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			Book Presentation: The Fall of the House of Bush by Craig Unger

			Book Abstract

			According to author Craig Unger, the presidency of George W. Bush has led to the worst foreign policy decision in the history of the United States: the bloody, un-winnable war in Iraq. How exactly did this happen? Unger asserts that Bush’s fateful decision was rooted in events that began decades ago.

			The Fall of the House of Bush is Unger’s comprehensive and dramatic account of how and why George W. Bush took America to war in Iraq.

			About the Author

			Craig Unger is the author of the New York Times bestseller House of Bush, House of Saud. Unger is a frequent contributor to CNN, Esquire, and The New Yorker and he is currently a contributing editor at Vanity Fair and a Fellow at the Center for Law and Security at NYU’s School of Law.

		

	
		
			Summary of The Fall of the House of Bush (Craig Unger)

			Introduction

			The invasion of Iraq is proving to be the worst foreign policy decision in American history. This bloody and un-winnable war has led to an unprecedented decline in American power and prestige. How did we end up in such a catastrophic quagmire? The answer to this question can be found in a stealthy alliance between neoconservative policy makers and the Christian Right, which sought to remake the Middle East to suit America’s interests. This alliance, however, not only underestimated the challenge of imposing American values by force in the heart of the Arab world, they also managed to undermine the ideals and institutions upon which the United States was founded. As a result, the Bush administration is turning out to be a monumental failure.

			Neoconservatives had long advocated using the United States military to oust Saddam Hussein from power. The administration of George H. W. Bush had stopped short of regime change following the first Gulf War on the grounds that removing the Iraqi dictator would exceed their U.N. mandate and lead to chaos. For neoconservatives, however, the failure to remove Saddam was a missed opportunity that insured America’s victory was less than conclusive. Hawkish administration insiders (such as then Defense Secretary Dick Cheney) held their tongues, but as far as they were concerned, Saddam was unfinished business.

			The neoconservatives continued to advocate for regime change during the Clinton administration, but without success. The political ascension of George W. Bush, however, would put the neoconservative agenda on the front burner. George H.W. Bush had been a realist, someone who resisted grand visions when it came to foreign policy. But his son, George W. Bush, was different; he was an idealist who could embrace the crusade the neoconservatives were advocating to remake the Middle East by toppling tyrants in Iraq, Syria, and Iran.

			The neoconservatives would make common cause with Christian evangelicals. After all, both groups believe the United States has a providential mission to lead the world, spread its values, and vanquish its enemies. Furthermore, both groups are keen defenders of Israel’s security interests.

			The evangelical community never embraced George H.W. Bush, but they recognized in George W. Bush one of their own. Indeed, the Religious Right recognized Bush as a godly man – Bush was very public in his acceptance of Jesus Christ as his personal savior – who would act as God’s instrument here on earth. As the evangelical community saw it, the United States was being eroded by the tides of secularism, thus it was essential to elect Christians to positions of power in order to restore America’s moral character. Evangelicals overwhelmingly supported Bush in 2000 and 2004.

			Many leading evangelicals, particularly Pat Robertson and Jerry Falwell, saw the 9/11 attacks as Divine retribution. For instance, Reverend Falwell blamed liberals, gays, and abortion advocates for inviting God’s wrath with their presumably sinful lifestyles. It was only natural, from their point of view, to see the war on terror, and the subsequent invasion of Iraq, through the prism of biblical prophecy. They also earnestly believed that Bush had been chosen by God to lead the nation during this perilous moment in history.

			The impetus to invade Iraq, however, was active well before the 9/11 attacks. There is circumstantial evidence linking neoconservative figures to a 1999 burglary at the Nigerian embassy in Rome where information and papers stolen later became the basis for forged documents that were made available to Italy’s military intelligence, and eventually the CIA. These documents, which purportedly showed that Saddam Hussein was trying to acquire Uranium from Africa, were quickly discredited, but they would nevertheless form the foundation of the Bush administration’s case for war. Bush would use this bogus claim in his 2002 State of the Union address despite the fact that the White House knew the assertion was untrue.

			The Bush administration cherry picked intelligence and relied heavily on dubious sources – particularly an unreliable defector codenamed “Curveball” – to bolster its case against Saddam. Bush claimed war would only be a last resort, but in actuality, war with Iraq was a fait acompli.

			Bush, a foreign policy neophyte, has been driven by “delusional idealism and religious” zeal. In retrospect, it is clear Bush and the neoconservatives never understood the culture and people of the Middle East they were intent on transforming. One cannot ignore, for instance, that the catastrophe in Iraq has unfolded during the twilight of the hydrocarbon era and a time when China is emerging as an economic colossus. “Far from safeguarding America as promised, the Iraq War has jeopardized the country’s security and with it, potentially, America’s vital access to the Middle East oil so crucial to fueling the most powerful economic engine in history.” It is simply beyond calculation to determine how much Bush’s administration has squandered by expending America’s blood and treasure in Iraq rather than investing the nation’s resources in alternative fuels, education, and healthcare.

			Oedipus Tex

			On a personal level, George W. Bush and his father, George H.W. Bush, seem close. However, there are deep political and philosophical differences between the two. Most particularly, 43, as many observers refer to the younger president, is a deeply conservative born-again Christian, while his father, 41, was a pragmatic moderate who was never accepted by the Religious Right.

			There were deep divisions between 41 and 43 over the wisdom of invading Iraq, though the elder Bush never communicated his reservations to his son directly (nor did the younger Bush seek his father’s advice). Simply put, deep ideological differences and ancient feuds meant the two Bushes failed to communicate directly on national security matters like Iraq.

			The elder Bush, however, has availed of intermediaries, most notably Brent Scowcroft and James Baker, to get his views across to his son. For example, in 2002, Scowcroft wrote an op-ed for the Wall Street Journal that warned of the perils of invading Iraq. Scowcroft was subsequently denied access to the White House.

			In 2006, after it was clear that the Iraq War had been a strategic and moral disaster, the Iraq Study Group was co-chaired by another of the elder Bush’s surrogates, James Baker, but the current President Bush reportedly greeted their conclusions in private with an expletive.

			Shortly before the Iraq Study Group issued its report, the elder Bush broke down in tears as he was addressing the Florida State Legislature. His subject was ostensibly a gubernatorial defeat suffered by another son, Jeb Bush, more than a decade earlier. “The true measure of a man is how you handle victory. And also defeat,” Bush sobbed. But many commentators, including Peggy Noonan, believed the senior Bush was so emotional because he knew that “his son George had (with the best on intentions!) been wrong in the great decision of his presidency…and was now suffering a humiliating defeat.”

			“The Iraq War had accomplished precisely the opposite of its intentions.” It was exacerbating the terrorist threat, empowering Iran, and decimating the U.S military. The story of how America was tricked into this war begins with the alliance between neoconservative ideologues and the Christian Right that became influential enough to install their man, George W. Bush, in the White House.

			Redeemer Nation

			The notion that Americans are a chosen people and that the United States has a preordained role to play in world, has long been part of the outlook of the American character. This attitude has also been used as a cover and a justification for imperial and colonial style adventures. “Today, it means ‘democratizing’ the Middle East and fighting terrorism.”

			For a good portion of the evangelical community, secularism is a dagger pointed at the heart of America. Evolution, abortion, and the separation of church and state are anathema to the Religious Right’s idea of America as a Christian nation governed by God’s laws. Beginning in the 1960s and 70s, preachers like Pat Robertson and Jerry Falwell would make a concerted effort to tear down the wall that had kept fundamentalists out of politics.

			The Neoconservatives

			The term “neoconservative” refers to a group of intellectuals and political theorists who are fiercely hawkish, pro-Israel, nationalistic, and conservative. The forebears of today’s neoconservatives were at one time leftish-Democrats, but the tumult of the 1960s prompted a rightward shift; thus, neoconservatives, according to Irving Kristol, were “liberals mugged by reality.”

			Christian evangelicals and the intellectual neocons might seem like unlikely allies, but they both shared an aversion to the counterculture of the 1960s and the (Vietnam) anti-war movement. Further, neocons and Christian evangelicals believed in American exceptionalism, the notion that the United States had a duty to extend its power and promote its values.

			During the Cold War, neoconservative hawks used their influence to promote the view “that the Soviet Union was simply too evil to be treated as a rational actor.” In retrospect, it is clear that the neoconservatives vastly overestimated the Soviet Union’s military capability. The neoconservative perspective – to assume the worst and expect doomsday was just around the corner – did not prevail during the Cold War, but it would lead to disastrous results decades later when worst-case predictions regarding Saddam’s alleged WMDs helped launch the catastrophic war against Iraq.

			The neocons and evangelicals are both fierce supporters of Israel. Many neoconservatives are Jews with ancestors who perished in the Holocaust, which is one reason they are so quick to paint threats in such dire and stark terms. Evangelicals, for their part, believe that the state of Israel plays a critical role in the messianic drama of the Second Coming. Thus, both groups resist any attempt to force Israel to compromise with its adversaries or trade land for peace with the Palestinians.

			The neoconservatives believed it was essential for America’s strategic interests to be the dominant power in the oil rich Persian Gulf. To do this, however, the United States would have to be prepared to act unilaterally and preemptively. The neocons could not convince George H.W. Bush or Bill Clinton to heed their views. The president who would buy their ideas hook, line, and sinker would be none other than George W. Bush, the son of the former president who disdained their views.

			The First Son

			In the late 1990s, George W. Bush was the popular governor of Texas and was fast emerging as the frontrunner for the Republican nomination. Neither neoconservatives nor evangelicals wanted a replica of his father. But the younger Bush had no intention of emulating his father; he loved his dad on a personal level, but
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