and the Cold War drove much of it. But throughout those periods, from radar to the Internet, from space science to materials science, to breakthroughs in public health, an essential component of America’s greatness was tapping into what can happen when the needs and resources of government meet with the creativity of the private sector to find new solutions and then translate them into benefits for society. Unfortunately, in recent decades, that process has atrophied. Much of what is new in science and technology is now being cultivated in places like Silicon Valley, where with much capital available (largely thanks to a venture capital industry that developed out of government-based financing programs during the Eisenhower administration) and a “let’s go out in the garage and make it happen” mentality, there is a sense that the techies don’t need government. The political mood in Silicon Valley and along much of Route 128 and in other tech centers across the United States runs somewhere along a spectrum between anarchic and libertarian. Government’s role is minimized, and the approach to interacting with government has developed much like that of Wall Street—“don’t call us, we’ll call you.” Recently, that has led Google, Microscoft, Facebook, and Amazon, among others, to establish lobbying offices in Washington to make sure regulators don’t screw up their payday. As Tara O’Toole, Homeland Security’s science and technology under secretary put it, “I think the center of gravity has changed. People now believe that innovation’s center of gravity has shifted to California. Silicon Valley has a mystique and special luster associated with it—along with a long list of products and companies that people admire. But in the minds of its leaders, this success is of its own making and has nothing to do with government—even though all the technologies in the iPhone and iPad (GPS, Siri, touch screen, etc.) was funded by the U.S. government. But a lot of people from the IT world see the government as irrelevant, or worse. One senior official from a big tech company told me ‘I would never hire anyone who had worked for state or federal government.’ I asked why not and he said, ‘Because I’d assume they’re either stupid or lazy or both.’ This arrogance and disdain for government is uneducated and dangerous, but quite pervasive.”
She continued, “During and immediately after WWII, top scientists like Vannevar Bush worked very closely with the President and the SecDef and other top officials. Over time, R&D became more disconnected from agency missions—until Sputnik, when Eisenhower created DARPA. Today, Congressional leaders especially think that the private sector can produce most of the innovation the country needs. The essential role of government in funding high risk research—even the role government actually played in funding the IT revolution—is not understood.”
But she noted that the gap is a two-way street, that government doesn’t want to listen even when the private sector has something valuable to add. Talking to her, I recall a circumstance I had encountered myself when a company I worked with discovered signs on the Internet of a disease outbreak in China. It later turned out to be the first signs of the SARS outbreak. We had used open-source intelligence analysis to spot a major development almost three months before the World Health Organization identified the crisis as such. We went to the Center for Disease Control with the information and they rebuffed us. They wouldn’t take information from the private sector. “It’s probably no wonder we’re so bad at this kind of collaboration,” O’Toole said, “when you consider how bad we are at the interagency stuff. During the West Nile outbreak in 1999 in New York City, a veterinarian at the Bronx Zoo knew that the CDC’s first call, saying it was Saint Louis encephalitis, was wrong because the emus didn’t die of it and they should have. They wouldn’t take her call. This is the vet from the Bronx Zoo. She finally gets through to their head neurologist in the Rocky Mountain lab and he basically blew her off and yelled at her. ‘We’re CDC and we don’t talk to you civilians,’ was his attitude.”
The bigger gap is at the top. Jake Sullivan, clearly a rising star in the US national security firmament, is a former head of State Department’s policy planning operation and was subsequently the top national security advisor to Vice President Biden. As he put it, “one of the biggest gaps in policymaking today is that we often don’t have good means of marrying up the people who understand politics and foreign policy and people who understand science, technology, and other complicated fields. Cyber is the best example where it is so difficult to take people who know the architecture of a network better than anyone and overlap them with the deputies committee—people who can see the big picture and understand priorities and trade-offs—and produce a reasoned, informed policy at the end of the day.” In a world of great technical complexity—and the example Sullivan adds of finance is a good one—the generalist policymaker is simply not really equipped to understand the options on the table. This not only leads to gaps in the decision process, it also can lead to the tyranny of the expert—be it an official at the Treasury Department who is one of three people in the US government who truly understand the complexities of international derivative markets, or a cluster of hackers living within the bowels of the NSA who understand the full implications of releasing a particular worm into another country’s critical infrastructure.
Hormats, the veteran of five administrations, has considered these issues and feels one way to help address them might be a modest restructuring in places like the State Department (although his thought process can and should be applied when considering the structure of the NSC and other agencies). He says, “it is all about giving the science, technology, and financial/economic issues sufficient weight and the individuals sufficient voice. In the economics bureau at State after the restructuring we did under Secretary Clinton, we combined economics, energy, and the environment—making energy a new bureau because we thought the importance of that subject and its strategic significance required an assistant secretary level person. The department’s science advisor and a technology group were also in the E group, but they were not at assistant secretary level, unfortunately. As an illustration of how to address the problem, I would certainly recommend adding one new assistant secretary for science and technology to the group and giving them the ability to recruit outstanding talent from the private and public sectors and from the very best universities and research centers. That would strengthen the department’s capacity to conduct twenty-first century diplomacy.”
One example that comes up in discussions of this sort refers to the advent of the nuclear age. It is often noted that to understand deterrence and the core concepts of Cold War foreign policy, you had to understand our nuclear weapons capabilities, and issues like throw weights and the limitations of launch systems. But as Jake Sullivan points out, some of those issues were not quite as technical as some of those that are more important today. “The difference for me between then and now is that to understand concepts of deterrence and mutually assured destruction and parity and the things that came out of the 1950s you didn’t have to understand how fissile material was weaponized and mated with a warhead. You didn’t need to know those things to make policy decisions. What you needed to know was a certain level of general science.” In contrast, Sullivan notes, “to be really smart and forward looking on cyber, you’ve got to understand things at a level of detail that almost no policymaker in the government knows, because there is so much granularity demanded to know things like how you go about stopping intrusions, or what the consequences of retaliatory actions are, or what capabilities we really have at the end of the day vis-à-vis both symmetric and asymmetric actors.” Ellen Tauscher, the former member of Congress who later became under secretary of state for arms control, added that the entire process for managing our nuclear arsenal—also cited as a major area of gaps in understanding and modernization by Panetta and others—was in the hands of a Congress, where comprehension of the issues was deeply challenged. “The Congress,” she observed, “has no idea, no idea what the nuclear weapons complex in the United States is, what the complex has done, what’s important about it.”
One top Obama administration official said, “science and technology is treated as a kind of ancillary ‘over there’ footnote to how we think about national security. But . . . technology makes the world now. It is the world. We have failed to understand how powerful this is and where it’s going.” That official pointed out that the government expends almost no effort thinking about the future trajectory of technology and what it means economically or to our national security. For one example, “the president announces with great fanfare we’re going to spend $100 million on brain science. And the New York Times announces this terrific study . . . that shows the number of cases of Alzheimer’s is going to double along with the costs by 2040. But the juxtaposition of the two—you know here’s the president announcing this piddling amount of money for this very poorly thought out initiative and at the same time we have this massive freight train bearing down on the economy and society, on the well-being of the generation that is going to have to take care of us, etc., etc.”
O’Toole enumerated some of the risks associated with this lack of understanding. “What’s happening now is the computer revolution of the twentieth century is driving the biological revolution of the twentyfirst. The significance of this is mostly unrecognized by government leaders, partly because there are few biologists or people who understand the implications of recent advances in the life sciences among top government officials in the Congress, administration, or agencies, and partly because the advances are not yet producing a lot of consumer products. The top of government is largely blind to this—we are missing both enormous economic opportunities and potentially profound biothreats. We had a blip in interest and funding for biodefense after the 2001 anthrax attacks, but I would contend that we have gone backwards in our biodefense capabilities.” But beyond the traditional aspects of national defense there are also economic implications, which also impinge on security issues:
We are allowing precious intellectual capital to be shoveled to Asia in search of higher profits. Most of the pharma manufacturing has moved out of the U.S. They are making everything elsewhere. Eighty percent of the prescription drugs used in the U.S. originate in India or China. This is a national security problem. . . . Our budgets in these areas have been largely flat. Chinese R&D spending has gone up about 24 percent per year. Asian governments—exclusive of Japan—are, combined, spending as much on R&D as the U.S. What’s up with that? Where do we think this is going to take us? We don’t do clinical trials in the U.S. anymore. It’s too hard. We do them in India. Who is really spending time and attention thinking about the national security implications of our intellectual property policies?
O’Toole elaborates on how America risks abdicating leadership in innovative science and technology. “Recently, there have been many conversations within the government about how to afford the continued operation of the DOE national laboratories. But the national labs are one of the few places in government capable of sophisticated, long-term research. This is not the time to kill the labs, in my view. But as the recent conversations on cyberthreats show, very few members of Congress, even those who are interested, have a working vocabulary of the issues so it is very difficult to have a conversation about next generation threats.”
Clearly, these gaps require not only new policies but concerted efforts to embrace a new generation of policymakers who understand the issues, threats, and tech-driven opportunities we will be facing tomorrow. One way to spark this process forward is to recognize that at the highest levels, the national security apparatus is not structured to address these issues. Science and technology capacity within the NSC itself needs to be beefed up, and new offices should be created. The Office of Science and Technology Policy in the White House is, in the words of one very senior recent official with whom I spoke, “little more than a speech-writing operation.” It should be made more substantive. There is, on a wide range of issues, a need for the kind of interdisciplinary conversation that currently does not take place. As we have seen, Internet surveillance policies and cyber-policies have economic consequences; privacy laws or decisions about Internet governance have national security implications; spending on R&D for education or pharmaceuticals ultimately impact whether the country is strong or weak—so too can new laws and regulations. It may not be long before a regular, high-level interagency coordinating mechanism on science and technology issues, led by an assistant to the president, seeking to “marry” different components of the policy community together, as suggested by Jake Sullivan, may be a necessity rather than just a good, long-overdue idea.
From the War to End All Wars to the War That Never Ends
Although some adjustments in structure may be necessary, one of the most reliable and often ignored rules of government, offered up once in conversation with former secretary of commerce Pete Peterson, is “resist the temptation to reorganize.” This is in part because the forces that impede such reorganizations are so well-entrenched that the political official who comes in and tries to do it ends up being consumed by the process. It takes too long, there is little time to address real material issues, and the result is almost always unsatisfying. It is also because, as one experienced official said to me, “a secret to success is knowing the difference between reprioritizing and reorganizing. Always try reprioritzing first; only if that doesn’t work should you consider the latter.”
Further, as we have seen, add fear, politics, or reactive impulses to any other impulse to change, and the results are inevitably worse. The US national security establishment went through the biggest reorganization in more than half a century when, in the wake of the 9/11 attacks, the Bush administration created the Department of Homeland Security, the Directorate of National Intelligence, the Homeland Security Council in the White House, and the newly beefed up Counter-Terrorism Center. All this does not even account for the vastly increased spending for new defense and intelligence programs. Although some of these moves created important missing capacity to address extant and emerging threats, some just created needless fat in the already bloated national security bureaucracy.
Mike Hayden argued against the creation of the DNI: “the DNI right now is weaker in terms of the glue, the centripetal forces than the last true DCI.” These sentiments are echoed by Leon Panetta, who says, “there wasn’t a hell of a lot of effective power within the office of DNI other than this mission to coordinate.” There is no proof of this better than the retrenchment that has taken place in the years since 9/11. The Homeland Security Council has been absorbed back into the NSC. Successive directors of central intelligence have pushed back on the Directorate of National Intelligence to ensure that the CIA still plays a leading operational role and a first-among-equals role in the octopus-like US intelligence community, which currently comprises seventeen separate and distinct entities. (Although that may change—depending on the nature of proposed reforms to the way Internet surveillance is conducted—as the cyber side of the equation grows increasingly more important.) And the Department of Homeland Security, a hodgepodge of agencies once part of other departments, has never really gotten traction as a first-rank department of the US government.
The NSC today is bloated. Although some of that is the carcass of the Bush-era Homeland Security Council as it is still slowly being digested, much of it, as Tom Donilon suggested, is a product of the president who insists he must be central to so many decisions and outcomes that the capacity to advise him and implement his views must necessarily grow. Soon the NSC duplicates other agencies, a widespread view among those I spoke to in those bodies. One Clinton State Department official said of the NSC, “it is critical not to have the NSC grow to be an operational entity. That’s the Scowcroft model, right? It is supposed to be a council, not a staff. And whether you call it the NSS or the NSC, it is still a staff. It has grown in exactly the opposite direction it should. Now, it is a shadow State Department. It’s the shadow USAID.” But there is a paradox, says the official. “They are overstaffed compared to where they were but they are understaffed and underfunded compared to the agencies they are supplanting or pushing aside. What’s more, they’re so big they produce so much material and conduct so many meetings that they make it very hard for the agencies which also have . . . statutory responsibilities to actually do important parts of their jobs.”
Scowcroft cuts to the chase: “you have to step back from operations. The government is bad at stepping back and thinking. The NSC is the only outfit that can do that. You also have to have the courage to practice triage. You cannot deal with every issue. That takes judgment.”
In an era of advanced information technologies, when some of the world’s most successful companies have moved toward enhancing their responsiveness, nimbleness, and efficiency that flatter more decentralized structures, it makes no sense for the world’s biggest organization to grow continually more top heavy, more weighted to the center, and to add more and more layers of bureaucracy. Certainly, we have seen no corresponding benefits to the effectiveness of US foreign-policy management with bigger NSCs. The Obama and Bush NSCs are the two largest in American history, and as we have seen, their records, not just in terms of policy outcomes but in terms of policy processes, implementing those outcomes, and advising their presidents, have not been notably better than their considerably smaller predecessors.
At the heart of the national security establishment of the United States lies a serious organizational problem. The three communities that the process was designed to link—diplomatic, defense, and intelligence—are at a point where their structures are ill-suited to their missions. Their missions are changing and they have yet to develop the kinds of doctrines and underlying philosophies of future operation necessary to help inform the kind of sound restructuring that is required.
The State Department faces challenges from without and within. Externally, they face the reality that the modality of government-to-government interaction they specialize in is a bit of a relic. Today, most interaction between nations takes place at the private-sector level. There are literally millions of channels of contact between nations, many supplanting in importance those that require or involve the government. It is also easier for foreign public and private officials to communicate directly with other parts of the US government, including the White House, and there is very little effort made to resist the impulse. A key role for the State Department is that of middleman, and the technology revolutions have almost universally undercut and eliminated the role of such intermediaries. That said, State has the unique ability to gather insights on the ground in each of the countries of the world, and a greater mission to help the United States shape its foreign-policy priorities. Further, as we reenter a world in which balance-of-power geopolitics seems likely to supplant the bipolar reality of the Cold War or the simplicity of the illusory unipolar moment through which we recently passed, good old-fashioned diplomacy is going to become more and more important again. If we don’t want to do everything, to be the planet’s policeman, then we are going to have to make an effort to understand others and coax them into action.
The more diplomacy we can do, the better we are at building coalitions and effective multilateral institutions, the less burden falls solely on America. Effectively collaborating with other nations enables us to advance our interests with less risk. Revitalizing the international system we helped create doesn’t weaken us by threatening our sovereignty, it strengthens us by leveraging our strengths and promoting international law and cooperation rather than armed intervention as a way to avoid or resolve disputes. It is not America’s job alone to save Syria or Crimea or to intervene to help ensure China does not violate the sovereignty of others in the South China Sea. But we have an interest in containing the use of weapons of mass destruction, in ensuring that despots know there is a price to be paid for the mass slaughter of their citizens or the bullying or invasion of their neighbors. Going it alone is clearly not the right path for America. But doing little or nothing is not a viable alternative. The Obama team fell into a trap of reiterating this false choice between putting “boots on the ground” or doing very little indeed. What is neglected here is the middle ground, and almost always that middle ground requires effective coalition building. It is a job that can only be done with an effective, active, empowered State Department. It cannot be done from the White House no matter how big the NSC staff gets to be—it requires too much day-to-day engagement with too many countries on too many issues. Finally, it is a job that can only be effectively achieved if the United States reawakens to the reality that diplomacy is not sipping tea and serving as a glorified messenger service but is a vital foundation of national strength. It can be one of our most effective, efficient force, influence, and prestige multipliers.
Finally, almost all the multilateral mechanisms we use to deal with global interests are relics of the immediate post–World War II era. So reinventing the international system is going to be increasingly important, especially as issues like managing climate change or regulating cyber-commerce or global issues like privacy become more important. As Scowcroft said, “we’ve never needed international cooperation like we do now. We should turn the UN into something that can actually do something.”
State is also often eclipsed by the NSC. There is too much temptation for national security advisors and their staffs to operationalize themselves by conducting negotiations on behalf of the president. When someone is in the room representing the president, no other official is seen as influential. Such activities effectively make the national security advisor another secretary of state. Not only is one enough, but two are infinitely too many. The result of having two is that counterparties seek to identify the gaps that invariably emerge between them and to play those to their advantage. That has happened recently when differences were evident between State and the White House on Egypt policy (the White House was more distrustful and slow to embrace the Sisi regime), or on the talks between Israel and Palestine (the White House was ready to walk away from the talks sooner than Secretary of State Kerry was). When Brent Scowcroft and James Baker undertook the respective roles of national security advisor and secretary of state in the George H. W. Bush administration, they sat down and forged an explicit understanding. Baker would be the spokesperson. Scowcroft would clear public statements with Baker. Both would interact directly with Bush—with whom both had close, trusting relationships—and would share information openly. Neither would try to secretly undercut the other—in part because they knew, thanks to their relationships, that they could not. Scowcroft would not be operational and would focus on advising the president and managing the policy process and its implementation. Baker would be America’s chief diplomat. Their staffs would support these two functions.
The challenges within the department of defense and the intelligence community are even deeper. Both have irrationally large, duplicative structures that the United States cannot afford. As the amount of the federal budget available to anything other than servicing debt and funding entitlements has shrunk from 50 percent in 1974 to 16 percent in 2014, the fact that defense makes up by far the largest chunk of that means that it is nudging aside more and more national priorities in education, research, infrastructure, or health. It is not rational to spend more than every other major country combined (between eight and thirteen countries, depending on how you count and whose numbers you trust). So, if we are actually going to prosper and do the little things we need to do to keep the country growing, like building roads, fixing bridges, and investing in research, then we are going to stop spending like we have been.
The reality is that despite the timidity with which politicians of both parties approach this question (in 2012, Barack Obama and Mitt Romney debated the difference between relatively small increases and de minimis cuts), there are plenty of ways to find savings. Each branch of the service has its own air force. We have two expeditionary forces (the army and the navy). We preserve antiquated systems of warfare like carrier battle groups and massive fighter jet programs, even though we know that they will get little use and in all likelihood will be made obsolete by the next time they are needed. And that is to speak nothing of waste, fraud, and abuse (which get spoken a lot of in Washington even as precious little is done about them.) So cuts can come. With so many different intelligence agencies and an intelligence budget that rivals that of the entire defense budget of China, certainly a similar case can be made for rationalization of spending, structure, and priorities there as well.
But before we can do that, we need to understand emerging threats and how we are going to treat them. But we do not yet have a fully developed sense of new threats. For one thing, we have been overreactive during the past decade and a half to one single, narrow set of those threats—the ones associated with terrorism—while we have devoted less than appropriate attention to emerging powers or emerging means of conducting warfare and their consequences. This is one of the hidden but very real costs of responding to terror attacks with terror. We face the prospect of entering an age of big data, in which the world’s economy rises and falls on a sea of bits and bytes. Inevitably, as we enter that world, nations and non-state actors are developing, buying, and stealing the technologies they need to make their way in that world—to make themselves safe, to make themselves prosperous, to attack their enemies. Admiral Rogers probably had it right when he said all future crises would have a cyber component. Yet, the United States has no doctrines to guide us in this new era. Whether we can respond to a cyber-attack with traditional kinetic means is perhaps the easiest of these questions. (International law aside, we will if the pain is great enough.) But other issues are much more challenging. Nuclear weapons made global warfare of the twentieth century variety too costly to conduct. But cyber weapons make far more likely an era of nearly permanent or persistent conflict that seeks to degrade rather than destroy enemies, and to do so at a distance, behind cover of anonymity, with few if any human assets at risk. In a hundred years we may have gone from the war to end all wars to the war that never ends.
The advent of this new era will also blur the distinctions between state and non-state actors, and public and private assets that can be targeted or utilized to project a nation’s will. It will also make allies and enemies more difficult to tell apart. It is potentially, therefore, much more destabilizing than nuclear technology for a reason that is ironic in the context of the theme of this book—because it is, on the face, substantially less frightening to those who contemplate it or use it.
Mary DeRosa served as deputy counsel to the president for national security affairs and as legal advisor to the National Security Council. Talking of the Bush years she said, “they strained the existing legal structure and international law in particular. But also, take the cyber area. There are a lot of questions about what is an attack and how does the law of armed conflict work with cyber. And it’s also true for drones. It may not be quite as complicated with drones. Basically it’s a weapon. But it does raise certain sovereignty issues. So, circumstances push us into new areas and questions.”
Worlds Apart
Capacity challenges face the US national security establishment much as focus challenges faced the think tank community from which many senior level officials are drawn. There are some areas that just don’t get enough attention. Some are regions that have for so long been economically challenged and of limited political interest to the United States that we simply haven’t developed a depth of expertise. These include notably Latin America, Africa, and Central Asia. The latter two of these are, however, very likely to be the focus of much greater attention going forward. Africa is home to seven of the world’s ten fastest growing economies. Its great resources have attracted Western oil companies and the Chinese government alike, and in turn extremists groups like Boko Haram or al-Qaeda in Mali have become prominent and highly dynamic. Crises in South Sudan, Somalia, Nigeria, the Central African Republic, and Mali during the past couple of years underscore Africa’s growing importance. The US military has established a new command, AFRICOM, to deal with emerging security threats to American interests in Africa. But in the policy sector the United States needs more and better experts. The same story is true in Latin America. One recent assistant secretary of state for Western Hemisphere Affairs said, “I don’t like admitting it, but on occasion we have had to jump up and down and wave our arms to get attention. It’s not just within this building [the State Department] but interagency and from the White House as well. Almost every administration I have been in starts out thinking they’re going to pay a lot of attention to Latin American and then they turn their attention to whatever is in crisis. The fact that we haven’t had that many crises has actually hurt us in terms of the number of people devoting attention to our hemisphere. And while there is an assumption that there is a large Hispanic voting bloc in the US and that will drive more attention to the area, outside of immigration policy, I have so far seen little evidence that is correct.” Referring to the second-class status certain emerging regions have, and to the tendency to play domestic politics with the appointments to top jobs in that area, that expert in US-Latin American relations said, “if we truly respect our neighbors and our domestic communities, we have to work hard to avoid ghetto-ization of Latin issues.”
Other policies have faced a similar fate, none more so than the treatment of women’s issues. Although there is no doubt recent administrations have given women senior roles to play in national security agencies of the government, women’s issues are regularly derided as being “soft” and of secondary importance. Despite the really valiant and historic efforts of Secretary of State Clinton to move women’s issues front and center in the policy debate, much of the most influential part of the policy community, including that in the White House (especially prior to the arrival of Susan Rice), was a boys’ club.
Few situations illustrate the tension between these approaches better than America’s involvement in Afghanistan. Women in that country have been treated abominably for centuries. Indeed, they are treated today in many parts of Afghanistan as they have been since the Middle Ages. The life expectancy of Afghan women is third lowest in the world. Only one in six Afghan women can read and write. More die in pregnancy than almost anywhere else in the world. More than half of all Afghan women are married or engaged by the time they are sixteen, and most such marriages—inevitably—are arranged or forced. Women have historically been treated as property of the groom’s family once they are married. In Sharia law, a woman’s testimony has only half the weight of that of a man.
These appalling statistics are a tragedy for Afghanistan. Uneducated women cannot contribute economically or politically. Lack of education among women is proven to raise healthcare costs in a country. Suppressing women is also a violation of fundamental human rights and creates a skewed and divided political system.
As Hillary Clinton said at the 2010 TED Women Conference: “let women work and they drive economic growth across all sectors. Send a girl to school even just for one year and her income dramatically increases for life and her children are more likely to survive and her family more likely to be healthier for years to come. Give women equal rights and entire nations are more stable and secure. Deny women equal rights and the instability of nations is almost certain. Women’s equality is not just a moral issue, it’s not just a humanitarian issue, it is not just a fairness issue. . . . It is a security issue, it’s a prosperity issue, it’s a peace issue.” Kim Ghattas, the BBC State Department correspondent, wrote in her book, The Secretary, “Clinton particularly wanted to use her new position to advance the rights of women and children everywhere, a project that stemmed from her deep belief that the world would never be a better place until half the population was no longer neglected. No matter how many wars, peace efforts, missile launches or nuclear crises lay ahead, women’s rights was part of the agenda.”
Despite the sound policy reasoning behind this point of view, senior, otherwise liberal-leaning, pro-human rights policy experts, current and former officials—all men—have said to me, “but what did Hillary Clinton really do? I mean yes, she did talk about women’s rights and things but what about the big issues?”
A senior official in the Obama administration discussing the next stages of the US involvement in Afghanistan let the mask slip when he appallingly said: “gender issues are going to have to take a back seat to other priorities. There’s no way we can be successful if we maintain every special interest and pet project. All these pet rocks in our rucksack were taking us down.”
“Pet rocks”? It’s a galling way to describe the fate of the majority of the population of Afghanistan. What kind of success is it if the majority population is excluded?
The presence of women in power is not enough. Attitudes must change about who can have top jobs, and there must be equity in how those jobs are filled. Moreover, issues like the fate of women around the world have to be allowed take their place atop agendas in the Situation Room and as the focus of the most highly funded projects in the research and policy communities, rather than being left in the kitchen or the drawing room while the men sit around the table of power and smoke cigars and plan future conquests.
The same can be said of other historically “secondary” issues like climate change or energy policy or development economics. It was the rising price of food, triggered by droughts in Russia and the Americas, that helped catalyze the Arab Awakening. These are national security issues that are every bit as important as taking out a terrorist cell in Pakistan or Somalia. Yet they almost never take precedence.
On Perspective
The years since 9/11 have not been easy ones for those nationally in power in America. They have been whipsawed by external events whether from far away or as a consequence of complex domestic economic cycles. In every case, the revolution in new information technologies has both assisted them and made their jobs more difficult.
Deputy National Security Advisor Tony Blinken explained it this way: “the single biggest change in doing these jobs is information technology, the flow of information and its abundance or overabundance. It challenges our absorptive capacity and makes it harder to be proactive instead of reactive. When I worked here in the 1990s probably everyone in the White House did the same two things. At 6:30 we stopped what we were doing and turned on our televisions and watched the national evening network news. And then in the morning we all opened our front doors and picked up a hard copy of the New York Times and the Washington Post and maybe the Wall Street Journal. Everyone did that. And you got some clips at the office. Now of course, it is this intravenous feed that doesn’t let up and that is constant, constant, constant. One statistic: during the eight years of the Clinton administration, there were 1 million emails in the NSC system. During Bush’s two terms, about 5.3 million, and now, six years into Obama, 10 million. The pressure that it exerts—and of course it had already started in the ’90s—is enormous. And the difference between the early ’90s and the ’80s when Reagan was president—three networks, no cable, no Internet, not so much talk radio—a totally different world. Clinton endured that as it mushroomed, and so did Bush.”
These forces have enabled and fueled the politicization of virtually every act a president or policymaker undertakes or even publicly contemplates. They have made it harder to keep secrets. They have telescoped time so that reactions must come much more quickly under calls from the media, opposition politicians, and other world leaders. Events like the death of Ambassador Chris Stevens in Benghazi encourage the habit of reacting to events before the whole story is known, and facts have been sifted from rumors. The biggest casualty, as Tony Blinken notes, is perspective. It is perspective that would have produced a different reaction to 9/11. Indeed, with a little more perspective, we might have avoided it in the first place. Emotion was an inevitable by-product of such a great tragedy. But it should not have guided our actions to the degree that it did or for as long as it did. To respond to the acts of terrorists with terror gives them the victory. They know that terror weakens us and sends us reeling into bad decisions.
Without perspective we also lose sight of what we are reacting to and what our real goals are. It is not in America’s interests to react to our own past errors in ways that compound those errors, to swing from extreme to extreme, from too great a willingness to use force to too little. Similarly, we should not let fears of potential political retribution in the event of a future crisis drive us more than our long-term interests should.
Perspective requires understanding our circumstances and options, which in turn requires knowledge of our resources, our priorities, and the higher values we seek to serve. This is not just a requirement of leaders or policymakers. In a democracy, it is also one of average citizens. If Americans are ill-informed about the world, our true choices, and long-term interests, it is natural that they will revert to biases, prejudices, and political and ideological reflexes.
Today, we live in a society that has become ever more polarized politically and economically. People seek to live among those who share their beliefs. They watch television news broadcasts or listen to radio shows with clear built-in biases designed to play to their prejudices. Civil exchanges in which political factors are set aside are increasingly more difficult to have. Gerrymandering has created Republican and Democratic congressional districts so one-sided for either party that general elections hardly matter. This makes primaries the place where real choices are made, and those are dominated by the most active voters, the ones who tend to be most extreme in their views. This pushes candidates further to the left and right.
The primaries that matter for presidential candidates are not the voting primary held in states but the money primary held on Wall Street and among the country’s rich, which are the only places where prospective nominees can collect the hundreds of millions of dollars they need to compete. That the rich choose our national candidates has created a system in which they have their thumbs on the scale of social justice—inequality has grown to levels not seen since the Gilded Age, tax rates for the rich and for corporations are low and while companies and Wall Street recovered quickly from the last recession, the poorest Americans continue to suffer and benefited least.
These deformities in American democracy have created dysfunction in Washington. In 2013 Congress was able to pass less legislation than at any time in the post–World War II era. President Obama became so frustrated with his inability to work with Congress that he has built his second-term agenda around finding ways to work around it (except in those instances when deferring to it suited his purposes, as in the case of the 2013 debate over whether or not to attack Syria). This dysfunction born of polarization is also a threat to US foreign policymaking. Traveling the world during the time of the government shutdown, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton found herself having to explain what had gone wrong in our system and to allay fears that such bizarre behavior was a symptom of American decline. While this is a book about the national security process within the executive branch, it is impossible to conclude it without noting that one of the really great obstacles to meeting America’s international challenges going forward will be to find a way to restore an effective working partnership between the White House and the Congress and between Republicans and Democrats.
In some respects, this may be the most difficult and daunting of the diplomatic conundrums the next president will face, but none will be more important to ensuring American strength and our ability to lead internationally. As we learned in late 2008, and has become more clear with every passing year, one reason that our fears about the threat of terror have abated somewhat is that we have come to realize that the greatest threats America faces are, in fact, here at home. Economic, social, and political, they must be seen as a vital part of the next president’s international leadership agenda.
America has been sorely tested during the last decade. We have had to confront new threats and doubts about ourselves, our leaders, our values, and our future. Thousands of Americans have died in distant wars and here at home. Trillions have been spent. But we have made it through nonetheless. Our troops have largely come home or the vast majority of them will be home soon. Our economy is creeping back to something like normalcy. With our personnel coming home and our economy on the mend, we finally have the wherewithal to address the much-needed work we need to do here in America.
We have witnessed a tendency to say, “enough,” “never again,” “let the world take care of itself” by voters from both parties and even by our leaders in the White House, but this is clearly the wrong message to take away from the past decade. Opportunists and much worse are eager to fill the void left by our absence. Some problems require global or regional action among nations that calls for leadership and if America is not at the table, the consequences may be bitter ones for America’s people, for our friends, and for those unable to speak for themselves.
We cannot let the bitter experience of the past few years, our broken politics at home, our fatigue, or our lack of clarity about our goals serve as excuses to keep us from grappling with the hard problems that are being thrown at us by the world daily. It is the equivalent of pulling the sheets over our head when the alarm goes off and hoping the day will pass us by. It never works. Just as we have learned, we should neither allow ourselves to be whipped up into an emotional frenzy to achieve impossible goals in the name of revenge or ideology, nor can we let ourselves be lulled into inaction by a litany of false choices—where the only alternative to total war is passivity, where the only alternative to international risk is withdrawal.
For the next president, one of the most important lessons of 9/11—that there is no such thing as a distant problem in the modern world—must counterbalance the impulses that led our two most recent presidents to go either too far or to do too little. The next commander-in-chief cannot afford to let divisions at home keep us from adapting, engaging the world, and advancing our interests as we must. Of all the tools the president has to help find the right path forward in the world and to ensure we follow it, none is so powerful as the NSC when used properly. Fortunately for the next occupant of the Oval Office, his or her immediate predecessors will have left detailed instructions about precisely what and what not to do, what works, and where vital change is needed.
The origins of this book can be traced not simply to its predecessor, Running the World, nor to the gratifying reaction that book received. Rather, Clive Priddle, the gifted and supportive publisher at PublicAffairs books, encouraged me to pick up where the prior book left off. Not once but several times. He also offered the latitude to make this not a sequel per se, but a book that looks at how America makes decisions about its changing role in the world in new ways. Beyond all this he offered wise guidance, great patience, and an ever-present and welcome sense of humor throughout this process. In this he was abetted by a great organization from top to bottom at PublicAffairs/Perseus, including especially Susan Weinberg, Peter Osnos, Melissa Raymond, Melissa Veronesi, and Jaime Leifer. The result was a wonderful experience from beginning to end, and to him and his colleagues at Perseus I am deeply grateful.
As in each of my prior books, a great debt is also owed to my agent, the intrepid and wise Esmond Harmsworth of Zachary Schuster Harmsworth. He has become a valued friend and remains an invariably helpful guide to the sometimes curious and rapidly changing ways of the publishing industry.
Another constant between this book and four of those that have preceded it has been the support of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, where I have had the privilege of being a Visiting Scholar since—well, it seems like since Carnegie himself was there, but my ties to the institution actually only date back to the second term of the Clinton administration. The program I run there now has been generously endowed by Bernard Schwartz, who is not only a committed philanthropist but one who is genuinely interested in finding policy solutions that will help restore American growth and competitiveness. Jessica Mathews, the president of the Carnegie Endowment, who has overseen the transformation of Carnegie into a truly global think tank, has my deepest respect and admiration, and I feel very fortunate to have her as a colleague and a friend. I also want to thank Paul Balaran, Carnegie’s EVP, for his continuing support, as well as offering a special thanks to Carnegie’s extraordinarily talented and responsive library staff, notably Kathleen Higgs, Keigh Hammond, and Christopher Lao-Scott, who have a knack for taking even the most daunting requests and turning them into something fruitful.
Tara Chandra has been the lead researcher on this project from beginning to end. She has been tireless, creative, rigorous, and diligent. I have never been better supported by a researcher, but she has been more than that, regularly providing the best of advice. No other single individual deserves more credit for what is good in this book. Tara was, however, assisted by a succession of excellent interns including, most recently, Adam Cohen, but also Molly Pallman, Chester Eng, and Christopher McGuire. In addition, two researchers from my last book project, Power, Inc., helped lay the groundwork for this research. They are Chris Zoia and May Sabah.
Also of direct, great, and continuous aid throughout this project has been my wonderful, often hilarious, also extremely patient and deeply valued assistant, Hilary Kline. I am also very grateful for the support of my colleagues at Foreign Policy magazine, including the terrific leadership at Graham Holdings Company, Don Graham, Ann McDaniel, and Gerry Rosberg. In addition, the editors and business team at the magazine, website, and events division at Foreign Policy have taught me much about the subjects included in this book and are as stellar a group of colleagues as anyone could hope to have.
That would be true of anyone, that is, who was not as lucky as I have been for the better part of the past decade, to also have the partners and colleagues that I have at Garten Rothkopf, the international advisory firm Jeffrey Garten and I started in 2005. Not only has Jeff continued to be one of my closest friends since even before we worked together in the Clinton administration, he has been the best business partner I am capable of imagining, a great teacher, and even a tolerant and helpful reader of manuscripts and columns and whatever else I have thrown his way. It is fair to say no single individual has more influenced my professional life—although I do not know why I feel compelled to heap the blame on him. Claire Casey, our managing director and partner at the firm has also been an essential friend and advisor, and the backbone of the company. I will always be deeply grateful to them, as well as to our many excellent colleagues there including especially Allison Carlson, Alison Williams, Antoine van Agtmael, David Sandalow, and Yuxin Lin.
Several other friends and valued colleagues gave me invaluable advice and, when needed, uplifting and apposite counsel during the preparation of this book. They deserve special thanks and acknowledgment, and include Tom Friedman and David Sanger of the New York Times, Edward Luce of the Financial Times, Jeffrey Goldberg of The Atlantic, Bob Hormats, late of the State Department and now at Kissinger Associates, and Don Baer, of Burson Marsteller.
The very best part of doing this book has been the ability to spend time with a broad array of really gifted and dedicated public servants, policymakers, experts, and military and business leaders from the United States and around the world. In the course of the past several years while planning and working on this project, I have interviewed well over 100 people, including roughly equivalently-sized contingents from both the Bush and Obama administrations, as well as approximately 30 from Europe, the Middle East, Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Some of these people spoke to me off-the-record or otherwise asked not to be acknowledged, but that does not diminish my gratitude to them.
I also want to express my gratitude to those people who have during the past few years generously granted me time either for interviews, conversations, or background discussions that have contributed to the content included in these pages. (These include exchanges undertaken expressly for this book, for its predecessor, Running the World, or in conjunction with my work at Foreign Policy.) A partial list of them includes Elliott Abrams, Madeleine Albright, Graham Allison, Yaakov Amidror, Celso Amorim, Uzi Arad, Rich Armitage, Evan Bayh, Aluf Benn, Sandy Berger, Bob Blackwill, Tony Blinken, Josh Bolten, Alia Hatoug Bouran, Lael Brainard, Rosa Brooks, Zbigniew Brzezinski, John Brennan, Bill Burns, Nick Burns, Kurt Campbell, Nathalie Cely, Heng Chee Chan, Derek Chollet, Richard Clarke, Hillary Clinton, Jared Cohen, Tom Daschle, Ron Dermer, Mary Derosa, Tom Donilon, Michèle Flournoy, Anwar Gargash, Robert Gates, Tim Geithner, Carlos Gutierrez, Steve Hadley, Husain Haqqani, Caitlin Hayden, Michael Hayden, Fred Hochberg, the late Richard Holbrooke, Bob Hormats, Roberta Jacobson, Nasser Judeh, Bob Kagan, Sergei Kislyak, John Kerry, Zalmay Khalizad, Bob Kimmitt, Peter Lavoy, Mark Lippert, David Lipton, Doug Lute, Sean McCormack, Denis McDonough, David McKean, Ashok Mirpuri, George Mitchell, Lisa Monaco, Luis Alberto Moreno, Vali Nasr, John Negroponte, Peter Orszag, Michael Oren, Yousef al Otaiba, Tara O’Toole, Leon Panetta, Antonio Patriota, Barry Pavel, Mark Penn, Shimon Peres, David Petraeus, Colin Powell, Ben Rhodes, Tim Roemer, Condoleezza Rice, Gary Samore, Francisco Sanchez, Miriam Sapiro, Arturo Sarukhan, Eric Schmidt, Norton Schwartz, Brent Scowcroft, K. Shanmugam, Tharman Shanmugarantam, Tom Shannon, Wendy Sherman, Michael Singh, Anne-Marie Slaughter, Tara Sonenshine, Jake Sullivan, Larry Summers, Ellen Tauscher, Arturo Valenzuela, John Veroneau, Mauro Vieira, and Lior Weintraub. I’d also like to offer special thanks to former colleagues with great knowledge of these issues, including the late Steve Solarz, Henry Kissinger, Jerry Bremer, Anthony Lake, John Gannon, Susan Rice, and Admiral Steve Smith for over the years having contributed much to the understanding that filled not only this book but Running the World, and much else I have written on these subjects as well.
What is good or interesting in this book is due to the contributions of those cited above. As usual, the errors, tedious bits, and run-on sentences are 100 percent my doing.
Naturally, as in all things, my warmest and profoundest thanks must be reserved for my family. They get credit for teaching me how to read and write, and making me crazy enough to want to sit up all night trying to write a book when I have at least two and a half other perfectly respectable day jobs. My mother, sister, and brother lead this list because I have known them longest. My father was also on this list, but sadly he died during the course of my work on this project. I miss him every day, and hope that some aspect of this might have pleased or interested him. In lieu of that, I hope that at least someone else in my family reads it.
My two daughters Joanna and Laura are the unmitigated, soaring joys of my life. They fill me with pride for their accomplishments, but even more so for who they have become. Once upon a time, I taught them things. Now the tables are turned. They teach me every day, among other things, that it is possible to love even more than you thought was possible just moments earlier.
As those of you who have already flipped through the first few pages of this book must know, it is dedicated to my wife, Adrean. She has been there during the long days of impossible stress that preceded my actually developing the willpower to sit down and write—and during the late nights and early mornings of my writing around the clock to make up for the previous days of procrastination and stressed-out lassitude. She is also a great wife, my best friend, and, perhaps most important, our cats, who are otherwise rather fickle, are very fond of her.
Material used throughout this book comes from interviews with over one hundred primary sources. Those that were on the record are indicated accordingly. The rest were undertaken on background. I am grateful to all those who participated in these interviews for their time and cooperation. This book would not have been possible without them.
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