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			Book Presentation: State of War by James Risen

			Book Abstract

			The American people elected George W. Bush in 2000 with the anticipation that he would be a conservative in the vein of his father, George H. W. Bush, and Ronald Reagan. Both of those earlier presidents recognized that policies and action must be weighed carefully before sending American soldiers into conflict. State of War explores how, after 9/11, George W. Bush “parted ways” with that tradition of patience, caution and restraint. The checks and balances built into the executive branch of the government have been broken down, and there have been multiple consequences, including a domestic spying program, a narco-state in Afghanistan, chaos in Iraq and the expedition of Iran’s nuclear plans.

			According to Risen, the Central Intelligence Agency has also failed at its mission of providing the president and his cabinet with independent and disciplined intelligence reports. Instead, “at the end of Bush’s first term, the CIA looked like the government’s equivalent of Enron.”

			About the Author

			James Risen is a writer for the New York Times. He covers national security issues and was part of the team of writers who won the 2002 Pulitzer Prize for explanatory reporting and the 2006 Pulitzer Price for national reporting.

		

	
		
			Summary of State of War (James Risen)

			The Abuse Scandal

			Once he took office, George W. Bush could have replaced the CIA director, George Tenet, with anyone he chose. However, a conversation with his father led the younger Bush to keep Tenet on in the position. The two quickly became friends. Then, September 11th happened and their friendship was “forged in fire.” Bush turned to Tenet for his expertise about Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda. In return, Bush protected Tenet from his critics in the press and the administration. “Tenet could never have maintained his defensive crouch if Bush had not provided him cover.”

			In March 2002, the National Security Agency gathered communication intercepts about the location of Abu Zubaydah, a lieutenant of bin Laden. The FBI, CIA and Pakistani security forces shot Zubaydah as he tried to escape the hiding place. After having lost a lot of blood, his condition was stabilized and he was flown to a secret prison in Thailand.

			Bush took a particular interest in Zubaydah’s case and Tenet picked up on this. According to a well-placed source in the administration, Bush asked Tenet what the CIA had learned from interrogating Zubaydah. Tenet “responded that they weren’t getting anything yet, because Abu Zubaydah had been so badly wounded that he was heavily medicated. He was too groggy from painkillers to talk coherently.” Bush responded by asking, “Who authorized putting him on pain medication?”

			Was this seemingly off-handed question from the president a thinly cloaked command for the CIA to “get tough with Abu Zubaydah?” If so, it was indirect and without a paper trail. Whether this reported incident occurred or not, it fits into “that broader get-tough message that the president and the White House were sending to the CIA in the months after 9/11.”

			Customarily, “high-stakes—and very secret—CIA activities would be carefully vetted by the White House and legally authorized in writing by the president.” However, the interrogation methods to be used with al Qaeda prisoners by CIA operatives were not authorized in writing by President Bush.

			There are signs that Bush was not being briefed about the interrogation techniques, perhaps at the command of Cheney. In other words, Bush was given “plausible deniability” by his vice president.

			With the U.S. military shifting away from the Geneva Conventions and with the CIA keeping its hands clean of torture and secret prisons, the White House required CIA agents and military personnel to do unethical things in the name of defeating terrorists.

			In their secret prisons around the world, the CIA is torturing prisoners, say several CIA officials. “Water boarding [when a prisoner is strapped down and made to believe he might drown] is used, not just once to simulate torture, but over and over again, according to one CIA source.” Other torture techniques reportedly used include:

			
					Forcing prisoners to sleep in coffin-like boxes.

					Putting them in cells where they are bombarded with bright light for extended periods of time and then placed in darkness.

					Denying them sleep.

					Forcing them to listen to long hours of loud rap music.

					Making them stand or squat in “stress positions” for hours.

			

			CIA officers warn that these techniques are actually counter-productive because detainees will say anything to get the interrogators to stop the abuse.

			These reports are horrifying, but comprise only a part of the Bush administration’s disquieting interpretation of constitutional powers of the executive branch.

			The Program

			Everyone has heard of the controversial Patriot Act of 2001. What most people don’t realize is that the public debate over the Patriot Act is moot.

			The National Security Administration (NSA)—an intelligence gathering agency that is twice the size of the CIA—has been secretly authorized by President Bush to “monitor and eavesdrop on large volumes of telephone calls, e-mail messages, and other Internet traffic inside the United States.” These activities don’t require search warrants, unlike the Patriot Act. This eavesdropping program run by the NSA is called “the Program,” and it just might be the “largest domestic spying program since the 1960s.”

			The country’s biggest telecommunications companies are giving the NSA permission and access to their systems so that the Program can be carried out to read e-mails and listen in on phone calls made by American citizens. Though officials at the NSA claim that they only eavesdrop on suspected terrorists, there is no oversight to confirm this assertion.

			The American people cannot know the full extent of the Program, largely because the administration has been highly secretive about it. “Several high-profile terrorism-related cases since 9/11 have ended in plea bargains,” largely because “the administration is fearful of getting caught conducting illegal surveillance operations.”

			The Program is one of a myriad of policies and procedures instated by the Bush administration in the time following 9/11, policies and procedures that “threaten to erode” our civil liberties.

			Casus Belli

			“The national security bureaucracy is maddeningly slow, lacks creativity, and is risk averse.” Proposals are researched and written, read and discussed. Experts, lobbyists and congressional leaders give their input. And finally, something is done.

			In the frenzied weeks after 9/11, this slow moving national security bureaucracy went into overdrive. The president and his closest advisors held “almost constant, crisis-atmosphere meetings, making decisions on the fly.” The traditional national security process’s strength is weeding out dangerous ideas so that people don’t get hurt.

			Two men—Donald Rumsfeld and Dick Cheney—were able to push their agenda for a war. The CIA was not focused on Saddam Hussein, it was focused on Osama bin Laden. And that focus angered “the administration’s hard-liners.”

			The collected evidence at the CIA revealed that there was no link between Iraq and al Qaeda or Saddam Hussein and Osama bin Laden. This infuriated Paul Wolfowitz, the Deputy Defense Secretary. Wolfowitz constantly criticized the CIA for not seeing things the administration’s way. Former colleagues have stated that Wolfowitz felt personal guilt over the failure of the first Bush administration to capture or kill Saddam Hussein during the Gulf War in 1991.

			To satiate his need for evidence to support attacking Saddam, Wolfowitz established a special intelligence unit to sift through data and search for ties between Iraq and al Qaeda. The administration also turned to Ahmed Chalabi, an Iraqi whom the CIA had discounted years before because he was not reliable.

			It soon became clear to CIA officers that the White House had set its sites on war with Iraq. The official position of the Bush administration was that Saddam could still sort things out and that war was not inevitable. But when members of the CIA met to discuss the intelligence, says one source, people who didn’t see Iraq as part of the war on terror were reportedly told, “The president has decided we’re going to war, and if you don’t like it, quit.”

			The Hunt for WMD

			In May 2002, Dr. Sawsan Alhaddad, an Arabic woman in her fifties, received a strange call from a man claiming to be in the CIA. He asked her if they could meet. She agreed. “Chris,” the agent, explained that Sawsan could help in the war on terror. He asked her to go back to the Iraq she had fled two decades before to help the CIA gather information about Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction (WMD).

			Sawsan’s brother, Saad Tawfiq, had been identified by the CIA as a “key figure in Saddam Hussein’s clandestine nuclear weapons program.” Chris wanted Sawsan to go to Iraq and to question her brother about the WMD. She agreed. It was a last ditch attempt by the CIA, which had only one case officer spying from inside Baghdad in 2002.

			The president was making assertions about Iraq’s supposed weapons programs. Key leaders in the CIA “faced an uncomfortable fact: the United States did not have the proof to back up what the president was saying publicly

			
			
			
			
			
			Spinning War and Peace

			
			
			
			Losing Afghanistan

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			In Denial: Oil, Terrorism, and Saudi Arabia

			
			
			
			
					Fifteen of the 19 hijackers on 9/11 were from Saudi Arabia.

					Osama bin Laden is a member of one of Saudi Arabia’s wealthiest families.

					The 9/11 attacks were highly celebrated by Islamist clerics in Saudi Arabia.

			

			
			
			
			
			A Rogue Operation

			
			
			
			
			
					The Russian spotted flaws after just a few minutes of scrutiny.

					The Russian included a personal letter with the blueprints when he left them at the Iranian office, which probably tipped off the Iranians that they should be wary of the designs.

					The CIA, after giving the plans over to the Iranians, had no further way of monitoring how they were used.

			

			
			
			
			The CIA Now
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