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Thoughts  about Thoughts  about 
Amer ican  Commitments : Amer ican  Commitments : 

20012001--20202020
By Wi l l i amson Murray

Perhaps one of the few valid criticisms to fly around 
the Beltway every year is that the United States lacks 
a grand strategy. Nothing makes that clearer than the 
course of the past two decades. The real problem is 
not that American policy makers within and outside the 
government are not capable of turning out boilerplate 
missives that utilize the word “strategy” innumerable 
times. The difficulty is that they are incapable of thinking 
strategically. What do I mean? The real issue is that few 
leaders have proven capable of devising and executing 
an effective grand strategy.

Among those few I would number Otto von Bismarck 
and Winston Churchill. Like other great strategists, they 
understood that humanity lives in a nonlinear world of chance and uncertainty, and that no simple direct 
course would achieve their desired ends. They also recognized they could not predict second- and third-order 
effects, and that they would have to adapt to unexpected conditions that would emerge from the actions that 
their polity pursued. Perhaps most important, they understood the “other”: his history, his culture, his aims, 
and above all the kind of danger he represented—or the opportunities he might offer. Few of such percep-
tions have been present among America’s civilian and military leaders in recent decades.

Bismarck and Churchill are not typical of those who have guided states over the course of history. Clausewitz 
put the problem with wonderful irony: “[N]o one starts a war—or rather, no one in his senses ought to do 
so—without first being clear in his mind what he intends to achieve by that war and how he tends to conduct 
it.”1 We might pose a number of questions that strategists might ask in terms of decision making: What is 
the relationship between the means and ends? How much of a burden will our people be willing to bear? 
What is the nature of the opponent and the war that he is most likely to fight? Those questions are crucial to 
understanding America’s failures in wars over the past two decades.

The attack of al-Qaeda terrorists in 2001 on the World Trade Center presented the second Bush administra-
tion with a challenge that demanded a direct and substantive response, one very different from the anemic 
responses of the Clinton administration to the bombings of the U.S. embassy in Kenya and the near sinking 
of the USS Cole in Aden. The few token cruise missiles shot into the depths of Afghanistan made zero impact 
on the murderers surrounding bin Laden and the Taliban. The Bush response to 9/11 was overwhelming and 
crushed the Taliban. But then things began to go wrong, perhaps because the success in Afghanistan had been 
so stunning. The advance of American-supported forces and the few U.S. troops on the ground chased bin 
Laden and the remains of his terrorist gang into the mountains of Tora Bora in eastern Afghanistan. There 
the Marines prepared to liquidate him, but U.S. secretary of defense Donald Rumsfeld and the CENTCOM 
commander in chief, Tommy Franks, decided instead to authorize the local warlords, with the support of 
U.S. special forces and air power, to pursue bin Laden.
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Not surprisingly, they failed. We do not know whether the Marines would have succeeded, but they had the 
will to fight and therefore a better chance of succeeding. Killing bin Laden in 2001 would have represented a 
crucial political victory, and political gain is why one fights war. But with al-Qaeda now in Pakistan and having 
achieved our intermediate goal of overthrowing the Taliban, U.S. troops were in Afghanistan with no clear 
strategy. Policy makers and military were generally ignorant of the nature of Afghan society and history.

Moreover, to most in the American leadership, it did not matter, because almost immediately the atten-
tion shifted to the idea that our new approach to the Middle East—I hesitate to call it a strategy—required 
that we overthrow Saddam Hussein’s vicious tyranny in Iraq. And so, what was happening in Afghanistan, 
the more important arena in the eyes of the American public, fell by the wayside, while American attention 
focused almost exclusively on yet another war without either a final objective or a strategy to achieve it. 
Another brilliant victory in the field then led to years of frustration in the mire of fighting the insurgencies in 
Iraq, insurgencies that our own ignorance had contributed to.

In retrospect, it is hard to believe that policy makers and the intelligence communities believed Saddam was 
capable of developing nuclear weapons. The catastrophic defeat of 1991 had left him with a regime that 
was balancing on the brink of collapse. Yet, they clearly did, and the senior military leaders displayed far too 
much enthusiasm in preparing for a conventional military campaign that would allow them to display their 
ability to conduct “RDO” (rapid decisive operations) in the acronym of the time. The performance of the U.S. 
military machine in the conventional battles of March–April 2003 was extraordinary. But as Secretary of 
State Colin Powell had warned, the Crate and Barrel stricture (“if you break it you own it”) would apply after 
we had destroyed Saddam Hussein’s wretched, murderous regime.

Astonishingly, the victors, who had destroyed Iraq’s military forces in less than a month, found them-
selves quite literally at sea in the occupation phase of military operations. Rumsfeld not only displayed 
little interest in the postwar period but did much to make a sensible occupation impossible. The military 
did no better. Having focused on the conventional fight, those who found themselves responsible for an 
occupation neither calculated nor planned. The divisional commanders responsible for victory did have a 
sense of what needed to be done, but they were rapidly sent home. The civilian overseer, Paul Bremer, 
appears to have been selected because he had been a classmate of Vice President Dick Cheney at Yale. He 
lacked any knowledge of the language, history, and culture of the area. His military counterpart, Lieutenant 
General Ricardo Sanchez, was equally ignorant of Iraqi history, culture, and politics. Moreover, the two 
quickly hated other each other and refused to work together. The result was not only great confusion but 
military and political policies in constant tension with one another, while being incapable of following a 
coherent strategy.

Exacerbating the troubles at the top was the fact that most of the division and brigade commanders dis-
played little ability to recognize that a substantial insurgency was brewing, for many of the same reasons 
that had led to the rebellion against the British in Mesopotamia in 1920. Instead of conducting operations 
to control and protect the population, they focused on conducting military operations, often alienating Iraqi 
civilians in the process. In 2004, as matters were rapidly spiraling out of control, the Bush administration 
replaced Sanchez with General George Casey, who displayed only a slightly better understanding of insur-
gencies and the civil war that was exploding throughout Iraq.

As General Walter Boomer commented in Max Hastings’s Vietnam, “It bothers me that we didn’t learn a lot 
[about defeat in Vietnam]. If we had, we wouldn’t have invaded Iraq.” The long and short of it is that most 
senior U.S. military leaders had simply never studied the reasons that had led to the American defeat in 
Vietnam. It was as if that war had never occurred. The mess that followed underlined the general failure 
of American professional military education to prepare its officers intellectually for the unexpected. Two 
things saved the Americans from their appalling mistakes. The Sunni insurgency came apart due to the mis-
takes made by al-Qaeda and other terrorist groups; and the surge of 2007, conducted with far superior U.S. 
leader ship, destroyed al-Qaeda in Iraq and created the possibility of reaching a reasonable level of stability.
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However, everything almost came apart with the replacement of Ryan Crocker with Christopher Hill as 
the ambassador to Baghdad. Unlike the former ambassador, Hill was arrogant and contemptuous of the 
American military. He spent much of his time on the lacrosse field he had constructed on the grounds of 
the new American embassy. Moreover, he possessed little knowledge of the area, much less Iraqi politics. 
He had little patience for the military advice of General Raymond Odierno and was particularly contemptu-
ous of the general’s chief adviser Emma Sky, who had spent over a decade working in the area.

Hill’s advice would lead to the continuance of al-Maliki in office despite his inability to reconcile Iraq’s dispa-
rate groups, not to mention his tolerance of government corruption. Astonishingly al-Maliki lost the 2010, 
even after forcing the Iraqi judiciary to ban dozens of popular candidates. Moreover, Hill ensured al-Maliki 
continued in office even though his opponents had received more votes in the elections. U.S. forces then 
completed their withdrawal. That decision removed nearly all the influence the United States had over al-Maliki. 
The result was the Iraqi president fully indulged his penchant for corruption and favoritism for those Shi’a 
particularly close to the Iranians.

With no one holding him back, al-Maliki attacked Sunni and secular political leaders and proceeded to purge 
virtually all the competent senior military officers in the army and replace them with corrupt cronies. The 
result was a near collapse of the Iraqi military in 2014 before the onslaught of ISIS, a radical terrorist group 
that soon proved to be more competent than al-Qaeda at the business of military operations. In the end, 
a combination of tribal action, outside support, massive commitment of U.S. air power, and incompetence 
within the organization brought ISIS under control. But the defeat of ISIS hardly represented an impressive 
success for American policy. What one sees in Iraq today is a fragile state, highly susceptible to Iranian influ-
ence. The result hardly justified the expenditure of American blood and treasure, or lived up to the rosy 
expectations of Bush administration officials in 2003.

The story of Afghanistan is even more dismal. After seven years of serving as a backdrop to the war in Iraq, 
with the election of Barack Obama as president, suddenly Afghanistan, the “Good War,” as Obama called it, 
appeared again as the focus of America’s attention. Dismissive of Iraq because he had been against that war 
from the beginning, Barack Obama turned enthusiastically to fix Afghanistan. But he soon discovered the 
United States confronted a morass. The eight wasted years had seen a failure of what one might even define 
as progress. The Taliban, aided extensively by the Pakistani ISI (Inter-Service Intelligence), had recovered its 
control over much of the countryside. Ironically, the Americans continued providing military and financial 
support to the Pakistanis as if they were our loyalist friends. Corruption was endemic.

Obama approached the mess he inherited in two ways: On the one hand, like a British nanny, he lectured 
Hamid Karzai, the president of Afghanistan, that he needed to clean up the corruption in his country. On the 
other hand, in December 2009, he ordered a surge of 30,000 U.S. troops into Afghanistan by the following 
July. But whatever the immediate tactical successes against the Taliban, the surge made little strategic sense, 
because in the same speech that he committed addition forces to fight the Taliban, Obama announced that 
the United States was going to pull them out of Afghanistan within eighteen months.

In the last eight years, the American effort has shifted into one aimed at building an Afghan military, while 
at the same time ignoring the problem of the Pakistani sanctuary enjoyed by the Taliban, or the military aid 
the Pakistanis were providing its fighters. American military policy failed because it aimed to train an Afghan 
army in a Western image. The problem is that the Afghans did not need such a military. Rather, they needed 
niche support which fitted modern capabilities into their culture and their way of war.

For Afghanistan it is too late. There are, however, lessons that we might learn from our defeat. The first and most 
important, as Clausewitz suggested, is that we should understand the character of the war on which we are 
embarking. Sun Tzu can then add that we need to not only understand the enemy, but ourselves as well. 
Nothing better sums up the appalling ignorance of the American performance in Afghanistan than the fact 
that the Pakistanis have been playing us for fools. Pakistani General Hamid Gul, the leader of the ISI in the 
late 1980s, said it best. “When history is written,” he declared on a Pakistani TV show in 2014, “it will be 
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written that the ISI defeated the Soviet Union in Afghanistan with the help of America.” A moment later he 
added, “Then there will be another sentence. The ISI with the help of America, defeated America.”

As one looks over the wreckage of American policies toward Iraq and Afghanistan, one is reminded of the 
comment of a young Marine lieutenant, who is now a representative in the Congress of the United States, at 
the conclusion of the movie No End in Sight: “America can do better.”

1 Carl von Clausewitz, On War, trans. and ed. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 

Press, 1975), 579.
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The  M ideast  Wars : The  M ideast  Wars : 
T ime for  an  Account ingT ime for  an  Account ing

By Russe l l  A .  Berman

The calamitous withdrawal from Afghanistan not 
only marks the end of America’s longest war. It also 
represents the end of an era of intervention in the 
wide region stretching from the Mediterranean into 
Central Asia. The long announced “pivot to Asia,” the 
response to an increased threat perception concern-
ing China, and the need to reposition U.S. forces to the 
Indo-Pacific, have come to imply a de- prioritization 
of the broad Middle East. Protestations to the con-
trary, this is a zero-sum game, especially given 
growing pressures on defense spending. Gone are 
the days of an American capacity to wage war in two 
major theaters simultaneously. The important story 
about the Afghanistan retreat is not the indisputably 
shameful way it was carried out, but the reality that 
the United States has to leave the region in order to 
engage elsewhere.

The two decades in Afghanistan began in October 
2001 in the aftermath of the attacks of 9/11. But what followed did not only stay in Afghanistan. In 2003, the 
invasion of Iraq began, an extension of the Clinton administration’s bombing campaign that had followed 
on the 1998 “Iraq Liberation Act” mandating regime change. That campaign continued through 2011, but 
Americans returned to Iraq a few years later as part of the war against ISIS. In that same year, as the Arab 
Spring spread across the region, the Obama administration participated in the bombing campaign in Libya. 
Finally, in 2015 U.S. military operations in Syria began, also as part of the war on ISIS. From Central Asia to 
the central Mediterranean region, from Kabul to Tripoli, the United States has been expending precious 
resources. The Trump administration was the first in decades to refrain from starting a new war.

Why did we plunge into these adventures? What was accomplished? Are we better off now than before?

Three factors overdetermined the interventionist policy decisions. First, the last decade of the twentieth 
century had witnessed the transformation of the East European Communist countries into Western-style 
democracies. Against that backdrop, Washington policy makers could view the prospects for regime change 
in the Middle East with excessive optimism. The initial pursuit of al-Qaeda in Afghanistan quickly turned via 
mission creep into plans to democratize the country, as if Kandahar were Prague.

Second, the trauma of 9/11 focused American attention on Sunni Islamist terror, producing a predisposi-
tion to discount the malign activities of Iran, with bizarre results. For example, despite the obviousness of 
Iranian anti-Americanism, the American defeat of Saddam Hussein opened Iraq to Iranian influence in a 
way inconsistent with American interests. We have proceeded with an asymmetrical understanding of our 
adversaries.

Thirdly, the giddy globalization ethos of the 1990s prevented the foreign policy establishment from asking 
about the specificity of American national interest as distinct from some idealistic global good. The question 
as to how a particular policy benefited the U.S. was not posed robustly enough. American efforts in fact 
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sometimes end up helping our adversaries, as when Russia enhanced its military posture in Syria, or China 
takes advantage of mining opportunities in Afghanistan. Parts of the foreign policy establishment have dis-
played a remarkable naivete, a willingness to expend American resources without taking a hard enough look 
to determine who would benefit. It is telling that in the wake of these various campaigns, with their mixed 
results, no one in the military, diplomatic, or political leadership has ever been held accountable.

It would be foolish to claim that all these American efforts achieved nothing. Saddam Hussein’s dictatorial 
“republic of fear” is gone, which is an unqualified good, even if the Iraqi political process remains flawed, and 
the low rate of voter participation in the recent election bodes ill for the young democratic institutions. In 
addition, with its small force, the U.S. maintains strategic positions in Syria; while American power is insuf-
ficient to impose a political solution, neither can Assad control the whole country, nor can Russia establish 
a stable client state. In contrast to those ambiguous outcomes, Libya remains in the catastrophic throes of 
a civil war that is attracting foreign powers, including Russia, while the chaotic departure from Afghanistan 
squandered the real victories achieved by the U.S. military and its allies. America’s standing in the region is 
weaker today than it was two decades ago, despite the often heroic deeds of our soldiers.

The lessons to be drawn are too familiar and unfortunately too often unheeded: the need to test every 
policy in terms of its relation to the national interest, the importance of broad public support for any foreign 
intervention, and the willingness to use the full force necessary to achieve a victory. These two decades of 
war, with meager results and no accountability, have not served the country well.
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What  Was and  What What  Was and  What 
M ight  Have  Been :  The M ight  Have  Been :  The 
Threats  and  Wars  in Threats  and  Wars  in 
A fghan is tan  and  I raqAfghan is tan  and  I raq

By Pau l  Wo l fowi tz

I hope this perspective by a participant and observer 
of some of the key decisions made at the start of what 
came to be called the Global War on Terror can be use-
ful to historians seeking to understand the thinking of 
decision makers at the time and evaluate the decisions 
they made.

More important, I hope that veterans of the wars in 
Afghanistan and Iraq will find it useful to be invited, 
as it were, to yet another inside view of deliberations 
that affected their lives and the lives of their comrades 
and families. Those wars were a burden for all Defense Department military and civilian personnel who 
deployed to those combat theaters and for their families. Even families whose loved ones returned home 
safely endured agonizing months worrying about actions in dangerous places thousands of miles away, while 
the rest of the country was able largely to go about its normal business thanks to the protection provided by 
those brave men and women.

It is impossible to overstate how lucky we are as a country to have had so many who were willing to put duty 
above safety and comfort. One must fervently hope, despite our current divisions, that the same spirit of 
American patriotism will come to the fore should it be needed again, as history regrettably suggests it will.

Introduction

The recent American capitulation in Afghanistan has invited the question of whether the war on terrorism 
was a failure. Afghanistan, after all, was where the war was launched—where it achieved its stunning early 
success and has now witnessed its most deplorable failure. And this failure opens the prospect of renewed 
terrorist attacks at a time when we need to focus on the rising threat from the People’s Republic of China (PRC).

Twenty-one years ago, following the 9/11 massacre of nearly three thousand Americans, President George 
W. Bush declared a war on terror to prevent the future horrors that our enemies promised. He acknowledged 
that this would be “a lengthy campaign, unlike any other we have ever seen.” Vice President Dick Cheney 
called it a “generational struggle.” Both of them emphasized that “victory” had to be measured by things that 
would not happen—repeated attacks by global terrorists on the United States, potentially even worse than 
9/11 if implemented with weapons of mass destruction (WMD). Beyond the catastrophic human toll, they 
warned, such attacks could terrorize the country and disrupt fundamental aspects of our way of life.

The antiterrorism effort may by now have become a victim of its own success. In the absence of significant 
additional terrorist attacks, many Americans deplore our involvement in what seem like “endless wars.” 
Lost to view are the consequences of failing to sustain—at now drastically reduced costs—those efforts 
that helped keep us safe from mass terror for twenty years. That is the result of a failure of leadership by 
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our three most recent presidents, who were clear about the frustrations of engagement but obscured the 
potentially disastrous implications of retreat.

The attacks of 9/11 followed more than two decades of recurring lower-level terrorist attacks against the 
United States. Inaction, or only very limited action, was no longer an option. But the world looked different 
on the night of September 11, illustrating what historian and former State Department official Robert Kagan 
described in a powerful essay about the Afghanistan war: “We live history forward, in the chaos of onrush-
ing events, without a clear guide. But we judge history backward, smugly armed with the knowledge of what 
did happen and uninterested in what might have happened.”1

President Bush had the authority and the weighty responsibility to direct a response. He made it clear 
that retaliation—i.e., “delivering justice” to the perpetrators of the crime—was an essential but not a suf-
ficient response. Nor was deterrence a possible strategic goal when dealing with enemies who yearned for 
martyrdom.

Bush resolved that our entire response—to include law enforcement, diplomacy, financial controls, and mili-
tary action—must focus most of all on prevention. That approach was widely applauded at the time.

Passing judgment on past historical decisions is certainly part of the responsibility of historians. But this 
requires examining what other courses might have been followed, and what results those actions might have 
produced. It requires making judgments about the unknown—or engaging in “counterfactual  history”—
something that historians are much less eager to do but is an unavoidable burden of decision makers. As 
historian Niall Ferguson observes in the introduction to Virtual History, a fascinating collection of counter-
factual essays by himself and other prominent historians, “This hostility to counterfactual arguments has 
been and remains surprisingly widespread among professional historians.”2

Twenty years ago, it was widely expected that there would be further attacks on the scale of 9/11—or 
worse. Harvard professor Graham Allison, writing in 2004, offered as his “own considered judgment that on 
the current path, a nuclear terrorist attack on America in the decade ahead is more likely than not” (empha-
sis mine).3 Had that atrocity occurred, not only would Bush have been asking himself what he had failed to 
do, but many others would have insisted that he should have been more relentless in pursuing terrorists and 
anyone or any state that supported them.

Launching the War on Terror

On September 15, five days after the attacks, with the country still in a state of shock and fearful of more 
attacks to come, President Bush called together his National Security Council at Camp David to discuss the 
Global War on Terror that he had declared after the 9/11 attacks. What should and could America do against 
al-Qaeda in Afghanistan and its worldwide operations, and against the broader enemy that Bush had iden-
tified since the attacks—regimes that harbored terror and fostered the dangerous spread of Middle East 
radicalism from which al-Qaeda and global terrorism drew? Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld asked me 
to join him for that historic meeting.

Unsurprisingly, as we now know, Bush asked himself after 9/11 what he might have done to prevent that 
catastrophe. We also know now that the government failures that the 9/11 Commission later identified were 
not in the Bush White House but within the giant federal bureaucracy, particularly in the lack of information 
sharing between and within two of its largest components, the FBI and the CIA. Even Bush critic and former 
White House terrorism “czar” Richard Clarke admitted to the commission that if all of his policy advice “had 
been accepted immediately and turned into action, [it] would not have prevented 9/11.”4

Whatever doubts or questions might have been going through the president’s mind about how this tragedy 
might have been prevented, he didn’t waste time, as aviators like to say, “trying to land the plane by looking 
in the rearview mirror.” On the contrary, he was resolute and determined and focused on what needed to 
be done going forward.
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At Camp David that day, the president decided that our first military response would be in Afghanistan; we 
would deal with the larger threat of state-supported terrorists—possibly in possession of biological, chemi-
cal, radiological, or nuclear weapons and capabilities—at a time of our own choosing.

The president had to consider two dangers. The immediate danger was that anti-US terrorists would now be 
flush with new recruits and new sources of funding, and emboldened by their stunning “success.” That could 
produce many more attacks that could terrorize the country and fundamentally change the way we live. Or a 
more catastrophic attack might involve chemical, biological, or radiological weapons that could kill hundreds 
of thousands of people, or even millions, and even render important parts of the country uninhabitable.

In considering military action against the Taliban in Afghanistan, if it refused to hand over Osama bin Laden—
which seemed likely since they claimed there was no proof of his responsibility for the 9/11 attacks—the 
president needed a military plan for Afghanistan that would “square the circle” of two conflicting military 
imperatives: urgency and effectiveness.

First, it had to be decisive, not a “pinprick” (like Clinton’s 1993 overnight attack on the largely empty head-
quarters of the Iraqi Intelligence Service). And it had to be more than Operation Infinite Reach, the 1998 
cruise missile strike against al-Qaeda in Afghanistan in retaliation for the terrorist attacks on the US embas-
sies in Kenya and Tanzania—a response that General Hugh Shelton, then near the end of his term as chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), regarded as a waste of expensive ordnance to blow up “jungle gym” 
terrorist training structures.

And second, it had to be done quickly to prevent or disrupt the follow-on terrorist attacks that seemed likely 
to be coming, to restore the morale and confidence of the American people, and to dampen the growing 
enthusiasm among the extremists for more such “victories.”

I had no idea what military options General Shelton was going to present that day to Bush. My recollection 
is that there were four options, three for Afghanistan and one for Iraq. Rumsfeld must have known what 
was coming in Shelton’s briefing, or at least had a premonition, because he introduced Shelton’s briefing by 
emphasizing the haste with which it had of necessity been prepared, describing it as merely some “prelimi-
nary ideas to begin the discussions.”

In presenting military options for dealing with the Taliban threat in Afghanistan, General Shelton acknowl-
edged at the beginning that there were few strategic targets left in that country after twenty years of war 
with the former Soviet Union and then a bloody civil war. I considered the options he presented as little 
more than an updated repeat of the 1998 response. Indeed, the chairman’s first option was a cruise missile 
strike, virtually identical to that earlier action. Bush knew enough about that history to be averse to a repeat 
performance. We need to “unleash holy hell,” he said; “We’re not just going to pound sand.”

Shelton’s second Afghanistan option supplemented the cruise missile strikes with heavy bombing by 
US-based B-52 bombers and other manned aircraft, including from aircraft carriers. As Rumsfeld later 
observed, “It looked like pounding sand a little harder.”

The third Afghanistan option added a raid by US Special Forces, described as “boots on the ground,” but with 
no clarity about what such a raid would accomplish other than demonstrating the long reach of the US military 
and a willingness to take risks. It reminded some of the daring but unsuccessful Special Forces raid in Vietnam 
on a suspected POW prison at Son Tay that turned out to have been emptied before the US rescuers arrived.

As Rumsfeld pointed out in his memoirs, even if there had been good targets for conventional American 
ground forces to attack, it would take considerable time to deploy a large force to that remote, landlocked 
country. Bush appeared to wince (as I recall) when Shelton stated that a buildup of conventional ground 
troops could take months. (The 9/11 Commission later reported that Bush found the early presentations on 
military options “disappointing,” and that US Central Command [CENTCOM] commander General Franks had 
acknowledged they had no plan “on the shelf” for Afghanistan.)
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Secretary of State Colin Powell discussed the largely sympathetic reactions he was getting from foreign 
leaders and stressed the importance of bringing Pakistan on board, by persuasion if possible or by threats 
if necessary. He suggested that the Taliban be confronted with an ultimatum to hand over Bin Laden or else 
face military action, a suggestion that met with general approval.

The consensus at that Camp David discussion, as at previous discussions since 9/11, was that we couldn’t 
defeat the terrorists if we stayed on defense—we also needed an offense. But we needed an offense that 
produced a decisive effect. The president made it clear that he wanted better military options, and he 
needed them quickly. It was also becoming clear that his initial focus was on Afghanistan.

CIA director George Tenet’s report that day was more concerned with policy, specifically the potential for 
covert action, than with intelligence. His presentation of the links that CIA operatives had developed with 
Northern Alliance leaders in Afghanistan made an impression on everyone, including quite evidently the 
president. I was impressed as well but recall thinking that he may have been overstating what covert action 
could achieve on its own without active military support.

Earlier that summer, during the review of the Department of Defense (DoD) budget, army vice chief of staff 
General Jack Keane had persuaded me that Army Special Forces had dramatically improved their ability to 
call in effective air strikes in the ten years since Operation Desert Storm, when I had observed their limited 
ability to do so. So I noted for the group assembled at Camp David that any American action in Afghanistan 
should take advantage of this improved ability of our Special Forces to direct conventional air strikes.

A week after the Camp David meeting, Director Tenet arranged a briefing for Rumsfeld with the CIA station 
chief in Pakistan, who managed agency operations in Afghanistan. Tenet’s man in Pakistan argued that even 
in the absence of significant strategic targets, bombing could create divisions between the Taliban and 
al-Qaeda through a gradually escalating campaign that would somehow signal US resolve.

That briefing increased my concern that we might be heading into an ineffective bombing campaign. 
Gradually escalating a series of ineffective military actions struck me as unlikely to convince the Taliban to 
accept our demands. I decided this might be an appropriate time to put on paper the point about Special 
Forces that I had made at Camp David. So I sent a memo to Rumsfeld that suggested using them to guide 
heavy bombers from the United States to provide air support for Afghan Northern Alliance forces, with 
whom some brave CIA personnel had already established contact.

In the intense weeks that followed, everyone pulled together with exceptional speed and teamwork to come 
up with what the president was demanding. The internal Pentagon deliberations are detailed in War and 
Decision, Douglas Feith’s comprehensive (and largely overlooked) history based on declassified materials, 
including his own notes of those discussions.5

With careful planning by the Air Force, Special Operations Command, the JCS, and CENTCOM, along with some 
questioning and policy guidance from the civilian side, an innovative war plan for Afghanistan emerged. The use 
of Special Forces in the role of forward air controllers had a dramatic impact. (They were the “horse soldiers” of 
Doug Stanton’s book of the same name and the film 12 Strong based on it.6) Barely two months after 9/11, the 
Taliban had been evicted from Kabul, and on December 9 they were ousted from their main base in Kandahar.

Weighing the Policy Alternatives

Assessing whether an intervention was “worth it” can be done honestly only by asking what alternative 
courses of action might have produced—the counterfactual case. Thus, even for historians there is no 
escaping the need to make predictions about an unclear and unknowable future.

Nevertheless, it seems unquestionable that the American people were safer once the Taliban government 
was ousted from Afghanistan. That rugged land had provided sanctuary and space for al-Qaeda to train and 
organize the murder of thousands of innocent people. That was the mission for which President Bush sent 
Americans to fight in that distant and unforgiving land, and it was the purpose for which 2,977 gave their lives.
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We did not go to Afghanistan to create a Switzerland in the Himalayas. We went to prevent a repeat of the 
9/11 attacks—or perhaps an even worse attack using anthrax or some other biological or chemical weapon. 
In fact, in Kandahar we found an al-Qaeda laboratory that had apparently been working on poisons and 
possibly anthrax. The bipartisan Robb-Silberman Commission, which reviewed US intelligence capabilities 
for dealing with weapons of mass destruction, later reported that al-Qaeda’s biological program was more 
advanced than previously believed, particularly with regard to a biological agent that the commission identi-
fied only as “Agent X” (to protect classified information). This program involved several sites in Afghanistan, 
two of which were operated by individuals with special training. Documents were also found indicating that 
al-Qaeda had considered acquiring a variety of other biological agents.

Contrary to the expectation twenty years ago that the attacks of 9/11 would be followed by one or more 
similar terrorist attacks, this threat never materialized. It is impossible to assess how much defeating the 
Taliban contributed to that result. But clearly, doing so not only deprived al-Qaeda of its operational sanc-
tuary, it also motivated many other countries, including some who were not our friends, to cooperate in 
attacking terrorist networks. It lent energy to the efforts of our own civilian agencies, who saw that other 
Americans were risking their lives in the effort to keep the country safe.

After 9/11, what alternative was there to going into Afghanistan? Could the president have simply ignored 
the Taliban−al-Qaeda connection? The seriousness we showed in Afghanistan was an essential part of a 
campaign that prevented specific attacks that we know were in states of preparation, and probably others 
as well. That came at a cost, both the human cost and the less tangible but nonetheless damaging stimulus 
it has given to the isolationist instincts of Americans, at a time when we can ill afford them. Today we face 
an adversary more powerful in many ways than we’ve ever confronted before and with means—both cyber-
netic and economic—to reach across the two great oceans that in the past have seemed like giant moats 
shielding us from the rest of the world’s troubles. We’ve also, more recently, paid a high price in American 
credibility and reputation by abandoning Afghanistan to Taliban rule and leaving behind so many people 
who risked their lives and their families’ lives to work with us.

But when President Bush gave his first address to Congress and the nation nine days after 9/11, 
he made it clear that we were facing a long war. And he defined the enemy as a network, not a single 
organization:

Our war on terror begins with al Qaeda, but it does not end there. It will not end until every terrorist 
group of global reach has been found, stopped and defeated.

The war, he explained, would involve more than military operations and would not have a distinct or early 
end. He announced a strategy to drive the terrorists onto the defensive; it would

[involve] far more than instant retaliation and isolated strikes. Americans should expect not one battle, 
but a lengthy campaign, unlike any other we have ever seen. . . .  We will starve terrorists of funding, 
turn them one against another, drive them from place to place, until there is no refuge or no rest. . . .  
Every nation, in every region, now has a decision to make. Either you are with us, or you are with the 
terrorists. From this day forward, any nation that continues to harbor or support terrorism will be 
regarded by the United States as a hostile regime.7

That speech struck a responsive chord among a shocked and terrified people. When asked after that speech 
whether they expected the war that Bush announced to be long or short, 92 percent of Americans polled 
answered “long”—compared to the 51 percent who gave that answer to a similar question about a war with 
Japan following its attack on Pearl Harbor.

Upon leaving office, Bush reminded the country again:

While our nation is safer than it was seven years ago, the gravest threat to our people remains another 
terrorist attack. Our enemies are patient, and determined to strike again. . . .  We must resist compla-
cency. We must keep our resolve. And we must never let down our guard.8
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How might we have done better? Did we put too much effort into “nation building” missions? That is a com-
plicated question. But it would hardly have been prudent to pack up and leave after enabling the Northern 
Alliance forces to defeat the Taliban, when more than half the country shares a Pashtun identity with the 
Taliban. Nor was Bosnia a realistic model for a peacekeeping or stabilization effort, as some critics suggested 
at the time. Afghanistan is so much larger than Bosnia, with forbidding deserts and mountains that dwarf 
those of the Balkans.

No doubt we should have begun building the Afghan army sooner and more quickly. We felt constrained by 
a mandate from the Second Bonn Conference to limit it to a size that the country could sustain financially 
on its own. At that time, when we were spending (according to DoD calculations) $107,000 annually for each 
deployed US soldier, and just $1,800 for each Afghan, restricting the size of the Afghan security forces based 
on what that extremely poor country could afford was creating an imbalance between our militaries. This 
delay in building up the Afghan army, so that it could have assumed a larger portion of the mission at an 
earlier stage, might have saved American lives and also helped to sustain US domestic support.

In 2006, President Bush recognized that we had kept the Afghan army too small, and he directed an increase in 
US force levels to train and equip the Afghans—at the same time that he was also anticipating the Surge 
in Iraq.

Critics of the Iraq War are quick to blame that war for the failure in Afghanistan, even though by many mea-
sures conditions in Afghanistan were relatively good through 2005, two years after the start of Operation 
Iraqi Freedom. Military historians can debate that connection for years to come—but surging an additional 
seventy thousand American troops in the Obama years proved not to be the answer, particularly when it 
was announced at the outset that the increase would be only temporary. (Announcing that time limit in the 
same West Point speech where Obama announced the Afghanistan surge itself was certainly an invitation to 
our enemies to wait us out. But it’s not clear how the outcome would have been different if the commitment 
to the increase had been open-ended, which could also have been seen by enemies, including Pakistan’s 
Inter-Services Intelligence [ISI], as unsustainable.)

As Michael O’Hanlon and I once wrote, clearing guerillas out of Afghanistan’s mountains is comparable in 
difficulty to clearing them out of remote jungles in Colombia.9 (The US Plan Colombia initiative had been 
relatively successful by focusing on stabilizing the principal urban areas, and a similar approach might have 
produced a better result in Afghanistan.10)

President Bush was substantially correct when he later observed that “the primary cause of the trouble in 
Afghanistan did not originate there or, as some suggested, in Iraq. It came from Pakistan.”11 However, we 
don’t understand why Pakistan’s ISI decided at that time to step up support for the Taliban. Perhaps they 
calculated that we were too distracted by Iraq to notice. But a former commander of US and coalition forces 
during that period once told me that he believed instead that the ISI interpreted NATO’s assuming responsi-
bility for Afghanistan as a sign that the US itself was not committed to the mission. Regardless, I do believe 
that part of the reason conditions in Afghanistan worsened when they did was because the close coopera-
tion between Lieutenant General David Barno and Ambassador Zalmay Khalilzad was not continued by their 
immediate successors.

In any case, the single most important policy change that could have produced a better outcome in 
Afghanistan would have been a concerted strategy to convince Pakistan to stop that support. Although 
every US administration seems to have recognized that problem, none seems to have been able to come up 
with a strategy to deal with it.

Initially, it must be acknowledged, Pakistan made significant efforts against al-Qaeda personnel in that coun-
try, including the mastermind of the 9/11 attacks, Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, who was captured in Pakistan 
in March 2003. Other senior al-Qaeda leaders who were captured in Pakistan included Ibn al-Sheikh al-Libi, a 
senior al-Qaeda trainer; Abu Zubaydah, a senior al-Qaeda leader, captured in March 2002; Ramzi Bin al-Shibh, 
9/11 plot accomplice, captured in September 2002; Ahmed Khalfan Ghailani, connected with the 1998 East 
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Africa embassy bombings, captured in July 2004; and Abu Faraj al-Libi, al-Qaeda number-three leader, cap-
tured in May 2005.

So there was understandable reluctance to confront Pakistan during that period. In addition, as long as the 
US had a large force in Afghanistan, we were dependent on Pakistan to deliver logistic support to our troops.

But the discovery in 2011 that Osama bin Laden had been hiding there for years, virtually within a stone’s 
throw of a Pakistani military school, should have generated enough outrage to end our toleration of 
Pakistan’s damaging relationship with our Taliban enemies. Even then, it must be admitted there were no 
easy options, but we should at least have found a way to demand that Pakistan hand over or arrest the lead-
ers of the Afghan Taliban, known as the Quetta Shura, who had relocated to the city of Quetta in southwest 
Pakistan after the fall of Kabul.

Historians will have difficulty explaining why President Trump and President Biden—in one of the few 
instances when the two men agreed on anything—were both in such a hurry to surrender to the Taliban’s 
principal demand and agree to withdraw all American troops by a certain date. Once it had already been 
agreed—initially by the Trump administration with the Taliban at Doha, Qatar—to give the Taliban effectively 
everything that it wanted, there was no reason not at least to insist on a cease-fire for the time needed to 
make the US withdrawal less chaotic and humiliating, and, most importantly, less disastrous for the people 
who had been helping us and their families.

Instead, it was the Taliban who demanded concessions, which the US accepted on behalf of an Afghan gov-
ernment that had been excluded from the negotiations. Specifically, the Trump administration commit-
ted to the release of five thousand hard-core Taliban prisoners who had been captured by Afghan security 
forces and were in Afghan custody. When President Ashraf Ghani resisted releasing the last four hundred, 
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo flew to Kabul to threaten a suspension of US financial assistance if this last, 
most dangerous group wasn’t released, effectively contributing four hundred of the hardest of the Taliban 
hard core to 2021’s killing spree.

As happens too often when American negotiators rush to meet their own self-imposed deadlines, rather 
than patiently holding out for reasonable concessions, the Trump agreement with the Taliban made matters 
worse with a secret annex. Congressional testimony by Trump’s Pentagon leadership gives the impression, 
which military sources have confirmed to me, that this annex committed the US not to attack the Taliban as 
long as the Taliban didn’t attack Americans or non-Afghan members of the coalition. In short, even prior to 
the American withdrawal, the Afghan security forces could no longer expect the air support that they had 
been trained to expect when confronting Taliban attacks. This restriction on US operations continued under 
the Biden administration.

Although that annex was kept secret from the American public and the Afghan government itself, it was no 
secret to the Taliban. Nor could it have taken long for the Afghan security forces to notice that their calls 
for air support were no longer being answered. Small wonder, then, after the US had effectively made the 
Afghan security forces “fair game,” that the Afghan army collapsed in the face of the Taliban offensive that 
started at the beginning of 2021’s spring “fighting season.” All the more shameful was that senior American 
officials accused the Afghans of cowardice because so many of them stopped fighting when it became evi-
dent that the US had pulled the rug out from under them.

The US side claimed that its withdrawal was “conditions based” and not “calendar based,” but the only 
adjustment Biden requested was to delay the withdrawal until the end of August. That may actually have 
made matters worse, since with the agreement’s secret annex still in effect, it gave the Taliban a full fighting 
season to attack the Afghan security forces while the US withheld air support. Predictably, that produced 
the rout that made summer 2021 such a disaster.

The collapse of the Afghan army did not prove, as some claim, that the strategy itself had failed. It only dem-
onstrated that the strategy depended on continued American air support. That support could have been 
sustained, but President Trump and President Biden both decided to end it.



Featured Commentary  |   ISSUE 76, March 2022

14

Terrorism as a Global Threat: The Danger from Iraq

Before the National Security Council (NSC) meeting at Camp David, an earlier National Security Council 
meeting on September 13 had addressed the question of whether the War on Terror needed to go beyond 
al-Qaeda and the Taliban in Afghanistan.

Rumsfeld had attended that earlier NSC meeting, bringing Douglas Feith (under secretary of defense for 
 policy) as his “plus one.” As deputy secretary, I had urgent budget responsibilities that day, examining 
needed changes to the DoD budget in light of the radically new situation. So I was pleased that Feith accom-
panied Rumsfeld. I also knew that Feith was an excellent notetaker.

According to Feith’s notes of that September 13 meeting, national security advisor Dr. Condoleezza Rice opened 
it by introducing the concept that had been emerging in recent discussions. The terrorists were a network, and 
this was a broad war, not a single event. “We’re not just going to do something once,” she announced.

Throughout that NSC discussion, Bush focused on the follow-on effects of military action. Terrorism could 
become a bigger problem, he warned, if we went with a “one-shot wonder.” He asked General Shelton 
about Taliban air defenses, and Rumsfeld noted that Afghanistan lacked valuable terrorist infrastructure 
targets; Bin Laden’s assets were not buildings but people.

Looking beyond Bin Laden and Afghanistan, Rumsfeld raised the issue of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq as a threat 
to the region and to the United States. Regarding Iraq, the president said that any US military action there 
would have to do more than just make a statement.12 He wanted to know what serious military action against 
Iraq would require and what it would cost. Shelton had noted that CENTCOM had some prepackaged strike 
options for Iraqi targets. Bush asked Shelton whether we could do the Afghanistan and Iraq missions at the 
same time. “Yes,” Shelton reportedly answered.

Later that day I attended a meeting of the Deputies Committee to work on the options paper the NSC staff 
had prepared for the September 15 Camp David meeting. Option 1 was to attack only al-Qaeda targets, 
on the unlikely premise that the Taliban leaders would agree to our demands. Option 2 would involve 
attacks on the Taliban as well as al-Qaeda, in the event the Taliban would not cooperate. The NSC staff also 
included an Option 3: to attack al-Qaeda and the Taliban, and also take action “to eliminate the Iraq threat.” 
It seemed to me that we needed to think about entire courses of action, not just options. I suggested draft-
ing a new paper, keeping in mind the president’s key point that the principal purpose of US military action 
was not to punish those behind 9/11 but to stop whoever might launch the next 9/11.

Thus, the question of Iraq was already very much on the minds of the president and his advisors when the 
National Security Council convened at Camp David on September 15.

As already noted, I was privileged to join Rumsfeld at Camp David for that historic meeting. When I arrived 
that morning, Rumsfeld pulled me aside to point out that Saddam was the only world leader who had openly 
gloated about the 9/11 attacks—something that neither Iran’s Ali Khamenei nor North Korea’s Kim Jong-il 
nor even the Taliban’s Mullah Omar had done. “The United States reaps the thorns its rulers have planted 
in the world,” Saddam declared in an “Open Letter to the American People” on September 12. Americans 
should “feel the pain they have inflicted on other peoples of the world, so that when they suffer, they will 
find the right solution and the right path.”13

Throughout the 1990s, concern had been steadily growing within the national security community about 
possible terrorist use of unconventional weapons. The 1995 sarin gas attacks on the Tokyo subway by the 
Aum Shinrikyo cult had highlighted this danger. (That attack, reportedly, had also provided inspiration to 
al-Qaeda’s planners.) Defense Secretary William Cohen had won enthusiastic praise from the Clinton White 
House for his television appearance dramatizing the threat posed by Iraq’s biological agents, using a bag of 
sugar to illustrate the deadly effect of even a small amount of anthrax. The danger of bioterrorism had been 
highlighted a few months before 9/11 by the bipartisan Hart-Rudman Commission on Homeland Security. 
When Rumsfeld and I had met with Senators Hart and Rudman that summer, they had insisted that the US 
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needed to take the threat of bioterrorism more seriously. (It’s hard to remember that those were days when 
bipartisanship was not a rarity, at least not on matters of national security.) Also that year, a simulation exer-
cise by the Johns Hopkins Center for Health Security called “Dark Winter” vividly exposed our vulnerability 
to a biological attack.

Back in 1998, I had served on the Commission to Assess the Ballistic Missile Threat, chaired by Rumsfeld. An 
important focus of that work was the potential for an alternative mode of delivering chemical, biological, or 
possibly even nuclear weapons through a terrorist network, one that could be hard to identify and impos-
sible to deter. The 1993 bombing attack on the World Trade Center—fortunately, largely unsuccessful—
had featured in that discussion. Rumsfeld showed me an intelligence report that the man now suspected 
of being the mastermind of the 9/11 attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, Khalid Sheikh 
Mohammed, appeared to be the uncle of Ramzi Yousef, mastermind of the 1993 attack.

Rumsfeld urged me to speak up about Iraq in the meeting that day.

At Camp David that morning, when Rumsfeld’s turn to speak came, he argued that the terrorist threat drew 
on a broad range of support. He emphasized a point he had been making in internal DoD discussions—that 
the source of the terrorist threat extended far beyond Afghanistan. And he cited approvingly the president’s 
Oval Office statement of two days before: “We will make no distinction between the terrorists who com-
mitted these acts and those who harbor them.” This, Rumsfeld believed, set an important new declaratory 
policy and would be a crucial element of our strategy to prevent additional attacks.

He then turned to me and asked me to talk about Iraq.

I pointed out Saddam’s deep hatred of the United States. (There was no need to remind that group of the 
attempted assassination of the president’s father on a visit to Kuwait in 1993, nor did I want to make that 
personal reference.) My most important point concerned Saddam’s defiance of multiple UN Security Council 
resolutions, which included obstructing the inspections meant to ensure the end of his chemical, biologi-
cal, and nuclear weapons programs, eventually forcing the inspectors’ withdrawal in 1998. We knew that 
Saddam had come close to developing nuclear weapons in the past and that he had used chemical weapons 
extensively, not only in the war with Iran but also against his own population. The CIA was regularly report-
ing on his programs to develop other catastrophic weapons.

Iraqi forces were then firing almost weekly at the US and British aircraft that were enforcing UN resolutions 
to protect the endangered Iraqi opponents of Saddam’s dictatorship, attacks that threatened US pilots. Iraq 
was still under severe sanctions, designed to force renewed cooperation with weapons inspections. But 
international support for the sanctions was crumbling, and, in any case, they were producing no results.

Everyone at that meeting understood the potentially catastrophic nexus between terrorists and biological 
weapons. Also well known was Saddam’s past support for terrorists such as Abu Nidal and Abu Abbas. And 
UN inspectors had been concerned about Iraq’s apparent work on anthrax and possibly even more danger-
ous biological weapons. The danger could not be shrugged off.

Secretary of State Powell made his view very clear: “Afghanistan needs to be the main focus.” He warned 
that taking on Iraq would make it hard, if not impossible, to assemble an international coalition. Rumsfeld 
countered bluntly that “a coalition that is unwilling to take on Iraq is not a coalition worth having.”

That afternoon, after a lunch break, the president asked each of the principals to state their position. Having 
told Dr. Rice that she should give him her recommendation privately, he turned first to Secretary Powell. 
Powell repeated his point from the morning that the coalition would fracture if we tried to include Iraq; 
I don’t recall Rumsfeld repeating his earlier rebuttal. White House chief of staff Andy Card said that the 
American people expected us to go to war in Afghanistan, not Iraq.

Vice President Dick Cheney spoke last. He said it was important to deal eventually with the threat posed by 
Iraq, but not until we had an effective plan for taking down the Taliban and denying al-Qaeda a safe haven in 
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Afghanistan. He also endorsed my point from that morning about the potential importance of Special Forces 
for targeting conventional air strikes.

Cheney’s conclusion seemed correct. However, it was unfortunately clear that the Afghanistan military 
options briefed that morning would not meet the president’s requirement for effectiveness. I remained con-
cerned that General Shelton’s Afghanistan options were too weak to have any impact on the Taliban. They 
would produce the opposite effect from what was needed for the morale boost that the country—and the 
world—needed and the discouragement the president wanted to deliver to the terrorists.

That evening, I joined an informal side conversation over coffee with President Bush, Vice President Cheney, and 
Scooter Libby, the vice president’s chief of staff. None of us had confidence that the Taliban could be coerced to 
comply by the limited bombing campaigns that had been described that morning. Clearly, I said, more thought 
was needed. The president responded, as I recall, that the JCS option for Iraq wasn’t “very imaginative either.”

While he was focused on acting against al-Qaeda in Afghanistan first, it was also clear from that comment 
and the previous days’ discussions that Bush was also thinking about the ongoing threat posed by Saddam. 
And he was right about General Shelton’s Iraq option: it was basically a warmed-over version of Operation 
Desert Fox, Clinton’s limited response to the withdrawal of UN weapons inspectors from Iraq. So I agreed 
with Bush’s criticism, noting that Shelton’s Iraq option was basically no different from the earlier, unsuc-
cessful attempt to force Saddam to accept the return of the UN weapons inspectors. I said if it did become 
necessary at some point to compel Saddam to change his behavior, we should not repeat Desert Fox.

Instead, I suggested a different approach. If the president decided that defending America required not just 
action against al-Qaeda and Afghanistan but also ending the threat posed by Saddam’s continued defiance—
a conviction I shared—we didn’t need to threaten a full-scale invasion to take Baghdad. We could consider 
instead liberating the mostly Shia Arabs of southern Iraq, as we were already protecting the autonomous 
Kurdish zone in the north. Such an effort would not require a full-scale military invasion.

As I pointed out, the main population centers of the Euphrates valley were within a few hundred miles of 
the Saudi-Kuwait border, across open desert. In the process, we would be depriving Saddam of half of his oil 
production—and the other half was already under Kurdish control. Bush then replied (as I recall distinctly): 
“Well, that’s imaginative. Why didn’t you bring it up in the meeting?” My reply was that I didn’t want to chal-
lenge the chairman of the JCS in such a setting, without having previously consulted with Rumsfeld.

As the 9/11 Commission later reported, at a subsequent NSC meeting on September 17, which I did not 
attend, President Bush directed the Defense Department to develop plans “to include possibly occupying 
Iraqi oil fields” to deal with Saddam if he “acted against US interests.” As with virtually any alternative course 
of military action, my suggested option had both pros and cons, and in time, the more limited option faded 
from the president’s focus.

Had Bush come to consider that option seriously, the most serious objection to that course of action would 
probably have been the danger that Saddam might resort to chemical or biological weapons if he felt cor-
nered. That was a danger that the CIA had warned against and the US military had prepared for with chemical 
protective gear and anthrax vaccinations for the entire force.

As CENTCOM commander General Tommy Franks recalls in his memoirs, his “concern about Iraq was height-
ened by the terrorist anthrax mailings of that fall” that had “immediately called to mind Iraq’s weapons of 
mass destruction program. As late as January 1999,” he recalled, “after the UN inspectors were thrown out 
of Iraq—the United Nations was reporting that Saddam could be in possession of thousands of liters of wea-
ponized anthrax. It was a thought that didn’t help me sleep at night.”14

Where Have All the Stockpiles Gone?

Over the next year and a half, the Iraq issue engendered extensive military planning as well as public debate 
and diplomatic efforts, including Secretary Powell’s presentation of CIA evidence at the UN. During those 
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months, the administration built a multinational coalition and secured a bipartisan vote in Congress approv-
ing a threat to use force. The UN Security Council passed its seventeenth resolution condemning Saddam 
but failed to pass an additional one with stronger language that implied the use of force.

In the spring of 2003, coalition forces under American military leadership skillfully removed Saddam from 
power, achieving a remarkable degree of surprise for an attack that had been advertised for months. Saddam 
may well have been expecting to see a repeat of the Kuwait campaign of 1991—a massive buildup of ground 
forces and an extensive bombing campaign, prior to any invasion. He might also have felt reassured when 
France and Russia blocked the stronger UN resolution. The “light footprint” attack had important advan-
tages. As just one important example, Polish Special Forces were able to take control of a large oil platform 
that had been rigged with explosives without incident—i.e., without triggering a blast that would have cre-
ated a giant oil spill in the northern Persian Gulf. The surprise that was achieved also prevented possible 
ballistic missile attacks on Saudi Arabia or Israel, which had caused so many problems twelve years earlier. 
And it substantially reduced the likelihood of any use of chemical weapons against our forces, which we then 
feared.

In making the case for war in Iraq, the administration had highlighted the CIA’s prewar assessments of 
Saddam’s programs to develop weapons of mass destruction, as well as the CIA’s view that he would use 
such weapons if we invaded. This case had been based heavily on official UN reports finding that Saddam 
had not destroyed his older stockpiles of chemical weapons. Our forces had accordingly prepared for chemi-
cal and anthrax attacks. Many of Saddam’s generals apparently expected to see such attacks once US forces 
approached Baghdad.

As it turned out, we now know there was no use of chemical weapons against our troops. Indeed, no stock-
piles of post-1991 weapons were found following the coalition invasion. To me this came as a welcome 
surprise, but it produced a public relations disaster; the resulting uproar obscured some very significant 
findings. We did learn that Saddam had preserved his WMD programs, intending to revive them once the 
threat of international inspections had collapsed. We also learned that his program retained the capacity 
to rapidly produce chemical and biological weapons (BW)—an especially significant threat in the hands of 
a terrorist group. BW was something extremely difficult for inspectors to detect in anything like the time 
needed to do anything about it. The United Nations Special Commission (UNSCOM) inspection team had 
failed to find Saddam’s BW program for five years—and then only by chance when Saddam’s son-in-law 
Hussein Kamel defected to Jordan and divulged its existence.

David Kay, the first head of the Iraq Survey Group, the investigative team that eventually concluded 
there were no modern stockpiles of WMD, reported early on that they had found a “clandestine network 
of laboratories and safe houses within the Iraqi Intelligence Service” that successfully hid equipment 
and research materials on chemical and biological weapons from United Nations inspectors in the early 
months of 2003. Saddam’s most dangerous possession was not existing stockpiles but the capability and 
the individuals with the technical knowledge to create new ones. Under a regime that Kay said “was totally 
corrupt, individuals were out for their own protection, and in a world where we know others are seeking 
WMD, the likelihood at some point in the future of a seller and a buyer meeting up would have made that 
a far more dangerous country.”15 Or, as General Franks expressed it in words a Texan would use, “What we 
had discovered was the equivalent of a disassembled pistol, lying on a table beside neatly arranged trays of 
bullets.”16

President Bush had a clear understanding of the danger posed by Saddam’s WMD intentions. He later wrote: 
“Had Saddam followed through on his intention to revive his WMD programs . . .  the world would likely have 
witnessed a nuclear arms race between Iraq and Iran, and Saddam could have turned to Sunni terrorist 
groups like al-Qaeda—a marriage of convenience, not ideology—as surrogates in an attempt to match Iran’s 
use of Shia terrorist groups like Hezbollah.” The probability of biological, chemical, or nuclear weapons fall-
ing into the hands of terrorists would have increased. “Instead,” Bush wrote, “as a result of our actions in 
Iraq, one of America’s most committed and dangerous enemies stopped threatening us forever. The most 
volatile region in the world lost one of its greatest sources of violence and mayhem.”17
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Bush might also have added that Libya’s Muammar Gaddafi would have been part of that nuclear arms race 
if Saddam had stayed in power and that Saddam’s malign influence would have been added to the witch’s 
brew that is now Syria, in ways that would have made a terrible situation even worse. He might quite pos-
sibly have intervened in Bahrain during the Arab Spring, and we know from 1994 that he never gave up his 
ambitions to conquer Kuwait and perhaps countries beyond.

I believe that Americans and the world are safer, and the Iraqi people are freer and more secure, even 
despite the terrible violence that still plagues the country, because Iraq is no longer under Saddam Hussein’s 
brutal tyranny. But I also believe that the cost of restoring order and improving governance in Iraq was 
higher than it had to be because of decisions made, to use Robert Kagan’s words again, “in the chaos of 
onrushing events.”18

Searching for a Counterinsurgency Strategy

Near the top of the list of things that might have been done differently was the delay by the US military to 
develop a counterinsurgency strategy. Eventually, in January 2007, President Bush ordered a highly suc-
cessful counterinsurgency surge, a strategy that produced a dramatic improvement in Iraq before he left 
office, but not before politics in the United States had turned dramatically against that effort and eventu-
ally brought the war back to the point of failure. One of the most important counterfactuals that historians 
should consider is what might have been the outcome if an effective counterstrategy—one pointed to by 
the US Army’s own history of General Abrams’s counterinsurgency strategy in Vietnam—had been prepared 
and deployed three or four years earlier.

Just a few months after the invasion, CENTCOM commander General John Abizaid publicly warned about 
a growing insurgency in Iraq. But counterinsurgency was not something policy makers or military planners 
wanted to hear about.

A retired marine colonel named Gary Anderson published an article in the Washington Post on April 2, 2003, 
one week before Saddam’s statue was pulled down in Baghdad.19 A friend recommended it to me, saying 
that Anderson understood exactly how the Baathists thought. The article predicted the coming insurgency 
and provided sound advice about how to fight it. Impressed, I arranged for Anderson to go to Iraq as a con-
sultant, where he barely got a hearing. The civilian leadership in Baghdad told him, “You’re talking Vietnam. 
This is not Vietnam.”

That experience was repeated some months later when the Joint Staff finally agreed, in early 2004, to 
send a mission to evaluate the training and organization of Iraqi Security Forces. I persuaded Anderson 
and Bing West (another remarkable Marine Corps veteran) to join the mission, led by Lieutenant General 
Karl Eikenberry. Unfortunately, Eikenberry focused narrowly on Iraqi force training and ignored the related 
issues of CENTCOM’s strategy, so West and Anderson were unable to get that mission to address the issue 
of counterinsurgency.

Two other civilians, Gary Schmitt and Tom Donnelly, were encouraged by Scooter Libby to write an article 
for the Washington Post that also advocated developing and executing a successful counterinsurgency strat-
egy.20 And throughout much of 2003 and early 2004, Libby and I tried with little success to get the Joint 
Staff to provide a “troop to task” estimate of the requirements for Iraqi Security Forces to conduct effective 
counterinsurgency operations.

Out of frustration, I finally asked for an estimate for one single province—Diyala, on the Iranian border, with 
a population of roughly 1.5 million people of mixed ethnicities and religious affiliations. This, I was told, 
would be wasting the time of a busy staff in Iraq who had more important work to do. I got the picture. Our 
Baghdad headquarters had little notion of how to organize Iraqi forces for counterinsurgency, and probably 
even less situational awareness about more remote parts of the country that might have been stabilized 
through an earlier effort.
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Libby and I were especially concerned that the current military strategy favored handing off the entire Iraq 
effort to the “new Iraqi army,” which was still too small. Worse, that force had been trained and organized 
during its first year solely for the mission of external defense, not internal security. This, we feared, was 
a formula for “retreat and defeat,” designed to get US forces out of Iraq at the price of a catastrophic 
failure. We consulted two knowledgeable strategists: retired army vice chief of staff General Jack Keane, 
one of the earliest proponents of an Iraqi surge; and Colonel Derek Harvey, the intelligence officer who was 
one of Keane’s principal sources of information. They warned in stark terms that the US strategy in Iraq was 
failing.

Harvey had spent fourteen months in Iraq integrating all the available information about the insurgency: back-
ground information on its members and leaders, maps of their networks and safe houses, and transit routes of 
foreign fighters through official Syrian checkpoints to join the insurgency, often as suicidal murderers. Harvey’s 
evidence depicted an industrial-strength insurgency—many times larger than what Washington was officially 
being told. Even more important, Harvey concluded that the insurgency was not a reaction to the presence of 
US troops, meaning that the insurgency was not going to fade away with a US withdrawal. Rather, he reported 
that the main driver was an organized effort to reestablish the domination of Iraq by Saddam’s still-powerful 
security apparatus, which had now gone largely underground while its leadership sheltered in Damascus.

This would be an unwelcome message in many military and policy circles, but General Keane and Colonel 
Harvey were more than ready to present it. They possessed not only deep expertise but also the consider-
able moral courage needed to go against prevailing opinions. Harvey had a strong professional concern 
that the information being provided to Washington from the field was poorly researched and dangerously 
misleading. Keane felt an almost personal sense of responsibility for the way the US Army, during his term 
as vice chief, had allowed CENTCOM to hand responsibility for Iraq to an inadequately staffed and poorly led 
military headquarters in Baghdad. Keane also gave great credit to Libby, saying later that “without Libby’s 
relentless early efforts, I’m not sure the White House would have admitted failure and changed the mili-
tary strategy.” Vice President Cheney has spoken similarly of his former chief of staff, saying that Libby had 
the “enormous courage to walk into a crowded interagency meeting and say that you are all wrong,” as 
Libby had repeatedly done.21 Unfortunately, Special Prosecutor Patrick Fitzgerald’s unjust pursuit of Libby 
for allegedly misleading a criminal leak investigation, when Fitzgerald and deputy attorney general James 
Comey already knew that Secretary Powell’s deputy was the leaker, removed from action one of the most 
influential early advocates for changing our failing Iraq strategy.

In the fall of 2004, General Keane and I arranged for Colonel Harvey to make a presentation to the Defense 
Policy Board. Harvey began his presentation by saying, “The insurgents in Iraq believe they are winning the 
war, and the evidence that I will present indicates they are right. The US in Iraq is facing the most formidable 
insurgency the West has ever faced.”

The insurgents, Harvey explained, were led by many of Saddam Hussein’s former leaders. In addition, al-Qaeda 
(led in Iraq by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi) had joined the effort in increasing numbers, funded by almost unlimited 
resources: literally billions of former-regime dollars, held mainly in Syrian banks (as well as banks in Jordan 
and Austria); large supplies of arms and ammunition; and tens of thousands of former members of Saddam’s 
brutal intelligence and security forces. Impressed, the Policy Board recommended a separate briefing for 
Rumsfeld, which he listened to. But as Keane later related, nothing changed in the policy landscape.

Not long afterward, I started sending Rumsfeld memos, complete with maps, showing how a counterinsur-
gency “inkblot” strategy might progress from the more secure provinces eventually to Baghdad. Rumsfeld 
appeared interested, but again nothing changed. After my own experience, I could easily imagine the level of 
resistance he might be receiving to this idea from the field.

Fortunately, President Bush had the persistence, the vision, and the boldness to take the unusual and risky 
step of changing strategy and commanders in the middle of a war. The resulting surge, led by General David 
Petraeus and Ambassador Ryan Crocker, produced dramatic results in what must be considered record time. 
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Unfortunately, that was not soon enough to undo the damage, including the fatal political damage, of the 
first four postinvasion years.

An Iraqi Army That Wasn’t Right for the Task

The strategic misconception was compounded by a decision by the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) to 
dissolve the Iraqi army and replace it with a force that was much too small, and oriented exclusively to external 
defense—the wrong mission when the fight was with an insurgency. The new army would be only twelve 
thousand men in the first year and actually be prohibited from involvement in internal security.

As Feith documents, before the war, the NSC had recommended—and President Bush had concurred—that 
the Iraqi army of several hundred thousand troops should be re-formed rather than disbanded.22 If nothing 
else, it could be used for basic manpower-intensive missions, such as guarding the streets and highways and 
the enormous arms caches scattered throughout the country. According to CIA reports before the inva-
sion, some Iraqi commanders had promised that entire divisions were prepared to defect. Rumsfeld, ever 
the skeptic, warned that whatever Iraqi commanders might be hinting to CIA informants, “You can be sure 
they are saying something very different to Saddam.”23 Rumsfeld was right: in the end, no significant units 
defected. But tens of thousands of poorly paid and largely Shia conscripts literally walked home.

The CPA was not wrong to judge that the Iraqi army, or much of it, was viewed by Iraqis as an instrument of 
Saddam’s oppression. However, whenever the opportunity presented itself to enlist in the new army, hun-
dreds of Iraqis lined up—perhaps out of patriotism, perhaps only to receive a paycheck. This was a wasted 
resource. These men should have been recruited into a larger army that could perform the much-needed 
task of internal security. Instead, the new army being built by the CPA was too small, too focused on mecha-
nized operations, and—worst of all—limited to the mission of external defense.

In addition, the CIA had wrongly assessed that the Iraqi police were respected by the public and could help 
to keep order after the combat ended. They resisted all objections that, in a police state as brutal as Iraq, the 
police are rarely perceived as friends of the citizenry. As a result, our military planned on using them to main-
tain order. This mistaken planning assumption contributed to the disorder in the aftermath of the invasion.

So too did Saddam’s amnesty for criminal (but not political) prisoners the previous October. It is not clear what 
Saddam’s purpose was with this uncharacteristically generous gesture. Some Iraqis I’ve spoken to believe it 
was done deliberately as a sort of desert counterpart to Stalin’s “scorched earth” strategy that deprived 
Hitler’s legions of shelter from the Russian winter by burning all the houses in the Wehrmacht’s path.

Whatever the case, that amnesty must have contributed to the looting that followed the regime’s collapse. 
And some of that looting was deliberate, as I discovered on a visit to the Iraqi Foreign Ministry in July 2003. 
I was initially a bit skeptical of claims by a former Iraqi diplomat and his coalition-appointed Romanian advi-
sor who escorted me and kept insisting that the looting of ministry files had entailed systematic removal of 
incriminating documents. But when we got to the library on the top floor, we found an entire shelf of Arabic 
translations of Hitler’s Mein Kampf, which surely could have fetched some cash in the Baghdad market if the 
looters had been profit oriented.

In June 2004, I was sent to Baghdad to meet with the incoming interim prime minister, Ayad Allawi, to 
discuss plans for the Iraqi Security Forces after the transfer of sovereignty. I was accompanied by David 
Petraeus, whose remarkable work I had previously observed up close in Mosul. Now a lieutenant general, 
he was in charge of training the new security forces. When Allawi recommended that the National Guard 
should be made part of the new Iraqi army, Petraeus quietly cautioned me that CPA policy still precluded 
using the army for internal defense.

That was quite astonishing. Rumsfeld had signed an instruction six months earlier implementing the one 
principal recommendation of the Eikenberry mission: putting CENTCOM in charge of all Iraqi Security Force 
policy, organization, and training. Apparently, CENTCOM had not yet taken advantage of the broader author-
ity that Rumsfeld had instructed it to assume.
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When I replied, “General, we just changed the policy,” Petraeus gave me a big smile in return. But this was a 
change that should have come immediately after the old army had been dissolved. In the end, it took many 
months, and the help of the interim Iraqi prime minister, to force a much-needed change in military policy.

Why Should an American Govern Iraq?

We paid a heavy price for the prolonged delay in reorganizing the Iraqi forces to take part in fighting the 
insurgency. The delay allowed the insurgents more time and scope for promoting intercommunal violence 
and ethnic hatred, encouraging Shia and Sunni forces to form their own militias and retaliate against each 
other.

Had Prime Minister Allawi been installed a year earlier, I doubt that he would have tolerated this delay. And 
there were other reasons for wanting to have an Iraqi prime minister much sooner. This delay, too, had more 
to do with bureaucratic dynamics than reasons of policy.

For nearly a year before the invasion, there was a protracted policy debate over whether to create an 
American-led occupation regime or move quickly to an Iraqi government. This critical decision about gover-
nance became a bureaucratic football—delayed repeatedly by a variety of procedural stratagems by partici-
pants who deliberately wanted to postpone any decision.

Most damaging of these stratagems were the repeated delays by the State Department to organize meet-
ings of Iraqi “externals.” If done earlier, such conferences would have given us a better idea of the leadership 
potential of important individuals. They could also have provided insights into Iraqi views about the effects 
in Iraq of different systems of representative government that might have avoided the electoral list system 
of voting, which accentuated Iraq’s sectarian divisions and contributed to corruption. Ironically, the State 
Department’s own “Future of Iraq Project” had an excellent paper on the subject by Kanan Makiya, but 
ironically it was ignored by the State Department itself.

Makiya was one of those individuals labeled an “external,” a term invented to conveniently denigrate Kurds 
along with exiles. Unlike Hamid Karzai in Afghanistan, the Kurds were not exiles but actually lived and gov-
erned in Iraq. The commonly voiced contention that only people who had stayed and suffered under Saddam 
would have political credibility in a new Iraq—as the late Peter Rodman of Rumsfeld’s staff explained in an 
insightful memo—was as nonsensical as saying that Charles de Gaulle or Queen Wilhelmina lacked credibil-
ity in France or the Netherlands because they hadn’t stayed and suffered under Hitler’s occupation.24 In the 
end, most of the credible leaders in Iraq today are former “externals.” And the most prominent exception, 
the Shia extremist Muqtada al-Sadr, although he is a man who can’t be ignored, hardly makes a case for 
preferring “internals.”

Admittedly, post-Saddam governance was an extremely sensitive subject as long as Saddam remained the 
internationally recognized president of Iraq, but the issue should have been considered more thoroughly 
long before the invasion. In the end it was resolved by President Bush with a compromise on the eve of the 
invasion, a decision that was then reversed two months later by the CPA, creating what was initially intended 
to be a multiyear occupation government. The same officials at State and the CIA who showed no reluctance 
to name an exile—Hamid Karzai—as president of Afghanistan adamantly opposed doing something similar in 
Iraq, where any number of capable Iraqis—including Allawi himself—could have filled the position.

The end result was an unnecessarily lengthy occupation regime that was strongly criticized by important 
Iraqi leaders, including the country’s most influential religious leader, Ali al-Sistani. They viewed that as 
breaking an American promise that this would be a liberation and not an occupation, a term that immedi-
ately evoked, particularly in Iraq and the surrounding region, the Israeli occupation of Palestinian territories.

It’s hard to explain that staunch resistance to establishing an Iraqi government at the outset—or at least 
announcing a process for choosing one, perhaps a process similar to the Bonn Conference for Afghanistan. 
I can only explain it by reference to the almost obsessive dislike at State and the CIA for Ahmed Chalabi. 
Chalabi was indeed a plausible figure to lead a government, but he was wrongly assumed to be Rumsfeld’s 
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choice for the position. Neither Rumsfeld nor I were unhappy with the interim choice of Allawi, and certainly 
the president wasn’t. But the US paid an unnecessarily high price for delaying that decision.

What Might We Wish to Have Known Earlier?

It is a commonly heard question: “Knowing what we know now, would you have authorized the invasion of 
Iraq?” The question seems reasonable enough, but it ignores the important point that, even today, we have 
no knowledge of how things would have turned out had we made different decisions. However, there is 
much that we do know.

We know that the Iraq Survey Group, headed by Charles Duelfer (David Kay’s successor), reported that 
Saddam still possessed WMD capabilities and ambitions that would likely have come to fruition after sanc-
tions were lifted. At that point, Iraq would likely have entered into an arms race with Iran to produce a 
nuclear capability.

It seems clear now that Powell’s presentation to the UN should have emphasized Iraq’s hidden capabilities 
for developing WMD rather than relying on unproven claims about stockpiles; he might also have broadened 
the discussion to say more about Saddam’s internationally condemned atrocities, including the genocidal 
campaign against the Marsh Arabs and their centuries-old culture, which was being driven to the edge of 
extinction.

With the usual precision of 20/20 hindsight, we also know that many mistakes made following the invasion 
might have been avoidable. Some of them prolonged the violence and increased the costs:

• We misunderstood and underestimated the insurgency, including the role played by former regime
institutions (such as the Fedayeen Saddam; the terrorist training camps for foreign fighters; the
Ghafiqi project of the Iraqi Intelligence Service, which did R&D on roadside bombs; and the exploi-
tation of Islam as an instrument of control and mobilization through Saddam’s “Faith Campaign”).

• We initially pursued a military strategy that ignored the counterinsurgency lessons that General
Abrams had demonstrated toward the end of the Vietnam War.

• We abandoned prewar plans to rebuild a sizable Iraqi army and created instead a new army that
was not fit for addressing the principal threat facing us and the Iraqis.

• We should have had more debate about the creation of an occupation regime in a country we
claimed to have liberated, instead of delaying consideration of a new leadership for the country
and a process for selecting those leaders.

• President Obama should not have mocked Senator John McCain for his expressed willingness to
stay as long as necessary. The Obama administration should not have used the undoubted suc-
cess of the surge to declare Iraq prematurely a “success,” as he and then vice president Biden
did, and walk away from Iraq. With great effort, that “success” has partially been recovered, but
Iraq is still important less as a threat than as a potential stabilizing force in a volatile region.

Walking Away from a More Stable Iraq

Despite the many missteps after the initial successful invasion, by 2011 Iraq had been stabilized sufficiently 
to allow the Obama administration to call it a success. It was wishful thinking, however, to claim that the 
assistance of US troops was no longer needed to sustain that success.

On October 21, 2010, after US and Iraqi negotiators had failed to agree on a Status of Forces Agreement 
(SOFA) that would permit a reduced presence of US noncombat forces beyond 2010 as trainers and advi-
sors, President Obama informed Iraqi prime minister Nouri al-Maliki by video teleconference that the nego-
tiations were over and all US military forces would be gone by the end of that year.

There is much finger-pointing over who was responsible for that failure. Obama was clearly not unhappy 
with that outcome, which left him free to fulfill his political promise to withdraw US troops from Iraq and, 



Featured Commentary  |   ISSUE 76, March 2022

23

as he believed, to end an “endless war.” As an anonymous Obama senior official told Michael Gordon, the 
remarkable chronicler of the Iraq experience, “It was clear that keeping 10,000 troops in Iraq was going to 
be enormously difficult for the Iraqis and would require a significant effort on our part to jam it through 
when we, in fact, were not eager to have 10,000 troops in Iraq (emphasis mine).”25

Other fingers point at Iraqi prime minister Maliki, with some justification based on Maliki’s subsequent 
behavior. No doubt the prime minister may have been happy to have the Americans out of the way to give 
him a free hand to crack down on his largely Sunni opponents (as he did after we left), whom he always sus-
pected of having close ties with the former Saddamists whom he hated passionately.

But Maliki also knew that the size of the force the Americans were willing to commit had been whittled down 
from what American generals were saying was the bare minimum to provide the training and advisory func-
tions that were needed, to one that could do little more than protect itself. Even worse, for an Iraqi politician 
who had to deal with one of the Arab world’s few real parliaments (thanks, ironically, to the US overthrow 
of Saddam), the Americans were insisting on a public approval by the parliament. That form of approval had 
been finessed two years previously by a parliamentary maneuver when the Bush administration negotiated 
an initial strategic framework agreement. In the eyes of Obama critics and Maliki defenders, the Americans 
were offering too little and demanding too much political exposure in return.

As an outside observer of those negotiations, I couldn’t help thinking that Maliki’s willingness to take the risks 
contained in that American demand must have been seriously diminished by his experience during the pre-
vious year and a half, when the new American administration sought to “reset” relations with Syria’s Bashar 
al-Assad. The Obama administration continued that initiative despite a series of horrendous suicide truck 
bombs that rocked Baghdad in late 2009. Maliki accused Damascus of sheltering the masterminds behind 
those attacks, demanded their extradition, and recalled his ambassador from Syria. The Obama administra-
tion conspicuously refused then to support Maliki, in sharp contrast to the support he had received two 
years earlier when he sent his army to Basra to confront Muqtada al-Sadr.

What neither side could have foreseen in October 2010 was that six months later the most violent chapter 
of the Arab Spring would convulse Syria. Without an American military presence, Iraqi skies became a high-
way for Iranian deliveries of supplies to Assad’s butchers, as well as a possible route that Israeli planes might 
traverse to attack Iran. Worse than that, the cauldron of Syria itself became a place where a group calling 
itself the Islamic State, led by Abu Omar al-Baghdadi, an Iraqi graduate of the Saddam University for Islamic 
Studies, was able to organize and mount a violent attack from there against Iraq itself.

Withdrawing from Iraq did not end the threat of terrorism. The space we left was filled by a new entity, 
ISIS, which emerged in Syria and proceeded to attack Iraq’s people and government. Fortunately, President 
Obama eventually decided to send forces back into Iraq—without requiring the legalistic SOFA agreement 
that his administration had insisted on previously—and fortunately, the Iraqis were willing to work with us 
to defeat ISIS.

Where Do We Stand Now?

With the return to power of the Taliban and their al-Qaeda allies in Afghanistan, the risk of large-scale ter-
rorism has now increased. Afghanistan may once again serve as a sanctuary where global terrorists can 
plot and train and organize. And we confront a broader challenge as well, which comes from a trio of anti-
democratic regimes: China, Russia, and Iran, each of which fears demands for democracy from their own 
populations and would accordingly like to see it fail in the United States. In addition, each, for differing rea-
sons, would like to see an end to the American dominance of the Persian Gulf.

The Taliban is undeniably a proxy of Pakistan—or, more precisely, of the Pakistani ISI. And with Pakistan 
increasingly dependent on China for protection from India, the American defeat in Afghanistan must be 
seen as a win for China. Far from being able to shift our attention from Middle East terrorism and “pivot” to 
East Asia and China, we may have revitalized a terrorist threat from Afghanistan that will once again force us 



Featured Commentary  |   ISSUE 76, March 2022

24

to focus on Southwest Asia. Largely unnoticed by Washington commentators and policy makers, China inau-
gurated a “March West” strategy following Obama’s pivot to the Pacific. The PRC is now likely to incorporate 
Afghanistan into that strategy.

As the war against Saddam’s aggressive tyranny increasingly fades into the distance, the war within Iraq 
has been revived and expanded during the ISIS occupation. Iraq is even more important than Afghanistan 
in what is often called the “great-power competition.” American interests would be well served—and per-
haps best served—by an independent Iraq, whereas China would like to see Iraq increasingly dominated by 
China’s proxy, Iran, giving the PRC an opening to become the dominant power in the Persian Gulf.

The Persian Gulf has not lost its strategic importance just because the United States is now self-sufficient 
in energy. That huge source of energy remains critically important to both our friends and our enemies in 
East Asia. The US cannot afford to shrug at the possibility of PRC domination of Gulf energy resources, which 
would expose South Korea, Taiwan, and Japan to possible energy blackmail while giving China more freedom 
to pursue its global ambitions.

As a counterweight to China’s dominance, an independent Iraq aligns with American interests. If it is not an 
American ally, or even a “friend,” Iraq should now be treated as a valued neutral. In that respect, Iraq has 
gone from being a threat to being an opportunity. US policy needs to find ways to support Iraq’s hard-won 
freedom and independence at a prudent cost.

Tiring of the War on Terror

Unfortunately, when President Bush’s successors pledged to abandon “endless wars,” they conveyed the 
impression it would cost as much in lives and treasure to stay in Afghanistan as it had cost the US since the 
inception of our military engagement there. But if we leave a fight and the enemy continues to make war on 
us, we haven’t ended the war. We’ve merely abandoned the fight.

How different it might be today if each of those three presidents had explained clearly to the American  people 
that our mission in Afghanistan had been successful far beyond any reasonable expectations in the immedi-
ate aftermath of 9/11. It had helped to keep Americans safe by evicting the Taliban from their sanctuary, 
which was part of a broader counterterrorism strategy. They should have noted that the major burden was 
now shifting to the Afghans themselves. In the last year of US troop presence, more than four  thousand Afghan 
soldiers and police personnel were killed in combat. But the Afghan government and forces depended on 
American air support, which we could have continued to provide at a relatively moderate cost in dollars and 
risking few American lives. When that support began to vanish, many Afghans saw the need to accommo-
date to the coming Taliban victory and thought about their own and their families’ futures.

All wars are terrible. No one can welcome endless war, but short wars are often worse. The American Civil 
War and the two world wars were comparatively short. In barely fourteen months, the United States lost 
110,000 dead in World War I (with a population then of less than 100 million). In World War II, more than 
400,000 Americans died. The armistice ending the combat in Korea came after barely three years, but at 
least twice as many Americans were killed in those three years as in the entire twenty years in Afghanistan 
and Iraq combined.

Around the time of the twentieth anniversary of the 9/11 massacre that killed nearly 3,000 Americans, some 
thoughtless comparisons were made between that number and the roughly 15,000 American military 
and supporting contractors who were killed in the two wars. That would be like comparing the much 
larger number of more than 36,000 who died in Korea to the handful who might have been killed in the 
initial North Korean invasion. President Truman didn’t order MacArthur to intervene in Korea to avenge 
American deaths, nor would anyone think to compare the number of American deaths at Pearl Harbor 
with the 100,000 who died in the war against Japan, much less the 300,000 who died in the war with 
Germany (and Hitler hadn’t even attacked us on December 7, 1941, although he did declare war on us two 
days later).
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To be fair, the costs to our country of the two recent wars include not only the American and allied deaths 
(to include Afghan and Iraqi losses, which too often go unmentioned), but other large human and financial 
costs, as well as one big intangible—the revival of isolationism and the damage to American will and credibil-
ity that the country has suffered. However, the other side of this grim balance sheet must include something 
that is not only intangible but in fact unknowable: namely, the damage prevented by the concerted attack 
on terrorists and their state supporters that President Bush launched, to “wage war against the terrorists,” 
unlike “any we had fought in the past.”26

When a clear victory—like one marked, for example, with a surrender agreement on a US battleship—is 
not achievable, and the likely costs of abandoning the fight are high, American political and military leaders 
need to adjust their strategy and focus instead on reducing the cost to the United States of what may be a 
prolonged effort—particularly the human cost—as much as prudently possible while shifting the burden to 
allies whose interests may be more directly engaged.

Bush has never received adequate credit for the basic insight that after 9/11, terrorism could no longer 
be viewed primarily as a crime to be prosecuted. Instead, he had the responsibility to protect the coun-
try from further attacks. Had Allison’s prediction come to pass—of “a nuclear terrorist attack on America 
in the decade ahead”—Bush would surely have been blamed for tolerating global terrorists. As it is, he is 
blamed instead for “overreaching,” for worrying supposedly unnecessarily about the possibility that hostile 
governments might share biological, chemical, and radiological or even nuclear weapons capabilities with 
the world’s most dangerous terrorist groups. The current global pandemic has dramatized how dangerous 
biological agents could have been, or might still become, in terrorist hands.

A Concluding Word of Thanks

Having attended many military funerals and spent many hours with both wounded veterans and Gold Star 
families, I could never presume to tell them that any cause was worth their sacrifice. I know that President 
Bush felt those losses in a deeply personal way. By the end of his presidency, he had sent almost five thousand 
condolence letters, writing to every Gold Star family who had lost a loved one under his leadership. I know he 
would agree that our country owes a debt to those families whose sacrifices were part of an effort that has 
kept our country safe from large-scale terrorism for much longer than anyone dared to hope twenty years ago.

It is impossible to spend multiple years living close to decisions about life and death without having more 
than a few regrets about things done or not done.

I have paid enough visits to military hospitals and attended enough funerals and meetings of Gold Star 
families to know and regret the price that individuals and their loved ones paid for keeping our country safe, 
much safer than we expected twenty years ago.

Even for those families whose loved ones returned unharmed, the months of anxious waiting exacted a 
painful price. It was not made easier by the awareness that most of the country was happily going about its 
business without fear of a terrorist attack thanks in no small measure to the sacrifice that these families and 
their loved ones were making.

I regret also that we never adequately acknowledged the sacrifices that the Iraqis and Afghans themselves 
were making to fight the insurgents. They should have been included when publishing statistics about the 
coalition, particularly coalition casualties.

There were plausible reasons for not doing so, including the difficulty of confirming Iraqi and Afghan num-
bers with anything like the precision of our own, but we should at least have published estimates to give 
some idea of what those partners were doing to preserve the freedom from tyranny that we had enabled 
them to achieve. When estimates of their casualties range from two to more than three times our own, the 
American people deserve to know—and should have known—that the people we were fighting to protect 
were sharing the burden.
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There is also much to be thankful for. I am thankful for 
President Bush’s vision of what was needed to prevent 
additional terrorist catastrophes and for his recognition 
that weapons of mass destruction in the hands of ter-
rorists would be far more dangerous than hijacked air-
planes. I am also grateful that he had the fortitude to 
recognize that his Iraq strategy was failing and the cour-
age to make a bold decision to embark on a new course, 
one that delivered a remarkable degree of success by 
the time he left office. Unfortunately, that came too late 
to turn around the negative public judgment about the 
war and its consequences that affect us to this day.

No president can ever find it easy even to tacitly acknowl-
edge a mistake, so I have to add that I am thankful that 
President Obama sent a small but invaluable American 
force to counter the threat from ISIS, without insisting 
on the earlier legalistic demand for a SOFA agreement. 
I hope his former vice president remembers that expe-
rience and will not walk away from Iraq as he has just 
abandoned Afghanistan.

Most of all, I am grateful for the tens of thousands of 
Department of Defense personnel—military and civilian—
with whom I had the privilege to work in those difficult 
years and who served our country with such courage 
and determination. The resilience of those who have 
returned with grievous wounds, and the support they 
receive from their families and their communities and 
from some wonderful volunteer organizations, is also 
something to marvel at. They make up a community 

that has its arms open to all Americans who want to support our returning veterans, and it is a privilege to be 
able to be part of that community whether through financial support or, even better, as a volunteer.

I am deeply grateful to Victor Davis Hanson and David Berkey of the Hoover Institution for asking me to write 
this essay and for their patience and encouragement along the way.
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D iscuss ion  Quest ionsD iscuss ion  Quest ions
1. How was the Iraq War different from the earlier Afghanistan intervention—

easier, harder, or about the same?

2. Can we implant democracy in tribal, traditionalist, and Islamist societies?

3. Has realism or even isolationism returned to replace neoconservative 
nation-building?

4. Will Iraq turn out differently from Afghanistan? If so, why?

5. What were the effects of the two interventions on the status of Iran? Israel? 
The Gulf monarchies?



29

I N  THE  NEXT  ISSUE

Deterring Russia and China



Military History in Contemporary Confl ictMil itary History in Contemporary Confl ict
As the very name of Hoover Institution attests, military history lies at the very core of our dedication to the study of “War, 
Revolution, and Peace.” Indeed, the precise mission statement of the Hoover Institution includes the following promise: “The 
overall mission of this Institution is, from its records, to recall the voice of experience against the making of war, and by the 
study of these records and their publication, to recall man’s endeavors to make and preserve peace, and to sustain for America 
the safeguards of the American way of life.” From its origins as a library and archive, the Hoover Institution has evolved into 
one of the foremost research centers in the world for policy formation and pragmatic analysis. It is with this tradition in mind, 
that the “Working Group on the Role of Military History in Contemporary Conflict” has set its agenda—reaffirming the Hoover 
Institution’s dedication to historical research in light of contemporary challenges, and in particular, reinvigorating the national 
study of military history as an asset to foster and enhance our national security. By bringing together a diverse group of 
distinguished military historians, security analysts, and military veterans and practitioners, the working group seeks to examine 
the conflicts of the past as critical lessons for the present.

Working Group on the Role of Mil itary History in Contemporary Confl ictWorking Group on the Role of Mil itary History in Contemporary Confl ict
The Working Group on the Role of Military History in Contemporary Conflict examines how knowledge of past military operations 
can influence contemporary public policy decisions concerning current conflicts. The careful study of military history offers a 
way of analyzing modern war and peace that is often underappreciated in this age of technological determinism. Yet the result 
leads to a more in-depth and dispassionate understanding of contemporary wars, one that explains how particular military 
successes and failures of the past can be often germane, sometimes misunderstood, or occasionally irrelevant in the context 
of the present.

StrategikaStrategika
Strategika is a journal that analyzes ongoing issues of national security in light of conflicts of the past—the efforts of the Military 
History Working Group of historians, analysts, and military personnel focusing on military history and contemporary conflict. 
Our board of scholars shares no ideological consensus other than a general acknowledgment that human nature is largely 
unchanging. Consequently, the study of past wars can offer us tragic guidance about present conflicts—a preferable approach to 
the more popular therapeutic assumption that contemporary efforts to ensure the perfectibility of mankind eventually will lead 
to eternal peace. New technologies, methodologies, and protocols come and go; the larger tactical and strategic assumptions 
that guide them remain mostly the same—a fact discernable only through the study of history.

The publisher has made this work available under a Creative Commons Attribution-NoDerivs license 4.0. 
To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0.  
Efforts have been made to locate the original sources, determine the current rights holders, and, if 
needed, obtain reproduction permissions. On verification of any such claims to rights in the articles 
or images reproduced in this publication, any required corrections or clarifications will be made in 
subsequent printings/editions. The views expressed in this publication are entirely those of the authors 
and do not necessarily reflect the views of the staff, officers, or Board of Overseers of the Hoover 
Institution.

Copyright © 2022 by the Board of Trustees of Leland Stanford Junior University

Hoover Insti tution, Stanford University
434 Galvez Mall
Stanford, CA 94305-6003
650-723-1754

Hoover Inst itut ion in Washington 
1399 New York Avenue NW, Suite 500 
Washington, DC 20005
202-760-3200

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0

	Title Page
	Thoughts about American Commitments: 2001-2020
	The Mideast Wars: Time for an Accounting
	What Was and What Might Have Been: The Threats and Wars in Afghanistan and Iraq
	Launching the War on Terror
	Weighing the Policy Alternatives
	Terrorism as a Global Threat: The Danger from Iraq
	Where Have All the Stockpiles Gone?
	Searching for a Counterinsurgency Strategy
	An Iraqi Army That Wasn’t Right for the Task
	Why Should an American Govern Iraq?
	What Might We Wish to Have Known Earlier?
	Walking Away from a More Stable Iraq
	Where Do We Stand Now?
	Tiring of the War on Terror
	A Concluding Word of Thanks
	Discussion Questions
	Military History in Contemporary Conflict
	Working Group on the Role of Military History in ContemporaryWorking Group on the Role of Military History in Contemporary  ConflictConflic
	Strategika



