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Foreword
Ronald Steel

Should we expect the decision to go to war to be rational when so
much else about human life is not? Of course we do expect this, and
we are often disillusioned. This illuminating study of the two recent
American wars in Iraq is a case in point. It asks why, and then
demonstrates how; emotion rather than reason guided the decisions
to go to war. In doing so it reminds us once again that even in the
affairs of state, the heart has its reasons that reason does not know.
No activity of a state demands more of its citizens or evokes more
fervent emotions than does war. Yet few are subject to less hard
analysis by those who make the critical decisions. This distressing
axiom is splendidly illustrated by Alex Hybel and Justin Kaufman.
With precision and intellectual objectivity they demonstrate, on both
a theoretical and a practical level, how emotion and wishful thinking
supplanted rationality in the two Iraq wars.
War is, of course, always unpredictable, both in its course and in
its consequences. For this reason those who embark upon it tread
upon uncertain ground. They should be wary, but almost without
exception the instigators of war are dramatically bold. They believe
that they can control the consequences of their actions.
In defense of their bold actions they sometimes cite Clausewitz,
who famously argued that war is the pursuit of politics by other
means. But they do not take to heart the warning inherent in his
famous dictum. If war is indeed the pursuit of politics, then it is
obviously subject to all the irrationality, hyperbole, and dishonesty of
the political arena. War is just as haphazard, unpredictable, and
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irrational as any other form of human behavior. History and
literature are replete with examples.
Indeed it would be heroically difficult to prove the contrary. Yet
such is our human proclivity to war—indeed our attraction to it—
that we want to believe war occurs because the reasons for it are overwhelming and ineluctable—and even more, that the ultimate
consequences can be known and controlled. If we did not naively
believe this we might be less inclined to pursue it.
War is a staple of human behavior. It is doubtful that there has
ever been a moment when it was not taking place somewhere or
other on our planet. The scale varies according to the capacity of the
participants. And the rationale depends on the usual factors of fear,
greed, ambition, hate, opportunity, ignorance, and delusion, to
name the most obvious.
In some cases wars seem to break out with stunning spontaneity,
like powder kegs that apparently ignite on their own. But on closer
inspection one notes that someone filled the powder kegs, or put
them in a hazardous place, or inflated their importance. Powder
kegs are often the pretext rather than the primary cause for war.
Their significance usually lies not in the event itself, but rather in
the reaction to it.
War is, by its very nature, never a one-sided affair. One side may
initiate and the other side respond, but that is only the narrative part
of the story. The more important question lies in why nations deliberately choose war and believe it will necessarily advance what they
perceive to be their interests.
Some states are simply aggressive and seek continental or even
global domination. This is an ambition that they usually describe in
idealistic terms, such as “advancing civilization,” “world order,” and the
like. More commonly, a state may launch a war for what its leaders
assert to be “defensive” reasons.
Among these is the perceived need to attack before being
attacked. While this is essentially an aggressive act, it is often justified by those who commit it as “preemption,” or more vaguely as
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“preventive war.” A particularly egregious example of this would be
Nazi Germany’s invasion of Poland and later of the Soviet Union.
The attacked nation may, indeed usually does, choose to respond
in kind, and in this case a full-fledged war takes place. We then say
that the nation being attacked is forced into fighting a defensive war.
But of course not all nations respond to aggression by resisting their
attacker. Some simply surrender.
That may be viewed as a cowardly reaction. It certainly is not considered to be heroic. But in some cases, of which history furnishes
myriad examples, it may be deemed a practical way of dealing with
overwhelming odds and making the best of a hopeless situation.
One variant for a weak state in the path of a powerful aggressor is
to proclaim its neutrality and to be as unobtrusive and cooperative as
possible. Such states in certain cases can be more useful to the aggressor as formal “neutrals” than as occupied territories. This was the
path chosen by Sweden and Switzerland in World War II.
There is no all-purpose formula for explaining why nations
launch aggressive wars or why they respond as they do to the threat
(real, perceived, imagined, or manipulated) of aggression (actual,
potential, or contrived) against them. This depends on the nature
of the state, the psychology and ambitions of its leaders, and an
assessment of the costs and benefits of going to war.
The human factor is clearly critical. Those in control of a state—
whether elected, crowned, or self-appointed—make the decision
between war and peace. The general assumption is they do so for reasons that appear to be rational to them, at least at the time. For its
part the public, which in a democracy must theoretically approve the
decision to go to war, has to be persuaded that its leaders are reacting
rationally and in the public’s general interest.
This is how it is supposed to work. But the burden of proof is
greater on the elected leaders when the war is aggressive rather than
defensive—that is to say, if it is a war of choice rather than a war of
necessity, a war the nation launches rather than one it responds to.
The war in Vietnam represents the former, World War II the latter.
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The former, largely because of its results, is regarded as embarrassing
and even shameful, the latter is extolled as “the Good War.”
Good wars inspire heroic stories; bad wars provoke a search for
explanations. This book is a particularly thoughtful explanation of
how emotion and ambition undermined rationality in the Iraq wars
of the two George Bushs. The prose of these two authors is cool,
their reasoning rigorous, and their conclusions both sobering and
highly instructive.

Introduction
Two Surprises, Two Wars, Two
Presidents, One Family

The Analytical Problem
On August 1, 1990, Iraqi troops rolled into Kuwait. During the two
weeks prior to the invasion, members of the U.S. intelligence community had monitored the deployment of Iraqi forces, and several of
them had concluded that Saddam Hussein intended to invade
Kuwait. The intelligence evaluators forwarded their analyses to the
top members of George H. W. Bush’s administration, who refused to
validate the conclusions until just a few hours before the start of the
invasion. For the next few days, Bush and his senior advisers met to
discuss Iraq’s action and the manner in which the United States
should respond. Prior to the second meeting, however, the president
and his national security adviser had agreed that the United States
could not tolerate Iraq’s belligerent act and should use military force,
if necessary, to expel the invaders. In view of their decision, the other
senior advisers had no choice but to concur. Some time later, while
the Pentagon was in the process of devising its military strategy, the
senior foreign policy-makers in the Bush administration hastily
decided that they would confine the operation to the extraction of
the Iraqi forces from Kuwait and would refrain from marching
toward Baghdad with the intent of overthrowing Saddam Hussein’s
regime.
In 2001, a second member of the Bush family was encumbered by
a conspicuously more costly surprise attack. On September 11, three
planes flown by al Qaeda operatives crashed against three major U.S.
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buildings—two in New York and one in Washington.1 Within the
span of a few days, President George W. Bush ordered preparations
for an attack on Afghanistan. In November, after learning that the
United States and its allies had nearly succeeded at forcing the
Taliban regime and al Qaeda members to abandon their strongholds
in Afghanistan, the president directed Secretary of Defense Donald
Rumsfeld to design a plan to topple Saddam Hussein’s regime. Some
16 months later, Bush authorized the invasion of Iraq.
Rationality and Foreign Policy-Making
Foreign policy-making is about choices. World War II convinced
Hans Morgenthau that its horrendous costs could have been curbed
had the United States, Britain, and France acted earlier to block
Germany’s hegemonic aspirations. As a result, he proposed that in
order to avoid repeating the same mistake foreign policy-makers
must act rationally.2 Since then, students of international politics
have viewed rationality as the cornerstone of foreign policy-making.
They concede that the practice of rationality does not guarantee the
design of a successful policy; but they also contend that its recurrent
absence eventually generates costly results to the entity the foreign
policy-formulators are assigned to represent and protect.
Our analysis is steered by a set of interrelated interests. Our leading goal is to build a theoretical construct that captures the nature of
the decision-making processes of the two Bush administrations. To
achieve this objective we explicate and compare the way the two
Bush administrations addressed the Gulf and Iraqi crises. As part of
the analysis, we assess whether each administration deviated from the
rational process during the crises, and if they did, we single out the
factors that affected the procedures. Though originally we also
intended to analyze the Afghan case, we soon realized that the policy
initiated by the second Bush administration during the days
preceding the attack on Afghanistan could best be explained by a
simpler approach to the study of foreign policy.
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The study of a president’s foreign policy-making process is vital
when the international problem he and his principal advisers
addressed could have been dealt with differently by another group of
decision-makers. The September 11 attacks on the United States left
Bush and his senior advisers very little room to maneuver. Even if a
different administration had led the United States at that time, it is
inconceivable to think that it would not have responded with an act
of war against Afghanistan had its regime refused to acquiesce to
Washington’s demands. As explained by realists, an act of war against
any actor, but particularly against the most powerful entity in the
world, forces its leaders to respond in form. Failure to do so would
undermine its prestige and, possibly, its relative power.3 The most one
could conjecture at this stage is that a president other than George W.
Bush, surrounded by a different group of advisers, might have opted
for a different war plan. Quite possibly, a different president might
not have been so driven by the conviction that he needed to respond
immediately, or might have been advised by a secretary of defense
who would have used a different plan of attack. Such distinctions,
although important, are not pertinent to our investigation.
To help realize the previously identified analytical goals, our work
focuses on the following questions:
1. Did George H. W. Bush and his senior foreign policy advisers
have sufficient information to deduce that an attack on Kuwait
by Iraqi forces was highly probable? If they did not, why not?
If they did, what compelled them to ignore the threat?
2. Did George W. Bush and his senior foreign policy advisers
have the necessary information to infer that a direct attack on
U.S. soil by al Qaeda operatives was highly likely? If they did
not, why not? If they did, what impelled them to disregard the
warnings?
3. Did George H. W. Bush and his senior foreign policy advisers
study thoroughly the problems generated by the Iraqi invasion
of Kuwait? What options did they assess before deciding on the
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use of military force against Iraq? What induced the president
to resort to military force to drive Iraq out of Kuwait?
4. Did George H. W. Bush and his advisers assess carefully
whether or not to try to overthrow the Saddam Hussein regime
in Iraq? What convinced the president not to try to overturn
the Iraqi regime?
5. Did George W. Bush and his senior foreign policy advisers
study meticulously the problems caused by the Saddam
Hussein regime? What choices did they consider before deciding on the use of military force against the Saddam Hussein
regime? What propelled the president to resort to military
force to topple the Iraqi regime?
6. Did George W. Bush and his advisers analyze scrupulously the
viability of instituting a democratic regime in Iraq? What
convinced the president that it would be feasible to set up a
democratic regime in Iraq?
Structure of the Book
To answer the questions mentioned earlier, assess whether the Bush
administrations approached their respective foreign policy-making
processes rationally, and offer a theoretical explanation for their decisions, we have divided the book into six parts. In chapter one we
conduct a brief tour of the main foreign policy-making theories thus
far devised, but refrain from positing our own. We favored this path
because we concluded that it would be markedly more helpful to
allow the data to speak for itself instead of imposing on it a preconceived construct.
In chapter two, we describe the information each administration
examined prior to the surprise attacks, as well as some of the conclusions different members derived. In the case of the first Bush administration we focus also on the negotiations and discussions some of
its leading members carried on with Saddam Hussein and several
other Middle Eastern leaders during the period prior to the invasion.
In chapter three we analyze the logic behind strategies of surprise,
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consider the measures the potential victim must take in order to
avoid becoming an actual victim, and determine whether either Bush
administration could have averted being surprised. We conclude that
the first Bush administration had the information necessary to infer
that Saddam Hussein intended to invade Kuwait, that several intelligence analysts alerted leading members of the administration that an
attack was highly probable, and that responsibility for refusing to
heed the warnings fell squarely on the shoulders of the Bush administration’s central figures. We also explain why those same leaders
were disinclined to take note of the warnings.
In our analysis of the second Bush administration and its inability
to prevent the September 11 surprise attacks, we concur with some
of the conclusions arrived at by The 9/11 Commission Report. It is difficult to contend, without the aid of hindsight, that had those
responsible for tracking the activities of the potential terrorists been
more competent, they would have been able to forewarn the senior
members of the Bush administration in a timely manner and, consequently, that the attacks would have been averted. It is fair to note,
however, that the intelligence gatherers failed to share information,
conduct insightful and imaginative analyses, and initiate useful counterterrorist operations, and that their errors magnified the would-be
surprisers’ opportunity to succeed. The opportunities to the wouldbe surprisers were further augmented by the refusal on the part of the
Bush administration’s senior members to identify al Qaeda “as a first
order threat” in their original foreign policy agenda.
We start chapter four with an examination of the first Bush
administration’s two decisions—to rely on force to free Kuwait from
Iraq and to refrain from marching toward Baghdad in order to topple the Iraqi regime. In the next section, we scrutinize George W.
Bush’s decisions to go to war against Iraq and to replace its leadership
with a democratic regime. In chapter five we conduct a detailed
investigation of the decisions formulated by both administrations.
Our analysis of the first Bush administration does not generate a
simple conclusion. We contend that from early on President Bush
and his national security adviser, Brent Scowcroft, defined the nature
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of the problem, the goals the United States would pursue, and the
policy it would implement, with very little input from the other senior
foreign policy-makers. More to the point, we argue that the decisionmaking process was void of any traces of rationality. It was dictated
mainly by the president’s deep anger against Saddam Hussein and
instinctive fear of repeating the mistakes committed by France,
Britain, and the United States when they refused to respond aggressively to Adolf Hitler’s expansionist strategy in the 1930s. The
absence of a systematic analysis was balanced by the president’s decision to authorize the military to use whatever means it needed in
order to bring about victory at minimal cost to the United States. In
the examination of the first Bush administration’s decision not to try
to topple Saddam Hussein’s regime, we argue that it was the result of
a process generated by the belief that no one in Washington knew the
kind of political system that would replace the Saddam Hussein
regime, that any attempt to create a pro-U.S. government would
spawn very high costs and would require extensive U.S. involvement
for a lengthy period, and that it would alienate the leaders of those
states who had helped in the fight against Iraq.
With respect to the second Bush administration, we postulate that
it decided on war against Iraq knowing that the intelligence it
possessed about Saddam Hussein’s intentions and actions was inconclusive, and that it refused to give serious thought to other alternatives and to the various obstacles it would encounter in its drive to
transform Iraq into a democratic state. This case demonstrates the
extent to which an administration is prepared to ignore information
that disputes, or casts doubt on, the rationale of its political agenda if
its president demands immediate action, is deeply confident of his
ideology and “gut feeling,” and disparages disciplined thinking.
In chapter six we configure the various conclusions in the form of
a general theoretical construct. The maxim “the apple never falls far
from the tree” is partially applicable to this study. Many of the traits
revealed by Bush senior during his handling of the Gulf crisis
reemerged during his son’s preparation for the war against Iraq.
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Each president, rather than engaging in a systematic comparison
of viable options, relied on his instinct when formulating the decision, and used moral language to justify his choice. Compelled to
ensure that no one questioned his personal courage and motivation
to “do the right thing,” each leader also refused to reconsider his
original decision. Both administrations used historical analogies as
part of their decision-making process. The Munich fiasco and the
1989–1990 Panama crisis informed the decisions by the first
President Bush. The human costs absorbed by the U.S. military in
Vietnam and Lebanon dictated the strategy opted by his military
advisers at the Pentagon. Two historical cases influenced the second
president’s decision-making process. The September 11 tragedy convinced him that permitting Saddam Hussein to remain in power was
an unacceptable risk. In addition, the United States’s success at transforming Germany and Japan into stable and friendly democracies led
him to believe that he could replicate the task in Iraq. For many of his
advisers, Saddam Hussein’s deceptive behavior during the 1990s
validated the use of military force against him and his regime. A few
linked the Iraqi’s leader behavior to Adolf Hitler’s policies in the mid1930s and the refusal on the part the United States, Great Britain,
and France to counter forcefully straight away.
The effects of organizational and psychological impediments to
rational foreign policy-making are captured by the “noncompensatory”
decision-making theory. The construct postulates that foreign policymakers, instead of comparing both the positive and negative aspects
of a number of viable options, stress the positive factor of its favored
policy and the negative elements of other alternatives. The theory is
successful at encapsulating the approach to foreign policy-making by
the two Bush administrations.
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C h ap t e r On e
Alternative Theories of Foreign
Policy-Making

For a time students of foreign policy assumed that some ethereal
overarching goal, such as the pursuit of “power” or “security,” shaped
the actions of states in the world arena. It remains quite common to
view the single state as a conglomerate that operates as a single unit,
with one central purpose across a widespread range of political
activities. Although realism—the principal theory that adheres to
this perspective—has substantial merit, one of its fundamental
deficiencies lies in its inability to account for disparities in responses
by different leaders within the same state to similar international
problems. This study is built on the premise that it is not always
possible to establish a priori the way state leaders will define a particular international problem, the goals they will strive to fulfill, the
policies they will design, and the commands they will issue in order
to attain them. This idea dictates making the process of foreign
policy-crafting the focus of our analysis.
Early attempts to infuse explanations of U.S. foreign policy-making
with a theoretical perspective were dominated by the assumption
that decision-makers are rational in defining problems and generating policies to resolve them. With Hans Morgenthau’s contention
that to “search for the clue of foreign policy exclusively in the
motives of statesmen is both futile and deceptive”1 as their mantra,
and the traditional microeconomic model of rational choice as their
foundation, analysts sought to explicate a wide range of foreign policies designed and implemented by a variety of U.S. administrations.
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Two scholars have proposed that the strategies leaders choose are a
function of “the values they attach to alternative outcomes and the
beliefs they hold regarding how their adversary will respond to their
strategic decisions.”2 In other words, decisions are the result of a
process whereby decision-makers evaluate the costs and benefits they
link to each alternative and then choose that which, in their estimation,
will bring about “the largest net gain (expected utility) at an acceptable level of risk.”3
Some of these analysts, however, seem to have lost sight of the fact
that Morgenthau, aware that foreign policy was rarely the result of a
rational process, was not attempting to create an explanatory theory,
but instead was trying to advise leaders on how they should reason.
This study’s second critical principle is that since rationality is an
ideal, and thus unrealizable, the analysis of foreign policy-making
calls for the identification of the principal obstructions to rationality
and an account of the way they hinder it. This perspective can then
be used to design a theoretical explanation of the way foreign policies
are generated.
Impediments to Rationality
A rational response to an international problem entails proceeding
along several paths, sometimes simultaneously. First, decision-makers
must define the nature of the problem and determine its significance.
To perform these tasks, they must have access to reliable, though not
necessarily complete, information, and identify the interests at stake
and their linkages. Then they must isolate a set of pertinent goals,
rank them, and ascertain the extent to which they either correspond
or conflict with one another. The next three endeavors involve setting apart a number of viable alternatives, weighing them against one
another by including the risks they are likely to encounter in their
implementation, and selecting the one with the highest expected utility. Because the resolution of an international problem often requires
the execution of a series of measures throughout an extended period,
decision-makers must always be prepared to evaluate the effects of
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the original policy and recommence the process if it falls short of realizing the initial goals or generates costly, unexpected consequences.
Hurdles to rationality in foreign policy-making have three
distinct, but interconnected, sources—the intelligence agencies and
the manner in which they interact with one another and the main
decision-making body, the central decision-making group, and the
individual decision-makers. As the world’s leading actor, the United
States is incessantly gathering information about potential, developing,
or existing threats to its interests, both domestic and international.
U.S. intelligence agencies, such as the Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA), the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), and the Defense
Intelligence Agency (DIA) are some of the organizations responsible
for this task.
Every day each intelligence agency is compelled to prioritize and
compress a massive volume of information before it transmits it in
the form of an intelligence briefing to the central decision-making
body. The intelligence briefing is not always an accurate reflection of
the information assessed by the intelligence agency. Analysts often
engage in uncertainty and inconsistency absorption—that is, they
exclude from their intelligence report the fact that they relied on
incomplete and contradictory information to derive their inferences.4
Sometimes their decisions to leave out uncertainties and inconsistencies are shaped by their own priorities, at other times by their reading
of what the principal foreign policy-making group expects. But
whatever the rationale, the actions threaten to undermine the
decision-makers’ ability to adequately appraise the situation.
Historically, intelligence agencies have been protective of their
respective bureaucratic dominions and have sought to weaken each
other’s capability and reputation. The measures they have designed
to undermine one another have taken different forms. It is not
uncommon for an intelligence agency to approach an international
problem with its own set of distinct interests in mind. When
producing intelligence analyses, for instance, analysts may exaggerate
the benefits or costs of particular interpretations that selectively
benefit their particular agency. They may choose to avoid dealing
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with problems that are unlikely to enhance their interests, but that
might be of significant concern to others. They may decide not to
pass on information to other agencies, or to botch the bureaucratic
lines of communications. In short, this shared hostile predisposition
toward one another too often has resulted in the production of
flawed “partisan analyses.”5
The president surrounds himself with a small number of advisers
who represent governmental institutions responsible for carrying out
a variety of foreign policy tasks. The advisers keep the president
informed about important developments both at home and abroad;
alert him about, rising, or existing threats; help him understand and
define problems; suggest alternative remedies; and serve as a sounding board as he decides on a policy. A president’s personality, his
value system, and the type of advisory system he creates determine
the power and influence of his advisers.6
The size, membership, and role structure of the group can affect
both the policy formulation process and the quality of the policy. Of
significant concern to many analysts are the effects of “groupthink.”
Groupthink refers to “a mode of thinking that people engage in
when they are deeply involved in a cohesive in-group, when the
members’ striving for unanimity overrides their motivation to realistically appraise alternative courses of action.”7 A decision-making
group constrained by groupthink has one or more self-appointed
mind guards, rationalizes collectively, develops illusions of invulnerability and unanimity (often by pressuring internal dissenters to
conform), believes in its inherent moral superiority, thinks of
other groups as enemies and less competent, and tolerates only selfcensorship. During instances of high stress, members of the group
tend to conduct poor information searches, consider only the information that confirms their beliefs and expectations, and carry out an
incomplete survey of objectives and alternatives. They have a
propensity to ignore the risks behind their preferred choice, fail to
reappraise alternatives, and neglect to work out contingency plans.8
Each decision-making group is made up of individuals who independently can also wear away the rational process. The different
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theories presented later attempt to outline a variety of innate human
shortcomings that impede this process. As Herbert Simon pointed
out in the 1950s, no single human being possesses the intellectual
capability or energy to assess all pertinent information, and to evaluate
all relevant alternatives and their potential consequences. Human
rationality, he stressed, is always bounded.9 Other analysts soon
broadened the analytical path opened by Simon. Cognitive psychologists emphasized the necessity of “extensive processing time, cognitive
effort, concentration and skills” to achieve maximization. These conditions, however, are seldom fully present when state leaders face
extraordinary pressure and time constraints.10
It is widely debated how the aforementioned limits on rational
action are shaped in the minds of those attempting to formulate
foreign policies in the tumultuous global arena. Attribution theory
characterizes decision-makers as “naïve scientists” who often erroneously come to less-than-ideal decisions because they fail to recognize that the best way to test a hypothesis is by attempting to falsify
it.11 State leaders are essentially misguided sleuths who inadvertently
tend to build theories as to what the proper course of action should
be and then confirm their views by searching for evidence that backs
them up. They are subrational actors not because of cognitive needs
but because they are ignorant of their own intellectual inadequacies.
A related body of literature is schema theory. Its advocates opine
that decision-makers resort to various cognitive shortcuts in order to
ascertain the nature of a problem and the proper action. Decisionmakers, according to this theory, are overwhelmed by a barrage of
information and burdened by the lack of time and energy. Thus, they
seek to understand the world as rapidly and as effortlessly as possible.
This tendency is especially important when leaders are faced with new
or novel information. In order to reduce uncertainty, actors
will attempt to match new information and stimuli with past experiences and events. Psychologists refer to this response as “cognitive
scripting”—employing a sequence of events that tells a story that lies
embedded in the memory of the decision-maker. Informationprocessing theorists stress that decision-makers rely on scripts and try
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to identify analogies that help them deal with new situations.
Particularly relevant to the study of international relations is the use of
historical case studies perceived to be similar to the current challenge.
Scripts come in different forms. Episodic scripts are based on the
analysis of a single experience, while repeated experiences shape categorical scripts. Decision-makers remember experiences in which they
or others were attempting to fulfill similar goals, and they make the
structure applicable to the new situation in order to formulate a generalized plan of action. When confronted with a problem, moreover,
the more familiar the decision-makers deem the issue, the more likely
they are to respond by utilizing scripting in order to deal with it.
Essentially, their intent is to create a “familiar problem space” they can
rely on so that they can solve the problem with greater ease.12
A third psychological perspective characterizes humans as
“consistency-seekers.” It stresses that human beings are innately
biased when they attempt to deal with a problem. As decisionmakers they try both to deal with the issue at hand and to keep their
core beliefs and values mutually consistent.13 Human beings, contends the theory, are driven to shape an unwieldy, contradictory
world into a coherent ideological construct that simplifies the nature
of problems and gives concrete meaning and explanations for the
seemingly random stimuli assaulting the senses.14
Intimately related to the nature of the central decision-making
group and the way its members approach international problems and
seek solutions is the role played by its leading figure—the president.
Extensive and intensive focus on the president is justified by the fact
that it is he who decides on the structure of the decision-making
group that will function as his principal advising entity, and it is he
who generally decides what foreign policy to implement. A president
can have a substantial effect on the decision-making process by the
way he interacts with his principal advisers and through his core
personal attributes, such as his cognitions, analytical skills, and
emotional resources.15
Only modest intellectual insight is needed to appreciate how
cumbersome it is to formulate a parsimonious theory of foreign
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policy-making, considering the myriad of impediments decision-makers
typically encounter. Nonetheless, as of late, two major attempts stand
out. According to the “compensatory” strategy of decision-making,
decision-makers assign values to each alternative’s dimensions, develop
an overall “score” for each alternative, and then select the alternative
with the highest value. The driving assumption behind this approach
is that though a particular alternative—for example, the use of
force—may score low on the political dimension, such an alternative
could still be adopted if it scored high on the military dimension.16
Those who argue that foreign policy-makers rely on cognitive shortcuts to rational decision-making have challenged this perspective. They
contend that decisions are based not on a compensatory calculus but
on a noncompensatory process. Foreign policy-makers do not
depend on rules “that require the evaluation and comparison of all
alternatives across different dimensions . . .” Instead, they rely on a
perspective that enables them to adopt or reject “alternatives on the
basis of one or a few criteria.”17 For instance, when two important
dimensions are present in an alternative and one is negative, the foreign policy-makers, instead of comparing the extent to which the
positive dimension compensates the negative one in each alternative,
typically reject any alternative that has a negative dimension.
Analytical Framework
Based on the aforementioned discussion of decision-making theories, there are a number of approaches one can use to analyze the way
the two Bush administrations formulated their respective policies
toward Iraq, and the extent to which each deviated from the rational
process. One method would be to identify a priori one of the theories just discussed or postulate a new one, and then conduct an
empirical analysis of the two administrations to test its applicability.
A second option would be to impose a number of pertinent foreign
policy-making theories on the two administrations in order to isolate
the one that derives the best explanation. A third alternative would
be to conduct a thorough empirical analysis of both cases, steered by
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a set of carefully designed questions, with the intent of isolating
the dominant obstacles each administration faced so as to derive a
theoretical construct inductively. Our analysis is shaped by the third
approach.
We favor the last perspective for a number of reasons. First, as
social scientists, we are too often afflicted by the yearning to be identified with a particular theoretical argument or as one of its leading
designers. This urge sometimes drives us to disregard evidence that
could either weaken or falsify our theoretical construct. Second, it is
imprudent to assume that any one foreign policy-making theory can
capture the varied responses to international problems fashioned
by decision-making groups with different characteristics led by presidents with unlike attributes and qualities. Third, it is exceedingly
difficult to draw a clear conceptual divide between some of the
competing foreign policy-making theories; this is to say that there is
substantial crossover from one theory to another. Fourth, not every
theory focuses on the same types of actors. As noted earlier, some
theories concentrate on the impact of bureaucratic competition
between the various intelligence agencies; others try to decipher the
overall effect of the main foreign-making group; while a third group
ponders about the actions of the decision- making group’s leading
figures. An argument built inductively, though markedly less elegant
than the previous options, enables analysts to isolate the different
elements identified by the various theories, and to restructure them
in the shape of an alternative theoretical construct.
To single out the impediments to rationality encountered or generated by each of the two administrations and explain their respective
effects, we bring into play a relatively simple analytical method. Each
foreign policy begins with the identification and definition of a
problem. The way a problem is defined can have a decisive effect on
the formulation of a foreign policy.18 Sometimes intelligence analysts
working within the same or different bureaucracies identify an event
or a set of events as a problem and try to warn their superiors of its
existence. At other times, members of the leading decision-making
group carry out the identification. The classification of a problem is
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not always followed by the admission on the part of those who
did not participate in the task that the supposed problem is, in fact, a
problem, or by an agreement as to how it should be interpreted.
Because both Bush administrations encountered these challenges, we
begin with an analysis of the obstacles each one came across as some
of its members sought to alert others of a mounting threat; how the
leading decision-makers came to define the threat, with a special
focus on the types of interests they claimed had been, or were being,
affected; and what influenced their decision to define it the way they
did. To describe the impediments each administration encountered
and the way it addressed them, we conduct a series of interrelated
procedures. We identify the information available to each administration, explain the inferences the respective intelligence analysts and
the principal decision-makers derived from the available information,
assess the extent to which the existing information backed the
alternative inferences, describe the rationales posited by the leading
members of each administration to validate their inferences, and put
forward explanations for the proposed rationales.
As explained earlier, in a rational foreign policy-making process the
leading decision-makers, after coming up with a formulation of the
problem, must identify possible alternatives and gauge their suitability.
In order to decide which alternative to implement, they must first
appraise each goal’s import, examine the problems their concurrent
quest could generate, and compare the potential effectiveness of various options. An investigation of how each administration performed
this portion of the process calls for a determination of whether the core
decision-making group’s organizational structure aided or impeded the
conduct of judicious appraisals, and it calls for an explanation as to the
manner in which each group’s distinct characteristics helped engender
either effect. It also entails assessing the extent to which the central
decision-makers engaged in thoughtful evaluations of possible goals
and policies. This assessment requires an examination of the evidence
the decision-makers relied on to rationalize their choices, and on the
identification of the cognitive and motivational factors that affected
their judgments and helped determine their final choice.
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Chapter Two
Two Harmful Surprises

The March Toward Kuwait
During a visit to the White House in October 1989, Iraq’s foreign
minister, Tariq Aziz, complained to President George H. W. Bush
and Secretary of State James Baker that the United States had
launched a campaign designed to embarrass and humiliate his
country. Aziz was referring to accusations by the U.S. Congress and
media that Iraq was developing nuclear and chemical weapons, that its
banking practices were corrupt, and that its human rights record was
reprehensible. Critical comments about Saddam Hussein’s leadership
style, added the foreign minister, further weakened the prospect of
a better relationship between Iraq and the United States. He then
noted that Baghdad was concerned with the U.S. Department of
Agriculture’s decision to reduce its agricultural credit to Iraq to
$400 million. Both U.S. leaders sought to convince Aziz that the
United States was determined to work with Iraq to bring peace and
stability in the Middle East. In addition, Baker promised that he
would try to reverse the credit decision.1
When criticisms emanating from the United States continued,
both sides concurred it would be helpful to meet again. On
February 11, 1990, Undersecretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs
John Kelly spent two hours with the Iraqi leader in Baghdad. During
the meeting, Saddam Hussein noted that in view of the Soviet Union’s
tribulations, the United States would be in a position to dominate
Middle Eastern affairs for some five years, and hinted that he was
prepared to work with Washington. He wondered, however, whether
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the Bush administration was ready to initiate a “constructive” policy or
would continue to promote Israel’s goals. Kelly reaffirmed Bush and
Baker’s earlier commitment to work with Iraq to promote stability and
peace in the Middle East.2 Later that month, Saddam Hussein voiced
his apprehension publicly. In a speech broadcast on Jordanian television, the Iraqi leader claimed that because of the Soviet Union’s waning
power, the United States could become the Middle East’s hegemon.
“The country that will have the greatest influence in the region,
through the Arab gulf and its oil,” said Saddam Hussein, “will maintain
its superiority as a superpower without an equal to compete with it.
This means that if the Gulf people, along with all Arabs, are not careful,
the Arab region will be governed by the wishes of the United States.”3
At the beginning of April, Saddam Hussein became more belligerent. In a widely publicized talk, he bragged about his country’s
chemical weapons capability and threatened to burn half of Israel if
it attacked Iraq. “[W]e will make the fire eat up half of Israel, if it
tries to do anything against Iraq.”4 The Bush administration called
the speech “inflammatory, irresponsible, and outrageous.”5 A few
days later, the Iraqi leader asked Saudi Arabia’s ruler, King Fahd, to
send a trusted representative to Iraq to discuss the latest developments
in the region. In a meeting with the Saudi ambassador to the United
States, Amir Bandar bin Sultan, Iraq’s ruler made it clear that he
would not attack Israel, but that he needed a guarantee from the
United States that Israel would not attack Iraq. Bandar returned to
Washington and delivered Saddam Hussein’s message to Bush on
April 9. During his conversation with Bandar, Bush wondered why
Saddam Hussein would threaten Israel if he did not plan to attack it.
The meeting ended without the U.S. president’s extending an assurance. Bush and Bandar met again in mid-April, at which time the
president agreed to talk to the Israelis. When contacted by the White
House, the Israelis made it clear that they would not attack Iraq so
long as Iraq restrained itself. Saddam Hussein received Israel’s pledge
directly from the United States. Later in April, a group of visiting
U.S. senators, led by Robert Dole, met with Saddam Hussein and
reiterated Washington’s earlier message. Dole presented the Iraqi
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leader a letter stating that the group was there to help “improve
bilateral relations between our nations.”6
Saddam Hussein’s concern with Israel was warranted. He remembered 1981, when Israel launched a surprise attack that destroyed
Iraq’s nuclear plant. Because at that time Iraq was entrenched in a
war with Iran, Baghdad did not retaliate. Thus, as he contemplated
launching an attack on Kuwait in 1990, Saddam Hussein wanted to
be assured that as he exposed one of his country’s flanks, Israel would
not be tempted to mount another destructive operation.7 Confident
that Israel would restrain itself, Saddam Hussein decided he could
take action against a lesser adversary—Kuwait.
Iraq’s rancor toward Kuwait had a history. For strategic and
economic reasons, Iraq had not welcomed Kuwait’s independence in
1961; consequently, it withheld diplomatic recognition until 1963.
From that day on, Baghdad repeatedly pressed Kuwait to relinquish
control of two islands and parts of an area bordering Iraq. During
that same period, Iraq was forced to contend with the Shah of Iran,
who disapproved of Baghdad’s decision to distance itself from the
West and establish a closer relationship with Moscow. The relationship
between Iraq and Kuwait continued to deteriorate, even during the
Iraq–Iran war.8 When the war ended, Saddam Hussein faced a problematic future. Iran remained a formidable threat, whereas a broken
oil industry, a massive foreign debt, and thousands of returning
soldiers clamoring for jobs that had long vanished burdened Iraq’s
economy. Determined to alleviate his country’s economic ills, the
Iraqi leader sent one of his emissaries to Kuwait in December 1989.
The envoy’s task was to resolve the frontier dispute, stop the steady
fall of world oil prices, and obtain from Kuwait a ten billion dollar
loan for reconstruction and economic development.9
When Kuwait failed to respond in the manner he had demanded,
the Iraqi leader increased the pressure. On May 28, 1990, during an
Arab summit meeting held in Baghdad, he criticized Kuwait’s overproduction and low oil prices. Iraq, noted Saddam Hussein, “is in a
state of economic warfare. [S]ome Arab countries whose heads of state
are present at this meeting,” he explained, “have pursued a policy of oil
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overproduction leading to the lowering of oil prices to its lowest
level . . . to Iraq, every lowering of one dollar in the price of oil has
resulted in a loss of one billion dollars a year . . .”10 Attempts by various Middle Eastern leaders to curb the growing tension between the
aggrieved parties achieved little. Hence, on July 15 and 16, Baghdad
exerted additional pressure. On the first day, Iraq’s foreign minister
sent a memorandum to the Arab League accusing Kuwait of pursuing
“a policy that hurt Iraq . . .” He claimed that Baghdad had attempted
to resolve the frontier differences peacefully, and had asked Kuwait to
reduce its oil production and cancel Iraq’s ten billion dollar debt.11 The
following day, Saddam Hussein went on television to denounce both
Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates for exceeding their oil production quotas, as set by the Organization of Petroleum Exporting
Countries (OPEC). Their action, he explained, caused the price of oil
to plummet from $18 to $7 a barrel and cost Iraq billions of dollars in
lost revenue. To ensure that Kuwait would not take his denunciation
lightly, and to measure how Washington would respond to an aggressive act against Kuwait, Saddam Hussein deployed a brigade of one of
his country’s most powerful tank divisions close to Kuwait’s northern
border and ordered the loading of equipment belonging to the
Republican Guard on trains.
The Bush administration and its intelligence analysts did not
ignore Saddam Hussein’s belligerent actions. Walter P. Lang, the
Pentagon’s senior civilian intelligence analyst for the Middle East and
South Asia Region, noticed, as he studied the latest satellite photos,
both the brigade of tank divisions that Iraq had deployed close to
Kuwait’s northern border and the loading of trains with equipment
belonging to the Republican Guard.12 This development, Lang
feared, could thwart President Bush’s push to strengthen the United
States’s relationship with Iraq, which had been outlined in his
October 2, 1989, National Security Directive 26. The “United States
Government should propose economic and political incentives for
Iraq to moderate its behavior and to increase our influence with
Iraq.”13 Still, Lang knew that he did not have enough information to

two harmful surprises / 23

deduce what Saddam Hussein intended to do with his newly
deployed forces.
Lang was not the only one troubled by Saddam Hussein’s actions.
National Security Adviser Brent Scowcroft, in particular, wondered
about Saddam Hussein’s “abrupt change” in behavior. He feared that
the change made it difficult for the United States to predict what the
Iraqi leader intended to do next.14 In the meantime, Secretary of
Defense Dick Cheney cautioned Iraq that the Bush administration
would “take seriously any threats to U.S. interests or U.S. friends in
the region.”15
The secretary of defense’s warning did not deter Saddam Hussein.
By July 19, he had deployed three of Iraq’s tank divisions and some
35,000 men to within 10–30 miles of the Kuwaiti border. While other
foreign policy problems compelled Scowcroft to redirect his attention,
Lang remained alert. After noticing the latest Iraqi troop movement,
Lang wrote a report to Lieutenant General Harry E. Soyster, his superior and director of the DIA, in which he stated that whatever Saddam
Hussein was preparing, it was “not a rehearsal.” Lang described the
troop movement and presaged that it was typical of Saddam Hussein to
conduct operations and battles in vacant areas before engaging
Iraqi tanks. At this stage, however, the intelligence analyst was not
prepared to conclude that the Iraqi leader would order his troops to
march into Kuwait. On that same day, the U.S. Department of Defense
sent mixed signals. Cheney reaffirmed the United States’s commitment
to help Kuwait defend itself were it to be attacked. Later on, however, a
Pentagon spokesperson qualified the secretary’s statement by saying that
the press had quoted him “with some degree of liberty.”16
Lang’s report had little effect. A Department of Defense intelligence digest circulated the following day left out his assessment and
speculated that Iraq “was unlikely to use significant force against
Kuwait . . .”17 The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, though
troubled by Iraq’s actions, was not alarmed. General Colin Powell
noted that Iraq had not completed many of the steps typically taken
by a state getting ready to launch an attack, such as augmenting the
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communications network in the area, putting in place artillery stocks
and other munitions necessary for offensive action, and increasing
the supply line.18 The Joint Chiefs of Staff ’s director of operations,
Lieutenant General Thomas W. Kelly, also remained confident that
Saddam Hussein would not resort to extreme measures. Kelly speculated that the Iraqi leader was merely attempting to pressure Kuwait
to acquiesce to his demands, and that he might take an oil field or
the two small islands in the Persian Gulf that Iraq had been wanting
to control for quite some time. General H. Norman Schwarzkopf,
who as commander of the Central Command was responsible for
overseeing U.S. military interests in the Middle East and Southwest
Asia, agreed with his colleagues’ assessments. He thought that Iraq at
most would launch a punitive but limited attack against Kuwait. Top
officials at the White House and Department of State also showed
limited concern. And the CIA argued that it would be unprecedented for one Arab state to attack another. In short, most senior
officials in the Bush administration clung to the argument that Iraq
was simply practicing the “1990 equivalent of gunboat diplomacy.”19
During the next few days, the Bush administration continued to
forward conflicting signals. When the CIA reported that Iraq had
deployed some of its troops near the Kuwaiti border, the Department
of Defense sent two KC-135 tankers and a C-141 cargo transport to
the Gulf to participate in joint exercises with the United Arab
Emirates. It also moved six warships closer to Kuwait to, in the words
of a Pentagon official, “lay down a marker for Saddam Hussein.” The
secretary of the navy attempted to reinforce the message by noting
during a House Armed Services Subcommittee that U.S. “ships in
the Persian Gulf were put on full alert.” Shortly afterward, however, a
Pentagon spokesperson stated that the secretary’s statement was erroneous. A few days later, a Department of State spokesperson
explained that the United States did “not have any defense treaties
with Kuwait, and there are no special defense or security commitments to Kuwait.” That same day, a Pentagon official remarked that
the United States remained “strongly committed to supporting the
individual and collective self-defense of [its] friends in the Gulf . . .”
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When asked whether the United States would help Kuwait if it were
attacked, he did not answer.20
In the meantime, Saddam Hussein continued to gauge the United
States’s commitment to protect Kuwait. On July 25 he met with
April Glaspie, the U.S. ambassador to Iraq. The Iraqi leader started
the meeting by emphasizing the need for mutual understanding, and
then stated that he wanted his conversation with her to be a “message
to President Bush.”21 He noted that when the interests between two
countries “are limited and relations are not old, then there isn’t a
deep understanding and mistakes could have a negative effect.
Sometimes the effect of an error can be larger than the error itself.”
He also tried to explain his concern about the drop in the price of oil.
“[W]hen planned and deliberate policy forces the price of oil down
without good commercial reasons, then that means another war
against Iraq . . . Kuwait and the UAE were at the front of this policy
aimed at lowering Iraq’s position and depriving its people of higher
economic standards.” He then added that the United States had to
“have a better understanding of the situation and declare who it
wants to have relations with and who its enemies are.”22
The U.S. ambassador responded by stating that the Bush administration hoped to find a way to improve the relationship between
the United States and Iraq. April Glaspie explained that she had
“direct instruction from the President to seek better relations with
Iraq,” and apologized for how some members of the U.S. media had
depicted the Iraqi leader.23 Afterward she asked Saddam Hussein to
explain what he hoped to achieve by deploying his forces so close
to the Kuwaiti border. “[W]e can only see that you have deployed
massive troops in the south. Normally that would not be any of our
business. But when this happens in the context of what you said on
your national day, then when we read the details in the two letters of
the foreign minister, then when we see the Iraqi point of view that
the measures taken by the UAE and Kuwait is, in the final analysis,
parallel to military aggression against Iraq, then it would be reasonable for me to be concerned. And for this reason, I received an
instruction to ask you, in the spirit of friendship—not in the spirit of
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confrontation—regarding your intentions.”24 Saddam Hussein’s
response was succinct. After stating that he understood the United
States’s concern, he reiterated that he wanted “others to know that
[Iraq’s] patience [was] running out regarding their action,” and that
although Iraq was not an aggressor, it did not “accept aggression
either.” He added that he had no intention of doing “anything until
we meet with them [the Kuwaitis]. When we meet and we see that
there is hope, then nothing will happen. But if we are unable to find
a solution, then it will be natural that Iraq will not accept death, even
though wisdom is above everything else.” Convinced that Saddam
Hussein wanted a peaceful solution to the problem, Ambassador
Glaspie left for Washington soon after.
To underscore that he had no intention of acting rashly, Saddam
Hussein ensured that other Middle Eastern leaders and his own ambassador to the United States would convey the same message to
Washington. During a meeting with President Hosni Mubarak of
Egypt, the Iraqi leader emphasized that so “long as discussions last
between Iraq and Kuwait, I won’t use force. I won’t intervene with force
before I have exhausted all the possibilities for negotiation.”25 Mubarak
relayed the information to Richard Haass, the National Security Council
(NSC) director for Near East and South Asian Affairs. The Egyptian
president told Haass that Saddam Hussein had said, “I am not going to
do it.” Mubarak then added that the Iraqi military buildup was little
more than “posturing.”26 King Hussein of Jordan conveyed a similar
message to the U.S. president and to the chairman of the Joint Chief of
Staff.27 During this same period, the Iraqi ambassador to the United
States, Muhammad al-Mashat, told John Kelly that Iraq was “not going
to move against anybody.”28
Bush and his senior foreign policy advisers welcomed the reassuring messages. He and Scowcroft, despite the fact that they had not
read the ambassador’s report, were encouraged by what others had
told them. The president, in particular, felt that the “political crisis”
had “eased.”29 More importantly, Bush, Scowcroft, and Powell,
convinced that almost no one in Washington “knew the internal
situation in Iraq nor Saddam Hussein,” concluded that their “best bet
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was to take counsel from the people who did know him and who did
deal with him.”30 Not only did they believe Mubarak when he told
them that Saddam Hussein was merely posturing and that the crisis
was like a “summer cloud” which would soon be blown away by
fairer winds, but they also accepted King Hussein’s contention that
the feeling in the Middle East was that Saddam Hussein was deploying
his forces to compel Kuwait to accept his demands.31
Recent history also affected the way Bush and his senior advisers
estimated Saddam Hussein’s intentions. By the end of its war with
Iran, Iraq faced a ruined economy, an acute foreign debt, and thousands of unemployed demobilized soldiers. These conditions, reasoned
Washington’s top foreign policy officials, placed a straightjacket on
Saddam Hussein’s ability to initiate, in the coming years, any new
endeavor that might shake up the region. Coincidentally, a Defense
Special Assessment (DSA) concluded on July 25 that Iraq was “using
rhetoric, diplomatic pressure, and significant military posturing to
force Kuwait to comply with recent oil and economic demands.
Although unlikely to use military pressure, Iraq [was] marshalling
forces sufficient to invade Kuwait. With forces currently in place,
Iraq would be able to overwhelm Kuwaiti forces and likely occupy its
limited objectives within 48 hours, or all of Kuwait in five days.”32
Many U.S. intelligence analysts did not share their bosses’
hopes. By July 30, Lang no longer doubted Saddam Hussein’s
intention. After reevaluating the data and reassessing what he knew
about the Iraqi leader, he warned General Soyster that Saddam
Hussein had “created the capability to overrun all of Kuwait and all
of Eastern Saudi Arabia.” “If he attacks,” continued Lang, “given
his disposition, we will have no warning. I do not believe he is
bluffing. I have looked at his personality profile. He doesn’t know
how to bluff. It is not in his pattern of behavior. I fear that Kuwait
will be so stiff-necked in answering his demands that they will not
fulfill his minimal requirements. In short, Saddam Hussein has
moved a force disproportionate to the task at hand, [and] if it is to
bluff then there is only one answer: he intends to use it.”33 Soyster
still disagreed with Lang’s analysis, but he submitted it to Cheney
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and Powell as part of a Defense Intelligence Digest. In the report,
the Pentagon’s intelligence director wrote: “Saddam Hussein will
probably maintain Iraq’s military stance until Kuwait agrees to his
demands. Some military action is likely if Kuwait is resolute.”34
Neither the secretary of defense nor the chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff was prepared to consider the possibility that
Saddam Hussein was about to invade Kuwait. Ironically, during
this period, a number of nongovernmental organizations, with significantly fewer resources than the Pentagon, suspected that
Saddam Hussein was preparing to launch an attack on Kuwait. For
instance, on July 21, 1990, less than two weeks before the attack,
The Economist wrote that the latest steps taken by Iraq sounded
“alarmingly like a pretext for invasion.”35
In the meantime, the CIA still seemed unable to decipher what
Saddam Hussein intended to do. In a report to the White House, it
concluded that starting a ground war in temperatures around
108 degrees Fahrenheit would be unwise, making an invasion of
Kuwait highly unlikely. But, as in the DIA, there were those who dissented from the institution’s official conclusions. Charlie Allen, the
CIA’s national warning officer, shared Lang’s apprehension, but for a
different reason. The latest CIA surveillance reports had shown that
Iraq’s forces were operating under EMCON conditions (short for
Emission Control, also known as radio silence). This meant that the
Iraqis, in an effort to conceal their movements and locations, were
not using any radio transmissions.36 Allen’s new information was
passed on to Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs Robert
Kimmitt, who decided it would be wise to call for a meeting of the
Deputies Committee. Allen’s analysis did not alter the attendees’
opinion. Dick Kerr, the CIA’s deputy director, opined that an Iraqi
invasion of Kuwait was virtually impossible, and though Kimmitt
and Haass expressed concern, both were reluctant to challenge the
status quo in light of Glaspie’s wire. By the end of the meeting, the
group agreed that Secretary of State Baker should send a message to
Saddam Hussein proposing that Baghdad reciprocate Washington’s
desire for improved relations.37
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Saddam Hussein continued to deploy his forces. By August 1,
U.S. satellite photographs showed that Iraq’s three armored divisions
had been moved to within three miles of the Kuwaiti border, with
two positioned close to the main four-lane highway leading into the
center of Kuwait, and the third standing on its western side. Artillery
units, which Iraq would need in order to initiate an offensive ground
maneuver, were also deployed along the Kuwaiti border and were
fully operational. For Lang the latest deployment signaled only one
thing—an Iraqi attack was imminent. This time the CIA
concurred—it warned that all indicators pointed to an impending
invasion. In a separate meeting at the Department of Defense, its top
officials, including Powell and Cheney, concluded that Saddam
Hussein “would not invade.”38 Powell acknowledged that it was
difficult to disregard the latest data, but then noted that because Iraq
was ruled by a totalitarian regime and the United States lacked good
human sources inside the government, which could assess Saddam
Hussein’s intentions, it was still too early to conclude that he planned
to attack. Saddam Hussein’s behavior, explained Powell “looked like
bluster, it looked like an armed threat really for the purpose of
achieving some diplomatic or political objective, but it didn’t look
like an invasion . . .”39 The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
moreover, could not understand why Saddam Hussein would use
some 100,000 troops if he planned to invade Kuwait, when he could
achieve the same objective with far fewer forces. Cheney shared
Powell’s skepticism. He argued that there was no way to determine
whether the Iraqi leader was planning to go to war or was merely
attempting to scare the Kuwaitis. His analysis was almost a replica of
the briefing he and the Joint Chiefs had received from Schwarzkopf.
The mood changed considerably later in the day. After reviewing
additional satellite photos, the DIA confirmed that Iraqi artillery
units, required for any sort of offensive ground maneuver, had
become fully operational and mobilized along the Kuwaiti border.
Alarmed by the news, Haass made it the primary item on that day’s
Deputies’ Committee meeting. The conference lasted until around
5:00 p.m. By the time it ended, those attending had agreed that Iraq
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was likely to do “something” and that President Bush should call its
ruler to warn him not to invade Kuwait.40
Haass phoned Scowcroft as soon as the meeting was over. He
convinced his boss to organize an impromptu private talk with the
president. Bush was in the White House Medical Office getting a
deep-heat treatment for his shoulder when the two advisers arrived
at 8:20 p.m. Bush knew the likely purpose of the unscheduled gathering, but that evening his mind “was on things other than Iraq.”41
It would only be a matter of moments for Iraq to quickly reemerge
on his radar. “Mr. President,” stated Scowcroft, “it looks very bad.
Iraq may be about to invade Kuwait.” Bush remained composed, but
he was surprised. He was aware of reports of “new military activity”
but had not been disturbed by them because intelligence analysts
“could not confirm anything more definitive about Iraqi intentions
than the movements themselves.”42 Following Scowcroft’s general
comments, Haass delved into some of the specific intelligence that
alluded to an imminent Iraqi military attack. He then advanced
the Deputies Committee’s opinion that the president should
contact Saddam Hussein personally and attempt to convince him
not to take military action. There were two logistical problems
with that plan, however. By then it was already well into the middle
of the night in Baghdad. Furthermore, it was unprecedented for
Bush to simply place a call to Saddam Hussein. Communication
between the two leaders had been conducted through each state’s
respective foreign minister and ambassador. Nevertheless, the president agreed to set protocol aside. But just when he reached for the
phone to try to contact Saddam Hussein, Scowcroft received a
phone call. It was Kimmitt, calling to inform him that the U.S.
embassy in Kuwait was reporting gunfire in downtown Kuwait. “So
much for calling Saddam Hussein,” shrugged Bush, as he put the
phone back in its cradle. Next morning, the DIA confirmed that
Iraqi forces had driven all the way to the Kuwaiti–Saudi-Arabian
border.43 By then, the U.S. president had no choice but to accept
the fact that though he and his advisers had the most sophisticated
intelligence system in the world at their disposal and had gathered
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enough information to infer that Saddam Hussein might invade
Kuwait, they were surprised by his action.
A Second, More Costly Surprise
In January 2001, a new group of decision-makers assumed control of
the executive branch in Washington. Most of its leading figures were
hardly new to the scene. Condoleezza Rice, George W. Bush’s
national security adviser, had served as a NSC staffer during the Cold
War’s closing days. Rice’s deputy Stephen Hadley had worked as
assistant secretary of defense for international security affairs during
the first Bush administration. Cheney, who had played major roles in
three previous administrations, including that of secretary of defense
for the new president’s father, was now vice president. Powell, after
serving as national security adviser for Reagan, and then as chairman
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in the first Bush administration, assumed
the role of secretary of state. Richard Armitage, who became Powell’s
deputy, had worked under the Reagan administration as assistant
secretary of defense for international security affairs. Secretary of
Defense Donald Rumsfeld had held the same post during the latter
half of Gerald Ford’s short-lived presidency. And his deputy Paul
Wolfowitz had worked for Cheney at the Department of Defense as
under secretary of defense for policy. The only major political figure
who had never served in Washington was the president himself.
The leading members of the new administration assumed their
roles convinced that power competition between major states
remained the leading definer of world politics. In this kind of system,
the United States had to take advantage of its special status. For the
president and his national security adviser, this meant that its military had to be sufficiently powerful to “deter war, project power, and
fight in defense of its interests if deterrence fails . . .” and had to be
able to stop “the emergence of any hostile military power in the AsiaPacific region, the Middle East, the Persian Gulf, and Europe—areas
in which not only our interests but also those of our key allies are at
stake.” Specifically, Washington had to deal with China not as a
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“status quo” power but as one that wanted to alter in its favor Asia’s
power distribution. It had “to mobilize whatever resources it” could
to help remove Saddam Hussein from power so that Iraq would not
develop weapons of mass destruction (WMD); it had to enforce its
policy of deterrence against North Korea in a resolute and decisive
manner; and it had to prevent Iran from spreading fundamentalist
Islam throughout the international system.44
This world vision did not harmonize with that of the departing
administration. It was the retiring president who first cautioned the
newly elected president that his administration might need to reassess
its global perspective. During a two-hour, one-on-one discussion of
national security and foreign policy issues in December 2000, President
William Clinton said to the incoming president: “I think you will find
that by far your biggest threat is bin Laden and al Qaeda.”45 Bush
received a similar warning from CIA director George Tenet just a few
days before he was sworn in as president. In front of Bush, who was
accompanied by Cheney and Rice, Tenet and his deputy for operations,
James L. Pavitt, warned that the United States faced three major
challenges: (i) Osama bin Laden and his al Qaeda network, (ii) the
increasing proliferation of WMD, and (iii) the rise of China’s military
power. The last threat, however, was 5–15 years away.46
Richard Clarke, the national coordinator for security, infrastructure protection, and counterterrorism, delivered the third early
warning. During the Clinton administration, Clarke had chaired the
Counterterrorism Security Group (CSG), an assembly of specialists
within the NSC. Clarke, who was one of the few high-ranking
bureaucrats to be retained from the old administration, spent much
of the month of January bringing his new bosses and colleagues
up-to-date on the current terrorist threats to the United States. In
meetings with Cheney, Powell, Rice, and Hadley, Clarke drew a stark
picture. “Al Qaeda,” he explained, “is at war with [the United States],
it is a highly capable organization, probably with sleeper cells in the
U.S., and it is clearly planning a major series of attacks against
[the United States]; we must act decisively and quickly, deciding
on the issues prepared after the attack on the Cole, going on the
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offensive.”47 On January 25, Clarke wrote a memorandum to Rice in
which he repeated part of his earlier warning. Al Qaeda, he stated, “is
not some narrow little terrorist issue that needs to be included in
broader regional policy. Rather, several of our regional policies need
to address centrally the transnational challenge to the U.S. and our
interests posed by [al Qaeda] network.” Al Qaeda, added Clarke, is
“using a distorted version of Islam as its vehicle to achieve two goals:
(i) to drive the U.S. out of the Muslim world, forcing the withdrawal
of our military and economic presence in countries from Morocco to
Indonesia; (ii) to replace moderate, modern, Western regime in
Muslim countries with theocracies modeled along the lines of the
Taliban.”48
There are three ways of gauging the value placed by an administration on any one particular issue. The most straightforward manner
is to focus on the kinds of discussions carried out by the principal
foreign policy-makers. One can also derive valuable inferences by
analyzing who the specialists report to and the amount of funding
allocated to address a problem. Despite the fact that in January
Clarke had asked Rice to meet with the Principals Committee in
order to persuade its members that they should give terrorism a very
high priority, the committee did not meet to address the challenges
posed by al Qaeda until seven days before the fateful attacks on the
United States.49 It was the national security adviser who, indirectly,
ensured that the meeting would not be held until such a late date.
In the previous administration, the president’s national security
adviser, Sandy Berger, had authorized the CSG to serve parallel to
the Deputies Committee. This organizational structure enabled
Clarke to report directly to the principals. Rice altered it and
informed Clarke that thereafter he would report to the Deputies
Committee. The effect of this change was to slow down the decisionmaking process. The Deputies Committee met in early March to
discuss Clarke’s various proposals but did not forward any type of
recommendation. The next major gathering took place on the last
day of April. At the meeting, the CIA representative described al
Qaeda as “the most dangerous group we face” and warned that it
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would launch “more attacks.”50 Clarke, in turn, recommended that
the Bush administration “put pressure on both the Taliban and al
Qaeda by arming the Northern Alliance and other groups in
Afghanistan.” He also suggested that the United States target “bin
Laden and his leadership by reinstating flights of the Predator.”
Wolfowitz challenged Clarke by wondering why anyone would be so
worried “about this one man bin Laden” instead of focusing on “Iraqi
terrorism.” Two of the participants came to Clarke’s defense. John
McLaughlin, the CIA’s deputy director, emphasized that his agency
had “no evidence of any active terrorist threat against the U.S.” by
Iraq, while Armitage stated unequivocally that the Department of
State saw “al Qaeda as a major threat and countering it as an urgent
priority.”51 By the end of the meeting, the involved parties had agreed
to initiate a comprehensive review of U.S. policy toward Pakistan and
to explore the idea of supporting regime change in Afghanistan.
Little of great importance ensued until May 29, when Rice, at
Tenet’s behest, decided to convert their weekly meeting into a
discussion on al Qaeda. Clarke and several other counterterrorist
experts were invited to attend. The meeting proved to be critical. The
national security adviser finally acknowledged that a set of options
for attacking bin Laden had to be developed, and asked Clarke to
take the lead. In early June, Rice’s deputy circulated the first draft—
one that called for the elimination of the al Qaeda network. By
September, the Deputies Committee had designed a presidential
directive that called for a three-stage strategy against Afghanistan’s
Taliban regime. If by the end of the second phase the United States
had not persuaded the Taliban leadership to change its ways, the Bush
administration would try covert action to topple the regime from
within. Throughout this period, the CIA analyzed possible covert
activities against the Taliban and weighed the advisability of using
the Predator for reconnaissance purposes and equipping with
warheads. On September 4, the Principals Committee approved the
draft presidential directive with almost no discussion.52
To prevent acts of aggression against the state, its leaders must
focus not only on ways to undermine the power of the potential

two harmful surprises / 35

assailant but also on how to prevent it from initiating an attack. The
Bush administration’s record on the second task was mixed. The FBI,
which falls under the jurisdiction of the Department of Justice, was
responsible for uncovering and preventing attacks initiated within
and against the United States. Between 1995 and 2000, during a
period of a decreasing federal budget, the Clinton administration
increased the overall federal counterterrorism budget from $5.7 billion
to $11.1 billion. During that same time, the FBI’s counterterrorism
budget was augmented by some 280 percent.53 The arrival of a new
attorney general brought about a major shift in priorities. On May 9,
John Ashcroft noted at a congressional hearing on federal efforts to
combat terrorism that one of his top priorities “would be to protect
[the United States’s] citizens . . . from terrorist attacks.” Despite his
claim, the following day the Department of Justice issued its budget
guidance in which it “highlighted gun crimes, narcotics trafficking,
and civil rights as priorities,” but not counterterrorism. Ashcroft buttressed the Bush administration’s disinclination to alter its priorities
when he denied, on September 10, a request by the FBI to make its
counterterrorism budget for the 2003 fiscal year larger than that for
the previous period.54
To contend that the Bush administration was not prepared to allocate the resources requested by high-ranking bureaucrats to prevent
acts of terrorism within the United States is not to argue that it was
unaware a major threat loomed or that investigators were doing little
to unearth al Qaeda’s plans. By the start of 2001, the United States
knew that Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda had been responsible for
attacks in Aden, Yemen, in 1992; Mogadishu, Somalia, in 1993;
Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, in 1993; Dhahran, Saudi Arabia, in 1996;
Nairobi, Kenya, and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, in 1998; and Aden,
Yemen, in 2000. It also knew that bin Laden and his fighters had been
based in Afghanistan since 1996.55 By the same token, the United
States had little doubt about bin Laden’s intention and rationale. In
the words of a long-time CIA analyst of bin Laden’s activities, the al
Qaeda leader had “been precise in telling America the reasons he is
waging war on us. None of the reasons have anything to do with our
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freedom, liberty, and democracy, but everything to do with U.S.
policies and actions in the Muslim world.”56 In February of 1998, operating out of a remote headquarter in Afghanistan, bin Laden prepared
and faxed a declaration to the Arabic newspaper Al-Quds al-’Arab in
London. A few days later, Al-Quds al-’Arab printed bin Laden’s document. Bin Laden began the communiqué by calling upon all Muslims
to recall and acknowledge three facts.57
First, for over seven years the United States has been occupying the
lands of Islam in the holiest of places, the Arabian Peninsula plundering its riches, dictating to its rulers, humiliating its people, terrorizing
its neighbors, and turning its bases in the Peninsula into a spearhead
through which to fight the neighboring Muslim peoples. If some
people have in the past argued about the fact of the occupation, all
the people of the Peninsula have now acknowledged it. The best proof
of this is the Americans’ continuing aggression against the Iraqi people
using the Peninsula as a staging post, even though all its rulers
are against their territories being used to that end, but they are helpless.
Second, despite the great devastation inflicted on the Iraqi people
by the crusader–Zionist alliance, and despite the huge number of
those killed, which has exceeded one million . . . despite all this, the
Americans are once again trying to repeat the horrific massacres, as
though they are not content with the protracted blockade imposed
after the ferocious war or the fragmentation and devastation. So here
they come to annihilate what is left of this people and to humiliate
their Muslim neighbors.
Third, if the Americans’ aims behind these wars are religious and
economic, the aim is also to serve the Jews’ petty state and divert
attention from its occupation of Jerusalem and murder of Muslims
there. The best proof of this is their eagerness to destroy Iraq, the
strongest neighboring Arab state, and their endeavor to fragment all
the states of the region such as Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Sudan
into paper stateless and through their disunion and weakness to
guarantee Israel’s survival and the continuation of the brutal crusade
occupation of the Peninsula.

Bin Laden closed with a declaration of war, calling for attacks against all
Americans, both civilian and military.58 He repeated al Qaeda’s intention to attack inside and outside the United States, in markedly more
devastating ways, after its fighters had struck the destroyer USS Cole in
2000.59 None of these challenges was overlooked by U.S. intelligence.
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As explained earlier, a week before the presidential inaugural,
Tenet informed Bush, Cheney, and Rice that bin Laden was a
tremendous threat to the United States and that his network was an
elusive and difficult target. In March, Clarke warned Rice that
domestic or international terrorists might use a truck bomb on
Pennsylvania Avenue, and that there might be terrorist cells, including al Qaeda, inside the United States. During the month of April,
the CIA picked up intelligence on Abu Zubaydah, a man believed to
have been involved in the planning of a number of millennium terror plots. In its reports to Clarke, the CIA indicated that Zubaydah
was planning to attack Israel, Saudi Arabia, or India in the “near
future.” Clarke passed on the information to Rice.60 In response to
these reports, the FBI forwarded a summary of the intelligence to all
of its field offices, and asked them to “task all resources for information pertaining to current operational activities relating to Sunni
extremism.” Its bulletin, however, said nothing about a possible
domestic threat.61
On April 19, Clarke and members of CSG met to discuss the
reports on Zubaydah. They concluded that Zubaydah was planning
something, and that he was not alone. That same day, the CSG
distributed a briefing to top administration officials entitled “Bin
Laden Planning Multiple Operations.” The reports in May were
equally alarming: “Bin Laden public profile may presage attack” and
“Bin Laden network’s plans advancing.” On May 16, a U.S. embassy
received an anonymous phone call warning that bin Laden’s
supporters intended to launch an attack in the United States using
“high explosives.” By the end of the month, Clarke was so worried
about the nature of the intelligence that he suggested to Rice she ask
Tenet what else the United States could do to stop Zubaydah from
launching major attacks against Israel and, possibly, U.S. facilities.
“When these attacks occur, as they likely will,” Clarke stated, “we
will wonder what more we could have done to stop them.”62 Clarke
restated his concern in a meeting in June attended by security
officials of the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), Immigration,
Secret Service, Coast Guard, Customs, and the Federal Protective
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Service. Clarke’s message was blunt: “You’ve just heard that CIA
thinks al Qaeda is planning a major attack on us. So do I. You heard
the CIA say it would probably be in Israel or Saudi Arabia. Maybe.
But maybe it will be here. Just because there is no evidence that says
that it will be here, does not mean it will be overseas. They may try
to hit us at home. You have to assume that is what they are going
to do.”63
Throughout the month of June, the CIA was very busy. On June 12,
it circulated a memo entitled “Terrorism: Biographical Information
on Bin Laden Associates in Afghanistan.” The communiqué stated
that a man by the name of Halide Sheikh Mohammed was recruiting
people to travel to the United States to meet with colleagues already
in the country in order to assist in carrying out plans on bin Laden’s
behalf. Toward the end of June, the threats grew more colorful. The
CIA intercepted communications between bin Laden’s operatives
declaring things such as “zero hour is tomorrow,” or “something
spectacular is coming.”64 On June 23, it released a terrorist threat
advisory entitled “Possible Threat of Imminent Attack from Sunni
Extremists.” The CIA explicitly noted that there was a “high probability of near-term ‘spectacular’ terrorist attacks resulting in numerous
casualties.”65
During the last days of June, the Bush administration received
daily CIA briefings with provocative titles such as “Bin Laden
Attacks May Be Imminent,” “Bin Laden Threats Are Real,” and “Bin
Laden and Associates Making Near-Term Threats.” One of the
reports contended that several attacks would most likely ensue in the
coming days, among them a “severe blow” to American and Israeli
“interests.”66 During the same period, Clarke wrote a memo to Rice
in which he noted that an Arabic TV station had stated bin Laden
had expressed his pleasure with al Qaeda leaders who were saying the
next weeks would “witness important surprises” and that U.S. and
Israeli interests would be targeted. Clarke explained that the warnings
were too sophisticated to be nothing more than a psychological ruse
to keep the United States on edge. On June 28, he drafted another
memo, also to the national security adviser, cautioning that the
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“pattern of al Qaeda activity indicating attack planning over the past
six weeks has reached a crescendo . . . A series of new reports
continue to convince me and analysts at State, CIA, DIA, and NSA
that a major terrorist attack or series of attacks is likely in July.” Two
days later, the CIA circulated a cable cautioning that something
“very, very, very, very” big was about to happen, and that many of bin
Laden’s followers were eagerly awaiting an attack. It ordered all its
station chiefs to share current information with their host governments and to “push for immediate disruption of cells.”67 That same
day, top U.S. officials read a document titled “Bin Laden Planning
High-Profile Attacks.” It stated that bin Laden “operatives expected
near-term attacks to have dramatic consequences of catastrophic
proportions.” In addition, Saudi Arabia moved to its highest terror
alert level. In response to the escalated threat reporting, the
U.S. Central Command increased the “force protection level” for
U.S. troops in the Middle East to the maximum level, moved the U.S.
Fifth Fleet out of Bahrain, halted a Marine Corps exercise in Jordan,
increased security at all U.S. Embassies in the Persian Gulf, and
closed the embassy in Yemen.
Over the next few days, there were indications that increased U.S.
security measures had generated problems for al Qaeda. On July 2, the
CIA drafted a document named “Planning for Bin Laden Attacks
Continues, Despite Delays.” It suggested that bin Laden’s network had
postponed the actual attack, but was continuing the planning. On that
same day, the FBI Counterterrorism Division circulated a message to all
local, state, and federal law enforcement agencies titled “National
Threat Warning System—Potential Anti-U.S. Terrorist Attacks.” The
memo warned of increased threat reporting from groups “aligned with
or sympathetic to Osama bin Laden”; but also noted that the “FBI has
no information indicating a credible threat of terrorist attack in the
United States.” It added, however, that the possibility of such an attack
should not be overlooked, and instructed recipients to “exercise extreme
vigilance” and “report suspicious activities” to the FBI It did not
recommend the taking of any specific action to stop attacks. On July 5,
in a briefing to Attorney General Ashcroft on the current situation,
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a CIA representative stated, “preparations for multiple attacks were in
late stages or already complete and that little additional warning could
be expected.” The update, however, alluded only to threats on U.S.
interests abroad. The following day, the CIA warned the CSG that
members of bin Laden’s network believed the impending attack would
be “spectacular, qualitatively different from anything they had done to
date.” Clarke forwarded the information to Rice and Hadley.68
While Washington’s top political and bureaucratic figures were
trying to decipher, and respond to, the barrage of warning signals coming from a wide range of sources, FBI’s field officers were wondering
what to infer from a series of developments. On July 10, Kenneth
Williams, an agent in the Phoenix field office, described a strange
phenomenon. Throughout the summer, Williams had noticed that an
“inordinate number of individuals of investigative interest” were
enrolled in American civil aviation schools. In a memo he sent to the
FBI headquarters in Washington, the agent wrote: “The purpose of
this communication is to advise the Bureau and New York of the possibility of a coordinated effort by USAMA BIN LADEN (UBL) to
send students to the United States to attend civil aviation universities
and colleges . . . The inordinate number of these individuals attending
these types of schools . . . gives reason to believe that a coordinated
effort is underway to establish a cadre of individuals who will one day
be working in the civil aviation community around the world. These
individuals will be in a position in the future to conduct terror activity
against civil aviation targets.”69
The memo was not the result of a chance discovery. The previous
summer, the Phoenix Field Office had interviewed an individual it
considered of “investigative interest” named Zakaria Mustapha Soubra.
Zakaria Mustapha was enrolled in a flight school named Embry
Riddle University in Prescott, Arizona. The details of the interview
were included in the memo:
SOUBRA stated that he considers the United States Government and
U.S. Military forces in the Gulf as “legitimate military targets of Islam.”
He also stated that the targeting of U.S. Embassies in Africa was
“legitimate.” SOUBRA denied having received any military training.
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However, Phoenix believes that SOUBRA was being less than truthful
in this regard. SOUBRA was defiant towards interviewing Agents and
it was clear that he was not intimidated by the FBI presence. It is obvious that he is a hardcore Islamic extremist who views the U.S. as an
enemy of Islam. Investigation of SOUBRA is continuing . . .

Having outlined the significance of the situation, the Phoenix Field
Office issued a series of recommendations to Washington:
Phoenix believes that the FBI should accumulate a listing of civil
aviation universities/colleges around the country. FBI field offices
with these types of schools in their area should establish appropriate
liaison; FBIHQ should discuss this matter with other elements of the
U.S. intelligence community and task the community for any
information that supports Phoenix’s suspicions. FBIHQ should
consider seeking the necessary authority to obtain visa information
from the USDOS on individuals obtaining visas to attend these types
of schools and notify the appropriate FBI field office when these
individuals are scheduled to arrive in their area of responsibility.

The FBI did not act on the recommendations of the Phoenix field
office prior to September 11. In fact, those responsible for monitoring
the activities of al Qaeda and radical fundamentalist groups at the
FBI’s headquarters in Washington, D.C., did not see the memo until
after September 11.
On July 18, as a follow-up on recent and ongoing threat reports,
the Department of State issued a public warning of “possible attacks
in the Arabian Peninsula.” The next day, the acting FBI director
Thomas Pickard held a teleconference with all special agents in charge
of the various field offices. In his call, he asked that response teams be
ready to move at any moment in case of an attack. He did not,
however, address the possibility that a plot might be developed inside
the United States. On July 25, the CIA presented to top officials a
document titled “One Bin Laden Operation Delayed, Others
Ongoing.” In this document analysts suggested that the CIA had
moderately specific intelligence pertaining to a particular plot.70 The
following week, on July 31, the FAA broadcast a communiqué that was
disseminated to all federal and private airline programs. The circular
informed the aviation community of “reports of possible near-term
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terrorist operations . . . particularly on the Arabian Peninsula and/or
Israel.” It went on to state that there was no evidence of a threat to
U.S. civil aviation, although some “currently active” terrorist groups
were known to “plan and train for hijackings . . .”71
High-level officials responded differently to the latest intelligence.
Tenet was troubled. The system, he noted, “was blinking red . . . it
could not get any worse.” Wolfowitz, on the other hand, “questioned
the reporting” and suggested to Hadley that “perhaps Bin Laden was
trying to study U.S. reactions.” Hadley relayed Wolfowitz’s skepticism
to Tenet, who immediately dismissed it and noted that he “had already
addressed the Defense Department’s questions on this point.” Tenet
added that the “reporting was convincing.” Two officials in the
Counterterrorism Center seemed to concur with Tenet’s assessment.
More importantly, they were so concerned about the nature of the
intelligence, and the disinclination on the part of the Bush administration’s top officials to be more attuned to the threats, that they
considered resigning in order to disclose their concerns to the public.
Ironically, Clarke, who for some time had been one of the most vociferous alarmists, seemed less worried, at least temporarily. In a memo he
delivered to Rice and Hadley on July 27 on the current state of the
threat, he noted that the “spike in intelligence about a near-term al
Qaeda attack has stopped.” However, he insisted that the government
remain ready throughout the month of August, as a recent report
suggested the possibility that plans had been postponed for a few
months, “but will still happen.”72
On August 1, the FBI distributed a memo titled “Third
Anniversary of the 1998 U.S. Embassy Bombings in East Africa
Approaches; Threats to U.S. Interests Continue.” The communiqué
echoed previous broadcasts stating that despite having no evidence
to claim that an attack inside the United States was about to happen,
such a possibility could not be discounted. Two days later, the CIA
issued a disconcerting document named “Threat of Impending al
Qaeda Attack to Continue Indefinitely.” It identified the Arabian
Peninsula, Jordan, Israel, and Europe as possible targets, and
suggested that al Qaeda was “lying in wait and searching for gaps in
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security before moving forward with the planned attacks.”73 These
memos and documents frequently found their way into the
President’s Daily Brief (PDB) and became a topic of conversation
during the meetings. The president often asked his briefer whether
any of the threats pointed to the United States. To prepare a satisfactory answer, a team of CIA analysts was ordered to compile an analysis. Two of the analysts involved in the document’s preparation took
it as “an opportunity to communicate their view that the threat of a
Bin Laden attack in the United States remained both current and
serious.” On August 6, they had their chance. The lead item in the
PDB was titled “Bin Laden Determined to Strike in U.S.”74 This
was the 36th PDB item pertaining to bin Laden or al Qaeda in 2001,
but it was the first to address the danger of an attack within the
United States. Though Bush had known since becoming president
that al Qaeda was dangerous and that bin Laden had long been talking and writing about wanting to attack the United States, for him
the August 6 PDB item was “historical in nature.” And yet, despite
the grave concerns articulated in the document, Bush did not order
any of his top officials to adopt special measures designed to minimize
the probability of an attack inside the United States. He seemed
heartened by the knowledge that 70 investigators were attempting to
ascertain the exact nature of the threat. His lack of deep concern was
best conveyed by the fact that he and his advisers did not address the
possibility of an al Qaeda attack inside the United States until the
attack had already ensued.75
Despite the absence of profound apprehension in the upper
echelons of the Bush administration, FBI field officers continued to
follow leads. On August 15, the Minneapolis FBI Field Office initiated an investigation of Zacarias Moussaoui, a French national with
ties to the Middle East who had begun resuming his flight training at
the Pan Am International Flight Academy in Eagan, Minneapolis,
two days earlier.76 From an intelligence standpoint, Moussaoui’s
activities instantly lit up across the boards. First, agents discovered
that he was unqualified to receive flight training on Pan Am’s Boeing
747 flight simulators. Most of those who trained on the simulators
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were current commercial airline pilots, or at least FAA-certified
trainees. Moussaoui was neither. When questioned about his lack of
qualifications, Moussaoui remarked that he had no intention of
becoming a commercial airline pilot. His only reason for the training,
he claimed, was that it was an “ego-boosting thing.” The investigator’s
suspicion grew when he learned that Moussaoui, “with little knowledge
of flying . . . wanted to learn how to take off and land a Boeing 747”;
maintained approximately $32,000 in a bank account but could
not explain how, where, or when he had obtained the funds; held
jihadist beliefs; and had traveled in recent months to Pakistan, a
well-known link for travel to the terrorist training camps in
Afghanistan. The agent concluded that Moussaoui was “an Islamic
extremist preparing for some future act in furtherance of radical
fundamentalist goals,” and that his flight training might be a part of
his plan.77
The same agent then contacted a member of the Minneapolis
Joint Terrorism Task Force, who suspected Moussaoui of plotting to
hijack an airplane. Together, they forwarded their concerns to the
FBI headquarters in Washington. Minneapolis and Washington
squabbled back and forth as to whether to detain Moussaoui immediately. The advantage in delaying, argued Washington, was that it
allowed Minneapolis to conduct some surveillance on the suspect
and perhaps learn more about his plans. Ultimately, Minneapolis
decided that the most important thing was that Moussaoui receive
no further flight training, which could translate into a possible
hijacking. The Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS), after
determining that Moussaoui had long overstayed his visa in the
United States, detained him. With Moussaoui removed from flight
training, the FBI agent in Minneapolis asked permission to search
his laptop computer for evidence of a specific plot. Washington
rejected the request for a search warrant, claiming that Moussaoui
had not committed a crime, other than a visa violation, and that the
agent did not have sufficient probable cause.
Frustrated, the Minneapolis agent decided to seek help elsewhere.
Under the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA), the FBI can
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obtain a special search warrant if it can demonstrate that a suspect
was an “agent of a foreign power.” Because the FBI agent did not
have on hand any proof of such a connection, he requested assistance
from the FBI’s legal attachés in Paris and London on August 18.78 In
the next six days, the agent also contacted a FBI detailee and a CIA
desk officer at the Counterterrorist Center regarding the case. The
CIA responded by sending a cable on August 24 to London and Paris
pertaining to “subjects involved in suspicious 747 flight training.”
The cable included a segment that described Moussaoui as a possible
“suicide hijacker” and asked for any information London or Paris
might have. London did not make the FBI’s or CIA’s requests a
priority. However, by August 27, Paris had provided the FBI with
information that connected Moussaoui to a Chechen rebel leader
named Ibn al Khattab. This information spawned a “spirited debate”
between the FBI’s Minneapolis field office, its Washington headquarters, and the CIA as to whether Khattab was “sufficiently associated with a terrorist organization to constitute a ‘foreign power,’ ” a
qualification necessary to obtain a FISA application. The FBI official
in Washington did not think that the connection provided by the
French would suffice; therefore, he declined to submit an application.
To cover its bases, on September 4, FBI headquarters distributed teletypes to the CIA, the FAA, the Custom Service, the State
Department, the INS, and the Secret Service, outlining what it knew
about Moussaoui. The report, however, did not include Minneapolis’s
assessment that Moussaoui intended to hijack a plane. It did contain
a comment by the FAA that “it was not unusual for Middle
Easterners to attend flight training schools in the United States.”79
The disparity between the Minneapolis and Washington offices in
their assessment of Moussaoui and Washington’s was significant. A conversation between a Minneapolis supervisor and a Washington representative illustrates both their divergent perceptions of the situation and
the Minneapolis officer’s startling foresight. Washington protested that
Minneapolis’s FISA request was expressed in a manner intended to get
people “spun up.” The Minneapolis supervisor replied that that was
exactly his objective. He was, he explained, “trying to keep someone
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from taking a plane and crashing into the World Trade Center.”
Washington replied that nothing like that was going to happen and
highlighted that no one knew whether Moussaoui was a terrorist.80
At this juncture, the Minneapolis office could have gone up the
chain of command at FBI headquarters to discuss the Moussaoui
case, but decided against it. The FBI’s acting director and assistant
director for counterterrorism, thus, were in no position to act on the
matter. Paradoxically, though the CIA director was briefed extensively
about the Moussaoui case on August 23, he did not consider the possibility that there could be a connection between the suspect and al
Qaeda. For this reason, and because he viewed Moussaoui as an FBI
case, he never passed the information on to the White House.81
A similar form of miscommunication emerged within the FAA,
which has its own security branch. Between April and September 10,
the FAA received from its security branch some 52 intelligence reports
mentioning bin Laden and al Qaeda. Of these five cited al Qaeda’s
training capability to conduct hijacking and two referred to suicide
operations. The FAA continued to assume that if a hijacking were to
ensue, it would happen overseas. Nevertheless, in the spring it warned
airports that if “the intent of the hijacker is not to exchange hostages for
prisoners, but to commit suicide in a spectacular explosion, a domestic
hijacking would probably be preferable.”82 None of the warnings, however, included “specific information about means or methods that
would have enabled [the FAA] to tailor any countermeasures.”83
The effects of the various missteps were experienced on
September 11. In the early morning, 19 al Qaeda members boarded
four U.S. commercial planes, two in Boston, one in Dulles, and one
in Newark. All four airplanes were scheduled to fly to the same
destination—Los Angeles. The al Qaeda operatives hijacked the aircrafts shortly after departure, and by 10:03 a.m. they had crashed all
four—the ones from Boston against the North and South Towers of
the World Trade Center in New York, the one from Dulles into the
Pentagon in Washington, D.C., and the one from Newark into an
empty field in Pennsylvania. Their actions brought about the deaths
of nearly 3,000 people.

Chapter Three
The Logic of Surprise versus the
Logic of Surprise Avoidance

Saddam Hussein was being very deliberate . . . armored units could not
more vividly advertise their intent. It was as if a gun had been loaded
and aimed, and a finger put on the trigger.
—Walter P. Lang
It looked like bluster, it looked like an armed threat really for the purpose
of achieving some diplomatic or political objective, but it didn’t look like
an invasion . . .
—Colin Powell
Zero hour is tomorrow.
How could one private person without the resources of a foreign government be such a threat?
—Senator David Boren

Surprise and Surprise Avoidance
A strategy of surprise is the result of calculated decisions made prior
to the outbreak of hostilities. It entails the deliberate attempt by one
actor to prevent his potential victim from learning beforehand what
is being schemed against him.1 The would-be surpriser can attain
surprise in several ways. Whenever possible, he will attempt to disguise both his intention and rationale; that is, he will try to prevent
his potential victim from learning what he wants to do and why.
Moreover, he may try to conceal his state’s true aggregate economic
and military strength, and the type, size, location, movement, and
readiness of his military forces. Coupled with these dimensions, he
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may attempt to disguise the military doctrine that will guide the
operation. And, whenever possible, a would-be surpriser will make an
effort to prevent his potential victim from learning that he is the
target and when he will be attacked.2
Surprise prevention entails the concurrent execution of disparate
tasks. In addition to gaining access to reliable information, the intelligence analyst and the foreign policy-maker of the targeted state need
to develop a theory or model of the “adversary’s behavioral style and
approach to calculating political action.”3 Several obstacles stand in
their way of designing an accurate theory or model. First, not every
potential aggressor has a well-known history, which can be analyzed
thoroughly and systematically. Second, even when such a history is
available, an actor may face a potential aggressor with a substantially
different belief system. Belief variance hinders the ability of the intelligence analyst and the foreign policy-maker to determine an opponent’s
approach to utility calculation. More to the point, it encumbers their
capacity to determine how an adversary ranks his preferences, to
calculate whether his present ranking corresponds with his past one,
and to estimate whether his ranking will change in the future.4 It also
undermines their capability to calculate the risks their potential
adversary is prepared to take.5
Besides these constraints, the intelligence analyst and the foreign
policy-maker are regularly hampered by differences in the way each
approaches an international problem. The intelligence analyst deals
with an international predicament from a relatively narrow vantage
point. Based on what he already knows about a potential adversary’s
behavior and on recently collected information, the intelligence analyst delineates a number of scenarios and assigns to each a subjectively
estimated and inexact probability value. The foreign policy-maker,
upon receiving the intelligence analyst’s assessment, might decide to
accept it, question parts of it and ask for a new analysis, or write it off.
Though it is impossible to predict what action the foreign policymaker will take, it is very likely that he will be suspicious of or will
outright reject the intelligence analyst’s conclusions if they challenge
some deeply rooted preconceptions or question an existing policy.
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The absence of consensus between intelligence analysts and the
failure on the part of an intelligence branch to provide pertinent
information to another one can also limit the foreign policy-maker’s
prospect of preventing a surprise attack. Competing intelligence
assessments about a potential aggressor’s intentions and actions free
the foreign policy-maker of the targeted state to select the analysis that
best affirms his preconceptions. However, because in all probability
such an assessment was constructed with incomplete information, it
jeopardizes the foreign policy-maker’s ability to define accurately the
problem he is trying to resolve. Lastly, bureaucratic competition
frequently compels intelligence organizations to not share critical information with one another. This rivalry sometimes hampers the
foreign policy-maker’s capacity to comprehend the “true” nature of
the challenge his state faces.
An Avertable Surprise
In early 1990, Saddam Hussein concluded that his forces could not
invade Kuwait unless he first received an unambiguous assurance
from Israel that it would not exploit his decision by initiating an
attack of its own against Iraq. The Iraqi leader knew that there was
no better way to ascertain the veracity of Israel’s pledge than by
having Washington act as the conduit of the message. He also understood that he could not afford to infringe on Kuwait’s sovereignty
without first finding out how Washington might respond. Repeated
attempts on his part to decipher the Bush administration’s predisposition were followed by assertions by U.S. political leaders and foreign
policy-making officials that Washington wanted to strengthen its
relationship with Iraq; that it was up to Iraq and Kuwait, with the
assistance of other Gulf states, to resolve their differences; and that
the United States did not have a security agreement with any of the
Arab states. Based on their statements, Saddam Hussein had good
reason to conclude that if his forces invaded Kuwait, Washington
would not retaliate militarily. This perception was reinforced by
his ambassador to the United States who, after monitoring what a
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number of senior officials in Washington were saying, informed
Baghdad that there “were few risks of an American reaction of an intervention in Kuwait.”6
Saddam Hussein’s capacity to masquerade his intentions was
limited. He knew that the United States had the means to monitor
the deployment of his forces and that, as they got closer to the Kuwaiti
border, U.S. intelligence analysts would pass that information on to
their superiors, who would then try to decipher his intention. He also
recognized that Washington would be troubled by his government’s
ongoing condemnation of Kuwait’s behavior and would wonder how
such criticism might be related to the force deployment. Thus, to
mislead Washington or, at minimum, to kindle ambiguity about his
intention, Saddam Hussein sought the help of his Middle Eastern
counterparts, his ambassador to the United States, and the U.S.
ambassador to Iraq. Through them, he tried to convey the idea that
he was a resolute but practical leader, and that he was deploying his
forces not to wage war but to coerce his adversary to acquiesce to
his demands. Ultimately, however, Saddam Hussein’s strategy was not
sufficiently adroit to achieve surprise. It was successful mainly because
the first President Bush and his senior advisers refused to reassess their
theory of Iraq’s behavioral style and approach to calculating risks.
In 1989, Washington welcomed a new administration. Many of
its protagonists were not strangers to the city. The new president,
George H. W. Bush, had served for eight years as vice president in
the previous administration, and before then as CIA director, U.S.
representative to China, U.S. ambassador to the United Nations,
and congressman. The national security adviser, Brent Scowcroft,
had worked in the same capacity under Gerald Ford, and the secretary
of state, James A. Baker III, had operated as President Ronald Reagan’s
chief of staff and subsequently as his secretary of the treasury. Other
veteran policy-makers such as Dick Cheney, a Wyoming congressman
and chief of staff under President Ford, and General Colin Powell, a
deputy national security adviser and national security adviser under
President Reagan, were also members of the cast—the former as
secretary of defense, the latter as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
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The new central characters shared a number of beliefs. First, they
believed that with the United States just emerging triumphantly
from the Cold War, one of its principal tasks would be to foster
worldwide order. Second, they felt strongly that it was imperative to
infuse the Middle East with a considerable measure of stability. And
third, they hoped to persuade the leader of Iraq that it would serve his
interests to help stabilize his region. To understand how they derived
the third belief and its subsequent effect on their analytical perspective
during the days preceding the invasion, it is first necessary to bring to
light the Iraqi policy designed by the previous administration.
By 1984, the war between Iraq and Iran was starting to take on a
new meaning among a number of senior officials in the Reagan
administration. During the early stages, Washington, though critical
of Saddam Hussein’s ruthless actions against Iraq’s Shiite Muslims
and ethnic Kurds and his acerbic anti-Israel rhetoric, considered the
war an effectual antidote to Iran’s Islamic fundamentalists.
Washington built the policy on the old adage, “the enemy of my
enemy is my friend.”7 Toward the end of 1983, Secretary of State
George Shultz and Secretary of Defense Casper Weinberger, concerned that a protracted war or a victory by Iran would badly affect
the Middle East and the flow of Persian Gulf oil, urged nations to
stop selling weapons to Tehran.
Not everyone in the Reagan administration favored its pro-Iraq/
anti-Iran policy. The president’s national security adviser, Robert
McFarland, convinced that under the right set of circumstances
Washington could turn fundamentalist Iran into a strategic barrier
against Soviet influence in the region, presented the idea in a new
National Security Decision Directive. With the backing of the CIA
director William Casey, McFarland argued that the United States and
its allies and friends should “help Iran meet its important requirements
so as to reduce the attractiveness of Soviet assistance and tradeoffs,
while demonstrating the value of correct relations with the West.”8
McFarland also believed that the sale of weapons to Iran would
encourage its leaders to serve as middlemen with groups holding U.S.
hostages in Lebanon. Shultz and Weinberger opposed the change in
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policy. The former contended that permitting or encouraging “a flow
of Western arms to Iran is contrary to our interests both in containing
Khomeinism and in ending the excesses of the regime. We should not
alter this aspect of our policies when groups with ties to Iran are
holding U.S. hostages in Lebanon.”9 Weinberger claimed that providing weapons to Iran “would be seen as inexplicably inconsistent by
those nations whom we have urged to refrain from such sales,” and
“would adversely affect our newly emerging relationship with Iraq.”10
The discussion, however, “took place out of sight and mind of
Reagan.”11 In August, Reagan authorized McFarland to sell weapons
to Iran.
By November of 1986, the world had learned that Reagan had
done what he had promised he would never do—bargain with
terrorists in order to free hostages. Washington’s Middle Eastern
friends and allies did not welcome the news. Though they opposed
Saddam Hussein’s attempt to alter the distribution of power in the
Middle East, they feared Iran’s drive to export its fundamentalist
revolution more. In March 1987, Reagan went on television and
acknowledged that his attempt to begin a “strategic opening to Iran
had deteriorated, in its implementation, into trading arms for
hostages.” The policy, he concluded, “was a mistake.”12 Shortly afterward, his administration reverted to its earlier policy of supporting
Iraq’s war against Iran, while publicly claiming absolute neutrality.
Between then and 1988, the United States sold Iraq $240 million
worth of military equipment.13 Ironically, it also played a role in
helping Iraq develop its nuclear weapons program.14
Washington’s new policy remained untouched until the end of the
Iraq–Iran war. The incoming administration took its clues from the
departing one. The Bush administration decided that it would be in
the United States’s best interests to try to solidify its relationship with
Baghdad. As explained by Scowcroft, in the middle of 1990 we “were
not preoccupied with Saddam Hussein. What we hoped was to
continue the policy of the Reagan Administration, which was first of
all a balance between Iran and Iraq and then hoping perhaps make
Saddam Hussein a minimally useful member of the international
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community. After the Iran/Iraq war, Iraq had enormous reconstruction issues, and it was our hope that American business would be able
to participate in that since Iraq fundamentally is a wealthy nation.”15
Baker concurred. The new administration, he noted, “embarked upon
a policy of trying to moderate his [Saddam Hussein’s] behavior, trying
to engage with him, trying to engage politically and economically and
in effect bring Iraq into the community of responsible nations.”16
Frederick the Great claimed that it is pardonable to be defeated in
war, but not to be surprised. A reputable intelligence and decisionmaking analyst challenged his contention, proposing that any party
intent on attaining surprise can succeed because the requirements of
a successful strategy of deception are not overly demanding.17
Neither is entirely correct. Because there is no sure method for avoiding surprise, victims of surprise must sometimes be pardoned. And,
conversely because the successful implementation of a strategy of
deception sometimes can be very demanding, would-be surprisers do
not always succeed.
As a world power, the United States monitors and evaluates vast
amounts of information coming from different parts of the world.
Despite the fact that Washington possesses enormous resources to
process great quantities of data, its central foreign policy-makers
often lack the time and energy to address carefully and systematically
every pending problem. Powell acknowledged as much when he
noted that there “are lots of things going on in Washington in any
day . . .” He added that the growing evidence of an impending Iraqi
invasion “just did not gel early enough for us to deal with [it] as a
single problem that required immediate effort on our part . . .”18
Powell’s apology does not stand up to scrutiny. The first Bush
administration was surprised not because it lacked sufficient information, it had little warning, or Saddam Hussein implemented an ingenious strategy of deception. Daily, from July 16 on, the intelligence
community provided Bush, Powell, Cheney, Scowcroft, and Haass
fresh information and analysis about Saddam Hussein’s force deployment. Though initially members of the intelligence community were
not of one mind as to the significance of Iraq’s troop deployment,
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some analysts voiced enough concern to warrant a careful reassessment
of initial expectations. Specifically, the manner in which Saddam
Hussein had positioned his troops should have alerted the Bush
administration’s senior foreign policy officials that he could use them
in a patently more belligerent manner than he claimed he would,
and that he might decide to do so.
The Bush administration’s reluctance to give credence to the idea
that Saddam Hussein might decide to invade Kuwait can be attributed
to two interrelated decision-making conditions and to its attitude
toward the United States’s intelligence-gathering community. First,
as already explained, for quite some time its leading foreign policy
officials had been trying to convince Saddam Hussein that it would
be in their mutual interests to work together to promote stability
in the Middle East. Second, acknowledgment that their policy was
incongruous with Saddam Hussein’s latest confrontational pronouncements and behavior would have required considering the
implementation of a new policy laden with domestic and international costs. The Bush administration’s top foreign policy officials
were averse to reconsidering their Iraqi policy because of the costs
that a hostile course of action could have generated. Powell acknowledged this disposition when he noted that the Bush administration’s
mistake might have been its unwillingness to look a “little harder at
those sort of deterrent action.” We “were uneasy about starting military actions that might make a bad situation worse.”19
The decision-making process was also undermined by the propensity on the part of Bush and his closest advisers to place greater weight
on the counsel they received from leaders in the Middle East than
on the information and analyses educed by the United States’s
intelligence community. As explained by Scowcroft, though many
in the intelligence community had warned him and other senior
advisers that they should take seriously Saddam Hussein’s force
deployment, “we tended to put more stock in [President] Mubarak
and [King] Hussein’s appraisal than our own.”20 Haass concurred
with his boss’s explanation. Predictions of “Saddam Hussein’s
intentions [by U.S. intelligence analysts] didn’t impress me a whole
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hell of a lot and at some point you become your own intelligence
analyst for better and for worse. And unlike the intelligence people,
people like me on the policy side had a better sense of what the
policy dimension of it was so I knew often better than they did what
was going in and out of the diplomatic channel and so forth.”21
In sum, to conclude that Iraq’s behavior threatened the interests of
the United States the senior members of the Bush administration
would have had to reject a policy that had been initiated by the
Reagan administration and that they had fully endorsed and pursued
and replace it with a more aggressive one.22 They sought to reinforce
their commitment to the original policy with two interrelated
justifications. They reasoned that it would be irrational for Saddam
Hussein to initiate a new war because of the high price Iraq had paid
during its war against Iran. They validated their contention with the
claim that well-informed and trusted Middle Eastern leaders were
assuring them that the Iraqi leader would not invade Kuwait. During
their analysis they failed to consider that Saddam Hussein might
have viewed a war against Kuwait as a low-cost endeavor, especially if
the United States refrained from becoming involved in it militarily.
They also did not bear in mind that Saddam Hussein might have
wanted to invade Kuwait in order to reinvigorate his country’s
economy and regional power. Their stubborn refusal to entertain
ideas that might contradict the goals of their original policy was best
captured by Haass when he conceded that maybe he and his superiors had become “victims of a mindset. Here it is the post–Cold War
world, people are talking about the end of history. Maybe we
thought that the era had passed when countries, if you will . . . with
all their military force and simply tried to erase other countries off
the map. Maybe it was simply too big of a thought for us to
comfortably absorb.”23
A More Challenging Surprise-Avoidance Task
Throughout the summer of 2001, the intelligence community in the
United States was repeatedly frustrated by its access to a wealth of
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incomplete information. When reports did not specify a target, intelligence officials assumed the threat was overseas; when the accounts
did not specify the method the hijackers might use to commandeer
the plane, the officials did not consider the possibility that they might
use highly rudimentary instruments.24 Their two most significant
oversights were the mishandling of the “Phoenix Memo” and the
refusal on the part of the FBI official in Washington to pursue the
investigation of Zacarias Moussaoui more aggressively.
The Phoenix Memo was not specific in nature. Its author noted
that the memo “was not an alert about suicide pilot . . . [it] was more
about a Pan Am Flight 103 scenario in which explosives were placed
on an aircraft.” Viewed in isolation, thus, none of the information
provided in the memo would have been enough to foil the plot. The
writer of the memo, however, requested that his information be distributed among other field officers. If indeed the memo had been
read, and its recommendations followed, it might well have placed the
investigation of Moussaoui in August in a vastly different light. This
compels us to ask: could a different mindset at the White House have
enhanced the probability that someone in the intelligence community would have established a link between the two sources?
In Washington, where every incoming administration is immediately exposed to a barrage of international challenges, the likelihood
that it will be attentive right away to a particular set of warnings is
largely a function of whether in its initial foreign policy agenda it
identified the instigator of the signals as a viable threat. It would be
disingenuous, however, to contend that, based on the information it
had, the second Bush administration should have averted the
September 11, 2001 attacks. Al Qaeda’s operatives sought to achieve
surprise along dimensions favored by insurgent groups: location,
means, and time. Without precise information, the potential target
faces great difficulty conjecturing any of them, much less all three.
And yet, despite al Qaeda’s advantages, the Bush administration had
enough information to improve noticeably its capability to prevent
the September 11 attacks.
As explained earlier, every surprise attack begins with an intention
and a rationale. Al Qaeda’s leader never sought to disguise either. The
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United States’s leading counterterrorist figures understood the significance of both and conveyed their concerns frequently to the incoming
administration. However, because the new administration came to
office convinced that its central task in the post–Cold War era would be
to solidify and augment the power of the United States, it had difficulty
grasping that non-state insurgents determined to explode a bomb in the
middle of a major American city also posed a major threat. Though
Bush and his senior foreign policy advisers believed that a new counterterrorism policy had to be designed and organized, they were not
deeply alarmed by Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda’s actions, and thus a
new policy was not their priority. As conceded by the president, “I was
not on point . . . I knew he [Osama bin Laden] was a menace, and
I knew he was a problem. I knew he was responsible, or felt he was
responsible, for the [previous] bombings that killed Americans . . . But
I didn’t feel that sense of urgency . . .” Or, as a former Clinton official
put it, “terrorism wasn’t on their plate of key issues.”25
Had the second Bush administration been markedly more
inclined to think of Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda as noteworthy
menaces, the government would have allocated greater resources to
the task of averting a direct terrorist attack in the United States,
agents in the field would have searched for clues more diligently,
supervisors at headquarters would have been more attentive to the
needs of field agents, the CIA and the FBI would have been more
willing to share pertinent information not only internally but also
with each other, and their leaders would have been more disposed to
share their concerns with the principal decision-makers. In short,
despite the fact that the implementation of these measures could
have not guaranteed the foiling of the attackers’ plans, it would have
reduced vastly their likelihood of success.
A First Wrap Up
The earlier analysis compels one to ask: why, when presented with
information that indicated that there might be problems with their
respective policies, did both administrations refuse to review them
thoroughly and systematically? It would seem reasonable to assume
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that when faced with information that casts doubt on the efficacy of
a policy, the rational foreign policy-maker will want to reevaluate it.
This reevaluation could force him to conclude that he must consider
replacing the policy. The costs and benefits, along with the levels of
risks he assigns to alternative policies, will determine whether he
decides to do so. In other words, he will choose to change his policy
only if he can find another that in his estimation will have a greater
expected utility, at an acceptable level of risk.26
In the next to last section of chapter one we noted that decisionmaking theorists have approached this issue from opposing perspectives. One group has proposed that when a foreign policy-maker is
pressed to evaluate an existing policy, he never looks beyond a small
subset of alternatives, and within each alternative he evaluates only a
small number of dimensions. Moreover, when comparing a small
range of alternatives, the foreign policy-maker first measures by how
much the positive dimension of each alternative compensates its
negative dimension and then chooses the alternative with the highest
compensatory value. Thus, a foreign policy-maker, faced with the
possibility of having to renounce an existing policy, will compare its
compensatory value with that of a small set of alternatives and
replace it only if the compensatory value of one of the alternatives
outmatches it.27
A second group of theorists focuses on the cognitive impediments
to rationality. From this group has emerged a school of thought that
contends that the decision about whether to replace an existing
policy is based not on a compensatory calculus but on a noncompensatory process. The foreign policy-maker does not rely on
rules “that require the evaluation and comparison of all alternatives
across different dimensions . . .” Instead, he relies on a perspective that
enables him to adopt or reject “alternatives on the basis of one or a few
criteria.”28 In other words, when two important dimensions are present in an alternative and one is negative, the foreign policy-maker,
instead of comparing the extent to which the positive dimension
compensates the negative one in each alternative, typically rejects
any alternative that has a negative dimension.
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A comparison of the measures undertaken by the two Bush
administrations to uncover what two international entities intended
to do and how they planned to attain their objectives reveal a critical
similarity, which is best illustrated by the noncompensatory model.
Specifically, it captures their nonholistic approach to foreign policymaking. In both instances, rather than conducting a comprehensive
and intricate comparison of its preferred policy with another one, the
leading decision-makers of each administration stuck with their original design by highlighting, simultaneously, its positive element and
the negative component of a possible alternative. They refused to
confer sufficient credence to the warnings that an international actor
might be prepared to initiate a major act of aggression—one that
could severely afflict the interests of the United States—chiefly
because such an acknowledgment would have forced them to reformulate their original foreign policy frameworks.
In the case of the first Bush administration, when its senior foreign
policy officials were presented with information that could have
obliged them to reassess their Iraqi policy, they chose not to initiate
a systematic and thorough review. Neither Bush nor any of his senior
advisers tried to derive compensatory values for different alternatives,
compare them, and choose the one with the largest measure. Instead,
when they considered, albeit quite briefly, whether they should
supplant the existing Iraqi policy with a forceful and unambiguous
deterrence strategy, they dismissed the idea based on the belief
(as opposed to a systematically derived estimate) that its implementation could engender high domestic and international political
costs. In the words of a senior foreign policy official in the Bush
administration, “We were reluctant to draw a line in the sand. I
[could not] see the American public supporting the deployment of
troops over a dispute over 20 miles of territory and it is not clear that
local countries would have supported that kind of commitment.”29
The second Bush administration responded as poorly to emerging
challenges to its security strategy. When presented with information
that could have required it to be markedly more attentive to possible
al Qaeda threats, its principal members had two additional reasonable
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options. They could have: (i) adopted immediately and in full the
approach to counterterrorism designed by the Clinton administration, or (ii) continued to implement the counterterrorism policy
created by the Clinton administration while it devised its own. There
is no guarantee that the execution of either one would have been
enough to prevent the September 11 attacks. Nevertheless, had the
leading members of the second Bush administration chosen either,
they would have had a policy—something to guide their actions and
those of specialists responsible for tracking al Qaeda operatives and
their activities. And yet, the Bush administration’s central actors
automatically dismissed the implementation of either alternative and
decided, instead, to develop a new counterterrorist policy from
scratch. They rejected the other two options not because they compared poorly with the third one (there was nothing to compare them
with), but because each one carried an unacceptably high negative
dimension—the endorsement, even temporarily, of a policy created
by the Clinton administration. Doing the opposite of whatever the
previous administration had done became early on the second Bush
administration’s prevalent theme.30 In the words of Richard Clarke,
the “new administration thought Clinton’s recommendation that
eliminating al Qaeda be one of their highest priorities, well, rather
odd, like so many of the Clinton administration’s actions, from their
perspective.”31 Thus, rather than assessing how the adoption of either
option would have compared against developing an entirely new
strategy, the second Bush administration impulsively concluded that
the temporary lack of a policy was preferable to the implementation
of one that had been developed by its predecessor.
Despite the considerable explanatory merit of the noncompensatory model, it has a major shortcoming. The model, as explained
earlier, is built on the assumption that there are cognitive limitations
to rationality. Though such a contention is valid, the aggregation of
the limitations prevents the analysts from being able to identify which
ones are actually at play in any one particular decision. In the case of
the first Bush administration, one of its gravest errors was to assume
that Saddam Hussein would recognize how costly the invasion of
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Kuwait would prove both to him and to his country. Its core figures
took it for granted that the Iraqi leader would conclude, just as they
had, that after having paid a very high cost during the war against
Iran, it would be unwise to engage in another war. As they derived
such an inference, they failed to consider the possibility that Saddam
Hussein might have been using different values to gauge the costs,
benefits, and risks that the assault on Kuwait would engender.
Foreign policy-makers, like most humans, too often refuse to
acknowledge new realities, even when the information tells them
that they should. Sometimes it is only after a costly crisis that they
are able to accept that the world in which they interact is no longer
the world they had envisioned. The central leaders of the second
Bush administration, most of who had played significant roles
during the final days of the Cold War, had great difficulty adjusting
to the idea that non-state actors, such as terrorist groups, could play
a decisive role in the world system. The attacks altered their mindset.
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Chapter Four
Two Very Different Wars

Introduction
“War is the province of chance. In no other sphere of human activity
must such a margin be left for this intruder. It increases the uncertainty of every circumstance and deranges the course of events.”1
Karl von Clausewitz’s warning is still fitting. War must never be
initiated before its makers examine thoroughly its possible consequences. Too often, however, international leaders have instinctively
favored Clausewitz’s better-know maxim, “War is a continuation of
policy by other means” over the previous aphorism. The intent of
this chapter is to describe the manner in which the two Bush administrations addressed this challenge—the first one when it learned
that Saddam Hussein’s forces had marched into Kuwait, the second
when it decided to overthrow the Iraqi leader’s regime and replace it
with a democratic one.
The Gulf War
The First Phase
The official story that came out of Iraq on August 2, 1990 was a
fabrication. Baghdad claimed that a coup had taken place in Kuwait
and that its deposed leader had called on Iraq for assistance. The
Bush administration was not fooled, but the action still compelled it
to formulate a definition of the challenge it faced. Its most immediate
task was to assess the effects, if any, that an unanswered Iraqi annexation
of Kuwait would have on U.S. domestic and international interests.
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Washington also needed to gauge the probability that Saddam
Hussein’s forces would march into Saudi Arabia and the overall
repercussion of such an action. If it were to calculate that the impact
of the first incident, or both, would be substantial, it would have to
design and articulate a response.
The U.S. government always has a wide range of contingency
plans, which it can activate at a moment’s notice. It did not have a
planned response to an Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990. Central
Command (CENTCOM), the U.S. organization responsible for
military action in the Gulf region, had been designing one, but it
remained unfinished. What is more, CENTCOM did not have, in
or near the region, the military apparatus and personnel necessary to
mount an effective campaign against Saddam Hussein’s forces.2 The
Bush administration’s senior foreign policy officials were aware of the
impediments limiting the U.S. ability to react promptly when they
gathered at the White House 12 hours after the start of the Iraqi
invasion.
During the first meeting, President Bush said little and allowed
his advisers to explore the problem on their own. They focused
principally on whether Saddam Hussein intended to withhold Iraqi
and Kuwaiti oil or try to flood the world market. They were greatly
concerned with the extent to which the Iraqi leader’s influence on the
oil market would be augmented if he were to march his troops into
Saudi Arabia. Domination of 40 percent of the world’s oil reserves by
Iraq was a scenario that no one in the room found acceptable. They
also evaluated the idea of imposing economic sanctions on Iraq. By
the end of the meeting they had accomplished little. This indecision
generated different concerns among a few of the attendees. Powell
was alarmed by their inability to come up with a clear definition of
the problem. Haass was troubled by the failure to discuss in any
detail the idea of sending troops halfway around the world.3
Following the meeting, Haass approached Scowcroft to express his
dissatisfaction. The national security adviser calmed him down and
said: “There’s going to be another meeting, get us ready for that; I am
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with you. Don’t worry about me, don’t worry about the President,
but do what you have to do.”4
Shortly after the White House gathering, Bush left for Aspen,
Colorado, for a previously scheduled get-together with Britain’s
prime minister Margaret Thatcher. During the flight, Scowcroft
expressed his apprehension about the earlier meeting to the president
and requested that at the next gathering he be permitted to speak
first in order to outline “the absolute intolerability of this invasion to
U.S. interests.”5 Bush agreed, but countered with the suggestion that
he make the statement. Scowcroft disagreed on the grounds that it
“might stifle discussion.” The president accepted Scowcroft’s advice.
In the meantime, Haass carried out his boss’s order. He wrote a
memo in which he noted, “The necessary instruments of such a
policy [to expel Iraq from Kuwait] would be exports, other economic
sanctions, and enhanced military actions, both unilateral and with
others.”6
In Aspen, Thatcher wasted little time in telling Bush that
Saddam’s incursion had to be stopped and that the only way to
persuade the Iraqi leader that his action was unacceptable was by
sending troops to the region. Bush concurred.7 The two leaders also
agreed that the future of Kuwait was not the only thing at stake.8 By
then they knew that they could count on some type of support from
the United Nations—earlier that day, its Security Council had
approved Resolution 660 unanimously. The declaration called on
Kuwait and Iraq to address their differences via intense negotiations,
and invoked Articles 39 and 40 of chapter seven of the United
Nations’s Charter. Chapter seven conferred on the United Nations’s
leading powers the use of economic sanctions or military force to prevent acts of aggression.9 At that stage, however, the president remained
guarded about his plans. During the press conferences after his talk
with Thatcher, Bush stated, “We’re not ruling any options in, but we’re
not ruling any options out.”10
The tone of the discussion between Bush and his senior advisers was
measurably different at the August 3 NSC meeting. As he and the
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president had agreed, Scowcroft delivered the opening remarks.
“I detected a note at the end [of the previous NSC meeting] that we
might have to acquiesce in an accommodation [with Iraq],” said the
national security adviser. “My personal judgment is that the stakes in
this for the United States are such that to accommodate Iraq should
not be a policy option.”11 Conscious that Scowcroft would not have
made the statement unless he had discussed it earlier with the
president, and that the national security adviser had signaled in no
uncertain terms that the United States had to be prepared to use its
military might to offset Saddam Hussein’s action, Cheney decided it
was imperative to clarify the problems the United States faced.
“Initially,” said the secretary of defense, “we should sort this out from
our strategic interests in Saudi Arabia and oil. Saddam has clearly done
what he had to do to dominate OPEC, the Gulf, and the Arab world.
He is 40 kilometers from Saudi Arabia and its oil production is only a
couple 100 kilometers away. If he doesn’t take it physically, with his
new wealth he will have an impact and will be able to acquire new
weapons. The problem will get worse, not better. Looking at the military possibilities and options, we should not underestimate the U.S.
military forces we would need to be prepared for a major conflict.”12
Lawrence Eagleburger, the deputy secretary of state standing in for
Secretary of State Baker who was in the Soviet Union, argued that
allowing Saddam Hussein to get away with the invasion would set
“all the wrong standards” for the post–Cold War period. Inaction,
concluded Eagleburger, would inform other dictators that they could
get away with aggression.13 The sole mildly dissenting voice in the
meeting came from Powell. Worried about the direction of the discussion, he remarked somewhat sarcastically, “Good, you know, we are
going to draw a line in the sand now. Does everybody agree it’s worth
going to war to reverse the invasion of Kuwait.”14 Powell’s observation
did not sit well with the other members, and the chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff realized, and accepted, that he was not there to involve
himself in political discussions but to present military scenarios.
By the time the discussion had come to an end, its participants
had a clearer vision of what Bush was prepared to do. They recognized
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that though the president had said little, he was the one driving the
agenda. As explained by Scowcroft, they also understood Bush had
made up his mind that “force would be used if necessary, and that
planning should be based on the assumption that sanctions would
fail.”15 Eagleburger expanded with the contention that by taking a
strong stand at the outset, the president had set the parameters
within which the discussions would be carried out and, as a result,
limited the number of options the participants could consider.16
On the afternoon of August 3, Bush moved assertively on a
different front. Conscious that a belligerent policy against Iraq
depended heavily on Saudi Arabia’s readiness to accept U.S. troops
on its own territory, he invited the Saudi ambassador to the United
States to the White House. Bush’s main challenge was to convince
Amir Bandar bin Sultan that if Riyadh invited the United States to
deploy its forces on Saudi territory, Washington would not retreat at
the first sign that things were not going well. The Saudi leadership
still remembered the Reagan administration’s retreat following the
attack on the U.S. Marines stationed in Beirut in 1983. Saudi
Arabia’s leaders, moreover, worried that the deployment of U.S.
forces on the land that housed Islam’s holiest sites would incite
intense criticism from Muslim fundamentalists.17 Mindful of what
he was asking the Saudis to do, the president said to Bandar, “I give
my word of honor . . . I will see this through with you.”18 To ensure
that the Saudi ambassador took his message seriously, the president
sent him to see Cheney and Powell.
Prior to the second meeting, Scowcroft phoned Cheney to inform
him that Bush had ordered Bandar be shown the plan the Pentagon
was designing to protect Saudi Arabia, as well as the top-secret
satellite photos showing Iraqi forces pointing toward Saudi Arabia.
Cheney, an old hand at political and bureaucratic battles, was one of
the first to grasp the depth of Bush’s commitment to using force if
required. However, the secretary of defense concluded that before he
and Powell met with Bandar he would have to make it clear to his
chief military adviser that it was time to show the Pentagon’s plans,
regardless of how unclear the military objectives might still seem.
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Powell, also a political and bureaucratic veteran, understood that
despite his concerns he was expected to follow orders. As he saw it, in
a democracy, “it is the President, not generals, who make[s] decisions
about going to war . . .”19 At the meeting, Bandar was informed about
Operation Plan 90-1002 and the 100,000–200,000 troops the United
States was prepared to deploy if the Saudi leadership authorized
Washington to do so.20 That same afternoon, during a press conference, the president decided not to mince words. “I view very seriously
our determination to reverse out this aggression . . . This will not
stand. This will not stand, this aggression against Kuwait.”21
The next morning, Bush and his senior political and military
advisers gathered at Camp David to listen to the generals. Powell
opened the meeting with an explanation of the rationale behind
Operation 90-1002. He noted that it was both a “deterrence piece
and a war-fighting piece.” General Schwarzkopf then discussed the
specifics of the operation. He remarked that it would take 17 weeks
to put into operation the deterrence aspect of the plan and that it
would involve the deployment of some 200,000–250,000 Army,
Air Force, Navy, and Marine personnel. He added that complete
preparation for the offensive side of the operation would take
8–12 months.22 Next they considered whether Washington should
focus on liberating Kuwait or protecting Saudi Arabia. Uncomfortable
with the idea of engaging U.S. forces in an offensive war, Powell
noted that if Iraq were to be expelled from Kuwait, the United States
might be forced to change the political and social conditions of the
newly freed country. Bush’s immediate reply was, “That’s why our
defense of Saudi Arabia has to be the focus.”23
At the end of the Camp David gathering, one question still
remained unanswered: would Saudi Arabia agree to the deployment
of U.S. forces on its territory? On August 5, the Saudi king,
after initially rejecting the idea of a U.S. presence on his land, told
Bush that he wanted a U.S. team to brief him. Bush immediately dispatched Cheney and an entourage composed of Schwarzkopf;
Scowcroft’s second in command Robert Gates; Wolfowitz; Cheney’s
press secretary Peter Williams; the U.S. ambassador to Saudi Arabia
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Charles W. Freedman; and two lower ranking officials. Bush’s
marching order to the group was clear-cut: to convince the Saudi
king to authorize the deployment of U.S. forces on his territory. On
August 6, after being briefed by Cheney and Schwarzkopf about the
Pentagon’s military plan and told that some 70,000 Iraqi troops were
near, or moving toward, the Saudi border, King Fahd assented. The
secretary of defense immediately conveyed the news to Bush, who
then told him to stop in Egypt and Morocco to inform its leaders
about the latest developments and that soon they would be asked to
participate in the defense of Saudi Arabia.24 The president also
authorized Cheney to start the deployment of U.S. forces.
By the time the Saudi king had granted his consent, the United
Nations had passed Resolution 661, which authorized the imposition
of a trade and financial embargo on Iraq.25 In the meantime, another
very important meeting was about to take place in Baghdad.
Troubled by reports from Washington that his forces were moving
toward the Saudi border, Saddam Hussein ordered the release of an
official statement: “Some news agencies have reported fabricated
news about what they called the approach of Iraqi forces towards the
Saudi border. Iraq categorically denies these fabricated reports.
Causing confusion between the kingdom of Saudi Arabia, which is a
fraternal country with which we have normal cordial relations, and
Kuwait’s case is tendentious.”26 The Iraqi leader then requested a
visit from Joseph Wilson, the U.S. Chargé d’Affaires in Baghdad.
After lecturing Wilson about Kuwait’s economic war against Iraq,
Saddam Hussein adopted a more conciliatory tone. He stated: “Iraq
is firmly willing to respect the United States’s legitimate international
interests in the Middle East, and is interested in establishing normal
relations with the United States on the basis of mutual respect.” He
also explained that Iraq and Saudi Arabia had had excellent relations
since 1975 and that there was no reason for Riyadh to fear an Iraqi
attack.27
Bush did not take Saddam Hussein’s conversation with Wilson
seriously. On August 7, the president ordered a massive U.S troop
buildup. The only Congressional leader the president informed
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beforehand of his intention was Senator Sam Nunn (D-GA),
chairman of the Armed Services Committee.28 The following day
Bush delivered an unambiguous message on national television: all
Iraqi forces must withdraw from Kuwait.29 President Bush’s speech
marked the end of the first phase of the decision-making process that
ensued among the highest members of his administration following
Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait.
The Second Phase
On October 30, the president met with the secretaries of state and
defense, the national security adviser, and the chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff. Scowcroft began the meeting by noting that the
United States was “at a ‘Y’ in the road” and that it could continue to
deter and defend, or it could begin to develop the capability necessary
to attack. Powell, who was the next speaker, stated that if the president wanted to go the offensive route, the troops in the Middle East
would have to be doubled. The chairman added that Schwarzkopf
had called for such an increase and that he supported the request.
Cheney concurred and went further. It was not a question of whether
to go the offensive route—the president should want that option and
order its implementation immediately. Bush’s response was to the
point: “If that’s what you need, we’ll do it.”30 The president gave his
formal approval the following day.
It is difficult to identify the exact time Bush decided that the
United States would have to use force against Iraq to expel its forces
from Kuwait, but it is possible to demonstrate that the president
made up his mind long before the end of October. A good starting
point is the views of his core advisers. According to Powell, who had
doubts about going to war in order to force Iraq out of Kuwait, the
president was the “spark plug and fuel” of the post-August 2 U.S.
foreign policy toward Iraq. Bush’s closest foreign policy adviser,
Scowcroft, conceded that the president had “made up his mind fairly
early on that force would be used if necessary and that planning
should be based on the assumption that sanctions would fail.” Baker,
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one of Bush’s oldest colleagues, concurred with Scowcroft. The
president’s “role was absolutely critical. He made a visceral decision
to reverse the invasion and he was out in front of all his advisers.”31
Signs that Bush was prepared to use military force against Iraq, if
necessary, began to emerge shortly after the invasion of Kuwait. On
August 3, at the NSC meeting, the president openly supported
Scowcroft’s assertion that the United States could not and would not
accept “the invasion of Kuwait” as “an accomplished fact.” Bush
reiterated the view the following day during his meeting with the
Kuwaiti emir Sheikh Jabir al Ahmed al Sabah. The United States,
promised the president, would help free Kuwait and place the emir
back in power.32 As if to ensure that no one would question his
resolve, Bush proclaimed in public on August 5 that he was
determined “to reverse this [Iraqi] aggression . . .”33 For Powell, the
president’s public statement was a defining moment. “[F]or me anyway,” explained Powell, the statement was “the first expression from
the President that he has crossed the line and there’s no question he
will do what is necessary to get the Iraqis out of Kuwait . . . For me
it was a new mission.”34
Just as Bush was elevating his rhetoric, the Air Force was proposing a new radical air campaign. Under the leadership of Colonel
John Warden, an iconoclastic Air Force officer, a top-secret group
working inside the Pentagon had been developing a “parallel bombing” campaign. During World War II, the allied forces had relied on
“serial bombing” to destroy targets in Germany. In order to inflict
heavy damage on a target, a large number of bombers would hit it for
a week and then move on to a different one. This approach usually
enabled the Germans to repair the earlier target while the allied
forces were hitting the second one. The technology of the early
1990s allowed the United States to hit with tremendous precision
50 or 60 targets in just a few hours. It provided the United States the
opportunity to destroy Iraq’s air power, air defense system, and communication system in less than a week. Warden briefed Schwarzkopf
about his plan, who in turn presented it to Cheney and Powell in
late August.35
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As preparations continued to gather momentum, some of Bush’s
closest advisers began to worry about his growing impatience. On
September 16, in a speech to the Iraqi people, the president made it
clear that the world would end its sanctions on Iraq when “Iraq
returns to the path of peace, when Iraqi troops withdraw from
Kuwait, when the country’s rightful government is restored, [and]
when all foreigners held against their will are released . . .” On
October 9, he reiterated his original argument by noting that though
his administration would give sanctions a chance to have their
intended effect, it “will not let this aggression stand. Iraq will not be
permitted to annex Kuwait. And that’s not a threat, it’s not a boast,
it’s just the way it’s going to be.”36 It was during this time that
Schwarzkopf expressed the belief that the United States should not
set up a deadline for sanctions to work. “Now we are starting to see
evidence that sanctions are pinching. So why should we say, ‘Okay,
gave ‘em two months, didn’t work. Let’s get on with it and kill a whole
bunch of people?’ That’s crazy. That’s crazy . . .”37
Powell was more discreet than Schwarzkopf in voicing his concern. He first approached Cheney to see whether he could convince
the secretary of defense to ask the president to give sanctions and
containment a chance. The general, however, did not succeed.
“I don’t know,” said Cheney, “I don’t think the President will buy it.”
Containment, explained Cheney, would signify that Iraq would
retain control over Kuwait, and Bush could not accept that outcome.
Moreover, the president could not tolerate the new status quo
because he had deemed it unacceptable publicly. Next, Powell
approached Scowcroft and presented the case for containment, but
without stating that he favored this alternative. The national security
adviser was frank in his response. “The President is more and more
convinced that sanctions are not going to work.” He added that he
did not think that Bush would change his mind. Powell still did not
give up. In early October, Cheney, though he had already admonished the general for not limiting his input to military issues, took
him to see the president for a private talk. During the meeting,
Powell noted that there were two ways the United States could force
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Saddam out of Kuwait: (i) prepare for an offense by increasing the
troops in the region; or (ii) carry on with the policy of containment
and the imposition of sanctions. The second one, continued Powell,
“is an option that has merit. It will work some day. It may take a year,
it may take two years, but it will work some day.” He concluded by
saying: “Where do you want me to go, Mr. President? As each day
goes by, I am doing more. There are more and more troops going in.”
Bush did not have to think long before he stated where he wanted to
go. “I don’t think there is time politically for that strategy.”38 Bush’s
willingness to take a firm stand without an open discussion of alternatives surprised Wolfowitz. As the undersecretary of defense for policy,
Wolfowitz was struck by the absence of a process of writing alternatives
and implications so that the principal foreign policy-makers could
evaluate them.39
Top Pentagon officials were not the only ones concerned with
Bush’s approach to the problem. Baker, who had worked assiduously
to persuade the United Nations to authorize an international blockade on Iraq and had ordered the Department of State to develop a
document explaining the advantages of containment and sanctions,
feared that the Bush administration was speeding toward an armed
conflict with Iraq without first garnering public support. The American
public, he believed, was not terribly concerned about the plight of
Kuwait or Iraq’s control over vast amounts of oil.40 Moreover, Iraq
was vulnerable to sanctions and time was “on the side of the international community.”41
During this period, Baghdad did little to allay Bush’s misgivings.
On September 21, the Iraqi Revolutionary Command Council challenged the deployment of forces by the coalition, and warned that
Iraq would not retreat and was prepared to engage in the “mother of
all battles.” The next day, Baghdad upped the ante by announcing
that if the embargo began to strangle Iraq, it would attack Saudi
Arabia and Israel. On October 5, Iraq’s foreign minister went before
the UN General Assembly and made it clear that his country had no
intention of compromising.42 At around this time, the emir of Kuwait
met with Bush and described to him in “quiet, almost understated
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terms” the way Iraq was dismantling and depopulating Kuwait
through murder, rape, torture, and emigration. News about Iraq’s
horrific behavior so infuriated Bush that it reinforced his predisposition to view the problem in a personal way.43 Prior to the emir’s
departure, Bush told him that he would keep all “options open to
ensure Iraq’s unlawful occupation of Kuwait is ended, and Kuwait’s
legitimate government secured.” Scowcroft sought to reassert the
president’s sentiment when he spoke to reporters after the meeting.
Iraq’s system of destruction, warned the national security adviser, was
accelerating the possibility of war. “[W]hat is happening inside
Kuwait affects the timetable.”44
As October moved along, planners at the Pentagon prepared for a
war that seemed inevitable. On October 10, CENTCOM officials
presented war draft plans to top U.S. military leaders in the
Pentagon. They repeated their performance at the White House the
next day. Following the presentation, Bush asked what the armed
forces would need for a full offense. When told, he said that he
would soon decide whether to transform the defensive operation
into an offensive one.45 As already noted, he made the formal
decision to deploy additional forces on October 30. A meeting held
the day before by members of the UN Security Council strengthened
the president’s resolve. Troubled by the failure on the part of several
missions to persuade Saddam Hussein to exit Kuwait peacefully, the
Security Council discussed additional alternatives but did not
forward a helpful recommendation.46 That same day, Baker noted
during a speech that the Bush administration “would not rule out a
possible use of force if Iraq continues to occupy Kuwait.”47
Members of the media and Congress, in the meantime, began to
voice concerns about the steps the Bush administration was taking.
Conservatives such as Jeanne Kirkpatrick, Robert Novak, Patrick
Buchanan, and George Will wondered about the logic of deploying
U.S. forces on Saudi territory.48 Their voices resonated in Congress.
According to the War Powers Resolution passed in 1973, the
President must consult with Congress “in every possible instance”
before deploying forces into hostilities (section 3). The resolution
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also stipulated that the president must hand in a written report to
Congress no later than 48 hours after U.S. forces have been deployed
into hostilities, and withdraw the troops within 60 days after
submitting the report. The forces can stay for an additional 30 days
if the president informs Congress that the presence of the troops is
still necessary.49 Democrats and several leading Republican leaders,
such as Senate Minority Leader Robert Dole and Senator Richard
Lugar, demanded that Congress be consulted if the administration
intended to place U.S. forces in harm’s way, and reminded the
president that he did not have the freedom to go to war without its
formal authorization. The White House’s response was that the
president, as the commander in chief, has sufficient power to initiate
hostilities without a formal authorization from Congress.50
In early November, a couple of days after the midterm congressional elections, Bush announced that he had ordered the secretary
of defense to double the number of U.S. forces in the Gulf “to ensure
that the coalition has an adequate offensive military option, should
that be necessary to achieve our common goal.”51 Initial estimates,
he added, suggested that by early 1991 the United States would have
some 390,000 troops in the region. Many members of Congress
were appalled that the president had acted without consulting its
leadership.52 Among them there were those who were troubled by
the fact that though they had met with the president just before he
made the decision to double the U.S. forces, and had warned him to
“be cautious before [leading] the country to war,” he had not
disclosed his intention.53 On November 10, Senate Majority Leader
George Mitchell (D-ME) cautioned the president to ask Congress
“for a declaration.” “If he does not get it,” added Mitchell,
“then there is no legal authority for the United States to go to war.”54
In an attempt to appease Congress, Bush met with its leaders on
November 14. Confronted with the contention that the additional
deployment made war inevitable, the president was willing only to
promise that he would consult with Congress were he to decide that
the use of force was necessary. Less than a week later, dissatisfied with
the president’s assurance, five congressmen tried to get an injunction
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that would restrict his freedom to start a war without congressional
approval.55
In the meantime, the Bush administration continued to move
unfalteringly along the road to war. In early October, Baker had
asked the Deputies Committee to outline a UN resolution. After
extensive discussions, the members of the committee and Baker concluded that the draft should not include a demand for immediate
action or the word “ultimatum.” They agreed, however, that it
should contain the phrase “all necessary means, including military
force.” Following the president’s decision to double the U.S. forces in
the Persian Gulf, and with Britain on board, Baker began a series of
trips designed to garner support for the U.S. resolution from other
critical international actors. During a meeting in Cairo on
November 6, the secretary of state convinced the Chinese foreign
minister to abstain when the resolution came to a vote. A few days
later, he persuaded Russia’s president and its foreign minister to back
the measure. Determined to have a sufficient majority, Baker also
met with the non-permanent members of the UN Security Council.
He was not entirely successful—Cuba’s and Yemen’s representatives
made it clear that they would not support the resolution.56 During
this period, the president traveled to the Middle East to also help
lay the foundation for a UN resolution. On November 23, after meeting the leaders of Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Syria, Bush announced that
a final agreement on a UN resolution was “very near.”57
Six days later, by a vote of 12 to 2, the UN Security Council
passed Resolution 678. The decree noted that Iraq was given until
January 15, 1991 to comply fully with the resolutions already passed
regarding the conflict between Kuwait and itself. It also emphasized
that if Iraq failed to meet the stipulated terms by the specified date,
states cooperating with the government of Kuwait had the authority
to “use all necessary means to uphold and implement” the resolutions
and “restore international peace and security in the area.”58
By this time, public opinion in the United States was divided.
Notable public figures such as former secretary of state Henry
Kissinger and former UN ambassador Jeanne Kirkpatrick argued
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that Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait justified the use of force against the
invader. Kissinger remarked that though the “military option would
prove painful and difficult,” such dangers had to be “weighed
against the risk of an even larger conflict later on if a demonstration
of American impotence leads to a collapse of moderate governments, to escalating crises and the disintegration of all order.”
Opposition to the use of force came from several sources. Admiral
William Crowe, former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
testified that though he firmly believed Saddam Hussein had to
leave Kuwait, the United States “should give sanctions a fair chance
before [it discards] them . . .” Former national security adviser
Zbigniew Brzezinski contended that Iraq “has been deterred,
ostracized and punished.” He added, “[N]either an American war to
liberate Kuwait nor a preventive war to destroy Iraq’s power is
urgently required, be it in terms of the American national interest or
of the imperatives of world order . . .” Former secretary of defense
James Schlesinger warned that the “sight of the United States inflicting a devastating defeat on an Arab country from the soil of an Arab
neighbor may result in an enmity directed at the United States for
an extended period.”59
Aware that his decision to double the U.S. forces in the Persian Gulf
and the passage of UN Resolution 678 had created substantial concern
among a wide range of military and foreign policy experts outside his
administration, and eager to persuade most Americans that no stone was
being left unturned, Bush authorized Baker to meet with Iraq’s foreign
minister in Baghdad. The president, moreover, wanted to make sure that
Iraq’s foreign minister would understand that the United States was
serious about restoring Kuwait’s freedom.
As in the past, Bush consulted just a few of his advisers before
making the decision.60 Scowcroft knew that Bush’s diplomatic initiative was principally for show and that the president was determined to
go to war.61 Others outside the administration, however, questioned
the decision. Kissinger warned that if a compromise was reached, it
would signal that aggression was being rewarded. The Saudi ambassador complained that Saddam would interpret Bush’s decision as an

78 / the bush administrations and saddam hussein

act of cowardice and would delay agreeing to meet with Baker until
just before the UN deadline.62
Their concerns were justified. Baghdad, which for some time had
argued that it was prepared to discuss the problem with U.S. representatives so long as the Bush administration did not impose
preconditions, immediately exploited the offer. In early December,
the Iraqi media stated, “The enemy of God, the arrogant President of
the United States, George Bush, has consistently opposed dialogue . . .
His initiative is [therefore] a submission to Iraq’s demand, on which
it has insisted and is still insisting . . .”63 Washington and Baghdad
spent much of December haggling over when to meet, with Saddam
Hussein claiming that he could not meet until January 12, 1991. On
January 3, Bush once again proposed that his secretary of state meet
with Iraq’s foreign minister. The meeting, which took place six days
later, was a complete failure. After the talks ended, Baker told the
international media that Iraq had not shown any flexibility “on
complying with the United Nations Security Council resolutions.”
The secretary of state and his immediate advisers were convinced the
Iraqi leadership believed that the United States lacked resolve largely
because it still carried the baggage of Vietnam, and that the U.S.
Congress and public were reluctant to become involved in another
major war.64
Baker’s conjecture was based, in part, on what had been ensuing
in the United States. Concern about where the Congress would
stand generated disagreement within the Bush administration. At
the White House, Cheney argued that the Congress could not be
trusted to support the president. On September 3, in front of the
Senate Armed Services Committee, the secretary of defense stated:
“I do not believe the president requires any additional authorization
from Congress.” Baker made a similar argument, in front of the same
committee, a few days later. The president adhered to the same
belief. “I still feel that I have the constitutional authority, many attorneys having so advised me.” In private, Powell argued that it was
imperative to have the Congress’s backing.65
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The Congress, however, was not yet prepared to surrender its
authority. In early December, Democrats in the House of
Representatives accused the president of rushing to war and warned
that he could not go to war without Congressional approval. On
December 27, 100 of them formally asked the president to give sanctions a chance. At the start of January, the disagreement between the
White House and certain members of Congress became a mute issue.
Speaker of the House Tom Foley announced that the House would
address the matter regardless of whether the president requested
congressional approval. Cognizant that it would be politically unwise
not to send a request, the president did so on January 9, and congressional debate began the following day. Two days later the House
voted 250 to 183, and the Senate 52 to 47, to authorize the president
to use force against Iraq.66 By then, more than 60 percent of the
American public supported military action against Iraq. In the final
analysis, however, maybe none of this really mattered. As explained
by Gates, “Bush was going to throw the son of a bitch out of Kuwait
whether or not Congress and public opinion supported him.”67 His
assessment was right on target. Just before the end of the year, Bush
remarked in private, “If I have to go [to war], it is not going to matter
to me if there isn’t one congressman who supports this, or what
happens to public opinion. If it’s right, it’s gotta be done.”68
During this period, the Pentagon continued to get ready for war.
Near the end of December, Schwarzkopf informed Powell that he
would be prepared to initiate the air campaign on the night of
January 17. On December 29, Powell ordered Schwarzkopf to be set to
initiate hostilities on the aforementioned date. In the meantime, intelligence analysts did not agree on whether Saddam Hussein would withdraw from Kuwait. The CIA and the Department of State argued that
in view of the vastly superior strength of the coalition forces, it would
be irrational for Saddam Hussein not to pull out. The DIA and the
intelligence agencies from the four military services disagreed. They
questioned the propensity of the CIA and the Department of State to
project the Western approach to rationality on Saddam Hussein. For
the challengers, the Iraqi leader’s decision to invade Kuwait was a clear
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signal that he did not view the world in the same way some analysts in
the United States thought he did. The National Intelligence Estimate
(NIE), however, did not describe the divergence in estimates. It concluded that Saddam Hussein would yield, and included the opinions
by DIA and military intelligence in only a few of its footnotes.69 Some
of the senior U.S. foreign policy-makers concurred with the NIE.
Bush had great difficulty thinking that Saddam Hussein would not
realize how costly it would be to him and his country to remain in
Kuwait. It was not until late December that the president began to
accept that his perception of the Iraqi leader might have been wrong.
But by then all he could manage to ask was, “Is he crazy?” Powell
remained convinced until the very end that Saddam Hussein was
“rational” and would pull out of Kuwait.70 On January 16 (17 in
Kuwait and Iraq), as U.S. forces launched a series of attacks on Iraqi
forces, those who believed that Saddam Hussein would retreat had no
choice but to acknowledge that their prediction had been wrong.
To March or Not to March Toward Baghdad
On the morning of February 27, 1991, just 47 days after the campaign
against Iraqi forces had been launched, Powell informed Bush and the
other members of the senior decision-making group at the White
House that the United States was “approaching the end game” and that
he expected “that within the next twenty four hours—at [the] next
meeting tomorrow morning—[he] would be bringing [the president]
a recommendation with respect to the cessation of hostilities.”71 The
news surprised Bush and Scowcroft. Psychologically unprepared, the
president asked: “Well, if that’s the case, we’re within the window,
why not end it now?”72 With his principal objective attained, the
president recognized that his promise to return Kuwait to its original
leaders was about to be fulfilled.
Powell was pleased with the president’s thinking. After discussing
for a while longer with Bush and his other advisers the implications
of stopping the war at that stage, the chairman of the Chiefs of Staff,
accompanied by the secretary of defense, went to Congress to inform
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its leadership of the plan. Afterward, they addressed the matter with
Schwarzkopf and the other members of the Chiefs of Staff. In the
meantime, some of Bush’s senior civilian foreign policy advisers
contacted coalition members about the impending decision and
began to write up the announcement. Later in the afternoon, Cheney
and Powell returned to the White House to meet with the president.
At the small gathering, which lasted only a brief while, Bush ordered
that the war be ended. On February 28, 1991, at exactly 8:00 a.m.
(G ⫹ 4), the war against Iraq came to a close.73
The Iraq War
Some war policies germinate in a short period; others take time to
evolve. The decision by the Bush administration to use force to topple
the Saddam regime belongs in the second category. The broad contours
of the Bush administration’s foreign policy toward Iraq saw their first
light in 1992, when Secretary of Defense Cheney asked Wolfowitz, I.
Lewis Libby, and Zalmay Khalilzad to draft a plan that would help
reorient U.S. defense policy after the Cold War. In a document titled
Defense Planning Guidance (DPG), the three Pentagon officials proposed a new post–Cold War era role for the United States. Because of
the United States’s vastly superior power, they argued, Washington had
to commit itself to persuading its “potential competitors that they need
not aspire to a greater role or pursue a more aggressive posture to protect their legitimate interests . . . [and must] discourage [potential competitors] from challenging [its] leadership or seeking to overturn the
established political and economic order.” They also emphasized that
the United States “should be postured to act independently when
collective action cannot be orchestrated.”74 This was the first time an
administration advanced preemption and preventive war policies
simultaneously. These ideas lost traction shortly after the document
became public knowledge and Bush ordered Cheney to remove
references to unilateral action, preemption, and prevention.75
The argument resurfaced with markedly more concrete goals
several years later. In early January 1998, members of the Project for

82 / the bush administrations and saddam hussein

the New American Century proposed to President Bill Clinton that in
his upcoming State of the Union Address he “chart a clear and determined course” aimed at the “removal of Saddam Hussein’s regime
from power . . . The policy of ‘containment’ of Saddam Hussein,”
they explained, “has been steadily eroding over the past few
months . . . [o]ur ability to ensure that Saddam Hussein is not
producing weapons of mass destruction . . . has substantially diminished . . . The only acceptable strategy is one that eliminates the
possibility that Iraq will be able to use or threaten to use weapons of
mass destruction. In the near term, this means a willingness to
undertake military action as diplomacy is clearly failing. In the long
term, it means removing Saddam Hussein and his regime from power.
That needs now to become the aim of American foreign policy.”
Of the 18 individuals who signed the recommendation 11 would
eventually become members of the Bush administration.76
Though the advice did not have the intended effect, Clinton
began to intensify his anti-Saddam-Hussein stance. On February 17,
during a visit to the Pentagon, the president stated that the “United
States simply cannot allow Mr. Hussein to acquire nuclear, chemical
and biological weapons arsenals.” He added that it had to commit
itself to fight “an unholy axis” of terrorists and “the outlaw nations”
that harbor them.77 Close to the end of the year, after the UN inspectors had decided to withdraw from Baghdad in protest of Saddam
Hussein’s obstructionist measures, Clinton informed the American
people that he had “ordered America’s Armed Forces to strike
military and security targets in Iraq . . .” He went on to explain that
Saddam Hussein’s unwillingness to cooperate with the UN weapons
inspectors, along with his earlier propensity to use WMD, presented
“a clear and present danger to the stability of the Persian Gulf and the
safety of people everywhere.” Because of such a threat, the United
States had no choice but to “pursue a long-term strategy to contain
Iraq and its weapons of mass destruction, and work toward the day
when Iraq has a government worthy of its people.”78
By the start of the new millennium, and with the prospect of
regaining the presidency, one of the Republican Party’s rising stars
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added her voice to the call that the United States actively foster the
overthrow of Saddam Hussein. In a widely publicized article
published in early 2000, Condoleezza Rice, who had been advising
presidential candidate George W. Bush on foreign policy matters,
wrote: “Saddam Hussein’s regime is isolated, his conventional military
power has been severely weakened, his people live in poverty and
terror, and he has no useful place in international politics. He is
therefore determined to develop WMD. Nothing will change until
Saddam is gone, so the United States must mobilize whatever
resources it can, including support from his opposition, to remove
him.”79 Four months after September 11, 2001, Rice, who by then was
Bush’s national security adviser, warned that by “both its actions and
inactions, Iraq is proving not that it is a nation bent on disarmament,
but that it is a nation with something to hide. Iraq is still treating
inspections as a game. It should know that time is running out.”80 In
early April 2002, the president, during a trip to England, did not
mince words when he expressed his viewpoint about Saddam
Hussein and WMD. “I made up my mind that Saddam needs to go.”
And he added, “The worst thing that could happen would be to
allow a nation like Iraq, run by Saddam Hussein, to develop weapons
of mass destruction, and then team up with terrorist organizations so
they can blackmail the world. I’m not going to let that happen.”81
The subsequent month, as if to reiterate his boss’s message, Secretary
of Defense Rumsfeld made it quite clear that the “cause for war is
the development of weapons of mass destruction by the Baghdad
regime.”82 No one, however, made such a claim more emphatically
than Cheney. In late August he stated: “There is no doubt that
Saddam Hussein now has weapons of mass destruction [and] there is
no doubt that he is amassing them to use against our friends, against
our allies and against us.”83
The rationale for war is rarely one-dimensional. Despite the
weight placed on preventing Saddam Hussein from further developing
and using Iraq’s WMD, after the attacks on September 11 several
members of the Bush administration underscored at least three other
factors. For a few of its members, taking on Iraq was part of the
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United States’s worldwide strategy against terrorism—specifically
against al Qaeda.
Establishing a link between al Qaeda and Saddam Hussein gradually
became a compelling motivation—one that started to emerge earlier
than September 11. In April 2001, during a meeting of the Deputies
Committee, Richard Clarke who, as explained earlier, had served as
the national coordinator for security and counterterrorism under the
Clinton administration and would retain the post for several months
under the new administration, proposed to its members that the
United States “put pressure on both the Taliban and al Qaeda by
arming the Northern Alliance and other groups in Afghanistan.”
Wolfowitz questioned Clarke’s proposal. The deputy secretary of
defense argued that Clarke was giving “bin Laden too much credit.”
Bin Laden, added Wolfowitz, “could not do all these things like the
1993 attack on New York without a state sponsor. Just because FBI
and CIA have failed to find the linkages does not mean they don’t
exist.”84 Though at that time Wolfowitz did not state that bin Laden
and Hussein were working together, he managed to plant the seeds for
future conjectures. The September 11 attacks provided Wolfowitz an
opening. Six days after the assaults, he wrote Rumsfeld a memo
headlined “Preventing More Events.” In it, the deputy secretary of
defense argued that if there was even a 10 percent chance that
Hussein had backed the attacks, the United States should give top
priority to eliminating him.85 By then, the president, who suspected
that there was a link between Saddam Hussein and al Qaeda,
had already ordered Clarke to investigate whether the two were
connected.86 The suspicion took on a more definitive tone later that
year, when the vice president stated during a public appearance that it
was “pretty well confirmed” that Mohamed Atta, the September 11
mastermind, had met with a senior Iraqi intelligence official before the
attacks.87 During the next 15 months, other members of the administration continued to reiterate the same message: al Qaeda and Saddam
Hussein were connected. In 2002, Tenet wrote that the CIA had “solid
reporting of senior level contacts between Iraq and al Qaeda going
back a decade” and that “credible information [indicated] that Iraq
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and al Qaeda have discussed safe haven and reciprocal nonaggression.”88 In early January 2003, Bush, during his State of the
Union address, stated that the evidence “from intelligence sources,
secret communications and statements by people now in custody
reveal that Saddam Hussein aids and protects terrorists, including
members of al Qaeda.” A few days later, Powell repeated Bush’s assertion before the United Nations. “Iraq,” said Powell, “today harbors a
deadly terrorist network headed by Abu Mussab al-Zarqawi, a collaborator of Osama bin Laden and his al Qaeda lieutenants . . . When
our coalition ousted the Taliban, al Zarqawi helped establish another
poison and explosive training center camp. And this camp is located
in northeastern Iraq.” After describing other connections between al
Qaeda and members of Saddam’s regime, Powell explained why the
Bush administration believed it was critical to take them seriously.
“Some believe, some claim these contacts do not amount to much.
They say Saddam Hussein’s secular tyranny and al Qaeda’s religious
tyranny do not mix. I am not comforted by this thought. Ambition
and hatred are enough to bring Iraq and al Qaeda together, enough
so al Qaeda could learn how to build more sophisticated bombs and
learn how to forge documents, and enough so that al Qaeda could
turn to Iraq for help in acquiring expertise on weapons of mass
destruction.”89
The promotion of democracy in Iraq and in the surrounding areas
was the Bush administration’s third rationale. Were they to achieve
this goal, reasoned some of its members, the United States would
help stabilize the region and enhance Israel’s security. The notion that
the United States had a moral responsibility to promote democracy
and that the spread of such a regime in a region and throughout the
world would help generate stability preceded the Bush administration.
In 1917, when President Woodrow Wilson went before a joint session
of Congress to propose the United States enter a war that had engulfed
Europe for nearly three years, he stated that their country had to take
such a step “for democracy, for the right of those who submit to
authority to have a choice in their own government . . . and to make
the world itself at least free.” Three-quarters of a century later, with

86 / the bush administrations and saddam hussein

communism no longer a threat, Americans were asked by President
William Clinton to believe that for the United States there was no
national interest “more urgent than securing democracy’s triumph
around the world.” As explained by National Security Adviser
Anthony Lake, the “successor to a doctrine of containment must be
a strategy of enlargement—enlargement of the world’s free community
market democracies.”90
The Bush administration concurred with its forerunner, but not
necessarily with its predecessor’s reliance on multilateral agreements
and international norms. To help spawn new democracies, it was
imperative to revitalize U.S. military power and pay closer attention to
geopolitical relations. In Rice’s own words, “peace is the first and most
important condition for continued prosperity and freedom. America’s
military power must be secure because the United States is the only
guarantor of global peace and security.”91
In the Bush administration there was no one as committed as its
leader to the idea that the United States had a moral obligation to
propagate democratic values. For Bush, going to war against Iraq
entailed much more than defeating an enemy. He wanted the United
States to be viewed as a “liberator.” In times of war, he explained,
there “is a human condition that [one] must worry . . . There is a
value system that cannot be compromised—God-given values.
These aren’t United States-created values. These are values of freedom and the human condition and mothers loving their children.
What’s very important as [the United States] articulate[s] foreign
policy through diplomacy and military action, is that it never look
like [as if it were] creating . . . these values.”92 The president restated
his vision during discussions with Rice and her deputy Stephen J.
Hadley regarding what he should say at his upcoming January 2002
State of the Union speech. At one point, when Rice and Hadley
wondered whether Bush should include Iran as part of the “axis of
evil,” the president said, “It is very important for the American president at this point in history to speak very clearly about the evils the
world faces. No question about it, North Korea, Iraq and Iran are the
biggest threats to peace at this time.” He added, “I believe the United
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States is the beacon for freedom in the world. And I believe we have
a responsibility to promote freedom that is as solemn as the responsibility is to protecting the American people, because the two go
hand-in-hand . . . [F]reedom is not America’s gift to the world.
Freedom is God’s gift to everybody in the world . . . [W]e have a
duty to free people. I would hope we wouldn’t have to do it militarily, but we have a duty.” Bush then demanded that the speech
include language about promoting democratic and human rights
values.93
This notion assumed an official role on August 14, 2002 when it
became part of a National Security Presidential Directive. If the
United States went to war against Iraq, it would do so, in part, to
“liberate the Iraqi people from tyranny, and assist them in creating a
society based on modernism, pluralism and democracy.” The postwar
intent would be to “establish a broad-based democratic government
that would adhere to international law and respect international
norms, and would not threaten its neighbors, that would respect the
basic rights of all Iraqis, including women and minorities, that
would adhere to the rule of law, including freedom of speech and
worship.” To achieve these ends, the United States and its allies
would employ “all instruments of national power to free Iraq . . .”
and a strategy that would require working “with the Iraqi opposition
to demonstrate that we are liberating, not invading, Iraq, and give
the opposition a role in building a pluralistic and democratic Iraq,
including the preparation of a new constitution . . .”94
The fourth rationale, and one that the Bush administration, for
obvious reasons, did not articulate with great frequency, was the
United States’s long-standing dependence on Persian Gulf oil. The
overthrow of the Shah of Iran in 1979 by Islamic militants loyal to
Ayatollah Khomeini compelled President Jimmy Carter to design a
doctrine, which stated that the United States would employ whatever means might be necessary, “including military force,” to ensure
the continuing flow of oil from the Persian Gulf. When Iraq invaded
Kuwait in 1990, the first Bush administration made it clear that the
United States could not permit Hussein to control 20 percent of the
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world’s oil reserves (Iraq’s plus Kuwait’s), much less 40 percent,
which would happen if his forces also marched into Saudi Arabia.
More than a decade later, and in possession of WMD, Iraq would be
in a position to gain control over a large segment of the world’s oil
reserves. As explained by Cheney in August 2002, “Armed with these
weapons of terror and a seat at the top of ten percent of the world’s
oil reserves, Saddam Hussein could then be expected to seek domination of the entire Middle East, take control of a great portion of
the world’s energy supplies, directly threaten America’s friends
throughout the region, and subject the United States or any other
nation to nuclear blackmail.”95
Because we lack the kind of information necessary to ascertain the
weight the Bush administration placed on each rationale, we will
avoid contending that some of its motives were more important and
authentic than others. For present purposes, such differentiation is
not critical. Of markedly greater significance is the quality and
quantity of the intelligence relied on by the Bush administration to
conceive its first three rationales.96
The Role of Intelligence
Every member of any intelligence community and every foreign
policy-maker knows that intelligence is not a fact but a judgment
derived from information that is often incomplete and unreliable.
When faced with an international challenge, the foreign policy-maker
is sometimes forced to find a balance between the amount of information he needs in order to formulate a policy and the costs that he might
spawn if he delays his decision until he has collected additional and
better intelligence. For instance, if a foreign policy-maker suspects that
an adversary is developing WMD but does not have enough evidence
to substantiate his fear, he faces a dilemma. He must decide whether to
risk being wrong and take action against his adversary without sufficient intelligence, or continue collecting more intelligence, thus giving
his opponent additional time to develop WMD. This was the
dilemma the Bush administration believed it faced in 2002.
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In early 2001, just as Bush was assuming the presidency, U.S.
intelligence agencies learned that Iraq wanted to buy 60,000 highstrength aluminum tubes from Hong Kong. The tubes, made of an
extremely strong alloy, could potentially be used as rotors in uranium
centrifuges.97 A few months later, on April 10, a division within the
CIA, known as Weapons Intelligence, Nonproliferation and Arms
Control (Winpac), reported that the tubes “have little use other than
uranium enrichment program.” Not everyone in the intelligence
community agreed with the CIA’s assessment. The Department of
Energy argued that the tubes were too long, too narrow, and too
heavy to be used in a centrifuge.98 Shortly afterward, it added that
the tubes could be used to make combustion chambers for slim rockets fired from launcher pods, just as Iraq had done in the mid-1990s,
and that the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) had reached
a similar conclusion. IAEA, in fact, had reported that the measurements of the aluminum tubes matched exactly the dimensions of the
ones Iraq had been attempting to purchase.
The disagreement continued even after a shipment of tubes going
to Iraq was seized in Jordan in June. Scientists at the Department of
Energy examined them, and reported their findings on August 7.
Despite the fact that they questioned the suitability of the tubes
for centrifuges, they were not ready to forward an unambiguous
conclusion. Using the aluminum tubes in centrifuges, they argued,
“is credible but unlikely . . . a rocket production is the much more
likely end use for these tubes.” British experts and U.S. Department
of State analysts concurred. In an attempt to erase some of the vagueness produced by its earlier report, the Department of Energy
released a classified account at the end of 2001 arguing that in order
to make one single nuclear bomb a year, Iraq would need to
surmount an extraordinary technical challenge—the working in
concert of some 16,000 tubes. Until then, they added, Iraq had never
managed to make more than a dozen centrifuge prototypes. In March
2002, Cheney read a report put together by the DIA, which stated
that Iraq had attempted to buy 500 tons of yellowcake, a uranium
concentrate, from Niger. He and other senior administration officials
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also learned from two CIA reports that Iraq “may be trying to reconstitute its gas centrifuge program.” The reports did not disclose that
the Department of Energy disagreed with that conclusion, but the
difference in interpretation seemed to have been explained by CIA
officials during private conversations with senior members of the
Bush administration.
Exposure of the differences seemed to have little effect on senior
administrators, especially Cheney, Rice, and Bush. During an
address to the Veterans of Foreign Wars national convention in
August 2002, the vice president stated: “Many of us are convinced
that Saddam will acquire nuclear weapons fairly soon. Just how soon,
we cannot really gauge. Intelligence is an uncertain business, even
in the best of circumstances.” He then warned that the United
States could not afford to engage in “wishful thinking or willful
blindness.”99 To support his contention, the vice president cited
information provided by Saddam Hussein’s son-in-law, Hussein
Kamel al-Majid, who, prior to defecting in 1994, had run Iraq’s
chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons program. There were two
problems with Cheney’s claim. First, Saddam Hussein’s son-in-law
had stated, when interrogated by U.S. military intelligence in 1995,
that Iraq had dismantled its nuclear program. And second, he was
assassinated in 1996 after returning to Iraq, thus making it impossible
for him to know what Saddam Hussein was doing in 2001.
The following month, during a Meet the Press interview, Cheney
sought to explain the amount of information he and others in
the administration had access to, and the kinds of inferences they
were deriving. He acknowledged that the Bush administration did not
“have all the evidence. We have 10 percent, 20 percent, 30 percent. We
don’t know how much. We know we have part of the picture.” But
he then added: “[T]hat part of the picture tells us that he is, in fact,
actively and aggressively seeking to acquire nuclear weapons.”100
Possibly concerned that his words might have created some doubt,
he stated: “He [Saddam Hussein] has reconstituted his nuclear
program.” He expressed his conviction once again in front of a group
of Wyoming Republicans when he told them the administration had
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“irrefutable evidence” that Saddam Hussein was rebuilding Iraq’s
nuclear weapons program.101 The national security adviser voiced
the same message. During a CNN interview conducted on
September 8, Rice disregarded the disagreements within the intelligence community with the contention that the high-strength
aluminum tubes were “only really suited for nuclear weapons program.” As if to ensure that no one would question her claim, she
then warned that the United States did not want “the smoking gun
to be a mushroom cloud.”102 Four days later, the president made a
similar argument at the United Nations. “Iraq,” Bush stated, “has
made several attempts to buy high-strength aluminum tubes used in
centrifuges to enrich uranium for a nuclear weapon.”103 Though
senior CIA officials had been asked by the White House to review
this sentence and others before the president delivered the speech,
they did not propose any changes. Specifically, they did not warn
that the tubes could be used for a purpose other than the one put
forward by the president, and that many U.S. military intelligence
experts disagreed with the claim made in the sentence. Despite the
CIA’s failure to point out the aforesaid discrepancy, the White House
was well aware that it existed.
The CIA ceded some ground later in September. In a detailed
report to the policy-makers, it acknowledged that some members in
the intelligence community believed that Iraq intended to use the
tubes to build rockets. In the meantime, the Department of Energy
asked the Institute for Science and International Security to review
the analyses of the tube and derive its own conclusion. The Institute
sided with the Department of Energy’s argument. Also during this
period, Democratic senators demanded the issuing of a National
Intelligence Estimate on Iraq—a document designed to reflect the
combined judgment of the entire intelligence community. And yet,
shortly afterward, the Department of Energy decided to concur with
the CIA’s major contention. It stated that despite the fact that it did
not believe the tubes would be used for centrifuges, it agreed with the
CIA when it said Iraq was reconstituting its nuclear weapons
program. It based its conclusion, principally, on the suspicion that
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Iraq was trying to buy yellowcake uranium from Niger. Neither the
Department of State nor the CIA considered the intelligence on such
matters reliable.
The authors of the National Intelligence Estimate took advantage
of the Department of Energy’s latest conjecture to argue that the
latter and the CIA concurred that Saddam Hussein was rebuilding its
nuclear program.104 They noted they had “moderate confidence”
that “Iraq does not yet have a nuclear weapon or sufficient material
to make one but is likely to have a weapon by 2007 to 2009.”105
They relegated statements by dissenters to a ten-page appendix. On
October 2, nine days before the Senate voted on the war resolution,
its Intelligence Committee received the estimate. A few days later,
during a visit to Connecticut, the president stated that the United
States could not afford “to wait for the final proof—the smoking
gun—that could come in the form of a mushroom cloud.” On
October 11, the Senate gave Bush the authority he had asked for by a
77 to 23 vote.
The vote did not annul discord between the different organizations. Not long after Iraq had submitted its declaration about unconventional arms to the United Nations, the CIA criticized it for not
acknowledging or explaining why Saddam Hussein’s regime had
attempted to acquire tubes “suitable for use in a gas centrifuge uranium effort” and “to procure uranium from Niger.” The criticism
was composed without any input from either the Department of
State or the Department of Energy. By then, however, inspectors
from IAEA had started to inspect the famed aluminum tubes.
Moreover, by the second week of January 2003, the IAEA had concluded that there was no evidence to prove Iraq had a clandestine
centrifuge program. Fearful that its justification for war against
Saddam Hussein might be eroding, the Bush administration redoubled its effort to prove it was the Iraqi leader’s intent to set up a
nuclear program. It did not succeed. And yet, this had little effect on
the president. On January 27, the day before Bush stated during his
State of the Union address that Saddam Hussein was trying to
buy aluminum tubes “suitable for nuclear weapons production,”
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the IAEA informed the United Nations Security Council that analysis
indicated the aluminum tubes inspected in Iraq “would be consistent
with the purpose stated by Iraq [to improve its rocket’s accuracy and
avert corrosion] and, unless modified, would not be suitable for manufacturing centrifuges.” The IAEA’s director Mohamed ElBaradei
summarized the agency’s findings as follows: “We have to date found
no evidence that Iraq has revived its nuclear weapons program since
its elimination of the program in the 1990s.” He added, “We should
be able within the next few months to provide credible assurance that
Iraq has no nuclear program.”106 A senior administration official
who helped vet the president’s speech explained the discrepancy
in interpretation by noting that the IAEA had examined the old
aluminum tubes but not the new one seized in Iraq. The IAEA
refuted the assertion with the contention that it examined both.
By February 5, the day Powell was scheduled to go before the
Security Council to present the United States’s case for war against
Iraq, there was little reason to think that the secretary of state would
challenge the administration’s version, despite the fact that the
intelligence community did not speak with one voice. In response to
circulated drafts of his speech, intelligence analysts at the
Department of State made it clear that the language regarding the
aluminum tubes included “egregious errors” and “highly misleading”
declarations. They went so far as to point out that “the U.S. Mark
66 air-launched 70-milliliter rocket . . . uses the same high grade
(7075-T6) aluminum, and . . . has specifications with similar tolerances.” But to no avail. In front of the UN Security Council, Powell
said, “[T]here is no doubt in my mind these illicit procurement
efforts show that Saddam Hussein is very much focused on putting in
place the key missing piece from his nuclear weapons program: the
ability to produce fissile material.”107
In short, the Bush administration’s claim that Iraq was developing
WMD was not grounded in “current intelligence that . . . is very
convincing,” as Wolfowitz had asserted.108 Intelligence analysts had
limited information and lacked up-to-date intelligence. As explained
by Richard Kerr, a former CIA deputy director, intelligence analysts
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“drew heavily on a base of hard evidence growing out of the lead-up
to the first war, the first war itself and then the inspection process.
We had a rich base of information,” and after the inspectors left Iraq
in 1998, “we drew on that earlier base. There were pieces of new
information, but not a lot of hard information, and so the products
that dealt with WMD were based heavily on analysis drawn out of
that earlier period.”109 The Commission on the Intelligence
Capabilities of the United States Regarding Weapons of Mass
Destruction established by President Bush concurs with the last
assessment. Because of the lack of solid information, the U.S. intelligence community was forced to fall back on “inferences drawn from
Iraq’s past behavior and intentions.” After the end of the 1991 Gulf
War, it realized that it had badly underestimated Iraq’s weapons of
mass destruction capabilities and was “determined not to fall victim
again of the same mistake.” Thus, it assumed throughout the 1990s
that Baghdad had maintained its WMD capabilities and augmented
them after Saddam Hussein had forced the weapons inspectors to
leave Iraq.110
In view of the fact that the Bush administration did not possess
sound information that proved Iraq was close to developing a nuclear
weapon, the next task is to ascertain whether the asserted linkage
between Saddam Hussein and al Qaeda was backed by more reliable
intelligence. It may not be possible to identify at this time the
originator of the idea that Saddam Hussein and al Qaeda were
connected, but it is fair to speculate that Rumsfeld’s deputy secretary
played a central role. As may be recalled, Wolfowitz planted the first
seed during a meeting of the Deputies Committee in April 2001, at
which time he challenged Clarke’s contention that the United States
needed “to put pressure on both the Taliban and al Qaeda by arming
the Northern Alliance and other groups in Afghanistan.” Bin Laden,
argued Wolfowitz, “could not do all these things like the 1993 attack
on New York without a state sponsor. Just because FBI and CIA have
failed to find the linkages does not mean they don’t exist.”111
Clarke’s response was blunt. “I am unaware,” he stated, “of any Iraqisponsored terrorism directed at the United States, and I think FBI
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and CIA concur in that judgment . . .” The CIA deputy director
John McLaughlin agreed with Clarke. “We have no evidence of any
active Iraqi terrorist threat against the U.S.”112 Though at that point
Wolfowitz was merely suggesting that bin Laden could not be
particularly effective without the support of a rogue state, he was
markedly more forceful after September 11. As already noted, six days
after the attacks, he wrote Rumsfeld that if there was even a ten
percent chance Hussein had backed the attacks, the United States
should give top priority to eliminating him.113
The drive to link Saddam Hussein with al Qaeda continued to
intensify, but the answers from the experts did not change. In response
to a request by Bush that he investigate whether there was a link
between al Qaeda and Iraq, Clarke sent the president a memo assuring
him that the agencies and departments agreed “there was no cooperation between the two.”114 In February 2002, a classified DIA report
questioned the notion that Iraq and al Qaeda were working together
based on the recognition that the person who had initially made the
claim might have been subjected to harsh treatment while a prisoner in
Egypt.115 In the early summer, the CIA noted in a document titled
“Iraq and al Qaida: Interpreting a Murky Relationship” that “many
critical gaps” existed in the knowledge of Iraqi links to al Qaeda
because of “limited reporting and the questionable reliability of many
of our sources.”116 In August, former national security adviser Brent
Scowcroft, who had retained his contacts in the intelligence community, wrote in an article published by The Wall Street Journal: “[T]here
is scant evidence to tie Saddam to terrorist organizations, and even less
to the Sept. 11 attacks. Indeed Saddam’s goals have little in common
with the terrorists who threaten us, and there is little incentive to make
common cause with them. He is unlikely to risk his investment in
weapons of mass destruction, much less his country, by handing such
weapons to terrorists who would use them for their own purposes and
leave Baghdad as the return address. Threatening to use these weapons
for blackmail—much less their actual use—would open him and his
entire regime to a devastating response by the U.S. While Saddam is
thoroughly evil, he is above all a power-hungry survivor.”117
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The National Intelligence Council presented a nuanced assessment
in its 92-page National Intelligence Estimate. It contended that
Saddam Hussein, “if sufficiently desperate, might decide that only an
organization such as al Qaeda—with worldwide reach and extensive
terrorist infrastructure, and already engaged in a life-or-death struggle
against the United States—would perpetrate the type of terrorist
attack that he would hope to conduct. In such circumstances, he
might decide that the extreme step of assisting the Islamist terrorists
in conducting a CBW attack against the United States would be his
last chance to exact vengeance by taking a large number of victims
with him.” The Council, however, did acknowledge that it had “low
confidence” in its assessment and that the agencies did not “have any
specific intelligence information that Saddam’s regime has directed
attacks against U.S. territory.”118 Powell conceded as much when, as
he prepared for his presentation to the United Nations Security
Council in early 2003, he complained that the intelligence linking
Saddam Hussein to al Qaeda was not particularly strong. Tenet, who
was in the best position to know whether the intelligence was reliable, made it clear to senior members of the Bush administration
that there was no proof of Iraq running terrorist groups. The most he
could claim was that, technically, the Iraqi regime was harboring
terrorists. The CIA director built his argument on the contention
that a Palestinian named Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, with strong al
Qaeda ties, was operating a training center in northern Iraq. Military
intelligence, wrote Tenet, had “solid reporting of senior level contacts
between Iraq and al Qaeda going back a decade . . .” He also stated
that the CIA had “credible information [indicating] that Iraq and al
Qaeda have discussed safe haven and reciprocal non-aggression.”119
There are several major inconsistencies in Tenet’s assertions. First,
they do not take into account the fact that the CIA already knew bin
Laden had “been sponsoring anti-Saddam Islamists in Iraqi Kurdistan,
and sought to attract them into his Islamic army.” Eventually bin
Laden agreed to stop supporting anti-Saddam activities, but he
continued to “aid a group of Islamist extremists operating in part of
Iraq (Kurdistan) outside Baghdad’s control.”120 A second inconsistency
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involved two CIA memoranda, which stated that the chief of Iraq’s
intelligence and expert in bomb making met with bin Laden at his
farm outside Khartoum, Sudan, on July 30, 1996, and stayed in the
area giving training until September 1996. This statement was
“puzzling since bin Laden left Sudan for Afghanistan in May 1996,
and there [was] no evidence he ventured back there (or anywhere
else) for a visit.”121 Third, though it was true that bin Laden and Iraq
intermittently sought to develop a better relationship, for a variety of
reasons they never formalized an agreement. Fourth, by the time
Bush had decided to order the invasion of Iraq, U.S. military intelligence had confirmed that al Qaeda had established ties with Iran and
Hezbollah. And fifth, despite repeated claims that the mastermind of
the September 11 attacks, Mohamed Atta, had met with a senior
Iraqi intelligence official in Prague before that ill-fated date, the CIA
had enough intelligence to dismiss such an inference.122 In short, it
is justifiable to conclude that before Bush ordered the invasion of
Iraq, U.S. intelligence agencies did not have credible evidence indicating the Saddam Hussein regime “cooperated with al Qaeda in
developing or carrying out attacks against the United States.”123 Or,
as noted by Paul R. Pillar, the national intelligence officer for the
Near East and South Asia at the CIA from 2000 to 2005, the intelligence gathering process expected by the Bush administration was not
“designed to find dangers not yet discovered or to inform decisions
not yet made. Instead, it involved research to find evidence in support of a specific line of argument—that Saddam was cooperating
with al Qaeda—which in turn was being used to justify a specific
policy decision.”124
Trying to link the Bush administration’s third rationale to available
intelligence is a markedly more cumbersome analytical task. Foreign
policy entails more than identifying an objective. It requires the
design of a strategy that delineates the interconnection between an
objective and a policy. For the third rationale—the promotion of
democracy in Iraq and the surrounding areas—to be properly
connected to a policy, U.S. military intelligence had to possess
knowledge about Iraq’s past and existing political, economic, and social
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conditions. It also needed to understand the kind of obstacles the
United States would encounter as it sought to set up the foundations of
a democratic regime following the removal of the Saddam Hussein
regime, and what it would have to do in order to overcome them.
Moreover, to determine the means it would have to employ to
surmount the impediments it would most likely encounter in Iraq,
the Bush administration would have had to rely on knowledge the
United States had gathered from its previous attempts to transform
nondemocratic states into democratic ones. This type of knowledge
was abundant and unambiguous.
What it takes to generate and preserve a stable democracy is
an extensively studied subject. First, it is generally agreed that
“democracy” refers to a system of government that enables substantial
competition among individuals and political parties for governmental
power at regularly scheduled intervals and without the use of force;
extensive political participation from all adult social groups in the
selection of leaders and policies; and enough civil liberties to protect
the integrity of political competition and participation.125 Second, it
is commonly accepted that the creation of a democratic state
typically can be divided into four phases. The initial state-building
process entails the political, economic, and cultural unification of its
elite. During this period “a series of bargains are struck and a variety
of cultural bonds are established across networks of local powerholders and a number of institutions are built for the extraction of
resources for common defense, for the maintenance of internal order
and the adjudication of disputes, for the protection of established
rights and privileges and for the elementary infrastructure requirements of the economy and the polity.” During the second phase, the
center creates new channels of contact with the peripheries in order
to induce the population to identify more closely with the political
system. In the third phase, there is an increase in the level of participation of the masses. This increase takes place through the granting
of rights to the opposition, the creation of political parties, and the
extension of the electorate. In the final phase, the state experiences a
growth in the agencies of redistribution.126
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Third, it is widely acknowledged that political legitimacy lies at
the heart of all stable democracies. Political leaders, parties, social
organizations, and the general public within a state are committed to
democracy and to its rules and restraints, and reject any other
possible type of political regime. This is the core condition for the
consolidation of democracy.127 The question at this juncture, thus, is:
what are the conditions that facilitate and obstruct the development
of a stable democracy? A newly created state’s opportunity to grow
into a stable and developed democratic entity in a world where the
exercise of power is the defining practice depends largely on the ability of its domestic leaders to mitigate their political and economic
differences, on its degree of ethnic, racial, religious, language, and
class uniformity, and on the intensity of the external threats.
For starters, democracy cannot be formed without the presence of
an effective state, and it will be derailed by the presence of exceptionally
domineering state institutions.128 During the state-building process,
local power-holders must forge political agreements and build institutions capable of extracting resources for common defense, maintaining
internal order and adjudicating disputes, protecting established rights
and privileges, and creating the elementary economic and political
infrastructures. Cooperation ensues when rivals adjust their behavior
to the actual or anticipated preference of each other129—the greater
the distances between the actual or anticipated preferences of two or
more rivals, the smaller the likelihood that they will cooperate.130
And, as suggested earlier, social, economic, religious, racial, ethnic,
and language cleavages can affect the distances.
For a state to be democratic, a government of civilians must control the state security apparatus. Specifically, they must have the
power to define the military apparatus’s goals and supervise the
organization and implementation of the state’s defense. In today’s
democracies, political parties are the definers of political competition. Democracies without strong and cohesive parties and party
systems are typically encroached by authoritarian leaders and
military coups. Strong political parties that rely on deeply seated
ideological pleas to garner public support, however, often generate
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excessive sectarianism and polarization that can, in turn, spawn
intense instability. Their actions will be especially divisive when the
state is afflicted by deep social, economic, ethnic, racial, language,
and religious cleavages.
During their early stages, democracies are greatly dependent on leadership. The early leaders of a democracy must be individuals who will
not be tempted to exploit their success in order to impose themselves as
dictators, possess the ability to adjust and enlarge the political system in
order to satisfy expanding demands for participation, and have the
flexibility and astuteness to respond rapidly and effectively to political
and economic crises. Effective leadership, however, is not enough.
Ultimately, a stable democracy will emerge only if it develops a pluralistic and autonomous civil society capable of limiting the power of the
state and expressing democratically its broad range of interests.131
Fourth, it is usually conceded that despite its repeated attempts to
transform nondemocratic regimes into democratic ones, the United
States’s record has been less than stellar. Nowhere has the United
States been more determined to foster the creation of democratic
regimes than in its own “backyard”—Latin America. But as noted by
a distinguished scholar, the U.S. drive to export democracy from the
time of Woodrow Wilson to the present “has only rarely had a
positive and lasting impact . . .”132 Other conclusions that have been
derived from analyses of U.S. attempts to spawn democratic regimes
throughout Latin America are:
1. The “more interventionist the United States has been in Latin
America—contravening sovereignty and overwhelming local
actors— the less it has been able to foster lasting democratic
politics . . .”
2. It “is easier for the United States to help protect democracy
under siege than to implant democratic practices where they
have not been previously rooted.”
3. “The capacity of the U.S. government to nurture democratic
politics in Latin America is greatest in those countries where
the United States is sufficiently involved to be influential but

two very different wars / 101

not so extensively engaged as to warp the domestic fabric of
social and political life. Even in such nations, the United States
is only likely to be effective in promoting democracy when
U.S. influence is consistently exerted.”
4. “External factors, including U.S. policy, are usually of secondary
or tertiary importance in determining a Latin American nation’s
prospect for democracy . . .”133
The knowledge acquired by the United States during its repeated
attempts to give rise to stable democracies throughout various parts
of Latin America has to be compared with its experiences elsewhere.
The U.S. efforts in the Philippines took about eight decades to
germinate, and it is still unclear whether they will ultimately bear the
sought-out fruit. Its labors in Vietnam have led to naught. On the
other hand, the United States’s promotion of democracy after World
War II has paid off in France, Italy, South Korea, West Germany, and
Japan.134 Hence the question: which are the relevant analogies?
France and Italy are not germane analogies for obvious reasons.
The United States intervened to free France from German control
during World War II; the task of rebuilding France’s democratic
institutions, however, fell almost entirely on the shoulders of its leaders
and people. Italy’s experience did not differ significantly from
France’s. Though an ally of Germany during part of World War II,
the overthrow of Benito Mussolini in 1943, prior to Germany’s
defeat, reduced markedly the United States’s need to retain forces in
the country. The Italians, like the French, assumed most of the burden of rebuilding their democratic institutions. South Korea is also
an inapplicable case, but for a different reason. Despite the intense
and extensive involvement of the United States in South Korea
during and after the end of the Korean War, Washington waited
more than three decades before demanding that South Korea
abandon its nondemocratic past. During the interim period, the
United States turned a blind eye to Seoul’s authoritarian political
practices although it provided the security and financial assistance
South Korea needed in order to build and solidify its domestic
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economic system. This leaves Japan and West Germany as possible
suitable analogies.
In order to ascertain whether it is appropriate to use Japan and
West Germany as analogies, first it is necessary to delineate Iraq’s
political, economic, and social contours. Before Iraq was Iraq, the
Ottomans ruled it. The British supplanted the Ottomans as Iraq’s
rulers during World War I. The first major challenge the British
faced was the integration of a region with a population that was
75 percent tribal and was splintered along regional, ethnic, linguistic,
and religious lines. The Kurds, a scattered tribal people who are
mostly Sunni Muslims, who speak a language of the Iranian groups,
and who are thought to be of Indo-European descent, inhabit the
plateaus and mountains of northern Iraq.135 Since Iraq’s conception
as a state, the Kurds have engendered the most unrelenting and effective threat to its security. Their last major, but unsuccessful, drive for
autonomy prior to 2003 came shortly after the United States and its
allies expelled the Iraqi troops from Kuwait in early 1991. In the
Arab world the Sunnis vastly outnumber the Shiites, but in Iraq they
constitute a minority. Though Shiites and Sunnis pray to the same
god, revere the same prophet, and read the same holy book, in Iraq
they have not shared power proportionally. During World War I,
when the British supplanted the Ottomans as Iraq’s new rulers, they
brought from the outside a member of the Sunni Hashemite family
to rule the country. The Sunnis dominated Iraq’s political arena until
1968 when the Baath Party seized power completely. The change in
regime dissipated some of the power imbalance. In spite of the fact
that during his rule Saddam Hussein favored the Sunnis and
repressed the Shiites in a manner markedly more forceful than any of
his forerunners, many Shiites managed to prosper in Iraq’s political,
military, and economic arenas. Notwithstanding these positive developments, the Shiites have been waiting to play their “rightful role in
Iraq,” in the words of a cleric in Najaf, “since the death of Imam
Hussein—some 1,300 years ago.”136
Japan is not an appropriate analogy for several reasons. First, when
Japan conceded defeat in 1945 it did so unconditionally, and Emperor
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Hirohito, who by tradition was associated with the sun and revered by
the Japanese as a demigod, personally endorsed the surrender.137 The
emperor’s approval enabled the leader of the invading forces, General
Douglas MacArthur, to rule by fiat and to expect substantial acquiescence from the Japanese. Saddam Hussein never achieved the status
held by the Japanese emperor, and no one in the Bush administration
expected him to respond to defeat in the same manner Hirohito did.
Second, in the case of Japan, MacArthur was able to rely on its administrative infrastructure to launch political, economic, and social
reforms. Because of the tremendous internal and external animosity
they generated, the institutions put in place by Saddam Hussein’s
Baathist regime would most likely not survive his political demise.
Third, while Japan was and remains a highly homogeneous society,
Iraq, as explained earlier, has been troubled by deep cleavages. From
knowledge accumulated through years of studying similar entities, it
would have been reasonable to infer that were Saddam Hussein and his
regime to be toppled, those determined to build a stable democratic
state in Iraq would have to cope with its traditional regional, ethnic,
religious, and tribal animosities. These hostilities would most likely
spawn civil conflict between Sunnis and Shiites, especially in the
Mesopotamian plain. And fourth, Japan did not possess extensive natural resources and did not share land borders with powerful neighbors.
Iraq, on the other hand, controls the world’s second largest oil deposits
and is bordered by six meddling neighbors, each with its own distinct
set of power interests.138
West Germany is also an unsuitable analogy. First, by the end of a
war that had lasted some five years, West Germans had been
thoroughly defeated and no longer possessed the material means and
will to continue fighting. During the period that the United States
was involved in the war, President Franklin Roosevelt opposed differentiating between the offensive regime of the enemy state and the
civilian population that it had ruled.139 President Bush, on the other
hand, during the months and days preceding the war, distinguished
between the Iraqi regime and the people it ruled and ordered the
design of a war plan that would limit the costs inflicted on the
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population at large. Though one of Bush’s intents was to minimize
the extent to which the Iraqis would be alienated by the actions of
the invading forces, the strategy would also provide those who did
not welcome the “liberators” the opportunity to use violence to vent
their discontent during the occupation period. Second, though in
the case of Western Germany the United States could not rely on the
authority of an emperor to govern and impose new sets of rules, it
had the advantage of being able to share its occupation tasks with
two other major powers—Great Britain and France.140 In Iraq, U.S.
military and civilian personnel would shoulder most of the responsibility. Third, notwithstanding the fact that both Adolf Hitler and
Saddam Hussein imposed on their respective states rigid hierarchical
systems and neither tolerated any form of dissent, only Germans had
had the chance to experiment with democracy. Between 1871 and
1918, the Germans were ruled by a system that was little more than
a façade of a parliamentary monarchy; after the kaiser was compelled
to go into exile in 1918, however, they were forced to create a representative government. Their new system of government remained in
place until Hitler obliterated it in the first half of the 1930s. And
fourth, despite some religious and regional differences during their
drive to put in place a democratic regime, the Germans never had to
address the deep regional, linguistic, religious, ethnic, and language
cleavages that would most likely affect Iraqis during their own
attempt in the post-invasion period.
The information presented here is part of the government and
public domain. Any political leader or analyst could have gathered it
easily, and after a thoughtful and careful analysis would have had
little choice but to infer that bringing democracy to Iraq would be a
formidable, if not impossible, task. A CIA intelligence analyst considered such a task so demanding that he stated, “only a dunce or a
man ready to be silent to protect his career could have failed to know
the U.S.-led occupation of Iraq would create a ‘mujahideen magnet’
more powerful than Moscow created in Afghanistan.”141
Two more measured assessments came from the National
Intelligence Council and the U.S. Army War College. The National
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Intelligence Council issued a report titled “Principal Challenges in
Post-Saddam Iraq,” in January 2003. Although the report did not
stress the possibility of insurgency, it noted that the “building of
an Iraqi democracy would be a long, difficult, and probably turbulent process, with potential for backsliding into Iraq’s tradition of
authoritarianism. Iraqi political culture does not foster liberalism
or democracy. Iraq lacks the experience of a loyal opposition and
effective institutions for mass political participation.”142 A month
later, two faculty members at the U.S. Army War College, Conrad
C. Crane and W. Andrew Terrill, contended that the United States
must be ready to “occupy Iraq for an extended period of time following Saddam’s defeat.” In their analysis they included a series of
warnings. First, they remarked, “[M]ost Iraqis and most Arabs will
probably assume that the United States intervened in Iraq for its
own reasons and not to liberate the population.” “Occupation
problems,” they added, “may be especially acute if the United
States must implement the bulk of the occupation itself rather than
turn these duties over to a postwar international force . . . [T]he
Arab world today is extraordinarily sensitive to the question of
Western domination and has painful memories of imperialism.”
After enumerating the various obstacles the United States would
most likely encounter, the authors explained that the “establishment of democracy or even some sort of rough pluralism in Iraq,
where it has never really existed previously, will be a staggering
challenge for any occupation force seeking to govern in a postSaddam era. Essentially, such a force must support changes in the
fundamental character of the Iraqi political system, where antidemocratic traditions are deeply ingrained as they are throughout
the wider Arab world.”143
The concerns underlined by the National Intelligence Council
and by members of the U.S. Army War College were shared by some
of Bush’s senior advisers. As chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in
1992, Powell revisited the first Bush administration’s decision not to
march into Baghdad by asking: “How might the situation that we
seek to alter, once it is altered by force, develop further and what
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might be the consequences?” After noting that the purpose of
invading Iraq would have been to topple the Saddam Hussein
regime, he wondered: “Would it have been worth the inevitable
follow-up: Major occupation forces in Iraq for years to come and a
very expensive and complex American pro-consulship in Baghdad?”
His answer: “Fortunately for America, reasonable people at the time
thought not.”144 Years later, as secretary of state, Powell voiced the
same concern to the younger Bush. During a private meeting at
the White House in August 5, 2002, the secretary of state warned the
president that he “will become the government until you get a
government. You are going to be the proud owner of 25 million
people. You will own their hopes, aspirations and problems. You’ll
own it all.” After stressing that Iraq had had a very complex history,
one that had never included democracy, Powell remarked: “[Y]ou
need to understand that this is not going to be a walk in the
woods.”145 Even the secretary of defense, who was one of the earliest
advocates of toppling the Saddam Hussein regime, feared that following the invasion “Iraq could experience ethnic strife among the
Sunnis, Shiites and Kurds as has happened before.”146 But it was
Haass, the director of planning under Powell at the Department of
State during the war-planning period, who best encapsulated how
difficult it would be for the United States to create a democracy in
Iraq. “There’s probably no harder foreign policy task than to get
inside another society and try to help shape its politics and its
economics . . . Democracy has to largely be homegrown . . . We
can help make sure that democracy has a chance to root. But ultimately, it’s going to really depend upon the society in question, the
political leadership of that society, the business leadership of that
society . . .”147
Many analysts outside the U.S. government expressed similar
trepidations. Shibley Telhami, a highly regarded expert on the
Middle East, warned in an article in The Middle East Journal
published in 2002: “I don’t think that U.S. policy right now can be
oriented at ‘winning hearts and minds’ of the Middle East in the
short term. That is not going to happen. The U.S. has a legacy of
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decades that is based in part on our policy and in part on impression;
it is not going to be able to change the paradigm overnight simply by
a charm campaign . . . People are not going to trust the message if
they don’t trust the messenger.”148 Stephen Walt, a Harvard professor,
was no less doubtful. Iraq, he said, is “a country driven with internal
divisions. That’s why the Bush people didn’t go to Baghdad in
1991 . . . I have limited confidence in our ability to run countries we
don’t understand . . . We’ve seen people attempting this in the Middle
East before, and it hasn’t worked. You never know how these operations
will go. History is not on the side of the advocates here.”149 Pat
Buchanan, a renowned conservative voice, echoed these concerns.
“Anyone who believes America can finish Saddam and go home,” he
observed, “deceives himself. With Iraq’s military crushed, the country will come apart . . . U.S. troops will have to remain to hold Iraq
together, to find and destroy those weapons, to democratize the
regime, and to deter Iran from biting off a chunk and dominating
the Gulf . . . With Iraq in ruins, America will have to assume the
permanent role of Policeman of the Persian Gulf.”150
Many also wondered whether the United States would have
enough troops to stabilize and democratize Iraq after the removal of
the Saddam Hussein regime. In early January 2003, the former
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Hugh Shelton, in a
meeting at the Pentagon, cautioned “that the United States would
not have sufficient troops immediately after the dictator was ousted.”
His counsel was based on information he had received from his various contacts in the Middle East who “warned that Iraq could
devolve into chaos after Mr. Hussein was deposed.”151 James A.
Dobbins, who had served as the ambassador at large for Kosovo,
Bosnia, Somalia, and Haiti and was the administration’s special
envoy to Afghanistan, believed that the Yugoslavia model, with its
deep ethnic divisions, was a better model than Afghanistan.152 Even
strong advocates of the war such as Robert Kagan and William
Kristol, who for years had called for toppling the Saddam Hussein
regime, voiced alarm. “The best way to avoid chaos and anarchy in
Iraq after Saddam is removed,” wrote Kagan and Kristol some
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two months before the war started, “is to have a powerful American
occupying force in place, with the clear intention of sticking around
for a while. We have already begun to see the price of not having such
a force in Afghanistan. In Iraq, even more than in Afghanistan, the
task of nation-building will be crucial. We don’t want a vacuum
power in Iraq.”153 Newt Gingrich, a former Speaker of the House, an
adviser to the Pentagon, and a strong advocate of using the U.S.
military power to transform Iraq, also feared that Rumsfeld and his
advisers were underestimating what it would be needed in order to
defeat Saddam Hussein and instill order in his country. In early
February 2003, he warned that there was, “a mind-set arrogance
compounded by what they saw in Afghanistan that has led people to
think that 3 JDAMs [Joint Direct Attack Munition, a satellite
guided bomb] and five guys on horseback equal a RG [Republican
Guard] division.”154 Ultimately, however, none of the warnings
convinced Bush that he needed to reassess his overall policy. In fact,
on March 6, 2003, less than two weeks before he ordered the attack
on Iraq, Bush dismissed the arguments advanced by those who
questioned his optimism.
There was a time when many said that the cultures of Japan and
Germany were incapable of sustaining democratic values. Well they
were wrong. Some say the same of Iraq today. They are mistaken. The
nation of Iraq, with its proud heritage, abundant resources and skilled
and educated people is fully capable of moving toward democracy and
living in freedom.155

Chapter Five
The Apple Sometimes Falls
Close to the Tree

From an Impulsive Reaction
to a Cautious Response
The first Bush administration’s decision to go to war ensued within a
decision-making structure designed to minimize internal discussion
and promote the policy alternative chosen a priori by the president.
Bush’s choice was not the by-product of a methodical analysis of a
range of alternatives. Instead, it was spawned by his instinctive
loathing of Saddam Hussein, by his equating of Saddam Hussein to
Hitler, and by concluding, based on an examination of the 1938
Munich debacle, that because dictators cannot be appeased his only
choice was to act aggressively against the Iraqi leader.
A president can rely on a number of strategies to ensure that he and
his advisers analyze and discuss a relatively wide range of options.1
One of them, “multiple advocacy,” requires the president create a
structure that enables his advisers to discuss different and, sometimes,
opposing perspectives in front of him without fear of repercussion.
For this type of exchange to ensue, the president’s advisers must have
“comparable intelligence, status and clout,” and must possess
“adequate staff resources.”2 Another approach involves creating a formal policy-development process. Subcommittees prepare carefully
crafted option papers, which are then submitted to the president and
his immediate advisers for review and decision. And a third method
entails the president’s bringing together his advisers and their respective immediate subalterns to examine openly and frankly a wide range
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of alternatives. To enhance the quality of the discussions, the president
must, on occasion, leave the gathering area.3
At first blush one might be inclined to assume that the first
President Bush wanted his senior advisers to feel free to express their
opinions. They all knew each other quite well and interacted with
one another in an informal and friendly manner. “[W]hen the principals met, Bush liked to keep everyone around the table smiling—
jokes, camaraderie, the conviviality of old friends.”4 Interaction
among members of the group was “collegial.”5 The reality, however,
was markedly more complex.
In order to control the direction of the discussions, he and
Scowcroft relied on two interrelated strategies. First, they created a
relatively inflexible decision-making hierarchy—one that placed
emphasis on each adviser’s status and on his field of expertise. As
explained earlier, Powell, who had served for a time as national security adviser to President Reagan and thus was well versed in foreign
policy matters, was forced by Cheney to recognize and accept that as
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff he had to restrict his advice to
military issues. “Look,” said Cheney to Powell, “you just do military
options. Don’t be the Secretary of State or the Secretary of Defense
or the National Security Adviser. Just do military options.”6
Second, by August 3, Bush and Scowcroft, with Haass’s assistance,
had already decided that the United States would have to deploy a
very large number of armed personnel in Saudi Arabia. The president
concluded that if his administration failed to take a resolute stand
against Iraq, the U.S. drive to create a new world order would stall.
Washington, moreover, would be signaling to other dictators that
they were free to behave badly in the world arena. Though some
other members of Bush’s decision-making group concurred with the
decision, their agreement was not the result of a careful articulation
of the problem and a deliberate analysis of a range of options. They
did not try to gauge the extent to which Saddam Hussein’s decision
to invade Kuwait could be linked to one factor instead of another,
nor did they attempt to establish how many other actors had resorted
to invasion when faced with challenges similar to those encountered
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by Iraq in 1990. Furthermore, they did not endeavor to predict the
various effects the deployment of U.S. forces in Saudi Arabia could
spawn.7 As noted earlier, according to Deputy Secretary of State
Eagleburger, the president, by taking a very strong position against
Iraq immediately after it invaded Kuwait, “decreased the range of
debate on how to approach Iraq, and set the parameters of the
agenda on the issue.”8 Wolfowitz provided a related perspective
when he expressed concern about the absence of a process that would
have required the production of memos discussing a number of
alternatives and their possible implications to be submitted for the
president’s and his closest advisers’ consideration.9
During the early phase, the first Bush administration examined no
more than two options. The first option necessitated only the use of
economic sanctions on Iraq; the second alternative entailed both the
imposition of economic restrictions and the deployment of U.S.
troops on Saudi territory. From a simple comparison of the two
choices, it would not be difficult to infer that the second one was
substantially more robust than the first. It informed Saddam Hussein
not only that the world community (the United Nations) and the
United States were determined to inflict heavy economic and financial costs on Iraq if he failed to reverse his action against Kuwait, but
also that Washington was prepared to use its military might to prevent
him from infringing on Saudi Arabia’s sovereignty. In addition, it
warned Saddam Hussein that the United States would use its
deployed military forces if he did not give Kuwait back its sovereignty.
This warning carried on to the second phase, during which time the
Bush administration asserted that its choice was between allowing its
embargo and containment policy to have its intended effect, or
threatening Saddam Hussein with a major attack if he failed to withdraw his forces from Kuwait. The choice, however, was not genuine.
Foreign policy-makers often make decisions based on their interpretations of history. A leader’s decision is generally shaped by events
that he experienced firsthand or that resonated with him, and by the
positive and negative lessons he inferred from them. The systematic
foreign policy-maker relies on analogical reasoning, but he does not
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automatically infer that the analogy or analogies he believes to be
relevant will help him address the problem he is striving to resolve.10
Instead, he attempts to measure the extent to which present and past
events correspond in order to ascertain the pertinence of the analogy
or analogies. The angry, instinctual foreign policy-maker, on the
other hand, compresses reality by matching the present event with a
vivid representation of an occurrence he has stored in his memory.
His need to analyze whether the present and the old event can be
interrelated analogically is weakened substantially if he can interpret
both in relatively simple moral terms. Bush behaved as an instinctual
foreign policy-maker who chose an analogy early on and stuck to it
until the very end.
As someone with extensive foreign policy expertise, Bush, rather
than engaging in a careful evaluation of alternatives, tended to trust
his “gut.” Baker, who had known the president for a long time,
confirmed this impression when he remarked, “He made a visceral
decision to reverse the decision [Saddam’s decision to invade
Kuwait] . . .”11 One gets another glimpse of Bush’s propensity to rely
on his instincts from his remark to a journalist about a month before
he ordered the attack on Iraqi forces. When speculating about whether
Saddam Hussein would leave Kuwait, the president responded,
“My gut says that he will get out of there.”12
Bush’s primeval response to Saddam Hussein’s action in August can
be attributed to his belief that the Iraqi leader had duped him.13 Bush
acknowledged as much when he noted that for some time his administration and the previous one “had tried, by selective accommodation,
to influence Saddam’s behavior. The invasion of Kuwait had betrayed
that attempt.”14 Personalizing a challenge was not uncommon for
Bush. The secretary of defense revealed this aspect of Bush’s character
when he warned Admiral Crowe, the former chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, to curb his criticism of the president. Bush, counseled
Cheney, “has a long history of vindictive political actions.”15
Related to Bush’s decision to personalize his political dispute with
Saddam Hussein was the president’s abrupt attempt to depict the Iraqi
leader in stark moral tones. For the president, the battle against
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Saddam Hussein was reduced, as he acknowledged, “to a very moral
case of good versus evil, black versus white.” As he told the U.S.
Congress, in the Gulf conflict, “Saddam Hussein was the villain,
Kuwait the victim.” Bush needed to simplify the clash between good
and evil in order to justify his resolve and remove all uncertainty. “I’ve
got it boiled down very clearly to good and evil. And it helps if you can
be that clear in your mind.” The United States had “a clear moral
case . . . [n]othing of this moral importance since World War II.”16
The depiction of Saddam Hussein as evil enabled Bush to connect
with his World War II experience, which included his interpretations
of Adolf Hitler’s behavior, of attempts by the Allied leaders to appease
him, and of the consequences of such attempts. Saddam was the new
Hitler, hence the new evil. In Bush’s own words, the United States was
faced with a “Hitler revisited, a totalitarianism and brutality that is
naked and unprecedented in modern times.”17 “Appeasement,” moreover, “does not work.”18 As proven by the 1938 Munich debacle, the
decision by the British, French, and Czech governments to acquiesce
to Hitler’s demands engendered, ultimately, another worldwide war.
Bush sought to give credence to this line of reasoning by referring to
Martin Gilbert’s The Second World War: A Complete History. The
lesson that tyrants respond only to exceptional military pressure,
explained the president, lay at the core of Gilbert’s thesis.19
For Bush, sanctions and containment were nothing more than
another version of appeasement. Their implementation would shape
a new status quo in the Middle East, one that would ultimately
degenerate into chaos. As explained by one of his advisers, the president was “deathly afraid of appeasement. His generation had to fight
a war over it, and [he] feels that if he blinks today, he will be leaving a
real mess for the next generation to clean up. You have an aggressor
and if you let him take over Kuwait, he will take over Saudi Arabia
and become the paramount power in the Middle East.”20 Baker was
not convinced that Bush would give sanctions and containment a
chance to force Iraq out of Kuwait. “I thought that the augmentation
decision was an extraordinarily significant decision because we could
not send that large a force to the Gulf and expect to keep them there,
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sitting there while we waited months and months for sanctions to
work . . .”21 Cheney concurred with Baker, but in a more definitive
way. “[T]he commitment to use force to expel Saddam Hussein from
Kuwait was there when the President came down to Camp David
that first week into the crisis and said that this aggression will not
stand . . . [I]t did not make sense for us to talk about offensive
options in August; we didn’t have any forces there yet . . .”22 But it
was Haass who ultimately posited the most frank analysis of how he
felt about reaching a peaceful resolution. “[P]art of me,” he stated,
“wanted a peaceful resolution for all the obvious reasons . . . but part
of me was extremely worried that if there was a peaceful resolution . . . we would buy ourselves some false time and it would make
it much harder to do this sort of thing again . . .”23
According to schema theorists, the decision-maker, overwhelmed
by sensations and information, seeks to understand the world without
using inordinate amounts of energy and time. He compresses reality
by matching present experiences with schemas he has stored in his
memory from past experiences.24 In a fashion, the picture depicted by
schema theorists helps clarify the president’s response to the problem
spawned by Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. Bush, as a World War II veteran
who had been taught that appeasement does not alter the actions of
dictators, considered Munich and its aftermath a pertinent analogy—
one that he did not need to revisit to determine its truthfulness and
utility. Our present study adds a small, but important, ingredient to
that postulate. It suggests that leaders who personalize political
disputes may be more predisposed to compress reality, particularly if in
the process they can rely on moral language to interweave the problem
they are attempting to resolve with lessons they inferred from an earlier
one. The import of this added dimension will gain further value in our
analysis of the decision by Bush’s son to invade Iraq in 2003.
The specters of earlier detrimental events also affected members of
the Pentagon. Powell’s reluctance to send troops to the Middle East
was based on his fear that the military would once again be made the
scapegoat of a poorly thought-out policy. “Perhaps I was the ghost of
Vietnam, the ghost of Beirut,” explained Powell, “and I think as the
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senior military adviser to the President of the United States and
the Secretary of Defense it is my responsibility not only to provide
the military options but to help them shape clear political objectives
for the military to help achieve.”25 When he realized that Bush was
serious about going to war, the chairman of the Chiefs of Staff made
sure that if he received the order to attack, his forces would achieve
the assigned objective swiftly and at the lowest possible cost.
Other Pentagon officials were also determined not to repeat the
Vietnam mistakes. The common perception among Powell’s colleagues was that the United States’s principal error in its war against
North Vietnam and the Vietcong had been to assume that if the U.S.
military applied force gradually the enemy would be “inspired to sue
for peace at an early level of escalation . . .” This gradualist approach,
however, gave the other side the time it needed to strengthen its
military and solidify its political stand. The lesson: if the United States
was to fight a war with a Third World country, it had to use as much
firepower as was necessary to quickly destroy the enemy’s fighting
capability and will. Schwarzkopf verbalized the new doctrine in
November 1990 when he stated: “If we go to war, I am going to use
every single thing that is available to me to bring as much destruction
as I possibly can in the hopes of winning victory as soon as possible.”26
Or, in Powell’s words, decisive force announces that if something “is
important enough to go to war for, we’re going to do it in a way that
there’s no question what the outcome will be and we’re going to do it
by putting the force necessary to take the initiative away from your
enemy and impose your will upon him. If you’re not serious enough to
do that, then you ought to think twice about going to war.”27
Powell and Schwarzkopf had the unwavering support of the
president. From the Vietnam War Bush had inferred that if a president decides to go to war, he has to be prepared to let the military
make its own choices. As he explained to a group of congressional
leaders on November 30: “We don’t need another Vietnam War.
World unity is there. No hands are going to be tied behind backs.
This is not a Vietnam . . . I know whose backside’s at stake and rightfully so. It will not be a long, drawn-out mess . . .”28 Bush kept his
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word. The president, confirmed Powell, “never told me what to do
militarily.”29 Baker concurred by noting that the “President was
aware of the experience of Vietnam consistently . . . he knew that the
politicians had dictated the war, that it was a limited war, the military had never been able to fight the war they thought they needed
to fight to win it and he [the president] was determined to let the
military call the shots.”30 The need to avert another Vietnam-type
fiasco was also very much in Cheney’s mind. In a conversation
with the Saudi ambassador, he said: “The military is finished in this
society, if we screw this up.”31
The first Bush administration’s decision to stop the war also proceeded along a decision-making path devised to curtail internal debate
and endorse the policy favored by the president. Bush’s question in
February 27, 1991—“Well, if that’s the case, we’re within the window,
why not end it now?”—defined the boundary within which he
expected his advisers to assess the news that Iraqi forces had, for all
practical purposes, been defeated. But that was not the only limit the
president imposed. He also warned his advisers that the administration was “picking up some unfortunate baggage right now, some
public baggage.” As if to reinforce his apprehension, Bush added:
“I’d like you to consider that. I’d like you all to consider that.”32
Concerns about what to do once the Kuwaiti issue had been resolved
did not spring up at the last moment. As preparations for the war
ensued, the Bush administration deliberately chose not to draw up a
follow-up plan—one designed to overthrow Saddam Hussein’s regime.
A number of factors contributed to this decision. First, as explained by
the U.S. ambassador to Saudi Arabia Chas Freeman the “White House
was terrified of leaks about any U.S. plans that might unhinge the huge
and unwieldy coalition that George Bush had put together to support
the war. Officials were discouraged from writing, talking, or even thinking about what to do” once Kuwait had been liberated.33 For Bush,
Scowcroft, and Baker, who had spent long hours trying to put together
a viable alliance, doing anything that could undermine it was unacceptable. They were convinced that any attempt on the part of
Washington to go beyond the authorization extended by the UN
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resolutions would have spawned broad criticism and led some of the
United States’s Middle Eastern allies to retract their offer to remain
members of the coalition forces. This concern retained centrality during
the war operations and became one of the main focuses of the Bush
administration’s discussion as it became evident that Kuwait was about
to be freed. Baker made it clear that had the Bush administration
proposed at that time to march into Baghdad, it “would have lost [the]
coalition. The Arab elements . . . would have left for sure.”34 Powell,
forever the reluctant warrior, concurred with Baker. “We had no
objective that said go to Baghdad.” The United States’s Arab friends,
Powell added, “were not going to go into Iraq, their soldiers would not
step foot in Iraq. They were going into Kuwait to kick the Iraqi army
out of Kuwait. That was the resolution passed by the United Nations
and that’s what the Congressional resolution provided for.”35 Among
members of Bush’s inner decision-making group, Cheney might have
been the most distrustful about the United States’s ability to retain the
coalition. “I don’t think any of our allies would have been with us,
maybe Britain, but nobody else.”36 Their apprehension was justified.
The leaders of Egypt and Saudi Arabia had already made it quite clear
that their troops would not march into Iraq following the liberation of
Kuwait.37
Retaining the coalition was not the Bush administration’s sole
concern. Its leading members understood that trying to overthrow
and capture Saddam Hussein would have posed an unfathomable
military and political challenge. No one described the difficulty of
attempting to topple Saddam’s regime better than the secretary of
defense. Trying to topple the Iraqi regime, explained Cheney,
wasn’t anything I was enthusiastic about . . . [T]here was a real
danger here that you would get bogged down in a long drawn conflict, that this was a dangerous difficult part of the world . . . [W]e
were all worried about the possibility of Iraq coming apart, the
Iranians restarting the conflict that they [had] had in the eight-year
bloody war with the Iraqis over eastern Iraq . . . Saddam is just one
more irritant, but there’s a long list of irritants in that part of the
world and for us to have done what would have been necessary to get
rid of him—certainly a very large force for a long time into Iraq to
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run him to [the] ground and then you have to worry about what
comes after . . . [Y]ou then have to accept responsibility for what
happens in Iraq, accept more responsibility for what happens in the
region . . . And you are going to take a lot more American casualties
if you are going to muck around in Iraq for weeks on end trying to
run Saddam Hussein to [the] ground and capture Baghdad and so
forth . . . I don’t think it would have been worth it.38

Bush, Scowcroft, and Baker were equally adamant about not
endeavoring to put an end to Saddam Hussein’s regime. “Trying to
eliminate Saddam, extending the ground war into an occupation of
Iraq,” argued Bush and Scowcroft, “would have violated our guideline
about not changing objectives in midstream, engaging in ‘mission
creep,’ and would have incurred incalculable human and political
costs . . . We would have been forced to occupy Baghdad and, in
effect, rule Iraq . . . Had we gone the invasion route, the United States
could conceivably [remain an occupying power for an extended
period] in a bitterly hostile land.”39 Baker, as the attentive diplomat,
was determined not to disregard the Saudis’ stipulation for backing the
invasion. The Saudis “wanted us to leave as promptly as possible—get
our forces out of there at the end of the war—when there was a
question of whether we should occupy some of southern Iraq.”40
The first Bush administration’s apprehension about the problems
it would encounter if it tried to topple Saddam’s regime was compounded by the worry that finding and capturing the Iraqi leader
would be a nearly insurmountable military task. Its anxiety was the
result of an earlier experience. In December 1989, less than a year
after becoming president, Bush ordered the invasion of Panama. His
objective was to topple and capture its strongman, Manuel Noriega.
Trying to find Noriega proved to be a much more difficult mission
than initially expected. The effect of this experience on Bush and
Scowcroft was considerable. When “we went into Panama,” explained
Scowcroft, “we [could not] find Noriega even though we knew
Panama like the back of our hands and we knew every place that he
usually stayed. We had no way of finding Saddam in Iraq.” He and
Bush reaffirmed their concern when they wrote: “Apprehending him
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[Saddam} was probably impossible. We had been unable to find
Noriega in Panama, which we knew intimately.”41
Severe nervousness prompted by the criticism the United States
was enduring for its actions, along with a considerable measure of
wishful thinking, were the last two factors that helped convince Bush
and his chief advisers that they needed to bring the war to an end
rapidly. By February 27 it had become evident amongst all observers
not just that Iraq lacked the means to fend off the coalition forces,
but also that as its forces retreated they were absorbing a very large
number of casualties. In what came to be known as the “highway to
hell,” allied assault aircrafts launched, in the words of Colin Smith of
the London Observer, “one of the most terrible harassments of a retreating army . . . in the history of warfare.”42 The carnage troubled the
Bush administration. “[T]o continue the war,” explained Scowcroft,
“would have been an unnecessary slaughter of people who at that
point could not defend themselves.” The continuation of the war,
moreover, was beginning to raise moral questions and making bad
copy in newspapers and television screens, with some describing the
attacks as “turkey shoots.”43 The Bush administration, added
Scowcroft, could not afford to “look like butchers who were bent on
revenge by slaughtering people.”44 Baker viewed the effect of the
bloodshed somewhat differently. “Iraq was out of Kuwait. The Iraqis
were taking rather massive casualties on the Highway of Death.” To
keep attacking would have been “sort of un-American.”45 Haass had
a similar explanation of his superiors’ rationale. In his view, the Bush
administration did not want to be accused of engaging in unsportsmanlike behavior—“of piling on once the whistle had blown.”46
Lastly, the Bush administration could not escape its practice of
engaging in wishful thinking. As explained earlier, in late July 1990,
though fully aware that Saddam Hussein had deployed some
100,000 Iraqi troops close to the Kuwaiti border, the Bush administration’s senior members refused to consider the possibility that the Iraqi
leader intended to invade Kuwait. Some seven months later, the president and many of his senior advisers became convinced that the war
and its dreadful consequences would compel the Iraqi military to oust
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Saddam Hussein. As explained by Scowcroft, “We had high expectations that the military suffering the kind of defeat they had would turn
on Saddam. They didn’t . . . [W]e underestimated his ability at survival.”47 Haass agreed with his boss’s assessment. The common belief,
noted Haass, was that “Saddam would be overthrown by his own
people, probably from the military, who would have essentially been fed
up with the fact that this character had twice marched them off into
disaster within a decade. And our view was that whilst we couldn’t guarantee, it was the most likely course of action. Events were simply left to
themselves.”48 Cheney, though more guarded with his prediction, concurred. There was the “belief on the part of many of the experts and
others in the region that if you administer a decisive defeat to his
[Saddam Hussein’s] military forces that he will not be able to survive
politically.”49 For a brief while, the end of the war seemed to have done
little to induce the Bush administration to alter its thinking. As
Washington and the rest of the world watched Iraq being engulfed by
internal violence, Bush continued to believe that the Iraqi leader would
not be able to “survive.” “[P]eople,” claimed the president, “are fed up
with him. They see him for the brutal dictator he is.”50
The last assessments were not built on a solid foundation. As
explained by a veteran of CIA operations in Iraq, “All the analysts in
State, CIA, DIA, NSA were in agreement with the verdict that
Saddam was going to fall. There wasn’t a single dissenting voice. The
only trouble was, they had no hard data at all. Their whole way of
thinking really was conditioned on a Western way of looking at
things. A leader such as Saddam who had been defeated and humiliated would have to leave office. Just that. Plus, none of these analysts
had ever set foot in Iraq. Not one.”51
In short, when the time came to decide whether to prolong the
war or bring it to a close, Bush had no choice but to put aside his
personal loathing of the Iraqi leader. In his estimation, the costs of
marching into Baghdad would have outweighed the benefits principally because he assumed that the United States’s chances of
toppling Saddam Hussein’s regime, capturing him, and putting in
place a new, stable, pro-U.S. government were diminutive. His
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advisers agreed. Even before circumstances compelled them to
decide whether to invade Iraq for the purpose of overthrowing its
regime and capturing its leader, they had concluded that any
attempt on the part of the United States to occupy Iraq would
spawn a highly critical and divisive response from its main allies in
the Middle East.52 They deemed such an outcome unacceptable.
Though they did not regard guarding the coalition as important as
forcing Iraq’s forces out of Kuwait, they ranked it high. Their estimation that the coalition would collapse were the United States to
invade Iraq was not the result of a misconception. The leaders of
Egypt and Saudi Arabia made it abundantly clear that they would
not support an allied invasion of Iraq and that they expected the
United States to leave the region shortly after the Iraqi forces had
been expelled from Kuwait.
Of nearly equal significance was their calculation that occupying
Iraq would generate some grave long-term human and political
costs. They predicted that such an act would tear Iraq apart, entice
Iran to renew the 1980s conflict, and obligate the United States to
accept greater responsibility for Iraq and the region’s future. Though
they would have liked to see Saddam Hussein vanish from the Middle
Eastern political environment, they viewed him as little more than
another irritant, one that the United States could contain. The benefits of getting rid of Saddam Hussein, they estimated, would not
offset the costs of getting bogged down in a prolonged conflict.
With the help of hindsight, it is sensible to speculate whether the
Bush administration would have still decided not to occupy Iraq if its
senior members, the U.S. intelligence community, and Washington’s
Middle Eastern friends had predicted that Saddam Hussein’s military
would not remove him from power. Bearing in mind the weight
Bush and his inner decision-making circle placed on protecting the
integrity of the coalition and averting a protracted and costly
involvement, it seems realistic to surmise that the United States
would have not invaded Iraq. As Cheney noted, Saddam Hussein
was just another irritant, and the United States had no obligation to
get rid of every one of them so long as they could be contained.
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Inadequate Information, Wishful Thinking, and
Foreign Policy-Making
Defining an international problem is not particularly cumbersome if
the definers have on hand substantial amounts of reliable information.
Foreign policy-makers, however, do not always have the means to
gauge the quality of the information they possess or know whether
they have enough information to define a problem correctly. In
chapter four we sought to demonstrate that throughout 2002 and the
early part of 2003, the senior members in the second Bush administration knew, despite some of their public pronouncements, that they
did not have “irrefutable evidence” to prove that the regime of Saddam
Hussein was rebuilding its nuclear weapons program or that it had
links to al Qaeda and had helped orchestrate the September 11, 2001
attacks on the United States. What is more, they had ample historical
evidence that cast considerable doubt on the U.S. ability to transform
Iraq into a stable democratic state. Because the first misstep in a rational
process can materialize during the definition of a problem, we will
explain why many of the leading members of the second Bush administration decided Iraq posed a major and direct threat to the United
States, and became convinced that building a stable democracy in Iraq
would not be a laborious and costly endeavor.
During the 1990s and the early years of the new millennium, U.S.
antagonism toward Iraq went through phases—it boiled during the
first Bush administration, but then simmered while Clinton occupied
the White House. During Clinton’s presidency, neither he nor any of
his senior advisers seriously considered launching an invasion to topple
Saddam Hussein’s regime. Washington began to look at Iraq through
a somewhat different lens with the arrival of the new administration.
In early January 2001, Vice-President-elect Cheney asked the retiring
secretary of defense William Cohen for a briefing, at which time they
would hold a serious “discussion about Iraq and different options.”
The briefing, which took place on January 10, did not amount to
much. The generals who briefed the incoming president and his
entourage delineated the various operations the Pentagon had carried
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out against Saddam Hussein, but did not discuss the possibility of
launching a major ground operation. The common sentiment at the
Pentagon was that Saddam Hussein had been contained and isolated,
and that any attempt to initiate strong action against the Iraqi regime
would immediately engender strong opposition in the region and
throughout the world. At a second national security briefing a
few days later, this one given by the CIA, Bush and his advisers heard
little about Iraq.53
For the next several months, the new principals and their deputies
discussed Iraq and how to undermine its regime. On August 1, the
Deputies Committee, headed by Hadley, submitted to the principals
a document titled A Liberation Strategy. The paper discussed ways in
which the United States, through a phase strategy, could help
destabilize the Iraqi regime. Though the deputies considered the circumstances under which the United States might use its military
power directly, they never presented them in the document.54 All in
all, despite the fact that some of the leading civilian officials at the
Pentagon, with Wolfowitz as the chief advocate, had believed for
some time that the United States should get rid of Saddam Hussein
and that such an endeavor would not be particularly difficult, the
idea was never formally presented to Bush and his most senior
advisers prior to September 11. This compels us, therefore, to try to
decipher what swayed them to elevate Iraq to the top of their foreign
policy agenda after September 11.
As explained in the earlier case, foreign policy-makers rely on history
to define problems. Using incomplete information, they count on
contextual factors associated with critical past occurrences to impose
interpretations on new issues. The use of an analogy suggests disinterest on the part of a foreign policy-maker to ascertain the extent to
which aspects of a present event may differ from a past one.55 Often, the
end-result of this process is the introduction of biases and distortion
into the analysis of a set of political events.56
Analogies influenced the Bush administration’s decision-making
process in decisive, but different, ways. For Wolfowitz, a former
scholar, Hitler’s behavior was a reliable analogy. During Hitler’s
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rearmament of Germany, argued the deputy secretary of defense, “the
world’s hollow warnings formed weak defenses.” During Hitler’s
annexation of Austria, “the world sat by.” The “world sat still” when
Hitler’s forces marched into Czechoslovakia prior to the war. And
when Britain and France warned Hitler to leave Poland alone, he
disregarded their warning.57 Saddam Hussein’s behavior and the
manner in which much of the world had been responding to it, concluded Wolfowitz, were markedly similar to the interaction between
Hitler and the international community in the 1930s. Others placed
most of the emphasis on Saddam Hussein’s earlier behavior and
assumed that it would be a good prognosticator of what he was doing
or intended to do. His invasion of Kuwait had gone contrary to the
initial expectations of the first Bush administration. From then on,
some of its senior members, Cheney among them, viewed the Iraqi
leader as evil, power-hungry, and menacing. They shared the sentiment expressed by the director of Gulf affairs in Clinton’s NSC,
Kenneth Pollack, that Saddam Hussein was “one of the most reckless,
aggressive, violence-prone, risk-tolerant, and damage-tolerant leaders
of modern history.”58 And, as explained by Rice, because of Saddam
Hussein’s earlier actions, “the president of the United States could
not afford to trust Saddam’s motives or give him the benefit of the
doubt.”59 In their view, although they did not have firm new information indicating Saddam Hussein’s regime was rebuilding its
nuclear program and working with al Qaeda insurgents, what they
had, in the words of Bush’s CIA director, was “consistent with the
pattern of deception and denial exhibited by Saddam Hussein over
the past 12 years.”60 The fact that between 1991 and 1995 the CIA
had concluded that Iraq had developed many more weapons than
initially estimated, and that had the first Bush administration not
intervened to free Kuwait in 1991 Iraq might have produced a usable
nuclear weapon by December 1992, was enough to generate reasonable fears.61 Given the history of Iraq’s weapons programs, explained
Kerr, it “would have been very hard for any group of analysts, looking at the situation between 1991 through 1995, to conclude that
the WMD were not under way.” Once the inspectors left, he added,
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“it was also hard to prove they weren’t under way.”62 Or, as Rumsfeld
and Wolfowitz liked to contend, “the lack of evidence did not mean
something did not exist.”63
The president approached the past in his own unique way. Prior
to September 11, no single earlier event seemed to affect how he
viewed Iraq. He knew that his father had once been the target of an
assassination attempt ordered by Saddam Hussein. He was aware
also that Cheney, Wolfowitz, and Feith had been discussing the idea
of the United States’s altering the status quo in Iraq, and had been
contending that the task would not be formidable. Initially Bush
listened, and said little. In a discussion with Powell, who believed
that some of the president’s advisers’ ideas about Iraq were unsound,
the president stated: “[I]t is a good contingency plan and I know
what they are doing and I’m in no hurry to go look for trouble.”64
After September 11, the president did not give in right away to those
who argued that the United States should move aggressively against
Iraq. Determined to signal the world that the United States was not
“impotent,” he ordered the Pentagon to design immediately a
response against the state that housed Osama bin Laden and al
Qaeda. Bush believed that any attempt on the part of his administration to implement, concurrently, aggressive responses against
Afghanistan and Iraq would be exceedingly complex, and that such a
dual effort would undermine the United States’s ability to respond
rapidly against those who were known to have originated the attacks.
“My theory,” he stated, “is you’ve got to do something and do it
well . . . if we could prove that we could be successful in [the
Afghanistan] theater, then the rest of the task would be easier. If we tried
to do too many things—two things, for example, or three things—
militarily, then . . . the lack of focus would have been a huge risk.”65 He
also emphasized that he would not let the previous experience by
some of his advisers “in this theater [Iraq] dictate a rational course of
action.”66 Still, he did not dismiss the notion of focusing on Iraq at a
later time. As he said to Rice: “We won’t do Iraq now, we are putting
Iraq off. But eventually we will have to return to that question.”67
And he did.
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Ten days after he had been informed that the coalition forces in
Afghanistan would be victorious, he ordered Rumsfeld to start looking into what it would take to depose the Iraqi leader. September 11
altered his mindset and the opportunity on the part of some of his
principal foreign policy-advisers to assert that Iraq should be the
United States’s next target. As underscored by a senior administrator,
without September 11, those who for quite some time had favored
removing Saddam Hussein from power “never would have been able
to put Iraq at the top of our agenda. It was only then that this president was willing to worry about the unthinkable— that the next
attack could be with weapons of mass destruction supplied by
Saddam Hussein.”68 Bush acknowledged as much when he stated
that before September 11 he had largely ignored terrorism. “I didn’t
feel that sense of urgency. My blood was not nearly boiling.”69
September 11 became, as he noted in his diary, the “Pearl Harbor of
the twenty-first century.”70 After that day, Saddam Hussein’s “terrible
features became much more threatening. He had used weapons of
mass destruction in the past. He has created incredible instability in
the region.”71 Rice echoed the president’s sentiment when she stated
that September 11 “was one of the great earthquakes that clarify
and sharpen. Events are in much sharper relief.”72 But it was
Rumsfeld who best summarized the effect of September 11 on the
Bush administration’s senior members. We, stated Rumsfeld, “did
not act in Iraq because we had discovered dramatic new evidence of
Iraq’s pursuit of weapons of mass destruction. We acted because we
saw the existing evidence in a new light, through the prism of our
experience on September 11.”73
These answers, however, still fail to explain why Iraq became a
target of the United States’s wrath and not North Korea or Iran. After
all, the actions of the other two adversaries were also thought to be
highly problematic. The analysis of a president’s personal idiosyncrasies and their effects on his decisions is a subject that often
generates controversy among political scientists. Given that there is
so much disagreement about how personality affects a leader’s political
behavior, their skepticism is justified. Still, a few of the ideas posited
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by certain scholars are worth bearing in mind when analyzing Bush’s
decision to focus on Iraq after he learned that the coalition forces had
nearly achieved their principal objectives in Afghanistan.
James Barber has argued that some presidents are stimulated by
social needs, some by cognition, some by emotional needs, and still
others by a sense of duty.74 Though it is difficult to state with great
confidence that Bush was motivated by any one of the conditions
suggested by Barber, it is reasonable to contend, as the president
himself acknowledged, that the idea of promoting liberty inspired
him.75 During the period he contemplated the idea of going to war
against Iraq, Bush did not seem terribly concerned about the way
history would eventually judge him.76 As he once noted,
sardonically: “We won’t know. We will all be dead.”77 Nonetheless,
he believed, as mentioned before, that he was president “for a
reason”—to propagate worldwide the vision of the United States as
“liberator.” Moreover, he viewed the September 11 attacks as justification for promoting what in his mind were universal ideals. I am
convinced, he observed, that “[t]his [September 11] is a great opportunity.”78 The “United States is the beacon for freedom in the world
[and it has] a responsibility to promote freedom that is as solemn as
the responsibility is to protecting the American people, because the
two go hand-in-hand.”79 Did he think that a deity had anointed him
to carry out such mission? No and yes. “I am surely not going to justify the war based on God . . . Nevertheless, in my case, I pray to be
as good a messenger of his will as possible.”80 God might not have
ordered Bush to promote freedom worldwide, but the president
seemed to assume that he had a good idea what God’s will was.
As a politician who lacked international experience and “curiosity
about complex issues,” whose “leadership style bordered on the hurried,” and who demanded immediate action and solutions, Bush
viewed Iraq as the instrument that would enable him and the United
States to further promote his goals rapidly and at a relatively
low cost.81 He understood that though the international hazards generated by Iran and North Korea were greater than the threat posed by
Iraq, any attempt on the part of the United States to intimidate
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Tehran or Pyongyang with war would have engendered excessive
risks. The tasks of defeating Saddam Hussein and transforming
Iraq into a stable democracy, he assumed, would be markedly less
daunting. These two assumptions did not exist independently. To
capture their interrelationship, it is imperative to focus on the second
assumption and on how the Bush administration went about
planning the democratization of Iraq.
A good starting point is December 28, 2001 when General Franks
presented the initial war plan to the president in Crawford, Texas. The
presentation was transmitted via secure video links to Powell, Rice, and
Tenet in Washington; Rumsfeld in Taos, New Mexico; and Cheney in
Wyoming. When asked by Bush whether the plan was “good enough
to win,” the general responded that it was, but added that it needed
some fine-tuning.82 Neither the president nor any of his advisers
inquired what the United States would have to do in order to stabilize
the country, start the reconstruction process, and establish a new
democratic government following the demise of the Saddam Hussein
regime. The posing of such questions at that stage were essential mainly
because had Franks prepared and presented a comprehensive analysis
that concluded the postwar reconstruction period would be perilous,
costly, and lengthy, those listening to his presentation would have been
forced to view the decision to go to war through a different prism.
Despite the fact that not one of the top foreign policy-makers
sought to inquire what it would take to transform Iraq into a
relatively secure democracy, the issue soon attracted the interest of the
Department of State. In April 2002, it put together a group of some
200 Iraqi lawyers, engineers, business people, and other experts to
examine the problems the United States and its allies would have to
address during the post–Saddam Hussein era.83 As explained by
Zalmay Khalilzad, a special assistant to the president and the senior
director of Near East, South West Asian, and North African Affairs,
The Future of Iraq Project was established to address three challenges:
(i) how to reconstruct Iraq’s political system, (ii) how to rebuild Iraq’s
economy, and (iii) how to ensure that Iraq would be secure and that
its people would be ruled by laws and not by force.84 The following
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month, Franks and the Pentagon’s Joint Staff began to design a plan
to stabilize Iraq after the toppling of the Saddam Hussein regime.85
Franks and his colleagues, however, did not intend to address the
types of measures the United States would have to carry out in order
to set up a democratic regime in Iraq.
By the end of 2002, differences about what plan the United States
should adopt had surfaced. According to the director of planning at
the Department of State, disagreements revolved around questions
such as: “What number of American troops [should the United
States deploy]? How much to bring in others [allies]? What should
be the role of the United Nations [in the reconstruction]? What
should be the pace of Iraqi-zation?” Answers varied, depending on
the participants’ expectations with regard to: “What would be the
Iraqi reaction? How difficult would this [the reconstruction] likely
be? What kind of resistance could we [the United States] expect?”86
Such divergences, moreover, were the result of, and elicited, substantial
bureaucratic turf infighting. Richard Perle, who had served as chairman of the Defense Policy Board and was a close political ally of
Cheney, Rumsfeld, and Wolfowitz, claimed that the CIA and the
Department of State resisted postwar planning. Kanan Makiya, who
had close ties to the Pentagon and was an adviser to the Iraqi
National Congress, was also highly critical of the role played by the
Department of State, particularly regarding its unwillingness to
address political problems during the postwar period. Laith Kubba,
on the other hand, as president of Iraq National Group, was critical
of Cheney, Perle, and Wolfowitz. He alleged that the three had had
“an agenda to bring [down] Saddam Hussein by war” and wanted to
“dominate the whole process from A to Z, and they wanted all other
players, Iraqi, Americans, and others, more or less to follow their
rules . . .”87
In early January 2003, Douglas Feith, the undersecretary for
policy at the Pentagon, suggested to Hadley the setting up of an interagency planning cell at the Department of Defense. Its task would be
to implement the stabilization policy. The cell, according to Feith,
would receive policy guidance from the deputies committee and the

130 / the bush administrations and saddam hussein

principals, but would assume responsibility for designing and carrying
out the plan. Powell did not object. With very little discussion, the
president signed National Security Presidential Directive #24. The
classified document authorized the Department of Defense to set up
the Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance (ORHA),
with the tasks of both planning and implementing the plans.
Rumsfeld chose an old acquaintance, retired Army Lieutenant
General Jay M. Garner, to lead ORHA. The Department of State, in
the meantime, was ordered to send over the “Future of Iraq” study
along with the names of 75 Arab experts. Thomas Warrick and
Meghan Sullivan were assigned to head the Department of State
team. Powell soon learned that Rumsfeld had ordered the leaders of
the team to leave the Pentagon, and questioned the action. Postwar
planning, argued Rumsfeld, could not include people who were not
fully supportive of the policy Bush was striving to implement.
Cheney was the force behind this demand. He believed that the
United States had “an obligation to stand up for democracy. We can’t
get some former [Iraqi] general and put him in charge and say, Okay,
now you’re the dictator in Iraq. We’ve got to fundamentally change
the place. And we’ve got to give the Iraqi people a chance at those
fundamental values we believe in.”88
On March 4, Feith briefed the president and the NSC on the
Department of Defense postwar goals. The objectives identified
under the heading of U.S. and Coalition Objectives were:
1. Maintaining Iraq’s territorial integrity and improving substantially the quality of life in Iraq.
2. Helping create democratic institutions throughout Iraq so that
the world would see that it is moving toward democracy.
Promoting it as a model for the region.
3. Upholding freedom of action for the U.S. and coalition forces
so that they can continue to carry out the global war on terrorism
and capture and destroy WMD.
4. Obtaining international participation in the reconstruction
endeavor.
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5. Gaining the support of the Iraqi people.
6. Getting the political support of the international community,
including the regional states, if at all possible through a UN
Security Council Resolution.
7. Placing Iraqis in positions of physical authority as soon as
possible.
8. Accomplishing all of the above rapidly.89
Four aspects of the Pentagon’s plan were unique. First, in their new
design the planners paid little attention to the information gathered
by the Department of State and incorporated few of its recommendations. As noted by a senior Pentagon official, “it was mostly ignored.”90
More to the point, Rumsfeld instructed Garner, the recently
appointed “American proconsul,” not to use the work.91 Second,
though the Department of Defense identified its objectives for the
postwar period, it did not set up a clearly delineated plan that
explained how they would be fulfilled. As explained by Major Isaiah
Wilson III, there “was no adequate operational plan for stability
operations and support operations.”92 Third, the plan was designed
almost at the last hour. And fourth, there was substantial concern,
inside and outside the Bush administration, that the United States
would not have sufficient forces to be effective during the reconstruction phase and that its expectations about how long it would take to
pacify the country were unrealistic.
Points two, three, and four require additional discussion.
Constructing a democracy in a state that never had one requires careful planning. The maximum time the Bush administration gave itself
to design a postwar plan was 12 months. However, given that the
project designed by the Department of State was largely ignored, it is
reasonable to conclude that the Department of Defense gave itself
only four months to develop a reconstruction plan. This figure
compares poorly with the three years spent by the Roosevelt administration preparing for the postwar reconstruction of Germany. In
1942, the Army War College set up a School of Military Government
at the University of Virginia to think about the postwar reconstruction
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of its adversary. The outcome of this initiative was Operation
ECLIPSE, and from its implementation the designers and others
concluded that “a long detailed planning process far in advance of
the start of occupation” was imperative.93
Point four is partly related to the earlier two. In a confidential
briefing prepared for Rice and Hadley, titled “Force Security in
Seven Recent Stability Operations,” their military aides in the NSC
argued that maintaining security after defeating the enemy was
“determined by an entirely different set of calculations, including the
population, the scope of the terrain and the necessary tasks.” It also
pointed out that more “forces generally are required to control countries with large urban populations.” If the Bush administration used
Kosovo as its benchmark, it would need 480,000; if it used Bosnia,
it would need 364,000; but if it used Afghanistan, then it would
need only 13,900. Both the White House and the Department
of Defense rejected the Balkans as a model to be emulated. In a
speech titled “Beyond Nation Building,” delivered in New York on
February 14, 2003, Rumsfeld stated that the large number of troops
in the Balkans had helped create a “culture of dependence,” which
discouraged local inhabitants from taking responsibilities for themselves. For Rumsfeld, Afghanistan was the better model. The secretary of defense’s commitment to the alternative model was
confirmed by Secretary of the Army Thomas E. White, who noted:
“Our working budgetary assumption was that 90 days after completion of the operation, we would withdraw the first 50,000 and then
every 30 days we’d take out another 50,000 until everybody was
back. The view was that whatever was left in Iraq would be de minimis.”94 Or, in the words of Lieutenant Colonel Michael Hamm, a
spokesman for Feith, the “plan is to get it done as quickly as possible
and get out.”95
Plans are built on a mixture of knowledge, assumptions, and convictions. Based on past experiences, the Bush administration could
have inferred that stabilizing Iraq and creating a democratic regime
in Iraq would be an unwieldy job, and that to succeed it would have
to deploy a large number of forces. Bush had been warned by one of
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his senior advisers that if he declared war on Iraq and defeated
Saddam Hussein, the stabilization and reconstruction processes
would be arduous and lengthy. Powell had told him so during one of
their private meetings, and the president understood that the secretary of state was alerting him “that if in fact Saddam is toppled by
military [invasion], we better have a strong understanding about
what it’s going to take to rebuild Iraq.”96 More importantly, in
January 2003, Bush received two reports prepared by the National
Intelligence Council, an independent group that advises the director
of the CIA. In one of the assessments, the National Intelligence
Council—the same council that argued that, if desperate, Saddam
Hussein might decide to aid a terrorist organization such as al
Qaeda—predicted that a U.S.-led invasion “of Iraq would increase
support for political Islam and would result in a deeply divided Iraqi
society prone to violent internal conflict.” Another important conclusion
it arrived at was that “rogue elements from Saddam Hussein’s government could work with existing terrorist groups or act independently
to wage guerrilla warfare . . . [and that] a war would increase sympathy
across the Islamic world for some terrorist objectives . . .”97
The earlier mentioned information, however, was offset by a
number of assumptions, inferences, and opinions. As explained by
Rice, the first assumption was that the United States “would defeat
the army, but the institutions would hold, everything from ministries to police forces.” The Bush administration would “bring in
new leadership” but keep “the body in place.”98 Additionally, it
assumed that if the United States proved to be successful during its
struggle against Saddam Hussein, the event would rapidly spawn
additional positive results, both outside and inside Iraq. Despite
the fact that some of the world’s major powers had opposed the war,
the vice president and the president were convinced that as soon as the
United States defeated Iraq, those who had questioned his policy
would put their objections aside and provide military support.99 This
type of thinking was new for the vice president.
As explained earlier, in 1991, in response to whether the United
States should continue the war against Iraq after expelling Saddam
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Hussein’s forces from Kuwait, Cheney explained why it should not.
“Once you’ve got Baghdad,” noted the then secretary of defense, “it’s
not clear what you do with it. It’s not clear what kind of government
you would put in place of the one that’s currently there now. Is it
going to be a [Shiite] regime, or Sunni regime or a Kurdish regime?
Or one that tilts towards the Baathists, or one that tilts towards the
Islamic fundamentalists? How much credibility is that government
going to have if it’s set up by the United States military when it’s
there? How long does the United States military have to stay to protect
the people that sign on for that government, and what happens to it
when it leaves?” However, by August 2002, Cheney, as vice president, had changed his mind. Using Professor Fouad Ajami as one of
his sources, Cheney told a large group of veterans of foreign wars that
after “liberation the streets of Basra and Baghdad are ‘sure to erupt in
joy in the same way the throngs in Kabul greeted the Americans.’ ”100
Bush concurred. He believed that “confident action that will yield
positive results, provides kind of a slipstream into which reluctant
nations and leaders can get behind and show themselves that . . . something positive has happened toward peace.”101 Bush was also certain
that success would kindle similar responses from the Iraqis.
“[F]reedom,” he claimed, “is something people long for. And . . . if
given a chance, the Iraqis over time would seize the moment.”102
Bush deemed his confidence in the Iraqis justified. During a private
meeting at the White House with three Iraqi dissidents in January
2003, one of them said: “People will greet troops with flowers.”
“How do you know?” asked Bush. The information, they responded,
is coming from inside Iraq, from the people. By the end of the meeting
Bush was so pleased with what he had been told that he said: “Maybe
one year from now we will be toasting victory and talking about the
transition to freedom.”103 He carried the excitement to his May 6,
2003, speech at the American Enterprise Institute. In Germany and
Japan, he explained, the United States left behind “an atmoshphere
of safety in which responsible, reform-minded local builders could
build lasting institutions of freedom.”104 The same experience would
be replicated in Iraq.
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Top civilian officials at the Pentagon agreed with their president.
In the words of Lieutenant Colonel Joseph Apodaca, a U.S. Marine intelligence officer, the Pentagon designed its plan based on the assumption
that “when people realized that he [Saddam Hussein] was gone, that
would get the population on our side and facilitate the transition
to reconstruction.”105 Much of the transition, moreover, would be
handled by expatriates favored by the Pentagon, such as Ahmed
Chalabi, who would rapidly transform Iraq into a democratic
state.106 Rumsfeld, who believed that were the United States to send
a large military contingency it would create a detrimental “culture of
dependence”—an ethos that would discourage Iraqis from taking
responsibility for their future—did nothing to discourage such
expectations.107 In short, Bush contemplated three attractive
prospects: toppling Saddam Hussein without imposing intolerable
costs on the United States, stimulating the birth of democracy in Iraq,
and using the transformation as the model to spawn a democratic
domino effect throughout the region. These were alluring incentives
to a president who by the end of 2001 viewed himself as the leader
of the global liberation movement, thus disregarding the warning by
the highly respected British military historian Liddell Hart, who
noted that leaders must “[a]void self-righteousness like the devil”
because “nothing is so self-blinding.”108
In an ideal world, evaluating alternatives and making a final
choice would be tasks independent of the identification and
definition of a problem. In the real world, they are often tightly interlinked. The second Bush administration made a decision to elevate Iraq
to the top of its agenda, along with a claim that Saddam Hussein was
committed to establishing an association with al Qaeda members
and that his past behavior confirmed that he was too irresponsible,
unyielding, and belligerent to be permitted to have WMD. This
decision and claim affected the number and types of alternatives the
administration assessed and the policy it selected.109
When Bush ordered Rumsfeld to begin assessing what it would
take to depose Saddam Hussein, he did not ask his secretary of
defense what he thought about the U.S. policy of containment or
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whether deterrence would be a viable alternative. By not posing
either question, the president was conveying two distinct ideas. First,
he was indicating that he was prepared to renounce the continuing
implementation of containment and that he believed deterrence
would not have the intended effect on the Iraqi leader. “The options
in Iraq,” argued the president, “were relatively limited when you are
playing the containment game.”110 And, as his September 2002
National Security Strategy of the United States of America document
made clear: Deterrence “based only upon the threat of retaliation is
less likely to work against leaders of rogue states more willing to take
risks, gambling with the lives of their people, and the wealth of their
nations . . .” Second, if containment and deterrence were unlikely to
be effective, then so would a much less forceful alternative such as
diplomacy.
The nearly outright exclusion of three alternatives left the Bush
administration with few choices. In early January 2002, Tenet went
to the White House to inform the president that a covert operation
would not bring Saddam Hussein down. Unhappy with the news,
the president ordered Tenet to design plans to support the U.S.
military in an operation to overthrow the Iraqi regime. A little over a
month later, Bush signed a secret intelligence order directing the CIA
to start covert action to support a military operation to overthrow
Saddam Hussein with a budget of $200 million. The authorization
came just a few days after Franks had presented to the president and
NSC members an improved Generated Start Plan for war against
Iraq.111 Never during this period did Bush and his senior advisers
hold a meeting designed to compare with other alternatives the
benefits and costs of going to war against Iraq and trying to replace
it with a stable democracy.
Deep reluctance on the part of some of the leading members
within the Bush administration to consider other options eroded
briefly when the president acquiesced to Powell’s private request to
give diplomacy a chance. On August 5, after attending a meeting in
which Franks presented the latest revision of his military plan,
Powell, concerned by the failure on Bush’s part to discuss with his
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senior advisers whether going to war was the best course of action,
asked to meet with him in private.112 During the meeting Powell
warned the president about the pitfalls of war and recommended
that the United States try to internationalize the problem through
the UN.113 On September 7, 2002, members of the NSC met to
decide what approach to take vis-à-vis the United Nations. To
protect the credibility of the United States, argued Powell, it was
important to go to the UN and propose resolutions that would
facilitate the restart of inspections. Cheney disagreed. The inspectors, proposed the vice president, would be lawyers and experts from
around the world, not Americans; consequently, they would be less
skeptical of Saddam Hussein. Moreover, they would be inclined to
accept the Iraqis’ version about their WMD programs. The end
result, proposed the vice president, would be inconclusive reports.
Aware that for domestic and international political reasons he could
not sidestep the UN issue, Bush agreed to involve the organization.
Five days later, the president went to the UN and stated what Powell
had wanted: “We will work with the UN Security Council for the
necessary resolutions.”114
Bush’s declaration lacked commitment. The only thing that
would have persuaded Bush that war was not a justifiable choice
would have been the relinquishing of power by Saddam Hussein and
his top leaders, and the replacing of his regime by a pro-U.S.
government. Many of his advisers knew that the president would
most likely go to war long before he formally announced his
decision. By Christmas 2001, Libby, Cheney’s chief of staff and
national security adviser, had concluded, after learning that the president had ordered Rumsfeld to start looking into ways to topple
Saddam Hussein, that Bush “was well on the road to deposing” the
Iraqi leader.115 On March 21, 2002, Franks warned some of his top
commanders to take seriously the secretary of defense’s order to
develop a viable war plan. “You know,” said the general, “if you guys
think this is not going to happen, you’re wrong. You need to get off
your ass.”116 By July 2002, Haass had deduced that the United States
“had lit a fuse” and would in all probability go to war.117 During the
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same month, members of Tony Blairs’s cabinet learned from the
director of MI6, who had just returned from a visit to Washington,
that military “action was now seen as inevitable.” In his report, the
director added that the president “wanted to remove Saddam
through military action” and would use as his justification the
“conjunction of terrorism and WMD.”118 And by early September,
even the White House legislative affairs director Nick Calio, though
not privy to the discussions that ensued amongst the principals, had
come to realize that the “question on Iraq was not if but when there
would be war.”119
New doubts about the merits of going to war could have arisen in
mid-October, when the secretary of defense sent the president a
memo with a long list of things that could go wrong. The memo,
however, was not sent with the intent of suggesting that Bush and his
senior advisers should revisit the idea of going to war and compare
the option with other alternatives. First, as Rumsfeld conceded, he
sent the memo to prepare the president “for what could go wrong, to
prepare so things would go right.” Second, at the end of the memo
Rumsfeld wrote: “Note: It is possible, of course, to prepare a similar
illustrative list of all the potential problems that need to be considered if there is no regime change in Iraq.” The note is telling in two
distinct ways. First, it admitted that the memo was designed to point
out potential problems rather than to provide the president the
opportunity to conduct a systematic comparison of options. Second,
it was written based on the assumption that it was imperative to
bring about regime change in Iraq, and that it could happen only if
the United States went to war.120
Additional concerns about resorting to war could have been
voiced during the months preceding the final decision. By
December, however, Bush and some of his leading advisers had
decided that the United States would go to war, regardless of what
new intelligence might reveal. The month before, the UN Security
Council had approved Resolution 1441. It called for the restart of
weapons inspections on the ground in Iraq and for a full weapons
declaration by the regime. For some at the White House, the
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resolution placed the Iraqi leader in a no-win situation. “If Saddam
Hussein indicated that he has weapons of mass destruction and that
he is violating United Nations resolution,” noted the White House’s
press secretary, “then we will know that Saddam Hussein again
deceived the world. If he declared that he had none, then we will know
that Saddam Hussein is once again misleading the world.”121 The Bush
administration, thus, posited the justifications it would need to
launch a major military operation against Iraq regardless of how
Saddam Hussein responded.
The Bush administration also distrusted the UN weapons inspectors. When Rice informed Bush in late December 2002 that the
weapons inspectors had yet to uncover anything of great significance
in Iraq, the president responded angrily: “I am not sure this is going
to work.” He then asked Rice, for the first time: “Should we do this
[go to war]?” Her response was an emphatic “Yes.” A few days after
the start of the new year, the president once again voiced his concern
to the national security adviser about the weapons inspectors’ role.
“The United States,” he said, “can’t stay in this position while
Saddam plays games with the inspectors . . . He’s getting more confident, not less. He can manipulate the international system again.
We are not winning. Time is not on our side. Probably going to have
to, we’re going to have to go to war.” When the director of IAEA
announced in late January 2003 that the weapons inspectors had not
found evidence to substantiate the claim that Iraq had restarted its
nuclear program and that in the next few months they would be able
to prove it did not have one, the president dismissed the conclusion.
His frustration was compounded by China’s, Russia’s and France’s
contention that the inspections were useful and that the UN Security
Council should not alter its course unless the inspectors acknowledged they were no longer able to do their job in Iraq. On March 7,
the IAEA forwarded a more definitive assessment: “[W]e have to date
found no evidence or plausible indication of the revival of nuclear
weapons in Iraq.” It also noted that it had not been able to verify that
Iraq had been shifting its weapons, hiding them in underground
bunkers, or building mobile labs to produce biological weapons.

140 / the bush administrations and saddam hussein

Their conclusions did not alter the Bush administration’s mindset.
Less than two weeks after the report had been presented to the UN
Security Council, the United States attacked Iraq.122
On a couple of occasions we noted that the constitution of a
decision-making group can affect the way its members use information,
define a problem, survey objectives, examine the risks of possible
choices, select a policy, reappraise it, and work out contingency
plans.123 In some instances, a group will have its self-appointed mind
guards, rationalize collectively, develop illusions of invulnerability
and unanimity, believe in its inherent morality, view other groups as
adversaries and as being less capable, tolerate only self-censorship,
and pressure internal dissenters to conform.124
The interactions between Bush and his senior foreign policy
advisers reflect the symptoms captured by the “groupthink” rubric.
Part of the responsibility for ensuring that the president had an
opportunity to consider a range of alternatives and that the analytical
process was carried out systematically, rested on the shoulders of the
national security adviser. Rice failed to perform this task. One analyst
referred to the NSC as “the weakest and most ineffective National
Security Council in post-war American history.” David Kay, who
served for a while as Bush’s weapons inspector in Iraq, considered Rice
“the dog that did not bark.”125 It was Rice herself, however, who
voiced, albeit indirectly, the most damning critique of her performance as a national security adviser during the months preceding the
war. On August 6, the day after Powell warned Bush that going to war
against Iraq and restructuring its political system would be exceptionally complicated and costly, Rice called the secretary of state to
congratulate him with the words: “That was terrific. And we need to
do more of those.”126 What is conspicuous about Rice’s comment is
that she unintentionally acknowledged that discussion about a different option had finally taken place, more than eight months after the
president had ordered the secretary of defense to start drawing up a
war plan. What is troubling about her suggestion that they needed to
engage in thoughtful discussions with the president about alternative
options more often is that they were never carried out.
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Ultimately, however, it is the president who dictates the nature of
the decision-making process. Bush prided himself on allowing his top
people at the White House to ask his secretary for a meeting, and on
making himself available to them. “I believe the president must give
people access . . . It makes my job a heck of a lot easier to be able to have
access to a lot of people.”127 Such positive self-appraisal is misleading.
Bush seldom demonstrated an interest in carrying out thoughtful
discussions regarding available intelligence and ways to interpret a
problem and resolve it; nor did he attempt to create a decision-making
structure that would facilitate such a process. He showed a “disdain for
contemplation or deliberation . . . a retreat from empiricism, a
sometimes bullying impatience with doubters and even friendly
questioners.” As explained by Christopher deMuth, president of the
American Enterprise Institute, a neoconservative organization, the
president’s senior decision-making group was “a too tightly managed
decision-making process.” When it made decisions, “a very small
number of people [were] in the room,” and this had the “effect of constricting the range of alternatives being offered.”128
Other people who knew the president have corroborated the last
construal. Paul O’Neill, who accepted the post of secretary of treasury
thinking that he would be working for a president interested in looking hard for best solutions, eventually had no choice but to question
his assumption. The president, acknowledged O’Neill, acted on
conviction, which was crucial for success. Bush’s problem, explained
the former secretary of treasury, was that his action—deciding to go
to war—was not “proportional to the depth of the evidence” that
motivated his conviction. Bush and his closest advisers had not
“thought this [the attack on Iraq] through.”129 John J. DiIulio,
another senior appointee who left the White House visibly disappointed after a short tenure, concurs with O’Neill’s assessment. As
the person responsible for Bush’s Faith-based Initiative, DiIulio had
the opportunity to watch first-hand the decision-making process
regarding domestic matters. “There were no actual policy white
papers on domestic issues . . . [O]n social policy and related issues,
the lack of even basic policy knowledge, and the only casual interest
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in knowing more, was somewhat breathtaking . . . Even quite junior
staff would sometimes hear quite senior staff pooh-pooh any need to
dig deeper for pertinent information on a given issue.”130 Even
Powell, who though disturbed by the decision to go to war remained
loyal to the president, repeatedly voiced concern about Bush’s refusal
or inability to pose probing questions and seeming failure to grasp
the implications of going to war.131 Across the Atlantic, a member of
Tony Blair’s cabinet was equally troubled. Robin Cook, a high-level
British minister who resigned from his post over the prime minister’s
decision to join forces with the United States against Iraq, remarked:
“Instead of using intelligence as evidence on which to base a decision
about policy, we used intelligence as the basis on which to justify a
policy on which we had already settled.”132 This contention was
derived, in all likelihood, from information provided by the director
of British military intelligence after his trip to Washington. Bush, he
explained, “had made up his mind to take military action . . . But
the case was thin. Saddam was not threatening his neighbors, and his
WMD capability was less than that of Libya, North Korea or
Iran.”133 Few understood Bush’s approach to foreign policy-making
better than his own national security adviser. Though conscious that
one of her central functions was to ensure that Bush be exposed to
quality intelligence and an array of options, she also knew that as an
instinctual decision-maker who tended to view things in black and
white, the president did not favor rational analyses of complex problems and tended to dismiss, almost scornfully, attempts to alter his
policy after he had decided on one.134 In short, as an outside observer
proposed, the Bush administration’s leading members did not view
“open dialogue, based on facts . . . as something of inherent value.”
Dialogue based on facts, they seemed to assume, could “create doubt,
which undercuts faith. It could result in a loss of confidence in the
decision-maker and, just as important, by the decision-maker.”135
Every foreign policy-making group that is a victim of groupthink
has at least one individual who strives to ensure that only certain
information or analysis reaches its core, and one who tries to protect
the group’s cohesion. Cheney played incessantly the role of mind
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guard. He repeatedly sought information that would substantiate
the claim that Iraq had a nuclear weapons program in place, and
he disregarded any intelligence that questioned such a conclusion. He
went out of his way to try to demonstrate that there was a link
between Saddam Hussein and al Qaeda, despite the absence of
sound intelligence. And he ensured that those who questioned the
United States’s ability to transform Iraq into a viable democracy
would not play a critical role in the postwar reconstruction.
The president, in turn, took it upon himself to preserve the group’s
unity. With his propensity to depict many aspects of human affairs as
the struggle between good and evil, Bush viewed himself and the
United States as the leaders of good. As the leader of the free world he
felt that he needed to stand firm on his convictions and decisions. In
an assessment of his discussion with Powell, in which the secretary of
state had warned him about the tribulations the United States would
encounter in a war against Iraq, Bush derisively dismissed any possible unease. Powell’s job “is to be tactical,” noted Bush. “My job is to
be strategic.”136 It was Powell’s task to be concerned about what could
go wrong, but he, as the president, would not and could not. “I won’t
negotiate with myself,” explained Bush. “It’s that simple. If someone
comes to me with a plan . . . and they have a significant amount of
political backing, I’ll sit down with them—talk it out. But until then,
it’s a closed issue.”137 He could not yield because he had to be “the calcium of the backbone. If I weaken, the whole team weakens. If I am
doubtful, I can assure you there will be lots of doubts. If my confidence level in our ability declines, it will send ripples throughout the
whole organization. I mean, it’s essential that we be confident and
determined and united . . . I don’t need people around me who are
not steady . . .”138 He more or less conveyed this message to Powell
when, after telling the secretary of state that he would soon order the
attack on Iraq, he said: “I want you with me . . . Time to put on your
uniform.” Powell, who disliked being placed “in the refrigerator”—
that is, not being part of the core group—complied.139
In sum, in an uncertain world environment foreign policy-makers,
informed by partial and unreliable intelligence, are expected to be
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mindful of their assumptions, beliefs, and convictions. Though a
few competing ideas were articulated prior to Bush’s final decision
to invade Iraq, the president showed little interest in listening to
those who did not concur with his outlook. Impelled by the belief
that his mission as leader of the United States was to propagate
freedom and that to succeed he had to exercise presidential power
decisively, without ever expressing self-doubt, Bush either ignored
intelligence that challenged his core assumptions or took on an
optimistic attitude even when the information on hand did not
warrant it. His propensity to think about issues ideologically, his
reluctance to try to disassemble complex problems, and his craving
for action and solutions had two effects. They weakened whatever
motivation some advisers might have had to engage in systematic
analyses, while they swayed those with an ideologically based
political agenda to promote their cause aggressively.
In a major indictment of the U.S. intelligence community, the
Commission on the Intelligence Capabilities of the United States
Regarding Weapons of Mass Destruction wrote that at one point the
premises that directed analyses “stopped being working hypotheses
and became more or less unrebuttable conclusions: worse, the
intelligence system became too willing to find confirmations of them
in evidence that should have been recognized at the time to be of
dubious reliability. Collectors and analysts too readily accepted any
evidence that supported their theory that Iraq had stockpiles and was
developing weapons programs, and they explained away or simply
disregarded evidence that pointed out in that direction.”140 This
condemnation applies equally as well to President Bush and his closest advisers. With the exception of Secretary of State Powell, none of
the other central foreign policy makers ever questioned their initial
assumptions and repeatedly disregarded information that could have
disputed their soundness.

Chapter Six
The Absence of a Rational
Process

Introduction
Structural theories are designed to explain a state’s foreign policy
without reference to the thinking and actions of its decision-makers.
Analysts who focus on the structure of the international system
contend that the way power is distributed in an anarchical global or
regional system robs foreign policy-makers of much of their executive authority. Those who concentrate on the internal characteristics of
a state are not of one mind as to which domestic dimension is the chief
perpetrator. One group places the emphasis on the nature of a state’s
political regime, another on its economic and class configuration,
whereas a third on its culture.1
This study was not crafted with the intent of casting doubts on the
import of either type of structural perspective. It acknowledges that
the international setting or a state’s domestic features can affect,
separately or jointly, an actor’s international behavior. But it also
contends that neither structure is so invasive that, regardless of the
circumstances, it invariably leaves foreign policy-makers with only
one choice. President Franklin Roosevelt had no choice but to
respond militarily to Japan’s surprise attack on Pearl Harbor in
December 1941. Failure on his part to do so would have undermined
both the power and prestige of the United States in the world arena,
and would have enraged the American people and Congress.
Conversely, in 1991 and 2003, the first and second Bush administrations could have opted not to go to war against Iraq. In neither
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instance did the international setting or the U.S. domestic environment
compel them to resort to war. To understand their decisions, thus, this
study sought to unravel the way each president and his advisers
came to the decision that armed conflict against Iraq would be the
optimum solution.
Most contemporary theories of foreign policy-making lack
parsimony. Confounded by the wide array of factors that can shape
the foreign policy-making process, a number of analysts initially
strove to identify them, and to explain the way they affected decisions.
Others tried to build on the initial works by aggregating the assumed
effects generated by organizational and cognitive factors and then
molding them into quasi-parsimonious foreign policy-making
theories. Wary of the diagnostic missteps that could result by the
moving from the first type of analysis to the second one without first
isolating the actual features at play in the foreign policy-making
process, this study positions both approaches under the same tent. Via
the analyses of two surprise attacks and two acts of war, it identified the
various elements that encroached on the two Bush administrations’
foreign policy-making processes, and generated some tentative
generalizations. This chapter, by means of a comparative analysis of
each Bush administration’s foreign policy-making process, retrieves
the various nets cast and encapsulates the resulting conclusions in the
form of a theoretical construct.
Impediments to Rationality
Rationality in foreign policy-making is an uncommon trait. Its
impediments are multiple, and can be categorized according to their
sources and nature.
Groupthink
As noted in chapter one, the nature of a decision-making group can
shape the manner in which its members use information, characterize
a problem, review objectives, consider the risks of alternative choices,
and choose a policy.
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Groupthink always has a root. Its principal originator can be a
stressful situation, the group’s leading figures, or a combination of
both. In the case of both Bush administrations, it was self-generated.
The first Bush administration, upon positioning U.S. forces on
Saudi territory, could have opted for a policy of containment—an
alternative that, while calling for patience, would have induced manageable stress. Likewise, the second Bush had choices besides resorting
to war to lessen the threat evoked by Saddam Hussein’s erratic behavior. If any stress was generated during the second case, it was induced
by the Bush administration’s initial caustic decision to ask the UN
Security Council to investigate whether Saddam Hussein’s regime
had developed or was developing WMD, the vain attempts by
the UN inspectors to find the alleged weapons’ arsenal, and the
extensive deployment of U.S. forces poised to invade Iraq as the
inspections ensued.
A leader with a specific political agenda will sometimes engender
a groupthink environment to advance his preferred policy. In the
first Bush administration, the president and his national security
adviser, determined to adopt a belligerent posture vis-à-vis Saddam
Hussein, created a rather rigid decision-making hierarchy by dealing
with its members according to their status and field of expertise.
Though Powell and a few of the other members of the inner circle
believed that going to war against Iraq should be delayed until
containment had been given a fair chance to achieve its intended
goal, they did not dare to stand up and be counted. They lacked the
nerve to say: “I think that it would be wrong to resort to war without
first giving containment the time to force Saddam Hussein to
recognize that it would be in his and his country’s interests to pull the
Iraqi forces out of Kuwait.”2
The reluctance to be a contrarian is not uncommon. Theodore
Sorensen, who worked closely with President John F. Kennedy, wrote
that even “the most distinguished and forthright adviser is usually
reluctant to stand alone. If he fears his persistence in a meeting will
earn him disapprobation of his colleagues, a rebuff by the
President . . . he may quickly seek the safety of the greater numbers.”3
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Irving Janis, in turn, explained that in instances in which the disparity
in status and power between the decision-makers is substantial, it is
up to the leader to ensure that neither acts as a barrier to the articulation of dissenting opinions.4
The first President Bush refused to create a decision-making
atmosphere that fostered the open expression and exchange of rival
opinions on two occasions—when he decided to use force against
Iraq to expel its forces from Kuwait, and when he decided to bring
the war to an end instead of marching toward Baghdad to topple
Saddam Hussein’s regime. The second President Bush and his closest
advisers inflicted groupthink on their core decision-making group in
a markedly more potent way.
When data is incomplete and inadequate, and when analysts
differ as to the inferences they should derive from it, groupthink
facilitates the creation of a cohesive vision with respect to what the
information denotes. In spite of the fact that UN inspectors and
some of the intelligence agencies, both in the United States and
Britain, doubted Saddam Hussein had developed or was trying to
develop WMD, and that they had been unable to determine whether
the Iraqi leader and al Qaeda had worked together, the second
President Bush, Cheney, and Rice created a decision-making environment wherein it became very difficult for the others members of
the inner group to challenge the assertion that both scenarios had
become, or were about to become, a reality in Iraq. The deep reluctance to challenge the assumptions that guided the decision-making
process carried over into the intelligence community. “Well before
March 2003,” writes the former national intelligence officer for the
Near East and South Asia at the CIA Paul Pillar, “intelligence
analysts . . . knew . . . that the Bush administration would frown or
ignore analysis that called into question a decision to go to war and
welcome analysis that supported such a decision . . . Intelligence
analysts felt a strong wind consistently blowing in one direction . . . It
may not be possible to point to one key instance of such bending or
to measure the cumulative effect of such pressure. But the effect was
probably significant.”5
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Two Presidents—Relatively Similar Approaches
to Decision-Making
In their respective foreign policy-making environments, the two
presidents shared two distinct, and critical, traits—a willingness to
rely on their instincts when formulating a decision, and a penchant
to use moral language to validate their choice.
The first president, in spite of, or maybe because of, his far-reaching
foreign policy knowledge, responded to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait
in a visceral way. As explained by his own secretary of state, James
Baker, instead of conducting a thorough assessment of options, Bush
instinctively decided that he would not tolerate Saddam Hussein’s
act of aggression against Kuwait and that he would rely on military
force if necessary in order to achieve his goal. Bush’s son, even
though he did not possess his father’s expertise on international
affairs, relied on a similar approach to conclude that the United
States would depose Saddam Hussein and replace his regime with a
democratic one. He was untroubled by the absence of reliable information, and he disregarded the need to consider a range of options,
predict their possible consequences, and assess which one would
most likely bring about the best result. His instinct told him that
going to war in order to liberate Iraq was the correct decision.
The two presidents validated their reliance on their instincts with
the claim that their actions were morally sound. The first president
defined the struggle with Saddam Hussein as a battle between good
and evil. The second envisaged the United States as a liberator, an
actor whose principal task as the world’s prime power was to propagate “God’s gift to the world”—freedom.
Foreign policy-makers, mainly those with some knowledge of
history, are often captives of the past.6 The lessons they infer from
previous occurrences typically dictate the way they interpret and
respond to a new international problem. In the process, however,
analogies can mask aspects of the present case that, under closer
inspection, might reveal differences from the past one.7 A number of
historical events and their respective lessons were very much in the
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minds of the leading members of the first Bush administration. For
Scowcroft, and especially for the first President Bush, the central
analogy was Munich. From the 1938 debacle they inferred that
appeasement never pacifies tyrants. Because Saddam Hussein was
another Adolf Hitler, hence evil, the United States had no choice but
to respond aggressively to the Iraqi leader’s actions. In turn, the problems the U.S. forces had encountered in Panama as they sought to
capture its military strongman Manuel Noriega helped convince the
two U.S. leaders that marching into Baghdad with the intent of overthrowing the Saddam Hussein regime was not a workable option.
The Pentagon’s military officers had their own distinct analogies—
Vietnam and Lebanon. Led by the chairman of the Chiefs of Staff,
those responsible for planning the operation viewed the two cases as
examples of the types of mistakes the U.S. military could not afford
to repeat. In both instances, U.S. policy-makers had assumed that if
their country applied force gradually the enemy would seek a
diplomatic solution at an early level of escalation. In due course they
concluded that they had been wrong, and that the enemy had used
gradualism as an opportunity to augment its own military and political
power. The lesson: if the United States must fight a war with a Third
World entity, it must use as much firepower as necessary to destroy
swiftly its adversary’s fighting capability and will.
Members of the second Bush administration also reasoned analogically. Its central figure, with his inadequate international political
experience and limited knowledge of history, assumed that the
United States’ success at transforming Germany and Japan after
World War II would be replicated in Iraq. To define the challenge
posed by Saddam Hussein’s regime and to design a policy that would
address it, however, Bush did not need to turn his eyes to the distant
past. The events of September 11, 2001 convinced him that despite
the absence of solid information about Saddam Hussein’s intentions
and policies toward the United States, he could not afford to assume
that they would be benign. September 11 also affected the way the
president’s national security adviser interpreted the threat generated
by the Iraqi leader.
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Those with more solid international resumes, such as Vice
President Cheney and Paul Wolfowitz, could not forget how poorly
they had read Iraq and its leader when they served under the first
President Bush. Their failure to predict the Iraqi attack on Kuwait,
along with the subsequent discovery of WMD, including a clandestine
nuclear program, by the members of UN Special Commission and
the IAEA, convinced both that Saddam Hussein was a deceitful
leader who, in all likelihood, had renewed his weapons buildup program following the departure of the weapons inspectors in 1998.
The CIA director George Tenet shared their concern. Saddam
Hussein had deceived the United States once, and he would try to do
it again. Moreover, Wolfowitz, like the first President Bush, perceived
Saddam Hussein as another Hitler, and feared that if Washington did
not destroy the Iraqi leader’s regime, the United States would be
repeating the same mistake made by those who failed to act forcefully against Hitler during his early drive to reinvigorate Germany’s
power.
Part of this book’s argument has been that a readiness to reflect on
alternative options and a willingness to reevaluate one’s original
decision before it is finally implemented are essential to rational
decision-making. This kind of process is sometimes undermined by a
president who is impatient and takes it as a mark of character to act
decisively and to stand by his initial decision. Of the two Bush
presidents, only the second one consistently disregarded Liddell
Harts’s insightful counsel that a leader must have “unlimited
patience.”8 Each President Bush, moreover, was determined to make
sure that no one questioned his personal courage and willingness to
do the “right thing.”
The first one expressed this sentiment when he noted at the end
of the year 1990 that he would not change his mind; he was prepared
to go to war to liberate Kuwait even if the American public and the
entire Congress opposed his decision. His son, in addition to lacking
the kind of patience leaders ought to have before engaging their state
in war, sought to project his strength of mind in a particularly
unique way. As noted by a political leader who had observed the
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second President Bush closely, and as corroborated by the president
himself, his leadership style bordered on the hurried and was constantly
demanding immediate action and solutions. Equally as important,
the second President Bush believed that one of his main obligations
as leader of the United States during a time of crisis was to act as his
administration’s “calcium of the backbone.” To succeed against Iraq,
his administration had to project an image of confidence, determination, and unity. Any hesitation or sign of frailty on his part would
lessen his advisers’ tenacity and signal to the various organizations
responsible for implementing the foreign policy of the United States
that the president questioned his own policy. Therefore, instead of
striving to analyze a decision thoroughly and viewing the reconsideration of his initial decision as an attempt to reduce the likelihood that
he and his advisers had overlooked workable options and consequences, the second President Bush viewed both forms of behavior as
signs of weakness.
A Unified Perspective
In different stages of the study we demonstrated that the “noncompensatory” strategy of decision-making is a markedly more
valuable explanatory model than the “compensatory” approach.
Specifically, we showed that each administration, rather than comparing the extent to which the positive dimensions of a small number of
pertinent alternatives compensated its negative elements, stressed in
every instance the positive factor of its preferred policy and the negative components of other options. The first Bush administration opted
for this type of decision-making strategy when it dismissed warnings
from its intelligence analysts that Iraq was about to attack Kuwait, and
when it decided to use force to expel the Iraqi forces from Kuwait and
then to not invade Iraq. The second one replicated the approach when
it refused to acknowledge the strong possibility that a non-state actor
such as al Qaeda would launch a direct attack on U.S. territory, and
when it chose to invade Iraq in order to bring down Saddam Hussein’s
government and replace it with a democratic one.
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Epilogue
A few months after the U.S. forces had marched into Baghdad,
President George W. Bush claimed that the United States had
accomplished its mission in Iraq. Two years later, in May 2005, a
U.S. senior officer in Baghdad said, during a background briefing,
that victory in Iraq was not assured. He emphasized that though it
was likely that the United States would succeed, “it could still fail.”9
The change in interpretation is revealing in two important ways.
First, it reaffirms our earlier contention that the younger President
Bush tended to render judgment hastily. An introspective leader
would have kept in mind Clausewitz’s warning that war is the province
of chance—one that “increases the uncertainty of every circumstance
and deranges the course of events.” Clearly, that was not the way
the second Bush administration approached the war against Iraq. As
noted by Secretary of the Army Thomas E. White, the Pentagon’s
working budgetary assumption was that 90 days after the completion
of the operation, which entailed the defeat of the Iraqi forces, the
United States would withdraw the first 50,000 and then every 30 days
it would take out another 50,000 until everybody was back. By the
middle of 2006, it was unquestionable that the fighting in Iraq had
lasted longer, had been more intense, and had been costlier, both
from a human and a material perspective, than initially estimated.
Second, it underscores our earlier contention that though complete
rationality in foreign policy-making is humanly impossible, a substantial measure of rationality is greatly needed. The presence of rationality
in an uncertain world cannot guarantee success, but its repeated
absence courts disaster. And yet, it is unclear whether even a modicum
of rationality is viable in the sphere of foreign policy-making. George
Orwell warned that politics, more than any other field of human
endeavor, is less an instrument for expressing thought than a means for
“preventing thought.”10 As explained by Jon Elster, the physical
processes that underlie strong emotions and craving invariably undermine rationality.11 Little of what we presented in this book gives us
reason to think that their pessimistic outlook was unwarranted.
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