
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		Praise for
CONFRONT AND CONCEAL

		“Masterful.”—NEW YORK REVIEW OF BOOKS

		“[Confront and Conceal] breaks new ground in its discussion of the president’s hands-on involvement in stepping up the cyberwarfare campaign against Iran.”

		—JOSEPH LELYVELD, NEW YORK REVIEW OF BOOKS

		“Stunning revelations … This is an account that will long be consulted by anyone trying to understand warfare in the 21st century…. Sanger shows us the world through the eyes of Obama, Donilon and those around him.”

		—THOMAS RICKS, NEW YORK TIMES

		“Penetrating history of the president’s effort to grapple with a world in flux.”

		—NEW YORK TIMES BOOK REVIEW

		“Sanger is one of the leading national security reporters in the United States, and this astonishingly revealing insider’s account of the Obama administration’s foreign policy process is a triumph of the genre.”

		—FOREIGN AFFAIRS

		“Meticulously reported, immensely readable.”

		—WASHINGTON POST

		“A bracing rejoinder … A must-read for policy wonks and a good primer on how American power works beyond our borders.”

		—KIRKUS

	
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Copyright © 2012, 2013 by David E. Sanger

			All rights reserved.
Published in the United States by Broadway Paperbacks, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York. www.crownpublishing.com

			BROADWAY PAPERBACKS and its logo, a letter B bisected on the diagonal, are trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC

			Originally published in hardcover in slightly different form in the United States by Crown Publishers, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York, in 2012.

			Cataloging-in-Publication Data is on file with the Library of Congress.

			Ebook ISBN 9780307718044

			Maps: Mapping Specialists, Ltd.
Cover design: Kyle Kolker
Cover photograph: © Michael Reynolds/epa/Corbis

			rh_3.1_151269559_c0_r6

		

	
		
			CONTENTS

			
				Cover

				Title Page

				Copyright

			

			PROLOGUE

			
				
				Part I
AFGHANISTAN AND PAKISTAN:
THE CURSE OF UNFINISHED BUSINESS

			
				Chapter 1: Blowing Smoke
			

			
				Chapter 2: “Afghan Good Enough”
			

			
				Chapter 3: The Bomb Scare
			

			
				Chapter 4: Getting bin Laden, Losing Pakistan
			

			
				Chapter 5: The Long Game: Getting Out, Without Really Leaving
			

			
				
				Part II
IRAN: THE ZONE OF IMMUNITY

			
				Chapter 6: The Secret War
			

			
				Chapter 7: “Cut Off the Head of the Snake”
			

			
				Chapter 8: Olympic Games
			

			
				Chapter 9: “The Land of Lousy Options”
			

			
				Photo Insert
			

			
				
				Part III
DRONES AND CYBER:
THE REMOTE-CONTROL WAR

			
				Chapter 10: The Dark Side of the Light Footprint
			

			
				
				Part IV
ARAB SPRING: THE REVOLTS, AND THE RISE OF THE BROTHERHOOD

			
				Chapter 11: “You Sold Out the Revolution”
			

			
				Chapter 12: Searching for the “Right Side of History”
			

			
				Chapter 13: The Riddle of the Brotherhood
			

			
				Chapter 14: What Works Once Doesn’t Always Work Twice
			

			
				
				Part V
CHINA AND NORTH KOREA: THE REBALANCING

			
				Chapter 15: Restraining the Tiger, Containing the Kims
			

			
				
				EPILOGUE

			
				Dedication

				Acknowledgments

				A Note on Sources

				Endnotes

			

		

	_151269559_

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			THE WORM WAS LOOSE.

			That was the mystifying, disturbing news rippling through Fort Meade, the headquarters of the National Security Agency, and across the Potomac at the CIA. Now, on a midsummer day in 2010, Leon Panetta, the CIA director, and two men responsible for overseeing the most sophisticated, complex cyberattack the United States had ever launched against an adversary descended the steps into the White House Situation Room to tell President Obama and his national security team that something had gone badly awry. America’s most closely guarded covert operation targeting Iran’s nuclear program—known to a small circle of officials by its code name, “Olympic Games”—was in jeopardy because of a careless error. Suddenly the malicious software Americans and Israelis spent years perfecting was being replicated across the Internet, and hackers had given it an ominous-sounding name: “Stuxnet.” The men knew they would face blistering questions in the Situation Room: Obama and his team would demand to know whether the mistake was fatal to their carefully designed plan to undermine Iran’s ability to produce nuclear fuel. The “worm” in question was a cyber worm, the product of years of cooperation between a small team of computer warriors at Fort Meade and their counterparts, half a world away, inside a military intelligence agency that Israel barely acknowledges exists.

			For three years, Olympic Games had unfolded almost flawlessly. The Americans spent months devising the worm to strike directly at the tall, silvery centrifuges the Iranians were using to enrich uranium. To assess its powers, the Pentagon and intelligence agencies had quietly built a replica of Iran’s Natanz enrichment plant behind the high walls of the Energy Department’s national laboratories. There they tested the worm, at one point taking the rubble of a destroyed centrifuge and dumping it on the conference table in the Situation Room for Obama’s predecessor, George W. Bush. It was then that the Israelis and the Americans went to work, inserting the worm using a special technique that leaped the giant electronic moat the Iranians had built around their system to protect it from outside invaders. Versions of the worm were deployed through the end of the Bush presidency, and days before the handover, the forty-third president of the United States invited the forty-fourth to the White House for a one-on-one talk, in which Bush urged Obama to preserve two classified programs, the cyberattacks on Iran and the drone program in Pakistan. The Iranians, Obama was told, were still clueless about why their centrifuges were blowing up. Obama took Bush’s advice.

			For a new president with little patience for technological detail, Obama was deeply engaged in planning America’s covert attacks on Iran. After each major use of the new cyberweapon, Obama would meet in the Situation Room to assess the damage—and the delay to Iran’s program—with the men overseeing Olympic Games. Often, they would bring with them “the horse blanket”—a giant, foldout schematic diagram of Iran’s nuclear production facilities. Those meetings often ended with the president’s authorization to proceed with the next step—sometimes a strike riskier and bolder than what had been attempted previously. Perhaps not since Lyndon Johnson had sat in the same room, more than four decades before, picking bombing targets in North Vietnam, had a president of the United States been so intimately involved in the step-by-step escalation of an attack on a foreign nation’s infrastructure.

			“From his first days in office, he was deep into every step in slowing the Iranian program—the diplomacy, the sanctions, every major decision,” one of the president’s senior aides said to me early in 2012. “And it’s safe to say that whatever other activity might have been under way was no exception to that rule.”

			He was also acutely aware that with every attack he was pushing the United States into new territory. Only a few months into office, Obama was employing a remarkable offensive weapon whose future no one entirely grasped. At the same time it was Obama, more than any president before him, who was raising alarms about the need to harden America’s own infrastructure against hackers, other states, or even terrorists who were contemplating cyberweapons that could turn out the lights in New York and Los Angeles, crash the stock market, interfere with navigational satellites, or bring down the air traffic control system. The Chinese worked harder at cyber than anyone.

			“We discussed the irony, more than once,” one of his aides confided in early 2012. Yet Obama believed that when it came to stopping Iran, the United States had no other choice. If Olympic Games failed, there would be no time and space for sanctions and diplomacy to work. The Israelis might well turn to a more primitive means of taking out Iran’s facilities—an old-fashioned airstrike—and plunge the region into a war that the United States could not simply watch from the sidelines. Olympic Games was a new president’s best shot at avoiding a new war, just as he was trying to end two others.

			But the luck surrounding the covert plan could not hold out. Something was going to go wrong eventually, and when it did, it was a pretty spectacular screw-up. That day, it fell to Panetta; his deputy, Michael Morell; and Gen. James “Hoss” Cartwright to bring this news to the president and figure out what to do next.

			The cyberwarriors had been swinging for the fences, they explained. They had devised a new version of the worm to destroy a particularly hard-to-target group of just under one thousand centrifuges at Natanz, and had inserted the worm remotely. Then, something had gone wildly wrong: An Iranian scientist had plugged his laptop into the computer controllers and the worm had hopped aboard. When he later connected the same laptop to the Internet, the worm broke free and began replicating itself, a step its designers never anticipated.

			“We think there was a modification done by the Israelis,” Obama was told during the briefing, according to one person who was present, “and we don’t know if we were part of that activity.”

			Now the worm was acting like a zoo animal that had discovered his caretaker had left the cage door ajar. Suddenly it was everywhere, digitally replicating at blazing speed, showing up on millions of computers in Iran, Indonesia, and India. So far, Obama was told, nothing had been traced back to the United States or Israel. The first account of the worm’s spread, written by a diligent computer-security blogger, reported that “a sophisticated new strain of malicious software that piggybacks on USB storage devices” was showing up around the globe. Within a day, Microsoft announced it was fixing a flaw in its Windows operating system that allowed the software to burrow into its architecture.1 But it was only a matter of time, Obama was told, before the code would be pulled apart and features of it used in other cyberweapons, including those aimed back at the United States.

			Sitting along the back row, Benjamin J. Rhodes could see what was coming next. Then thirty-two years old, an aspiring fiction writer who had set aside his ambition of following in Hemingway’s footsteps to become Obama’s national security speechwriter and later a deputy national security adviser, he injected a warning. It wouldn’t take long, he told the group, before it became clear that the malicious code was aimed at Iran.

			“This is going to show up in the New York Times,” he told the group. (He was right, but it took a while.)

			In the background, everyone could hear someone sucking air through his teeth. It was Joe Biden, the vice president, whose occasional outbursts were often a tension-relieving contrast with Obama’s typically impassive reaction to bad news.

			“Oh, goddamn,” he said, according to the account of one participant. “Sonofabitch. It’s got to be the Israelis. They went too far.” (Another participant in the discussion room said that while Biden was “maybe a bit more demonstrative than the president was, that’s not unusual.”)

			Obama asked the question that Panetta, Morell, and Cartwright dreaded: “Should we shut this down?” How much would the Iranians be able to tell from reading the now-leaked code? And what kind of damage could this software do outside of Natanz?

			Panetta, Morell, and Cartwright said they thought the program should keep going—it was unclear how much the Iranians understood about the code, or how it worked. There was time to come up with new fixes, new approaches. But the answers Obama heard also contained a lot of “ifs” and “it depends.”

			“I don’t think we have enough information,” Obama concluded. He wanted real answers, and soon. But in the meantime, he said, don’t stop the cyberattacks. It would take a while for the Iranians to sort it all out. Until sanctions began to bite harder—which meant, everyone in the room knew, until they began constricting Iran’s oil revenue—the cyber worm was the best hope of buying some time, of slowing down Iranian progress.

			That turned out to be a good call. Within weeks, the United States and Israel inserted another version of the amped-up worm into Natanz, and then a third. And suddenly, the giant electronic ears at the NSA picked up conversations suggesting that just shy of a thousand centrifuges had come crashing to a halt inside the underground cavern at Natanz.

			Sooner or later, the Iranians would figure it out. But for now, the Olympic Games were still on.*
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			BARACK OBAMA CAME to office after a decade in which threats to the United States had dominated Washington’s view of the world. Strategies for combating those threats had, in fact, become the dominant theme of American foreign policy, distorting the country’s grander goals, preoccupying its leaders, and blinding it to greater opportunities. Obama vowed to get the country out of its defensive crouch. He promised to restore traditional American “engagement” by talking and listening to America’s most troubling adversaries and reluctant partners. His supporters saw a welcome turn away from the “with us or against us” black-and-whites of the Bush years. His critics saw naïveté and softness. Both have been surprised.

			This is a book about those surprises.

			Obama entered the White House with higher expectations than any president in a generation, as the country looked to him to engage the world, and the world looked for him to repair damaged relationships and end an era of American arrogance. But it quickly became evident that engagement is just a tactic, not a real strategy. So perhaps the most striking feature of three and a half enormously consequential years in the redirection of American power has been the slow emergence of an Obama Doctrine, a redefinition of the circumstances under which the United States will use diplomacy, coercion, and force to shape the world around it.

			Fortunately, Obama’s strategy does not fit easily on a bumper sticker. But watching him in action for the past three and a half years, seeing how he has changed and adapted, the essence seems clear. When confronted with a direct threat to American security, Obama has shown he is willing to act unilaterally—in a targeted, get-in-and-get-out fashion, that avoids, at all costs, the kind of messy ground wars and lengthy occupations that have drained America’s treasury and spirit for the past decades. The examples are clear: the bin Laden raid, the escalating drone strikes that have brought al-Qaeda to the brink of strategic defeat, and—perhaps most important as a symbol of Obama’s approach—Olympic Games.

			Taken together, they are the expression of a strategy of confrontation and concealment, a precise, directed economy of force. It is also a strategy that quickly runs into limitations.

			But there is another side to the Obama Doctrine. If a threat does not go to the heart of America’s own security—if it is a threat to the global order but not to the country—Obama has been far more hesitant. He has declined to act unless partners with far greater interests at stake take the greatest risks, and contribute the greatest resources. For example, his approach to Libya—contributing American power for a short period of time, and insisting that other NATO nations and the Arab League be at the forefront of the fight—sent a message. So did the decision to extract the United States rapidly from Iraq—where American interests were few—and slowly from Afghanistan, where American interests are rapidly diminishing. In an age of reckonings, when so many bills have come due, Obama has made the case for an America that can no longer do it all. It must pick its fights.

			Obama’s willingness to use force frequently outrages those who think American arrogance and unilateralism still lives on—ask the Pakistanis, still fuming about the invasions of their sovereignty in the three-and-a-half-hour operation to kill the world’s number-one terrorist as he operated in their midst, and demanding an end to the drone strikes that have become the new expression of the remote-control reach of American power. His insistence that others take the lead in using military force shakes allies who have relied on the United States to be their ultimate protector and who wonder whether America is no longer interested in playing the role of the “indispensable nation,” the world’s keeper of the peace.

			But perhaps the biggest surprise of this presidency has been what we’ve learned about the instincts of the president himself. There was nothing in Obama’s personal history and little in his campaign rhetoric that prepared his supporters or his allies for his embrace of hard, covert power, nothing that suggested he would dramatically escalate America’s drone wars, or secretly launch the country into a new era of cyber combat. “He comes at issues completely differently than Bush did,” said a senior official who dealt with them both for many years. “Obama worries far more about collateral damage, about the precedent the United States sets when it acts. But when it’s decision time about whether to order a strike, or use a certain kind of weapon, he often comes out pretty close to where Bush did.”

			These are topics Obama almost never talks about in public. When he does, it is usually a series of allusions to the need for America to rely on a “light footprint” that enables it to fight its wars stealthily, execute its operations with the speed of the bin Laden raid, and then avoid lengthy entanglements. Those who have worked with him most closely say they are taken aback by something else.

			“The surprise is his aggressiveness,” one of the country’s most experienced career diplomats told me during my travels for this book, after dealing with Obama on issues that ran from counterterrorism to the cold, hard calculus of when to abandon longtime allies whose abuses invited the Arab uprisings.

			It is an assessment that is echoed by both Obama’s admirers and his detractors—from the Central Party School outside Beijing to the mosques in Tehran. The Chinese look past Obama’s constant assurances that he welcomes their rise—a long-overdue statement by the United States, but also a highly calculated one—and wonder whether his idea of “engagement” is to enmesh China into one international institution after another until its freedom of action is constricted. To many Chinese, Obama’s decision to establish a Marine base in Australia and deploy a new generation of ships in the Pacific amounts to a stealth containment strategy—and they are not entirely wrong.

			Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Iran’s supreme leader, is similarly suspicious. Just months after Obama declared in his inaugural address that he was willing to “extend a hand if you are willing to unclench your fist,” Khamenei declared that he “will not be fooled by the superficial conciliatory tone of the United States.” And that was before his centrifuges began exploding in large numbers.2

			The tension between these two facets of Obama’s approach to the world—his embrace of working in coalitions to support shared goals, and his willingness to strike unilaterally, and often in secret—shone through when the president, somewhat to his embarrassment, was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize nine months into office. The Nobel committee was clearly hoping that his acceptance speech would point to a radically new direction for America—one that veered sharply away from the use of force. They were enthralled by Obama’s embrace—as a long-term goal—of a movement to eliminate nuclear weapons around the world. They applauded when he described an America that had returned to a Wilsonian vision: “Agreements among nations. Strong institutions. Support for human rights. Investment in development.”

			But then, to their obvious discomfort, the newly minted peace laureate used the speech to justify why American presidents seem to reach so often for the force of arms. And he reminded them that he had no choice but to reach for hard power. “I face the world as it is, and cannot stand idle in the face of threats to the American people,” he said.

			ON MANY OF the hardest issues, Obama’s idealism about what he could accomplish has run headlong into the more craven instincts of electoral politics—and oftentimes the craven instincts have won out. His promise to shutter the detention facility at Guantánamo Bay—repeated in his Nobel acceptance speech—collapsed entirely. One of his departed top aides said Obama’s first-week-in-the-White-House declaration that he would close the facility within a year was a case of “the political imperative getting far ahead of any analysis of what it would take to get it done.” It did real damage: Ask students on the streets of Cairo what stands out about Obama’s policies, and they will complain about what they saw as lukewarm support for the Arab Spring and then ask why Gitmo is still open. Many add another failure, asking how a president who spoke so movingly about the plight of Palestinians during his first trip to the Middle East in 2009, and who said he could imagine Palestinian statehood by 2011, seemed to abandon that cause in the face of overwhelming opposition.

			Ask Pakistanis about the signature achievements of the Obama presidency, and they will launch into the subject of civilian casualties from drone strikes. Ask the Syrian opposition, and they will describe an America of double standards that enters wars when they are relatively easy, as in Libya, but ignores carnage when the solutions could put American lives at risk. Even the Europeans, who were so eager to see George Bush return to Texas, and who massed at the Brandenburg Gate to hear candidate Obama in 2008, now grumble that there was more hope than change.

			But they can no longer complain about 140,000 American troops in Iraq, or credibly charge that the United States was staying there to seize the country’s oil. If there is a worry about Obama’s instincts in South Asia, it is that the pendulum has swung too far away from the military interventions of the past decade. Many in the region fear that America will leave Afghanistan prematurely—and let the Taliban control large swaths of the country. From Thailand to Indonesia to Australia, leaders ask whether, despite Obama’s talk about “rebalancing,” America has the will or the resources to act as a counterweight to China.

			Three and a half years into a presidency is far too early to come to lasting judgments about Obama’s effort to refocus, and redirect, American power. At the equivalent point in the Bush presidency, Iraq and Afghanistan did not yet look like debacles. At the same point in the Nixon presidency, the president had not yet gone to China. In the Truman presidency, the concept of containment—what became the central strategy of the Cold War—was still an experiment.

			And so is the Obama approach to the world. The bin Laden raid was his best-known gamble, winning him accolades for boldness and risk-taking. But as the account of his presidency that follows suggests, it was likely not the biggest, or even the most important, bet of his presidency.

			Olympic Games is still being played; if Iran eventually gets the bomb, or if the president’s vow to do whatever it takes to prevent that outcome leads to armed conflict, those events will define Obama’s time. The president’s mixed performance in the Arab Spring—successfully shoving out Mubarak and embracing change, but then committing precious little money or resources to the remaking of those societies—will be judged by whether dictators are replaced with liberal democracies or just another round of strongmen. (Iraq after the American pullout is not a reassuring example.) Obama’s gamble that a rising generation of Chinese leaders does not want to go head-to-head with the United States, and can be lured into rule-based institutions rather than using their enormous stockpile of cash and military power to intimidate their neighbors, may represent his biggest roll of the dice.

			“If we get China wrong,” one of his most senior diplomats said to me, “in thirty years that’s the only thing anyone will remember.”

			Getting it right begins at home. Obama’s efforts in his first three years to marshal the country to face Chinese competition the way Eisenhower and Kennedy marshaled it to deal with the Soviet Union have hardly caught on. (The president’s one effort to invoke the spirit of America’s response to Sputnik, the Soviet satellite that took America by surprise, in his 2011 State of the Union address, prompted little action, and he has rarely repeated it.) In the aftermath of Iraq and Afghanistan, Obama finds himself fighting an undercurrent of isolationism—starting in his own party—that has driven America, once again, to look away from a number of the global challenges it faces.

			The pages that follow are an effort to tell the story of the education of a president, who came to office with an enormous burden of old business to clean up, and who has only begun to cut a new trail. It is a story of rude discoveries, unfinished agendas, troublesome allies, and new adversaries. It is, in short, the story of a presidency in midstream.

			
				* See chapter 8 for a fuller discussion of the Olympic Games program.
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		CHAPTER 1
BLOWING SMOKE

		
			SECRET ISLAMABAD 002295

			Money alone will not solve the problem of al-Qaeda or the Taliban operating in Pakistan. A grand bargain that promises development or military assistance in exchange for severing ties will be insufficient to wean Pakistan from policies that reflect accurately its most deep-seated fears. The Pakistani establishment, as we saw in 1998 with the nuclear test, does not view assistance—even sizable assistance to their own entities—as a trade-off for national security.

		

		
			—Anne Patterson, then US ambassador to Pakistan, in a secret cable to the National Security Council, September 23, 2009, disclosed by WikiLeaks

		

		ON A SUNDAY MORNING IN EARLY OCTOBER 2011, PRESIDENT Obama’s national security adviser, Tom Donilon, was driven through a wealthy suburb of Abu Dhabi. It was the kind of backdoor, no-photos diplomatic mission he enjoyed most: the quiet delivery of an urgent message directly from the president of the United States. A decade after 9/11, Donilon was overseeing the Obama administration’s effort to end what he called the messiest “unfinished business” of the Bush years: Iraq and Afghanistan. Iraq was in its final chapter: in just a few months, the last American troops would drive out of the country on the same road they had driven in on, eight years before. Extracting Washington from Afghanistan—the “war of necessity” as Obama used to put it, before he reconsidered the phrase—was far more difficult. A promising-sounding game plan, to train the Afghan troops to defend their own country, was sputtering along. But precious few of the gains American troops had fought for seemed permanent. Obama’s aides feared that the American withdrawal could lead to economic crisis and a Taliban resurgence.

		Meanwhile, the relationship with the truly vital player in the region, Pakistan, had entered into such a death spiral there was a real possibility that American troops would be sent into the territory of an ostensible ally to hunt down insurgents targeting Americans.

		At fifty-six, his hair thinning a bit, Donilon looked like a slightly disheveled version of the consummate Washington lawyer that he was. He had risen through the ranks of the Democratic Party as a superb political operator. In his early twenties, he managed the convention floor for Jimmy Carter; later he gained a reputation for getting presidential candidates through their debates.

		Most of Washington knew Donilon as a canny political strategist, and political combat certainly made him tick. But the political world and the foreign-policy world in Washington often operate in different orbits, and what many missed about Donilon was his determination to live in both simultaneously. He dates that decision to one day when he was in his third year of law school and had lunch with Warren Christopher, the deputy secretary of state, whom he had gotten to know in the Carter administration.

		“He came to lunch with this book, and he pushed it across the table to me,” Donilon recalled. “He said, ‘Politics is the easiest and most lucrative path for you. But you might consider another path.’ ” The book was an old copy of Present at the Creation, an account of the remaking of American national security after World War II, by Harry Truman’s secretary of state, Dean Acheson. Donilon took it home and read it several times. (That copy is still on his bookshelf.)

		He was hooked. For years, he could be seen carrying a battered L.L.Bean tote bag home, overflowing with ponderous articles on foreign policy and national security. When Christopher became Bill Clinton’s first secretary of state, he installed Donilon down the hall as his chief of staff. And while Donilon returned to politics and law practice during the Bush years, he was clearly itching to get back into the game, constantly peppering old State Department colleagues, journalists, and academics with questions about how America’s actions were perceived around the world.

		Now he was present at a different creation—the effort to sustain and extend American power in a world of many more diverse threats, and new competitors, than Acheson ever could have imagined. As national security adviser, Donilon was the first person to brief the president of the United States on national security challenges every morning—he kept a precise count of how many such briefings he had done, a habit endlessly parodied by his staff—and relished special missions to deal with the hardest cases. This was one of them.

		IN ABU DHABI, Donilon was accompanied by two of the most central players in the effort to find an exit from Afghanistan. One was the special assistant to the president for Afghanistan and Pakistan, Douglas Lute, the wry retired general who had served in the last two years of the Bush White House and stayed on, quickly becoming Donilon’s guide to the wily ways of Afghan presidents, Pakistani generals, and the Pentagon bureaucracy. (Apart from Bob Gates, the secretary of defense, Lute was the only source of institutional memory in the White House for what had been tried, and what had failed, during the Bush years.) The other man in the car was Marc Grossman, Obama’s recently appointed special envoy to Afghanistan and Pakistan. A soft-spoken career diplomat, he agreed, after the death of Richard Holbrooke, to take on one of the hardest jobs in Washington: finding out whether there was a way to reach a political accommodation with Mullah Mohammed Omar’s Taliban, after ten years of war.

		For a delegation of presidential envoys, it was a pretty unassuming motorcade: a couple of unmarked vans, rumbling past homes that looked like they belonged in Laguna Beach, one of the men later said. They were headed to a town house that belonged to a local intelligence agency friendly to the Pakistani government. It was the perfect place for a discreet meeting with the embattled, oftentimes embittered, commander of the Pakistani military forces: Gen. Ashfaq Parvez Kayani.

		Kayani is the most powerful man in Pakistan. When formal meetings with the Pakistanis were held for the cameras, Americans would sit down with the Pakistani president or prime minister and laud the arrival of a democratically elected civilian government. That was almost entirely for show. When they wanted to get something done, they ignored the civilians and called Kayani, who had risen through the ranks to become chief of the country’s elite spy service, the ISI, or Inter-Services Intelligence, before becoming the head of the military. Kayani had clearly picked this venue so photographers and reporters would not know that he had slipped into town—Abu Dhabi, a favorite place for Pakistanis and Saudis making licit and illicit deals.

		The meeting was Donilon’s idea. After a year of crises—a trigger-happy CIA agent gone wild, the bin Laden raid, and a virulent rise of anti-Americanism—Donilon feared more trouble brewing. Just weeks before, a car-bomb attack on an American base in Wardak Province in Afghanistan had left seventy-seven Americans injured.1 A few days later, an all-day attack on the American embassy in downtown Kabul, with rocket-propelled grenades, forced Ambassador Ryan Crocker to seek refuge in a basement safe room. Both attacks were quickly traced to the Haqqani network, a group that existed in the netherworld between an insurgent group and a criminal cartel, and lived unmolested in Pakistani territory.2

		After the attack, the outgoing chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Adm. Mike Mullen, stood in front of the US Senate and delivered remarks that would have likely gotten him fired if he were not already halfway out the door. Mullen had been Obama’s main interlocutor with the Pakistani military, but now, frustrated that more than twenty visits to the country had brought little change, he called the Haqqani network a “veritable arm” of the ISI.3

		When Obama heard that his top military officer had made that charge in public, he was outraged—Mullen, he thought, was trying to save his reputation, to go out of office in a blaze of anger at the Pakistani military officers he had negotiated with for years. Obama didn’t contend that Mullen was wrong, although the evidence that the ISI was directly involved in the attacks on Americans was circumstantial at best. But he knew that the accusation, in such a public setting, would trigger another round of recriminations with the country that had become the ally from hell.

		When Donilon’s team arrived, Kayani was already in the house, chain-smoking his Dunhill cigarettes. The out-of-the-way secrecy was pure Kayani, and the fact that Obama decided to send a high-ranking delegation to see him, not Pakistan’s elected leadership, stroked his ego by reaffirming his primacy. Only a few short months before, Kayani had refused to deal seriously with the ambassadors and envoys from Washington—including Grossman—making clear he thought he deserved someone of higher rank. That would be Donilon, who played the role of secret interlocutor for Obama with the leadership of China and Saudi Arabia. (In fact, he had just come from a lengthy meeting in Riyadh with the Saudi king, trying to tamp down Saudi outrage at the American stance during the protests that ousted President Hosni Mubarak of Egypt.) But Pakistan was his toughest account.

		Kayani was nothing if not unpredictable. To him, managing Americans meant following through with just enough promises to keep the brittle US-Pakistani alliance from fracturing. Polite and careful most of the time, he knew how to charm by offering up memories from his years in officer training in the United States. At other times, he was angry and bitter, lecturing the Americans about how often they had promised the world to Pakistan and promptly abandoned the country out of pique, anger, or a short attention span.

		Though the Americans could have settled into a comfortable living room, Kayani insisted they sit more formally at a table. The general was clearly not in the mood for casual chitchat.

		Donilon opened the meeting where Mullen had left off. “The ultimate responsibility of the president of the United States is to protect Americans,” Donilon said in his clipped Rhode Island accent, reiterating something Obama had said to Kayani one day in the Roosevelt Room of the White House. Either Pakistan was going to deal with the Haqqani network or the Americans would. The message just sat there for a moment. Donilon went on. Why, he asked, would a man like Kayani, who grew up in the disciplined world of the Pakistani military, let a group of thugs hijack Pakistan’s national security policy by waging war on America from inside its borders?

		Then came the bottom line: “I know you want a guarantee from us that we won’t undertake unilateral operations in your country again,” a reference to the bin Laden raid. “I can’t give you that.” If seventy Americans had died in the bomb attack in Wardak the previous month, rather than just suffered injuries, “we wouldn’t be having this conversation,” Donilon said. It was a not-so-veiled threat that Obama would have been forced to send Special Operations Forces into Pakistan to attack the Haqqani network—national pride and sovereignty be damned.

		“We’re at a crossroads,” Donilon concluded. “If this continues, you’ve really turned your fate over” to the Haqqani network.

		When Donilon was finished, Kayani laid out his demands—and the chasm between them was obvious. The United States, he said, could never, ever again violate Pakistani sovereignty with an attack like the one they launched on Osama bin Laden’s compound. That attack, he said, had been a personal humiliation. The Americans responded with silence.

		“That was the tensest moment,” one of the participants in the meeting noted, because it was an issue on which the two countries were never going to agree. Kayani moved on to his other concerns. The Americans were spending billions—approximately $12 billion in 2011—training the Afghan military and police.4

		Should Afghanistan collapse someday in the near future—not an unlikely scenario—it would leave an armed, angry force just across the Pakistani border, Kayani said, many of them enemies of Pashtuns. And that would be a recipe for disaster. The Pashtuns are Sunnis, and they are also Afghanistan’s largest ethnic group, about 40 percent of the population. But they live on both sides of the porous border between Afghanistan and Pakistan, a line of demarcation named after Henry Mortimer Durand, the British foreign secretary in the 1890s. The Durand line is a completely arbitrary boundary, an artifact of the British colonial era, that cuts straight through Pashtun tribal areas. The world may see the Durand line as a border between two nations, but the Pashtuns sure don’t—particularly the Taliban. Today their leadership is living on the Pakistani side. But Kayani recalled that in the ’90s, when they ruled Afghanistan, the Taliban systematically massacred non-Pashtun ethnic groups—specifically the Hazara, a Shi’a minority that has close ties with Iran.

		If things fell apart, Kayani insisted, the Pashtuns in both Afghanistan and Pakistan could find themselves pitted against a force armed and trained by the United States. Had the Americans thought about that? Or the possibility that as the US forces pull out of Afghanistan, India—which had already invested billions in the Afghan government—would continue to extend its prowess in an effort to encircle Pakistan?

		Having laid their cards on the table, the group of men went on to talk about their visions for Afghanistan’s future and their troubled effort to negotiate with the Taliban. Donilon had sent ahead a document laying out the long-term American strategy, including a plan to keep somewhere between 10,000 and 15,000 American counterterrorism troops in Afghanistan, mostly at Bagram Airfield, a large base just outside Kabul, “to protect the interests of the US in the region.” His meaning was clear: the United States would remain, and its troops would be ready to go over the Pakistani border if they needed to.

		It was a conversation tinged with wariness on all sides, reflecting the distrust that permeated a relationship fractured by decades of betrayals. To Kayani, the three men in front of him represented a United States that had abandoned Pakistan before—during its wars with India, after the Soviets left Afghanistan, after Pakistan’s nuclear tests. And to the Americans, the fact that Kayani spent five and a half hours blowing the refined smoke of his Dunhills into their faces said it all. The smoke cloud lingered, enveloping the men in a fog.
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		IF KAYANI WIELDED secondhand smoke as a negotiating tool, it was one of the less lethal weapons at his disposal in his treacherous climb to power. From 2004 to 2007, when he ran the ISI, he excelled at managing what two successive American presidents came to deride as Pakistan’s “double game.” The phrase referred to Islamabad’s habit of preserving its options by fighting on both sides of the Afghan War. But the phrase was misleading. It understated the complexity of Pakistan’s position. Kayani’s task was to maintain Pakistan’s tenuous, yet crucial, influence in Afghanistan and convince his own people (and fellow generals) that he was not letting the far more powerful India encircle Pakistan by expanding its presence in Afghanistan unchallenged.

		“Kayani initially impressed me,” Mullen told me, referring to his first meetings with the Pakistani general, “as someone who knew the totality of his country in a way that I don’t know mine. He knew about its economics, he knew about its finances, he knew about its industries, he knew its people.” And while Kayani did not have direct control over Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal—roughly one hundred weapons and growing—the ISI played a critical role in keeping it safe.

		Of course, “safe” meant very different things to the men in that room. To the Americans, it meant preventing terrorists from getting ahold of nuclear weapons or material from the world’s most vulnerable arsenal. To Kayani, it meant, first and foremost, protecting that arsenal from the Americans, and making sure that, unlike that night in Abbottabad when they snuck in to kill Osama bin Laden, no SEAL team could seize or disable Pakistan’s weapons. It was hardly paranoia. The Americans had an elaborate, well-rehearsed plan to do exactly that, which had been ramped up and revised when Obama came into office. At the same time, Obama stopped talking publicly about Pakistan’s nuclear stockpile, knowing that even benign mentions fueled the ISI’s paranoia. But all the quiet diplomacy, and offers of additional American help, heightened Pakistan’s suspicions. And the more the Obama team examined the long-term threat of an expanding Pakistani arsenal—something Donilon had ordered up extensive studies about—the more the White House came to realize that the future of Pakistan was a far greater strategic threat to the United States than the future of Afghanistan. It was not an accident that by the end of Obama’s first year, the goals in Afghanistan and Pakistan had been reduced to merely three. While the first key objective was to keep Kabul from falling back into the hands of the Taliban, the other two had little to do with Afghanistan: (1) disrupt, dismantle, and defeat al-Qaeda, and (2) prevent terrorists from working their way inside Pakistan’s nuclear program. Neither of those problems was on the Afghan side of the border.

		Kayani understood the American paranoia about a Pakistani meltdown, and he took advantage of it—which is one of the reasons he was the shrewdest survivor in the brutal Pakistani power game. As commander of the Pakistani military, he excelled at entertaining a parade of American visitors—senators, ambassadors, special envoys—who would arrive to lecture him about what Washington would no longer tolerate. Kayani would listen, take another drag on his cigarette, and try to get them to imagine how vulnerable both countries would be to terror groups if Washington ever made good on its threats to cut off Pakistan from the flow of money and arms the United States had been providing to fight terrorists. As he often told his own staff, the Americans talked a tougher game than they walked. Scratch beneath America’s veneer of threats to cut off billions in aid or escalate strikes inside Pakistan’s borders, and you would find a superpower that simply could not afford to risk breaking off relations. Not while Pakistan controlled the supply routes into Afghanistan, which—when tensions escalated—it shut off to remind Washington that its troops wouldn’t last long without food and bullets. Not while Pakistan was a brew of 180 million people—nine times the population of Afghanistan—and home to several brutal insurgencies and the fastest-growing nuclear arsenal on earth.

		As Lute often reminded his colleagues, “At the end of the day, breaking off relations with Pakistan or containing it might feel satisfying, but the next day you have to wake up and deal with them.”

		The three Americans told Kayani they had incriminating evidence about the latest two bold attacks against Americans in Afghanistan. Donilon had already spent hours poring through the intelligence, pressing the CIA and the National Security Agency—which routinely taps the ISI’s cell phones—for every scrap that would tie members of Pakistan’s elite spy service to the insurgents who had detonated car bombs and laid siege to the embassy. The case was circumstantial, as always. There was ample evidence that the ISI and others in the Pakistani military supplied the Haqqanis and gave them a free pass to cross the Pakistan-Afghanistan border along its most remote, dangerous stretches. But there was no smoking gun that the ISI had actually ordered the attack.

		Always the lawyer, Donilon began making his case. He had a habit of starting each new argument with the phrase “Here’s the deal,” and then hitting three or four points. This time, Donilon listed the specific intelligence the United States had gathered. He described the Haqqani houses, places where the United States believed the attacks were plotted. He pointed to the madrassa in Miranshah—a religious school where extremist ideology was taught—that fed the Haqqanis with fresh recruits. The school, the United States had often reminded Kayani, is just a few kilometers from a Pakistani military outpost. Lute had often joked that if the Pakistani troops ever ventured out of their base for physical training, they could jog to the madrassa, touch its walls, and jog back.

		Kayani took in the evidence silently, without pushing back. Well, Donilon thought, at least we’re not bullshitting each other. He knows we have the goods—he knows that I’m as informed an intelligence official as there is in the world.

		“We will undertake whatever steps we need to protect our forces,” Donilon said. “We would prefer to act jointly. But if you refuse”—he could have said, if you agree and do nothing—“we will come in and do what we have to do.” He did not need to add that the American model of success in this regard was Abbottabad, where seventy commandos infiltrated Pakistani airspace, landed forty miles from the Pakistani capital, killed bin Laden and his few protectors, and swept up his computers—all without setting off Pakistan’s defenses. The unspoken message was, “We can do it again.”

		Kayani took another drag on the cigarette and blew a little more smoke. Donilon, Lute, and Grossman knew what that meant. The Pakistanis had no intention of turning over or taking on the Haqqani network; it was their insurance policy for the moment when the Americans would inevitably leave.

		And when Donilon, Lute, and Grossman got home—a seventeen-hour flight aboard a military jet—they knew their first stop: the dry cleaners. Getting the fumes out of their suits would be easy enough. Detoxifying the American relationship with Pakistan would be much more difficult.

	
		CHAPTER 2
“AFGHAN GOOD ENOUGH”

		IN A CRAMPED OFFICE IN DOWNTOWN WASHINGTON WHERE BARACK Obama’s skeleton “transition” staff was waiting to take over the powers of government, Doug Lute arrived one day with a set of PowerPoint slides to explain what was going wrong in Afghanistan.

		No one knew the symptoms better than Lute, then still a three-star general. He spent the last two years of the Bush administration trying to manage the many tradeoffs as the Iraq War consumed the nation’s military forces, its intelligence assets, even its newly deployed drones. When Lute heard his colleagues in the Bush White House deny that Afghanistan had been starved of resources in order to feed the Iraq beast, he rolled his eyes.

		But it was the first slide that Lute threw onto the screen that day in the grimy office space near the Verizon Center, the sports arena midway between the Capitol and the White House, that caught the eye of Tom Donilon, who was preparing to become the president’s first deputy national security adviser. “It said we do not have a strategy in Afghanistan that you can articulate or achieve,” Donilon recalled three years later. “We had been at war for eight years, and no one could explain the strategy.”

		All new presidents like to exaggerate what a mess they were left with—Bush did it regularly in the first year after he took over from Bill Clinton—but in this case, there was little doubt. The financial crisis that broke in 2008 was the most immediate challenge, of course, but Afghanistan was the slow-burning disaster that Obama feared could, over time, consume his presidency, as Vietnam consumed Lyndon Johnson’s and Iraq consumed George W. Bush’s. It was bad enough that the Taliban were taking over large swaths of the country. But the real problem was that no one could identify exactly what the United States was trying to achieve. A full-blown democracy with the rule of law and respect for human rights? A divided country in which every warlord runs his own piece of turf? A state-in-name-only that survived on revenue from opium, minerals, and foreign aid? Something else?

		“As Doug explained it,” Donilon said, “no one could answer that.”

		SO IN THE first days of his presidency, Obama commissioned Bruce Riedel, a counterterrorism expert, to chair an interagency review of US policy in Afghanistan and Pakistan. Tall, bald, and heavy-set, Riedel seemed like just what an administration of rookies needed: an experienced insider, with years as an analyst at the CIA, who felt in his bones the convoluted tribal politics and deep sense of vulnerability that drove events in both Afghanistan and Pakistan. Over three decades, Riedel had been around for every cycle in which the United States had promised aid to the Afghans, abandoned the region, and threatened Pakistan as it raced for the bomb.

		Riedel knew it would take the new president a year or so to get a feel for the strange rhythms of dealing with Pakistan’s paranoia and Afghan president Hamid Karzai’s volatility. He also knew Obama did not have the luxury of time to begin making decisions.

		Obama’s first hard call was waiting on his desk when he took office on January 20, 2009. Gen. David McKiernan—the four-star general who served as the top commander of US and NATO forces in Afghanistan, and whom Obama would soon jettison—had requested tens of thousands of additional troops to stem the Taliban tide. “It was kind of an urgent, five-alarm fire request,” Ben Rhodes, one of Obama’s young, inner circle of foreign-policy aides, told me. A presidential election was looming in Afghanistan, which, if it came off peacefully and cleanly, could serve as a turning point in the war. The extra troops, McKiernan said, would provide much-needed security. During the transition, the Bush team offered to approve the request and take the heat for sending more troops—Bush’s approval rating already hovered in the low twenties, the lowest for an outgoing president in recorded history.1 But Obama told them to hold off. The new president had campaigned on winning in Afghanistan—a “war of necessity,” he argued then, to contrast it with the “war of choice” in Iraq. If there were going to be any major shifts in war strategy, he wanted to initiate them.

		But it wasn’t as easy as coming up with a new way forward for the beleaguered country. After more than seven years of war, Obama’s Afghanistan was laden with serial instability, largely triggered by the Bush administration’s distractions in Iraq. The Taliban did not waste that opportunity and had slipped back into the country while more than 100,000 American troops were fighting to retain influence in a new Iraq. When Bush talked about Afghanistan during the second half of his presidency, it was mostly as a poster child for what he called the “Freedom Agenda.” He celebrated when Afghans first went to the polls to vote in 2004. He told audiences that girls were now going to school in Afghanistan, a line that always brought applause. But starting in 2006, Bush’s own staff was warning him that he was failing to send in the troops and resources needed to keep Afghanistan from spinning out of control. Many in the Pentagon complained that the forces available were insufficient and that Bush had never fully grappled with America’s strategic goals in the region. They could not say so in public, of course.

		Eventually, Bush painted himself into a corner. With more than 150,000 troops in Iraq and a surge under way, he had no latitude to send more soldiers, or even Predator drones, to Afghanistan. And without the troops, his vow of building the country into a modern, democratic state, made in 2002 when he invoked the memory of the Marshall Plan, was empty.2 Partly because of Afghan corruption and incompetence, partly because tribal leaders did not agree to central rule from Kabul, and partly because Bush had never sufficiently focused on Afghanistan, there was little progress to show despite seven years of war.

		Obama entered office declaring that a new president, with a new vision, could break the cycle of American neglect, Pakistani duplicity, and Afghan dysfunction. He laid down an early marker of his own: having campaigned on fixing the war in Afghanistan, he would not make the mistake of employing the “light-footprint” strategy that Donald Rumsfeld, Bush’s first defense secretary, had used in the first five years of the Afghan War. That strategy, one of employing minimal troops, had failed to stop the Taliban from gradually returning from their sanctuaries in Pakistan. “Obama set the parameters,” Riedel recalled later. “He wanted an anti-Rumsfeld strategy. He wanted counterinsurgency.”

		So even before Riedel had time to complete his first, quick “strategic review,” Obama decided to deploy 17,000 additional troops to Afghanistan, championing what he called “a new way forward.”3 But the “way forward” wasn’t actually new; it was old-fashioned “counterinsurgency”—the slow, patient process of winning hearts and minds by building a government, promoting economic growth, developing the rule of law, and employing a host of other programs tantamount to nation building.

		The deity of counterinsurgency, dubbed COIN by the military, was Gen. David Petraeus. A West Point student of history as well as of command (who also had a PhD in international relations from Princeton’s Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs), he knew the enormous costs in lives and resources of a failed COIN campaign, having studied the effects of the United States’ clumsy effort to employ counterinsurgency in Vietnam. For decades thereafter, there was strong opposition to counterinsurgency. George W. Bush derided “nation building” during the 2000 campaign. (Bush adamantly opposed using the military for “walking children to kindergarten,” as he put it when I interviewed him at his ranch ten days before he took office.) But as Iraq spun out of control, and the conventional war strategy of simply killing insurgents failed, Bush discovered how little the American presence had kept a lid on Iraq’s slow but steady descent. Eventually, Petraeus won Bush over. He laid out the case that the only alternative to counterinsurgency was an endless war, in which Sunni insurgents in Iraq would keep coming back, looking for vulnerabilities and waiting for the Americans to leave. Petraeus’s theory gained traction in Iraq, especially when bolstered by the surge in troops. Whether that formula could translate to the very different territory of Afghanistan, though, was another question.

		TWO MONTHS AFTER his inauguration, flanked by his national security team and top advisers for Afghanistan, Obama made his first big foreign-policy pronouncement: “I want the American people to understand that we have a clear and focused goal: to disrupt, dismantle, and defeat al-Qaeda in Pakistan and Afghanistan, and to prevent their return to either country in the future.”

		“Disrupt, dismantle, and defeat al-Qaeda” quickly became the new adage of the “war against al-Qaeda and its affiliates” (which was the line Obama used to replace Bush’s vague, scattershot “global war on terror”). But this seemingly well-defined and limited goal had far-reaching implications. And in the half-hour speech that followed, Obama sounded an awful lot like a nation builder. “To advance security, opportunity, and justice—not just in Kabul, but from the bottom up in the provinces,” Obama said, “we need agricultural specialists and educators, engineers and lawyers. That’s how we can help the Afghan government serve its people and develop an economy that isn’t dominated by illicit drugs. And that’s why I’m ordering a substantial increase in our civilians on the ground.

		“At a time of economic crisis, it’s tempting to believe that we can shortchange this civilian effort. But make no mistake: our efforts will fail in Afghanistan and Pakistan if we don’t invest in their future.”

		To drive home his point, Obama talked about a “civilian surge.” “And that’s why my budget includes indispensable investments in our State Department and foreign assistance programs.… Because it’s far cheaper to train a policeman to secure his or her own village or to help a farmer seed a crop than it is to send our troops to fight tour after tour of duty with no transition to Afghan responsibility.”4

		After the speech was over, Riedel insisted the problem was more about Pakistan than Afghanistan. “If we were honest with ourselves, we would call this problem ‘Pak/Af,’ not ‘Af/Pak,’ ” he told me. Almost all of Obama’s top advisers later conceded that Pakistan was the far more potent threat. But the White House would not dare admit that publicly—even a rhetorical change would send the Pakistanis further into orbit. Instead, Obama called on Congress to end the years of on-again, off-again aid to Pakistan that only sowed more anger and suspicion toward the United States. Congress later responded by passing the Kerry-Lugar-Berman Bill—a bill that promised Pakistan a steady, predictable $1.5 billion per year in development assistance.5 It was an effort to avoid the trap that Richard Holbrooke described to me just before he died in 2010: “The biggest problem we face is that the Pakistanis know that sooner or later, we’re leaving. Because that’s what we do. And that drives everything.”
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		OBAMA’S SPEECH WAS refreshing, but it was still littered with the easy phrases of the campaign trail. It described new initiatives and new organizations and suggested an end to the days when the United States changed its goals and its strategy every year. The new president described a strategy of huge investment in Afghanistan. Two years later—with a stagnant economy at home—it was a concept that would simply disappear from his speeches.

		At defense secretary Bob Gates’s suggestion, Obama also fired the US general overseeing the war, Gen. David McKiernan, in favor of a little-known general who could reimagine the mission of American and NATO forces in the country: Gen. Stanley McChrystal.

		McChrystal—tall, gaunt, with leathered skin—lived an ascetic lifestyle, usually limiting himself to one meal a day, four hours of sleep a night, and a daily eight-mile run. He was a soldier’s soldier. But McChrystal didn’t possess Washington savvy. Unlike Petraeus, he did not spend weeks briefing committee chairmen on Capitol Hill or the White House’s national security staff over lunches and dinners. Instead, he ran the most secretive branch of the military, the Joint Special Operations Command, or JSOC, home of the Navy SEAL teams and the Green Berets, among others. JSOC had become Bush’s favorite branch of the military (as it would become Obama’s) for the night raids it ran to find, capture, or kill high-value al-Qaeda and Taliban insurgents. The raids began as sporadic operations under Bush, but as Obama took over, the pace accelerated to ten to fifteen a night. They were highly effective in keeping insurgents on the run and making it far harder for them to train or plan.

		But McChrystal was also an enthusiast of Petraeus’s vision of counterinsurgency. The two men had forged a tight friendship over the years, and Petraeus described McChrystal as a “kindred spirit.”6 So, despite his past job commanding secret teams of “snake-eaters,” as some Special Operations Forces called themselves, McChrystal strongly argued that the only way to bring the Afghan War to a satisfying end was through a comprehensive counterinsurgency campaign. The problem, he knew, was that counterinsurgency took a long time—most likely a decade in Afghanistan—and the American public, and the new president, might not have the stomach for that.

		Obama made two other significant appointments for his Afghanistan team. Retired lieutenant general Karl Eikenberry, one of the first military commanders in Afghanistan to warn that Bush was ignoring the Taliban’s resurgence, returned as a civilian to serve as the US ambassador. And the bullish diplomatic superstar who forged the Dayton Peace Accords—Richard Holbrooke—was appointed to be the State Department’s special representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan. As the special representative, Holbrooke would try against all hope to replicate in Afghanistan his success in ending a war in the Balkans.

		Obama exuded supreme confidence that this group, smarter and more focused about core American goals, could accomplish what Bush did not. What he could not anticipate was that his own team would be so divided on the right course to take, and his ostensible allies so recalcitrant.

		As the number of troops in Afghanistan rose—Obama nearly doubled down in his first few months as president, raising the number of American forces in the country to 68,000 from 38,000—his team already showed signs of fracturing. Every one of them—Vice President Joe Biden, Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, Special Representative Holbrooke, and Ambassador Eikenberry, to name just the most visible—was deeply experienced. But they were like an all-star team coming together for the first time, without the benefit of a few practices. The president had doubled the troop numbers before his team had hashed out what kind of future Afghan state was possible.7 Obama soon worried that he had approved new forces before he had resolved the many contradictions that had long dogged policy in the region.

		“The president approved [the troops],” an adviser told me one afternoon in the White House. “Then, the Riedel process happened, and I don’t think the president was satisfied with that product. I think that he felt that the fundamental questions about what we’re trying to achieve in Afghanistan, and how things were in Afghanistan, had yet to be answered.”

		A State Department cable dated April of 2009 that appeared on WikiLeaks demonstrated that Biden was particularly skeptical from the start that the United States could build a legitimate Afghan government. After meeting with Gordon Brown, Britain’s prime minister at the time, an American diplomat who was taking notes summarized Biden’s private view. “Currently there is little capacity for the Afghan government to execute many of the functions of government,” the cable reported Biden saying. “In many areas of the country, local officials have close to no knowledge of how to govern or even basic knowledge of payroll or budget.… The idea of a strong rule of law under a centralized Karzai government was not realistic.”8

		But before the administration could tackle those problems, it faced an immediate challenge: a forthcoming presidential election in Afghanistan that many feared would not end well. There were roughly 38,000 American troops in Afghanistan when Obama took office; he deployed another 21,000, including 4,000 “training and advisory” troops, based on Riedel’s recommendations, hoping their presence would help assure a credible election that would give the Afghan government the legitimacy it so sorely lacked.9 But as Eikenberry warned in a cable back to the State Department in July 2009, a fair election that returned the mercurial Karzai to power could create far larger problems. Eikenberry was characteristically blunt as he described Karzai’s paranoia and ineptitude: “Karzai remains deeply suspicious of US intentions and actions regarding key opposition candidates.… Karzai clearly expected (or hoped) to receive the same US support for his candidacy that he received in the 2004 election, and interprets our neutral stance in this election as evidence that the US is ‘against’ him.”10

		Even though administration officials were desperate to get rid of Karzai, attempts to nurture a serious opposition candidate failed. Dr. Ashraf Ghani, a technocrat and former executive at the World Bank, championed good governance, transparent institutions, and rule of law. He was coauthor of a book appropriately entitled Fixing Failed States. But Afghans viewed Ghani as more American than Afghan, and it was clear he would never get the votes needed to win. Dr. Abdullah Abdullah, previously Karzai’s foreign minister, had fought with the Northern Alliance’s top leader—Ahmad Shah Massoud—against the Soviet Union in the ’80s and the Taliban in the ’90s. But Abdullah was a Tajik in a country dominated by Pashtuns, and he lacked the family dynasty, tribal networks, and clan ties essential to winning the presidency.

		Unsurprisingly, when the polls opened in August 2009, the Taliban unleashed a series of suicide bombings and rocket attacks across the country, and threatened to cut off the ink-stained fingers of anyone who voted. Turnout was low. Web videos showed election officials flipping through hundreds of ballots premarked for Karzai. The rampant fraud led Afghanistan’s Independent Election Commission to disqualify 23 percent of the votes, putting Karzai below the threshold he needed to maintain his power.11 Under the Afghan constitution, this mandated a runoff.

		The Obama team froze. They had invested heavily in a fair election, and now had presided over a corrupt one. Karzai, characteristically, refused to participate in a runoff election, declaring himself the legitimate winner. And inside the White House, many feared that Obama would emerge looking like a rank amateur, endorsing a Karzai victory because the prospect of a power vacuum or a fractured alliance seemed much worse. They turned to the chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, John Kerry (who had hoped to be secretary of state), to fly to Afghanistan and shuttle between Karzai and Abdullah Abdullah, the runner-up, to broker an agreement for a second round of voting. (It was the first of many such missions to both Afghanistan and Pakistan for Kerry, and he reveled in the role of Obama’s direct messenger.) Kerry and European allies stroked and cajoled Karzai to capitulate. Eventually, he was dragged into agreeing to a second round.12 But as soon as he did, Abdullah Abdullah dropped out of the race, declaring that it would be neither free nor fair.

		With its first foray into the democratic experiment in Afghanistan crumbling, the Obama administration simply embraced Karzai’s incumbency. “Our sense was that after the election we’d know whether Afghanistan was taking a turn for the better or whether it was going in a downward trajectory,” Rhodes said later. “And the elections obviously don’t go particularly well.” But as another one of Obama’s aides told me at the time, “It’s hard to say that we are sending your children off to fight and die for a guy who steals elections.”

		Despite his veteran national security team, it was clear that Obama was making rookie mistakes. The rushed review process for Afghanistan and Pakistan, the botched Afghan elections, and the fractures within his team raised red flags. So Obama declared that the time had come for a deep rethinking of Afghanistan and Pakistan policy that would, Rhodes said, “turn over every stone and question every assumption the United States has about Afghanistan and Pakistan, to agree on a set of objectives, and to agree on the resources that would flow from the strategies and objectives.”

		It sounded straightforward—the kind of hardheaded, start-from-the-facts analysis that would appeal to Obama’s demand for depth and pragmatism. Obama told his staff he needed something he never got out of Riedel’s review earlier in the year: a series of objectives in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and metrics to measure how well the United States was meeting them. But nothing in war or Washington is quite that easy.

		The job was given to Doug Lute, who developed classified and unclassified measurements of progress, to be provided to Congress every few months. (The classified list added metrics for the security of Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal.) The White House invited a few reporters over to the West Wing to explain how one measures progress in a war where the side that controls a town by day may not by night.

		“We appreciate,” Lute began, “that where we want to go with Afghanistan depends on having legitimate Afghan power.” Given that the administration had just endorsed Karzai’s victory, despite a highly dubious election process, Lute acknowledged that this would be a tough sell. But the new president was quickly realizing that the vision of building a modern, democratic state was beyond anything Americans could realistically accomplish. So how much would be good enough?

		FOR OBAMA, THERE was a bigger question lurking beneath Lute’s metrics: Was he slowly slipping into another Vietnam? It was a question that Donilon and Rahm Emanuel, Obama’s first chief of staff, had debated endlessly: One weekend evening, after a family dinner at Donilon’s house, Emanuel had seen a copy of Gordon M. Goldstein’s Lessons in Disaster on the table in Donilon’s
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