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			In addition to being an account of a forty-year span of U.S. entanglement in the Middle East, this book is a memoir, if one in which the narrator is largely hidden from view. Although the book is not about me, I was involved in much of the action from the middle of Ronald Reagan’s first term, when I began at the State Department, through the early part of Barack Obama’s second term, when I was engaged in an unofficial effort to reduce the level of violence in the Syrian conflict. Thus, the book implicitly covers the trajectory of one participant’s career that happens to map neatly onto the arc of U.S. activism in the Middle East. My first assignment as a young civil servant was to game out a diplomatic strategy to facilitate the Reagan administration’s plans for military operations in the Middle East; my last government post, as National Security Council senior director for the Middle East and North Africa, ended at the White House, witnessing Obama’s refusal to attack Iran or to put boots on the ground in Syria.

			While this personal dimension is of little intrinsic interest, it was important to the conception and execution of this book. The narrative emerges from the imaginative space between the worldview of the author as witness and as historian. Although I am today far from the person I was as a government official, I remember that person, his perceptions, and emotions, and therefore the mood and aspirations that permeated the policy process over that span of three decades. In my view, the reconciliation of those recollections, and the historical understanding that evolved as the book was written, separate this book from others that have covered all or part of this epoch of war and diplomacy in the Middle East.

			The book, therefore, reflects my experience as a civil servant and political appointee whose long engagement with the Middle East paralleled his country’s blundering efforts to reshape it. As events unfolded, I favored the exercise of American power in the Middle East, more to secure strategic interests than to disseminate either values or material largesse. I favored the first Gulf War and helped negotiate U.S. base access agreements throughout the Arab states of the Persian Gulf in the months that followed. In the ensuing years at the White House as the senior director for counterterrorism, my role was to be, as my colleague Richard Clarke aptly described himself, against all enemies. And in the Obama administration, I participated in the planning and oversight of two ill-fated interventions in the Middle East. So the narrative arc of this book reflects a certain sober reassessment.

			Indeed, this is not the book I set out to write, and it reflects a skepticism that surprised even me. Not unfairly, early readers have chalked up the negative judgments herein to the clarity of hindsight. They have noted that the decisions under review were made in the fog of war, under great uncertainty, by human beings subject to moral, intellectual, and cognitive limitations, and buffeted by political winds. This book takes no issue with these explanatory factors; it deploys them. Yet even when these conditions are taken into account, the frequent rejection of less costly alternative courses of action in favor of force of arms can still be mysterious and even breathtaking. One of the attributes of a great power is the freedom to act without regard to cost. “Lead us not into temptation” had long been expunged from the Beltway version of the Lord’s Prayer. But the costs exist—they are cumulative and, over time, corrosive, particularly the cost of American actions to largely powerless Middle Eastern populations.

			I’ve been asked whether the United States is singularly inept, cruel, solipsistic, or any of many other moral or intellectual defects. My answer is an emphatic no. America not only enjoys a great deal of company but is leagues ahead of other imperial powers that have trod the vanquished territories of the Middle East, Africa, and the Asia-Pacific region. The British, French, Portuguese, Dutch, Belgians, Germans, Russians, Japanese, and Turks were far crueler, greedier, and violent than the United States has been. The United States, moreover, has failed in distinctively American ways, rooted in a belief in its exceptionalism, frontier mythology, invulnerability as a continental power shielded by oceans on its flanks, and the inordinate might it wielded in the mid-twentieth century.

			Another question readers have raised relates to my personal assessment of the policymakers involved in this story. Immanuel Kant, in his Universal History, wrote, “Out of the crooked timber of humanity no straight thing was ever made.” He was onto something, going back to the doctrine of original sin or perhaps even further in time. I am a Kantian in this respect and deeply skeptical of the perfectibility of human beings. What I do believe, however, is that the policymakers depicted in this book believed they were acting in their country’s best interests. They also projected these interests onto the states and populations of the Middle East. In the book, I frame this dynamic as a tension between the intentionalists who made and carried out U.S. policy and the consequentialists who were the objects of that policy. Yes, we meant well and our anger was righteous. But in this account, I try to link intentions and consequences and do justice to both. In any case, the book avoids moral judgments about the key players, although it should provide enough context for the reader to make up their own mind. Reading former defense secretary Robert McNamara’s memoir and his son’s recently published examination of his relationship with his father has reaffirmed my reluctance to go down that road.[1]

			Was there was a grand delusion? There was, and it was multidimensional. If there is a consistent theme in this book, it is of the superimposition of grand ideas on antithetical Middle Eastern realities and American capacities. It is reflected in the rejection of intelligence community analyses and sober contemporary commentary. The delusion was rooted in the conviction that facts don’t matter, just intentions; that we create and inhabit our own reality, our capacities are unconfined, and the objects of our policy have no agency. They are just avatars in our own metaverse.

			So, against this understanding of events, the fact that the U.S. policymakers involved—including me—wanted, when at their best, to make the Middle East a better place for its peoples while advancing U.S. strategic interests amounts to a contributing factor; it is not exculpatory. Hence the reckoning that follows.
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			What Went Wrong?

			In September 1982, Ronald Reagan dispatched U.S. Marines to Lebanon, telling the American people, “We owe it to ourselves and to our children. The whole world will be a safer place when this region, which has known so much trouble, can begin to know peace instead.” [1] His predecessor, Jimmy Carter, had declared that the United States would not tolerate any threats to “our” oil, as was commonly said at the time, but Reagan was not talking about warning off oil poachers in the Persian Gulf. By casting a local mash-up of ethnic and religious vendettas and Israeli and Syrian maneuvering for territorial advantage as a cause with global consequences and multigenerational importance to all Americans, Reagan had fired the starting gun of a U.S. race to dominate the Middle East.

			Thirty-four years later, Barack Obama told a former Senate colleague, “There is no way we should commit to governing the Middle East and North Africa. That would be a basic, fundamental mistake.” [2] Donald Trump, in the wake of a devastating Iranian air attack on two Arabia American Oil Company (Aramco) installations that took half of Saudi production offline, tweeted that “we don’t need Middle Eastern Oil & Gas.” [3] He then cast doubt on Iranian responsibility and declared that if the United States did intervene on the Kingdom’s behalf, it would be purely on a fee-for-service basis.[4] How did we go from a belief that a regional tussle over a small patch of land was a historic battle that would affect the entire world to an apparent rejection of the Middle East as an arena for U.S. military intervention?

			The aim of this book is to explore the reasons for the rise and fall of American engagement in the Middle East from 1979 to the present day. It is a tale of gross misunderstandings, appalling errors, and death and destruction on an epochal scale. According to Brown University’s 2021 “Cost of Conflict” report, the United States incurred $8 trillion in costs to wage the post-9/11 wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, which claimed over 900,000 lives and displaced millions.[5] The number of Iraqis killed in the first Gulf War, and in the ensuing decade by sanctions, is estimated by demographers in the hundreds of thousands. This book describes the impact on the region of a great power whose policymakers—sophisticated, ethically inclined, superbly educated, certain of U.S. interests—took understandable pride in their intentions while discounting the disastrous consequences of their actions.

			Cycles of foreign engagement and retrenchment have churned since the earliest years of the American republic. But none has been so prolonged and dramatic as that between the fall of the shah of Iran during the Carter presidency and the collapse of the U.S. position, or illusions about it, in the Middle East during Barack Obama’s administration: the open contempt of Gulf states and Israel, the failure of a vast effort to arm and train Syrian rebels; the “shit show,” as Obama described it, of intervention in Libya; the stalled attempts to foster democratic transitions during the Arab spring; the rise of the Islamic State; the inability to forge a durable constituency for a nuclear deal with Iran; and a bitter end to the Israeli-Palestinian peace process. Obama’s successor, Donald J. Trump, acquiesced in this situation while denying it and, where he could, exploiting it for personal or political gains.

			This paradigm of engagement and retrenchment began more than two centuries ago, when the United States—then a tiny country with almost no foreign presence—was forced to defend its sailors and trade against the hostage-taking privateers of North Africa’s Barbary Coast. Those maritime campaigns, waged by the Adams, Jefferson, and Madison administrations, have little popular resonance today. But they shaped the way Americans thought of their country’s role in the world, as well as their attitudes toward Muslims.

			One of the causes of the war was the enslavement of captured American crews and passengers by rulers in Tripoli and Algiers. Abolitionists turned around slaveholders’ patriotic denunciations of Arab enslavement of Americans to expose their hypocrisy and highlight the evil of chattel slavery at home. At the same time, images of Oriental despotism reinforced a belief in American exceptionalism and the superiority of democracy as a political system. These campaigns also boosted American self-confidence and pride in its military and, in particular, its naval prowess. The Marine Corps hymn refers to “the shores of Tripoli.” After 9/11, these mostly forgotten battles were resurrected as America’s first “war on terror.”

			Victory in the Barbary wars cost a great deal more than the demand for tribute that caused them. In the following decades, American involvement in the region settled into a largely commercial groove, trading rum for Turkish opium and selling ships, weapons, and military expertise to the Ottoman rulers of the Middle East. The United States pursued commercial and diplomatic relations despite the popular conviction that the Ottoman sultan was the Antichrist or the beast prophesied by the Book of Revelation. Values and interests stayed in their respective lanes. Protestant missionaries swarmed the region and, although they did establish durable institutions in the American universities of Beirut and Cairo, Robert College in Istanbul, and the American Colony in Jerusalem, they made few converts, focusing instead on an equally futile effort to reform the Catholic and Orthodox churches in the region.

			American influence surged briefly toward the end of World War I and the postwar negotiations at Versailles and San Remo. Woodrow Wilson famously proposed “Fourteen Points” to regulate the postwar order. The twelfth stipulated that “the Turkish portion of the present Ottoman Empire should be assured a secure sovereignty, but the other nationalities which are now under Turkish rule should be assured an undoubted security of life and an absolutely unmolested opportunity of autonomous development.”

			This statement was, as they say in Washington, aspirational; but nationalist elites in the Arab parts of the Ottoman Empire took it as an American demand, not a mere whim. They fully expected Wilson to enforce British and French compliance with the Fourteen Points and to midwife the independence of Syria and Egypt. However, the burgeoning threat of communism and the possibility of German recovery and renewed aggression dictated the preservation of Western wartime alliances. Lloyd George, the British prime minister, and Georges Clemenceau, his French counterpart, ridiculed the Fourteen Points in private and insisted that Wilson support their national claims to Middle Eastern territory.

			They had already divided it between them in 1916, as memorialized by the Sykes-Picot Agreement, which Russian revolutionaries had discovered in the czarist archive and revealed to the world. There was no way the Wilson administration would endanger transatlantic security by undermining British and French rule of the Middle East. Nor was it clear that Wilson himself cared very much. He did send a delegation of distinguished Americans to the Middle East to ascertain the mood of Arabs subject to British and French authority, but reportedly forgot having done so almost immediately.

			The only self-determination movement that Wilson supported turned out to be Zionism, because the British asked him to do so both for wartime purposes and to ensure post-WWI British control of Palestine. London wanted to secure Jewish backing for the war effort, especially in revolutionary Russia, where the new government might sign a separate peace with Germany. Since Jews were prominent in the ascendant Bolshevik leadership, the British calculated a concession to a presumed Jewish interest would keep Russia in the war.[6] Others think the declaration had more to do with influencing American Jews, whose wealthy leadership was pro-German and whose poorer numbers had fled Russia and were eager to see its anti-Semitic regime defeated.[7] After the war, close ties between Zionists and the British government, secured by the Balfour Declaration in 1917, ensured a body of supportive subjects in Palestine. Palestine might have been the Holy Land, but it was also the right flank of the Suez Canal, an integral part of Britain’s global security strategy. By the time Wilson died, hopeful Middle Eastern expectations of the United States were already dashed.

			After World War II, however, the United States made its influence felt once again. Communist encroachment in western Europe made reconstruction there supremely urgent. The Marshall Plan, which brought to impoverished European countries essential food supplies, building material, machinery, and other equipment, was one response. But the redevelopment of industrial infrastructure, especially in Germany and France, needed one more ingredient: oil. This essential commodity had to come from the Middle East. The British could get theirs from Iran, which it controlled through the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company—otherwise known as BP, British Petroleum—and a pliable government in Tehran. The United States, UK, and USSR had occupied Iran during the war in light of the pro-Nazi leanings of the shah (and many Iranians), who hoped for Britain’s defeat by Germany. Britain’s thirst for oil and the Allies’ need for a four-season route to Russia to resupply Soviet forces struggling against the Wehrmacht demanded that threats to Britain’s control of Iran be removed. The rest of the oil for Europe had to come from the Arab side of the Persian Gulf. The United States and Britain assumed that the Soviets were aware of this Western vulnerability and were prepared to exploit it by smashing through Iran and Iraq, seizing oil fields on the way to the Suez Canal, and choking off Western shipping.

			In retrospect, the distances involved seem vast and the threat exaggerated. But a glance at the map shows that the route from Crimea, across the Black Sea and through Turkey down to the Arabian Peninsula, or along the coast of Palestine to Sinai and the Suez Canal, is not that long. Likewise, a Soviet army road march from Azerbaijan through Iran, across Iraq and Jordan to either the oil fields of northeastern Saudi Arabia or to the Suez Canal would have been a manageable task. As well, before the development of the B-52 bomber and then intercontinental ballistic missiles, the United States and UK needed Middle Eastern bases from which to launch nuclear attacks against the USSR.

			The Second World War had also decimated European Jewry. Survivors, penned up in miserable camps and unable or unwilling to return to the countries where they had suffered so much, had to be settled somewhere. As the British pointed out at the time, Washington would much rather have them in Palestine than at American ports of entry. In November 1947, when a broke and bloodied Britain was eager to shed responsibility for Palestine, the United Nations, with U.S. and Soviet backing, split Palestine into Arab and Jewish territories, resulting in a new Jewish state, while the Arab parts were absorbed by Jordan and Egypt. Though the Zionists declared a state in May 1948, Arab Palestinians bet on its rapid extinction and swift end to the expropriation of Arab land by Jews. Inter-Arab rivalries combined with the unsettled politics within new independent Arab states to hamstring the ensuing Arab war effort. The Israelis, benefiting from interior lines of communications, access to the sea, an adequate supply of weapons and military gear, and well-developed organizational skills, turned back the Arab assault, albeit at great cost. By January 1949, combat operations had subsided, leaving Israel better off territorially than it had been at the time of partition. The United States at this point kept its distance from Israel, whose socialist politics raised suspicions about its alignment with the West and whose unpopularity in the Arab world rendered it a strategic liability.

			The United States, at the same time, took on Saudi Arabia as its informal protectorate. American engineers had discovered a great deal of oil in the country in 1938, and a consortium of American companies formed an entity called Aramco to manage drilling, pumping, and transloading operations. Aramco profits were split between its American partners, which took the most revenue, and the ruling dynasty, the Al Saud. The Al Saud, which had expelled their British-backed Hashemite rivals from the Arabian Peninsula twenty years earlier, harbored deep suspicions of an allegedly vengeful Britain conniving to reinstate a Hashemite emir. From a Saudi perspective, the best defense was an American base at Dhahran, near the Saudi capital, opened in 1947, and a visibly close relationship with the United States symbolized by Aramco.

			Overall, though, the U.S. military presence in the region remained quite small. Dwight Eisenhower kept the United States out, with the small exception of an easy-on-easy-off deployment of a marine contingent to influence the outcome of a political fracas in Beirut, and the not-so-small exception of backing a British coup against an Iranian nationalist in 1953. In 1956, he hammered Britain, France, and Israel for invading Egypt and pulled back from a coup against the Syrian government in 1957.

			Both John F. Kennedy, who carried on a warm correspondence with Nasser and admired Israel while trying to halt its nuclear weapons program,[8] and Lyndon B. Johnson also largely steered clear of the region. The Johnson administration was so loath to get involved that it passed up the chance to prevent the Six-Day War of 1967 and thereby preserve the existing order in the Middle East, despite alternative options from the State Department and the national security adviser. But Johnson feared a congressional backlash, faced Pentagon foot-dragging, and was too preoccupied with Vietnam to act. In the absence of tangible American support but with Johnson’s apparent yellow light, Israel launched extremely effective preemptive attacks against its neighbors. The regional order dismantled by the war was far from perfect, but it was probably better than the one that emerged from its wreckage. We will never know. But the resulting instability led to a devastating Arab-Israeli war six years later and shifts in the domestic politics of the regional states that are still playing out.

			The British, meanwhile, maintained the only serious military presence in the region. With armies deployed to Korea, elsewhere in Asia, and Europe, Washington was only too happy to play the free rider in the Middle East. Britain kept 100,000 troops in Palestine until 1947, and thousands of soldiers in Egypt until 1954 (and for a few months in 1956). In Iraq, British bases lasted until the 1958 revolution; in Aden, Yemen, until 1967; and around the Persian Gulf until 1971. That year, Great Britain struck its colors east of Suez for the last time, leaving Gulf security to an American administration tied down in Vietnam and coping with demonstrations and riots at home.

			As the sun set on Britain’s moment in the Middle East, Richard Nixon was settling into the White House. Rather than police the Gulf, he deputized Saudi Arabia and Iran to do so, arming and advising their militaries while keeping U.S. forces out of the picture. He stuck to this approach throughout his time in office, despite the Arab-Israeli conflict of 1973 and the ensuing Saudi oil embargo, which caused spiking oil prices and saturated the newspapers with political cartoons featuring hawk-nosed, bearded Arabs swathed in robes, choking the life out of the American economy.

			Jimmy Carter’s Middle Eastern interest lay in what became known as “the peace process.” His intense focus produced a peace treaty between Israel and Egypt, forged in a marathon negotiation at Camp David in September 1978 and finalized in March 1979. This was a significant achievement. Whether it qualified as strategically vital for the United States is debatable. Carter’s feat was driven by fear of renewed war that might trigger another Arab oil embargo, since the first was nominally to punish the United States for its support of Israel. With Cold War tensions rising and the effects of the first oil embargo still throttling the economy, the importance attached to Carter’s peace process is easy to understand.

			However, by 1978, both Egypt and Israel were in the American camp. The prospects of war between them were nil. The pathway to an eventual return of Israeli-held territory to Egyptian control had already been carved out by Henry Kissinger in 1974. As for an oil embargo, prices had been rising rapidly well before the 1973 war, largely thanks to the emergence of the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) cartel, strong market demand, and tightening supply as U.S. domestic producers got out of the business. The 1973 embargo was in part a lofty pretext for a long-delayed price correction. In strategic terms, the Camp David Accords did not prevent another war between Israel and Egypt; rather, it ceremonially marked the eclipse six years earlier of the age of Israel-Egypt wars. Regrettably, Carter, perhaps distracted by the prospect of an Arab-Israeli peace, failed to anticipate an impending revolution in Iran. As such, he was unprepared to intervene to help a vital American ally, the shah of Iran, ride out the protests that eventually forced him to flee Tehran.

			This was a case of intelligence failure to be sure, as the Central Intelligence Agency’s own internal study has shown.[9] Carter did authorize planning for a countercoup, but it was too little too late.[10] The deployment of forces to the Persian Gulf, for example, as a signal of strong support for the shah despite domestic turmoil, might have stiffened his spine. However, hatred of the shah was volcanic, and even robust quasi-military support for his continued rule might not have saved him. And it would have been morally wrong to endorse, let alone abet, the massacre of unarmed protestors, which keeping a grip on power would likely have entailed. But the truth was that the overthrow of the shah was a profound reversal of fortune for the United States, plunging it into the maelstrom.

			From the Reagan administration through Obama’s first term, U.S. involvement in the Middle East followed a rising trajectory, cresting in Iraq after the September 11 attacks, descending through the grinding occupation of that troubled land, through the destruction of Libya and Syria, a brush war with the Islamic State, and the faintest possibility of rapprochement with Iran. This arc traced the loss of thousands of American lives, hundreds of thousands of Arab ones, and trillions of dollars that might otherwise have made lives at home more satisfying and productive. As these consequences loomed ever larger, Obama’s second term in office and Donald Trump’s presidency largely turned away from regional intervention. Joe Biden and his close advisers might have been tempted to reverse course by the conviction that this time the United States will get it right. But they could still be trapped by the dubious legacy of previous administrations that were once committed to the idea of the Middle East’s strategic centrality. To avoid partisan criticism, policymakers will sometimes stick to outdated commitments they know to be strategically valueless in the present day. Old ideas die hard. And the White House will be distracted by the rise of China, the reverberations of conflict with Russia, challenges to the constitutional order at home, and, of course, climate change.

			One could argue that the time frame for this history, beginning with a new era of intervention in 1979, is both artificial and at odds with what is widely known about American engagement in the Middle East. That it is artificial is undeniable. Even when a new era is thought to have been ushered in by a singular dramatic event—Caesar crossing the Rubicon in 49 BCE, the nuclear attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, or the transmission of the first internet message in 1983—there is inevitably overlap between the old dispensation and the new one. Indications of what is to come can be detected before the event, while aspects of life prior to the pivotal moment carry on unchanged. But historians have to start somewhere. The alternative is Jorge Luis Borges’s absurdity of a 1:1 map of the world: comprehensive, but useless as a navigational aid.

			Of course, intervention takes many forms. It is tempting to resort to Justice Potter Stewart’s 1964 definition of obscenity in Jacobellis v. Ohio: “I know it when I see it.” [11] U.S. participation in the 1953 coup in Iran against Mohammad Mossadegh was an intervention; CIA support for the 1963 murder of President Abd al-Karim Qasim in Iraq was too, as was Eisenhower’s deployment of 14,000 marines to Lebanon in 1958 to cow opponents of the Christian leader Camille Chamoun. Some would argue that Nixon’s resupply of the Israeli military midway through the October War of 1973 qualified as intervention.

			There was, however, a qualitative and quantitative difference between these episodes and post-1979 interventions, from Operation Eagle Claw, staged to free American hostages in Iran, to the Obama administration’s actions in the region. None of the marines deployed by Eisenhower to Lebanon fired a shot during their short visit; Nixon’s transfer of heavy weapons to Israel in 1973 did not entail the deployment of U.S. forces apart from air crews, let alone their direct involvement; the 1953 coup in Iran mostly entailed a flow of cash to pro-shah factions who were already so strong that even U.S. embassy reporting indicated that covert funding for incitement was unnecessary; in Iraq’s 1963 coup, although one of the conspirators discussed riding to power “on the CIA train,” there is still little evidence of the CIA’s precise role beyond some contact with the plotters. It is really after 1979 that we first see America militarizing its Middle East policy.

			The drafting phase of this project came to a close before the Biden administration had reached the midpoint of its first term. At that stage, the administration’s instincts began to clarify, but the account of the new administration necessarily remains, to a degree, speculative. Biden has a bold domestic agenda that many compared with Roosevelt’s New Deal owing to its scope and implications for the United States as a polity and the Democrats as a party. And he had only a brief window to push it through and seems to have largely succeeded despite obstacles within his own party and uncompromising Republican resistance. Given his razor-thin margin in Congress, anything that gets in the way, whether it relates to Israel or Iran, was likely be pushed aside. His foreign policy is focused on China and Russia. But in the shopworn phrase favored by Washington pundits, you can avoid visiting the Middle East, but it can always visit you. If it does so during Biden’s term as president, it will be in the form of a confrontation between Israel and Iran, which will in turn depend on the fate of the 2015 Iran nuclear deal. As of this writing, the jury is out. If it is restored, the arc of American intervention in the Middle East will continue to decline; if not, it will remain suspended. But not, one suspects, for very long. The cumulative effect of the rise of China, decades of failed interventions, and political disarray at home will ultimately widen America’s distance from the Middle East.
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			Jimmy Carter

			Opening Act

			
				I wish I had sent one more helicopter to get the hostages, and we would’ve rescued them, and I would’ve been reelected.[1]

				—Jimmy Carter, asked for the one big regret of his presidency

			

			Ronald Reagan began the great entanglement of the United States and Middle East, but his predecessor, Jimmy Carter, set the stage. Carter was the last of a dying breed, the southern Democrat. He’s remembered now for the liberal temper of his administration, his self-consciously everyman cardigans, a maladroit speech blaming the country’s dour mood on a crisis of confidence in itself rather than in his administration, inadvertently undermining the national morale by firing his cabinet, and in an exemplary gesture of thriftiness and prudence, keeping his thermostat turned down. There was of course much more to his agenda. Like his fellow southern Democrats, he was relatively conservative on economic and social issues, though his exceptionally deep commitment to civil rights linked him to the northern wing of his party. He was vocal about his Baptist faith, freely expressed himself in religious language, and was prone to stern moralizing. In the aftermath of Watergate, this priggishness was undoubtedly a relief to voters shocked by Gerald Ford’s pardon of Richard Nixon.

			The thrust of Carter’s foreign policy initially repudiated the realpolitik of preceding administrations. Carter ushered in a multilateral approach, especially to the use of force, and a preoccupation with human rights as a criterion for foreign policymaking. In some ways, he was a Wilsonian, harking back to the Fourteen Points and Wilson’s short-lived endorsement of self-determination for peoples colonized by France and Great Britain. There was something radical to Carter’s approach in the Cold War context, but it was also deeply rooted in the American self-conception as a city on a hill.[2]

			As hallowed as these concerns were, they were met by a skeptical foreign policy establishment that saw nothing but trouble emanating from Carter’s advocacy of human rights, given that so many of America’s allies and security partners were repressive and often brutal autocrats. From a realist standpoint, judging the value of allied governments on how nicely they treated their people would lead the United States into a cul-de-sac. The rulers in question would have too much to lose by slackening the reins at home, and the United States would have too much to lose in its global struggle with communism by forcing the issue. In the end, human rights would be no better protected in these countries, while perceptions of America’s reliability as an ally would suffer. The only winner would be the Soviet Union. And as far as Carter’s political opposition was concerned, the focus on human rights lapses on the part of America’s friends, as opposed to those of its enemies, was absurdly misplaced.

			Carter’s push to grant Panama full sovereignty over the Canal Zone, which had been under exclusive U.S. control for a century, was just the sort of concession to liberty and self-determination that panicked his Republican critics. For them, Carter’s move presaged strategic disaster by placing control over a crucial sea line of communication in the hands of a volatile anti-American banana republic. His administration’s failure to anticipate the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, react to the deployment of a Soviet brigade to Cuba, and foresee the 1979 revolution in Iran all contributed to a general impression of naivete and incompetence.

			The Carter team’s approach to the defense and intelligence arenas also drew his opponents’ savage criticism. Carter had been a nuclear engineering officer in the navy and thought himself qualified to oversee defense programming and budgeting. Others saw this as micromanaging, a conviction fed by the secretary of defense appointment of Harold Brown, one of Robert McNamara’s “whiz kids,” during an era of civilian technocratic defense leadership that had left the military feeling bruised. Carter was determined to trim the defense budget, cancel expensive weapons systems, and reduce waste. At the very moment that the largely neoconservative Committee on the Present Danger, an organization whose membership ranged from Saul Bellow to retired generals, was resuscitated to warn of Soviet arms buildup, Carter was seen as eager to build down. The phrase “hollow army” was coined to describe the allegedly tragic fate of Carter’s armed forces.

			Carter appointed Stansfield Turner, a senior admiral with a reputation for intellectual independence, to head the CIA. This proved to be a grave affront to yet another powerful part of the government with strong supporters in Congress. Turner, who was skeptical of the value of espionage but gung ho on the virtues of electronic eavesdropping and photographic sensing, cut the clandestine side of the CIA. Turner’s bias was rooted in reality: the payoff from technical intelligence collection was larger and more reliable than that of spies operating overseas. To this day, the budget for intercepting communications and photographing adversaries’ activities and assets dwarfs the CIA’s clandestine operations budget. National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski’s abiding interest in Soviet-occupied eastern Europe ensured that our spies kept busy in Prague and Warsaw, but the downgrading of the clandestine service—the bureaucratic essence of the intelligence community—sowed the seeds of revolt within the agency and broader Republican outrage.

			These were not the only burdens Carter had to bear. Like many presidents, he composed a dysfunctional inner circle by combining incompatible personalities. On the one side was Brzezinski, a Columbia professor and son of a prewar Polish diplomat who had witnessed the rise of Hitler and Stalin. On the other was his secretary of state, Cyrus Vance, a patrician, well-connected Yale Scroll and Key initiate, and partner at the white-shoe law firm of Simpson Thacher & Bartlett. They clashed over policy toward the Soviet Union, Iran, and arms control. Vance favored diplomacy and accommodation to resolve disputes between the United States and its adversaries, while Brzezinski was more combative, especially vis-à-vis the Soviet Union. Vance was committed to détente; Brzezinski, who later left the Democratic Party, was more inclined to confrontation. Brzezinski had the upper hand in this tug-of-war, not least because of his access to the president. The national security adviser’s office is just down the hall from the Oval Office; the State Department is across town. Vance still remained at his post until nearly the end of the administration, his premature departure triggered by a showdown with Brzezinski over an ill-fated attempt to rescue the fifty-two American hostages seized by Iran the previous year.

			This infamous hostage taking had a long backstory. Well before the United States came on the scene, outside powers had occupied and even dominated Iran. Russia had carved out a sphere of influence in the north, Britain in the southwest. Russia’s interest was the security of the southern flank of the czar’s empire; Britain’s was the security of the Persian Gulf and its link to the route to India, its most important colony. The discovery of oil in Iran in 1909 and the subsequent conversion of the Royal Navy from a coal- to oil-fired fleet intensified Britain’s interest. Two world wars and the advent of a Soviet blue-water navy only increased the centrality of Iran in Britain’s security strategy, not to mention the profits to be extracted from the lopsided revenue-sharing arrangements that London imposed on a succession of weak and indebted Iranian governments.

			During World War II, Russia, Britain, and the United States occupied Iran, the shah having unwisely backed Germany, and in 1946 the Truman administration demonstrated its own growing interest in Iran by forcing Stalin to withdraw its forces from the country. Surging nationalism, inflamed by resentment over the exploitation of Iran’s resources by a predatory Britain, found a voice in Mohammad Mossadegh, a fixture on Iran’s political scene for years and, in 1953, its prime minister. He demanded that the profit-sharing arrangement dictated by Britain earlier in the century be changed in Iran’s favor. British resistance led Mossadegh to threaten to nationalize Iran’s oil industry. For London, this was an intolerable threat. The question for Washington was whether open conflict between the United States and Britain was strategically more damaging than a regional perception of a bullying West ripping off a vulnerable society. Mossadegh inadvertently answered this question by threatening to form a coalition with Iran’s Communist Party to strengthen his government in its dispute with Britain. Fear of a communist takeover in Iran induced Eisenhower to support a brewing British plot to unseat Mossadegh and restore the shah to power. He unleashed the buccaneering Kermit Roosevelt Jr., Teddy Roosevelt’s grandson and FDR’s cousin, and a CIA officer, to collaborate with the British on Operation Ajax, a coup against the Mossadegh government. It worked.

			With the shah reinstated and in debt to the United States and the UK for his throne, he enjoyed a close relationship to foreign powers detested by many Iranians, and therefore became an object of popular loathing himself. There was something of the hapless fool about the shah. He genuinely sought to lift his country’s quality of life but failed to find a way to circumvent the notorious “king’s dilemma”: the tragic reality that reform empowers opposition that can then only be suppressed by violence. You cannot do good without doing evil. And the shah’s security services were evil indeed. His modernizing reforms, collectively known as the White Revolution, undermined and offended entrenched interests and often ran counter to the religious customs important to the more traditional segments of Iranian society.

			One event was particularly indicative of the shah’s tone-deafness. In 1971, he threw a grotesque party for hundreds of foreign leaders and a hodgepodge of minor celebrities to celebrate the 2,500-year anniversary of the rule of the Achaemenid king Cyrus at the desert ruin of Persepolis. He kicked off the celebration with an encomium to Cyrus and pre-Islamic Iranian history, implicitly denigrating the Islamic current of Iranian life as it had been lived for the past thousand years. He spent close to $200 million in 2018 dollars for the extravaganza at a time when large tracts of the capital city were still unpaved and much of the rural population endured grinding poverty. In a country whose culture was restrained, where life was hard, and where gluttony and drunkenness were frowned upon, the toast was raised with a Dom Pérignon Rosé 1959. The opening banquet was catered by Maxim’s in Paris, which closed its doors for two weeks to manage the shah’s bash. Menus included the following:

			
					
					Quail eggs stuffed with golden Imperial Caspian caviar [the shah, allergic to caviar, had artichokes], champagne, and Château de Saran

				

					
					Mousse of crayfish tails with Nantua sauce, Château Haut-Brion Blanc 1964

				

					
					Champagne sorbet, Moët et Chandon 1911

				

					
					Fifty roast peacocks—Iran’s ancient national symbol—with restored tail feathers, stuffed with foie gras, accompanied by roast quails and a nut-and-truffle salad, Musigny Comte Georges de Vogüé 1945

				

			

			As the shah was paving his personal road to Hell, both the United States and Israel were becoming increasingly reliant on him to secure their strategic interests. Israel’s situation was complicated. Victory in the 1967 June War afforded it the strategic depth it had long coveted. Before the war, Israel’s narrow geographic waist could easily be cut by an invading army, splitting the country in two. It now had the space of the West Bank within which to block an enemy’s armored advance to the Mediterranean coast. But Israel was still surrounded by hostile Sunni Arab states, which were themselves more or less surrounded by antagonistic non-Arabs or non-Muslims. Ethiopian Christians were south of Egypt; Maronite Catholics and Greek Orthodox Christians populated Lebanon; Kurds occupied northern Iraq; Turks blanketed the border with Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq; and, most significantly, Shiite Persians were poised on the eastern flank of the Arab world. Israelis understood that this geographical distribution of states and ethnicities could alleviate Israel’s regional isolation and inhibit Arab states from driving Israel into the sea. Hence Israel’s so-called “strategy of the periphery.” The big prize was the shah’s Iran, which strategically competed with Iraq and Saudi Arabia, two of Israel’s implacable foes, and had the military, diplomatic, and economic weight to counter both countries. From Washington’s perspective, close security ties between Israel, Turkey—a NATO ally—and Iran were highly desirable.

			During the 1970s, Iranian-Israeli military and intelligence ties flourished, though on the surface the shah generally joined the public Arab consensus in criticizing Israel. At the high point of the relationship, there were twenty thousand Israelis living and working in Iran, with their own housing compounds and schools. At a time when travel within the Middle East was largely impossible and Israel’s neighbors radiated hostility, Israelis in Iran enjoyed a measure of acceptance.

			Iran was equally important to the United States. The Nixon administration was focused on fostering détente with the Soviet Union. With Vietnam and a faltering economy on their plate, the last thing Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger—and after Nixon’s resignation in 1974, Gerald Ford and Kissinger—wished to do was expend even greater resources on policing the Persian Gulf, which had become a more urgent U.S. priority in 1971 after Britain’s departure from the region.

			Nixon and Kissinger had solved the problem by declaring Iran and Saudi Arabia to be the Twin Pillars, which together would ensure the security of the Persian Gulf. Both countries were armed by the United States and pivotal suppliers of oil to its allies. Although the Nixon administration was compelled to intervene in the 1973 Yom Kippur War between Israel and the Arabs and unable to constrain OPEC from hiking up the price of oil and knocking Western economies off-kilter, the Twin Pillars policy was seen an effective device for avoiding more direct and costly U.S. involvement in the Persian Gulf.

			In the spring and summer of 1979, as the deterioration of the shah’s position began to accelerate, the Carter administration, which had entered office in 1977, was focused on forging a peace treaty between Israel and Egypt even though the likelihood of another war between Israel and Egypt had greatly diminished. Carter managed to get the querulous and deeply incompatible Egyptian and Israeli leaders to sign on the dotted line at the end of a fraught eighteen-day bargaining session at Camp David, the presidential retreat. On its own terms, it was a remarkable diplomatic achievement. In broader regional terms, it was a major distraction at the very moment that the president should have been concentrating on the fate of the shah. Astonishingly, the United States was completely unprepared for the fall of the regime. The United States had very few Farsi speakers at its embassy in Tehran and none at all in the CIA station. Intelligence was also crippled by the prohibition of the recruitment of sources by U.S. case officers by SAVAK, Iran’s intelligence and security service, which made the United States entirely dependent on whatever intelligence and analysis SAVAK chose to share. What it did share was intended to portray a regime in control of its destiny. When the roof caved in on the Pahlavi dynasty, it also crushed one of the two pillars securing U.S. interests in the Persian Gulf. Iran opted to become an Islamic republic led by a charismatic anti-American cleric, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini.

			The Carter White House at first unrealistically believed that the situation could be salvaged. The United States had such close ties with the Iranian military and intelligence services and was such a crucial arms supplier that it seemed inconceivable that these institutional connections could simply evaporate. Indeed, the CIA continued to pump highly sensitive intelligence about Iraq to Iran for months following the shah’s departure. In the political realm, despite Ayatollah Khomeini’s extremism, two moderate prime ministers held office in succession, apparently validating residual optimism in the West Wing. The moderates soon lost their grip as the regime embarked on a frenzied purge, killing at least four thousand and imprisoning thousands more.

			A way back to the status quo ante still might have been found but for Carter’s disastrous decision to admit the shah, who had left Iran under duress in January 1979, into the United States. The president, supported by Vance, had initially refused on the basis of a cable from William H. Sullivan, the U.S. ambassador in Tehran, stating that admitting the shah “would almost certainly result in an immediate and violent reaction.” But the broader establishment view was that the shah’s position was salvageable—hard to believe in retrospect, given the massive anti-shah demonstrations in Tehran and other cities—and the foreign policy bulls of both parties pressured Carter to change his mind. In mid-October, after the shah’s family had disclosed to U.S. officials that he had life-threatening cancer and would benefit from American medical care, Carter relented.

			For Ayatollah Khomeini, the United States loyalty to the shah was the perfect pretext to discredit moderate factions. He unleashed militant students who stormed the U.S. embassy in Tehran on November 4 and took the remaining staff hostage. Failure to withdraw U.S. personnel in advance remains inexplicably foolish. After Khomeini authorized the release of the women and African Americans among the hostages and, as readers who saw the movie Argo would know, the Canadians spirited six diplomats out of Iran, fifty-two hostages remained in captivity. There they would stay for 444 days.

			The Carter administration sought a negotiated settlement. The bargaining with Iran, facilitated by Algeria, revolved around what ransom the United States would be willing to pay without appearing to reward Iran for an atrocious breach of international law. For Iran, it was about getting even for twenty-seven years of American perfidy. The trade space was obviously limited. Hence Carter’s order in the late fall of 1979 to the Pentagon to begin planning for a rescue mission. It was a daring and risky move, involving at least twenty aircraft that would execute landings and takeoffs at ten different sites on four continents.[3] The hostages were not only deep inside Iran but divided between two locations within the densely populated capital city. The population was violently anti-American and certain to respond aggressively to an armed intrusion. Per Carter’s orders, the rescuers had to extract the fifty-two hostages with a minimal loss of Iranian lives, which meant that the U.S. soldiers involved were required to defend themselves in the first instance with nonlethal weapons, such as tear gas. Underscoring the planners’ audacity, the mission would be the first foray of the Army’s Delta Force, which had been cobbled together two years earlier by a visionary colonel, Charles Beckwith, and which the Pentagon considered of dubious utility. The Pentagon insisted that the services would decide what personnel and materiel he would get to carry out the mission, which was dubbed Eagle Claw.[*] Increasing the likelihood of failure inherent in such a daring mission was an understandable but misplaced concern for secrecy. Stovepiping was such that individual units participating simultaneously in the operation could not share vital information.

			In addition to shooters, the plan called for the advance infiltration of undercover intelligence and military personnel into Iran to surveil the targets, establish safe houses, and obtain vehicles to ferry the hostages to the coast for exfiltration by the U.S. Navy. At zero hour, C-130 cargo planes would stage from Masirah Island in Oman, an old British air base, to a remote desert location within reach of Tehran. These planes would be packed with the shooters, their equipment, and huge rubber bags filled with thousands of gallons of aviation fuel. They were to rendezvous in the middle of the night with eight CH-53 Sea Stallion helicopters launched from an aircraft carrier off the Iranian coast. The gas loaded on the C-130s would be used to refuel the helicopters, which would then cover the remaining distance to Tehran. Once they had landed, the shooters would split up, enter the foreign ministry to recover the two hostages there and the U.S. embassy building to round up the fifty hostages there. After the shooters herded them into an unused sport stadium, they would be taken to a coastal exfiltration point by covert operatives who had previously entered Iran under Canadian and German cover. Hovering over the stadium would be two MC-130s, cargo planes converted into flying firebases wielding 40mm cannons and heavy machine guns, to discourage Iranians from getting too close to the rally point. Across the border in Turkey, a large marine long-range reconnaissance formation was poised to deploy to Tehran to bail out the rescue party should it find itself in a serious jam. The marine commander was one Major Oliver North, who within a few years would be an indicted key conspirator in the Iran-Contra scandal.

			An essential ingredient that the rescuers lacked was luck. The landing zone in Iran, code-named Desert One, was chosen for three qualities. First, the ground, tested in advance by a covert team, could support the weight of the aircraft and was solid enough to permit takeoff and landing operations. Second, it was within range of the Sea Stallion helicopters that were to sortie from the aircraft carrier, and less than an hour’s flight time to Tehran. Third, it was isolated, astride a road that was rarely traveled, especially at midnight. The chance that the rescuers would encounter any Iranians in the vicinity of Desert One was, in theory, a million to one. Yet within minutes of landing in the dead of night, April 24, 1980, a busload of migrant workers came chugging along the road. The ramshackle vehicle was promptly disabled by the raiders, the bewildered passengers and driver taken off and sequestered. Then a second vehicle came barreling down the road from the same direction. It was going too fast to intercept, so the U.S. forces fired on it with a shoulder-launched rocket. As it happened, the occupants were fuel smugglers, and the truck exploded in a jet of flame that shot upward hundreds of feet. One of them was seen running away.

			There were eight Sea Stallion helicopters, with at least five required to complete the mission. They would need to fly through an unexpected haboob, a blinding sandstorm spiraling thousands of feet high. The C-130s avoided it, but their crews did not warn their counterparts on the Sea Stallions, which were designed to fly over water, not deserts where high winds would be blasting dirt into every aperture of the aircraft and reducing visibility to nearly zero. Extreme communications security prevented the crews on the first choppers to encounter the dust column from alerting those behind them. One of the helicopters turned back. When the seven remaining finally arrived at Desert One, an hour late, a fault in one of the helicopters’ subsystems led its marine pilot to declare the unfamiliar navy helicopter grounded, unaware that it was in fact flyable under navy protocols. With two of the aircraft out of the picture, the mission commander was prepared, from a remote base in Egypt, to scrub the mission and authorize release of the bus passengers. Within twenty minutes, Carter had been informed and consented.

			All the helicopters and C-130s had to do was reposition themselves for refueling and take off. But the swirling dust whipped up by propellers in the planes and choppers made it very difficult to see what was going on. As the lead helicopter ascended, it collided with one of the C-130s loaded with a full refueling bladder, which ignited. An enormous fireball killed eight crew members and injured several others. The rescue party kept its cool and completed the withdrawal from Desert One but left their dead behind without destroying the disabled helicopters. All the survivors returned to their respective launch points, and the covert operatives in Tehran were eventually able to leave the country undetected.[4] There were no prisoners for the regime to parade through the streets of Tehran as there would be in Mogadishu in 1993, yet the disaster was comprehensive. The clerical regime had scored a tremendous propaganda coup without firing a shot. The hostages were rapidly dispersed to hidden sites, impossibly complicating any second rescue attempt. Jimmy Carter, even in his own assessment, instantly became a one-term president.

			The Reagan campaign running against him, however, was not convinced. The candidate himself, viewed through the rose-colored lens of nostalgia and manufactured Republican Party legend, is remembered as immensely popular. In April 1980, though, he was not. Many voters were suspicious of the belligerent tone of his foreign policy speeches, even if they were disappointed with Carter’s performance. The Reagan campaign’s polling seemed to show that the election was too close to call. Voters might find nobility in failure. The commission appointed to assess the debacle had not yet declared its findings.[5] Within Reagan’s inner circle, there was a growing conviction that something had to be done. Carter’s most recent biographer, Kai Bird, writes that a member of Reagan’s team warned that “it’s ours to throw away. . . . If [Carter] does something with the hostages, or pulls something else out of the hat, as only an incumbent president can, we’re in big trouble.” [6]

			Reagan’s team had just the man for the job. William Casey, his campaign manager, was a wealthy businessman with a cloak-and-dagger past. Born in 1913, he came from a modest background in Queens, New York, and worked his way through the undistinguished but serviceable local college and law school. By the time the United States entered the Second World War he had made a fortune writing, or perhaps in some cases plagiarizing, a series of handbooks for businessmen struggling to understand the implications of New Deal legislation for commercial firms. On the strength of his analytical talent, he found a billet in the Office of Strategic Services, the wartime predecessor of the CIA. The OSS chief, General William Donovan, liked him and assigned him to the OSS post in London, along with two other future heads of the CIA, where he was soon directing espionage operations against Germany in the European theater. He had a gift for clandestine work.

			After the war, Casey entered Republican politics, running for Congress and losing. His failure to obtain a seat did not dent the growing influence he was developing by way of his wealth and formidable intellect. He served in Nixon’s administration as the chairman of the Securities and Exchange Commission, where he was an unexpectedly tough enforcer of trading regulations. By the time the Nixon-Ford era was fading, he’d established himself as a key player. In the Republican 1980 campaign, all three leading contenders for the nomination—George H. W. Bush, John B. Connally, and Ronald Reagan—sought his backing. But he and Reagan really hit it off, sharing an extravagant anti-communism and a reverence for business as the essence of America’s life and purpose. Casey became Reagan’s campaign chairman.

			Once Reagan had won the nomination—and at Casey’s suggestion made Bush his running mate—Casey approached the job like the OSS program manager he had been in the war: as a combination of intelligence analysis, espionage, and covert action. One key move was the theft of Carter’s briefing book for the presidential debates. Casey denied it; his rule was to lie under such circumstances, the same way a spy would. But even Bush conceded that Casey had arranged for it to be stolen and that he had seen the book on Casey’s desk.

			If Gary Sick, a naval intelligence officer who served on the National Security Council (NSC) staff under Brzezinski as Carter’s adviser on Iranian affairs, is to be believed, the purloined briefing book was just the beginning. Casey’s more consequential achievement, according to Sick, was stealing credit for the return of the American hostages in Iran. It took Sick two decades to come to this conclusion. He had always been bothered by Iran’s sudden withdrawal in the fall of 1980 from ongoing hostage release negotiations. Though arduous, the talks had been proceeding for months, and the mediated, transactional approach to the crisis seemed to be working. Something seemed odd about the Iranians calling a complete halt to the process, rather than grinding on while signaling dissatisfaction. In January 1981, Iran abruptly reversed its position, agreeing to let the hostages go on January 19, Carter’s next to last day in office, and releasing them to U.S. officials just after Reagan was inaugurated the next day. Although Carter did fly to Germany to greet them, Reagan reaped the applause.

			Having retired from the navy and entered academia, Sick wrote what is still the best account of the Islamic Revolution from an American perspective, All Fall Down, deftly combining academic rigor and insider knowledge. As his research unfolded, he encountered several Iranians, Americans, and Israelis peddling a disturbing story of collusion between the Reagan campaign and Iran. The Reagan campaign was worried about an October surprise in the form of a Carter foreign policy triumph that would restore voter confidence in his administration, perhaps a second rescue attempt. Although the challenges involved in a renewed rescue attempt were thought to be insuperable by those in the know, Carter insisted that planning for it proceed, if only because the Iranians might at some point lash out against the United States by killing or injuring the hostages. Like the case officer he had been, Casey tapped sources within the U.S. intelligence community and Pentagon to keep the Reagan campaign informed of Carter’s plans. He was able to exploit the accumulated disgust and suppressed rage within these bureaucracies to get a reliable flow of intelligence.

			There was also an international dimension to Casey’s covert operations. Beginning in the spring of 1980, he reached out to Cyrus and Jamshid Hashemi, Iranian brothers operating an import-export company that originally dealt in commodities such as rice, sugar, and oriental rugs but moved on to arms and items, such as aircraft parts, that were illegal to sell to Iran. The Hashemis used their connections to set up high-level meetings between Casey and Iranian officials in Madrid in July and August 1980, and in Paris in October. They struck a deal that reportedly entailed the transfer of military equipment from Israel and the United States to Iran in exchange for the release of the hostages. Although Iran was prepared to release the hostages immediately after the election in November, Casey appears to have insisted that they wait until after Reagan’s inauguration. The implication that he consigned the hostages to an additional two months of imprisonment simply to gut Carter’s reputation is difficult to dismiss. Casey played hardball.

			In Iran, tensions had been building between the revolutionary government and the Baathist leadership of Iraq. Both sides were preparing for a war that each thought it would win. Saddam Hussein dreamed of annexing an oil-rich chunk of southwestern Iran and becoming a regional superpower; Ayatollah Khomeini hungered for the liberation of Iraq’s Shia majority and the extension of Iran’s Islamic Revolution to the oil-rich territories to the west. They were both deluded. But only Iran’s armed forces had been purged by zealous revolutionaries. Moreover, its predominantly American equipment could not be kept operationally ready without the support of American contractors. The Reagan campaign’s offer of weapons via the Israelis in the near term and continued transfers after Reagan’s ascension to the presidency was an existential incentive for Tehran.

			Sick’s exploration of this Faustian bargain attracted attention when his book was released in 1991. Certainly, the claim that a presidential campaign had reached out to a hostile foreign country to undermine an incumbent president and implement an alternative foreign policy was shocking. But Sick himself was a very steady pair of hands: a nonpolitical military detailee to the Carter White House, specializing in assessing the significance of intelligence for U.S. military plans and operations. The media were all over Sick’s accusation, as were both Democrats and Republicans in Congress. Each held hearings with the political objectives, respectively, of criminalizing the Reagan administration or exonerating it. There was no special prosecutor, however, so there was no systematic investigation of Sick’s allegations and no power to compel the cooperation of witnesses. The controversy broke out a dozen years after the fact; the Iran-Contra scandal (discussed later) and the first Gulf War took place in between. Neither party had a strong incentive to scorch the earth over the scandal. And Sick’s sources were not model citizens. Like the parade of indictees in the 2018 investigation of collusion between the Trump campaign and Russian secret service, Sick’s sources were by turns self-promoters, hucksters, and fixers, corrupt and mendacious. It was easy for Reagan’s defenders to dismiss their character and provenance. Yet their key claims were largely corroborated; liars do occasionally tell the truth. That said, there will never be a smoking gun because, astonishingly, Casey’s passport and travel records mysteriously disappeared in the course of the congressional hearings.

			Thus did the American plunge into the Middle East begin: with a secret deal between an unscrupulous incoming administration and the Middle Eastern state that would come to define regional opposition to U.S. encroachment. The terms of the deal would be revived within a few years as the Reagan administration sought a solution to its own Iranian hostage crisis, which arrived in the form of Hizballah’s kidnapping of Americans in Lebanon, some of whom were tortured and killed. Hizballah was—and still is—a hybrid political and military organization that emerged in Lebanon, with Iran’s help, to push Israeli forces out of the country after Israel’s 1982 invasion. In the interim, the administration would make its official Middle Eastern debut by intervening militarily in Lebanon, with disastrous results.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two
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			Ronald Reagan

			Empathy and Indecision

			
				Perhaps we didn’t appreciate fully enough the depth of the hatred and the complexity of the problems that made the Middle East such a jungle. . . . The irrationality of Middle Eastern politics forced us to rethink our policy there.[1]

				—Ronald Reagan, looking back on his intervention in Lebanon

				What began as a strategic opening to Iran deteriorated in its implementation into trading arms for hostages. This runs counter to my own beliefs, to administration policy, and to the original strategy we had in mind.[2]

				—Ronald Reagan

			

			Lost in the Levant

			There is a marvelous 1960s promotional video, still available on YouTube, that depicts the sophisticated pleasures awaiting visitors to Lebanon: glamorous women wrapped in Chanel, champagne flutes aloft; dashing couples speeding through hairpin curves in convertible sports cars; water-skiers waving at partygoers on the corniche, all with cedar-clad mountains in the background. Beirut was in fact an international city buoyed by its patina of French culture, status as a regional banking center, hedonistic reputation, and Mediterranean climate. All good things come to an end, however, and Lebanon’s Europeanized postwar frolic was no exception.

			Lebanon’s politics after attaining independence from France were complicated by religious rivalries. Christians vied with Druze, Sunni, and Shiite Lebanese for control of the state and access to its resources. A deal struck in 1943, called the National Pact, stabilized the situation by stipulating that henceforth the presidency would go to the Maronite Catholics, the premiership to the Sunnis, and the leadership of the Chamber of Deputies—the parliament—to

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			The Peace Process Resurfaces

			
			
			
			
			
			Mission Creep

			
			
			
			
			The Lion of Syria Roars

			
			
			
			Shultz’s Salvage Operation

			
			
			
			
			
			McFarlane Takes Charge as the Fighting Heats Up

			
			
			
			
			McFarlane’s “Worst Case Scenario”; Reagan Brings Out the Big Guns

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			The Other Guy Has Big Guns Too

			
			
			
			Reagan Fires Off a Decision Directive, Heavy Artillery, and Jesse Jackson

			
			
			
			
			The Bad Guys Get Away with It

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			A New Role for Israel

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			The United States, Israel, and Strategic Ambivalence

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Reagan and Iran

			
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			The CIA Rethinks U.S. Policy toward Iran; the Fuller Memorandum

			
			
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Putting the Fuller Memo into Action

			
			
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			North’s Plan Goes South

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Was Reagan Right?

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			The Iran-Iraq War Begets the Tanker War

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Reagan’s Restraint Riles the Navy

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			The United States and Saudi Arabia

			
			
			
			
			
			The Shores of Tripoli

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			A Bouquet for Qaddafi

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Paradigm Lost

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/images/page_xi.jpg





OEBPS/images/page_xi_3.jpg
PORTUGAL  Madrid
Lisbon X SPAIN

Madeira
Islands

(PORT.) Rabat

K
Casablanca
MOROCCO

0
Oran

Canary Islands
(SP)

Laayoune,

Western
Sahara

*
Algiers

FRANCE ¢

5

Corsica
(FR)

Sardinia

Balearic ()

Islands
(SP)

*
Tunis
TUNISIA M

*Tripoli

Sicily
(™)
ALTA

| Benghazi S

GREECE

Athens

*

KAZAKHSTAN

RUSSIA

RIA

Istanbul
*An kara

TURKEY

Nicosia
CYPRUS Bejrut 4 /Dam
LEBANON:
ISRAEL {

-

Jerusalen\
e

JO|

GEORGIA Baku
*

AZERBAIJAN

Ty VLDENID AN

TURKMENISTAN
Ashgabat

/‘\4'\

Mashhad

*Tehran

E§fahén.

IRAN

“Kuwait
*
\—/L\,KUWAIT

Islamabac

*
Kabul
AFGHANISTAN

Kandahar
.

*Muscat

TES
OMAN

~

MAURITANIA

Nouakchott

A Y/
ALGERIA Cairo BAHRAIN.._ Abu/Noman
Manarr|1)a':‘1 R Dhabi
LIBYA i it
~ Riyadh,  ourp e UNITEDIARAB
.Medma E

AN

Wy
Port
MALI Sudan
Tomboucto
NIGER

u
N CHAD Khartoum*

SAUDI ARABIA

.
Mecca

ERITREA }M

*Asmara

YEMEN
*Sanaa

}_A/\J\\ﬁ Aden Socotra
J (YEMEN)
JIBOUTI

SUDAN








OEBPS/images/page_xi_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780735224254_cover.jpg
Grand Delusion

The Rise and Fall
of American Ambition
in the Middle East

STEVEN STMG@ES






OEBPS/images/9780735224254_title_page.jpg
GRAND
DELUSION

The Rise and Fall of
American Ambition
in the Middle East

STEVEN SIMON

PENGUIN PRESS
NEW YORK
2023





OEBPS/images/page_xi_4.jpg
 Bucharest X

KAZAKHSTAN

ukus
. UZBEKISTAN

UKK. o

4 Sevastopol Krasnodar RUSSIA
Constanta A

KAZAKHSTAN

o Aktau

\Sochi

Varna

Groznyy
(]

Sokhumi™

. GEORGIA
Istanbul, Bat'umi, Thilisi %

Samsun® Trabzon \ \
«Bursa b \ Sumqayit : Blixor
) wAnkara i Jurkmenbasy TURKMENISTAN 3

GREECE “= o BT R, Turkmenabat

D\ 33,5 1zmir T U R K E Y . Balkanabat

“Athens Denizl, e *Kayseri ) Ashgabat vy

. Diyarbakir GELl |
Antalya Adana i Rasht
Mersin_  » Gaziantep L] a Mashhad,
= e Zanjan, -

Nicosia, — mosul® *erpi Qazvir arehran -
*< Kirkuk ot
Beirut ermanshan | %0
LEBANON * cxDan|ascus N Arak® AFG.
ISRAEL g Colan IR A*Q Esfanan I R A N

j Alexandria
t

Ahvaz
.

An Nasiriyah® Kerman,

Cairo Abadan
izah™ / Al Bagrah" e
Al Jizah Al I 2 - < .Shiraz Zahedan PAK.
* City ‘aBandar-e
_Tabik KUWAIT “Bashehr
N "Hafar \ Bandar
LAsyit Hail al Batin bt “Abbas,
G \ 0 Al Jubayl, . //
Ad Dammam \
E Y P T 2 3 Buraydah Bhahran s tManama Romar— ) k
Luxor BAHRAIN * 'QATAR Abu «Dubai

* 5
o Doha Dhabi
JAswan 3\ Medina Rivadh \ *

R SAUDI

\N\I/J e ;\Jeddah ARABIA

L)
Mecca

Muscat
*

UNITED ARAB
EMIRATES

Port Sudan®

. Abha

SUDAN e gu—
Omdurman,  Kpart, AR i f‘
> sala, / ERITREA Massawa N Beirut,)
Wad Asmara® * 4
Medani *Al Hudaydah A LEBANON/ j 5
Taizz Damascus
Aden, ISRAEL ___Golan

Heights

uTI
A Djibouti E
D .
s f\} & o Tel Aviv g
P " "Berbera 7 a0l
i - . Jerusalel
Addis Ababa x Diré Hargeysa SC 4

SOUTH

Dawa
ETHIOPIA  Gazasti
JORDAN





OEBPS/images/page_ix.jpg





