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  FOREWORD


  On the twelfth anniversary of the attacks of September 11, Russian president Vladimir Putin wrote in the New York Times, “It is extremely dangerous to encourage people to see themselves as exceptional, whatever the motivation.”1


  Putin was reacting to comments U.S. president Barack Obama made the day before, defending his decision to take military action to hold Bashar al-Assad accountable for the use of chemical weapons in the deepening Syrian civil war.


  While pledging not to become “the world’s policeman,” Obama believed the willingness of the United States to serve for nearly seven decades as “the anchor of global security” and enforce international norms is “what makes us exceptional.”2 He still hoped Congress would agree to support limited air strikes against Syria.


  Putin linked Obama’s assertion of exceptionalism with Bush’s narrative from the war on terror—you’re either with us or against us—and asked why the United States would want to make the same mistake in Syria that it did in Iraq, intervening without the approval of the United Nations and increasing the risk the conflict would spread beyond Syria’s borders.


  Five months later, with no small irony, Putin would make a much different argument regarding Russia’s prerogatives in Ukraine. Later, he would also intervene in Syria to save the Assad regime from collapse.


  Obama did believe in American exceptionalism—the liberal international system that the United States largely constructed and sustained has made the world more stable, peaceful, and prosperous even with the vexing challenges it confronts today. What Obama questioned was American indispensability—that the United States has the responsibility, the ability, or the resources to right global wrongs not linked to vital U.S. national interests.


  Late in his presidency, Obama told cadets at the Air Force Academy that “oftentimes the greatest damage to American credibility comes when we overreach.” He believed it was important “to learn from our history.”3


  During his two terms, Obama narrowed what he considered vital. After the overreach in Iraq, he sought to preserve American power by employing it more judiciously and, given his reliance on drones, less overtly. But the president would also learn that American credibility can be affected not just from aiming too high, but also too low.


  Obama was elected as an idealist but operated far more as a realist, strongly identifying with Presidents Dwight Eisenhower and George H. W. Bush. Like Eisenhower, he feared how the use of overt force could draw the United States into escalating and costly military adventures and preferred covert action. Like Bush, he was prepared to use decisive force for a limited purpose, preferably with international support and allies.


  Of course, such comparisons are always imperfect. In the early stages of the Cold War, Eisenhower counterbalanced a rising Soviet adversary with a broad array of security alliances. He also supported the overthrow of a populist government in Iran, blocked a prospective national election in Vietnam, and chose not to intervene to defend a popular revolt in Hungary.


  In the early stages of the post–Cold War “new world order,” Bush deftly managed the Soviet collapse and began the restructuring of America’s global military posture. He fought a war over international principle and oil—specifically who controlled the supply—and in the process deepened the U.S. presence in the Middle East. He used military force to overthrow a government in Panama, but not Iraq, although he launched an open-ended air campaign to preserve a safe haven for the Iraqi Kurds.


  Obama came to office seven years into a war on terror that he thought—and a clear majority of American voters agreed—had veered off course. Like Eisenhower with Korea and Bush with Vietnam, Obama had to deal with the legacy and politics of an unpopular war. What he lacked was the national sense of urgency that accompanied the Cold War—the world did seem on the precipice during the 1950s—or the sense of possibility that accompanied its end—the world could be reshaped less by our fears and more by our hopes.


  Obama may have been elected with the mantra of the “audacity of hope,” but he was caught between the noble aspirations of what the United States could do in the world at a strategic level—the exceptional nation that had supported a more integrated, market-oriented, and democratic world over decades—and the sober history of how it had consistently become ensnared in costly and intractable local conflicts along the way. While his rhetoric spoke to a world as it should be, his policies struggled with the world as it is and the limited politics of the moment.


  Putin’s criticism notwithstanding, Obama was actually not contemplating an expansive or transformative mission in Syria. He had a policy—Assad needed to step down to end the conflict that had resulted in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people and the displacement of millions—but he wrestled with its implications. What did it obligate the United States to do?


  In the aftermath of September 11, President George W. Bush advanced a strategy of preventive war—the United States reserved the right to take decisive military action to preempt dangers before they matured—that despite high-level denials seemed a lot like the role of global cop. It also appeared that way to much of the world. Having warned about the dangers of weapons of mass destruction, the legitimacy of the U.S. invasion and the credibility of the United States were destroyed when it became apparent that Saddam Hussein, thug that he was, did not pose the clear and present danger that was claimed, and Iraq descended into a sectarian-fueled morass.


  Obama was determined to repair the credibility and legitimacy of American power. As the most powerful country in the world, if America was expected to protect the existing international order, it would also live by accepted norms. While the United States reserved the right to act in self-defense, it preferred to act in partnership with others, with clear international authority and shared purpose.


  While Obama resisted direct involvement in Syria even with the relentless suffering and devastation the country endured, he nonetheless drew a red line over the use of chemical weapons in the grinding civil war. Assad not only ignored Obama’s call to step down, but his red line as well, demonstrating a willingness to use any weapon at his disposal to stay in power.


  Two years earlier, confronting a potential humanitarian crisis in Libya as Muammar Qaddafi threatened to hunt down his political opponents “like rats,” Obama said the United States could not turn a blind eye to such a threat and pushed for authorization from the United Nations to allow NATO to intervene to protect the Libyan people from their predatory leader. While Obama ruled out regime change in public, he privately concluded together with his counterparts from Great Britain and France that the Libyan people would not be safe as long as Qaddafi remained in power. Even though Libyan rebels toppled Qaddafi’s regime, it’s highly unlikely the National Transitional Council could have succeeded without NATO’s direct support.


  As a result, Putin would take no chances with Syria. There would be no resolution authorizing the use of force in Syria, not even one sanctioning Assad for using chemical weapons.


  Libya weighed on Obama as he considered what to do about the red line. In his own lawyerly way, Obama did not view Libya as a precedent. He said correctly that the United States did not have the capacity to right every wrong in the world. But his rhetoric—the United States could not turn a blind eye as a dictator threatened his own people—raised expectations of greater U.S. involvement.4 But by the time the United States took significant military action in Syria, the conflict had fundamentally changed.


  While Obama continued to speak to American exceptionalism, he was actually focused on the limits of American power, policy, and politics. He feared a slippery slope to another costly nation-building project that, given Iraq, he did not believe was necessary, affordable, or supported by the American people.


  Obama eventually achieved an important result—ironically with Putin’s help. His claim that the diplomatic initiative to force the Assad regime to surrender its chemical weapons stocks achieved more than the planned military strikes is fair. But the highly improvised policy process and mismanaged public presentation—threatening military action that he knew would not be decisive and asking Congress for authorization that would not be forthcoming—was costly. It undermined the credibility of American power and political resolve, a reality that Obama declined to acknowledge but nonetheless looms as a prominent global perception that confronts the new president.


  When assessing the Obama administration’s foreign policy, the current political environment, and the implications for the new administration, the president’s red line moment in the Rose Garden stands out as one bookend. To paraphrase Reinhold Niebuhr, notwithstanding Obama’s “dreams of managing history,” he never bridged the gap between an expansive strategic narrative of American exceptionalism and its demonstrated limits.5 The sharp rhetoric of the 2016 presidential campaign aside, the tension was still evident between the perceived imperative of American internationalism and the perils of interventionism.


  But there is another bookend to the Obama foreign policy, Obama’s politically risky yet strategically compelling nuclear deal with Iran. Far-sighted arms control agreements were completed periodically with America’s Soviet adversary. They shaped the strategic environment for a generation, aimed at managing conflict below the threshold of war. The Iran nuclear agreement has that same potential. It was also the stuff of significant political legacies, a reality of which Obama was quite conscious. Whatever happens years from now, his name is on the agreement.


  With respect to Iran, he attempted to do exactly what he advertised during the 2008 presidential campaign—constructively engage America’s adversaries; find common ground where possible; manage divisions where it wasn’t; and pursue the national interest but avoid another war, especially one in the Middle East.


  Such coercive diplomacy certainly fits within the concept of American exceptionalism. But Obama’s engagement with Iran collided with other longstanding and complex American policies, politics, and narratives. The Bush administration had declined to negotiate with Iran—evil should be confronted, not appeased, a lesson learned with Munich.


  To even get to a negotiation, much less to an actual agreement, both the United States and Iran had to overcome significant political opposition and deep mutual distrust embodied in competing strategic narratives—the United States as the Great Satan and the Islamic Republic as an international pariah. Even with the agreement, those narratives linger and will constrain further cooperation for the foreseeable future.


  Republicans could not prevent the Obama administration from implementing the nuclear agreement, even after enlisting the prime minister of Israel as part of the opposition. So instead, they ran against it during the 2016 campaign. Even though a clear majority of Americans supported the agreement, or at least preferred to resolve the problem without taking military action, there were pledges to “rip up” the agreement and negotiate a better deal, whether or not one was actually available.


  It is an abiding myth that when it comes to the formation and execution of American foreign policy, politics should stop at the water’s edge. In truth, it never has. Modern presidents from Truman to Obama have been excoriated for doing too much or not enough, for seeking foreign monsters to destroy or failing to slay them as they emerge.


  In reality, it never will. Foreign policy and politics are joined at the hip. Whether the focus is at home or abroad, in functioning democracies, politics are the means through which governments gain support for what they are trying to do.


  In the most dramatic intersection of foreign policy and politics in recent years, in 2016, the British people voted to leave the European Union—a movement known as BREXIT—instantly transforming the United Kingdom’s relationship with the world. And the American people elected Donald Trump, whose divisive rhetoric about walls, bans, trade, and alliances suggested a similarly disruptive shift.


  As I. M. Destler suggests, “U.S. politics no longer stops at the water’s edge—it continues right on into the mainstream of foreign affairs.”6


  At home, while there’s strong bipartisan support for American global leadership and military strength, national security has always been subject to partisanship.


  Politics also affect the use of American military force. Wars today are limited, which means their outcome is political—dealing with a specific leader, group, problem, or ideology rather than vanquishing an opponent.


  Not surprisingly, given the experience in Afghanistan and Iraq, the American people have been wary of being drawn into another open-ended military campaign in the heart of the Middle East that is less likely to produce something called victory than a murky outcome with lots of unforeseen consequences, risks, and costs. That skepticism—call it the Iraq Syndrome—shaped the policy choices Obama made, the strategic narratives he employed, and the rhetoric of the 2016 presidential contenders who sought to succeed him.


  One can’t understand U.S. foreign policy without taking into account the dramatic challenges of the past fifteen years—from the attacks of September 11 to Iraq and back again—and the rancorous American national security politics that surrounded those events. Fred Hiatt of the Washington Post criticizing what he viewed as Obama’s strategic disengagement from the world, attributed the White House policy to the “anesthetization of U.S. opinion.”7 But with a couple of exceptions, Obama’s foreign policy choices were not based on an evasion of public opinion, but reflected the political boundaries of the time.


  Hiatt and others can reasonably argue that the United States needed a different foreign policy—or that the world needed a United States with a different foreign policy. But to a great extent, Obama delivered the foreign policy for which he was elected. It wasn’t rooted in weakness as several of the candidates in the 2016 race suggested. It was rooted in politics. This is why, as George W. Bush once suggested, elections matter.


  “Strategy,” suggest Steven Weber and Bruce Jentleson, “is a coherent story about the world and what you hope to achieve in it.”8


  For a brief period, between 2009 and 2011, I was the assistant secretary for public affairs and spokesman for the U.S. Department of State. In that role, I was one of the Obama administration’s narrators, attempting to explain to the American people and international publics what the United States was trying to achieve in the world. As such, given the trajectory of a thirty-year career in the military and government, I was part of the American foreign policy establishment, what the Obama inner circle considered “the Blob.”9


  This book attempts to place into historical context the key strategic narratives of the Bush and Obama administrations, particularly around what we initially termed the war on terror; their impact on American foreign policy and politics; and some key insights that should guide the new administration in 2017.


  The Bush administration conceptualized the war on terror appropriately—it is even today far more a war of ideas than a war of attrition—but then became sidetracked by the war in Iraq. It failed to see how the invasion in 2003 walked straight into Osama bin Laden’s narrative of the occupation of sacred Muslim lands by a crusader force. We are still dealing with the ripple effects of that decision, particularly the emergence of the Islamic State.10


  Barack Obama was elected because of his opposition to Bush’s war of choice in Iraq. He made American foreign policy more legitimate and sustainable, applying American power more judiciously, recognizing the limits of what American power can achieve at an acceptable cost, focusing greater effort where the United States can have a meaningful impact while staying within the boundaries of what the American people and international publics would support.


  Obama believed he could end America’s wars during his time in office, but in the aftermath of the 2011 Arab uprisings these conflicts evolved in important ways, largely beyond the ability of the United States to influence. Obama was too slow to recognize the shift. He believed that war was receding even as it was intensifying. The new administration must act on the premise that the United States will remain in a state of emergency—it is a war—for the indefinite future.


  That said, the war that began in 2001 has fundamentally changed. The United States is a protagonist, but is no longer central to why it is being waged or how it will end. This is primarily a war within Islam. The conflict itself is no longer primarily about us, and we should avoid making it so.


  While Obama was unable to end what he feared was perpetual war, he did extract the vast majority of U.S. ground forces from the middle of conflicts that they cannot resolve at an acceptable cost and in a sustainable time frame. But in doing so, U.S. foreign policy became too ad hoc. Despite his efforts to reset relations with the world and rebuild trust in American leadership, much of the world does not view American power as credible.


  The world does not know what to expect from the United States today. Notwithstanding Donald Trump’s suggestion that the United States should be more unpredictable and less transparent about its true intentions, in fact, the new administration needs to narrow the gap between what it says and what it does. Much of this requires being far more transparent as it seeks to gain international support for what it is trying to achieve in the world.


  This book explores the tension among a global American foreign policy backed by an expansive set of strategic narratives that project the importance of U.S. leadership to peace, stability, and security around the world, and the restrictive domestic politics of the time and emerging international environment that speak to the limits of what America can or should do to solve global challenges and shape a world that is consistent with its interests and values.


  THE BOOK’S STRUCTURE


  In the Rose Garden on August 31, 2013, Barack Obama feared initiating military action that would put the United States on a slippery slope to another trillion-dollar quagmire in Syria, one that lacked a reasonable assurance of congressional and public support. The historical context for America’s enduring national security narratives is covered in chapter 1.


  The political boundaries from the 2000 presidential campaign evaporated on September 11. That evening, President Bush enunciated a strategic narrative around the war on terror—with us or against us—and then built a strategy around that narrative. Chapter 2 details how Barack Obama viewed Bush’s war on terror as perpetual war, reconstituted and rebranded it as a war against al Qaeda, but from the outset imposed limits on how it would be waged.


  Strategic narratives matter. Bush was clear that the war on terror began with al Qaeda but did not end there. He did not distinguish between those who committed acts of terror and those who supported them. That frame illuminated the path from Afghanistan to Iraq. On the campaign trail, Obama said that Iraq was not the central front in the war on terror and pledged to bring the war to a responsible end. He turned out to be wrong on both counts. The policy and politics surrounding Iraq are the subject of chapter 3.


  Obama worked hard to deliver the foreign policy he described during the 2008 election. Nowhere is that more true than his pledge to engage America’s antagonists, particularly Iran. The combination of engagement and pressure eventually yielded an opportunity for negotiations regarding Iran’s nuclear program, although four years later than initially anticipated. Chapter 4 details the struggles to overcome decades of mistrust and potent strategic narratives on both sides.


  Since September 11, the United States has believed democracy, or at least representative government, is part of the answer to violent political extremism. The Obama administration hoped that the 2011 Arab Spring would work to the advantage of U.S. policy in the region and against al Qaeda. In fact, it enabled al Qaeda to make a comeback in the Middle East and opened the door to the Islamic State. The Obama administration’s struggles with the Arab uprisings, especially Egypt, are covered in chapter 5.


  Humanitarian interventions undertaken (Somalia, Bosnia, and Kosovo) and avoided (Rwanda) during the 1990s produced a potent narrative of never again—that the international community had a responsibility to intervene to stop extreme violence that risked significant regional instability. As the Arab Spring unfolded, Obama wanted to be on the right side of history but did not want to put the United States back into the nation-building business that he ultimately believed did not work. His contradictory approach to Libya—leading from behind—is reviewed in chapter 6. It would have enormous implications for Syria.


  One of the significant achievements of the Obama administration was the elimination of Osama bin Laden in 2011. The White House convinced itself that bin Laden’s demise and its relentless drone campaign placed al Qaeda on a path to strategic defeat. Given the Arab uprisings, that judgment would be premature. As the Obama administration would discover, described in chapter 7, the tide of war can shift dramatically.


  The Obama administration believed it was overinvested in the Middle East and underinvested in the Asia-Pacific region. Given the importance of the U.S.-China relationship in the twenty-first century—the most consequential bilateral relationship in the world—the United States attempted a policy rebalance (see chapter 8) but struggled to describe it and to manage it implications. Then again, so has China.


  In 2011, President Obama called for Syrian president Bashar al-Assad to step down as he used force to put down a peaceful revolution. The Syrian conflict morphed into one of the most brutal and complex conflicts in modern history. Obama viewed Syria as someone else’s civil war, but it would increasingly become America’s to solve after the emergence of the Islamic State. The administration’s policy struggle around Syria is the subject of chapter 9.


  The Obama administration’s global engagement strategy included an attempted reset in relations with Russia. It worked during the presidency of Dmitri Medvedev, but was reversed under Putin. Russia’s interventions in Ukraine in 2014 and Syria in 2015 did not mark a new Cold War but did signal a strategically significant disagreement over how the international system should function in the twenty-first century. Its implications are discussed in chapter 10.


  The Obama administration’s signature achievement is the nuclear agreement with Iran, despite hard-line opposition both in Washington and Tehran. The administration’s political opponents, which included the prime minister of Israel, could not stop implementation of the deal. So they campaigned against it. Chapter 11 covers the strategic implications of the deal and the politics around it.


  Throughout his presidency, Barack Obama struggled with the importance of Afghanistan to American national security. While he determined in 2009 that American security did not require the defeat of the Taliban, Obama found that even with clear limits it was difficult to bring America’s longest war to a responsible end. Obama’s unexpected U-turn in Afghanistan is covered in chapter 12.


  The Bush administration’s conception of the war on terror—with us or against us—was overly broad. The Obama administration’s strategic adjustment—a war against al Qaeda—turned out to be too narrow. The next administration should view the ongoing conflict as a war within Islam that is now far more about them than about us. The evolution of the struggle and its implications for American security and politics are detailed in chapter 13.


  National security played a far more prominent role in the 2016 campaign than anticipated, not only the Iran nuclear deal, the crisis in Ukraine, China, trade, and climate change, but also the war in Syria, immigration, and significant terror attacks in Europe and the United States. But the national security policy differences between the parties are not as wide as the heated rhetoric suggests. The predominant national security narrative in the 2016 campaign was no boots on the ground—meaning the region must take the lead to defeat the Islamic State, supported by the United States. Policy and politics converged (see chapter 14), even though there are still meaningful differences over tactics that should be employed going forward, from surveillance to interrogation to detention.


  Politics do not stop at the water’s edge. Domestic politics play a far greater role in foreign policy than is understood. That is only going to intensify in the future. Going forward, global public opinion will play an even greater role in future wars. The book concludes with some thoughts about the importance of legitimacy, transparency, and sustainability (chapter 15) and the need to alter America’s national security metanarrative to restore the credibility of American power (chapter 16). The United States is exceptional. It is a global power. It is not, however, indispensable. The world is too complex.


  INTRODUCTION


  Red Lines and Political Boundaries


  On August 31, 2013, in the midst of a Labor Day weekend, President Barack Obama stepped from the Oval Office and strode toward the familiar blue presidential podium in the White House Rose Garden. Vice President Joe Biden walked a pace or two behind. The president was about to announce the U.S. response to the almost certain use of chemical weapons by the government of Bashar al-Assad, a dangerous escalation in the grinding two-year-old Syrian civil war.


  Obama had kept Syria at arm’s length despite its growing impact, with hundreds of thousands killed and millions displaced. He did not see where the use of American military force could have a decisive impact on such a multilayered conflict at an acceptable cost. The United States provided light weaponry to the Syrian opposition and humanitarian assistance to refugees who spilled over to neighboring countries such as Jordan, Turkey, and Lebanon. Syria lay in the heart of a region that was vital to U.S. security, but Syria itself was not—at least not yet.


  But dramatic online videos from the outskirts of Damascus strongly suggested exposure to some kind of nerve agent. The deliberate use of chemical weapons involving hundreds of deaths and thousands of casualties violated both international law and a “red line” that Obama had drawn a year earlier.


  Until August 20, Syria was not even on the front page of America’s newspapers. The international headlines in the Middle East were primarily about Egypt and Iran.



  The Egyptian military had recently deposed the ineffective government of President Mohamed Morsi. Morsi had been elected freely and fairly to succeed Hosni Mubarak, who stepped down in 2011 in the midst of historic and inspiring demonstrations in Cairo’s Tahrir Square during the early stages of what was thought to be an Arab Spring. At the time, Obama had identified with the aspirations of the people for change. But now Egyptian aspirations had shifted dramatically. Lacking a sitting parliament and thus a means of removing Morsi democratically, the military, Egypt’s strongest and most respected institution, but with its own vested interest in Egyptian politics, stepped in.


  The same day as the chemical weapons attack, the president chaired a National Security Council meeting to review U.S. aid to Egypt in light of Morsi’s removal and the subsequent crackdown on the Muslim Brotherhood and other political opponents. Defenders of Egypt’s old guard called it a popular impeachment. While it did appear to reflect majority sentiment in the country, by any reasonable definition, it was a coup.


  After 9/11, successive U.S. governments viewed democracy as part of the solution to violent political extremism. Nonetheless, hoping to retain leverage over a key Middle East ally, the Obama administration chose not to attach a label to the military’s action, avoiding a cutoff of defense assistance. Instead, it encouraged the formation of a new, “more inclusive” government.


  That would not happen. Egypt returned to authoritarianism; the Muslim Brotherhood and most other political opponents were branded as “terrorists.”


  Obama was determined to be on the right side of history, but as the Arab uprisings morphed into a much more complex reality, it was increasingly hard to tell which side that was.


  Meanwhile, Iran had just inaugurated a new president, Hassan Rouhani, who with the evident blessing of the Supreme Leader signaled that Tehran was prepared to renew efforts to resolve long-standing international concerns regarding its nuclear program.


  In his inaugural speech, Obama offered an extended hand if Iran would unclench its fist. Obama believed the status quo was unsustainable and inching toward a military confrontation with potentially ominous regional ripple effects. Unlike the Bush administration, Obama was open to a direct negotiation, believing a nuclear agreement would reduce the potential for another Middle East war.


  In light of the trillion-dollar occupation in Iraq and then the U.S. recession, the president was mindful of the potential costs of intervention. While maintaining that he had taken no option off the table, he was skeptical of overt military action that risked unforeseen consequences, slippery slopes, and another potential quagmire.


  An early attempt at negotiations in 2009 failed to launch in the aftermath of the still-born Green Revolution. As demonstrators in Tehran protested apparent election irregularities, the Obama administration was surprisingly understated, not wanting to feed Iran’s narrative of the Great Satan interfering in its domestic affairs. While reasonable in theory, the White House was nonetheless criticized in Tehran for advocating regime change and
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